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“God Will Provide”

“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.’”

Many things happened on February 2, 2014: it was Groundhog Day; it was Super Bowl Sunday; and it
was the day of the annual congregational meeting here at Zion Lutheran Church.  Many of you attended
that meeting, and you probably remember that there was an item on the agenda that hadn’t appeared
here in many years: calling a new pastor.  Meanwhile, way down on Long Island, Susan and I were going
through Sunday worship in the knowledge that this meeting was taking place in Stratford, and we went
home knowing that we would be receiving a phone call informing us of the results of the vote.  When the
phone rang, Franklin Famme was on the line with the joyous news that Zion had called me to be its
pastor, and that the official documents would be send to Bishop Pryse’s office the next day.  We were,
of course, overjoyed to receive this news; but I also knew that the call wouldn’t be official until I had
received the official letter of call, which not only extended the call of the congregation of Zion, Stratford
to become its pastor but also listed what would be expected of me if I chose to accept this call:

· Preach the Word, administer the Sacraments and conduct public worship in harmony with the
faith and practices of the church;

· Baptize, confirm and marry in accordance with the teaching of the church and with the laws of the
province or territory, visit the sick and distressed and bury the dead;

· Inculcate piety in individual and family life and provide pastoral leadership to all schools and
auxiliary organizations of the congregation;

· Install members of the Congregation Council and, with the council, administer discipline;
· Seek out and encourage qualified persons to prepare for the ministry of the Gospel and strive to

extend the Kingdom of God in the community, at home and abroad;
· Encourage the members to be generous in support of the congregation, the synod and the

church;
· Keep accurate membership records including baptisms, confirmations, marriages, burials and

communicants, and submit a report of such statistics annually to the secretary of the synod on
forms provided by the synod.  The parish records shall be kept in a separate book which shall
remain the property of the congregation;

· Commend members who move to the pastoral care of the parish in which their new home is
located;

· Participate in the Pension and Benefits Plan of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada.

In accepting this call that you extended to me, I agreed to abide by these expectations the church has
of its pastors, expectations that were reinforced in last Sunday’s installation service, in which Pastor
Richard Brown, dean of the London Conference, challenged me to “commit yourself to this new trust and
responsibility, in confidence that it comes from God through the call of the church.”  In publicly declaring
that “I will, and I ask God to help me,” I was accepting the call of this congregation along with all of the
responsibilities and expectations the church places upon those it calls to serve as pastors of the church.
From the moment of my ordination, I have been aware of the expectations that were placed upon me
when the pastoral stole was first placed around my neck; but while pastors are entrusted with many
responsibilities, we are not the only ones upon whom expectations are placed.  In Holy Baptism, parents
and godparents are given the expectations of raising their child in our faith, to “bring them to the Word
of God and the holy supper, teach them the Lord’s Prayer, the Creed, and the Ten Commandments,
place in their hands the holy scriptures, and nurture them in faith and prayer…”  When these children
affirm these baptismal promises on the day of their Confirmation, they are challenged to fulfill the
church’s expectations for them “to live among God’s faithful people, to hear the word of God and share
in the Lord’s Supper, to proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed, to serve all



people, following the example of our Lord Jesus, and to strive for justice and peace in all the earth.”  As
members of the church which is the Body of Christ, each of us is challenged to fulfill our Lord’s
expectations of his holy people to be a “worshipping, learning, witnessing and serving community of
baptized persons among whom the Word is proclaimed and the Sacraments are administered according
to the Gospel, and whose corporate existence is recognized by the ELCIC.  It shall provide support to
enable the fulfillment of the mission and ministry of this church.” (ELCIC Model Constitution for
Congregations).
As in all aspects of life, we are entrusted by our Lord with expectations to be faithful to all that our Saviour
has entrusted to us.  But what if these expectations are too great; what if these requirements are simply
too much?  While each of us takes our baptismal vows very seriously, and even as I strive to be faithful
to the promises I have made as a pastor of the church, there are times when what the Lord is requiring
of us simply seems to be too much, something that is impossible to fulfill:

· “God, sell all you own and give the money to the poor …” – Mark 10:21.
· “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” – Luke 9:62.
· “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.” – Genesis 22:2.

Today’s first lesson is one of the most disturbing stories in the Bible.  At first glance, it doesn’t make any
sense: how can God ask Abraham to sacrifice his only son, the son whose birth was the fulfillment of the
covenant promise God had made with him that “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed”
(Genesis 12:3)?  After having waited so long to become a father, how can the Lord ask Abraham to
commit such a heinous act?  Why would God risk the future fulfillment of God’s own promises by killing
the young boy who will be crucial in the continuation of God’s own people?
The story named by Christians “the sacrifice of Isaac” and by Jews the akedah, or “binding,” has been
the subject of much controversy over the years: “Is it the story of an abusive God, a misguided Abraham,
religious violence at its worst?  Or is it a story of faith and obedience?” (Kathryn Schifferdecker, Working
Preacher).  It appears to violate God’s own teaching in the Torah which expressly forbid child sacrifice:

· “You shall not give any of your offspring to sacrifice them to Molech, and so profane the name
of your God: I am the LORD.” – Leviticus 18:21.

· “For the people of Judah have done evil in my sight, says the LORD; they have set their
abominations in the house that is called in my name, defiling it.  And they go on building the high
place of Topheth, which is in the valley of the son of Hinnom, to burn their sons and daughters
in the fire – which I did not command, nor did it come to my mind.” – Jeremiah 7:30-31.

· “When you offer your gifts and make your children pass through the fire, you defile yourselves
with all your idols to this day.” – Ezekiel 20:31.

People have been wrestling with the meaning of this story for generations.  In the letter to the Hebrews,
Abraham is lifted up as a great example of the faith that is “the assurance of things hoped for, the
conviction of things not seen.”

· “By faith Abraham, when put to the test, offered up Isaac.  He who had received the promises was
ready to offer up his only son, of whom he was told, ‘It is through Isaac that descendants shall
be named for you.’  He considered the fact that God is able to raise someone from the dead –
and figuratively speaking, he did receive him back.” – Hebrews 11:17-19.

Soren Kierkegaard makes this story the centerpiece of his book Fear and Trembling, arguing that this
story demonstrates the importance of a “teleological suspension of the ethical.”

· “Abraham performs a teleological suspension of the ethical when he decided to kill Isaac. 
Abraham knows that killing Isaac is unethical.  However, Abraham decides to suspend the ethical
– in other words, to put ethical concerns on the back burner – because he has faith in the
righteousness of the end (or telos) that God will bring about.  Abraham’s faith that God will not
allow an unethical telos allows him to make what seems to be an unethical decision.  Abraham
puts religious concerns over ethical concerns, thus proving his faith in God.” 



On the other hand, many atheist authors have interpreted this story as proof of the inherent cruelty of the
Jewish and Christian faiths and a basis for their rejecting any belief in God.

· “What’s clear is (1) if this story is true, a real live father was willing to kill his real live son based
on hearing from God; (2) Obedience is super important, more important than doing what you think
is right.  A metaphor orchestrated by God for the redemption of all humankind should be easier
to interpret than that.  It shouldn’t have such damaging implications.” – thinkatheist.com.

In order for us to understand this disturbing story without rejecting it or dismissing it, we have to place
within the context of the story of Abraham’s relationship with God that begins when the Lord calls him “go
from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.” (Genesis
12:1).  Abraham has exhibited a deep faith and engaged God in significant theological conversation,
while God has consulted with Abraham in such instances as the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah (18:16-33). 
The text therefore presupposes a “familiar mutual trust” built over experience.  The God who commands
has filled Abraham’s life with promises; he understands that God has Abraham’s best interests at heart. 
Abraham has already learned to trust God; he has no reason to distrust the God from whom this word
comes, however harsh and frightening it might be.  There are some significant parallels between the
covenant God establishes with Abraham in 12:11-4 and his command to Abraham in 22:14, both in the
divine command and in Abraham’s silent but faithful response:

· “So Abram went, as the LORD had told him; and Lot went with him.” – 12:4.
· “So Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men with

him, and his son Isaac.” – 22:3.

Abraham ventures into the deep at the command of God.  The former cuts him off from his past; the latter
threatens to cut him off from his future.
It is important to point out that God does not command Abraham to kill or murder his son, but to “offer
him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I will show you.”  The deed will be a specifically
religious act, an act of faith, a giving to God of what Abraham loves.  But in the Hebrew there is also a
clue that we might miss in the English translation that indicates that Abraham is not the only one taking
a risk on this occasion; God’s command is accompanied by the word na’, a particle of entreaty or
urgency.  It is rarely used by God in the OT and may thereby signal the unusual character of this moment
and the relationship of mutual trust:

· “Now be careful not to drink wine or strong drink, or to eat anything unclean.” – Judges 13:4.
· “Come now, let us argue it out, says the LORD; though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be

like snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall become like wool.” – Isaiah 1:18.

God has as much at stake in this relationship as does Abraham; God needs to know about Abraham’s
faith.  After all, God has entrusted to Abraham the process that will result in the salvation of all humanity,
for through Abraham and his descendants all families of the earth shall be blessed.  Mutual trust is at the
heart of this story as it is central to this relationship that has implications not only here but for all
generations.
As the story progresses, Abraham stays on course because he trusts that God will act to save Isaac. 
When Isaac calls out to his father, Abraham replies “here I am” (hineni), the same word Abraham used
to answer God’s call in 12:1.  Abraham is attentive to God, and is equally attentive to his beloved son. 
When his son notes that “the fire and wood are here, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?”
Abraham confidently replies that “God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” (22:7-8). 
Abraham obeys God because he trusts God; trust out of which obedience flows is basic to understanding
this story.  Abraham’s obedience is informed and undergirded by a trust that God will find a way through
this dark moment.  “Abraham does not simply obey; he obeys because he trusts.” (Terence Fretheim).
Abraham’s trusting obedience that God would provide continues as father and son “walked on together.” 
His confidence in God’s faithfulness continues when they “came to the place that God had shown him,”
and it remained steadfast even as Abraham “bound his son Isaac, and laid him on the altar, on top of the
wood.”  Even as he took the knife in his hand and was about to plunge it into the flesh of his beloved son,
Abraham remains confident that God would be faithful, that God would provide, that all that the Lord had



promised would be fulfilled – and his trusting confidence is fulfilled when the angel of the Lord calls to
him from heaven:

· “Do 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.”

When Abraham looked us, he saw a ram caught in a thicket, which he took and offered up as a sacrifice,
calling this place “’the LORD will provide,’ as it is said to this day, ‘On the mount of the LORD it shall be
provided.’” 
According to Jewish tradition, the mountain upon which the Lord provided for Abraham came to be known
as Mount Moriah, the mountain upon which Solomon built the Jerusalem Temple (“Solomon began to
build the house of the LORD in Jerusalem on Mount Moriah, where the LORD had appeared to his father
David at the place that David had designated…” – 2 Chronicles 3:1).  It was the place where for
generations the people of Israel would gather for worship in the presence of the Lord, in the confidence
that God was dwelling among them and abiding with them.  But even after the Temple was destroyed and
the people of Israel were scattered, that confidence faith remained, for “the steadfast love of the LORD
never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.”
(Lamentations 3:22-23).  For Christians, it is the message that no matter what circumstances we may
find ourselves in, no matter how difficult or dismal the future may appear, we have our Savior’s promise
that “I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”  While the demands of discipleship might appear
at times to be overwhelming and the expectations impossible to meet, we go forth trusting that God will
give us the wisdom, the strength, and the ability to fulfill what God has entrusted us to accomplish in this
time and place.

· “The story of the akedah makes a claim on us: All that we have, even our own lives and those of
the ones most dear to us, belong ultimately to God, who gave them to us in the first place.  The
story of the akedah assures us that God will provide, that God will be present.  And, of course,
as generations of Christian interpreters have seen, it foreshadows the story that forms the
foundation of Christian faith – the story of the death and resurrection of the beloved Son, son of
Abraham, son of David, Son of God.” – Shifferdecker.

As I serve as pastor of Zion Lutheran Church, I pray every day that God will continue to help and guide
me as I seek to be faithful to the trust that has been placed in me and the expectations and
responsibilities I have assumed when I accepted your call to become your pastor.  I know that I cannot
accomplish it on my own; but every day, I join with all of God’s people in living according to the example
of our father Abraham, who even in the face of seemingly impossible expectations walked on in trust and
hope, knowing that at the heart of our faith is the confidence that God gives us at all times and in all
places: God will provide!
Amen.


