Sermon, 29 June 2008—Proper 8 / Peter & Paul
Genesis 22:1-14;   Psalm 13;  John 21:15-9
In our lessons today, we continue Abraham’s story from the Book of Genesis, but combine it with the Gospel assigned to the Feast of Peter and Paul, which falls on this day.  The Lectionary was revised so we could hear the stories of Hebrew Scripture in sequence, but the Church also asks us not to pass through life oblivious of the saints, so we are eating off two tables today.  Both these stories are about how we find ourselves tested over the course of our life.

Since we have been following the story of Abraham and Sarah, we can understand even more fully the horror of this episode.  Abraham and Sarah longed for a son who could inherit Abraham’s property.  Sarah managed to produce one son through Hagar’s body, but when a son from her own body was born, she insisted that Hagar and Ishmael be expelled into the wilderness, so that her son Isaac could become the sole inheritor.  Now, when only one son is left to him, Abraham hears God ask that this son, Isaac, be offered up to God.  
So now God wants back the only gift which God gave him which Abraham actually wanted?  Abraham has been obedient and devout: he left his home at God’s command, he set up altars to God wherever he camped.  Is this the reward for obedience and devotion—that God checks to see how much further God can push him?  Is this the result of getting too close to God—that God asks you for what you love the most?  Don’t we fear, in the corners of our soul most twisted away from the light, that this is the true nature of God?  Isn’t this one of the pictures of the cross: that loving trusting man screaming “why have you forsaken me?” before everything goes black?  
Several years ago, when I was in DC, I took part in an eye-opening program run by the Institute for Christian-Jewish Studies.  In it, Jews and Christians gathered around round tables to study some stories from the Book of Genesis and to tell each other what we thought each story was about.  Now, we Christians have been trained to see this particular story in two ways.  
First, we see it through the life of Jesus: we see the beloved Son—his father’s “only son”!—carrying the wood on which he is to be sacrificed up a mountain at his Father’s request; or we see Abraham as he acts in obedience to God’s will and receives back, in return for his sacrifice, more than he offered up.  Because of this lens, Christians called this story the “Sacrifice of Isaac.”
Second, we have been trained to see this story is as a test of Abraham’s faith—it is thought of that way in the Letter to the Hebrews, and once the great Danish thinker Kierkegaard got his hands on it, he plumbed that interpretation to its depth.  Abraham holds firm to his faith that God will make good his promise that he will have offspring and that he will have these offspring through Isaac.  Even this way of seeing the story is shaped by the story of Jesus’ Resurrection: God does not let death have the final word, but raises Jesus up, so the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews states that Abraham considered that God is able even to raise someone from the dead and that Abraham did in a sense receive Isaac back from the dead.  Of course, the issue here is our own faith in Jesus’ Resurrection and in the belief that, if we have faith in that event and in God’s pledge, we also will be raised from the dead.  
Now, on those evenings in DC, the Christian participants learned that our interpretations were familiar to many Jewish participants, but were, of course, rejected by all of them.  In the story, God asks Abraham to offer Isaac up.  The original Hebrew word does not mean “to slaughter as sacrifice,” but “to present to be lifted up.”  This, of course, fits perfectly well with the Jewish name of the story: it is the “binding”—not the “sacrifice”—“of Isaac.”  One of the Jewish participants even said, perhaps Abraham failed God’s “test,” because he assumed God wanted him to kill his son as a human sacrifice; perhaps all that was needed was that Abraham “present” or “dedicate” his son to God, to “lift him up” to God, along with a burnt offering; perhaps it was Abraham’s years among pagan religions that caused him to think that killing his son was the only way he could present Isaac to God, the only way he could show himself to be the equal in devotion of those who slaughtered one of their children before idols.  Abraham might be thought to have failed God’s test, but God kept his promise, and intervened in loving-kindness before Abraham harmed his son.

More terrible was a rabbinical interpretation from the late Middle Ages: Isaac was an adult, not a child, at the time of the binding.  This shifts everything.  If Abraham is the only adult, killing a defenseless and trusting child, he is a repellent figure; but if Isaac is also an adult, understanding the command that God has imposed on his father and consenting to be bound, perhaps even killed, then both men are carrying out God’s will together.  If Isaac is a “consenting adult”—if you will permit me to put it hat way—then he, rather than Abraham, becomes the model of devout behavior.  As Christians confined the children of Abraham into ghettoes and massacred them in pogroms, this image of a devout son, obedient to God’s commandment given to his father, faithful to death, became the Jewish picture of their own life in Christian Europe.  This interpretation of faithful surrender, of consent to be bound, collapsed during the Holocaust; most Jews find it repugnant today.  The ovens of Auschwitz burned away any thoughtless confidence that stories in which Jews are bound and sacrificed could be told as models of faithfulness, without risk, even when we tell them with fear and trembling.  

What do these stories have in common?  That somehow, in a moment of crisis beyond comprehension, the human beings involved were seen, in retrospect, to have kept faith with God.  
Kierkegaard shrewdly comments that the story is beyond morality: not only can Abraham not decide what to do on the basis of his own understanding of right and wrong, the story itself is beyond the listener’s sense of right and wrong, and it can never be used—was never intended to be used—to set up a new code of what is right and wrong.  For those who consider morality the whole point of religion, this story must be abhorrent, a story best dropped down the closed mine shaft of oblivion.  Like the story of Jesus’ crucifixion, it is repulsive.  Yet we stare at both stories because we sense, somehow, that something fearfully true is being said about levels of reality we cannot endure to inhabit on a daily basis, but that we know are about the human condition.

No one can say to another human being “this is your test and this is how you must act.”  And yet, I think, you and I both know that there are moments in our life during which we do feel tested and during which we know we must act.  At those moments, our loyalties are in conflict; our hopes are given up for lost; the words of our counselors make no sense or offer no help; and every next step we can see to take seems to be either a violation or a betrayal.  At those moments, the question of God looms over us in the silence.  
If you can pray at those moments, if prayer comforts you at those moments, then give thanks.  When Abraham went through his ordeal, when it became clear to him that this dreadful act was before him to do, when the voice he had always obeyed had finished giving its instructions, silence burdened every step of his story.  Only when Abraham picks up and raises the knife, does the angel of God call out.
We keep glancing towards God in this story.  We want to know what the purpose is, what the plan is, what the point is.  All I can say to you is watch yourself want the story to be about God’s faithfulness.  I see a difficult God to trust here—in fact, we are left wondering who the most trustworthy character in the story is.  However, if we move our eyes away from God to the human figures, we see the depiction of the moment when what a human being deemed good becomes unrecognizable—and yet that human being remains steady in his committed relationships and endures horror with integrity.  
We know that if we try to turn this story into advice for living, or into a moral code, it warps into permission to commit atrocities.  It is not a safe story.  But we know it is a true story, because we know that there are moments in our life when what feels like a test drops like a hawk onto us and clutches us in its talons and stabs us over and over with its beak, and our loyalty to something greater than our self must be seen through, even when it appears to involve us in pain and self-destruction and irreparable harm to those we love.  “Times of testing will come,” Jesus says, and adds, “woe to those by whom they come.”  No wonder we pray, “lead us not into temptation, save us from the time of trial, do not put us to the test.”  No wonder we add to all those prayers, “deliver us from evil”—the evil we must endure and even might inflict at those times.
Peter, of course, failed.  He denied knowing Jesus three times.  Scripture preserved, not only the story of his test, but also the story of his reconciliation.  We are again in the presence of the ruthless compassion of spiritual truth.  What does Jesus request of him as a result of that restoration?  “Feed my lambs; tend my sheep; feed my sheep.”  On the other side of those traumas of testing and denial and failure, this is what this lovely story of a dawn breakfast on the shores of Galilee with the Risen Christ calls us to: “learn to care for others.”  On the other side of Jesus’ brutal death and abandonment, he returns to feed his own who deserted him and to talk about love with the one who denied him.  Peter’s own healing will be complete when he returns to his community, from the other side of his own brokenness, not to be taken care of, but to offer care himself—and likely he offered that care with greater compassion out of his own shame and failure and forgiveness, until the day he himself was led away, bound, to offer himself up to God, along with our dear older brother Paul.
Now you and I both know that doesn’t always happen.  Some children thrive, some collapse, under the same difficult conditions.  Human resilience is a great mystery, but it could be understood as having survival value and so be part of the natural selection of our species.  An even greater mystery, though, is altruism, to give oneself for others, to make oneself the sacrifice.  Yet we find this is also a consistent dimension of humanity, given focus and purpose and steadiness in the life of Christ, who looked on human suffering with compassion, who healed it and who shared it.
These two stories, which have fallen in next to each other this morning, seem together to complete a picture of humanity at its extremes: Abraham pushing through his desolation, Peter pushing through his shame, both in order to keep faith.  May we also, in the time of trial, in the silence of God, in the panic of our self-protection, find our way through with integrity and emerge in the compassionate service of others and in the praise of the Eternal Source, the Only-begotten Word, and the Life-giving Spirit, the One God we praise today. 
Michael Wyatt, 29 June 2008, Proper 8 / Peter & Paul
6

