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Our Old Testament lesson this morning is booby-trapped.  It’s kind of surprising to me that it’s still in the lectionary at all, in fact, because it’s so riddled with problems.  Tradition has embraced this story as a cornerstone of our faith.  And yet just what we’re supposed to be building on this wobbly stone is unclear.  Try to set foot on it and you will find yourself sinking into murky theological quicksand.

You might try, as the early church did, to understand this story as a celebration of obedience.  God asks the unthinkable of Abraham, and Abraham responds without thinking twice.  Jump?  How high?  Abraham might be the exemplar of our faith, and yet there’s something unsettling for most of us about celebrating blind faith, especially a faith that is so comfortable setting aside ethical norms.  If Abraham even has a moral compass here, his compass has been stilled, and that bothers me.  It should bother all of us.  In this era of religious extremism and violence, there is no good news in the idea that God would command any innocent person to die.  There is no good news in the idea that God would ask a believer to take part in such a death.

So Abraham’s tricky.  No good.  Well, then, you might try focusing, as Jewish tradition has done, on this story as an example of God’s mercy.  Here we have the ultimate display of God’s providence, the ram in the bushes, the archetype of the deus ex machina.   Except, oops, wasn’t it God’s fault that we wound up on this perilous mountaintop in the first place?  We have that inconvenient and yet unavoidable opening to the story: “God tested Abraham.”  And so we have to confront the idea of a God who puts believers to the test, to a very nasty and dangerous test, in fact.

The modern impulse has been to use psychology to cheat a way out of the passage, to discern some interior life for Abraham and Isaac that could make the whole story more palatable.   Perhaps Abraham told Isaac that it was his own violent will, to protect Isaac’s image of God, as Kierkegaard imagined.  Or perhaps Abraham knew that the ram was there all along—after all, didn’t he say to his servants, “we will come back to you?”  Or perhaps Isaac didn’t see the knife.  Perhaps Abraham somehow shielded Isaac.  Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.  If we tell if the right way, it will be uplifting, won’t it?  Truth be told, no, it won’t.

Maybe you will even be tempted, as I have been, simply to reject this story as theologically flawed.  We can file it away as a problem text, an interesting historical commentary about the decline of human sacrifice in ancient cults, fine for study maybe but not so good for spiritual inspiration.  Except that it’s here in our Sunday worship, isn’t it?  It’s here in the midst of these scriptures that we claim are, at some level, good news for us.  All of them—not just the easy parts.

So here it is, under our feet, tripping us up.  How are we possibly to stand on this sinking sand?

Even Martin Luther—who regarded Abraham as the pinnacle of Old Testament faith—even he had this to say about our story: “I certainly admit my dullness; my donkey remains standing below and cannot ascend the mountain.”  A very lot of people, for a very long time, have gotten stuck right where we are.

My suggestion to you, this morning, is that we are supposed to be stuck.  Genesis is not a sitcom, and our story doesn’t have 23 minutes of misunderstandings that culminate in a little catharsis wrapped around a happy ending.  If we go looking to extract a moral from a fable, we will be sorely disappointed.  We might well do a lot of damage in the process, in fact.  The Bible seems to have no interest in telling us what Abraham was thinking, or why God was testing, or any of these things that would make this story more palatable.

But the Bible does have an interest in putting us in this very hard place, and I think the reason is that life puts us in the same hard place.  The Bible chooses stand here because at some point in life most of us will have to stand here.  I suspect that the reason that the story of Abraham and Isaac has such emotional traction with us is not because of its resolution; it is, instead, because of the power and the reality of its dilemma.  Do you recognize this mountaintop?  I do.   I have been to Moriah before.  It is the place of impossible choices. 

We recognize this story if we have had to love a parent by honoring the Do Not Resuscitate order that will effectively end his life.  We recognize this story if they only way we can love an addict is but cutting off contact with her.  We recognize this story if we find that the precious vocation that God calls us to tears us away from the precious family God has given us.  We recognize this story when we realize that the promise of our corporate security depends on weapons of tremendous destruction that at the same time make the world a whole lot less safe.  We will recognize this story any of those times when we realize that there are no right answers, only wrong and less-wrong ones.   Human life is riddled with paradox, and being Christian doesn’t get us a free pass. 

And so the gift that this story offers us is not some cheap plastic resolution that only holds up as long as we are feeling decent.  Instead, we get something more fierce but also more lasting.  We get the testimony that the relationship with God is possible, and worth it, too.  Even in the midst of the storm.   Even when God seems to be the storm.

So often, the Bible doesn’t answer the questions we want to ask; so it is here.  We want to know why God allows terrible things to happen.  But Genesis is answering a different set of questions: Can we stay in relationship with God when all we are feeling is terror?  Can we who are so small really be in a relationship of trust and intimacy with a God who is so vast, so powerful, so completely other?  Genesis is asking us these hard questions—and it is promising that, somehow, the answer is yes.

We have here this testimony to loyalties tested and loyalties, in the end, sustained.  And note that I use the plural—loyalties—because it’s not just Abraham who is vulnerable here.  It’s God, too.  Abraham’s vulnerability is plain to see, his beloved son and promised heir lying there tied up with ropes.  But God, too, is putting his hopes on the line.  This idea might be strange for us who are used to God being unchangeable, and yet it’s quite clearly the way Genesis shows God to be: He puts things at risk.  He takes chances.  God has created this whole human race with the hope that they will be his heirs, his chosen ones, worthy of his covenant.  And right now his eggs are all in the Abraham basket.  If Abraham is at risk, God is, too.  The promise could be ripped away from both of them.

They take the chance.  And they make it through.  Both trust that their love for one another will salvage the paradox.  And so it does.  Somehow, the God who obliterates becomes the God who provides.  Somehow, human free will becomes the tool for obedience rather than rebellion.  Somehow, I don’t know how, it is enough.

I fear that I am cheating you a bit by leaving you with this mystery.  I don’t know exactly how that transformation takes place,  and  I’m not sure that Genesis actually tells us, anyway.  But any explanation that I could offer you would be false.  This text is not here to give us a playbook.  It is here to give us a witness, and a testimony, and a hope.  None of us knows just how we endure the impossible terror without turning our backs on God.  But we can.  We can, and we do.

There are times when we who are church need to teach, and explain, and categorize, and enumerate.  But there are also times when our job is to do none of those things.  When we are confronted with great struggle, with impossibility, with fear and trembling and all the rest of it, we are missing the point if we try to domesticate them into neat problems with neat solutions.  Instead, we have a different task.  

We remember that relationship with God is worth it.  We bear witness to one another and to our world that the mystery is real.  We remind each other that there is a way down from the mountain; we remind each other that the relationship which brought us there matters in the first place.

So, brothers and sisters in Christ, listen to what our tradition wants to tell us.  And remember it.  Remind one another.  Remind yourself, next time you feel the wind blowing on the lonely mountain.  God is in the wind; God is in the stillness after the wind.  The impossible question is not the end.  God would be with us through that question and beyond, if only we are willing to take the risk of being with him. 

