 “Violence and God”  June 26, 2011
Today, around the country, various faith communities are recognizing “Faith Shared” events as a way to engage faith leaders on national and community levels to promote understanding among people of different faiths.  The project is being sponsored by Interfaith Alliance and Human Rights First, two non-partisan, non-profit NGO’s both with solid histories of promoting peace and understanding.  From an interfaith service at the National Cathedral to Presbyterian seminaries, in churches and mosques and synagogues, panel discussions, photos, video clips and print coverage distributed around the world, the project is intended to reflect mutual respect that is shared by Muslims, Christians, Jews and other faith traditions in America.  It is intended to be a strong repudiation of the negative images of violence and hatred among groups that have appeared in domestic and international news.  The project aims for faith communities to strengthen ties with each other, and “counter the misperception, including in the Arab and Muslim worlds, that the United States is a nation defined by the widely covered images of the marginal few who would burn a Qur’an, rather than by a proud and longstanding tradition of religious freedom, tolerance and pluralism.” 
I don’t know how the groups chose today, of all days, to promote this project, and it may be highly ironic or just a happenstance of the Holy Spirit that this Sunday, for Christians who read scripture following the lectionary, is the Sunday when we read the horrific story of the “Akedah” in Genesis, the story of the near sacrifice of Isaac.
There are a lot of really disturbing things in the Bible—genocide, infanticide, slavery, polygamy, rape, objectification of women—not only occurring but often appearing to be sanctioned by God, even commanded.  For example, the prophet Samuel told King Saul: “This is what the LORD Almighty says: 'I will punish the Amalekites for what they did to Israel …. Now go, attack the Amalekites and totally destroy everything that belongs to them. Do not spare them; put to death men and women, children and infants, cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys.” [1st Sam 15:2-3].  Saul did fight the Amalekites, but he spared the king and he saved all the valuable livestock, and for that, God told the prophet Samuel, God regretted making Saul king.
So how does one get from that portrait of God in the bible to efforts to counteract modern violence?  Let me suggest two ways that some have tried, each of which, I believe, is a dead end.  The first way is simply to denounce Judeo-Christian religion, and all religions for that matter, altogether.  Throw them out and discount “religion” of all sorts as the source of all human violence and suffering.  Some forms of atheism do this.  It was done by totalitarian communism in the past two centuries.  In the 21st century it has been promoted by what some “new atheists” believe, such as Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins, and Christopher Hitchens.  The rise of religious fundamentalism in the three Abrahamic faiths—Jewish, Christian, and Muslim—gives the “new atheists” lots of ammunition.  But that way of seeing things simply replaces one kind of fundamentalism for another, and ignores the human propensity for violence, whether in the name of religion or not.
A second way of proceeding is an attempt to defend God and a simple, face-value reliability of the biblical narrative.  You may have heard people attempt to explain away why God would command the slaughter of every "man and women, child and infant."  God is holy and so cannot tolerate the "tainting" of Israel, they say.  Doesn’t the text say that “God was testing Abraham” in the command to kill Isaac?  How can we tell God what is proper for God to do?  This, too, is a dead end, because the potential for abuse here is staggering.  Does it mean when I sense that something goes against my conscience, I should do it anyway if I feel God is telling me to?  What if God does not stop the knife?
One of the sub-categories of this way of thinking is to say that while the God of the Old Testament may have been blood-thirsty, the God of the New Testament is peace-loving and gentle.  This view is as old as 2nd century Christianity when a person named Marcion developed a following among some Christians who wanted distance themselves from Jews.  Marcion simply ignored the parts of the Hebrew scriptures that he didn’t like and posited two “gods” –a demi-god who created the world, the god of the Hebrew scripture, and a “spiritual” god, related to Jesus.  I can’t agree with Marcion, because of the violence those words do to Jews and Muslims.  And I can’t agree with the simplistic division between the OT and NT god, because a serious examination of the Bible will show that it’s a false claim to say that the god of the OT is always violent, but the god of the NT is always peaceful.  
So how can we bridge the God revealed in the Bible and modern attempts at long-lasting peace and reconciliations between the faith traditions?  Let me propose a third way for Christians.  The problem of human violence in the name of God hasn’t gone away, and we should look at it critically wherever and whenever it occurs.  However, I doubt that we can simply promote peace and harmony without a prolonged, serious examination of the Bible through the lens of our own Christian tradition, remembering that one of the functions of reading these texts together, as followers of Jesus Christ, is to let God work on us, to confront us with our failings, to call us back to obedience and righteousness and through prayer and worship, have God meet us with the offer of forgiveness and show us how we are to conduct our lives.  Wherever Christians do this together (for it is not a solitary exercise) we are trusting the grace of God to heal us from the human violence that we both experience and propagate.  Yes, study of the bible, along with prayer and worship, is a means of grace.  Little by little, engaging with the all of scripture, even the nasty bits, maybe even especially the nasty bits, works in us the healing that produces real peace.
Violence in the Bible is much too big a topic to deal with in one sermon, but here is a small example of how reading the Bible, with all the tools available to us, can lead toward an understanding that promotes wholeness.  Much of the following, but not all, follows the work of the French philosopher, anthropologist, and literary critic Rene Girard.  [He is now 87 years old and still writing and speaking.  In 1990, a group of scholars founded the Colloquium on Violence and Religion whose honorary chair is Girard.]  

Human sacrifice, as well as war, was a fact of life among people in the ancient Near East much more than we might realize.  In fact, animal and human sacrifice, ritual forms of violence done to a scapegoat, are (from anthropologist Rene Girard’s work) almost universal traits of early human behavior.  In Girard’s theory, the rise of ritual sacrifice, done to a scapegoat, parallels the rise of human civilization and religion, because it works in such a way to prevents human violence from running amok, getting out of control and destroying human society.

The stories in the Bible tell us that the people of Israel worked out their own religious identity in contrast to the people around them, but it was a constant temptation for them to do what those people did, to worship their gods and to adopt their practices, including the temptation to attribute to their own god YHWH the storm-god characteristics of Baal, and the pantheons of Egypt, Babylon, and Assyria, and the practice of human sacrifice.  Difficult as it may be, the story of Abraham’s near sacrifice of Isaac provides a ringside seat to view at close quarters and feel the dilemma about human sacrifice which troubled Israel for thousands of years.  
The story goes that when Abraham eventually had a close encounter with the living God on the Holy Mount Moriah, God made it quite clear that God did not want this human sacrifice.  Abraham is called the father of faith in the true God.  He is in all three of the world’s Abrahamic faiths the initiator of a process by which people may eventually realize that God does not require sacrifice—that is, ritual violence—to be appeased.  But it doesn’t happen all at once.  In fits and starts, the people of Israel found themselves in a big story with this God, who moved them and shaped them, with a covenant, with the prophets, and in due course a Messiah.  Finally, Jesus appeared, and Christians will subsequently realize that this is the real God, the one who offered himself as the sacrifice to undo all sacrifice.  “We have been healed by his bruises,” the prophet Isaiah said.  The Bible came to birth in a society where the violent, scapegoating mechanism was fully operational, but it is the genius of Biblical revelation that it slowly unmasked the horror of it, and offered an alternative.  Abraham told his son, “God himself will provide…”  Read in this way, our engagement with the biblical story can move us Christians to another level of interpretation and another way of being healed of our own violence.
In the historical novel "Silence," Shusaku Endo tells the story of a Jesuit missionary to Japan in the 17th century who is faced with the choice of watching his peasant congregation tortured and killed, or trampling upon an image of Christ to show his loyalty to the Emperor.  The priest is torn between his love for his flock, and faithfulness to Jesus.  The priest’s foot aches, when he hears Jesus speak to him, "Trample, trample! It is to be trampled on by you that I am here."

When we are confronted with difficult passages in the Bible we are placed in a similar situation.  On the one hand we feel compelled to condemn the horrific idea of God demanding human sacrifice or ethnic cleansing.  On the other we want to defend God's justice and the Bible’s reliability.  But the scandalous message of the cross gives us another option: God came into the world and was falsely declared guilty and condemned to die for the sake of the ungodly.  He did not seek to defend himself, but was condemned for the sake of the unrighteous.  Jesus gave his life for his enemies; God died for the Amalekites just as much as for sinners like you and me.  Would not that same God call us to care, not for God’s reputation, but for the lives of those?  
Reading the Bible, not just superficially, but closely, regularly, in conversation with other Christians, both of the past and the present, works on us in this way.  So I commend again to us all an encounter with God, through the scriptures that Christians have read for centuries.  I don’t know how other faiths will examine their own texts, traditions and practices in order to overcome “violence in the name of God,” but I do trust that the God that has been revealed in Jesus will heal all of us.  AMEN.
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