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Augustine said that the god you can comprehend is not God. If nothing else, it's
true that | cannot comprehend the God of the awful story of Abraham and Isaac on
Mount Moriah. | hope you can't either. Because the only thing worse than the
incomprehensible God of this story is the sense that is sometimes made of it.

It goes something like this. Somehow it got written into the bylaws of the universe
that blood is required for the forgiveness of sin. And the worse the sin, the more
precious the blood necessary to redeem it. Things eventually got so bad that God
decided to sacrifice God's own child to redeem the world. That's how mechanical the
need for sacrifice is. Apparently anybody can do the sacrificing. Even God can make a
sacrifice to God's own self and that will pay off the sin debt. So God did that in Jesus.
And we lived happily ever after. Isn't it great that the sacrifice of Jesus solved the sin
problem and humanity instantly stopped our violence and our greed and we started
getting along with each other just fine?

Have you heard that version of the story? Well, except the absurd conclusion |
tacked onto the end. Last time | checked, we humans were still sinning up a storm,
from the petty harms we inflict in daily life to the waging of wars. It sure seems like
when Jesus walked out of the tomb on Easter morning we were already racking up the
sin debt again, like a spoiled teen with their parents’ freshly paid off AmEx card. The
ultimate sacrifice didn't seem to solve the sin problem. Not in the near term at least.
What gives?

Well, what | want to suggest today is that we enter the story of Abraham and
Isaac from another direction. Not from what it tells us about what God needs or
requires. But what it tells us about us. What if it's not so much that God needs a
sacrifice. But that we do. What if the way of sacrifice is humanity's terrible addiction,
and what God ultimately wants is to set us free from it? To provide a ram in the thicket
for all of us, so to speak.

Sacrifice and addiction are heavy stuff. Maybe it's time for a joke. Like the one
about the horse who walks into a bar and the bartender says, “Hey, pal. Why the long
face?” Sometimes | think we distort the meaning of scripture because we forget how
stories work. And a joke is just a really compact story, right?

If your response to the hilarious one | just told was, “Golly, what a neat story about
a world in which sad, talking horses go to bars,” you may have missed something. I'm
happy to explain it to you at coffee hour. But | should warn you that the explanation of a
joke is never as funny than the joke. That's because the job of the first part of a story is
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just to set the table for our expectations. But it only sets our expectations so that the
plot twist that we come to every story for, can deliver the punchline or the point.

We expect that twist so instinctively that it would have been much more
confusing to you if I'd said, “So, have you heard the one about the horse who walked
into a bar, ordered a club soda, and went back home?” That's a sequence of events.
But without some kind of plot twist or crisis, it's not a story. And it sure as heckisn'ta
joke. A story begins by setting the table for our expectations only so that there will be a
glass of wine on hand to spill into somebody’s lap and things can begin to get
interesting.

Aren't you glad we took a break from Genesis 22 to read from Joke Telling for
Dummies? But here's why. | think one of the ways we can get the message of scripture
really wrong is that we read it like we've forgotten how stories work. And sometimes
we mistake the setup of a story for the its point.

So, let's do go back to Abraham and Isaac. “God tested Abraham,” it begins, only
to get quickly worse. “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the
land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that|
shall show you.” | don't think you should park your questions or your moral outrage at a
God who would say such a thing at the curb of this story. All | ask is that we enter it on
its own terms and remember that the setup of a story is almost never its point. It's the
point of departure.

It's just a historical truth that, in the ancient world, gods were always demanding
sacrifices. Child sacrifice very much included. Which makes a terrible kind of sense
only if you believe that the more precious the thing you sacrifice is, the happier it will
make the gods and the more sins it will cover. The story of Abraham and Sarah adds a
layer. Not only is Isaac a beloved son, he is the impossible son. The one born in Sarah'’s
old age, through whom the whole world is to be blessed through this budding family
tree. A whole people’s future is bound up in the life of this boy.

But sacrificing what's dearest to you to some angry, jealous god was still the
norm in the world of the story. It sets the stage so we can see the sacrifice that does
not occur. The plot twists toward the ram in the thicket. The command to Abraham not
to do this terrible thing. But a stranger turn yet happens when | enter the world of the
story myself and realize, not that I'm Abraham or Isaac, but that far too often I'm one of
those angry gods.

I'd like to think I've reached a level of spiritual and emotional maturity thatit's no
longer possible for you to hurt my feelings or stir up my anger or insecurities. In reality,
if you hurt me, it's not enough for you to simply stop. | want you to make a sacrifice to
me for your sins. In fact, there's a little windup toy in my brain that starts telling stories
about how great it will be when your dastardly plan to injure me ends up doing twice as
much harm to you. The best part of it is when | get to deliver my devastating speech
from the moral high ground | inhabit in my mind. You'll see the error of your ways, feel
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my pain, and be completely humiliated by my brilliant takedown. Even better is that |
somehow think your humiliation will bring out the best in you. You'll thank me and our
friendship will instantly be deeper and happier than ever. Isn't that how human
relationships work?

Unfortunately, I've just given you a picture of what's wrong with the world. Not with
what it looks like to make it whole again. There may be less sacrifice of humans or of
rams on actual altars today. But the sacrificial mindset is alive and very well. At least in
me itis.

But there's another way we use the word sacrifice. It's not as a payment required
to set things right. It's what love looks like in a world where hard things happen.

| ran across a wonderful phrase this week. “Effort is the currency of care.” Isn't that
good? “Effort is the currency of care.” What about sacrifice as the effort someone is
willing to take when they care? That's a very different use of the word, isn't it?

Some of us have been praying for a grown child of Calvary named Chloie
Madden. She and a friend were in a head on collision in Yellowstone two weeks ago.
Chloie was airlifted to Idaho Falls, and | don't have to tell you that when her mother
Jenny got the terrible news, she didn't ponder whether airfare was affordable right now
or whether it was a convenient time to step back from her responsibilities at St Mary's
School. She dropped everything and went to her girl. 1 also don't have to tell you that
that if all flights had been canceled, Jenny would have loaded up the car and driven off,
and if her car broke down on 140 she would have pulled her bag from the trunk and
started walking. Not because the gods demanded this of her. But because love did.
This is what love does. Effort is the currency of care, which means a mother will put
every last ounce of her effort, endure whatever sacrifice is required, in the service of
getting to the one she cares most for in the world.

There's so much more to say about their story. Please keep praying in all the ways
you pray that Chloie’s healing will continue. When Jenny and Chloie got to the
Shepherd's Center in Atlanta for rehab this week, a 96 year old woman on a motorized
scooter named Alana Shepherd was escorting Jim Madden to Chloie's room. Her
name is no coincidence. Ms. Shepherd and her husband founded the center almost
fifty years ago after their son sustained a spinal cord injury body surfing in Rio de
Janeiro. By the sound of Jenny's blog, Alana Shepherd is on constant patrol. Thursday
she rolled off the elevator Jenny was about to board. "How are you?” she asked. “l am
better,” Jenny said. “Just doing what | can for my girl.” “Yes! That's what we do,” said
Alana Shepherd. And then scooted off to do what she could for some other stranger
for whom she had recently come to care.

Effort is the currency of care. Effort is a different kind of sacrifice altogether. It is
the free work of love. And the more | read these old stories, the more | try to make
sense of them here with all of you, the more | see love at work in the world, even in the
worst of circumstances, | think there's a deep plot twist in the human story that holy
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scripture keeps trying to draw us into. And it is this. We keep falling back into the
destructive ways of sacrifice as the repayment of one pain with another pain. But what
God wants is for that very system, that old mindset, those sinful instincts to die. God
wants them to die so that only the sacrifices love makes freely will come alive in us.

The efforts of love are not in response to threats or fear. Love doesn't count costs
or keep record of wrongs, as Paul said and as Jenny and Chloie and so many others
show us every single day. God wants to sacrifice everything in us that still thinks things
won't be set right until somebody pays. God wants us to lay our old vengeful ways
down on an altar and turn them to smoke, and for just one reason. Because they getin
the way of love. Read the stories again. Hear the teachings of Jesus again. God is love.
And the only sacrifices Love calls us to make are the sacred efforts love will freely,
gladly, unhesitatingly make for its beloved. Friend, in your depths, do you really believe
there is any other way of living that God is calling us to now except for the
unconditional sacrifices we recognize as the efforts of love?
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