Homily for People and Parishes

Readings: Genesis 22:1-14 Psalm 13
Romans 6:12-23 Matthew 10:40-42

This weekend is a very special time in the life of the Diocese for we will be meeting at the
Churchie school for a gathering of the Diocesan Synod. Lay representatives from each
Parish will come, together with their clergy, to pray together, listen to reports, discuss and
approve legislation, debate various Motions, and agree to missional priorities for the next
twelve months. Old friendships will be renewed, and new friendships will be made,
through conversations over tea and coffee, and shared meals.

Please pray with us, and for us — that God’s Spirit be in the midst of, and guide, our
discussion and decision making; and, that we each return to our Parishes, our schools, and
community services... renewed in some way.

| am particularly looking forward to the opening eucharist at the Cathedral in which well-
known hymn writer and Anglican priest, the Reverend Elizabeth Smith, will preach. In one
of Elizabeth’s best known hymns she affirms:

“God gives us future, daring us to go

into dreams and dangers, on a path unknown.

We will face tomorrow, in the Spirit’s power

we will let God change us, for new life starts now.”

What will God say to us, through Elizabeth, as she unpacks some of the set readings for that
time of worship? Similarly, Bishop John Roundhill will be preaching in the Churchie Chapel
on Sunday, and | wonder what he will focus on as he preaches from the same readings that
we have heard today.

It is right that we have an expectation for God’s Spirit to speak to us, in some way, during
our collective worship when we listen to readings, and when someone unpacks them
through a homily or sermon. Sometimes, this means that they help us wrestle with
elements found in Scripture that are difficult to hear, or accept... and, that is certainly true
for one of the readings today.

In the Old Testament reading from Genesis this week, we hear the very disturbing account
of God telling Abraham to take his only son Isaac up a high mountain and to then, ritually,
kill him —which is appalling!
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Over the years, | have heard a good number of sermons based on this text and these have
concluded that Abraham’s faith was incredible, because he was willing to give up his only
son... to make God happy!

However, when | read this story, | find myself wondering about the impact on the young
Isaac who appears to have been physically abused when he was tied up; psychologically
abused, because it was his father harming him; ...and spiritually abused, with his father
suggesting that, ‘It’s not my fault son! God asked me to do this!

Please imagine with me the strained conversation between Abraham and Isaac as they
headed back down the mountain, after the ram had been slaughtered. |imagine Isaac
having some trust issues with his father for many years after this had happened!

Stepping away from this contemporary response to horrific intention, we need to bear in
mind that in the context of that time - human sacrifice was an accepted way of appeasing
gods, and of gaining divine favour. Further, that going up a mountain was not unusual
because of the understanding that on a mountain, you were closer to where gods lived!

Consequently, in that time, it would not have been unexpected to think that God would
direct Abraham to go up a mountain, and to sacrifice his son. What was unexpected, even
astonishing, is what happened next. Just as Abraham was about to kill Isaac — he got
further direction from God who explained that he had passed ‘the test ‘and had proved
himself faithful. Further, that there was a ram caught in a nearby thicket that could be
killed instead.

It could be argued that this was a turning point in the relationship between Abraham and
God, and all who follow an Abrahamic faith. For the Jews there would be no more human
sacrifice necessary to maintain their relationship with God. Instead, animals would be
sacrificed until the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in AD70.

Yet, Psalm 51 suggests that a ‘broken and contrite heart’ is the real sacrifice that God
needs, and not animal sacrifice. Indeed, a recurring theme of Old Testament prophetic
teaching is that God doesn’t want animal sacrifice but, rather, wants justice and kindness.
Micah expressed this beautifully when he wrote, ‘He has told you, O mortal, what is good,
and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly
with your your God.’(Micah 6:8).

As Christians we remember a human sacrifice in the crucifixion of Jesus, with the
understanding that after that event there would then be no need for further sacrifice of
animals and people. If you like, it was the ultimate or final sacrifice.
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A recurring theme in the life and teaching of Jesus echoes and amplifies the Old Testament
prophetic demand for justice and kindness that we’ve already noted.

This focus of Jesus is particularly clear when he gave a mandate for his ministry which drew
from the Prophet Isaiah. In this, Jesus said, ‘The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because
he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor... release to the captives... recovery of
sight to the blind... and to let the oppressed go free.” (Luke 4:18-19).

As people who follow Jesus and as people empowered by the Holy Spirit each day, isn’t this
also part of our mandate, and the mandate of the Church? To be good news and proclaim
Good News; to advocate for those who are oppressed; and to heal those who are sick?

My hope is that there will be justice and kindness at Synod this weekend, between people
who live in communities on the beach and people who live in rural and regional
communities. Justice and kindness, love and hope, and a renewed sense of God calling us
each to make a difference for good, wherever we are in the world.

Please join me as we close in prayer:

Gracious God, thank you that we no longer have to sacrifice people or animals to be in
relationship with you, and that in your grace we are known and deeply loved. Secure in this
knowledge help, us to be people who practice justice and kindness in the way we treat
others, even when it is difficult. We pray in the name of the one who said, ‘Follow me!’
Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Questions:
1. When you read Genesis 22:1-14, what strikes you as the most important message?
2. What part of the homily resonated with you?
3. What do you want to explore further?
Bishop Cam Venables — Homily Sunday 28" June 2026



