
Back to Basics -- Proper9A 
 
Our story from Genesis today begins like this: Now Abraham 
was old, well advanced in years (which to me means the same 
thing, but they really want to make the point: he was ooolldd) 
and the Lord had blessed Abraham in all things(blessed in all 
things – imagine! What would it take for us to consider 
ourselves blessed in all things? And yet, since we are, or claim 
to be direct descendants of Abraham, then we too might be 
considered blessed in all things. But it is, at the very least 
difficult to think of oneself as blessed in all things, I say it’s 
difficult, but the truth is I don’t know that, because I have never 
experienced any considerable period of time when I didn’t 
think of at least one way in which I was, however manageably, 
beset. But Abraham is said to be just that. God knows he is, we 
know he is, but does Abraham know it? He does have his share 
of difficulties. Perhaps the question is posed so that we, who 
are spiritual descendants of Abraham will be forced to decide 
for ourselves, each of us, if we are indeed blessed in all things. 
And as we live our lives and grow older, if we want to grow 
wiser, we must turn to see how our ancestors, the blessed in all 
things ones, learned to grow wiser as they grew older, how 
they came to see themselves as blessed in all things. 

In this story, Abraham shows us how to be a parent. Well, 
technically, he shows us how to arrange a marriage, but that 
specific skillset isn’t too valuable to us anymore. But we can 
take some insight about how to be a parent, how to shape, or at 
least influence our progeny and thus our legacy, from 
Abraham’s adventures.  

Abraham said to his servant, the oldest of his house, who had 
charge of all that he had, “Put your hand under my thigh and I 
will make you swear by the Lord, the God of heaven and earth.”  
(So this is not just any old messenger, this is Carson the Butler. 



This is the “A” team.  (The put your hand under my thigh thing 
is a prehistorically honored way of expressing the utmost 
loyalty a subordinate could have, to a leader or master or 
parent; the thigh being the greatest, most central element of a 
man’s strength).  Abraham tells Carson to go get his son Isaac a 
wife.  (Actually he says “my son, my only son,” which we know 
isn’t true, so we definitely know which side of the family had 
control of the official story. And it looks like we’re not going to 
learn much about truth telling from these folks either).  
Nevertheless, Abraham says, ‘I want a wife for my son from the 
old country.’  So either he’s a bigot, which doesn’t help us 
much, or this is a way of saying he wants to get back to his 
roots. If Isaac marries a girl from the old country, then 
Abraham’s grandchildren will be connected to his history, and 
have access to the wisdom of the generations of his people. 

Carson tries to talk him out of it. ‘What if she won’t come all the 
way out here to Canaan? Then I’ll have to take Isaac all the way 
there and leave him. You don’t want me to do that, do you?’ 

But Abe is certain. God is directing and protecting him as he 
decides and acts; he is blessed in all things, and he knows it. If 
the plan doesn’t work, he promises not to hold Carson 
responsible.  So off he goes, back to the old country, where he 
hangs around the oasis and prays to God for success.  

You and I don’t have butlers. Which means if we’re going to 
enjoy and maybe even benefit from this story, we have to 
relate to it in a different way.  We could treat the story the 
same way the Jungians treat dreams, wherein the different 
characters in the story are just different aspects of ourselves.  
That way everybody is us. Who doesn’t like being the center of 
attention? In this scenario, Abraham is seen to choose the most 
trustworthy, reliable, integral parts of himself to look into the 
wisdom of the past, to avail himself of its power and depth, and 



to bear witness to this power to and through his children.  
Maybe there is something about truth telling in here after all. 

So his best self, Carson, goes back to arrange the marriage of 
his greatest gift, Isaac to the most sublime and beautiful 
cultural wellspring Rachel. This is sounding more and more 
like Anglican theology all the time: Scripture, Tradition and 
Reason! But what does it have to do with parenting? Perhaps it 
is as simple (as simple and as profound) as this: whatever we 
seek for our children, whatever we recommend they pay 
attention to, whatever we try to convince them of, let it be a 
product of the life we have lived and the faith we possess. Let it 
not be a reflection of our frustrations and fears. If we do our 
own growing up and resist the urge to push the tough 
questions onto the next generation, then we are being 
nurturing parents. If we try to convince our children that our 
curses have defined us more than our blessings, then we harm 
and handicap the very ones through whom we would live and 
be remembered. 

Abe wants a good relationship for Isaac; he wants to establish a 
precedent for good relationships in his family, which, don’t 
forget, stands to number as numerous as the stars in the 
heavens, or the sand. Good relationships start at home. Actual 
on the Jungian dream theory, good relationships start with 
trying to help the voices in your own head get along with each 
other. As the chosen one of God, the one who is blessed by God 
in all things, if Abraham is going to, as the saying goes, ‘clean 
house and let the grace come in,’ he has to start with himself, 
with his very own life.  That’s why he returns to his roots to 
find the mother of his grandchildren, to establish the 
foundation of his new family. He gets back to basics. 

Jesus too is teaching about basics today. If Abraham can help us 
understand the psychology of parenting, Jesus is adamant that 



we allow our hearts and minds to be influenced by God as Holy 
Ghost. His gift of witness in this story is that the life of the spirit 
consists in letting our psychology be affected, altered, 
transformed by the absurd glory of neighbor love. For Jesus, 
this kind of life has its own set of basics: humility, generosity, 
childlike wonder. The most basic element of a spiritual life is 
an appetite for seeking justice that leads to peace. The imagery 
in Psalm 45 portrays God’s power as evident in justice and 
peacemaking. Triumphant as it is, it is a triumph of quietening. 
And in our Genesis story, notice Rebekah has a choice, she is 
not ordered or forced to join her new family. It is a peaceful 
development, with no hostages or involuntary servitude. 

Jesus has come to initiate a human history characterized by 
justice and peacemaking instead of domination and power. God 
knows, as well as you and I do, that we humankind have 
slowed this project of his in innumerable, stunning and awful 
ways.  But equally clear is the reason, the commission and the 
vocation we have to live our lives in resistance to injustice, 
misuse of power, and desperate greed wherever and whenever 
we encounter it. The process, of course has to begin between 
our own ears. This is the first house to clean. 

The childlike “understanding” Jesus talks about is one of faith, 
not of intellectual discernment. Organized grownups in charge 
of things tend to want to get their ducks in a row before they 
start fooling around with letting go of power for others’ sake, 
or making justice the primary goal instead of order. That would 
be wacky, irresponsible, and unacceptably risky. But only such 
a childlike faith, such a spiritual, anti-intellectual kind of 
understanding will serve to enable us to follow Jesus, to act on 
God’s behalf. 

Jesus offers an easy yoke – a bar to carry heavy burdens – not 
as some miraculous spell that eliminates the burden entirely, 



but that fits one’s shoulders perfectly so that whatever the 
burden is, it can be carried as lightly as possible. You know 
when you do a job of work, what a great difference your tools 
can make.  The right hammer, the right axe, the right sickle or 
blade or spade will not eliminate the work we have to do with 
it, but they will make it possible for us to do our work to the 
best of our ability. And allow us to move forward with the next 
task.  

I’m reminded of the fellow who talked about his favorite axe. 
This axe was just the right size and weight, swinging it seemed 
almost effortless, and it always seemed to bite into the wood 
where he wanted it to, at just the right angle.  Of course it’s had 
a lot of new handles and a couple new heads over the years, 
but was still his same favorite axe. We are not standing still. 
Our growing strengths and adaptability can start to surprise us 
as we grow in our spiritual understanding.  And as the light 
yoke Jesus offers becomes a more natural part of our 
shoulders, we find our ability to do this kind of work only 
increases – we realize we’ve begun sharing the burdens of 
others from time to time too, almost naturally. Our taste and 
facility for this start to become habitual. All the while, our 
awareness and forgiveness of our own and others’ 
shortcomings, and even failures deepens.  We’re not here to 
discuss or plan Armageddon or the cataclysmic end times. The 
Apocalypse Jesus is interested in, the revelation he offers 
consists of billions of tiny human responses to suffering, 
misfortune and longing. God’s triumphs take place a little at a 
time, across the spans of individual lives, in the quiet choices of 
loving hearts and the small accomplishments of the loving 
hands of God’s yoke-bearing, donkey-riding, easygoing people. 

 

 


