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Faithful God, your love stands firm from generation to generation, your 
mercy is always abundant. Give us open and understanding hearts, that 
having heard your word, we may seek Christ's presence in all whom we 
meet. Amen. 
 

“A Difficult Story” 
Today concludes our mini arc on Abraham and Sarah with the chilling  
story about the sacrifice of Isaac, or what Jews refer to as “the Akedah”.   
 
According to Genesis, these are the last words God spoke directly to 
Abraham: “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to 
the land of Moriah and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the 
mountains that I shall show you” (Genesis 22:2). After this, Abraham never 
again hears the voice of God.  
 
The stakes could not be higher. God commands Abraham to sacrifice  not 
only his long-awaited heir, but his “only son,” whom he loved (verse 2).  
 
This story has engendered heated debate over the centuries. Is it a story 
about an abusive God, a misguided Abraham, religious violence at its 
worst? Or is it a story about faith and obedience? 
 
There is a Yiddish folk tale that goes something like this: Why did God not 
send an angel to tell Abraham to sacrifice Isaac?       

 

Because God knew that no angel would take on such a task. Instead, the 
angels said, “If you want to command death, do it yourself.” 
 



 
 
This story raises so many questions. Big questions. Questions about the 
kind of father who would hear this Voice in his head and follow it. 
Questions about Abraham’s unflinching obedience to God.  And questions 
about the kind of God who would ask someone to do this.  This is one of 
the most terrifying stories in the Bible.  It shows us a face of God we’d 
rather not see. 
 
I was trying to think of other Bible stories that are as awful as this one.  I 
couldn’t think of many.   The Bok of Job is pretty bad; there’s a psalm about 
bashing babies’ heads against rocks that is gruesome; and there are stories 
about murders and stonings and rapes. 
 
But in this story, there’s no apparent reason for God testing Abraham; the 
storyteller doesn’t tell us if the test is for God’s sake or Abraham’s sake.  
And Abraham’s intentions and thoughts are hidden fom the reader.  We 
don’t know why he blindly followed God’s command, only that 3 times he 
said, “Here I am,” and did what God commanded him to do.  His words to 
the servants are chilling, and Isaac’s question to him is naïve.  What was 
going on inside Abraham’s mind during their 3 day journey to Mount 
Moriah?   Did he ever stop to question God, did he ever turn around and 
tell Isaac, “You know what, son, I think we’ll skip that sacrifice.”  What did 
he think when he saw the place where the sacrifice was to happen? 
 
We don’t know.  All we know is what the narrator tells us, which is lean and 
stark.  If anything, the absence of details heightens the literary suspense of 
the story. 
 
As you can imagine, there are many responses to the story.  Bob Dylan 
wrote about this story in his song “Highway 61 Revisited” that makes an 
interesting connection between fathers sacrificing their children and the 
countless young men who were sent to fight and to die in Vietnam by the 



United States government. I learned just this past week that renowned 
American sculptor George Segal created a powerful commemorative work 
meant to memorialize the Kent State shootings. Titled Abraham and Isaac: 
In Memory of May 4, 1970, Kent State University, the statue portrays the 
biblical scene of a father with a drawn knife about to sacrifice his son, using 
it as an allegory for state violence, intergenerational conflict, and 
compassion.  
 
Because the sculpture was highly controversial and featured an upraised 
knife, the Kent State University board of trustees ultimately rejected the 
commissioned piece in 1978, claiming it was too inflammatory or 
inappropriate. Following its rejection, Princeton University accepted the 
donation, where it still stands today between the Princeton Chapel and 
Firestone Library. 
 
Post Holocaust, some theologians question why God didn’t save the 
children from the gas chambers when God did save Isaac.  A rabbinical 
midrash on the text does include Abraham questioning God.  And many 
others have simply stated that Abraham’s response to God should have 
been the same one Jesus gave to Peter: get behind me, Satan. 
 
Many midrashists have asked: Where was Sarah when this command was 
given to Abraham? A variety of stories have emerged in an attempt to 
address this. In one contemporary midrash, Rivkah Lubitch imagines that 
God comes to Sarah first and says, “Take your son, your only one, whom 
you love, Isaac, and take him to the land of Moriah and offer him up.” Sarah 
says to God, “No. A mother does not slaughter her children.” Thus Sarah, 
Lubitch imagines, passes the so-called “test.”  
 
The midrash continues t imagine that The next morning Sarah discovers 
that neither Abraham nor Isaac are present. With horror, she recognizes 
that God said the same thing to Abraham, and he has made a completely 
different decision. To willingly climbs a mountain to kill his son.  Why, we 



ask, would he do that?  How could he do that?  And what kind of God 
would ask for a child to be sacrificed? 
 
Perhaps you’ll feel better when I tell you that this story reflects the culture 
of the day, where child sacrifice outside of Israel was practiced by some 
Near Eastern cultures.  However, it wasn’t a practice the Israelites followed 
and, in fact, child sacrifice was strictly forbidden.  There are two references 
in the book of Leviticus prohibiting people from sacrificing a child to the 
god Molech, a Canaanite deity who was a god of the underworld.  There are 
plenty of interpreters who say that God’s test was a test to see if Abraham 
had given up the practice of human sacrifice.  And there are others who say 
the story was a passionate argument against the practice because it 
showed its original audience that God is not that kind of God.   Either way, 
the point is that the story was originally told for the sole purpose of 
teaching people to do the exact opposite of what Abraham did. 
 
Which is good news, yes?  When I read that I was relieved.  But . . .but, 
we’re still left with the story in the Bible . . .it’s a part of our sacred story . . . 
so as much as we might want to tear it out, or chalk it up to a sign of its 
times, I don’t think we can.  I think it behooves us to look this story squarely 
in the face and ask, “What does it mean for us today?  What is God’s word 
trying to say to us today through this chilling story?” 
 
Well, I think one thing this story is trying to say is that God can and will ask 
us to do some very difficult things.  And that’s not a message that always 
sits well with us and it’s a difficult message for us to hear, because 
contemporary society likes to emphasize what God can do for us, not what 
God demands from us.  I think one of the reasons Genesis 22 is so shocking 
is because it places a demand on us, a big demand of a demanding God 
who wants our sole allegiance and demands that we let go of those things 
we hold most precious.  It’s the type of demand Jesus placed on his 
disciples when he told them to deny themselves and take up the cross and 



follow him, to not look back, to not even take the time to attend your 
father’s funeral.   
 
This is not the God we like to follow, because by and large we like God to 
make us feel good about who we are and what we do.  We like a God who 
provides for us without asking anything from us in return.  We like a God 
we can serve without it costing us anything.  But can God be served without 
costing us anything?  The hard lesson of this story is no, God cannot.   
 
This message doesn’t sit well.  What does sit well today is what one 
commentator calls “Christianity Lite”, which is a brand of Christianity that 
takes all the pesky inconveniences and demands out of Christianity.  You 
can participate in a few activities here and there, but there is no need to do 
anything uncomfortable, and certainly nothing life changing.  And God 
would never make any demands of you, never ask you to make a 
commitment, let alone make a sacrifice.  Christianity lite churches, as one 
writer said, may be full of people but they have very few disciples.  
 
Perhaps the appeal of "Christianity Lite" is that it asks so little of us. We all 
prefer a faith that is comfortable, one that reassures us more than it 
challenges us, one that blesses our lives without changing them. We'd 
rather God affirm our plans than interrupt them. But the story of Abraham 
reminds us that the life of faith has never been about convenience. It has 
always involved costly trust. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, one of the most influential theologians of the 20th 
century, who happened to know a little something about sacrifice, once 
made a critical observation of Protestant churches in the US.  The cushions 
on the pews of most Protestant churches became for Bonhoeffer a 
metaphor for a church that valued comfort more than commitment to the 
gospel.   
 
Bonhoeffer (as you’ve heard me say before) also coined the phrase “Cheap 
grace”; it was one his favorite subjects.  Bonhoeffer said the difference 



between God’s grace and cheap grace is that the former is a gift from God, 
freely given, which stirs us to follow Christ.  But the latter, cheap grace, stirs 
nothing in us but a feel good feeling.  Cheap grace is believing that I don’t 
have to do anything-for anyone-because Jesus has done everything for me. 
Cheap grace is believing that God will never make any demands on me, 
never ask me to sacrifice, and never ask me to do anything I’m not already 
doing. 
 
But friends, the hard news Genesis 22 teaches us is that demands will be 
placed on us; God will ask us to do something we’re not already doing; and 
sacrifices will have to be made. 
 
Of course, for most of us, God is not asking us to climb a mountain with a 
knife in our hands. But God does still ask difficult things of God's people. 
God asks us to forgive when we'd rather stay angry. To tell the truth when a 
lie would be easier. To give generously when we'd rather hold tightly to 
what is ours. To welcome the stranger. To stand beside the vulnerable. To 
love our enemies. To choose integrity over popularity, compassion over 
comfort, service over self-interest. 
 
Every one of those choices costs us something. Every one asks us to lay 
something on the altar—our pride, our fear, our resentment, our security, 
our need to be right. 
That is the sacrifice God desires. Not the sacrifice of our children, but the 
sacrifice of our hearts. Not violence, but trust. Not death, but lives that are 
wholly given over to God. 
 
 
Friends, Genesis 22 offers a powerful, and yes controversial, message to the 
type of Christianity so rampant today; the one that takes all the pesky 
inconveniences and demands out of Christianity and says there is no need 
to do anything uncomfortable, and certainly nothing life changing. And yes, 
Genesis 22 is shocking, but not because of its allusion to child sacrifice. It’s 



shocking because of the demands it places on us, showing us that God is 
not only a giving God but also a a God who asks things of us. 
 
Amen. 
 
Let us pray. 
Faithful God, give us the courage to trust you when the way is difficult, the 
wisdom to discern your voice, and the grace to follow Christ wherever he 
leads. May our lives be living sacrifices, offered in love and gratitude to you. 
Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




