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 There’s no denying how disturbing and frightening this story from Genesis is. For 

thousands of years rabbis and scholars have puzzled over how to find meaning from such a 

grisly, even abusive, story in our scripture. Their questions begin at the same place ours do, I 

suspect: why does God demand this of Abraham? Both Martin Luther and John Calvin point out 

in their commentaries on the story that it depicts God in conflict. The demand to sacrifice Isaac is 

a direct contradiction of the promise of progeny for Abraham through Isaac. How can such a 

demand possibly serve God’s purposes? 

 

 It’s a mystery to us, as well. What kind of a God requires this of someone who has been 

so loyal? Abraham’s entire story has been one of call and response. God calls Abraham to leave 

his home country and everything he has ever known behind and go to a far off land God will 

show him. And Abraham sets off without hesitation, without question. God promises Abraham 

descendants more numerous than the stars, even though Abraham and Sarah are too old, and 

Abraham accepts it. And after all those years of wandering and planning, sometimes being 

misdirected, but still trusting, Isaac is finally born and everything seems to be resolved, settled. 

And now this. It makes no sense.  

 

 Nonetheless, this is a story that stands at the very center of Jewish life. Every year at 

Rosh ha-Shana, the Jewish New Year that begins the period of high holy days leading up to Yom 

Kippur, this story is told. It’s known in Jewish tradition as Akebah which means “binding,” 

referring to the binding of Isaac. So, the focus for Jewish tradition isn’t on Abraham’s faith or 

God’s test, but on the act of lashing Isaac to the altar.  

 

 What does that act represent? Isaac is more than Abraham and Sarah’s son. Isaac 

represents their future, and more than just their future, but the future of the entire people of 

Israel. If this happens, if Isaac is sacrificed, Israel is done. That’s the main tension in this story. 

This is not merely about the life or death of Isaac but of the universe, the cosmos God is 

constructing through Abraham. So, the stakes in this story could not be higher. 

 

 Walter Brueggemann in his commentary on Genesis points out that the story hinges on 

the brief dialogue between Abraham and Isaac in verses 7 and 8. After slowly building the 

suspense by painstakingly describing the preparations for the sacrifice, saddling the donkey, 

getting the servants, cutting the wood and traveling three long pensive days, finally the mountain 

is in sight and Abraham and Isaac go on alone. Notice Isaac is carrying the wood on his back, 

while Abraham holds the fire and the knife. At that moment as they’re walking Isaac notices 

something missing. There’s wood and fire, but no animal for sacrifice. What do you suppose 

went through Abraham’s mind when Isaac asked, “where is the lamb…?” Brueggemann points 

out that Abraham’s response is a statement of trust: “God himself will provide the lamb for a 

burnt offering, my son.” On the one hand he affirms God will provide, but on the other he 

doesn’t assume God has already made that provision in Isaac.  

 



 Abraham is holding out hope that what God has commanded will not be the end of it. For 

all its cruelty and inscrutability this is not primarily a story about God’s fierce whimsy; it is a 

story about Abraham’s hope.  

 

 Stories like this aren’t retained for no reason. This is part of a long saga of adventures and 

encounters in Genesis that have been hung onto because they somehow speak to the generations 

who tell them. This story holds a special place in the human soul, and not just the Jewish soul, 

but for all of us. In her new commentary on Genesis, scholar Kathleen O’Conner points out that 

Genesis, along with the other books of the Torah, was compiled while the people were dwelling 

in exile in Babylon. They chose from among the traditional stories of their culture, the ones that 

spoke to their circumstances most clearly. And when we look at the story of the binding of Isaac 

we can see why it resonated with them. 

 

 For they, too, may have felt as if their future was bound to an altar about to be consumed. 

Exile was the end of life as they knew it. Their temple had been destroyed and Jerusalem left in 

rubble. They were carried away to a foreign land with no expectation they would ever see their 

home again. It was devastating. They must have felt simultaneously like Abraham required to 

sacrifice his son and Isaac lying on the altar watching the knife come toward him. And yet…yet 

Abraham’s hand is stayed by God’s call and Isaac, the future, is delivered from harm. No matter 

what they may have lost, no matter how conflicted their relationship with God had become, hope 

still remained.  

 

 That’s why the Jewish people tell this story over and over, year after year, through 

pogroms and expulsions and holocaust…hope remains. But as I said, this story speaks not just to 

the Jewish soul, but to ours as well.  

 

 We find ourselves today wondering what the future can be in a world where a disease has 

robbed us of normal life and threatens every attempt we make to return. Already when I see 

shows on television or movies where people are packed close together on a subway or in a 

restaurant, I sort of flinch. It’s hard to imagine, just after a few months, getting back to that kind 

of setting. When I look across these empty pews this morning, even though a few of them have 

been decorated with pictures of some of you, it’s hard to imagine them being populated again. 

The future feels uncertain, in jeopardy. 

 

 Meanwhile, our whole society has been convulsing with protests against racial injustice 

and our institutions are being called out for their racist foundations. There’s a desire among us to 

dismantle what has stood for four hundred years and come to terms with our past in a way I’ve 

never seen in my lifetime. For some that feels threatening, on one hand because of loss of 

privilege; on the other, because of the inevitable backlash that’s bound to occur. We don’t know 

what’s ahead in that struggle, but we know it’s far from over.  

 

 With those two forces at work among us, one natural, the other constructed, we might 

feel as if we’re bound to an altar, the knife falling closer and closer. It’s in this moment we are 

faced with a choice. We can either give in hopelessly first to the disease, refusing to mitigate and 

let it run its course through us and second to our racism and deny any need for change; or we can 



look for reasons to hope and trust there is a way through both these threats that can lead to 

promise. 

 

 As I’ve been thinking about that in light of the wisdom of scripture, I find myself hearing 

Jesus’ words a little differently than normal. “Whoever welcomes you, welcomes me; and 

whoever welcomes me, welcomes the One who sent me.” When we welcome, we acknowledge 

and recognize the presence of God in the other. By doing that, it seems to me, we may find an 

answer for both these threats. By welcoming the other, seeing in them the presence of God, we 

realize our need to protect them and preserve them from the threat of disease by whatever means 

we can. We cannot give in to our fears or our frustrations in the face of COVID-19 not just for 

our own safety, but for the safety of those around us. Dr. Fauci put it so beautifully the other day 

at the briefing, we’re all part of the same process; we’re in it together. What affects one part of 

the country, affects us all. And we need to behave that way if we hope to get through this. 

 

 In the same way, by welcoming the other, seeing in our black and brown sisters and 

brothers the presence of God, how can we imagine a world where racism is allowed to survive? 

This sickness of white supremacy, this pathology, has controlled us for too long. Enough is 

enough; because black lives matter, we need to dismantle, deconstruct, our institutions down to 

the foundations and build an equitable system. That might mean in some communities “truth and 

reconciliation commissions” like were held in South Africa after the fall of Apartheid. It surely 

means some form of reparations for descendants of enslaved Africans and native people robbed 

of their land. That’s how we honor God’s image in the other, how we welcome them as if we 

were welcoming Christ.  

 

 There is hope for us, just as there was for Abraham and Isaac. In the conflicts we endure, 

God will provide the answers we need. In fact, God already has through the death and 

resurrection of Christ. New life is available to us if we’re willing to pull it from the thicket of 

fear and bigotry and offer it to God for our healing. This is not the end, however bound we might 

feel. This can be the beginning, the start of a new day, a new life, a new hope. Friends, may it be 

so for you today, and for us all.  

 

Amen 


