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Tim Hart-Andersen, Westminster Presbyterian

The reading from Genesis tells the story of the birth of the sons of Abraham: Ishmael and Isaac. Three religious traditions trace their roots back through time to the children of Abraham – Jews see a link from Isaac to Moses, who receives the Torah. Muslims see a link from Ishmael to the Prophet Muhammad, who receives the revelation contained in the Koran. 

We Christians also follow the link back to Abraham. The Gospel of Matthew opens with this simple sentence: “An account of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David, the son of Abraham.” Matthew then painstakingly recounts the 42 generations between Jesus and Abraham, through Isaac’s line. For us, Jesus is akin to the third son of Abraham.

Each tradition wants to link back to Abraham because through that connection there is a direct tie to the sacred stories of Adam and Eve and of God’s creation. Our traditions become holy when they originate with the very God who made heaven and earth.

The story of Ishmael and Isaac is remarkable in its inclusivity. God clearly loves both sons. Each is marked by circumcision as the sign of God’s promise. God intends for the two sons to flourish. They are both told that their descendants will be so numerous as to be uncountable. 

The promise of God is interfaith from the start. As the Apostle Paul writes, “God shows no partiality.”

There are, of course, Christians, Muslims, and Jews who would have us believe we are at odds with one another, that inherent in each tradition is an animosity toward the other, but those who take such a position ignore the desire of God shown so clearly in the text. The Almighty appears to have much less trouble with interfaith life than do we!

Faithful living in each of the three traditions of the children of Abraham means essentially the same thing: seeking peace, pursuing justice, caring for those on the margins of human society – the poor and dispossessed.

From the ancient story of Ishmael and Isaac, we learn three things:

First, we are family, those of us who inhabit the traditions of Islam, Judaism, and Christianity. We are siblings in the one household of God.

Second, all three traditions worship the same God. We may use different names, but we pray to the same Holy Presence.

Third, it is clear, therefore, that the promise of God is to all descendants of Abraham. God will not be confined to one tradition.

I invite my brother, Imam Makram El-Amin, and my sister, Rabbi Marcia Zimmerman, to offer their own insights on the story of the sons of Abraham…
Imam Makram El-Amin, Masjid An-Nur
I greet you in peace as is the traditions among muslims:  asalamu aleikum, which means, “May God’s peace be upon you.”  And the proper response is wa aleikum asalam. So let us do this now. Asalamu Aleikum. Wa aleikum asalam.  You are all converted now!

It is because of true friendships and mutual understanding that I feel very, very comfortable here at Westminster, so comfortable that I can come and convert you all without you even knowing it. And to be with my brother and my sister here as we have for many years sat together, had breakfast together and really, I think, have grown in greater friendship and admiration for our different faiths through our individual experiences. I am honored today to be here with you, and offer some comments on Abraham and his sons Ishmael and Isaac, yes, but I go from indirect to direct.

 God says to us in our scripture the Koran, 

“O mankind, reverence the Guardian Lord who created you from a single person, created of like nature his mate, and from them scattered like seeds countless men and women. Fear God, through whom you demand your mutual rights, and reverence the wombs that bore you, for God ever watches over you.”

Here we see a direct reference from God stating to us that he created us from a single one and scattered us abroad. It further says in Scripture that if he wanted us all to be the same he would have made us that way. That’s something to ponder, right? Further, God says: 

“O mankind, we created you from a single pair of male and female, and made you into nations, tribes, and ethnicities and cultures and traditions, that you may come to know and acknowledge one another. Surely the most honored of you in the sight of God is the one who is most conscious of God and reverences God; God has full knowledge and is well acquainted with all things.” 

Again, further understanding that the diversity that we have among us is God’s design, but there is a commonality that we are human and we share in this, which is God’s purpose for us, so we share in this to celebrate this, but never lose sight of the biggest picture that God wants us to see, in that we are all the creation of God. 

Abraham is seen in Islam, as in other religions – Christianity, Judaism, and others – as the patriarch, the father of faith, we call him, the father of faith. We have two fathers, Adam our creator father and Abraham the father of faith. And from Abraham, we agree that we all have a lineage through Abraham. And God says of him, “Remember Abraham said” – and he said this through a number of prayers, these are short prayers, so I will read a couple of prayers, so just listen to the prayer of Abraham: 

“Remember Abraham said, ‘O my Lord; make this city one of peace and security, and preserve me and my sons from worshipping idols. O my Lord, they have indeed led many men astray, he then who follows my ways and he that disobeys me, but you are indeed forgiving, often forgiving most merciful. O our Lord, I have made some of my offspring to dwell in the valley without cultivation, by your sacred house, in order, Our Lord, that you may establish regular prayer, so fill the hearts of some among men with love toward them and feed them with the fruits that they may give thanks. O Our Lord, truly you do know what we conceal or what we reveal, and nothing is hidden from you, our Lord, whether on earth or in heaven. Praise be to God who has granted unto me in old age Ishmael and Isaac, for truly my Lord is he who hears prayer. Oh my Lord, make me one who establishes regular prayer, and also of my offspring, O my Lord, accept this, my prayer, O my Lord, with your forgiveness, me and my parents, and all believers, on the day that the reckoning will be established.’

 So here Abraham’s prayer was an acknowledgment, recognition of Ishmael, of Isaac, and of all the faithful to come. Abraham is mentioned in our scripture as a model, the same term for model means also a nation, that Abraham in himself represents a nation, a community, that which we can all pattern our communities thereafter upon, hence, the patriarch that we all grow and come to know.

God says, “And whoever turns away from the religion of Abraham, such as the base of their soul is folly, him we chose and rendered pure in this world and he will be in the hereafter in the race of the righteous. Behold, his lord said to him, bow you to my will. He said, I will bow my will, to the Lord and the Cherisher of the Universe.” 

And this was the legacy that Abraham left to his sons. And so did Jacob. 

“Oh my sons! God has chosen the faith for you, then die not except in the state of submitting to him. Were you witnesses when death approached Jacob? Behold he said to his sons, ‘What will you worship after me?’”

 They said, 

“We shall worship the God, thy God, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Ishmael, the God of Isaac, the one true God. To him we bow in submission. That was a people that had passed away, yet shall reap the fruits of what they did, as you shall what you do. Of their merits, there is no question in your case.”

We believe in God, and the revelation given to us, and to Abraham, and to Ishmael, and to Isaac, and Jacob and the descendants, and that which was given to Moses and Jesus, and given to the prophets from the Lord. We make no distinction between one and another of them, and we bow, submitting to God.

 And our conclusion, here in our scripture the Koran, God has referenced Abraham as a means to bind us together. The recognition of both of his sons as legitimate, of both of his sons as people of faith, that which will pattern our communities thereafter. And just like in that house, I have two sons. Their names are not Ishmael and Isaac, though. And, in these two, we see different characteristics. My wife is here, she can bear witness to that.  But we also see a great likeness, a great sameness that overrides any of their differences. And though they may fight like cats and dogs, and some other things that she’s said in the past, we know that they are from one lineage, they are from one family. And we insist upon them keeping that one lineage, that one family, that one identity, as foremost in their lives. This is no different, but only in a bigger way, in a bigger context, as we understand, that God wants us, to keep our lineage to each other as family, though we differ, though we argue, though we fight like cats and dogs. Not us, just some people. We are one in the family of God, one in the family of Man, and we pray to God increase us in this, and bind us together on this sameness, over our diversity. Thank you. 

Rabbi Marcia Zimmerman, Temple Israel
I begin similarly with the Hebrew welcome and greeting: Shalom alechem! And your job is to say: Alechem shalom!  Amazing, isn’t it? One lineage, that is for sure. 

I was asked to give the Jewish perspective of the story of Isaac and Ishmael; what I would like to do is open the lens a bit, because for Jews we read the Torah and the story in its entirety. As we look at the full story, the details are the place where we learn the lessons. Now there are two lessons that I want us to leave the sanctuary with today, from the Jewish perspective. We heard beautiful lessons from the Christian tradition and from the Muslim tradition, and now we are going to hear two from the Jewish perspective. First, that these two children – these two brothers – got equal but different blessings and, that forgiveness leads to peace. 
What I actually want to do is to begin at the end, with a part that was not read today, but in Genesis 25. There we learn that Isaac and Ishmael, after a time apart, after each having their own struggles in life, come back together. And why are they back together? Because their father has died. “Abraham having lived to an old age, mature and content,” the text says, “gathered to his people his sons, Isaac and Ishmael, who buried him the cave of Machpelah.” 
That’s the end of the story that we heard a bit from earlier. Now let’s rewind to the words we listened to, and understand why this event, of Isaac and Ishmael burying their father together is so profound and so immense. 
Sarah was barren, we heard. Ten years they tried, it says, and no child. God had given Abraham a blessing. The blessing was that “you will be fruitful, and you will multiply, and you will have many, many descendents”, and yet, there is no child. 

So Sarah, knowing she must find some way to gain God’s blessing, brings Hagar. Hagar is pregnant right away, and gives birth to Ishmael, Abraham’s first son. This child is loved by his father, and his mother Hagar is always connected to him, always has the maternal instinct in his life, in a most beautiful way. And all of a sudden, lo and behold, we hear that Ishmael is going to have a brother! That Sarah will give birth in her nineties, and, by the time Isaac is born, Abraham is a hundred. What would you do, if you had a child at a hundred, and ninety? Exactly! You would laugh. And that’s what Isaac means, it means laughter. Oh my goodness! This is so amazing that our response is laughter: it’s joy, it’s amazement, it’s a miracle. And so Isaac is born. 
Now comes the friction between human beings. God didn’t have friction. It is the human beings in this story who tell us the realities that we must grapple with. Hagar gloats at Sarah: she had the first, Sarah was barren. Now Sarah is jealous of Hagar. Then Isaac is born, and the tables seem to be turned. Now don’t think Sarah doesn’t hold on to her earlier angst, and she plays it out. Hagar had already been sent out to the wilderness once, at the birth of Ishmael before Isaac was born, and God made a promise to her. God said, “Don’t worry, Hagar, your child will be the head of a nation. This child Ishmael will be a father of many. Don’t worry, it’s okay.” 
Now Hagar is sent out a second time, and at this point in the story Hagar is with her child feeling expelled from her home, thinking that Isaac somehow is better. But God tells her again, “Don’t worry. Your child will live, and he will be great.” Because there is a great nation that has become the Arab world that we know God kept that promise – “Don’t worry, Hagar.”
But Hagar doesn’t this know yet. She has given up. She thinks that she is going to die, and her child is going to die, because there is no longer any water in her sack. But God, God opens her eyes. And when God opens her eyes, right next to her is a well of water that was there all the time. She just didn’t see it. It’s a well that she can draw from, that she will feed and nourish her people, her lineage.
We go back now to Isaac. Isaac, too, is given a blessing. Now why was Isaac chosen to carry out the Israelite/Jewish experience? It’s so clear in the text if you read it closely. You see, Abraham is told that the covenant is to circumcise a child at eight days. Ishmael is thirteen already when Abraham is told to do this. Abraham is ninety-nine. Now that may bring some tears rather than laughter. This covenant isn’t until Isaac is born; Isaac is the first to fulfill that covenant. Just by accident, by his birth order, he is the first to be circumcised at eight days, so now he is going to lead a different people. He also gets a blessing, of being the head of many, of being the one who will continue on the covenant. Two blessings: equal, but different. 
Each child is given a blessing, but it doesn’t mean that each doesn’t have a hard life, that they each don’t suffer, that they each don’t understand that life doesn’t always give you what you want even when you are blessed. You somehow have to find the reason and the meaning, and a way to turn hardship and suffering around, to forgive. And so they come back together. They come back together at the Cave of Machpelah to bury their father. They have forgiven each other. They understand from where they come. They understand that they are brothers. They don’t try to explain everything, but they are there. 
Today, that very cave, that Cave of Machpelah, where Abraham is buried, is right outside Hebron. It is on the West Bank. It is at the root of a conflict that we live with today. May we go to that cave as the children of Isaac, as the children of Ishmael, and may we bury our hurt and our pain. 
May we find a way to forgive each other, so that we may give these four children, who will be baptized today in a Christian tradition, give them a world where they’ll hold hands with those of us who come from Isaac, the Jewish people, and with those of us who come from Ishmael, the Muslim people. 
May we make a world for them that is truly full of peace.  Amen. 

**************************************************************
Tim Hart-Andersen, Westminster

We have experienced today in our worship the best of our three religious traditions. We have listened to and learned from one another. We have treated each other and our separate religious traditions with respect without yielding our own embrace of a particular tradition.

This is our work in the years to come, and I believe there is reason for hope. The future belongs to those who can live together in peace in spite of, or maybe even because of, our differing ways of finding the same truths about human life and about the one who loves us all.
Thanks be to God.

Amen.
Pastoral Prayer, David Liddle, Interim Associate Pastor
Eternal Source, Creator of all, the One True God to be worshiped by all: you alone are worthy of our praise.  Even as we call you by different names, we acknowledge together our common faith that only you are God, that your promises are sure and your word is true. All praise be yours now and forever.

We thank you, God of the universe, that you have called people of faith

in every time and place to worship you and to serve your purpose in the world.  Give us grace to celebrate the heritage of faith we share as the children of your covenant with Abraham. 
Holy God, you have bestowed your grace upon us, that Christians, Jews, Muslims, and other people of faith may celebrate your goodness, act upon your truth, and demonstrate your righteousness, serving you in faith and friendship. We pray for wisdom to hear your truth in the teachings of Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad, and to live by love as you charge us to do, bearing witness in both liturgy and life to your creative power, your passion for justice, and your longing for peace.  Lead us, gracious and merciful God, to love you above all others, and in our daily lives, to love our neighbors as our own kin. 

God of infinite grace, you reach out in compassion to all your children.  Hear us as we pray for those of the congregations represented here, and for your people everywhere.  Bring healing to those who are struggling with illness or recovering at home or in hospital:  Especially we pray for Eva Bystrom, Richard Crooks, Hazel Mickelson, Dean Seal…  Bring comfort to those who grieve:  we lift up Paul Arbisi in the death of his father, and Ruth Parten in the death of her mother…  Bring hope to those victimized by injustice, tyranny, warfare, abuse, unemployment or bigotry…  Bless all your people in their journeys of faith, that our goal may be to live faithfully in union with you and in peace with our brothers and sisters in the one human family you have created.

Now hear us as we lift our voices to you in the prayer Jesus taught his disciples, saying, Our Father…

“The Interfaith Promise of God”


  Genesis 16:1-11; 17:1-10, 15-23
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