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Goody Two-Shoes, Ugly Ducklings and the Black Sheep of the Family:

Our Faith Family Tree

Isaac

This is one of the most troubling stories in scripture.  I called several friends this week to see if I could get them to let me out of preaching on it.  Not a one would let me off the hook.  If you are going to preach on Isaac you have to deal with the binding of Isaac.  “But it’s hard,” I whined.  “Well, it’s not supposed to be easy,” they all said.  
 
So, with sighs too deep for words we wrestle with a story from our family tree that we wish weren’t here.  
First, let me remind you on where we are with this summer series that has been interrupted.  We started with Abraham and Sarah, the first ones God called to follow him.  God promised Abraham and Sarah that they would have many generations to follow them.  But Sarah was barren.  So she gave Hagar, her servant to Abraham to have a son.  Hagar gave birth to Ishmael.  Sarah got jealous of Hagar and so had her thrown out into the wilderness.  And then, as Dick preached on a few weeks ago, God gave Abraham and Sarah their only son Isaac.

Which brings me to this troubling story in which Abraham takes his boy on a camping trip with a dreadful intent.  It’s one of those stories that raises more questions than it answers.  What does it say about Abraham that he is willing to take Isaac, this one named laughter, his own son, up to the top of a mountain, make him carry the wood for his sacrifice, tie him down and then take a knife to his throat?  What does it say about a God who would put a father and son through this kind of terror in order to what – prove that Abraham loves God above all others?

The irony in this story is strong.  The boy is the vehicle through which God’s promise to Abraham is supposed to be kept.  And in order to obey Abraham must put that very promise in jeopardy.  The boy whose name means laughter is the center of this story that evokes tears and anguish.
It’s hard to know what to do with this story.  Some have seen in this story an end to child sacrifice.  In other places in scripture it’s clear that our ancestors of faith wrestled with this practice of their neighbors.  John Claypool saw in this story that all is gift.  He recalls an experience from his childhood when a business associate of his father’s was drafted into WWII.  That family stored their belongings in the Claypool’s basement. In exchange for storing the belonging the Claypools got to use the family’s washing machine.  Claypool says, “I spent many an hour watching the tumbler churn the soap suds, and I would stick my finger between the rubber roller of the wringer to see how much pressure I could stand.”  When the war ended the family picked up their belongings including that old washer.  John was enraged!  “Somebody robbed us.  The washing machine is gone!” 

“My mother sat me down then and taught me a lesson that would surface in my mind twenty-five years later,” he wrote.  “She said, ‘You have forgotten how the washing machine ever came to be in our basement.  It never did belong to us. It was always a gracious gift.  That we ever got to use it all was great good fortune.  You relate to gifts differently than you relate to possessions.  With gifts, you receive them gratefully, hold them lightly.  And when they are taken away, you use that occasion to give thanks that they were ever given at all.” (Claypool) 

Soren Kierkegaard, that great theologian of the 19th century came to faith through this story.  And Anne LaMott, the 20th century writer, came to faith through Kierkegaard’s writing about this story:
“But the way Kierkegaard wrote it, Abraham understood that all he really had in life was God’s unimaginable goodness and love, God’s promise of protection, God’s paradoxical promise that Isaac would provide him with many descendants.  He understood that without God’s love and company, his life would be so empty and barbaric that it almost wouldn’t matter whether his son was alive or not.  And since this side of the grave you could never know for sure if there was a God, you had to make a leap of faith, if you could, leaping across the abyss of doubt with fear and trembling.”  In the moments following her understanding of this scene, Anne says she “crossed over” and made the “lurch of faith.”
Anne LaMott goes onto say how it doesn’t make any sense – it doesn’t make any sense that this story would bring her to faith.  It doesn’t make any sense that Abraham would be willing to do the one thing he could not do; it made no sense that Abraham could still believe in God’s goodness.  “God told him to obey and to believe that he was a loving god and could be trusted.  So Abraham did obey.”(LaMott, p. 28)

These explanations give me a few handholds when I read this story.  But they don’t make it any easier.  I keep thinking about Isaac.  What is he thinking?  What is he feeling?  In fact, the story of the binding of Isaac is much more a story about Abraham.  It’s Abraham’s faith that is being tested.  It is the promise to Abraham that is being threatened.  It is Abraham’s God who is being cruel.  What about Isaac?  Walter Brueggemann says, “He is primarily remembered as the precious son of a great father and the beguiled father of a scheming son.”  To know Isaac we have to continue reading past the binding.  If you read the chapters between his binding and the conflict between his sons, you discover that Isaac had a full and blessed life.  

As I learned about Isaac, I kept thinking about Frank, one of the adults who worked with my high school youth group.  I thought Frank and his wife Dianne were really cool.  They both had a great sense of humor and were a lot of fun to be around, especially on the summer mission trip.  Frank was real outdoorsman.  He hunted with a bow, because he loved the challenge.  Frank sang in the choir with my dad and served on the church finance committee with my mom.  He and Dianne had two kids who were just a few years young than I was.  I didn’t think much about Frank’s history, about who he had been before I knew him.  That is until I had to do an oral history project for school.  I was taking a class about the sixties, and had to interview someone about their time during that period.  I thought my parents would be too boring – like most high school kids I suppose.  But I thought I remembered hearing that while Dianne had been a war protesting flower child, Frank had served in the Marines in Vietnam.  So I asked if I could interview them both.  Dianne’s stories didn’t surprise me much.  They fit her free spirit and her continued opposition to war.  But Frank’s stories didn’t fit the man I knew.  We sat in their living room, with memorabilia from his years in Vietnam all around us – medals he had won, letters he had written home, and photos of guys from his platoon.  He talked about what it was like to lead and give orders when he felt inadequate.  He told stories of guys who would frag themselves with hand grenades – throwing them up behind them, hoping to get injured enough that they could go home.  And how one time they left one man who had done that writing on the ground because there were other wounded to get out.  He couldn’t remember the names of any of the men from his platoon.  He had photos of them.  But he didn’t remember their names.  He didn’t want to.  He didn’t have to go into a lot of detail to let me know that the years he served in Vietnam were horrible.  They left a scare on his psyche.  
But knowing Frank, I also know that even though his time in Vietnam shaped him it didn’t define him.  He was more than just the sum of those nightmarish experiences.  He want on from that difficult time to have a life that blessed with family, work he enjoyed, a church family that gave him meaning and a relationship to God that had room in it for all his complicated history.
Isaac certainly knew his share of tragedy and turmoil.  At a young age, his childhood playmate and half brother was sent into the wilderness to die.  Remember, at Isaac’s weaning party, Isaac’s mother Sarah becomes enraged when she sees Abraham’s other son Ishamel playing with Isaac, so she tells Abraham to send Hagar and her son Ishmael out into the wilderness to die.  And then there is this story of his father taking him up a mountain to end his life in obedience to an unseen God.  Many who have written about Isaac suggest he must have been deeply scarred by this experience.  They point out that he isn’t the lion of faith that his father was and his son will be.  He never speaks to Abraham again.  

But his life actually didn’t turn out that badly.  Next week we’ll meet his wife Rebekah.  He deeply and truly loved her.  He was the only patriarch to not have more than one wife.  When Abraham died, Isaac and Ishmael came together to bury him.  Making peace with each other and the father who so threatened them both.  

In chapter 26 we learn that Isaac faces a famine just like Abraham, and that God promises to bring him through it.  Isaac is told to stay in the land of the Philistines, the enemy, which seems to entail more hardship for Isaac’s family but in fact, Isaac prospers.  And God makes promises to Isaac.  For the first time God promises, “I will be with you,” – the first time this promise is made to anyone.  And then God bestows on Isaac the promises made to Isaac’s father Abraham:

I will bless you.

I will give you all these lands – meaning the lands where Isaac is now an alien.

I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars.

All the nations of the earth shall be blessed through you.

When Isaac plants seed in the ground it prospers.  Isaac becomes rich in flocks and herds and a great household – all of which Isaac sees as blessings from God.  The Philistines, in whose land Isaac lives grow jealous of Isaac’s great wealth and huge family and so they sneak out at night to fill in the wells that the men of Isaac’s tribe dig.  Finally, the king of Philistines Abimelech asks Isaac to leave because Isaac has become too powerful for them.  Isaac, a man of peace, leaves, and settles in the land that his father Abraham had traveled through, digging out the same wells and calling them by the same names.  Of course, life can never be completely easy.  Herders in that area quarreled with Isaac’s herders so that Isaac’s tribe moved on and dug new wells.  Every time they moved and dug a new well the herders from the area quarreled, until finally Isaac’s tribe gets to a place where the other herders leave them in place.  That place Isaac calls Rehoboth because he says, “Now the Lord has made room for us, and we shall be fruitful in the land.”  Whatever way Isaac has been traumatized by God he is also able to see God’s hand in his blessing.  God made room for him. 

Wells with water would have meant life in that semi-desert place in a nomadic life.  


From that place, Isaac went to Beersheba and the Lord appeared to him and said, “I am the God of your father Abraham; do not be afraid, for I am with you and will bless you and make your offspring numerous for my servant Abraham’s sake.”  


I wonder what went through Isaac’s mind when he heard God say, I am the God of your father Abraham.  If Isaac thought, “so you’re the God that almost got me killed. You’re the God I have nightmares about.  You’re the God who almost made my father do the unthinkable.  Do you know that my life was never the same?  Do you know that you made it hard for me to ever speak to my father again?


But Isaac doesn’t saying any of those things.  He simply receives God’s blessing.  


The blessing is so great that Abimelech, the king who sent him away, comes and asks for peace between them saying, “We see plainly that the Lord has been with you; so we say, let there be an oath between you and us, and let us make a covenant with you so that you will do us no harm…You are the blessed of the Lord.”


I don’t know what went on in Isaac’s head and heart during all of this.  We don’t get many details about him.  Certainly his life is not perfect.  Later his beloved will scheme against him and his sons will be each other’s throats for years.    

   Horrible things can happen to us, horrible things that come from the hand of one we love, even that seem to come from God.  And we can recover.  

Maya Angelou was born in 1928 and raised in St. Louis, Missouri and Stamps, Arkansas.  In Stamps she experienced the brutality of racial discrimination.  She was also shaped by the faith and values of her community.  She wrote, “I can be changed by what happens to me.  But I refused to be reduced by it.”
