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Sermon:  Genesis 22:1-14 (Newcomb’s Problem)
Imagine that you are sitting at a table with two boxes on it.  One is open and has a pretty large amount of money in it.  Say $50,000.  The other is closed.  Opposite you, at the table, is a woman.  We’ll call her the Predictor.  She tells you that she will soon ask you to leave the room and return one minute later, to choose whether to take only the closed box, or to take both boxes.  She explains that if, while you are gone, she predicts you will choose to take just the closed box, she will put a huge amount of money in it.  Say $500 million.  But if she predicts that you will take both boxes, she won’t put anything into the closed box.  Then she asks you to leave.
You return promptly after one minute has passed.  Both boxes are on the table.  One, open, with $50,000.  The other closed.  What do you do?
On the one hand, the answer seems simple.  The boxes are there on the table.  The Predictor has already put the $500 million into the closed box, or not.  Nothing you do will change this.  So, obviously, you take both boxes.
But a little voice inside your head says, “Hold on.”  You have every reason to believe that the Predictor is, in fact, a very, very good predictor.  Whether you take one box or both boxes, it is highly likely that she got it right.  So if you grab both boxes, chances are that there won’t be anything in the closed box.  And you’re out the $500 million.  Maybe you better take just the closed box.

An interesting dilemma.  I found it in an article entitled, Kierkegaard and the Absurdity of Faith.
  
In preparing for today’s sermon, I was searching for a work I had once read.  Called Fear and Trembling, by Søren Kierkegaard.  It fascinated me, because in the prelude Kierkegaard writes four different versions of Abraham’s ascent to the mount to sacrifice his son, Isaac.  Versions very different from that of Genesis, versions he created to try and come to terms with this troubling story.  Bear in mind that Kierkegaard was very religious, writing in opposition to the Danish  church that, for him, had become overly formal and passionless.
Version 1:
It was early in the morning, Abraham arose betimes, he had the asses saddled, left his tent, and [took] Isaac with him, but Sarah looked out of the window after them until they had passed down the valley and she could see them no more. They rode in silence for three days. On the morning of the fourth day Abraham said never a word, but he lifted up his eyes and saw Mount Moriah afar off. He left the young men behind and went on alone with Isaac beside him up to the mountain. But Abraham said to himself, "I will not conceal from Isaac whither this course leads him." He stood still, he laid his hand upon the head of Isaac in benediction, and Isaac bowed to receive the blessing. And Abraham's face was fatherliness, his look was mild, his speech encouraging.
But Isaac was unable to understand him, his soul could not be exalted; he embraced Abraham's knees, he fell at his feet imploringly, he begged for his young life, for the fair hope of his future, he called to mind the joy in Abraham's house, he called to mind the sorrow and loneliness. Then Abraham lifted up the boy, he walked with him by his side, and his talk was full of comfort and exhortation.
But Isaac could not understand him. He climbed Mount Moriah, but Isaac understood him not. Then for an instant he turned away from him, and when Isaac again saw Abraham's face it was changed, his glance was wild, his form was horror. He seized Isaac by the throat, threw him to the ground, and said, "Stupid boy, dost thou then suppose that I am thy father? I am an idolater. Dost thou suppose that this is God's bidding? No, it is my desire."
Then Isaac trembled and cried out in his terror, "O God in heaven, have compassion upon me. God of Abraham, have compassion upon me. If I have no father upon earth, be Thou my father!" But Abraham in a low voice said to himself, "O Lord in heaven, I thank Thee. After all it is better for him to believe that I am a monster, rather than that he should lose faith in Thee." 

Version 2.

It was early in the morning, Abraham arose betimes, he embraced Sarah, the bride of his old age, and Sarah kissed Isaac, who had taken away her reproach, who was her pride, her hope for all time. So they rode on in silence along the way, and Abraham's glance was fixed upon the ground until the fourth day when he lifted up his eyes and saw afar off Mount Moriah, but his glance turned again to the ground. Silently he laid the wood in order, he bound Isaac, in silence he drew the knife, then he saw the ram which God had prepared. Then he offered that and returned home. From that time on Abraham became old, he could not forget that God had required this of him. Isaac thrived as before, but Abraham's eyes were darkened, and he knew joy no more.

Version 3:

It was early in the morning, Abraham arose betimes, he kissed Sarah, the young mother, and Sarah kissed Isaac, her delight, her joy at all times. And Abraham rode pensively along the way, he thought of Hagar and of the son whom he drove out into the wilderness, he climbed Mount Moriah, he drew the knife.
It was a quiet evening when Abraham rode out alone, and he rode to Mount Moriah; he threw himself upon his face, he prayed God to forgive him his sin, that he had been willing to offer Isaac, that the father had forgotten his duty toward the son. Often he rode his lonely way, but he found no rest. He could not comprehend that it was a sin to be willing to offer to God the best thing he possessed, that for which he would many times have given his life; and if it was a sin, if he had not loved Isaac as he did, then he could not understand that it might be forgiven. For what sin could be more dreadful?

Version 4:

It was early in the morning, everything was prepared for the journey in Abraham's house. He bade Sarah farewell, and Eleazar, the faithful servant, followed him along the way, until he turned back. They rode together in harmony, Abraham and Isaac, until they came to Mount Moriah. But Abraham prepared everything for the sacrifice, calmly and quietly; but when he turned and drew the knife, Isaac saw that his left hand was clenched in despair, that a tremor passed through his body, but Abraham drew the knife.
Then they returned again home, and Sarah hastened to meet them, but Isaac had lost his faith. No word of this had ever been spoken in the world, and Isaac never talked to anyone about what he had seen, and Abraham did not suspect that anyone had seen it.

So what are we to make of these alternative versions of our OT lesson?  All address underlying questions that trouble us.  God’s demand of Abraham is so horrific that we ask, “How could a loving God be so cruel, so immoral?”  God appears as a monster.  As a test alone, the demand is incomprehensible.  Even with the ram provided, Abraham’s joy was shattered.  Was Abraham’s willingness to even consider sacrificing Isaac a sin?
Some commentators hold that this story was about ending the practice of human sacrifice in general and child sacrifice in particular.
  But while it is true that the practice can be traced to Israel’s neighbors, and even to Judah, I agree with the Anchor Bible that this can not really be the purpose of this story.  The Anchor Bible suggests, “The object of the ordeal, then, was to discover how firm was the patriarch’s faith in the ultimate divine purpose.  It was one thing to start out resolutely for the Promised Land, but it was a very different thing to maintain confidence in the promise when all appeared lost.”

It’s still not enough.  The ethical issue – could God command an immoral act – remains.  Let’s return to Newcomb’s Problem, the choice of the two boxes.   Abraham could choose to take both boxes by not sacrificing Isaac.  Keeping what God had already given him, relying on the earlier promise of a great nation in Genesis 12.  Or Abraham could choose the one box by deciding to sacrifice Isaac, entering a  private relationship based on faith, obedience to God.  A faith that is paradoxical, absurd.

Still not enough.  I think we need to remember that we are dealing with a story.    A story of the book of Genesis, a book dealing with the origins of creation, of life, and the story of the people of God.

For me, taking God’s testing of Abraham literally would be like taking the start of the Book of Job literally.  Where God permits a “blameless and upright man” to be tormented by Satan.  Sanctioning the killing of Job’s sons and daughters, to prove his point to the devil.
No, the start of Job is an entry point to a story, a story that has nothing to do with God’s morality.  Job is a story of the genre of wisdom literature, a story challenging us to maintain our faith regardless of our sufferings.  So too with the story of Abraham.  God’s supposed command to Abraham is not the point.  We are not to infer that God, may, on occasion, be immoral.  The point of the story was to explain  God’s covenant with the Jews, to show the unspeakable faith of Abraham, their ancestral father.  And that they, and we, must trust God.
For us, as Christians, it is also about Jesus Christ.  Who among us can hear the words, “Take your son, you only son . . . whom you love” and not be certain of the foreshadowing of Christ’s sacrifice.
Let’s go back to the two boxes, but change the game.  Let’s call the Predictor, God.  The open box contains all that we value in life – our loved ones, our friends, our jobs, our material possessions, our egos, our desires, our dreams.  The closed box is God’s promise of blessings that surpass our wildest understanding.  We can try to take both boxes, despite all the warnings in Scripture that it doesn’t work that way.  Or we can, in faith, forego the open box.  Trusting God that nothing of true value will be taken away.  The ram will always be provided.

And more, infinitely more, will be added unto it.
Let us, this Lent, reflect on the content of the open box of our lives.  And let us,  daily, choose the closed box.
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