The Labyrinth, the Wilderness and the Pasture
A sermon delivered at Chung Chi College Chapel, November 25, 2008, Andrew Ng, College Chaplain


Today is the last Sunday of the Christian calendar. Next week we will start a new Christian year with the inception of the season of Advent and the change of the color for the drape. During the Advent season we will have candle lighting for the call to worship. In these last days of the church year we want to conclude the last days of the life of Abraham on whose life we have been preaching for three months.

Without land Abraham traversed between wilderness and pasture

Today’s topic: The Labyrinth, the wilderness and the pasture may be applicable to Abraham’s life. He had been promised to have the land of Canaan. But that promise was not fulfilled yet during his life, not even until he died. After Abraham went out from Ur he had made abode in alien lands from one place to another as sojourner. He even had taken refuge in Egypt to avoid the famine in Canaan. He was promised to the land of Canaan. But the land had been put in hold for four generations (430 years). Without land he could not settle down. He was a wandering nomadic chief and traversed between wilderness and pasture with his cattle and people and did transactions as trader. The writer of the Book to the Hebrews writes of him: “By faith he stayed for a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob.” (Heb. 11 9) 
Abraham’s internal journey of faith is one of wilderness and pasture too. In the wilderness we are confronted with the dangers of beasts, extreme weather and lack of food and water. But the danger of disorientation and get astray is more frightening. Wilderness has no landmark and guidepost. In the wilderness of faith one easily gets lost without the guidepost. When God puts a hold on his promise and the situation turns rough, our faith may falter. For twice out of fear of being killed he told Pharaoh of Egypt and Abimelech of Gerar in south Palestine that Sara was his sister. When Hagar was treated roughly by vengeful Sarah he kept silent to let miserable Hagar escape and exposed to the danger of wilderness. But each time when Abraham got into trouble the Lord intervened to render timely help. The Lord stopped Pharaoh and Abimelech and protected Abraham and Sarah. He approached and comforted the diserted Hagar and Ishmael and revealed to them God had a plan for them. God is God of seeing.
Abraham was also led to refreshing pasture when he was spiritually down. One evening he came out of the tent and looked at the numerous stars that were there millions years ago and thought of his mortality and transience and became greatly saddened of the fact he had no son. How could he inherit the promise land? The Lord appeared to him and cut a covenant to reiterate his promise. When the sun had gone down and it was dark, Abraham witnessed the passing of a smoking furnace through the sacrifices. God sealed his promise with his life and he did not fall back on his words. 
Pasture after pasture Abraham had found when he trusted God. With the divine help he led the armed force of 318 to defeat the alliance headed by Chedoriaomer, King of Elam and got back his nephew Lot. His faith was strengthened by the mutual consolation with Melchizedek, King of Salem and priest of God. He got so close to God as friend negotiating with one another when he fervently interceded for Sodomy and Gomorrah to be spared of the doom brought by their own sins. 
Labyrinth experience at Mount Moriah


So Abraham traversed between wilderness and pasture as a nomadic sojourner and as a pilgrim of faith. But at Mount Moriah the bewilderment was so great that he seemed to have entered into a Labyrinth. Why did God ask him to scarify Isaac? Why did God take away what he had given? Why did God command the sacrifice of human life? Abraham should know the tradition of the prohibition of sacrificing human life. The prohibition was later codified by the time of Moses. The Mount Moriah event is full of tension and suspense. In the Labyrinth Abraham was threatened with dead end. Yet at the critical moment as he lifted up the knife, a ram was found caught by the horns in the bush. He had found through path. That is the trick of Labyrinth---holding to the clue one can come out and not trapped. 


Labyrinth was a maze like structure in the Greek mythology built by the shrewd architect and designer Daedalus at the instruction of King Minos of Crete to imprison the Minotaur, a human- head-bull-body creature. The Minotaur was the grown-up child that came out of the illegitimate love between a charming white bull and Queen Pasiphae. The lovely infant became a fierce half human and half beast creature. Daedalus led Minos inside the Labyrinth and escaped by following the clue or thread he had brought with him. Theseus was the prince of Athens who was known for his courage to kill the Minotaur to save his people trapped in the Labyrinth. Again Theseus came out safe by the clue given by Minos’ daughter who fell in love of Theseus. 

The story of the Labyrinth is instructive for the understanding of Christian life. Life is like walking in the Labyrinth which is full of bewilderment. Sometimes we are threatened with dead end. However if we hold on to the clue of faith we have through path. 
Kierkegaard styles the Labyrinth experience at Mount Moriah the theological suspension of the ethical.  The essence of Christian faith concerns the total dependence, and the leap of faith, not the external observance of ethical decency of brotherly love, social justice and the like that are in vogue in the nineteenth century in Europe. The difference between a maze and the Labyrinth is that in the maze we have dead alleys and in the Labyrinth there is no dead end. Since the Middle Age people makes use of the Labyrinth for spiritual walking in the monasteries and cathedrals. I saw a humble Labyrinth in the front courtyard in of a church in a small town in America. It takes about ten minutes to walk through. I have contemplated that may be one day we may have a Labyrinth for spiritual walking in our balcony floor beneath the chapel. 
The exit makes the spiritual walk complete. If we look at the Labyrinth in the handout downloaded from the internet we may notice that the entrance and the exit are the same. No spiritual walking is complete without exiting. We go back to where we come from. As such, after the spiritual top of Mount Moriah, the ensuing chapters accounting for the last days of Abraham leading to his death are important for our understanding of Christian pilgrimage. In these chapters we learn Abraham in calm spirit of faith, parted with his beloved wife Sarah, and with his son Isaac who got marry eventually, and his death. In fact the word exit in Latin may mean death. Suicide means ‘self exit’.  
Model of emulation, not icon of adoration: If at Moriah Abraham was taken away like Enoch and Elijah his portrayal of great faith may be an icon imprinted in our minds. We adore the legendary beautiful Princess Diana and charming John Kennedy because they were never old to us. They died young. Thus we remember the resounding words of John Kennedy: “Don’t ask what the country can do for you but ask what you can do for your country.” Dr. Martin Luther King too, also died of assassination at his prime age. So we remember his enchanting words: I have a dream….
The anticlimax: The parting of a beloved wife

But Abraham is the father of faith for us to emulate, not a legendary figure for us to adore. Faith equips us to take on all joys and pains of being a human. At the beginning of Chapter 23, we see Abraham an old man, parted with his long-time wife Sarah. “Sarah lived to be a hundred and twenty-seven years old. She died at Kiriath Arba (that is Hebron) in the land of Canaan, and Abraham went to mourn for Sarah and to weep over her.” (23: 1, 2) The description of the whole incidence is so calm and straightforward, sort of matter of fact---a quiet acceptance of what life should be. 
The mourning ritual

Some commentator points out that the construction of the sentence stresses more of the mourning ritual rather than personal affection. Though painful to lose a wife Abraham had to take care of those rituals that need to be taken care of as a husband. The ritual involved the arrangement of a funeral service whereby people and relatives may come to give condolences. Relatives and friends too need healing for the parting of their beloved. About half a year ago a professor of a certain local university had lost a son who committed suicide. The father was so painful that he could not speak a word for couple of days and decided at first to have a strictly private cremation service open to none. The wound is so deep that the father avoids healing. Later at the advice of the minister who visited the family who said not only the bereaved family but the whole campus community feel the pain and they need healing too. Eventually, a funeral service was arranged in the funeral parlor which was well attended by all ranking dignitaries of the university. The funeral parlor was overflowed because many people came to offer condolences to the bereaved family and they came for their healing too. On the way back after the cremation service the father said to the minister, “Andrew, it is a beautiful service, thank you. The funeral parlor is much warmer than the morgue.”
Buy the land for burial

The rest of the Chapter speaks of the mundane business of the acquisition of the land for burial. He first went to and sought favor from the Hittites under whose jurisdiction he made sojourn. With their help he was introduced to the landowner Ephron, son of Zohar. Abraham went through the normal channel of transaction and successfully cut a deal. He got the land and Machpelah cave to bury Sarah. All these call for time and energy, indeed a tiresome task for the bereaved family. Abraham undertook this task with calm spirit.      
Buy the land of hope

In the whole 23rd Chapter, there is no mention of the name of God. Abraham did not see the passing of smoking furnace, the appearance of angels and the provision of a ram. But faith diffuses the whole chapter. Abraham declined the offer of a free tomb by the Hittites. He insisted to possess a land of his own and zeroed in on Ephron who was willing to sell his land for profit. Abraham paid full price for it in order to show he was the sole owner thereafter. The acquisition of land is like the posting of a flag of occupation---an action of faith. Later he himself was buried in the land bought. So was Isaac (49: 32) and Jacob too, whose body was brought back from Egypt (50: 13). 
The Marriage of Isaac

Chapter 24 accounts for the story of arranging the marriage for Isaac. “Abraham was now old and well advanced in years, and the Lord had blessed him in every way. He said to the chief servant in his household, the one in charge of all that he had…’go to my country and my own relatives and get a wife for my son Isaac.” (24: 1, 2,4)

Last Saturday I had conducted a wedding in which the bride’s father came forward with great difficulty to sign for the marriage certificate. In fact the father thought he might not be able to come to the wedding owing to his heart problem. He was in hospital for a whole week. With strong will power and fervent prayer support he had come and signed the certificate for his seventh and last daughter. I noticed tears down from his eyes at the conclusion of the wedding. 


In another wedding I was astonished and scared to see the father kissed the bride when he delivered his daughter to the groom. My astonishment was that he raised up the veil a bit and kissed her. My instant reaction is to use my hand to cover the veil. Only the groom has the privilege to unveil! That is a very special father. The bride at the acknowledge time expressed deep gratitude to her father for his carrying of her backpack and walking her to the bus stop during primary and early first year of secondary school. And the father asked me later: Isn’t it usual to kiss the bride this way? I said, “Yes, it was the first time and I was really scared at that moment.” 

Today we may not be able to arrange marriage for our children. We are grateful if they will bring their girl friends and boy friends to visit with us. At least we hope they will tell us first when they plan to get marry. The parting with our children in their marriage is not easy. We need grace to let go. There is always the lingering anxiety of empty nest. As parents we control our children, we give guidance as friends when they are teenagers and we will bless them and let go when they are adults. But parents are usually slow to learn that our children have grown up already. 
We should take note of Abraham’s insistence of returning his home to get a bride for Isaac. Abraham understood the heritage of faith was of paramount importance. As Christian parents, our most precious inheritance that we can pass on to our children is our faith and role model of being faithful to our faith. We do not understand the wonder of life and the mystery of the unfolding of history. Yet God has made use of us to give birth to life and the shaping of life that affects thousands and thousands of life. Abraham was faithful to his calling as a parent. I think if Christian parents pray and watch for their children’ marriage as much as they pray for their spiritual life we may save some marriages.
Abraham died

Chapter 25 tells about Abraham’s exit. “Abraham left everything he owned to Isaac. But when he was still living, he gave gifts to the sons of his concubines and sent them from his son Isaac to the land of the east. Altogether, Abraham lived a hundred and seventy-five years. Then Abraham breathed his last and died at a good old age, an old man and full of age.” (25: 5-7) 


Only a few lines account for the departure of Abraham—his exit. To Abraham it is a full stop. But to God the departure is just a semi-colon. The story of Isaac, Jacob and Joseph go on.

Conclusion: 
The Labyrinth, the wilderness and the pasture is the topic of today’s sermon. It is the portrayal of Abraham’s life. When I ponder to give a Chinese translation I have two words, one is printed in our bulletin (迷宮). The other is in our handout (明陣). Labyrinth can be a bewildering maze of dead end or a spiral spiritual walk of through path. It depends on two things. First what lays in the center of the Labyrinth? If there lays the Minotaur, creature of our illegitimate love, we may have dead alleys. At first illegitimate love may give the promise of a lovely infant and we hold it in our bosom. God said to Cain after he murdered Abel: “If you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.” (Gen. 4: 7) Isn’t this description of sin being a beast crouching for revenge a vivid description of the Minotaur in the center of the Labyrinth?
   
Secondly, do you have the clue to let you out? Or I may say how strong is your clue? To Abraham the clue is his faith in God. When the knife was raised he knew God would provide. Even if Isaac died as sacrifice God the father will raise him up. And we know that is true. When the only begotten Son died on the cross, the Father raised him up on the third day. And the prince of peace Christ the Theseus had overcome the Minotaur to deliver us. We have through path.
