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The story of Abraham, Sarah and Isaac is complicated. At its most basic, it is a story of origins – where we came from, how we got started. Judaism, Christianity and Islam all trace their family tree back to Abraham, the father of our faith. We are a family of faith, the people of God, because of our ancestors, Sarah and Abraham, who answered God’s call and followed God’s plan. Our identity goes back to this one story. We are God’s people because they said ‘yes.’
But the call of God is complicated, always more complicated than it seems, and the saga of Abraham, Sarah and Isaac tells us much about the nature of God’s promises and the uneasy demands of faith. 

To see this ‘call’ for what it is, we have to go back to the beginning – God’s creation of the world and God’s intention for humanity. God created this world and saw that it was good, very good. God created human beings in God’s own image, breathed into us the breath of life, and gave us special privileges and responsibilities towards the rest of creation. But from the beginning, we went our own way, rebelling against God, ignoring God’s commandments and foolishly taking things into our own hands. So sin entered the world, and stayed. 

But God would not give up on the creation God made and loved. So God tried to start things over again; tried to wipe out sin with a great flood, leaving one family, Noah, to begin again. But sin did not drown in the waters, and in time, God saw that there would need to be a new plan. 
So God focused on one family, one people, to be in covenant. From all the families of the earth, God called Abraham and Sarah to be the founders of this covenant. They and their descendents would be God’s people, and God would form a covenant with them forever. That is how we became a family of faith. 
It all began with Abraham. This story reveals something important about God’s call. It is always personal. There is no generic ‘call’ – as if there is one right way to serve God. Each one of lives in a specific time and place, where the needs and challenges are different. Each one has a unique set of gifts and strengths – no one on this earth has ever had the exact abilities that you have right now. God calls each of us by name. [names of people in congregation] – this is what I intend for your life. This is what I need you to do. This is what your gifts are for. Go. 

God’s call always involves offering ourselves for the sake of others. Even though God creates a ‘people’ through Sarah and Abraham, it is not simply about their family tree. They are not another tribe among tribes, one nation among many nations, living for themselves in competition with the world. They are blessed to be a blessing.

Any group of people with strong identity carries the danger of arrogance and xenophobia – fear and disdain of others. My ancestry is Armenian, a proud people with a long history. The very first word I learned in Armenian was the one for ‘outsider’ – non-Armenian. In Hebrew, the language of the Old Testament, the word for outsiders is ‘goy’ – the nations. 

But from the beginning, built into the call of Abraham and Sarah, was the expectation that they would not just live for themselves. They and their descendents would exist to be a blessing to ‘the nations.’ God’s call was not just about them, but the redemption of the world God created and loved.   
I wonder if God was testing Abraham when the strangers came to their tent. They entertained angels unawares. Perhaps their visit was in part to see whether Sarah and Abraham would live out their call. Would they offer hospitality to the stranger, to those in need? Would they truly be a blessing to others?

They pass the test, and the strangers give them a promise: this time next year, you will have a son. 

When she heard this, Sarah laughed. I can only imagine what she was feeling. Incredulity, no doubt – I mean, after all these years, you’ve got to be kidding. But maybe hysteria as well – what if this promise really would come true? What then?

God had promised that they would have descendents as numerous as the stars in the sky – but there was not even one descendent. Not one. They were old, and had no children. God’s promise seemed ephemeral as smoke; empty and impossible. So when the strangers showed up at their tent one day and told them they would have a child, it was hard to believe. But nothing is impossible with God. 
In time, the promise comes to pass, and they have a son. They name him Isaac, which means ‘laughter.’ So fitting. 
That was God’s promise, and God’s plan. 

Which is why the next part of the story is so terribly different. We have had our happy ending; now the threat of tragedy shadows the story. Death hovers. What is even more disturbing, terribly disturbing, is that the threat comes not from the outside, but within. From the one who made the promise, and gave the gift. The threat comes from God. 
Take your son, your only son, whom you love…

How could God ask such a thing? 
If there is anything that mediates how awful this is, it is simply the knowledge that in the Ancient Near East, child-sacrifice was not uncommon. It was done to appease the fertility gods. If there was barrenness in the land – drought, or disease – it was seen as a sign of the gods’ anger. The offering of a child was to try to satisfy the gods so they would send rain or fertility or ease suffering. 

The Hebrew people were the exception. They did not offer this kind of sacrifice. If there was any ever doubt, they could simply go back to this story, and God’s instruction: ‘I will never again ask you to do such a thing.’ Never again would God’s people even think of such an act. 
The final lesson of the Abraham stories is that call always requires sacrifice. Always. “Take up your cross and follow me,” Jesus says to his disciples. If you want the promises of God, then realize what is required. You may be asked to give up something dear to you, very dear. Something that was even a gift from God. 
Clearly, for Abraham, that was Isaac. He meant everything to Abraham, everything: his identity, his promise, his future. Would he trust God’s promises enough to let the future be in God’s hands? Or, like Adam and Eve, would Abraham insist on taking matters into his own hands. 

In the end, Abraham passes the test, and places his son, his only son, and all of his dreams, and all of God’s promises, in God’s hands. “God will provide,” he tells his son. And God does.
God provides. In the fullness of time, centuries later, he sent his own son, his only son, whom he loved, as a sacrifice for the sins of the world. And this sacrifice, the sacrifice of the cross, would finally put to death the power of sin to rule the world. 

The call of God is always personal. Always. It is to you, and to me, to each of us in a different way. To answer this call and live into it will require sacrifice, perhaps great sacrifice, even of what we hold most dear, what is most sacred to us. But it will always be a sacrifice of our own lives, not someone else’s. It is only our own life to give or to keep. 

And in the end, it is not about us. It is about God, God’s promises and God’s love. We will be called to be a blessing to others, for the sake of the world. 

For God so loved the world that he gave his only son, that the world should be saved. 

Thanks be to him. 
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