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 Richard:  It's a pleasure to be back with you again. 

 Personal  experience  often  generates  hermeneutical 
 questions.  That  is  things  that  we  go  through  in  our  lives  can 
 raise questions for us about the interpretation of scripture. 

 This  afternoon,  I  want  to  connect  with  what  I  did  this  morning 
 on  the  lament  psalms,  but  take  it  now  into  the  realm  of 
 Moses'  intercession  of  the  golden  calf  on  behalf  of  Israel, 
 and  then  into  Abraham's  intercession  on  behalf  of  Sodom 
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 and  Gomorrah  in  Genesis  18,  and  then  touch  on  what  I  will  be  dealing  with  tomorrow,  that  is,  the 
 Akedah,  the  story  of  Abraham  on  Mount  Moriah,  known  in  Jewish  tradition  as  the  Akedat 
 Yitzchak,  the  binding  of  Isaac  or  simply  the  Akedah  from  the  Hebrew  verb  to  bind,  'Akad',  and 
 then the book of Job. That's what tomorrow is going to be about. 

 It's  been  my  experience  that  many  people  in  the  church  feel  that  they  need  to  suffer  in  silence. 
 This  morning,  I  suggested  that  the  lament  psalms  gave  us  a  model  for  how  to  deal  with  our 
 suffering,  vocally,  to  God.  It  struck  me  that  two  of  the  primary  passages  of  scripture  that  have 
 been  used  in  holding  up  the  model  of  silent  on  questioning  suffering  are  precisely  the  Akedah 
 and  the  book  of  Job  because,  of  course,  Abraham  doesn't  really  say  anything  to  God,  when  I 
 would  have  said  a  whole  lot  to  God,  if  God  said,  "Go  take  your  son  and  sacrifice  him."  We'll  talk 
 about that tomorrow morning. [chuckles] 

 Then  Job  is  often  read  as  if  by  the  end  of  Job,  God  is  telling  Job,  "Shut  up,  who  do  you  think  you 
 are?"  Jobs  says,  "I'm  so  sorry,  I'm  nothing,  I'm  just--"  That's  not  a  good  interpretation  of  either 
 Akedah or Job, I'm going to suggest. 

 In  my  own  experience,  about  30  years  ago,  I  went  through  a  time  of  darkness  regarding  my 
 vocation,  even  my  purpose  in  life.  I'd  been  a  Christian  for  a  couple  of  decades  already.  I  began 
 to  not  doubt  the  existence  of  God  but  I  began  to  doubt  the  goodness  of  God,  that  God  was 
 really  present  in  a  significant  way  in  my  life.  Through  a  struggle  where  I  almost  came  close  to 
 giving up the faith, I discovered the psalms of lament in the Bible. 

 As  I  indicated  this  morning,  the  lament  Psalms  are  the  dominant  form  of  prayer  in  the  book  of 
 Psalms,  and  the  dominant  form  of  Psalm  is  the  lament.  I  had  not  been  aware  of  that  prior  to  this, 
 growing  up  in  the  church,  I  never  heard  that.  It  was  actually  the  darkest  of  all  the  lament  psalms, 
 the 88th, which precipitated the reawakening of my faith. 

 Most  individual  laments,  which  are  more  common  than  communal  laments,  have  sub-genres 
 within  them,  for  example,  complaint.  Complaint  is  when  you  tell  God  what's  the  problem.  You  lay 
 it  out  before  God.  My  enemies  have  surrounded  me  or  often  it'll  form  a  rhetorical  question.  Why 
 have  you  abandoned  me?  The  problem  is  you  abandoned  me.  You  tell  God  the  problem,  you 
 described  the  problem,  the  complaint.  Then  some  Psalms  typically  have  a  confession  of  trust. 
 It's  an  affirmation  that  in  the  past,  you  were  good  to  me.  From  the  beginning,  you  were  good  to 
 my family. What gives now? 

 You  contrast  the  past  and  the  present  and  then  you  have  the  petition  that  you  ask  for  help,  save 
 me,  deliver  me,  turn  away  from  me  if  you  want  to  be  more  radical,  but  you  ask  for  help.  Then  the 
 vow  of  praise  where  you  commit  yourself  to  respond  appropriately  after  God  has  heard  your 
 prayer.  Those  are  typical  components  in  a  lament.  They  don't  follow  any  particular  order.  You 
 can go back and forth, of course, between different ones. 

 Psalm  88  is  one  of  the  few  that  have  no  vow  of  praise.  No  looking  to  the  positive  at  the  end, 
 which  will  make  it  seem  that  this  was  a  prayer  devoid  of  hope.  This  is  typically  thought  of  as  the 
 most  negative  lament  Psalm  in  the  Bible.  I  think  that  appearance  is  deceptive.  Psalm  88  is 
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 dominated  by  complaint,  it  actually  has  very  little  petition  in  it.  It  just  describes  the  problem  from 
 beginning to end. A long psalm describing the problem. 

 No  stated  expectation  of  God  to  do  anything,  just  every  morning  I  pray  to  you  and  then 
 describes  the  problem.  Every  morning  I  pray  to  you.  There's  three  stanzas  starting  with  every 
 morning  I  pray  to  you,  and  I  lay  out  my  problem,  and  then  it  ends.  My  closest  friend  is  the 
 darkness.  There's  no  positive  hope  in  the  Psalm.  Yet  I  found  this  Psalm  reawakened  my  faith. 
 Why did it do that? 

 I  think,  first  of  all,  this  Psalm's  articulation  of  the  darkness  was  appropriate  to  express  what  I 
 was  going  through.  Anything  more  hopeful  would  have  seen  pollyannish  to  me.  It  just  wouldn't 
 have  helped  me.  I  meditated  upon  the  words  of  that  Psalm,  ended  up  preaching  a  sermon  on  it, 
 organizing  a  worship  service  around  it,  and  my  faith  was  transformed,  the  beginning  of  a 
 transformation. 

 This  transformation  and  this  deepening  of  faith  that  I  experienced  through  Psalm  88,  is  certainly 
 related  to  feeling  that  I  am  being  a  part  of  a  community  of  faith,  stretching  back  into  ancient 
 times  because  this  Psalmist  is  part  of  those  lamentors  in  the  Old  Testament.  I'm  not  the  first  to 
 have  gone  through  this.  Others  have  gone  before  me.  I'm  part  of  a  larger  community,  who've 
 also  suffered  and  have  learned  how  to  take  their  sufferings  to  God.  I  wasn't  alone.  That  was 
 very helpful to me. 

 Beyond  joining  into  the  community  of  lament,  hope  was  generated  by  the  fact  that  this  was  in 
 the  Bible.  This  is  a  form  of  address  to  God,  that  Israel  and  the  church  are  meant  to  use.  It  as  a 
 model  for  us  in  scripture,  we're  to  pray  the  psalms.  Given  the  status  of  the  Bible,  the  scripture 
 among  believers  lament  prayer  could  then  be  taken  as  a  paradigm  for  how  I  could  pray  honestly 
 to  God.  It  gave  me  permission  even  to  accuse  God  of  complicity  in  my  disorientation,  even  that 
 was modeled in the Psalms. 

 The  presence  and  number  of  lament  in  the  Bible,  suggests  to  me,  that  in  the  consciousness  of 
 ancient  Israel,  God  wants  that  kind  of  prayer.  God  desires  that  kind  of  prayer.  Beyond  joining 
 into  an  ancient  community  of  lament,  beyond  modeling  lament  in  this  canonical  text,  part  of  the 
 empowerment  of  praying  lament  comes  from,  I  think,  the  divine-human  relationship  that  is 
 assumed  by  lament  Psalms.  Lament  psalms,  whether  it's  in  the  psalter  or  elsewhere  in  the 
 Bible,  have  an  implicit  theological  claim.  They  claim  God  desires  and  welcomes  honesty  in  the 
 divine-human relationship. 

 Let  me  read  two  examples,  one  from  Jeremiah,  one  from  Halakha.  This  shows  the  two-pronged 
 nature  of  lament.  Jeremiah  first  affirms  what  is  supposed  to  be  true  of  God,  he  says,  "You  will  be 
 in  the  right  Hashem  when  I  lay  charges  against  you."  Then  he  supplements  this  affirmation  with 
 a  complaint.  "But  let  me  put  my  case  to  you.  Why  do  the  guilty  prosper?  Why  do  the  treacherous 
 thrive?" 

 Do you say what is theologically correct? Or do you say what you really think? [laughter] 
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 You  affirm  both  of  them.  Habakkuk  does  the  same  thing.  He  confesses  to  God,  "Your  eyes  are 
 too  pure  to  behold  evil,  you  cannot  look  at  wrongdoing."  Then  he  asks,  "So  why  do  you  look  on 
 the  treacherous  and  are  silent  when  the  wicked  flourish  and  swallow  those  more  righteous?" 
 What  these  prophets  do  is  they  first  acknowledge  what  is  believed  to  be  true  of  the  God  of 
 Israel.  This  is  our  tradition,  we  affirm  it,  and  then  we  say,  "It  doesn't  seem  to  work  right  now." 
 You're  honest  to  God  about  that.  As  I  mentioned,  Psalm  22  suggests  you  can  start  with  a 
 complaint or the lament, why have you abandoned me? 

 Jeremiah  20.  The  complaint  of  Jeremiah  20  is  in  verses  7-18.  I've  also  preached  on  that  but  I 
 preached  that  as  an  evangelistic  sermon  because  when  you  open  up  that  kind  of  stuff, 
 non-believers  want  to  understand,  what  kind  of  God  is  this  who  listens  to  those  kind  of  prayers? 
 Tell me about him. 

 This  is  how  the  prayer  begins.  "HaShem,  you  have  enticed  me  and  I  was  enticed.  You 
 overpowered  me  and  you  prevailed  against  me."  Wow,  that's  how  you  start  the  prayer?  You 
 accuse  God.  Enticement,  that's  what  idols  do  to  you,  and  the  seduction,  that's  what  rape  is 
 about  in  the  book  of  Leviticus.  That's  what  you  did  to  me,  Lord.  You  deceived  me  and  you 
 overpowered  me.  Psalm  88  has  this  unrelenting  focus  on  complaint.  Says,  "You  put  me  in  the 
 depths  of  the  pit  in  the  region's  dark  and  deep.  I  suffer  your  terrors  and  I'm  desperate.  Your 
 wrath has swept over me. Your dread assaults, destroy me." 

 No,  it's  certainly  not  Orthodox  theology  to  accuse  God  of  doing  evil,  but  the  question  is,  what  are 
 you  going  to  do  when  you  have  those  thoughts?  Do  you  suppress  them,  or  do  you  take  them  to 
 the  one  who  can  handle  it?  Psalm  30  began  by  recounting  his  initial  reticence  in  refusal  to  pray 
 then  ends  up  saying,  "Remove  your  stroke  from  me.  Stop  beating  me  and  look  away  from  me." 
 Now,  granted  not  all  laments  are  anywhere  near  as  abrasive  as  Psalms  88  and  39,  but  all 
 laments call on God to intervene in some way. 

 Even  if  supplication  or  petition  is  only  mentioned  really  in  one  verse  of  psalm  88  and  neither  88 
 nor  39  have  any  vow  of  praise,  both  contain  what  I'd  say  is  an  implicit  hope  or  expectation  that 
 God  has  heard  and  will  answer  prayer.  The  very  point  of  voicing  your  complaint  to  God,  even  if 
 you  don't  actually  ask  for  anything,  the  point  of  voicing  the  complaint  is  you  want  God  to  be 
 sympathetic to you and do something about it. 

 This  is  why  I  said  that  the  watchword  of  lament  prayer  is  Joel  2.  Anyone  who  calls  the  name  of 
 the  Lord  will  be  saved,  but  you  got  to  call.  Now,  this  actually  is  true  in  the  New  Testament.  I 
 mentioned  that  both  Paul  and  Peter,  quote  Joel  2,  one  in  a  sermon  in  the  book  of  Acts  1  and  in 
 Romans  10.  Think  of  the  Lord's  Prayer  taught  by  Jesus  as  a  model  for  his  disciples.  This  prayer 
 is constituted purely by petition. 

 Did  you  realize  that?  There  are  actually  no  prayers  in  the  prayer.  They're  God-oriented  petitions 
 and  they're  petitions  more  oriented  to  us,  but  they're  all  petitions,  they  ask  God  for  something. 
 Of  course,  we  have  a  doxology  we  put  at  the  end  of  the  prayer,  yours  is  the  kingdom  and  the 
 power  and  the  glory,  that's  not  actually  from  the  gospels.  That's  from  a  later  tradition  that  gets 
 added  in  there.  It's  very  beautiful  and  I  pray  that  too,  but  here's  what  the  thing  says,  "May  your 
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 name  be  sanctified.  Come  on  God,  sanctify  your  name.  May  your  kingdom  come.  I  want  you  to 
 bring  them.  May  your  will  be  done  on  earth  as  in  heaven.  I  don't  see  it  being  done  now,  bring  it 
 now." You're telling God what to do. 

 Now,  such  petitions  are  not  purely  disinterested.  It's  about  God's  glory.  It's  also  about  me 
 because  guess  what?  If  God  grants  those  petitions,  life  will  be  better  down  here.  [chuckles]  I'm 
 associated  with  God's  name  and  I  live  on  earth  and  I  want  God's  will  to  be  done  in  this  world 
 and  in  my  life.  Then  the  prayer  goes  on  with  requests  for  daily  bread,  forgiveness,  preservation 
 from  testing  or  temptation  depending  on  how  you  translate  that,  and  deliverance  from  evil  all  of 
 which affirm the legitimacy of articulating your needs to God. 

 The  focus  on  petition  in  the  Lord's  prayer  finds  its  expression  in  two  of  the  famous  parables  that 
 Jesus  taught  about  prayer.  One  is  the  parable  of  the  importunate  widow,  that's  an  Old  King 
 James  word.  To  importune  someone  is  to  ask  them,  to  badger  them  about  something,  I  need 
 something  from  you.  Prayer  is  compared  to  a  widow  who  badgers  a  judge  who  has  refused  to 
 give  her  justice  presumably  because  she's  a  relatively  powerless  person  without  much  status  or 
 influence,  but  her  boldness  and  persistence  in  bringing  her  case  to  the  judge  day  after  day 
 finally pays off and he enacts justice on her. 

 That's  analogous  says  Jesus  to  the  steadfastness  required  in  asking  God  to  meet  our  needs. 
 Even the audaciousness in asking. 

 The  parable  of  the  friend  at  midnight  is  similar.  That's  about  somebody  who  knocks  on  the  door 
 of  a  neighbor's  house  late  at  night  to  ask  them  to  give  you  some  food  to  feed  your  guest.  Now, 
 that  persistence  required  to  get  the  neighbor  to  come  to  your  door  at  midnight  is  analogous  says 
 Jesus  to  the  steadfastness,  and  I'd  say  the  audaciousness  of  intercessory  prayer,  asking  on 
 behalf of another. 

 Both  of  these  parables  combine  complaint  with  petition,  description  of  the  problem,  and  asking 
 for  help.  I  think  the  combination  of  humility  and  the  boldness  required  for  these  kinds  of  prayers 
 is  fundamental  to  how  we  ought  to  pray  because  we  are  humble  and  we  are  coming  to  the  only 
 one  who  can  answer  us,  but  we  are  bold  in  coming  to  the  only  one  who  can  answer  us.  It's  both 
 humility  and  boldness.  Jesus  embodies  the  element  tradition  on  the  cross  when  he  prays  from 
 the depths of his suffering, "My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?" 

 He  began  His  element  prayer  earlier  in  Gethsemane  as  we  saw  before  his  arrest  where  he  can 
 both  honestly  express  His  desire  not  to  die,  "Father  remove  this  cup  from  me,"  yet  still  affirms 
 submission  to  God's  purposes,  "Yet  not  my  will  but  yours  be  done."  That's  the  right  combination 
 of  humility  and  boldness  I  think.  Whether  or  not  lament  prayers  explicitly  include  a  confession  of 
 trust  or  a  vow  of  praise,  they  implicitly  depend  upon  trust  in  God.  The  child  of  an  abusive  parent 
 cowering  in  the  corner  of  the  room  would  not  typically  protest  that  parent's  behavior,  would  not 
 dare to protest it, or ask the parent to please act differently. 

 It  takes  a  very  high  degree  of  trust  for  a  child,  those  of  you  who  are  parents  know  this,  to  voice 
 criticism  of  a  parent,  either  angrily,  sometimes  they  do  that,  or  tremulously  wondering  what 
 you're  going  to  say.  I  think  that  the  sine  qua  non  of  lament  is  a  discernment  of  the  character  of 
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 God  that  this  God  wants  our  honesty.  This  God  even  welcomes  audaciousness.  That 
 discernment  may  motivate  you  to  pray  lament  prayers.  In  my  case,  it  was  the  praying  of  lament 
 prayers  that  taught  me  this  about  God.  I  didn't  know  that  before  I  started  praying  them.  Once  I 
 prayed  them,  I  realized,  "My  goodness,  God  is  listening  to  me?  That's  amazing."  I  learned  about 
 God by prayer. 

 In  contrast  to  the  unquestioning  posture  of  submission  which  I  learned  as  my  spirituality  in 
 church,  the  Hebrew  Bible  in  the  Old  Testament,  even  the  New  Testament  assumes  a  stance  of 
 honesty  and  boldness  to  our  God  as  the  way  we  ought  to  go.  That  may  border  on  vigorous 
 protest  because  the  God  in  the  Bible  wants  a  dialogue  partner  with  chutzpah.  Can  you  say  that 
 with me? Chutzpah. That's what he wants. 

 You  know  that  word  chutzpah,  right?  God  doesn't  want  wimps.  God  wants  people  standing  with 
 the  dignity  of  the  Imago  Dei.  We  are  made  in  God's  image  and  we  approach  the  throne  of  grace 
 as  children  of  the  Most  High.  That  is  what  God  wants.  It's  all  too  common  in  many  churches  that 
 I  have  experience  of,  for  believers  to  think  that  they  must  accept  fatalistically  all  the  calamities 
 that happen as the will of God. 

 Many  think  they  must  even  suffer  in  silence.  Even  affirming  positively,  God's  will  for  their 
 suffering.  No,  I'm  not  saying  that  sometimes  that's  not  legitimate,  but  the  point  is  it's  not  always 
 legitimate.  I  think  the  stance  of  absolute  submission  can  be  problematic.  The  value  of  lament 
 with  its  boldness,  even  its  resistance  to  God  is  not  an  alternative  to  submission,  but  it's  an 
 addition  to  submission.  This  is  illustrated  by  the  psychological  theory  that  DW  Winnicott  and 
 others put forward called object relations theory. 

 If  you're  in  psychology,  it's  a  fascinating  theory.  It  suggests  that  healthy  ego  development  of  a 
 child  occurs  when  two  things  happen.  Number  one,  the  child  must  first  be  bonded  in  physical 
 intimacy  with  his  mother.  That's  a  prime  example  of  the  submission  to  the  one  with  all  power. 
 Without  that  bonding,  that  physical  intimacy,  that  surrender  to  the  mother,  the  child  never  learns 
 to  trust  and  trust  is  essential  to  healthy  relationships,  both  in  general  and  in  the  religious  life  or 
 the Christian community. 

 Winnicott  also  says  that  along  with  surrender,  healthy  ego  development  needs  a  child's  initiative 
 vis-a-vis  the  mother.  The  mother  must  then  be  responsive  to  the  child's  initiative.  Winnicott  uses 
 the  metaphor  (which  I  think  is  overstating  it)  of  the  child's  omnipotence,  let's  say  power.  The 
 child  has  genuine  power  in  the  relationship.  She  says  a  true  self  begins  to  have  life  through  the 
 strength  given  to  the  infant's  weak  ego  by  the  mother's  implementation  and  response  to  the 
 infant's omnipotent expressions, what I would call initiative. 

 If  the  mother  only  ever  initiates  and  the  child  is  simply  compliant,  the  child  doesn't  develop  a 
 strong  ego,  but  rather,  a  false  self  which  then  exposes  the  child  later  in  life  to  being  manipulated 
 by  other  people,  including  ideologies  and  fundamentalisms.  To  apply  this  to  the  life  of  faith,  let 
 me  quote  from  Walter  Brueggeman  who  says,  "Where  there  is  lament,  the  believer  is  able  to 
 take  initiative  with  God  and  so  develop  over  against  God  the  ego  strength  necessary  for 
 responsible faith." Chutzpah, basically. 
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 Where  the  capacity  to  initiate  lament  is  missing,  one  is  left  only  with  praise  and  doxology.  God  is 
 an  omnipotent  always  to  be  praised,  the  believer  is  nothing.  He  goes  on  to  note  that  the 
 absence  of  lament  makes  a  religion  of  coercive  obedience  possible.  I  think  the  model  of 
 vigorous  human  agency  vis  a  vis,  God  has  a  dialectic  involved.  Two  sides,  resistance,  and 
 submission.  Initiative  and  trust.  That's  well  illustrated  by  Jesus  as  he  pleads,  "Father  remove 
 this cup from me, yet not your will but mine be done." 

 Now,  God's  desire  for  a  vigorous  dialogue  partner  is  evident  beyond  the  lament  Psalms  in  the 
 prophetic  prayers  of  intercession,  preeminent  in  the  case  of  Moses,  regarded  as  the 
 paradigmatic  prophet.  Intercession  is  related  to  lament  as  one  particular  form  of  lament.  It's 
 lament  where  you're  asking  on  behalf  of  another  and  not  just  yourself.  The  key  episode  of  this 
 occurs at the golden calf at Horeb where Moses intercedes for the people. 

 At  the  end  of  Exodus  31,  Moses  is  up  on  Mount  Sinai  also  called  Mount  Horeb  where  he's  just 
 received  the  tablets  of  the  law,  written  by  God's  own  finger.  While  he's  up  on  the  mountain,  the 
 people  get  Aaron  to  make  a  golden  calf,  an  image  by  which  they  intend  to  worship  the  true  God. 
 That  is  expressly  prohibited  in  the  second  commandment.  By  their  idolatry,  the  people  have  just 
 broken  the  Sinai  covenant  which  Moses  symbolizes  when  he  smashes  the  tablets  of  the  law. 
 The  covenant  they've  just  made  with  God  which  received  later  in  chapter  24  is  now  null  and 
 void. 

 "You  shall  not  make  for  yourself  an  idol  in  the  form  of  anything  and  heaven  above  or  on  the 
 earth  beneath  or  in  the  waters  below.  You  shall  not  bow  down  to  them  or  worship  them."  Well, 
 they've  just  demonstrated  that  they  don't  really  love  this  God.  They  don't  really  keep  his 
 commandments,  they've  just  broken  the  second  commandment,  so  judgment  will  follow. 
 Immediately, God begins to distance himself from the people. 

 When  you  read  Hebrew  Bible,  you  must  understand  that  this  uses  what  we  call 
 anthropomorphic  language.  Get  used  to  it,  don't  always  translate  some  abstract  metaphysical 
 statements.  Take  it  seriously.  God  tells  Moses,  "Go  down  at  once,  your  people  who  you  brought 
 up  from  the  lands  of  Egypt  have  acted  perversely  and  they've  been  quick  to  turn  aside  from 
 what  I  commanded  them."  He  goes  on  and  quotes  this.  It  sounds  like  God  is  pretty  angry.  He 
 uses  the  typical  distancing  tactic  well  known  by  all  parents  like  when  your  spouse  asked  you, 
 "Do you know what your son just did?" 

 [laughter] 

 That's what he's doing. "Not my people, they're your people. You brought them out of Egypt." 

 [laughter] 

 God  is  putting  responsibility  for  the  people  on  Moses.  Moses  understandably  does  not  know 
 what  to  say,  he's  speechless.  How  we  can  know  he's  speechless,  because  if  you  read  chapter 
 32:8,  God  had  just  been  speaking.  When  you  read  39  and  the  Lord  spoke  to  Moses  but  he'd  just 
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 been  speaking.  Anytime  you  have  what's  called  a  speech  resumption  formula,  it  meant  the 
 speaker stopped and waited, no answer so he spoke again. 

 [laughter] 

 In  terms  of  when  Goliath  mocks  the  people  of  Israel  and  then  it  says,  "Goliath  spoke  again 
 because  they  were  standing  there  trembling  in  their  boots,  they  don't  know  what  to  say."  It's  also 
 interesting. In the book Job, we're going to see an example of that, which is very telling. 

 Moses  is  standing  there  and  God  says,  "I  have  seen  these  people,  how  stiff-necked  they  are, 
 now  let  me  alone  so  that  my  anger  may  burn  out  against  them  and  I  may  consume  them,  but  of 
 you, I'll make a great nation. Let's start over with you." 

 Essentially,  God  doesn't  actually  say  he's  angry.  Instead,  he  tells  Moses  to  give  him  time  to  get 
 angry  enough  to  destroy  them.  Moses  who  was  initially  speechless  senses  an  opportunity.  He 
 sees  an  opening,  an  opening  in  two  senses.  There's  first  of  all  a  breach  opened  up  between 
 God  and  the  people  that  needs  to  be  healed,  but  he  senses  another  opening,  a  space  for 
 intervening because God's not yet angry enough to destroy the people. 

 Moses  steps  into  the  opening,  he  stands  as  the  bridge.  It  is  a  phrase  used  in  the  Bible  later 
 about  this  very  event  which  was  that  Moses  implored  the  Lord,  but  he  starts  with  a  question.  It's 
 pretty  safe  to  start  with  a  question.  You  can't  go  wrong  with  a  question.  Yes,  except  notice  what 
 he  says  in  the  question.  "Oh,  Lord.  Why  does  your  wrath  burn  hot  against  your  people  whom 
 you brought out of the lands of Egypt?" 

 He  throws  it  back  on  God.  He  turns  the  tables  and  then  he  immediately  asks  another  question 
 before  God  can  answer.  "Why  should  the  Egyptians  say  it  was  with  evil  intent  that  he  brought 
 them  out  to  kill  them  in  the  mountains  and  consume  them  from  the  face  of  the  earth?  You 
 started  something  good  Lord,  the  redemption  of  your  people.  If  you  don't  finish  what  you  started, 
 if you wipe out these people you redeemed, what will the neighbors think?" 

 [laughter] 

 It's  a  good  rationale.  If  we  don't  think  God  will  be  swayed  by  this  reasoning,  then  think  of  Moses' 
 next  motivation  in  verse  13.  Remember  Abraham,  Isaac,  and  Israel  your  servants.  How  you 
 swore  to  them  by  your  own  self  saying,  I  will  multiply  your  descendants  like  the  stars  of  heaven 
 and  all  this  land  that  I  promised,  I'll  give  to  your  descendants  and  they  shall  inherit  it  forever. 
 "You  made  a  promise  Lord,  you  made  an  oath.  You  better  stick  to  it."  Moses  calls  God  to  be  true 
 to his own commitments. 

 Then  sandwiched  between  these  two  motivations  of  Moses  comes  a  simple  request,  "Turn  from 
 your  fierce  wrath.  Change  your  mind."  If  you  want  to  do  the  King  James  version,  "Repent  and  do 
 not  bring  evil  or  disaster  upon  your  people."  Does  God  take  offense  at  what  Moses  asks? 
 Actually,  Moses  is  telling  him  what  to  do.  Right?  "Change  your  mind  and  don't  do  what  you  said 
 you  were  going  to  do."  Does  Moses  know  better  than  God?  God  doesn't  take  offense.  In  fact, 
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 verse  14  is  almost  an  anticlimax,  "And  the  Lord  changed  his  mind  or  repented  about  the  evil  he 
 had planned to do to his people." 

 Just like that, it's that easy. 

 [laughter] 

 It  is  a  momentous  change  and  you  can  see  how  momentous  a  change  is  when  you  go  back  to 
 that  second  commandment  in  the  10  commandments  and  look  at  what's  called  the  motive 
 clause  for  that  commandment.  Right  after  the  prohibition  of  images,  comes  the  reason  for  the 
 prohibition  which  functions  as  our  motivation  for  keeping  the  command.  It's  a  twofold.  There's  a 
 carrot and a stick. Put it that way. 

 A  carrot  and  a  stick,  but  the  stick  comes  first.  "For  I  the  Lord  your  God  I'm  a  jealous  God,  visiting 
 the  iniquity  of  parents  on  the  children  to  the  third  and  fourth  generations  of  those  who  reject  me 
 but--"  Then  here  comes  the  carrot,  "-showing  steadfast  love,  hesed,  to  the  1000th  generation  of 
 those  who  love  Me  and  keep  My  commandments."  The  prohibition  against  images  is  grounded 
 in  the  fact  that  God  will  not  tolerate  rivals  and  his  jealousy  will  result  in  punishment.  That 
 punishment will overflow for generations. 

 That's  the  stick,  but  then  comes  the  carrot,  God's  hesed,  because  love  is  for  1000  generations. 
 But  note  that  it  is  conditional.  It's  only  for  those  who  love  God  and  keep  his  commandments. 
 That  is  how  things  stood  before  Moses'  intercession.  Now,  remember  that  it's  God  who  initiated 
 the  move  toward  intercession.  God  signals  to  Moses  that  he  is  angry  with  the  people  but  not 
 quite angry enough to destroy them. 

 He  somewhat  ironically  tells  Moses,  "Leave  me  alone  till  I  get  angry  enough."  That  gives  the 
 dialogical  space  for  intercession.  Moses  gave,  as  far  as  I  can  count  it  four  separate  intercession. 
 They  could  count  it  as  five  maybe.  He  first  persuades  God  not  to  destroy  the  people  and  God 
 changes  his  mind  and  says  he  won't  destroy  the  people.  Then  he  persuades  God  to  forgive  or 
 bear  with,  depending  how  you  translate  the  verb,  their  sin  so  that  the  covenant  can  be 
 maintained. 

 Then  he  convinces  God  to  accompany  them  on  the  wilderness  journey  instead  of  simply 
 sending  an  angel.  God  said,  "I'm  so  mad  at  them  that  if  I  come  with  you,  I  may  kill  them,  so  I'm 
 not  going  to  come.  I'll  send  an  angel  instead."  That  may  be  relevant  to  why  an  angel  intervenes 
 in  the  Abraham  story  in  Genesis  22,  not  God  but  we'll  talk  about  that  tomorrow.  He  wants  to  be 
 distant but Moses gets Him to say, "Okay, I'll come with you personally, sure. 

 Then  Moses'  final  request  is  he  wants  to  know  God's  ways,  which  he  also  puts  as  he  wants  to 
 see  God's  glory.  This  is  the  famous  story  of  God  putting  Moses  in  the  cleft  of  the  rock  face  at 
 Horeb,  and  God  passes  by  but  Moses  can't  see  the  full  glory,  his  direct  face  if  you  will  because 
 that  will  kill  him.  He  gets  to  see  God's  back,  that  is  a  partial  vision  but  that's  enough  to  cause 
 Moses'  face  to  shine  when  he  comes  down  the  mountain.  As  God  passes  by,  he  proclaims  the 
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 meaning  of  the  divine  name.  Now  you  know  the  story  of  Exodus.  God  originally  explained  the 
 meaning of the divine name in Exodus 3 at the burning bush. 

 Of  course,  a  name  in  the  Bible  is  equivalent  to  the  character  and  reputation  of  the  person.  Back 
 then,  Moses  had  said,  "If  people  ask  me  your  name,  what  do  I  say?"  He  said,  "My  name  is--" 
 Depending  how  you  want  to  pronounce  it,  we  think  it's  Yahweh,  which  sounds  like  the  verb  'to 
 be'  in  Hebrew.  God  says,  "I  will  be  who  I  will  be."  The  point  is  that  the  nature  of  this  God  will  be 
 revealed  in  the  Exodus  that's  coming.  This  is  a  God  who  intervenes  in  history  to  bring 
 redemption  to  his  suffering  people  who  remembers  his  covenant.  God  will  act  on  the  stage  of 
 world  history  and  redeem  little  Israel  from  the  greatest  empire  of  the  day.  That's  the  kind  of  God 
 that  Moses  needed  to  learn  about.  That's  the  meaning  of  the  divine  name.  After  the  golden  calf, 
 things  were  a  little  different.  There  was  a  second  revelation  of  the  meaning  of  the  name  in 
 Exodus  34,  a  deeper  revelation  of  the  character  of  God,  who  is  not  just  Moses'  God.  He  is  our 
 God too. This is important for us, so listen in. 

 As  God  passes  by,  with  Moses  hid  the  cleft  of  the  rock  and  all  of  us  listening,  we  hear  these 
 words,  "Hashem,  Hashem,  God  merciful  and  gracious,  slow  to  anger  and  abounding  in 
 steadfast  love  and  faithfulness,  keeping  steadfast  love  for  the  1,000th  generation,  forgiving 
 iniquity,  transgression,  and  sin."  That's  a  carrot.  Then  comes  a  stick.  "Yet  by  no  means  clearing 
 the  guilty,  but  visiting  the  iniquity  of  the  parents  upon  the  children,  and  the  children's  children 
 until the third and fourth generations. 

 Notice  what  has  happened  between  the  motivation  for  the  second  commandment  in  Exodus  20 
 and  the  restatement  of  that  in  Exodus  34.  First  of  all,  the  stick  and  carrot  are  reversed.  Love 
 comes  before  judgment.  Fundamental  change.  Second,  the  carrot,  the  reference  to  God's  hesed 
 is  greatly  expanded.  There  is  a  piling  up  of  terms  for  love.  God  is  merciful  and  gracious  and 
 abounding  and  overflowing  with  hesed  and  faithfulness.  Indeed  this  love  is  so  abundant  that  it 
 overflows  into  something  new  that  is  not  revealed  before.  There  is  forgiveness,  a  new  element, 
 was not mentioned in Exodus 20. 

 Forgiveness  covers  multiple  categories  of  sin,  the  same  three  categories  mentioned  in  Psalm 
 51.  The  same  three  categories  mentioned  in  the  Day  of  Atonement,  iniquity,  transgression,  and 
 rebellion.  No  matter  what  sin  you  have,  you  can  be  forgiven,  even  idolatry.  Connected  with  this 
 new  element,  showing  love  to  1,000  generations  is  mentioned  like  in  Exodus  20,  but  the 
 conditional  element  is  now  gone.  God's  love  is  not  limited  here  to  those  who  love  him  and  keep 
 his commandments. We're just told it's love to 1,000 generations. That is amazing change. 

 But  that  doesn't  mean  there  is  no  judgment.  The  stick  is  still  there  and  God's  justice  will  be  met. 
 There  are  consequences  for  disobedience,  but  the  consequences  no  longer  cancel  the 
 covenant.  From  here  on,  the  Sinai  covenant  is  unconditional,  a  radical  change  within  the 
 scriptures.  That  is  truly  momentous.  It's  not  too  much  to  say  that  if  Moses  had  not  intervened  for 
 Israel  and  interceded  on  their  behalf,  there  would  not  have  been  an  Israel  and  the  history  of 
 salvation would have been different. 
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 Psalm  106  recounts  the  memory  of  Moses'  intercession  after  the  golden  calf.  It's  so  significant 
 that  verse  23  says,  "He,  God  said  he  would  destroy  them  had  not  Moses,  his  chosen  one,  stood 
 in  the  breach  before  him  to  turn  away  his  wrath  from  destroying  them."  Did  Moses  really  change 
 God?  Was  God  primarily  a  God  of  judgment  before  Moses  interceded  then  became  a  God  of 
 mercy  after  or  was  it  that  Moses'  intercession  brought  out  something  that  was  already  there,  but 
 had not been clearly revealed? 

 You  see,  one  of  the  things  that  Moses  learned  when  God  passed  by  is  that  he  was  slow  to 
 anger.  By  the  way,  you  know  what  slow  to  anger  is  in  Hebrew.  Anger  is  the  word  for  nose,  af, 
 because  when  you're  angry,  you  snort  heat  from  your  nose.  That's  the  metaphor.  The  heat 
 inside  your  body  builds  up  and  it  comes  out.  Slow  to  anger,  it  actually  says  long  of  nose.  God's 
 nose is so long, it takes a long time for that anger to come out. 

 [laughter] 

 It  is  a  great  metaphor.  Now,  interestingly,  there's  nothing  new  there  because  remember,  Moses 
 was  invited  to  pray  in  the  first  place  because  God  was  not  yet  angry  enough  to  destroy  the 
 people.  He  was  already  long  on  nose.  He  was  already  slow  to  anger  back  then  in  Exodus  32. 
 The  core  summary  of  God's  character  that  Moses  received  while  in  the  cleft  of  the  rock  place, 
 turns  out  to  be  the  ground  and  basis  of  God  inviting  the  intercession  in  the  first  place.  Moses 
 needed  to  learn  it  and  some  things  you  can  only  learn  by  engaging  God  personally.  God  was 
 always the God of love and forgiveness, but Moses only learned that by standing in the breach. 

 We  can't  understand  God's  love  without  personal  engagement,  without  calling  on  God,  without 
 asking  God  for  help,  both  for  ourselves  and  on  behalf  of  others.  It's  only  when  we  articulate  our 
 needs  to  God,  that  we  learn  that  more  than  just  head  knowledge  the  amazing  love  of  God. 
 Moses  learned  so  well  about  God's  love  that  later  in  Numbers  14  when  there  was  another  crisis 
 in  Israel,  he  appealed  to  what  he  learned  with  the  golden  calf.  You  might  know  this  story  in 
 Numbers  14,  the  famous  story  when  the  people  refused  to  enter  the  promised  land  at  Kadesh 
 Barnea. 

 The  spies  have  gone  in,  they  have  come  back.  "There  are  giants  in  the  land.  They're  going  to 
 kill  us.  We  can't  go  in."  The  people  are  afraid  of  the  Canaanites  and  due  to  this  lack  of  faith,  God 
 says,  "I'm  fed  up  with  these  people.  Let's  wipe  them  out  and  start  over  with  you  again."  It's  the 
 same  thing.  Moses  intercedes  again  and  says,  "Let  the  power  of  the  Lord  be  great  in  the  way 
 that  you  promised  when  you  spoke  back  in  Exodus  34  saying  the  Lord  is  slow  to  anger, 
 abounding  in  steadfast  love,  forgiving  iniquity  and  transgression,"  quoting  God's  words  back  to 
 him. 

 Now,  notice  that  may  your  power  be  great  in  mercy  is  what  he's  saying.  That's  the  real  power  of 
 God.  That's  how  this  God  is  distinctive  from  the  gods  of  the  nations.  They're  all-powerful  in 
 various  ways  and  they  want  to  control.  This  God  doesn't  want  to  control  us.  This  God  wants  our 
 love  and  so  he  wants  to  show  us  his  love.  Moses  then  please,  forgive  the  iniquity  of  these 
 people  according  to  the  greatness  of  your  hesed,  just  as  you  pardoned  these  people  from  Egypt 
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 until  now.  The  Lord  said,  "Okay."  Verse  20.  Just  like  that.  "Okay,  I  forgive  them."  Really,  just  like 
 that? Wow! 

 There  are  other  narrative  accounts  of  Moses'  role  as  an  intercessor  on  behalf  of  Israel  in  the 
 wilderness  journey.  I  want  to  quote  to  you  Rabbi  Yohanan  from  the  Talmud  about  the  revelation 
 of  God's  character  in  Exodus  34.  Part  of  the  background  to  this  quote  comes  from  when  God 
 says  you're  going  to  pass  by.  In  later  Jewish  tradition  to  pass  by  is  how  the  reader  comes  to  the 
 lectern  to  read  the  scripture.  He  passes  by  the  lectern.  That  analogy  made  them  think  of  this. 
 Were it not written in this text in Exodus 34, it wouldn't be impossible for us to say such a thing. 

 “This  verse  teaches  that  the  Holy  One,  bless  it  be  he,  drew  his  robe  around  him  like  the  reader 
 of  a  congregation  and  showed  Moses  the  order  of  prayer.  He  said  to  him,  ‘Whenever  Israel  sins, 
 let  them  carry  out  this  prayer  service  before  me  and  I'll  forgive  them.’”  That  becomes  a  model  for 
 later  forgiveness.  Moses  learned  the  lesson  and  intercession  became  part  of  the  prophetic 
 tradition, as many prophets, not everyone, but many prophets stood in the breach. 

 A  prophetic  role  was  twofold.  The  Prophet  was  to  bring  the  word  of  God  to  the  people  and  to  tell 
 God,  "Now  back  off.  Give  them  time  to  repent.  Hold  back  a  little  bit."  This  is  why  God  is  to  tell 
 Jeremiah,  three  times  that  I  counted  in  the  book  of  Jeremiah,  "Stop  praying  for  the  people.  It's 
 time for them to be judged. If you keep praying, I can't judge them." 

 [laughter] 

 Three  times  he  said  to  Jeremiah  to  stop  praying  because  the  Babylonian  armies  are  coming  and 
 it  is  time  to  bring  judgment.  Intercession  is  so  crucial  that  Ezekiel  13:5  lists  lack  of  intercession 
 as  a  sure  sign  of  a  false  prophet.  I  wonder  what  you  think  of  Jonah.  30  days  and  Nineveh  is 
 going  to  be  destroyed.  Runs  away  waiting  for  the  lightning  bolt  to  fall.  There's  no  intercession 
 there.  He  just  wants  judgment.  By  the  way,  Jonah  quotes  Exodus  34  and  says,  "You  know  why  I 
 didn't  want  to  go  to  Nineveh?  Because  I  knew  you  were  a  God  abounding  in  love  and 
 forgiveness and you didn't want Nineveh to be forgiven." 

 [laughter] 

 It's  meant  to  be  quite  humorous.  A  lot  of  humor  in  the  Book  of  Jonah.  We,  sometimes,  partisans 
 read  things  so  straight-laced,  we  don't  get  the  humor.  Then  Ezekiel  22:30  God  laments,  "I 
 sought  for  anyone  among  them  who  would  repair  the  wall  and  stand  in  the  breach  before  me  on 
 behalf  of  the  land,  so  I  wouldn't  destroy  it,  but  I  found  no  one."  That's  how  important  intercession 
 is. 

 The  prophetic  role  going  back  to  Moses  is  described  by  Old  Testament  scholar  George  Coates 
 in  a  famous  essay  called  The  King's  Loyal  Opposition  .  That's  what  Moses  was,  the  king's  loyal 
 opposition.  Now,  a  similar  phrase  shows  up  in  a  Woody  Allen  movie  called,  Stardust  Memories  , 
 where Allen's character quips, "To you, I'm an atheist. To God, I'm the loyal opposition." 

 [laughter] 
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 I  want  to  suggest  the  case  of  Moses  and  the  prophets  combined  with  the  lament  Psalms  shows 
 that  this  kind  of  opposition  or  resistance  to  God,  this  boldness  in  the  face  of  God  is  not 
 automatically  a  form  of  atheism,  but  may  well  be  a  form  of  faithfulness  to  the  God  of  Israel 
 because this God wants vigorous dialogue partners. 

 In  light  of  this  prophetic  tradition,  Elijah's  refusal  to  intercede  for  the  people  at  Mount  Carmel 
 stands  out  in  high  relief  and  it's  after  the  Mount  Carmel  incident.  You  know  about  that  famous 
 incident  with  the  prophets  of  Baal  on  Mount  Carmel.  He  wins  the  famous  contest.  Then  Elijah 
 runs  for  his  life  before  a  threat  from  queen  Jezebel  and  he  rise  in  the  wilderness  of  Beersheba 
 and  prays  that  he  might  die.  "Everything's  over  from  me.  I  got  nothing  left  to  live  for."  Suckered 
 by  an  angel  with  food  for  the  journey  he  arrives  40  days  later  and  spends  the  night  in  a  cave  but 
 Horeb.  Where  you  heard  about  a  cave  at  Horeb  before.  Residences  of  Exodus  32,  34.  Twice 
 God asked him, "What are you doing here, Elijah? What'd you come here for?" 

 Twice  he  gave  the  same  answer.  "I've  been  very  zealous  for  HaShem  the  God  of  hosts,  for  the 
 Israelites  have  forsaken  your  covenant,  thrown  down  your  altars,  killed  your  prophets  by  this 
 heart.  I  alone  I'm  left  and  they're  seeking  my  life  to  take  it  away."  Moses,  by  associating  himself 
 with  the  people,  despite  their  idolatry,  refuses  to  allow  God  to  destroy  Israel  and  start  again  with 
 him.  Elijah  disassociates  himself  from  the  people.  I  alone  am  left,  thus  opening  the  way  for  their 
 destruction.  He's  actually  so  myopic  that  he  has  to  be  corrected  by  God  who  says,  "Actually  I 
 have  7,000  who  haven't  bowed  their  knee  to  Baal.  You're  not  the  only  one.  I'm  going  to  spare 
 their destruction, but not because you interceded for them.” 

 There  are  other  significant  contrasts  between  Moses  and  Elijah  in  these  two  episodes  at  Horeb. 
 Right  after  Elijah  says,  "I  alone  am  left,"  and  God  says,  "Come  out  of  the  cave  and  stand  at  the 
 mountain  before  the  Lord  because  I'm  about  to  pass  by."  Well,  have  you  heard  that  before? 
 Going  to  pass  by  just  like  in  Exodus  33,  34.  Now,  whereas  in  the  first  case,  Moses  is  the  one 
 who  asks  God  to  see  his  glory,  in  the  second  case,  God  offers  the  manifestation  of  his  presence 
 to Elijah. 

 Then  there  is  a  difference  with  the  way  God's  presence  is  manifest.  I  won't  get  into  how  to 
 translate  still  small  voice  (KJV),  soft  murmuring  sound  (JPS),  gentle  whispers  (NIV),  sound  of 
 sheer  silence  (NRSV).  The  point  is  this,  God  was  present  in  a  mode  different  from  the  fire, 
 earthquake,  and  storm  at  Sinai  when  Moses  was  there.  But  beyond  the  difference  in  the 
 manifestation  of  God's  presence,  we  find  contrasting  attitudes  between  Moses  and  Elijah.  When 
 Moses  asks  God,  "Show  me  your  glory."  God  put  him  in  the  cleft  of  the  rock  and  granted  him  a 
 partial vision. God's back if you will. 

 God  tells  Elijah,  "Come  out  from  the  cave  to  get  a  full  vision."  When  Elijah  hears  the  sound  of 
 still  silence  or  whatever  it  is  that  signified  God's  presence,  he  did  come  out  at  least  to  the 
 entrance  of  the  cave,  and  then  he  wrapped  his  face  in  a  mantle  because  he  didn't  want  to  see. 
 Really?  Could  Elijah's  lack  of  intercession  for  the  people  thinking  he  is  the  only  one  left  be 
 related  to  his  inability  to  face  God  directly?  After  all,  Moses  was  the  one  God  spoke  face  to  face 
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 as  a  man  speaks  with  a  friend  or  in  numbers,  mouth  to  mouth.  Most  translations  render  that  face 
 to face also, but it's mouth to mouth. They had a good chinwag together in the tent of meeting. 

 Elijah  lacked  the  requisite  boldness  to  stand  against  Jezebel  and  so  he's  decommissioned  from 
 being a prophet and told to appoint a successor. The only prophet ever to be told that. 

 The  requisite  boldness  in  approaching  God  is  addressed  in  a  9th  century  midrash  that  tells  of 
 the  queen  of  Sheba  testing  Solomon’s  wisdom.  In  one  of  the  tests  she  devises,  Solomon  must 
 distinguish  between  Israelites  and  Non-Israelites  in  a  group  of  people  that  look  very  similar.  You 
 can't  tell  by  what  they're  wearing  so  Solomon,  are  you  wise  enough  to  say  who's  a  real  Israelite 
 and who's a Gentile? 

 Solomon  says,  "Oh,  let  me  tell  you  how  to  do  this."  He  rolls  back  the  curtains  of  the  Holy  of 
 Holies  to  reveal  the  Ark  of  the  Covenant,  the  non-Israelites  dropped  to  the  ground,  prostate,  the 
 Israelites bent their way so they can see. 

 [laughter] 

 Because  the  true  Israelites  want  to  see  God,  isn't  that  interesting?  Based  on  this  midrash, 
 Moses is a true Israelite, and Elijah's reticence may be thought of falling short of the ideal. 

 Now  we  come  to  Abraham.  We've  got  a  few  minutes.  I'm  only  44  minutes  in.  In  contrast  to 
 Elijah's  reticence,  we  have  the  example  of  Abraham's  bold  intercession  in  Genesis  18,  where  he 
 pleads  for  the  inhabitants  of  Sodom  motivated  implicitly  by  the  fact  that  Abraham's  nephew  lot  is 
 living  there.  This  episode  of  intercession  prompts  God  to  tell  Abimelech,  two  chapters  later,  that 
 Abraham  is  a  prophet  and  he  will  pray  for  you  because  one  of  the  things  prophets  do  is  they 
 intercede for other people. 

 Abraham's  prophet-like  intercession  on  behalf  of  Sodom  is  the  longest  episode  of  his  dialogue 
 with  God  in  the  book  of  Genesis.  The  story  of  the  rescue  of  Lot  in  chapter  19  is  the  second 
 longest  narrative  in  the  Abraham  story.  The  significance  of  this  extraordinary  episode 
 corresponds  in  an  important  way  to  Moses'  intercession  at  the  golden  calf.  When  God  tells 
 Moses  to  leave  him  alone,  so  he  can  become  angry  enough  to  destroy  the  people,  that  creates 
 space for intercession. The story ends with Moses learning about God's mercy. 

 The  learning  opportunity  in  Exodus  32  to  34  is  prefigured  in  Genesis  18  when  "three  men",  visit 
 Abraham's  camp  and  predict  that  Sarah  will  have  a  son  by  this  time,  next  year.  Two  of  the  men, 
 angels,  it  turns  out,  go  towards  Sodom,  while  the  third,  who  is  God  himself  remains  standing 
 because  he's  got  something  he  wants  to  tell  Abraham.  God  muses  to  himself,  "Shall  I  hide  from 
 Abraham  what  I'm  about  to  do  that  is  concerning  the  cry  of  Sodom  that's  come  to  him?"  God 
 says,  "No,  I'm  going  to  tell  him  because  he  needs  to  charge  his  children  and  his  house  after  him 
 to keep the way of the Lord by doing righteousness and justice. 

 God  tells  Abraham,  "I'm  going  down  to  see  if  the  cry  I've  heard  demands  judgment.  If  not,  I'll 
 know."  What  did  God  just  say?  I'm  going  to  go  check  it  out  and  see  if  I  should  judge  them. 
 Abraham  over  interprets  this  to  mean  that  God's  already  decided  to  destroy  the  city.  He 
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 upbraids  the  creator  of  the  universe  with,  "How  could  you  destroy  the  wicked  along  with  the 
 innocent of the righteous? Shouldn't the judge of all the earth do what is right? Shame on you." 

 Now,  part  of  Abraham's  over-interpretation  comes  probably  from  the  reputation  Sodom  has.  It's 
 mentioned  twice  in  the  book  of  Genesis  before  this  as  an  evil  place,  but  it's  also  probably  related 
 to  Abraham's  assumptions  about  the  character  of  God.  What  kind  of  God  is  this?  The  God  of 
 judgment.  What  does  God's  righteousness  and  justice  mean?  Notice,  he  shouldn't  have 
 assumed  because  the  whole  point  of  God  inviting  this  intercession  is  because  God  wants  him  to 
 teach  his  children  God's  way  of  righteousness  and  justice,  which  means  he  first  has  to  learn 
 what that is. He doesn't know that yet. 

 This  is  part  of  how  Israel's  God  is  distinctive  from  the  gods  of  the  nations.  Abraham  is  just 
 coming  to  learn  this  about  God.  He  doesn't  know  this  God  that  well  yet.  He  intercedes  on 
 Sodom's  behalf,  upbraiding  God  for  unjustly  planning  to  destroy  the  good  and  the  bad  together. 
 Even  though  he's  merely  dust  and  ashes,  he  makes  a  series  of  requests  for  God  to  save  the  city 
 initially  for  the  sake  of,  let's  say  50  righteous  living  there,  which  he  righteousness  down  to  10  as 
 his last offer. He tests the extent of God's mercy. 

 "Please  don't  get  angry  with  me,"  Abraham  said.  There  actually  is  no  anger  mentioned  in  the 
 text.  The  first  time  God  is  mentioned  as  being  angry  is  the  golden  calf.  It's  the  first  time  in  the 
 narrative  of  scripture.  Not  even  in  the  flood  is  God  said  to  be  angry,  he's  grieved  in  his  heart 
 there. Every request Abraham makes, God accepts. 

 There's  a  traditional  reading  of  Abraham  in  Genesis  18  that  says  Abraham  is  bargaining  with 
 God  or  bartering  with  God  or  haggling  with  God  like  in  ancient  marketplace,  but  bargaining 
 involves  two  people  starting  at  opposite  ends  and  meeting  at  the  middle.  This  is  not  bargaining 
 at  all.  Abraham  makes  an  opening  offer  of  50.  God  says,  "Sure."  Then  Abraham  says,  "How 
 about  45?  God  says,  "Fine."  Abraham  proposes  40,  God  agrees  and  Abraham  drops  the  price 
 by 10 instead of five and offers 30. God said, "Let's do it, brother." 

 [laughter] 

 Abraham  then  offers  20.  God  says,  "All  right."  Then  Abraham  says,  "I  got  one  final  offer.  10." 
 God  says,  "10  it  is."  The  question  is,  what's  God  trying  to  teach  Abraham  about  the  way  of 
 HaShem? If this is were a used car sale, I think the seller wants to give the car away. 

 [laughter] 

 What  kind  of  righteousness  and  justice  is  God  displaying  here?  One  tempered  by  mercy.  It's  as 
 if  God  is  looking  for  an  excuse  to  save  Sodom  and  look,  couldn't  you  just  ask  me,  "Save  the  city 
 for  the  sake  of  Lot?"  No,  he  can't  ask  that.  I  only  go  out  to  10.  All  this  debate  in  the 
 commentaries  over  why  he  stopped  at  10  is  not  necessary.  No,  in  Jeremiah  5:1,  God  tells 
 Jeremiah,  search  the  city  for  one  righteous  person  and  I'll  save  the  city.  How  many?  One!  One, 
 but  he  never  gets  down  to  one.  He  stops  at  10.  Why?  Because  I  don't  think  he  thinks  he  can  go 
 any further. That'd be stepping on God's toes who is righteous and just. 
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 Nevertheless,  God  still  rescues  Lot  and  the  family  through  angels,  even  though  Abraham  never 
 thought  to  ask  for  that.  God  is  more  merciful  than  Abraham  could  have  ever  thought  but  did 
 Abraham learn it? That is the question. 

 Given  the  pervasive  understanding  of  vigorous  prayer  and  the  Hebrew  scriptures  as  normative 
 and  expected  from  God's  dialogue  partners,  which  grounds  the  boldness  of  the  Psalmists  and 
 their  laments  and  grounds  the  intercessory  prayer  of  the  prophets,  it's  striking  to  encounter 
 Abraham's  lack  of  protest  and  lack  of  intercession  when  God  asks  him  to  sacrifice  his  son  in  the 
 famous story of the Akedah. 

 Against  the  background  of  lament  intercession,  standing  in  the  breach  as  God's  loyal  opposition, 
 Abraham's  silence  sticks  out  like  a  sore  thumb.  This  raises  the  obvious  hermeneutical  question 
 for  me.  The  question  I  started  with,  I  said  sometimes  personal  experience  can  raise  these 
 questions  of  interpretation.  Why  doesn't  Abraham  lament  over  or  intercede  for  his  son,  Isaac  in 
 the  wake  of  God's  instruction  to  sacrifice  him?  There  in  the  Akedah  is  a  deafening  silence.  One 
 that  I  think  cries  out  for  interpretation.  Elijah  in  1st  Kings  19  is  different  from  Moses.  Abraham  in 
 Genesis 22 is different, not just from Moses, but also from his own prior intercession for Sodom. 

 We'll come to that. We'll spend the next message on Abraham and the Akedah. 

 Given  the  vigorous  prayer  that  God  desires,  especially  in  the  case  of  Moses,  think  of  that.  Let's 
 end  with  this  hypothetical  question.  I  think  it's  a  heuristic  question.  Suppose  God  had 
 commanded Moses to sacrifice his son, I wonder what he would've said? 

 I  think  it'd  be  very  different.  Tomorrow  morning  I'm  going  to  examine  the  story  of  the  Akedah, 
 and  I'm  going  to  raise  critical  questions  about  Abraham  based  on  inner-biblical  reading  of  the 
 text.  I'm  not  going  to  stand  outside  the  Bible  and  critique  it  from  a  modern  point  of  view.  I'm 
 going to stand within scripture and wonder if he did the best thing. Thank you. 

 [00:51:14] [END OF AUDIO] 
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