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On Tuesday nights for Bible study 

We use the readings for the coming Sunday as 
The focus of our discussion 

We read the readings aloud in  

The middle of our prayers then  

After we’ve finished our prayers 

We begin the discussion on the readings

Last Tuesday   after we heard the story of  

Abraham sacrificing Isaac

There was a   sort of   stunned silence in the room 

We were    staggered   by the 

Heart wrenching violence of the story and

We could not just    continue on reading and praying 

Instead we decided to stop and 

Discuss this    awful story

Traditionally the story of Abraham and Isaac has been
Explained as  a story about faith

God is supposedly testing  Abraham’s faith by 

Asking him to sacrifice his beloved son Isaac

To see if he’ll really do it

But   the whole Bible Study group   all agreed that    
A God who tested people by 

Asking them to hurt their children or to 

Even   threaten   to hurt their children  is not

The God     Jesus taught us about
The God we know through Jesus 

Does not test or tempt people    or 

Ask for anyone or anything  to be harmed    period

People who believe they are being told to  

Harm people    or animals   or even creation in any way

Are hearing the voice of something other than God   

Which is probably how this story was actually 

Meant to be understood            

In the Hebrew language there are two words 

That can be translated as God   

In this morning’s reading 

The writer uses the two words 

God and Lord   to distinguish the difference

The first god   the god who speaks to Abraham  and

Asks him to sacrifice Isaac 

That word for God (Elohim in Hebrew) can be translated 

To mean the one supreme God or 

It can mean  lesser gods or false gods

But the second word used for God  

Translated here as   Lord   or 

(Yahweh in Hebrew)

- The God who tells Abraham   not to hurt Isaac -
That God is always understood in Hebrew as the 

One true and supreme God 

We make this distinction in our own language 

By either capitalizing the word God or 

Leaving   it in the lower case

When we re-read the story with this in mind 

It changes everything 

Suddenly the sacrifice    the killing   is 

What a lesser god asks for

And   the true God      is the God who 

Demands that the killing stop

And there is something else     

Scholars have uncovered about this story that

Supports this alternative interpretation

This story   like all the stories of Genesis 

Is ancient    at the very least   4 thousand years old 

And there is evidence it was told to

People in a culture that was 

Struggling to do away with human sacrifice and 
Substitute it with animal sacrifice and   

This tale of Abraham and Isaac was used to 

Explain and make sense of  
Why sacrifice should be changed  
Thankfully    even animal sacrifice was given up 

For the most part  about   

Two thousand years ago   

- If you don’t count barbeques and pig roasts -  but   

It took awhile for   culture to get to that place and 

Unfortunately   it seems to be taking us awhile to 

Get to the place where we are doing what 

God asks us to do in this story of Abraham and Isaac

And that is      

Not killing    at all

We can see this spiritual growth when we 

Read the Bible straight through  

It is like a window  we can watch through as 
The people of God learn to discern 

The voice of the true God as 

The relationship between humanity and 
Their creator grows 

People as individuals   as cultures   as nations 

Growing in faith and wisdom and  

Shifting from an understanding of God as    

Wrathful  and  testing and  punishing   

To the God  we see in Jesus 

A loving and forgiving God

A God who does not test or afflict

A God who does not require killing sacrifices

This doesn’t mean we don’t do sacrifice anymore 

We do make sacrifices to God but 

Not because God requires them or

Because they are good for us but

Because we have learned that making sacrifices 

Deepens our spirituality   

Deepens our relationship with God

This is especially true when we choose to make sacrifices

That will be of some benefit to others  

Like the sacrifices the early Americans made to

Create this country 

The tricky bit about sacrifices is that

We still sometimes make  

Sacrifices to false gods 

Sacrificing our energy and our money to 

Things that will never feed our soul or 

Be of any good to others
Like collecting shoes   instead of feeding the homeless 

And even more startling 

We all know of parents who sacrifice their children   to false gods

People who demand that their children   excel 

In school or sports or whatever
Not because the children want to but

Because the parents want it 
Parents who decide their work or 

Their friends or  their fun is 

More important than their children
Are also sacrificing their children   

The God we know through Jesus is not asking for hurtful sacrifice

God is asking for kindness and relationship

We hear this in the Gospel this morning

Jesus is telling a group of disciples that 

When we reach out to one another  

When we welcome one another  we will be rewarded  

Even if we just offer    

A cup of cool    to a little one    

We will not lose our reward  he says

‘Cup of cool’        that’s how it’s written

Offer some comfort 
The word    water    isn’t in the original texts  

‘Little ones’ may conjure up visions of children  but   

Little ones is us    is all the people who are

Struggling to discern the true voice of God   and to 

Do what God asks and   all God is asking of us   

Jesus says  is that we welcome others   and

Offer them    a cup of cool  

That’s all we have to do to get our reward

Of course  when you think about it you realize 

‘being welcoming and offering comfort’

Isn’t always so easy

It may even be   a sacrifice   

I worked with a woman in Chicago many years ago 

By the name of Emmia Lee

Emmia was a sweet   loving woman who 

Worked all day   very hard   for minimum wage    

Then  after work went straight  home  and 

Took care of her granddaughter Nina so her  

Daughter could work a swing shift

Emmia was     - like most grandmothers - 

Very fond of  Nina  and maybe just a bit indulgent   but

She also made sure Nina went church and
Learned about Jesus and was 

Raised up right   as Emmia called it

Now    Emmia had a  church friend who liked to 
Drop by   unexpectedly   once in a while  for a visit in 

Emmia’s tiny little apartment     

She wasn’t a particularly pleasant guest but
Emmia didn’t like to tell her she couldn’t come by or
Not let her in because  

She knew the old woman was lonely and 
She  didn’t have much in the way of 

Family or friends or    much of anything really

So   Emmia always let her in   much to Nina’s irritation

Nina thought - quite correctly - that the friend was  
Demanding and bossy but 

Emmia explained her about how   Jesus had asked us to 

Be kind to others and to be welcoming 

Even if it was   a little inconvenient

‘We all have to make sacrifices’   Emmia was fond of saying 

But the sacrifice Nina    had to make   for this visitor 
Was very irritating to her
It seems that every time the church friend dropped by    for a visit 

She asked  Nina   to get her a drink of water   

Now  Nina  was just a little girl    a ‘little one’ and 
To get a drink of water   for their visitor  

She had to drag a stool over to counter 

Get a glass out of the cupboard and then

Get down and drag the stool over to the 
Kitchen sink to fill it with water 

Then   climb back down   of course  and

Take it in to their visitor   who only rarely 
Bothered to acknowledge Nina   

Much less thank her   for her kindness

Now Emmia could have done all this herself but

She thought it was a good lesson for Nina in 

How to be a good soul  
About making little sacrifices   
About being welcoming   and 
The value of kindness 

One particularly hot  summer evening  

Their visitor had dropped by and    as usual 

Had flung herself down in the best chair 

Which was right next to the fan and
Immediately demanded that Nina 

Get her a nice drink of cold water

Now Chicago summers are indescribably wretched 

Hot   sticky   and if you  don’t have air conditioning

- And Emmia most certainly did not - 

Just moving from one room to the next is misery 
But   just as her grandma had taught her 

Little   Nina got up    got the water and 

Brought  it to their visitor who 

Drank it right down with obvious relish
And for the first time ever   

Complimented Nina

‘That was the nicest   coolest water I’ve ever had’

Their visitor  exclaimed happily

Well    Emmia thought   maybe their kindness was

Beginning to pay off

Then   after a little more idle talk  
The visitor again turned to Nina and said    

‘Get me a little more of that nice cool water’

And   off Nina went again   

‘mmmm’  their visitor said appreciatively as  she 
Drank it down the second glass of water
Once again complimenting Nina 

‘That is the nicest   coolest    water  I think I’ve ever had
Where are you getting this water from?  The icebox?’

‘No ma’am’   Nina  said   

‘I’m getting it from our nice cool potty’
Making sacrifices to God 

Is not something we do to appease  God

They are not demanded of us by a capricious god

Making sacrifices is something we do for ourselves and others 

We make sacrifices   whether they are great or small 

Because they bring comfort to others or
Because they draw us closer to God 

Because  we grow spiritually when we make them

Because it brings us closer to the day when

The killing   will stop

OLD TESTAMENT: Genesis 22: 1 - 14 (RCL) 

Gene 22:1 (NRSV) After these things God tested Abraham. He said to him, "Abraham!" And he said, "Here I am." 2 He said, "Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Mori'ah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you." 3 So Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men with him, and his son Isaac; he cut the wood for the burnt offering, and set out and went to the place in the distance that God had shown him. 4 On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place far away. 5 Then Abraham said to his young men, "Stay here with the donkey; the boy and I will go over there; we will worship, and then we will come back to you." 6 Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. So the two of them walked on together. 7 Isaac said to his father Abraham, "Father!" And he said, "Here I am, my son." He said, "The fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?" 8 Abraham said, "God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son." So the two of them walked on together. 

9 When they came to the place that God had shown him, Abraham built an altar there and laid the wood in order. He bound his son Isaac, and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. 10 Then Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife to kill his son. 11 But the angel of the LORD called to him from heaven, and said, "Abraham, Abraham!" And he said, "Here I am." 12 He said, "Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me." 13 And Abraham looked up and saw a ram, caught in a thicket by its horns. Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son. 14 So Abraham called that place "The LORD will provide"; as it is said to this day, "On the mount of the LORD it shall be provided." 

PSALM 13 (RCL) 

Psal 13:1 (NRSV) How long, O LORD? Will you forget me forever? 

How long will you hide your face from me? 

2 How long must I bear pain in my soul, 

and have sorrow in my heart all day long? 

How long shall my enemy be exalted over me? 

3 Consider and answer me, O LORD my God! 

Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep the sleep of death, 

4 and my enemy will say, "I have prevailed"; 

my foes will rejoice because I am shaken. 

5 But I trusted in your steadfast love; 

my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. 

6 I will sing to the LORD, 

because he has dealt bountifully with me. 

13   Usquequo, Domine?   (ECUSA BCP)
1  
How long, O Lord?

will you forget me for ever? *

 
how long will you hide your face from me?

2  
How long shall I have perplexity in my mind,

and grief in my heart, day after day? *

 
how long shall my enemy triumph over me?

3  
Look upon me and answer me, O Lord my God; *

 
give light to my eyes, lest I sleep in death;

4  
Lest my enemy say, "I have prevailed over him," *

 
and my foes rejoice that I have fallen.

5  
But I put my trust in your mercy; *

 
my heart is joyful because of your saving help.

6  
I will sing to the Lord, for he has dealt with me richly; *

 
I will praise the Name of the Lord Most High.
NEW TESTAMENT: Romans 6: 12 - 23 (RCL) 

(NRSV) Therefore, do not let sin exercise dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their passions. 13 No longer present your members to sin as instruments of wickedness, but present yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life, and present your members to God as instruments of righteousness. 14 For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace. 

15 What then? Should we sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no means! 16 Do you not know that if you present yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness? 17 But thanks be to God that you, having once been slaves of sin, have become obedient from the heart to the form of teaching to which you were entrusted, 18 and that you, having been set free from sin, have become slaves of righteousness. 19 I am speaking in human terms because of your natural limitations. For just as you once presented your members as slaves to impurity and to greater and greater iniquity, so now present your members as slaves to righteousness for sanctification. 

20 When you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness. 21 So what advantage did you then get from the things of which you now are ashamed? The end of those things is death. 22 But now that you have been freed from sin and enslaved to God, the advantage you get is sanctification. The end is eternal life. 23 For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

GOSPEL: Matthew 10: 40 - 42 (RCL) 

Matt 10:40 (NRSV) 

40 "Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. 41 Whoever welcomes a prophet in the name of a prophet will receive a prophet's reward; and whoever welcomes a righteous person in the name of a righteous person will receive the reward of the righteous; 42 and whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones in the name of a disciple--truly I tell you, none of these will lose their reward." 

� The readings on which this sermon is based are found at the end of the sermon.  


I ask your patience with regard to the layout of my sermons – they are written out in a way that makes it easier for me to read aloud.  Unfortunately, it may make the silent reader wonder if the writer had ever been apprised of the usefulness of punctuation.     
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