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The pipes were painted blue. Every time we came to another Israeli settlement in the West Bank in our drive down the Jordan River valley, we noticed the pipes. They would come jutting up out of the ground at pump stations where the fence began. We asked our driver about them. “They bring water to the settlers,” he said.

The blue pipes were always on the other side of the fence, where they flowed into irrigation ditches that turned the desert dust into productive land. The pipes opened and life poured forth in the cordoned-off Israeli towns.

The road ran alongside the barrier marking each protected settlement, and we marveled at the fruit orchards and olive groves and crops on the other side. And then, at the end of the long fence, each Israeli settlement suddenly stopped, the blue pipes disappeared into the ground, and the world returned to the dismal browns and grays that dominate the wilderness landscape in Palestine. 

I thought of that modern scene as I imagined the setting in the time of Abraham. Back then there were no blue water pipes hidden underground, but there were wells. To control the wells meant controlling the source of life. Each tribe fought to secure the wells in its region. It meant life or death. 

The most serious geopolitical issue in the Middle East today turns out not to be oil, but water. People in the land of the Bible have always struggled over water – who has it, and who controls access to it. 

The one who gets the water wins. 

Today’s text introduces us to a character in Genesis we may not recognize: Abimelech, king of the Philistines. He lives in the time of the sons of Abraham, in the land of Palestine. He rules the valley called Gerar, to the east of modern Gaza. There his subjects dig wells and live off the water. 

Isaac and his people migrate into Abimelech’s territory, into the valley of Gerar, and try to lay claim to the wells that had once belonged to his father Abraham. Abimelech rejects Isaac’s attempt to reopen Abraham’s wells, and forces him to move on. From well to well Abimelech pursues Isaac, until the son of Abraham eventually arrives near Beersheba. 

It is not all that different from toady: Abimelech and Isaac are enemies. They are vying for limited resources in a harsh land. Abimelech has an army at his command; Isaac is a foreigner in the king’s territory. It is a situation fraught with the possibility of violence. Sound familiar?

And yet something extraordinary happens. Abimelech and his army come to Beersheba to meet with Isaac. An astounded Isaac says to Abimelech, “Why have you come to me, seeing that you hate me and have sent me away from you?”

Abimelech replies, “We see plainly that the LORD has been with you; so we say, let there be an oath between you and us, and let us make a covenant with you.”

Abimelech, the powerful enemy of Isaac, suggests that the two establish a covenant, a way of life between them that will make for peace. Isaac is allowed to keep the wells he has dug. His thirst, and the thirst of his people, is satisfied.
“Let us make a covenant with you,” Abimelech says, “so that you will do us no harm, just as we have not touched you … You are now the blessed of the LORD.” (Genesis 26:28-29)
Nothing compels Abimelech in his covenant-making. Nothing tells him that Isaac will accept his offer. Nothing proves that this will be a winning situation or a wise strategy for Abimelech. He does not negotiate the terms of the covenant; he simply offers a promise of mutual respect and states his desire for peace. 

Seeing the presence of God in the other, as Abimelech does in Isaac, encourages us toward making peace – even with one you hate.
“Let us make a covenant with you,” Abimelech says, and he voluntarily opens the blue pipes in order to share water with his enemy.

Living in covenant with another requires that we first let go of our need to be on top.

The theological concept of covenant, so central to the religion of the Hebrew people, is also deeply embedded in our Presbyterian tradition. In the 16th century Reformation, our forebear John Calvin understood that God’s covenant with us is the model for our life together. “We are not our own,” Calvin wrote. “We belong to God.” 

The horizontal dimension of that theological reality goes like this: “We are not our own; we belong to each other.” 

For the Geneva reformer, whose 500th birthday we celebrate across the church this year, the essence of faithful human living is giving up the self and living for others – in other words, covenant as a way of life. “Show me a man, if you can,” Calvin wrote, “who, unless he has … renounced himself, would freely exercise goodness among men.” (Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion; III, 7.2 [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960], p. 691) 

Abimelech is such a man. He invites his enemy Isaac into covenant, and Isaac responds by making a feast and they eat and drink. “In the morning,” scripture says, “they rose early and exchanged oaths; and Isaac set them on their way, and they departed from him in peace.” (Genesis 26:27-31)
Let us give credit where credit is due: Abimelech – the Philistine king – is the first in scripture to extend the vertical notion of covenant to covenant with one another. Abimelech, not an Israelite king or Hebrew prophet, is the first to establish a covenant between peoples in conflict, even though he has the power in the situation and the Hebrew people are comparatively weak and vulnerable.

Covenantal living requires those in power to relinquish their privilege. Covenantal living happens when the parties involved concede that they all are precious in God’s eyes. Covenantal living seeks reconciliation based on generosity. 

I want to live like that, like Abimelech, who has all the power he needs to lord it over his weaker foe, but instead chooses to lay down his sword and go to his enemy to seek peace. If only our hearts were as big as his. 

Reading this story I cannot help but think of those blue water pipes, disappearing beneath the Palestinian desert earth to carry their life under those who need it, to the next Israeli settlement. There is no covenant in that situation. There is no seeing God in the face of the other. Surely God is not pleased.


“Thou hast the true and perfect gentleness,” Calvin wrote in his hymn,


“No harshness hast Thou and no bitterness:


O grant to us the grace we find in Thee,


That we may dwell in perfect unity.”


(I Greet Thee, Who My Sure Redeemer Art, vs. 3)

What is the ethic that guides us? What is the ethical impulse by which you and I live? Does it arise out of our instinct for self-preservation? Does it flow from our preoccupation with self? Does it reflect a worldview that cannot see beyond itself?

Or does it mirror the utterly generous act of Abimelech toward Isaac? 

Jesus commands us to love our enemies, and this is what that looks like.

The secret to Abimelech’s extraordinary decision to invite his enemy into covenant with him is twofold: first, he is able to let go of his need to be at the center of his world. You and I cannot live in covenant with others in our marriages and with our friends, in our personal and political relationships, if everything revolves around us and our need to control it all. That is as true for nations as it is for families. 

Here’s how Calvin describes it: 

“When Scripture bids us leave off self-concern, it not only erases from our minds the yearning to possess (and) the desire for power… but it also uproots ambition and all craving for human glory and other more secret plagues.” (Institutes, III, 7.2; p. 691) 

Those “more secret plagues” wrap themselves around our hearts. They are our interior demons. They might be addictions, or unhealthy habits, or fear, or anger, or greed. These “secret plagues” turn our attention inward, so that we can see none other than our own interests, our own needs, our own obsessions.

Covenantal living will not flourish if we live like that. 

This weekend 35 men from Westminster went on retreat together. In conversation about the life of the church and the role of men in it, we talked openly about how the church has changed over the last several decades from a largely patriarchal system, with men in control, to a much more egalitarian model. We acknowledged that similar patterns have emerged in our families and at work and in the broader culture. I am happy to report that the men have no quarrel with the shift away from a world with them at the center; in fact, they welcome it! 

In theological terms, we have moved in the direction of covenantal living, which puts God at the center.

The second thing Abimelech does is open his eyes in new ways, which allows him to see the holy in his enemy. When we see the image of God in others, we cannot do violence to them, without doing violence to God.  

Surprisingly, our military has adopted something akin to this strategy in Afghanistan, minus the religious overtones and theological language. General Stanley McChrystal, the leader of our effort there, almost sounds like a modern-day Abimelech. He urges our soldiers to imagine their own families when they see Afghanis. According to the general, there are three new principles for our troops: “protect the Afghan people, build an Afghan state, and make friends with whomever you can, including insurgents.” (NY Times Magazine, October 18, 2009, p. 42; my emphasis) 

It is a strategy aimed less at fighting war than building peace. It sounds as if we have come full circle: remember the protesters eight years ago who urged us to respond to 9/11 by “bombing them with butter?”

You can practically hear Abimelech instructing his troops with McChrystal’s words: befriend everyone you can, even the enemy Isaac and his people.

That is what covenant looks like, when we put it into practice. It is nothing short of a reengineering of our relationships with one another, in our families, in our work settings, in our communities, in our nation, and among the peoples of the earth, especially with those who are not our friends. 

I keep thinking about the pipes, those blue pipes, and I wonder what would happen if modern-day enemies sat down together as if they were in covenant with one another. The water might flow more freely, for all those who thirst. 

If covenant becomes a way of life for us, then we can expect peace to begin to break forth, at home and around the world.  

It has happened before, in that very desert wilderness, when one enemy saw the holy in the other.

Thanks be to God.
Amen.

Prayers of the People (8:30), Douglas Mitchell, Associate Pastor

Good and gracious God, eternal ruler of all nations and lover of all creation, hear the prayers of your people.  Strengthen the faithful, arouse the careless and restore those seek forgiveness.  Grant us all things necessary for our common life as a congregation, and bring us all to be of one heart and mind within your holy church so that sin will be forgiven, reconciliation accomplished and dividing walls of hostility torn down.  Help us, O God, to truly be “For” each other.

Almighty God, you built your church on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Jesus Christ himself as the cornerstone.  Gather your church in unity, and renew it by your Holy Spirit, that it may manifest your power among all peoples to the glory of your name.  As Isaac was faithful through his trials, help your church to be faithful in difficult times of division and conflict.  Guide us to bring about peace through covenant and mutual understanding. Give us the strength to love our enemies and to seek the common good that serves both then and us.  God of our lives, by the power of your Holy Spirit we have been drawn together by one baptism into one faith, serving one Lord and Savior.  Do not let us tear away from one another through division or bitter argument.  May your peace embrace our differences, preserving us in unity, as one body of Jesus Christ our Lord.

God of healing and comfort, we pray for those in our own community and those beyond it who are ill, who grieve the loss of loved ones, who suffer joblessness and poverty or estrangements from loved ones.  Especially, we hold before you…

O God of hope and new life, help us to celebrate the joy of abundant life as you intend for us.  Through your great love, let all who need you now especially, feel your presence and know your peace, as shown through your son Jesus Christ, who also taught us how to pray… Our Father…

“Covenant as a Way of Life”


Genesis 26:17-31
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