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“A Matter of Trust”

“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.’”

During the summer of 1981, I served as camp chaplain at the Sabattis Scout Reservation in the
Adirondack Mountains of New York State.  It was a wilderness camp in which Boy Scout troops lived
in campgrounds deep in the woods and learned wilderness skills that helped them advance toward
Eagle Scout.  I was a member of the staff that was responsible to teaching Scouting skills, serving as
lifeguards and waterfront leaders, and helping these mostly suburban boys and their leaders cope
with life in the Northern wilderness.  In order to prepare the staff for the challenges that we would
confront during our summer at Sabattis, the first week was spent on orientation and team building,
so that this group of strangers might bond together as a team that would work well together.  Among
the team building activities were "trust building” exercises, because a critical part of working in a
wilderness camp was knowing that every member of the team was trustworthy, especially when we
were confronted with unexpected challenges (like meeting bears on the trail).  Two memorable trust
exercises were a “trust walk” in which one partner was blindfolded and was led across the camp by
his sighted partner; and a “trust fall” in which one team member fell backwards off a ledge, trusting
that the other members of the team would catch him.  By the end of the week, a random group of
young men had bonded together as a team that worked well in what turned out to be a summer
filled with unexpected surprises and challenges.

Trust is a critical element in all human relationships.  A couple enters into marriage trusting that each
partner will be faithful to their marital vows; when trust is broken, many marriages do not survive. 
People enter into contracts trusting that each party will be faithful to their end of the bargain; when
this trust is violated, it often ends up in court.  We entrust our friends with secrets that we expect will
be held in confidence; when confidentiality is violated, the trust that binds us together is destroyed
and the friendship is often beyond repair.  We elect leaders who we hope will be trustworthy in the
manner in which they govern, but too often they prove to be unfaithful in keeping the public trust. 
All human relationships “survive on trust, and if that is broken at any point, it’s pretty much the end of
the relationship.” (Yuvraj Singh).

The story of God’s people is a relationship that is rooted in trust, that the God who established the
covenant with Abraham is a God whose word is trustworthy.  God calls Abraham (who at the time
was known by his given name, Abram) and commands him to “go from your country and your kindred
and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.”  (Genesis 12:1).  God’s command to Abram
is accompanied with a promise:

· “I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you
will be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse;
and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” – Genesis 12:2-3.



God calls Abram to trust in these promises that God will repeat on several occasions; the manner in
which he responds will determine if Abram is willing to trust in God’s Word and is willing to take the
risk that trust always requires.  Abram’s response is described in his response to God’s Word: “So
Abram went, as the LORD had told him” (12:4).  As Abram places his trust in God, so does God entrust
Abram to be the one through whom God’s promises to all humanity are fulfilled; in changing his
name from Abram (“lofty Father”) to Abraham (“Father of the Multitudes”), God signals that
Abraham has proven himself trustworthy to be the one through whom God’s Will shall be
accomplished.  Abraham becomes an exemplar of the faith in God that is “the assurance of things
hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” (Hebrews 11:1).
As the covenant relationship between God and Abraham grows, it develops into a “familial mutual
trust” that is built through time and experience. From Abraham’s perspective, the God who
commands has filled his life with promises; he understands that God has Abraham’s best interests at
heart and is trustworthy even when what God has promised appears to be impossible, since the
promise is to be fulfilled through the birth of a child to Sarah who “was barren; she had no child.”
(11:30).  Abraham’s trust is rooted in the faith by which “he received the power of procreation, even
though he was too old – and Sarah herself was barren – because he considered him faithful who had
promised.” (Hebrews 11:11).  

Abraham’s trust in God is put to the test when God commands Abraham to do the unthinkable: “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 I will show you.” (22:2).  The author describes this as a
“test” that occurs “after these things,” which includes the entire relationship between God and
Abraham up to this point.  While Abraham has displayed great trust in God’s promises, and God has
entrusted Abraham with the task of being the “father of the multitudes” that will be the fulfillment of
God’s covenant promise, there have been moments when Abraham’s trust in God has wavered. 
When God renames Sarai as “Sarah” and promises that “I will bless her, and moreover I will give her a
son by her. I will bless her, and she shall give rise to nations; kings of the people shall come from her,”
Abraham response is one of skepticism: “Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed, and said to
himself, ‘Can a child be born to a man who is a hundred years old?  Can Sarah, who is ninety years old,
bear a child?” (17:16-17).  Abraham’s impatience and mistrust of God’s promise leads him to father a
child by an Egyptian slave named Hagar, who bears a son named Ishmael, one whom God warns will
“live at odds with all his kin.” (16:12).  God’s “testing” of Abraham occurs “after all these things,” and
may be understood as a means through which God can assess whether Abraham is ready to step into
the meaning of his new “God given name.”  Can God trust Abraham to be the “father of the
multitudes” through whom God’s will for humanity will be fulfilled?

When God calls out to Abraham, Abraham’s response is “here I am.”  The Hebrew word “hinene”
means far more than calling out “I’m here” when attendance is being taken; its full meaning is that “I
am fully present and at your disposal to do whatever you tell me.”  It is the word Isaiah uses when he
answers God’s call to become a prophet: “Here I am; send me!” (Isaiah 6:8).  Abraham is ready to
hear and respond to God’s command; “he has already learned to trust this God and therefore he has
no reason to distrust the God from whom this word comes, however harsh and frightening it may be.”
(Terence E. Fretheim).  This “harsh and frightening” word from God is not a command for Abraham to
kill or murder his son, since child sacrifice was abhorrent to Israel, but to present him “on the altar”
as a burnt offering to God, through which God promises that “I will meet with you, to speak to you
there.” (Exodus 29:42).  The deed will be an act of faith, a giving to God what Abraham loves – only



then would it be a true sacrifice.  While this will place a harsh demand upon Abraham, God has as
much at stake in this matter as Abraham does, because God needs to know if Abraham’s trust in God
is sufficient so that God can entrust him with the task of being “Father of the Multitudes.”  

Abraham is presented with a tough choice – but it is a choice.  While God’s words are in the form of a
command, Abraham has a choice as to whether or not he will obey God’s command.  Indeed, it has
always been a choice for Abraham; he could have refused God’s initial call to “go from your country
and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you” (12:1).  He could have
refused to believe God’s promise that his descendants would be “as many as the stars of heaven and
as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.” (Hebrews 11:12).  He could have refused to
believe the impossible promise that his wife Sarah would give birth to a child as the answer to the
Lord’s question “is anything too wonderful for the LORD?” (18:14).  Abraham “has a choice as to
whether he will follow God’s request of refuse… if he is going to do what God asked of him, it had to
be done willingly.” (Linda Fabian Pepe).

Abraham’s choice is to once again trust in God’s promises.  He takes his son Isaac to the mountain
that God shows him along with all that is needed for a burnt offering.  His obedience to God’s
command flows out of his trust in God, a trust that he shares with his son when the young boy asks
him “the fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for the burnt-offering?” (22:7).  Isaac
addresses Abraham as a loving father, mirroring Abraham’s trusting relationship with God.  Isaac
believes that his father’s trust will be well-placed:

· “Abraham’s trust in God has become Isaac’s trust: God will provide a lamb, which is God’s
intention from the beginning, of course, and Abraham and Isaac are now both attuned to that
intention and trust it.” – Fretheim.

Abraham’s trust that God will provide remains firm even as he goes through with the unthinkable:
binding his son, laying him on the altar, and holding the knife above his young son’s body.  But before
he can carry out such a drastic act, Abraham is stopped by the angel of the Lord, who commands him
to “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.” (22:12).  He looks up and sees a ram that he
offers as a sacrifice in place of his son, and names this place “the LORD will provide,” for “as it is said
to this day, ‘On the mount of the LORD it shall be provided.’” (18:14).  

This story of Abraham and Isaac has been a controversial one for generations.  In Jewish tradition, the
Akedah (“binding”) became the supreme example of self-sacrifice in obedience to God’s will and the
symbol of Jewish martyrdom throughout the ages.  In the Remembrance prayers of Rosh Hashannah,
there is an appeal to God to remember the Akedah:

· “Remember unto us, O Lord our God, the covenant and the lovingkindness and the oath which
Thou swore unto Abraham our father on Mount Moriah: and consider the binding with which
Abraham our father bound his son Isaac on the altar, how he suppressed his compassion in
order to perform Thy will with a perfect heart.  So may thy compassion overbear Thine anger
against us; in Thy great goodness may Thy great wrath turn aside from Thy people, Thy city,
and Thine inheritance.”



The letter of James uses the Akedah as an example of the Apostle’s contention that “faith by itself, if
it has no works, is dead” (James 2:17):

· “Was not our ancestor Abraham justified by works when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 
You see that faith was active along with his works, and faith was brought to completion by the
works.  Thus the scripture was fulfilled that says, ‘Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned
to him as righteousness,’ and he was called to friend of God.” – James 2:21-23.

Martin Luther was far more troubled by this story, finding it difficult to imagine how anyone could
even think of committing such heinous act:

· “I could not have been an onlooker, much less the performer and slayer.  It is an astounding
situation that the dearly beloved father moves his knife closer to the throat of the dearly
beloved son, and I surely admit that I cannot attain these thoughts and sentiments either by
means of words or by reflecting on them … The son is obedient, like a sheep for the slaughter,
and he does not open his mouth.  He thought: ‘Let the will of the Lord be done,’ because he
was brought up to conduct himself properly and to be obedient to his father.  With the
exception of Christ we have no similar example of obedience.” – Luther’s Works, vol. 4:
Lectures on Genesis, Chapters 21-25.

Danish theologian Soren Kierkegaard devoted his book Fear and Trembling (1843) to the story of the
Akedah, in which he puts himself in Abraham’s shoes and shudders as he contemplates how Abraham
might have thought, felt, and acted.  Kierkegaard ponders what impact this experience had on
Abraham for the rest of his life: “He could not forget that God had ordered him to do this … His eyes
were darkened and he saw joy no more.”  Contemporary atheist author Richard Dawkins goes even
further, interpreting the story as an example of religion’s barbaric cruelty: 

· “This disgraceful story is an example simultaneously of child abuse, bullying in two
asymmetrical power relationships, and the first recorded use of the Nuremberg defense: ‘I
was only obeying orders.’  Yet the legend is one of the great foundational myths of all three
monotheistic religions.” – The God Delusion, 2007.

While the story of the Akedah remains disturbing even to people of faith, it needs to be understood
in its context within the story of the covenantal relationship between God and Abraham.  Both the
covenant calling of Abram in 12:1-4 and the Akedah in 22:1-14 are ventures in faith: “Abraham begins
and ends his journey with God by venturing out into the deep at the command of God.  The former
cuts Abraham off from his past; the latter threatens to cut him off from his future.” (Fretheim).  The
story presents a test of not only Abraham’s faith in God, but of God’s faith in Abraham as well, in the
sense that Abraham’s response will affect the move that God makes next.  “God took the risk that
Abraham would respond.  Abraham took the risk that God would provide.” (Eugene Roop). 
Abraham’s continuing faithful response to God remains the central issue; God waits upon him before
getting on with God’s promised future.  Abraham obeys because he trusts that God will be faithful
and that God will act in his best interests.

· “And the moment Abraham showed that he trusted God to carry out the plan, without having
the physical signs in front of him, he passed the test – Abraham was now ready to go to the



next step; he could be ‘father of the multitudes’ because he understood that everything he
had, everything that he would ever have or would ever be promised to have, was ultimately a
gift from God.  It didn’t belong to him – Isaac, the covenant, the promise, the future – didn’t
belong to him.  It all belonged to God.” – Pepe.

The Akedah will always be a shocking story, but it shouldn’t be one that causes us to question our
faith or the nature of God.  It is a story of how Abraham was able to trust God’s faithfulness even in
the most absurd of circumstances, even when nothing that was happening in his life made any sense. 
It is a story of how Abraham knew that “the Lord will provide” even when there was no evidence to
back up his belief.  It is the story of how Abraham’s trust in God’s faithfulness was the proof that
Abraham was indeed worthy of being the one who would be the “father of the multitude,” the one
through whom God’s promises would be fulfilled.  It is the story of the Lord whose faithfulness to the
covenant promises was so complete that while he would not allow Abraham to sacrifice his only Son,
God gave his only Son to suffer and die on the cross so that through him “all the families of the earth
shall be blessed,” so that through his precious blood and his innocent suffering and death “I may
belong to him, live under him in his kingdom, and serve him in eternal righteousness, innocence, and
blessedness.” It is a story of how faith is made active in trust, “the assurance of things hoped for, the
conviction of things not seen.”

Our trust exercises during training week at Sabattis served us well in the course of that summer.  We
faced challenges that were expected, and challenges that were a complete surprise to us.  There
were moments when we needed to know that we could trust one another to get through a particular
situation, and that confidence in each member of the team served us well.  We knew that each
person was worthy of our trust, and that therefore we had confidence in the face of whatever we
encountered.  Trust was at the center of our relationship.  It is the same trust – knowing that there is
one who is dependable, steadfast, utterly worthy of our confidence – that gives us hope as the
people of God that God is with us no matter what we may encounter in our lives.  Our faith is the
faith of Abraham, who trusted in God and proved that he was a trustworthy steward of God’s
blessings, so that he did indeed become the “father of the multitude” that includes Jesus Christ our
Lord, the one through whom all families of the earth continue to be blessed.  No matter what “trials
and temptations” may befall us, our lives are a matter of trust – trust in God’s steadfast love, trust in
God’s promises, trust that “the one who began a good work in you will bring it to completion by the
day of Jesus Christ.” (Philippians 1:6).

· “If you but trust in God to guide you with gentle hand through all your ways, you’ll find that
God is there to guide you when crosses come, in trying days.  Trust then in God’s unchanging
love; built on the rock that will not move.” – ELW Hymn 769

Amen.


