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ABRAHAM’S DEATH

Two brothers were fighting over a piece of land.  They came to the Rabbi and asked him to settle the matter.  The Rabbi paused and then said.  “We’ll flip a coin.  The brother who wins gets to divide the land.  Then the other brother gets first choice.”

Every year on the second Friday of February, I drive over to Temple Beth El at 13 Mile Road and Telegraph. They host a lecture series sponsored by the Glaser Institute.  The Glaser Institute is a foundation dedicated to bringing Jewish, Christian, and Muslim religious leaders together to explore the things that make for peace.  Every year the Institute pays for a world renown Jewish scholar to give some morning lectures and then Temple Beth El treats everyone to a marvelous lunch.  Three to four hundred religious leaders from the Detroit area attend each year.  Best of all, the whole thing is free.  I’ve gone for the last five years and it has been an enriching continuing education experience for me.  I really look forward to it.

Now, two years ago the Glaser Institute brought in Rabbi Shelton Zimmerman, a noted Bible scholar.  He passed out copies of some passages in Genesis that roughly correspond to the passages you have on the front of your bulletin (Genesis 16:13-14; 24:62; & 25:7-11).                   

He reminded us of the story of Abraham.  Abraham was called by God to be the father of a nation who would represent God to the world.  But there was a problem.  Abraham was childless.  Since he wasn’t getting any younger, Sarah, his wife, decided to take matters into her own hands.  She offered Abraham a slave girl as a surrogate.  Abraham should have nixed the idea, but instead he enthusiastically embraced this male fantasy and got Hagar, the slave girl, pregnant.

While she was pregnant, Hagar made the mistake of gloating one too many times in front of Sarah.  Sarah pressured Abraham to get rid of the girl and she was sent off into the desert to fend for herself.  She almost dies in the desert.  But Hagar prays to God, Abraham’s God, to save her.  He does.  He answers her prayer.  She is led to an oasis, a well, and she is saved.  So she gives Abraham’s God a new name.  She calls God “El-roi” which means roughly “I have seen God and God has seen me.”

Now if you look at the front of your bulletin you will see what happens next.  “So she named the Lord who spoke to her, “You are El-roi”; for she said, ‘Have I really seen God and remained alive after seeing him?’  Therefore the well was called Be’er-la’ha-roi; it lies between Ka’desh and Be’red.”

Hagar had her baby and named him Ishmael.  She was called back to join Abraham’s family after Sarah became pregnant.  Sarah had a baby and named him Isaac.  Ishmael and Isaac played together.  One day when they were playing Sarah got jealous again.  She was afraid that because Ishmael was the real firstborn son of Abraham, he would be favored.  So, she made Abraham kick Hagar and Ishmael out.  It broke Abraham’s heart.  Once again Hagar is sent to the desert.  Where do you think they go?  Was it the place where God saw Hagar and she saw God?  Was it the place where Hagar found refuge and comfort from God?  Be’er-la’ha-roi was the place where Hagar and Ismael settled.  It is in the Negeb desert, but it was safe, and God protected them.

Now last week, I told you the story of Abraham’s Test of Faith, the sacrifice of Isaac on Mt. Moriah.  I mentioned that Isaac and Abraham climbed Mt. Moriah together, but only Abraham came down.  What happened to Isaac?  Where did he go?  Well, if you look at the second passage on the front of your bulletin you will read these words.  “Now Isaac had come from Be’-er-la’ha-roi, and was settled in the Negeb.”

It’s not a very big jump in logic to see that after the traumatic experience on Mt. Moriah, Isaac went to be with his brother down the in Negeb desert.  Perhaps they comforted one another.  After all, both boys had hardly been treated well by their father Abraham!

Then Rabbi Zimmerman pointed out last passage from Genesis on the front of your bulletin.  There you will read, “This is the length of Abraham’s life, one hundred seventy-five years.  Abraham breathed his last and died in a good old age, an old man and full of years, and was gathered to his people.  His sons Isaac and Ishmael buried him in the cave of Mach·pe’lah, in the field of E’phron son of Zo’har the Hit’tite, east of Mam’re, the field that Abraham purchased from the Hit’tites.  There Abraham was buried, with his wife Sarah.  After the death of Abraham God blessed his son Isaac.  And Isaac settled at Be’er-la’hai-roi.”

Now when the good Rabbi pointed this out I got goose bumps on my arms.  I immediately anticipated some of his conclusions.  I sat with rapt attention as he articulated them.

He said, Be’er-la’hai-roi is the holy ground where people who have been hurt and traumatized by life can come together and find peace and security.  He looked at us and said, “You are brothers of different lifestyles and temperaments.  You are brothers who approach the ‘God who sees’ in different ways.  You are brothers with a story to tell, a story of suffering.  You are brothers who trust in God to bring grace and healing and inner peace.  Look around you!  We are brothers!”

He said, Be’er-la’hai-roi was just a desert oasis, a well to stop at for refreshment, but it was home to two brothers who both had a right to be there and to live in peace.  He applied this truth to the Israelis and Palestinians who share the same holy ground now and urged us all, especially the Jews and Muslims in attendance, to emulate the attitude and practice of Isaac and Ishamel by recognizing each other’s suffering and living together in peace.

He said, Be’er-la’hai-roi is a place where God sees into the heart and responds to prayer.  It is a holy place where it is possible to live at peace with God and with one’s brother or sister.  But God has to be part of the equation.  God has to be honored and respected.  God’s wishes for healing and peace to be put into practice.  Praying and listening to God is the prerequisite for real peace.

He said, Be’er-la’hai-roi is where Ishamel, the father of the Arab peoples and Isaac, the father of the Jewish people once lived together side by side, in peace, with mutual respect for what the other brother had gone through.  “We did it once,” he said, “we can do it again!”

He said, Be’er-la’hai-roi must be the model for peace in the Middle East.  Both the Israelis and the Palestinians have suffered terribly, just like Isaac and Ishmael.  They find themselves together in a holy place, in the Holy Land.  They must see each other as suffering brothers instead of enemies.  They must look out for each other’s welfare.  They must both pursue the things that make for peace and justice.  They must both see one another as the brothers that they are.

He said, for us today, Be’er-la’hai-roi is the land of Israel and Palestine.  It belongs to both brothers.  Both brothers must take refuge in God and stop blaming each other for their terrible suffering.  Both brothers must value peace and justice.  Both brothers must learn to live together as they once did at Be’er-la’hai-roi.

Then, like a good preacher, he brought it home to roost.  He said, such conflict as we see in the land of Israel and Palestine is also in our hearts.  We must stop hating.  We must stop blaming.  We must find succor in God who sees us and longs for us to see Him.  We must learn to comfort one another and be brothers and sisters to one another.

He finished with a flourish.  He wanted us to reflect on our own attitudes and inclinations.  He wanted us to go to Be’er-la’hai-roi.  Not the place in the Negeb desert, but whatever holy ground we could find to take a stand with our brother, our neighbors, our relatives, even strangers.  No, not just in the church, the synagogue or the mosque!  He was saying that whatever circumstances of life we find ourselves in - that is Be’er-la’hai-roi.  That is the place where God is seeing us and where we can see God at work, moving us toward refuge and peace.  That is the place where we will find comfort and understanding and healing. That is the place where we must recognize that whoever we are interacting with is our brother, our sister. 

Just like us, our brothers and sisters are looking to be comforted and understood.  Just like Ishmael and Isaac, we can live together in peace and mutual respect if we want to, if we choose to, if we are determined to make it happen.

“What about you?” he said.  “What about you?”

I felt tears welling up in my eyes as I reflected on all the times when I failed to recognize that I was living in Be’er-la’hai-roi and got selfish, or paranoid, or aggressive, or demanding.  There are times when I do not honor my brother or sister.  There are times when I fail to recognize that God sees me and that I should be looking for God in whatever situation I find myself in.  There are times when I fail to recognize that those with whom I travel through this life, my brothers and my sisters, are looking for the same refuge, the same healing, the same kind of peace, that I am looking for.

While I was pondering all this, Rabbi Zimmerman made some remarks thanking his hosts and the honored guests who were present.  Then the lecture was suddenly over.  There was applause.  Everyone got up to go to lunch.  Only I couldn’t join them just then.  I slipped into a quiet corner and I prayed.  I prayed that the people living in Israel and Palestine would come to see themselves as brothers living in peace at Be’er-la’hai-roi.  I prayed that God would help me remember that Be’er-la’hai-roi could be anywhere God sees me and I see God at work bringing healing and refuge and peace to my formerly traumatized self or to those who are in distress around me.  I thanked God that I was not alone.  That there are others, brothers and sisters, who join me at Be’er-la’hai-roi!  That they want the same thing I want: peace, justice, love, and the companionship that comes from being together at the same well, the same oasis!

It’s but a short journey through this life.  We can, we must be brothers and sisters to each other, just like Ishmael and Isaac.

You must pray too brothers and sisters.  Pray for the spirit of Be’er-la’hai-roi to come to the Middle East.  May the spirit of Be’er-la’hai-roi embed itself into the minds and hearts of the Israelis and Palestinians living today.  Pray for peace in the current conflict.

And join me!  Join me in living life, always remembering that wherever we are, we too are living at Be’er-la’hai-roi, the place where God sees us and we can see God.  For wherever we are and in whatever circumstances we live, the God who rescued Hagar and brought Ishmael and Isaac together can do the same for us.  Amen?  Amen.

