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 Sunday 26 June 2011
Struggle and sacrifice
Year A - Pentecost 2 - 45A
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Genesis 22.1-14 The Lord tells Abraham to go to Moriah where he is to offer 

his son Isaac as a sacrifice. Abraham acts in obedience but, just as he is about to 

slaughter his son, he is stopped by the Lord’s angel and a ram is offered instead.

Psalm 13 David prays for the Lord’s help. “How much longer, Lord, will you forget 
about me?”
Romans 6.12-23 Paul outlines our choice. We can be slaves to sin or slaves who 
do what pleases God. “Sin pays off with death. But God's gift is eternal life.”
Matthew 10.40-42 Jesus speaks of the rewards for those who are welcoming of 

others.


	Introduction / Summary

	The reading from the lectionary that stands out this Sunday is the story of Isaac from Genesis. As the narrative is both powerful and troubling it is not easy to ignore. I must admit that the longer I have been in ministry the more disturbing I find this passage. In earlier years it seemed straight-forward enough to see this as a test of whole-hearted devotion. However, these days I don’t find it as easy to pass over the hurdle of the Lord telling Abraham to kill his son as an act of worship.
Although the end of the story reveals that the killing of Isaac was not something that God required, the very idea of human sacrifice as an act of worship seems completely alien to twenty-first century Western Christians. This was not so in the cultures of Abraham’s context, where human sacrifice to appease a deity was a known practice. 
This passage contains the first mention of the word worship (Genesis 22.5 - Hebrew shachah) in the Bible. And, as an act of worship, it certainly does indicate Abraham’s complete surrender to God. You may be interested to Google “Law of first mention” and find out more about the strange hermeneutic whereby the context of the first mention of a word in Scripture is said to determine the way subsequent mentions are interpreted. The popularity of such an idea, particularly when applied to passages like our one today, is rather frightening.
The story’s troubling aspect is the way that Abraham is willing to abandon common sense for a wild and violent act of religious devotion. Isn’t that exactly what those who blow up abortion clinics or fly planes into buildings do? And we would want to say that such acts should never be contemplated because they are never right.
Taking a less disturbing approach, evangelical preachers have long delighted in the parallels between this story and New Testament one of the God who loved so much that he was willing to give up the life of his only son. 



	Broader / Personal

Preparation

	The Story of Isaac from Leonard Cohen’s second album Songs from a Room (1969) is an interesting re-telling and application of this passage. You might consider playing it as part of your service, or reading the lyrics. Listen on youtube. The track was covered by the late Roy Buchanan on the album released in 2004 called The Prophet. (This was his unreleased first Polydor album which was not put out until six years after Buchanan’s death. Listen to this version at myspace.com)

While we’re thinking about music, They Call the Wind Mariah is a well-known Western song by Jim Ed Brown that fits the theme. The original meaning has nothing to do with the place Moriah in our story, but it has the right feel and could be re-framed:

     Now I'm so lost, so dark, no, lost
     Not even God can find me
     Mariah, Mariah
     They call the wind Mariah
In the preaching questions (below) war, poverty and abuse are suggested as ways that children are sacrificed in our own day. As I write this, the newspapers are also full of the teenage drinking problem in New Zealand and the resultant loss of young lives. Some commentators have rightly pointed out that this is an adult problem with adult causes and if we are to change the culture of drinking in our country it must start with adults taking responsibility. It is school ball season. In the light of the problems we face it is staggering that some parents still think that it is appropriate to supply alcohol to school children before they go off to their school balls.


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
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	Arrange some kindling wood on the communion table at the front to the church. If it’s out of reach of children you could and stand a cigarette lighter and a knife in front of it. Without any comment this will give a powerful introduction to our story today.

	Preaching thoughts and Questions
Statistics from www.care.org; www.globalissues.org; www.cyf.govt.nz

	Abraham and Sarah were well into their senior years when the Lord promised them a son. Through this son they would have many descendants. Since Sarah was past child bearing years, she laughed at the Lord’s promise. When the following year she did conceive and bear a son they called him Isaac, which means “he laughed.”

While Isaac was still a boy, God put Abraham to the test. He asked Abraham to offer his beloved son Isaac as a sacrifice. Abraham was told to go to Moriah and there kill the lad and to burn his body as an act of worship. In obedience to God’s word, father and son got up early the next morning and left with two servants and a donkey on the three-day trip to Moriah. 

Once they got near, the servants and donkey were left behind. Abraham and Isaac continued on foot. Isaac knew that they were off to make sacrifice. He just didn’t know what kind of sacrifice. They had wood for the fire. They had the flint to light it and they had a knife. He innocently asked his dad, “Where’s the lamb for the sacrifice?”
Abraham was understandably evasive, “God will provide son.”

So Isaac watched as his father built an altar and placed the wood on it. The horror of what his father had in mind would have come to him when his father tied him up and put him on the wood. It was a horror that was almost realised when his father took the knife. 

But then a voice from heaven, “Abraham! Abraham!”

“Here I am!”

“Don’t hurt the boy!”
Abraham had passed the test. He was willing to give up what was most precious to him in obedience to the Lord. Looking into the bushes he saw a ram caught by its horns. He took the ram and sacrificed this instead of Isaac.

Much later the writer of the letter to the Hebrews lifted up Abraham as a hero of faith. According to the letter such was the faith of Abraham that he believed the Lord would raise Isaac from the dead to fulfil the promise of many descendants through him. (Hebrews 11.17-19)
The story of Isaac sounds very strange to our ears. It does, however, raise some questions that are relevant to our day. The first of these is
What’s the focus of my worship?

Are you enjoying the worship service today? 
I hope that you are, but it is completely the wrong question. Worship is not about us and how we feel, but about God and pleasing him. The question should be, “Is God pleased with my attitude of worship this morning?” In our consumer society we get used to making all the choices and to customising everything to suit us and our preferences. (See Subway worship below)
The fact that the story of Isaac is all about one man’s “worship” of God (Genesis 22.5) gives us cause to rethink the way we use the word. To worship God is to be obedient to his will. Worship is more about a radical lifestyle than a Sunday ritual. It is interesting that, in his letter to the Romans, Paul takes the idea of sacrifice as a metaphor and urges us as Christians to present our bodies as a living sacrifice -because this is our true and proper worship. (Romans 12.1) Worship is about giving up our right to our own preferences to focus on and serve the will of the Living God, no matter how inconvenient that may be. 
What is the focus of my worship today? Am I consciously trying to look beyond myself? 

If we think that these are hard questions, the passage also causes us to ask…

Am I sacrificing children?

Just to make it clear to God’s people, the Book of the Law states that the Lord hates the disgusting practice of child sacrifice (Deuteronomy 12.31 and other passages). No way did the Lord want his people following the practices of those who worshipped the gods of Canaan by sacrificing their children.
The amazing thing about this story is not just that the sacrifice of a child seems to be about to take place, but we almost feel like we know the child in question. It’s Isaac and he has a speaking part in the dialogue. From his mouth comes the heart-rending, “We’ve got the wood and the flint, but where is the lamb for sacrifice dad?” 

Leonard Cohen suggested an application of the story to our own times when he wrote in his song The Story of Isaac, “You who build the altars now to sacrifice the children, you must not do it anymore.” Leonard had in mind the loss of the lives of children through
War 

In areas where our soldiers serve, the loss of the lives of children is referred to ‘collateral damage’ rather than the bombing of innocent civilians. The slight-of-hand change in terminology makes the news a bit more palatable. But it should give us pause for thought when we realise that in the last decade, more than two million children have died as a direct result of armed conflict. In addition more than 300,000 child soldiers are currently exploited in armed conflicts in over thirty countries around the world. In our global village we have a responsibility to raise a voice for those who cannot speak for themselves. If children are being sacrificed through war the same is true of
Poverty 
In our world, as never before, we have the got sacrifice of children down to a fine art. There is an economic imbalance that rich countries have a vested interest in maintaining. The rich are getting richer and the poor are getting poorer. Though we have food enough to spare, we allow the spectre of poverty to operate as a well-oiled sacrifice machine. Half of the world’s children live in poverty. According to UNICEF 22,000 children die each day due to poverty. They “die quietly in some of the poorest villages on earth, far removed from the scrutiny and the conscience of the world. Being meek and weak in life makes these dying multitudes even more invisible in death.” 
Six million children under five die every year as a result of hunger. Measles, malaria and diarrhoea are three of the biggest killers of these children, yet all are preventable or treatable. HIV/AIDS has created more than fourteen million orphans — ninety-two percent of them live in Africa. 1.4 million children die each year from lack of safe drinking water and adequate sanitation. As Christian individuals, and as churches, we must be working at personal, political and economic solutions to this problem. 
Lest we think that the needless sacrifice of children is all on the other side of the world the newspapers repeatedly remind us of the problem of 
Child abuse in New Zealand
New Zealand has the fifth-worst child abuse record out of thirty-one OECD countries. In the last year Child, Youth and Family received over 125,000 reports from people concerned enough about a child’s safety to notify authorities. In over 21,000 of these cases, child abuse or neglect was confirmed. So that’s over 340 notifications and fifty-seven confirmed serious abuse and neglect cases every day. On average, one child is killed through abuse in New Zealand every five weeks. Most of these children are under five years old and the largest group is less than a year old. Ninety per cent of all child deaths are caused by someone the child knows. Nearly 9000 children a year are born into "at risk" situations (one in every thirty). 
In all these areas: war, poverty and abuse the status-quo is unacceptable! If nothing else, surely we can take the responsibility of acting as advocates to speak up for vulnerable children who have no power to act on their own behalf.
Finally, at the back of the story is another troubling question…
Did I really hear from God?
Did God really tell Abraham to sacrifice his son? Or did Abraham just think that God told him to sacrifice his son? Could it be that, inspired by the devotion of his neighbours to their deities, Abraham just mistakenly thought that this was what God was demanding of him? 
The question for us is, how do we know when God has spoken? There is no shortage of nutters in our world doing dangerous, or just plain stupid, things because they believe God has spoken to them. 
On the other hand, God does speak to people. And many courageous and wonderful things happen because people have been prompted by a voice from the Lord. So, if we think that God has spoken – how can we know for sure? Maybe we can’t, and there is something dangerous about maintaining unwavering dogmatic certainty. Maybe we always need to temper our strong inner convictions with the voices of wise counsellors. If nothing else, we know that the God of the Bible is the God of love and therefore the most loving thing will usually be the right course of action. That may not give us the specific guidance that we require, but it will at least stop us from sacrificing our children.


	Illustrations / Stories
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	Subway worship

Have you been to Subway? After you’ve chosen your filling from a range of meats (or vegetarian) on the menu there are other choices to make:

6 inch or 12 inch?

Bread – White? Wheat? Honey Oat? Roasted Garlic or Italian?

Heated?

Cheese – Cheddar? Smoked or Swiss?

Salad – Lettuce? Tomato? Cucumber? Onion? Pickle? Jalapenos? Peppers?

Dressings – Mayo? Ranch? Barbeque? Honey Mustard? Sweet Chilli? Italian?

    Thousand Island?

Salt and pepper?

Hopefully at the end of all the choices you get just what you wanted. 

But if we are not careful we can adopt the same attitude to our worship. We begin to think that it’s all about us and what we want:
I’d like a 60 minute worship service please
Served on padded pews

With a substantial sermon filling

Can I have that unheated (because I feel uncomfortable with too much emotion)
With Faith Forever Singing and maybe just a sprinkling of With One Voice
Can I have NRSV readings with that

and make sure you include a good intercessory prayer 

God spoke to me in a dream
God spoke to me in a dream… or was it just that I dreamt God spoke to me? Is there a difference between the two?

Clowns of God
Having trained for the priesthood one suspects that Australian author, Morris West, knew a thing or two about the papacy and the papal curia. The middle novel of his trilogy of books on the papal theme is called The Clowns of God and is the story of God speaking to a fictional Gregory XVII, the reigning Pope. As the story unfolds the cardinals begin to believe that, rather than hearing from God, the Pope is in fact losing touch with reality. When Gregory becomes aware that others have little confidence in his judgement, his own doubts begin to surface. His former certainty that God has spoken crumbles as he wonders, “Did I really hear from God? And how can I know for sure?”
 

	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise
HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice
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	Hymns & Songs
Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart MHB 632; WOV 455; H&P 378; CMP 51; 

     S1 50
Brother, sister, let me serve you SIS 256; AA 8
Every day AA 36
God moves in a mysterious way MHB 503; WOV 54; H&P 65; CMP 193; S2 700
Guide me, O thou great Jehovah  MHB 615; WOV 478; H&P 437; CMP 201; 

     S2 708
How is Jesus present  AA 64
How much am I worth HIOS 63
I give myself to you SIS 325

Jesus take me as I am SIS 318; CMP 382; S1 297

Lord, speak to me that I may speak  H&P 553; CMP 444

O God of Bethel, by whose hand MHB 607; WOV 49; H&P 42; CMP 907
Take my life MHB 400; WOV 520; H&P 705; CMP 624; S1 468
The God of Abraham praise MHB 21; WOV 53; H&P 452; CMP 645; S2 975 (A 
     hymn by Methodist preacher Thomas Olivers that was inspired by the Yihdal – the 
     Jewish confession of faith. In the Methodist Hymn Book version it retains 12 verses!)
Worship, faith, belief and action WHV 38
Who would true valour see MHB 620; WOV 467
Will you come and follow me (Bell & Maule - words and music available from the
     WCC website)


	Prayers
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	Collect

Merciful God, 

out of the depths we cry to you 

and you hear our prayer. 
Make us attentive to the voice of your Son 

that we may rise from the death of sin 

and take our place in the new creation. 

We make our prayer through Jesus Christ, 

who lives and reigns with you, 

in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 

one God for ever and ever.  Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
Intercession

Let us be mindful of the many people in Asia

who are starving because of drought and poverty, 
besieged by hopelessness in the midst of continuous conflicts and war, 
and persecuted because of their faith. 
Let us pray for those who are preoccupied only of their own interests 
and who have lost direction and commitment to uphold life for all.

Let us humbly yield to God and boldly pray together: 
“Come Holy Spirit…, come and guide us into your truth.”

Rev Dr Henriette Hutabarat Lebang, General Secretary, Christian Conference of Asia
Franciscan blessing
May God bless you with a restless discomfort 
about easy answers, half-truths and superficial relationships,
so that you may seek truth boldly and love deep within your heart.

May God bless you with holy anger at injustice, oppression,
and exploitation of people, so that you may tirelessly work for
justice, freedom, and peace among all people.

May God bless you with the gift of tears to shed with those who suffer
from pain, rejection, starvation, or the loss of all that they cherish, so that you may
reach out your hand to comfort them and transform their pain into joy.

May God bless you with enough foolishness to believe that
you really can make a difference in this world, so that you are able,
with God's grace, to do what others claim cannot be done.

And the blessing of God the supreme majesty and our creator,
Jesus Christ the incarnate word who is our brother and Saviour,
and the Holy Spirit, our advocate and guide, be with you
and remain with you, this day and forevermore.
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.


	Children
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	The story of Isaac is not a good children’s tale. If it is difficult for adults to cope with the horror of the story, it is even more so for children who will naturally identify with Isaac. Any merit in telling the story will be overshadowed by the grim reality of child abuse and the lack of security some parents provide for their own children.
You could use the Matthew passage and focus on the importance of welcoming and helping others. Have a cup of water and talk about how helpful it is to give a drink to someone who is thirsty. (Matthew 10.42)  Ask for suggestions of other ways can we be helpful.
However, to pick up one of the themes that come from the Isaac story why not  talk to the children about hearing from God? Bring along a phone but have it turned off.  Have a pretend conversation with someone. 
     “Hi Mary… Yeah, I’m here at the church. We’re all having quite a good time…  

     What am I doing afterwards? I’ll be going off to Bill and Joan’s for lunch… 

     What? You’d like to speak to one of the children… 

     Here, hang on a minute.”
Hand the phone to one of the more confident children.

Leave them for a few seconds… they’ll discover that there’s no one there (if they hadn’t already guessed.) You never know what will happen. The child might play along and also have an imaginary conversation, or they may just stand there perplexed. At the appropriate time point out to everyone that the phone is actually turned off and that your conversation was only one-way as there was no-one at the other end of the line. Reward the child with a candy bar for participating. 
Explain that this is a bit like the way some people talk to God. They just say all the things that are in their mind, but they never really hear from God or know what he wants. It’s like having the phone turned off. 

I can turn this phone on just by pushing this button here. That way, as well as talking, I can hear other people talking to me. How can I turn my conversation with God on so I can hear him speaking to me? Any ideas? 

Reading the Bible. In the Bible we read that God is love and we are told to love one another. In the gospels we see Jesus helping all sorts of people and this is an example to do the same. If we think that God has told us something it’s always good to check by thinking is it the sort of thing Jesus would want us to do.
Sometimes we hear God through the advice of godly people. It could be our mum or dad or some of the people at church.
Another way that God can speak to us is through our conscience. When we just sense that something would be the wrong thing or that something is the right thing this is often God’s Spirit guiding us.
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	The story of Isaac is well represented in religious art. You can see these by Googling images for “sacrifice of Isaac.” Most are quite graphic (see Rembrandt’s) and I would be reluctant to use them in worship.
Picking up the child poverty theme you could make a slide show of war and poverty scenes by Googling images for “child poverty” and “child war victims”.  Once again I would avoid images that are too graphic. You could screen it during the offering or over the Leonard Cohen soundtrack recommended above.
There is a 10 minute New Zealand made video on the Niger Food Crisis, which screened on the 60 minutes programme eight months ago and is available on YouTube.



[image: image7.png]


© 10 minutes on a Tuesday is a Refresh Resource. Unless otherwise acknowledged all material is prepared by Andrew Gamman. While every effort has been made to acknowledge source material, if you believe unacknowledged work has been quoted, contact the email address below to request that it be acknowledged or removed. Material included here may be freely used and reproduced for the immediate purpose of worship. Permission must be sought to republish in any form, or to reproduce for commercial gain. If you wish to share the content with others you may do so by linking through the NZ Methodist website. For more information on this and other resources, contact andrew@missionresourcing.org.nz or 09 525 4179 (w) 
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
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