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 Over the past few weeks, emails and Facebook posts have been flying back and forth 

among clergy as many of us struggled with sermons for today.  Nobody ever wants to preach on 

the Binding of Isaac, as today’s first reading is known in the Jewish tradition.  And yet, this is 

such an offensive story that it would be difficult to ignore.  I saw one impassioned plea on the 

internet which argued that no preacher should preach from this story today in the face of the 

rising awareness of child abuse, since it seems that accusation could be leveled at both God and 

Abraham.  The Bible is famous for giving us spare accounts of the stories of how God and 

people interact, leaving us to fill in the blanks.  It is perhaps telling that after Isaac’s dialog with 

his father in this story we hear no words from Isaac’s mouth again until his deathbed blessing of 

his own deceitful son, Jacob.  In fact, it is not even clear that Isaac came down off the mountain 

with Abraham that fateful day, leaving some Jewish commentators to wonder if Abraham had 

not in fact gone through with the sacrifice, after all.  At the very least it must have destroyed all 

trust between father and son. 

 Wilfred Owen, a young, decorated British soldier during WWI took to writing poetry as 

he recovered from what then was known as “shell shock.”  In his poem entitled “The Parable of 

the Old man and the Young,” Owen retells the Binding of Isaac story with a few variations.  The 

altar Abraham builds is likened to the parapets and trenches of the WWI battlefield.  The angel 

says to Abraham of the sacrificial animal God has provided: “offer the Ram of Pride instead of 

him.”  At that point, the poet takes license, departing completely from the Biblical text, ending 

with this startling line: “But the old man would not so, but slew his son, and half the seed of 



Europe, one by one.”  We who are becoming acquainted with ceaseless wars can understand how 

Owen connected the dots between his experience and the sacrifice of Isaac. 

 However we imagine the story of the Binding of Isaac to have ended and however we 

wish it had not even begun, we are left to wrestle with this terrifying and brutal story which 

seems to validate our worst fears of a bloodthirsty Old Testament God and a very flawed 

Patriarch.  You will remember that in the past two weeks we have read about how Abraham and 

Sarah were blessed with a child in their old age, a child they named Isaac, meaning the one who 

laughs.  And how Abraham, to satisfy Sarah’s jealousy, drove the slave with whom he had 

earlier borne a son, Hagar, and her infant son into the wilderness to die—so as not to confuse the 

blood line.  Abraham’s credentials as a father were not exactly stellar even before he bound his 

son Isaac to the wood, lit the fire, and raised the cleaver. 

 Tradition holds this story to be all about Abraham’s faithfulness to God even in the 

ultimate of tests.  But it still leaves us wondering what kind of God would ask this of someone in 

the first place.  And what kind of father would unquestioningly follow through?  How ironic is it 

that this very story is seen as the turning point in the religious and ethical development of the 

people of Israel?  Here the pagan practice of burning babies to placate the gods was repudiated.  

Israel parted company with other Near Eastern religions when its God—our God—stayed 

Abraham’s hand.   That is our high-minded conclusion, but one which does not seem to be 

supported by this text.  In other situations, Abraham argued with God’s orders.  Not here.  And 

God’s opinion spoken by the angelic messenger seems to see this whole incident as an 

acceptable test.  As if we might find the same thing on our own exam papers some time. 

 My Old Testament professor, Ellen Davis, reminds us that as Christians we see a 

connection between this story and the story of Jesus’ death on the cross.  That is why the Binding 



of Isaac is one of the Easter Vigil readings.  We connect the God who commanded Abraham to 

sacrifice his only son to the God who sacrifices his only Son.  Davis says that without the 

fundamental and crucial information we gain from the Binding of Isaac story about who God is, 

we would never be able to understand Good Friday. 

 So what exactly does this awful story tell us about who God is?  It tells us just how 

vulnerable God has chosen to be in order to be in covenant relationship with us.   

 The entire body of Hebrew Scripture is about the relationship between God and people 

throughout history.  And if you think of that story in the book of Genesis which precedes the 

Binding of Isaac, then you have to acknowledge that human beings did not have a great track 

record.  We had broken God’s heart again and again.  It was that free will thing.  Once we ate of 

the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil and became like God in our ability to choose our own 

path in life, we became unstoppable delinquents.   There was no reason God should have trusted 

us to keep our part of any bargain. 

 In Abraham, God was trying something new.  After Creation it took only one generation 

for us humans to begin killing one another.  And by the sixth chapter of Genesis the earth was so 

full of violence that God tried to make a clean sweep of things with the flood.  But the Tower of 

Babel shows us that nothing had really changed.  The Bible shows us a story of steady alienation 

from God, of human rejection of God.  So in Abraham, God was trying something new.  God 

was going to work to bless all humankind through this one man, this one family, this one people. 

 By entering into covenant relationship with Abraham, God had put all the eggs in one 

basket.  And Abraham had disappointed God many times—for example, in jumping the gun and 

trying to make God’s promise of offspring happen through Hagar when Sarah seemed unable to 

deliver.  So God devised a test:  the ultimate test for Abraham, to see if he could be faithful.  



“The fate of the cosmos, God’s dream for all the world, was teetering in the balance as Abraham 

and Isaac were climbing the mountain.” (Davis, P. 61) 

 This story tells us how important it was to God that Abraham be faithful.  It tells us that 

God was amazingly vulnerable.  Covenant relationship, a relationship of love, makes us all 

vulnerable, as anyone who has ever loved knows.  And this story shows us that, having entered 

into covenant relationship with human beings, having desired to be loved by choice and not by 

cosmic power play, God has made God’s own omnipotent self vulnerable.  When we are 

unfaithful, it hurts God.  And the circle is complete.  When Jesus hangs on the cross, we see a 

son of Abraham sparing nothing, totally faithful in relationship with God.  At that same moment 

we see in Jesus God’s total faithfulness to us expressed as excruciating vulnerability. 

 This is our God:  not thirsting for blood, but for true love.  And this incredible 

vulnerability, this painfulness we all know and share as human beings, has become a part of the 

divine reality.  All for the sake of love. 

 

 

Citations are from Getting Involved with God: Rediscovering the Old Testament by Ellen F. 
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