Proper 13 (A) 

Collect: O God, the protector of all who trust in you, without whom nothing can be whole and nothing can be holy: increase your mercy towards us, that, with you as our ruler and guide, we may so enjoy the good things of time, as not to lose the things of eternity; through Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, world without end.

Gen 22.1-14 - Some time later God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!” “Here I am,” he replied. Then God said, “Take your son, your only son, whom you love—Isaac—and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on a mountain I will show you.” Early the next morning Abraham got up and loaded his donkey. He took with him two of his servants and his son Isaac. When he had cut enough wood for the burnt offering, he set out for the place God had told him about. On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance. He said to his servants, “Stay here with the donkey while I and the boy go over there. We will worship and then we will come back to you.” Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and placed it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. As the two of them went on together,  Isaac spoke up and said to his father Abraham, “Father?”  “Yes, my son?” Abraham replied. “The fire and wood are here,” Isaac said, “but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” Abraham answered, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” And the two of them went on together. When they reached the place God had told him about, Abraham built an altar there and arranged the wood on it. He bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. Then he reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. But the angel of the Lord called out to him from heaven, “Abraham! Abraham!”  “Here I am,” he replied. “Do not lay a hand on the boy,” he said. “Do not do anything to him. Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son.”  Abraham looked up and there in a thicket he saw a ram[a] caught by its horns. He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son. So Abraham called that place The Lord Will Provide. And to this day it is said, “On the mountain of the Lord it will be provided.”
Ro 6.12-23 - Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer any part of yourself to sin as an instrument of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer every part of yourself to him as an instrument of righteousness. For sin shall no longer be your master, because you are not under the law, but under grace.
Slaves to Righteousness
What then? Shall we sin because we are not under the law but under grace? By no means! Don’t you know that when you offer yourselves to someone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one you obey—whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness? But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you have come to obey from your heart the pattern of teaching that has now claimed your allegiance. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness. I am using an example from everyday life because of your human limitations. Just as you used to offer yourselves as slaves to impurity and to ever-increasing wickedness, so now offer yourselves as slaves to righteousness leading to holiness. When you were slaves to sin, you were free from the control of righteousness. What benefit did you reap at that time from the things you are now ashamed of? Those things result in death! But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the benefit you reap leads to holiness, and the result is eternal life. For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in[a] Christ Jesus our Lord.

Mt 10.40-42 -  “Anyone who welcomes you welcomes me, and anyone who welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. Whoever welcomes a prophet as a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward, and whoever welcomes a righteous person as a righteous person will receive a righteous person’s reward. And if anyone gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones who is my disciple, truly I tell you, that person will certainly not lose their reward.”
Let us pray: Most High, glorious God, enlighten the darkness of our hearts and give us correct faith, certain hope, and perfect love, so that we may always and in all things act according to Your Holy Will. Through Christ our Lord, Amen.
<><><>
We are continuing to set the foundations of our journey through ‘Ordinary Time’ – our long season of green in the church’s pilgrimage through the liturgical year, as we respond with faith to the events of Easter, of our Lord Jesus’ Ascension, + of Pentecost. And our readings include some uncomfortable words and language, don’t they? Human sacrifice in our Old Testament reading + references to slavery in Paul’s letter to the Roman Church. Not exactly politically correct in today’s world – and ripe for Wokist comments, wouldn’t you say?
I mean, can the Church defend these themes in our readings? Or is there something else going on here? Spoiler alert. Short answer =  yes!
Let’s start with our reading from Genesis, of God testing Abraham’s faith. Last time I preached, we were looking at Abram’s call in Gen.12 to leave his country + his family, + go to a land that God would show him. And, in obedience Abram went. The Hebrew word used for God’s command to go was lek leka. It is the same word we read in our account today when God commanded now-renamed Abraham – which means father of many nations - to take his son, his only son whom he loves + whom God had told Abraham that his offspring would be reckoned by, + go – lek leka - to the region of Moriah, + there sacrifice him. Now, many people find this story offensive because it portrays God as commanding child sacrifice. However, as we will see, it is not a story about child sacrifice, but is rather a story of God recognising the cultures Abraham grew up in + was familiar with, and using them – and taking Abraham as figuratively away from them as he already commanded Abraham to go physically from them +, in so doing, encouraged + developed Abraham’s faith + trust in God. So: this story is actually about faith.
What Abraham did not know, because it is after his time, is that when God then gives the law to Moses, he will make it clear that child sacrifice - an odious custom practised by other nations - is not permissible for the Israelites. While God will require the gift of the firstborn (Exodus 22:29), he will make it clear that parents are to redeem as a sign their firstborn male’s life with the life of a sheep (Exodus 13:13; 34:20).
Also, the angel’s voice that stays Abraham’s hand, + the ram that God provided for the sacrifice, make it clear that Isaac was never in any danger. Abraham didn’t know that, of course - and that is what made it the ultimate test of his faith. Nothing was more precious to Abraham than his son, Isaac. The test was whether Abraham would give God the one thing nearest and dearest to his heart. He passed that test with flying colours.
<><><>
What I would also like to bring to your attention in this passage are some spine-tingling parallels from the Easter story, when God did give + not spare His own Son, out of His love for us. 
I already mentioned God’s words to Abraham: “Take your son, your only son, whom you love”, which reminds us of the words of John 3.16 and God so loving the world that He gave His only Son that whoever believes on Him may not die but have eternal life. And then the journey that father and son would make to the region of Moriah + the mountain God would show him.  The only other time Moriah is mentioned is when Solomon is building the Temple of the Lord on Mount Moriah, i.e. in Jerusalem… outside whose walls Jesus, the lamb of God, was crucified at Golgotha. And we remind ourselves of Abraham’s words in reply to Isaac after he asked his dad where the lamb for the sacrifice was: “God himself will provide the lamb for the offering, my son.” And we are reminded of John the Baptist’s words describing Jesus: “Behold the lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world.”
God told Abraham to stay his hand and not harm Isaac, having proved that he trusted God without limits. Yet, in God’s ultimate plan to redeem + reconcile humanity He knew that a sacrifice would be necessary, + we see here in Genesis 22 a beautiful cameo of faith + love that points forward to a different time but the same place, where a sacrifice would be made by mutual willing consent by a Father and His Son: “Take your son, your only son, whom you love”, + go to the region of Moriah + sacrifice him there.” The Eucharist in cameo.
When we deal with this text, the question is not one of child sacrifice – a custom practised by the Babylonians and Canaanites among others of the time, + which Abraham was therefore familiar with - but rather one of asking each of us how much we trust God, + of what we value most. How far does our faith, our trust + our love of God extend? What - or who - do we hold back from Him? And what would we do if God asked us to sacrifice that important thing—or if we found that precious thing suddenly snatched from us? A question that this text should lead us to consider is what we would do if we were to experience a truly devastating loss—whether of a job or health or the death of a loved one. Will our faith sustain us in times like that? Or, to put the question a different way, will we sustain our faith in times like that? All of us will sustain some sort of serious loss at some point in our lives, so this is hardly an academic question. And – dare I say it – death is part of life for each + every one of us. As her late Majesty Queen Elizabeth put it, grief is the price we pay for love. Where better to lift that grief, when we find ourselves having to face the greatest losses in our lives, than to God? Is our faith strong enough to sustain us when life gets crunchy? No offence to any bank managers hearing my sermon: bank managers in their lending have been likened to folk handing out umbrellas when the weather is fine, only to demand them back when the rain starts. Not so God, who loves us, cares for us, and is there to sustain us in the hardest and darkest of times because He has been there. He is the source and foundation of our faith. 
<><><>
Let’s turn now to Paul’s letter to the believers in Rome + his language of slavery. Firstly, let’s get it out there: Roman society was built on the sweat, pain + commodification of slave labour, + the Church in Rome comprised slaves, former slaves + slave-owners. The language of slavery was there-fore commonly understood, because it was their daily reality. It was therefore fair currency for Paul to use as a living parable to make his point. 
Secondly – & this is a wee dig at the editors of the lectionary – our reading from Paul’s letter to the church in Rome starts with a ‘therefore’….which means we must take account of the bit before-hand if we are to make proper sense of the bit we actually read! At least our reading wasn’t from chapter 5, which is filled with Paul’s ‘therefores’!
The essence of Paul’s point is to emphasise the struggle – the fight – of the Church + all Christians with sin, its forms + its consequences. That fight is predicated on the fact that, as those redeemed + forgiven through grace by the death+ resurrection of our Lord Jesus, we have been set free from the law of sin + death. We are no longer held captive to its consequence. It no longer has authority over us. So, at the beginning of chapter 6, Paul asks the rhetorical question: “Should we continue to live in sin, so that grace may abound?” His answer? “By no means!” The grace of God in Christ is greater than the law of sin + death, but is not there to be abused. Paul reminded the believers in Rome that at their baptism they figuratively died to the law of sin + death, meaning that they were freed  from the bond of slavery to sin + free to thus be bonded to Christ. And so in that light we pick up our reading + Paul’s therefore, and the wonderful consequence of our passing through baptism + profession of faith from death to life in Christ.
And so Paul uses the analogy of slavery that his readership know only too well – either as current slaves or freed former slaves in the majority of cases in the Roman church or, for a few, as slave-owners. The slave has only one master, + must obey all of the commands of that master without pause or objection until freed from their bond of slavery – either by their master, or by death. 
So, what’s Paul’s point to the church in Rome – and to us today? In just the same way that the slave who dies is released from their bond, so too are we released from our bond to the laws of sin and death through our baptism into Christ. As he says, “Thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you have come to obey from your heart the pattern of teaching that has now claimed your allegiance. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.
Paul presents two scenarios: either we continue to live as though we remain slaves to sin and disobedience to God’s ways – in which case we pour scorn on Christ’s sacrifice and death – or we live as slaves committed to righteous living that brings joy to God through our obedience to His call on our lives.  In both of Paul’s either/or scenarios his readers are slaves. However, being enslaved to righteousness has the prospect of eternal life in Christ Jesus, whereas the other option leads only to eternal death.
The first question for the reader – & therefore for us – is to ask: what sort of slave will we be? Which Master will we give our willing service to?
The second question is to note the consequences of what we’ve just read: there is the offer + prospect of eternal life as the gift of God who loves His creation + yearns for it – us – to be reconciled to Him; + there is the consequence of the choice to not be reconciled, to spurn the offer of reconciliation with God, + so choose to spend eternity apart from God’s presence. We don’t like thinking about that bit, but it’s part of the equation: God, out of His love for us, gives us a choice. 
<><><>
As I close, let me delve a bit into Ignatian thinking as I bring these two quite disparate readings together, the one looking at Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice, + the other looking at expressions of slavery.
I imagine some of you will have heard of soldier-turned-priest St Ignatius of Loyola. One of the things he is best-known for is what came to be known as the Spiritual Exercises – a compilation of meditations, prayers and contemplative practises intended to help people develop their relationship with God. Central to Ignatius’ teaching is the notion that freedom is not so much about being free from the interference of others, but is rather  a freedom to grow in relationship with God + to share in God’s redemptive work. This requires the practise of what Ignatius called “indifference” – an inner freedom derived from being as detached enough from things, people, or experiences as to be able either to take them up or to leave them aside, depending on whether they help us to “to praise, reverence, and serve God”. In other words, it’s being able to let go of anything that impedes my love for God or others, while remaining engaged with the things that nourish that love. 
The practise of indifference does not mean not caring: one can be both indifferent + also deeply passionate. In fact, since God is love, + God’s redemptive work takes place through love, we cannot be indifferent in the Ignatian sense unless we love deeply, + are compelled + guided by the love of God. This is not always easy. Ignatius names what he calls dis-ordered attachments – those attachments that do not align with a healthy relationship with God, such as being obsessed with wealth, health, long life, or status for example - as obstacles, or as a form of slavery that hinders our growth toward + our relationship with God. Yet, if we are honest with ourselves, + as is reflected in our prayer of offering at the start of the liturgy of the Sacrament on p7 of our liturgy books, we affirm the truth that all things come from God, + all we offer is simply our giving back to God what is His. Everything is a gift. Nothing + no one belongs to us. Every beloved person + every good creation belongs to God - & there can be wonderful freedom available in learning and accepting this—even if sometimes each of us resists!
From that basic knowledge of being loved, two things become possible. First, I learn that I have worth that is apart from any of the things or people in the world that are present or absent from my life. God loves me as I am—with all my talents, quirks, + failings. We are each of us enough for God, + God is enough for each of us. And the beautiful overflow from that profound reality is that when God’s love is at the core of our identity, then we become attentively aware that each of us then have the capacity to love, no matter where life takes us.
When we are grounded in God’s love, then we can love both when our relationships are flourishing + when we feel grief. We can love when we are well or in ill-health. We can always choose to love, because we are never undertaking love alone, but always in friendship with God, who always wants to create something new + good. God’s love and friendship are the foundation of a healthy Godly indifference. And in that indifference our slavery - & our sacrifices - to God can become joy. Amen.



