
Reflection 28th June 
 
This story is awful.  
If you have read it through and you don’t find anything particularly offensive about it, take a 
moment and read it again.  
If you did find it horrific, know that you are not alone.  
My friend, another minister, and I were joking this week about how we often lean toward 
the lectionary reading that we feel the most resistance to. If one of the passages has us 
saying “ugh no, yuck”, we usually end up preaching that. Because I think there’s something 
fascinating in the fact that sections of our sacred text can inspire that reaction in us, and I 
refuse to think that we should ignore those sections.  
Today’s passage is hard though.  
We could read it, as so many have, as simply a story about Abraham’s great faith. So great 
he was willing to give that which was most precious to him, which was the point of course of 
God’s test in the first place.  
 
Or we could be willing to sit in the ickiness of it.  
Today I don’t have a problem and solution for you, or a direct moral learning drawn neatly 
from the passage for us to gather to ourselves. Not that I necessarily ever preach that way!  
 
Instead I’m going to present a few approaches, a few ways into the text, that will leave you 
with things to think about.  
I hope wherever you are you’ve already spent some time in discussion about this passage 
and the questions it raises. 
 
In the time Genesis was written, and certainly the time it was written about, the gods who 
were worshipped in that time and place were those who sought sacrifices, sometimes of 
children. Because Abram, as he was known then, has met God at a time later in his life, and 
because he is sort of the first person of this new faith relationship with God, before that 
time in his life he likely worshipped the gods of the land he lived in, and as such was 
probably pretty familiar with the notion of child sacrifice at least. 
 
In this story, we see Abraham asked by God to offer his son ritually, we see Abraham 
undertake to do just that, and then we see God say no. We see God mark Godself out as a 
divine presence who does not require this kind of sacrifice as necessary, over and against 
the other gods known at the time. Indeed it’s made explicitly clear in other parts of the OT 
that God is made angry by child sacrifice. And so we could have here a story that helps 
frame God as a new kind of God.  
 
We could remember what this story actually tells us. That, as mentioned, though the idea of 
killing Isaac seems to come from God for whatever reason, this is not a story about Isaac’s 
death. I realised this week that the story is often referred to as the binding of Isaac and 
wondered why that is, but of course it couldn’t be called the sacrifice of Isaac because no 
matter the horror of the request itself, which we’ll look at in a moment, and whatever else 
this story tells us; we do not end up with the story of a child sacrificed at the whim of a God 
or the decision of a man.  



God stops this from happening, and this is never spoken of again, except in the harshest 
terms. This is not something that is permitted. This is not something that at the end of the 
story is ok.  
 
I read of many people’s discomfort with this story this week, which is totally 
understandable. One response I read was simply of anger. The author said basically he 
refused to ever preach on this, because the church, with the awful history we hold when it 
comes to children and their protection, can’t be allowed to use children as props in our 
teachings, or be ok with the abuse of children, even within the context of an old story, the 
historical veracity of which could be debated. I have a lot of time for this view point, and will 
return to it momentarily. But I will say, that even holding all this, the takeaway from this 
emotive and tumultuous story, can’t actually ever be that God is ok with children ultimately 
being sacrificed at the whims of God or man.  
Now, victims of abuse could be retraumatised by this story, or empowered by it and its 
vision of a God who doesn’t let this happen. It’s not for me to say.  
 
Lastly I think we need to look at this story, and much more- we need to wade into this story, 
and look at it through our own eyes.  
Firstly, Abraham. A man who had stuffed up his whole identity as called by God a few times 
already, a man who had in our last story from Genesis, lost his other son Ishmael by not 
fighting hard enough for him, and a man who carries within him the burning promise of God 
that he will father generations of God’s people. A man who is now the father of one, who he 
loves with all his heart, seeing within him his hopes for the future and also the secrets and 
complexities of the universe, as all parents might when they look at their children.  
 
This is also a man who knew, more perhaps than any of us ever will, what it was like to 
know, to know in the way of being singled out by, regularly spoken to by, chosen and lifted 
up and blessed by, God. I wonder when I read these stories what it sounded like when God 
spoke to him? I wonder how he felt, if the wild divine presence was enough to turn him to 
liquid, how long it took him to get over his fear.  
 
And I wonder too at how much of a choice he could have felt he had. Not because God was 
strong arming him, but because if the voice who called the wind and waters into being, the 
voice of the all powerful, completely Other divine, loud, holy and strong is asking something 
of you, how much wherewithal would you have to possess to say ‘actually, no, that is awful 
and I can’t’? 
  
But he wasn’t just a man in relationship with the divine, he was a father. And his heart must 
have broken when he was faced with that impossible situation. Do you, if you can, defy God 
again, and risk it all, or do you give up your child, that which is most precious to you and 
close to your heart, and seemingly therefore give up your bright future anyway? How he 
must have wept as he walked up the mountain.  
 
And we have Isaac. An innocent, going along with his Dad to make a sacrifice. We’ve no way 
of knowing if he had any idea what was in store but he certainly knew when his Dad bound 
him and laid him on the altar.  
 



We also don’t know how both of these men were left after this. Yes God stops Abrahams’ 
hand, but we don’t know what scars they carried as they went home. Certainly Isaac is now 
rarely seen in the text until he is a man. Did he wake at night remembering the feel of the 
ropes on his wrists, wondering how his father could have undertaken the journey at all and 
unable to trust him ever again?  
Did Abraham carry his own nightmares and perhaps anger that he had ever been put in that 
position? Did he feel guilt around his neck all his days? We don’t know.  
 
And what of God? Is God a tyrant? Is God here asking what should not be asked? What does 
that mean for our view of God?  
 
Author Sarah Coakley offers some pretty helpful and profound insights into this text. She 
says this story gives us the chance, rather than to create meaning on a human level (what 
she sometimes refers to as horizontal meaning), to instead break our hold on what God is. 
She says  
 It breaks our sense that we can do business with God in the normal human sense - 
by negotiation, deals, manipulation. And thus it breaks our idolatries of control. It 
breaks those idolatries by facing out a complete loss of human meaning: we no 
longer understand this God, who seems to disobey his own "rules," to play tricks 
with us. 
 
This is not necessarily of much comfort, but I think she would say that is not the point 
necessarily. Rather by forcing us to think through the lens of vertical meaning rather than 
horizontal, we begin to see first of all that we have made an idol of God when we think God 
is what we can control or know completely. She further says that this type of horrific, 
impossible to understand story (the story at the heart of our faith, the story of the cross, is 
another such one) forces us into a type of reflection that would not be possible otherwise; a 
point of view which pushes us out of the methods of reason and theologising we so 
regularly turn to and instead leaves us out in the fringes in the company of holy mystery, 
pushed into the realm of God and the angels, making us face the often terrifying truth of the 
God we claim to know.  
 
I quote: 
“So the religious problem of the binding of Isaac, and the religious problem of the 
cross of Jesus, are not "solved" by any theory or cleverness, but mediated in the 
story, lived out, sweated out, in the lives and prayer and waiting of those willing to 
be taken into un-meaning and beyond idolatry. Here is the true sacrifice, the 
"binding," the cross, where human control fails, though divine meaning does not, if 
we could but glimpse the "vertical" dimension, the exchange of ecstatic love in the 
inner life of God, the touch of infinite tenderness in the Father's receiving of the 
Son's suffering for the sake of the world's salvation.” 
You might want to sit with that a bit in the text version of this I’ll send out. 
 
And there just about, we’ll leave it. Again, I don’t have a neat package to offer you 
about what this story means, I agree with Sarah, that the gift of the story likely lies in 
its pushing us out of our hold on meanings in general.  
 



I invite you to spend some time with the story. Sit with the uncomfortability. Imagine 
yourself in the place of the characters.  
 
Imagine if you can, Godself asking something of you, asking you to please trust 
them with what you hold most dear. Could you do it?  
 
If any of this has been distressing to you, I urge you to debrief with someone as 
soon as you can, with me if you feel you would like to.  
 
Let’s pray.  
 
God beyond knowing,  
We ask that you sit with us in this strange place of few answers and complicated 
emotions. 
We ask that you affirm your love for us all, and for all children.  
We offer you our confusion, our love for our families, and ask that through the 
difficult parts of our holy book that you stir in us a desire to move into that place of 
awkward yet holy mystery; and that we tear down any idols we have made of you, 
even those we don’t know are there.  
May we ever wrestle with the hard parts of life, knowing you wrestle with us, 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 


