2 LENT

Year B

WHO IS THIS GOD?

So often today in our multi-cultural world, we find ourselves coming in contact with people of different faiths – Jews, Muslims, Sikhs, or people of no faith at all.  People who are not familiar with Christianity ask us – Who is this God you worship and praise?  And we dutifully (and rightly) answer that our God is a loving God, a God who loves without condition, a God who loves so much that our sins are forgiven over and over again, a God who loves so deeply, He gave his only Son up to death for our salvation.

Who is this God who demands that a father kill his son?  Who is this God who is willing to subject both father and son to the agony of believing that this sacrifice is both required by and pleasing to the One who demands it?  Even today, thousands of years later, we cringe at the thought -- what if God asks this of me?   What if God asks me to make this kind of sacrifice?  We are not the type of person who would go to a place like Iraq to do good in God’s name, risking death at the hands of zealots.  Isn’t it enough, we ask, that we have given up chocolate for Lent?  Who is this God who would ask me to sacrifice my child?
Who here does not feel Abraham’s pain as he walks that path to the altar?  When does young Isaac begin to suspect that something about this sacrifice is not right?  Does he suspect when he asks Father, the fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?  And then, nothing more is said between father and son when they finally stop walking and Abraham binds his son and places him on the altar, when finally there can be no doubt in Isaac’s mind as to the outcome.

Who is this God who would test His faithful servant, the one whose response always is Here I am each and every time God calls his name?  Who is this God who would tease a father in such a cruel way?  Until relatively recently in Christian history, our response was to disavow this God of the Old Testament, to suggest that the punishing God is the God of Judaism, while the Christian God is the God of love -- as if there are two Gods to be found in the Bible read by those who believe in one God!  Isn’t the concept of the Trinity hard enough to understand without bringing an entirely separate God into the picture?
But, let us lower the knife for a moment, let us step back and view this scene from a different angle.  We know that many ancient cultures, including many surrounding the Hebrews, practiced human sacrifice.  The cult of Moloch, who demanded the sacrificial burning of the firstborn, was widespread.  The very fact that Scripture contains so many injunctions against such practices can only mean that the Israelites were practicing it or were at least were sorely tempted to yield to the popular culture.  That Abraham acts to complete the sacrifice of his son without question goes as much to his understanding of his own modern culture as it does to his faith in the God who makes this request.  Other gods demand this, is it so unreasonable then to believe that God would demand it if Abraham?
But God stays Abraham’s hand, forcing Abraham to re-evaluate, to rethink his answer to the question  who is this God?  Because, you see, this God is not a god who demands that we make such a sacrifice.  Other gods may demand this of their believers, but the one God, the God who commands only that we love our God with all our heart, with all our mind, with all our strength and we love our neighbor as ourselves, this God would not, does not make this demand.  The lesson Abraham learns is not that God will test our faith, but those who choose another god multiply their sorrows.
What then are we to say about these things?  Well, if God is for us, who is against us?  Who can demand that we do that which is contrary to love?  No one, for it is God who justifies.  But, this justification carries with it a certain amount of responsibility, a certain level of obligation.  For we cannot set our minds on human things.  Rather, our minds must be set on divine things.  Otherwise, we gain the world, as Peter wanted for Jesus, but forfeit life in the Kingdom of Heaven.
The culture of our times is demanding – we work long hours to buy more things we do not need.  We sacrifice the well-being of our children for the price of a new car or a 60-inch plasma television.  We build and buy huge houses, so large that our children can feel lost, and then we must work more, spend more time away from that home simply to pay the mortgage.  We fill our refrigerators, yet our children are starved, starved for love.  And not only our children – we are starved for loved.  
There are times when the temptations are so great, we will fulfill the demands of the gods who will require us to sacrifice all that is truly important in exchange for power, money and status.  We think not, of course, but we need only to spend an hour watching reality TV to understand how we can fool ourselves.
Who is this god who would ask this of us, demand that we sacrifice our child in order to win favor?  I certainly do not know the answer to that question, I do not recognize that God -- for the God of love would not.  The God of love stays the raised hand, stops us from using the knife in sacrifice.  
When we think about it, we should be as surprised as Abraham to understand the depth of God’s love for us.  We are tempted daily – and we yield to those temptations because we are human.  Yet time and time again God’s grace intercedes, calling us back into community with God.  God fills us with strength, God renews our spirit.  The beauty of the love of God is that it is eternal, it is the all in all.  Neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  
This is the lesson Peter learned that day.  Unlike Abraham, who was transformed at the first encounter with God, Peter still is too much of the world.  Moments earlier, Peter confessed Jesus as the Messiah – not long after, he will deny even knowing Jesus, fearing for his life.  Peter doesn’t get it quite yet; he believes that the Messiah will rule this world.  So he is horrified at the thought of the death that Jesus reveals – a death that places Jesus outside of the very community he has come to rule, so Peter thinks.  Unlike Abraham, Peter questions God – why, why do you give us this Messiah, the one we have waited for through all of history and then ask that we permit His sacrifice?  Who is this God?
Who is this God, indeed.  

What will you say when you are asked Who is this God you worship and praise?  Will you be embarrassed to proclaim that Christ is Lord – how difficult we find it to say the name Jesus outside of these four walls. . . . or will you say this God is love.  This God is the One who loves so perfectly that He will do for us that which is asked of no other.  Isaac asks where is the lamb for a burnt offering?  Jesus knows exactly where the lamb for the sacrifice is; the sacrifice that is once for all.
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