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PREACHING TEXT ONLY 

 

The recommended readings for today include a story I could not read before the children left 

the room. In Genesis, the sacrifice of Isaac is a story about a father who thinks he hears God tell 

him to take his son up a mountain and sacrifice him on an altar to God. As written, the story 

ends well: an angel stops Abraham from killing his child and provides a ram for the sacrifice. 

Then God blesses Abraham for his faithfulness and submission to God’s most egregious 

demand. 

 

This story is horrible. No matter what theologians and rabbis have done through the ages to 

say, “But God …,” I remain unconvinced that the God I know in Jesus Christ would test us in this 

way. In other words, much of this story to me is not the Living Word of God.  

 

I’ve never really cared for Abraham in terms of his life as a husband, father, or spiritual 

ancestor. Besides the Isaac episode, he exiled his older son, Ishmael, with the child’s mother, 

sending them into the desert with too little bread and water to live on. He pretended to be his 

wife’s brother and pimped her out to a foreign king so he wouldn’t get killed. When he had a 

chance to save the city of Sodom, he actually debated with God for a bit and won their 

salvation if there were 10 righteous people there. But then he stopped.  

 



Why didn’t he negotiate down to one righteous person and, being considered such by God, go 

stand in the town square to be found. That’s what saints and saviors do. They save people even 

when they don’t deserve it.  

 

If the story of Abraham is to reveal something important about God, I pray that it is not that our 

God is some crazy puppeteer playing with us. 

 

The blues calls out that kind of god.  

 

It rebels against a god who is capricious and reminds God constantly that God is a saving God 

who rescues people from the troubles of the world, from the plantations and cotton fields, 

from the prison bars, from too little money, too much booze in other bars and rejection by the 

hot little number on the dance floor. The blues denies that the plantation master is God’s 

messenger on earth. The blues disregards the power of the oppressor while pointing to the 

reality of a world gone mad.  

 

Beginning in the Mississippi Delta from the field songs and spirituals of the slaves, the blues are 

the origin of the protest songs. With a call and response cadence, the blues echo the sound of 

prophets protesting the status quo and proclaiming hope by another way. So even though: 

 

Nobody knows the trouble I've seen 

Nobody knows my sorrow 

Nobody knows the trouble I've seen 

We can still finish with  

Nobody but Jesus 

 

Stephen J. Nichols says in his book Getting the Blues: What Blues Music Teaches Us About 

Suffering and Salvation, “The blues is a congregation that sings on Saturday night in expectation 

of Sunday.” (p. 171) 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1587432129/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=livfrothegrer-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1587432129
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1587432129/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=livfrothegrer-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1587432129


The blues are the Psalms of Lamentation. “How long, O Lord!” It is not so much a question as it 

is an exclamation. It is Isaac, laid out on a funeral pyre praying, “How long you gonna wait Lord? 

Come and save me from this crazy father of mine!”  

 

(MLK clip www.youtube.com/watch?v=TAYITODNvlM ) 

 

In the preaching of the prophets among us, we hear God’s blues. Jesus sent out his disciples to 

be prophets, like sheep in the midst of wolves, to do what God does: heal the sick, raise the 

dead, cast out demons, bring good news to the poor, freedom to the captives, and proclaim the 

year of the Lord’s favor. 

 

If that is the sound of a heavenly tune, prophets are standing at the crossroads, presenting the 

options, making sure the choices are known to those who come by. That a’way is death, and 

this a’way is life and hope and peace. 

 

The blues masters make a way to walk within life as it really is toward life as it really should be. 

That road led from the fields, to African-American churches, to the jazz bands of New Orleans, 

and to the northern urban blues in honkytonks from Memphis to St. Louis to Chicago to Detroit.  

 

We have the songs of W.C. Handy (who called himself the “Father of the Blues”), Blind Willie 

Johnson, Mamie Smith, Robert Johnson, Ma Rainey called by others the “Mother of the Blues,” 

Bessie Smith, BB King (the “King of the Blues”), Odetta (the “Voice of the Civil Rights 

Movement.”)  

 

The influence of the blues women and men is seen in nearly every aspect of American music 

since: rhythm and blues, jazz, country, folk, even rock-and-roll. Bob Dylan says he heard Odetta, 

sold his electric guitar, and bought an acoustic one, and the rest is history. Joan Baez credits 

Odetta with shaping her work. Across the pond, the Rolling Stones took their name from 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TAYITODNvlM


Muddy Waters’s song “Rollin’ Stone Blues.” They practiced while listening to Muddy and 

others.  

 

Prophets and righteous ones are called by Jesus to go out into the world and change it. The 

“kingdom” of heaven comes near when Jesus’ disciples bring the presence of God into the 

world of pain they encounter.  

 

If the disco we heard about last week was an escape, then the blues are the transformative 

power of being present in the moment of suffering singing, “Let your light shine on me.”  

 

With Isaac on that altar, with Jesus in Gethsemane, with the slaves of the South, the martyrs of 

every age, the resistance today, we need the blues, the “psalms of disorientation,” as Walter 

Brueggemann calls them. We need Psalm 13 with its accusations toward God, its request for 

intervention, its intimate “my God,” and the waiting—waiting for God to provide relief and 

salvation so we can sing “glory hallelujah.”  

 

And Father Abraham, well maybe he does teach us something about God: God’s love is for 

everyone, everywhere. No matter who you are or what you have done, God loves you and you 

might just be one of God’s prophets. 

 

It’s time to sing the blues of commitment. Released from the slaughter, resurrected, with the 

arc of the moral universe being bent by you justice-seekers toward God’s goodness, remind us 

in your song that we have a role to play, a life to live, and a life to enjoy: 

 

 (clip from “The Blues Brothers” www.youtube.com/watch?v=tUgavzoYKZI) 

 

 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tUgavzoYKZI


So, brothers and sisters: 

 

At Last Etta James 

When you come to the Crossroad  Robert Johnson 

Boom boom boom boom      Muddy Waters 

You know, Everybody got to die just well love your enemy.   Blind Willie McTell 

Whether you’re a Soul Man      Blues Brothers 

or Mustang Sally        Mack Rice  

or Johnny B Goode,        Chuck Berry 

and nobody knows the trouble you’ve seen    the slave peoples 

but Glory Hallelujah since you laid your burden down, The Elders McIntorsh and 

 Edwards' Sanctified Singers  

you know and you can believe that there’s something inside so strong.    Odetta 

Let your light shine,       Blind Willie Johnson 

you prophets and you righteous ones, sing with anyone who’s singin’ the blues.  

Tell ‘em: I’ll take care of you.       Joe Bonamassa, Beth Hart 

Sing with the King: 

I thank the Lord for letting me stay around a little longer.  

Lord knows, I love the life I live. B.B. King 

 

Amen. 

     


