Sermon, 22 June 2008—Proper 7
Genesis 21:8-21;   Psalm 86;  Matthew 10:24-39
Last Sunday, we heard Sarah’s laughter—and a lot of Priscilla’s also.  The chuckling in Scripture had to do with God’s timing.  Isaac, whose name means laughter, is finally born, and Abraham and Sarah rejoice in the heir they had hoped for and had been promised and had needed.  This Sunday, the first lesson shows us what happens when fear overtakes joy.  But even more significantly it shows us that God does not break promises, no matter what efforts we humans make to secure ourselves at the expense of others.  
The barrenness that Abraham and Sarah had lived with was much more than a personal sadness; it was an impending disaster.  Abraham was a man of wealth and power, but he had no son to inherit what he accumulated in his wanderings and in his wars.  His household would face a catastrophic vacuum his at his death.  The only option Abraham could see was to leave his property to Eliezer, his steward.  That would mean the unraveling of everything he had achieved, since his relatives would quickly begin to circle and bite off what they could manage to carry away once he was dead, and a servant in charge.  God reassured Abraham that he would provide a son for him, and God added that he and his son would be blessed and be a blessing.   
When Sarah had become convinced that she herself would never be able to bear Abraham a son, she took into her own hands the solution of their domestic crisis and did what many families did in that era: she gave Abraham one of her own slaves to impregnate.  A slave was considered an extension of the master’s body: the same will that moved the master’s hand was seen as moving the slave’s hand, and what the mistress wanted accomplished she achieved through the activity of her slaves.  Because Hagar belonged to Sarah, no one questioned that Sarah would use Hagar’s body to obtain her own desires, which was to provide the needed son.  Her husband was the father, and her slave the surrogate bearer, but Sarah was the mother.  Sarah must have been fiercely possessive of Ishmael, constantly claiming with affection what constantly reminded her of her barrenness, constantly demonstrating in public that he was the son she had provided for Abraham.  
No wonder, once Isaac, her own child, was born, she felt a retroactive guilt and alarm: hadn’t she, somehow, squandered the love that belonged to her own child on this substitute; and had she emphasized too much that Ishmael was Abraham’s son when he was the only son around, so much so that now he would be a rival heir, the enemy of the son of her own flesh?  No wonder, just as earlier she had seen clearly what had to be done to manufacture an heir for her husband, she now saw what had to be done to ensure that there would be only one heir, her overriding purpose still being to keep Abraham’s inheritance intact.  God had promised descendants and land to Abraham.  The descendants had begun to appear; Sarah’s uncertainty was—and remains to this day—which one would receive the land.
This story is full of the pain that only family members can inflict on each other.  No hatred is as intense and implacable as the hatred wounded siblings feel towards each other.  There has to be a bitter aftertaste, but perhaps also a sense of divine redistributive justice, when a Jewish reader considers that Hagar, the Egyptian slave of Sarah, obtained a wife for Ishmael, her child by Abraham, from Egypt, the country where Abraham’s children were slaves themselves for four hundred years; and that, just as she and her son left slavery on a wilderness journey where God kept her alive by a miraculous spring of water, so Abraham’s other children left slavery by a wilderness journey, where God kept them alive by miraculous springs of water also. 

More to the point, what we heard this morning still reverberates in our day.  Ishmael is the ancestor of the Arabs; Isaac is the ancestor of the Jews; all their descendants call Abraham “father;” and the Promised Land is debated between them.  It is instructive to realize that Muslims also have a version of this story in the Qur’an.  

In the Qur’an, because Ishmael is his firstborn, Abraham considers him his promised son.  He carefully provides a home for him in Mecca and visits him regularly there.  Together, he and Ishmael build the Ka’bah, the holy house in Mecca which is the destination of Muslim pilgrimage, praying that God will accept their offering.  They establish there the right worship of God, praying that their descendants will always follow this right worship and that God will give them in due time guidance from a prophet of their own.  We do not live in an age where we can ignore these beliefs.  We do not live in a city where Islam can be ignored.  Saint Cloud has no synagogue, but it does have a mosque.
 The Qur’an presents Abraham as one of God’s early prophets, just as Jesus and Muhammad were later to be the crown and the conclusion of all prophecy.  In Islam, prophets are those to whom God gives a revelation for their era.  That revelation is always the same: prophets call their people back to unmediated submission to the One God, to the directness and simplicity accessible to everyone who wishes to worship and to obey the One God.  

In the Qur’an, Abraham’s earliest act is to debunk the idolatry of his hometown.  We are familiar with his derision, because all three of the monotheistic religions mock polytheistic believers in the same way: prophets and psalmists and even Paul snicker at how absurd it is that something made by human hands receives gifts from those same hands.  In the Qur’an, Abraham asks the idols why they do not eat the offerings before them.  He smashes some, but leaves the biggest one intact.  When the townspeople discover the wreckage with horror and outrage, Abraham suggests they ask the big idol what happened: maybe the big idol smashed the others to get all worship for himself; or if not, maybe the big idol can at least report who did it.  Then Abraham asks the crucial monotheistic question: “Do you worship what you yourselves have made, when it is God who made you?”  
The townspeople, in a rage, build a fiery furnace, reacting to Abraham as Nebuchadnezzar reacts to Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in the Book of Daniel, when they refuse to bow to his idol.  In the Qur’an, God makes the fire cool, and Abraham survives.  

Abraham’s struggle to become a monotheist is described movingly in the Qur’an.  Having realized that these idols, these sticks and stones, can never hurt him, or bless him, or act at all, he begins to contemplate the heavens.  Here in Minnesota, where the sky is wide, we have some sense of what the sky means in the flat expanses of the desert: dominant, omnipresent, even oppressive, source of destructive wind and nourishing water.  Abraham goes out and tries to worship the stars, but the moon’s brightness causes them to vanish; he tries to worship the moon, but the moon mutates every month; he tries to worship the sun, but the sun is sinks at dusk.  Nowhere can he find permanence and power.  He decides he will offer no worship to anything other than the One who created these heavenly bodies.  In the Qur’an, God blesses Abraham as he does in Genesis: God promises him land and promises that this land will be the source of blessing for many nations and that Abraham will be their Imam.  Abraham’s crucial insight in Islam is this: in worshipping what he can see, is adding deities to the One God.  This is what they accuse us Christians of: according to Islam, when we proclaim the divinity of Christ, we blasphemously attempt to establish another deity next to the One God.  We have fallen from what Jesus taught.
The closer we look the more wondrous and strange it all gets.  Hagar is never mentioned in the Qur’an, but in the Book of Genesis—in the Jewish Torah!—she is not only named, but is spoken to directly by God, who preserves her life and blesses her descendants.  In the Jewish story, the Arabs are directly blessed by God.  In the Qur’an, the woman driven out into the wilderness in disrepute, who is kept alive, along with her unborn child, by a miraculous spring of water, is the Christian outcast: the Virgin Mary, the mother of Jesus.  The story the Jews tell about Hagar, which contains a blessing of her, is almost identical to the story the Muslims tell about Mary, which also contains blessing of her.  All three of the religions which consider Abraham their forbearer have in their Scripture a generosity of concern for each other’s origins, and an affirmation of their equality before God, expressed as an awed respect for the way God preserved them at their origin.  The present day followers of all three of these religions in their attitude towards and treatment of each other seem to have forgotten this awe at God’s care for the outcast ancestor of the other religion which their own Scripture enshrines in its text.   
Today, it is important that I call your attention to these stories.  None of the children of Abraham are through with each other.  We Christians must consider the promises of God, who chose the Jews, and blessed the Arabs, and grafted us Gentiles onto the stock of salvation.  We are guests in that house.  As much as we would rather not bring it to mind, Jews and Muslims and Christians all proclaim allegiance to the same God.

We cannot do better than remember what our dear older brother Paul says, thinking in our day that his reference must be even wider.  Writing to the Christians in Rome, Paul asked, “Is God the God of Jews only?  Is he not the God of Gentiles also?  Yes, of Gentiles also, since God is one. … There is no distinction between Jew and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of all and is generous to all who call upon him.”  So we might ask, in our own day, “Is God the God of the Christians only?”  That cannot be if God is one.  When Hagar’s children call on God, there is only one God to call on; and when Sarah’s children call on God, there is no different God for them; and when we follow the example of that Jewish carpenter, and when we call on God, we call on God as he taught us to do—and the term he gave us to use was “our father.”   
The most urgent thing we can ask of this “father” is understanding and acceptance of all those who worship the same God we worship with other words and other prayers.  The most urgent thing for us to understand is that our claim to be monotheists is already our confession that Jews and Muslims worship the same God we do, because there is no other God.  The most urgent thing we can offer them is support in their attempt to worship God with the respect and dignity they assert is God’s due and with the safety that we know is their due.  May the One who is Compassionate and Merciful, the One God, guide us into the right praise, so that all we do might be for the building up of all God’s children, until the day the praise of God is known equally by all, and chanted in devotion for all eternity.
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