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God hears: the sacrifice of Isaac 
St. John’s Church, NF  June 29, 2014 

 
The OT reading today tells the familiar story of the sacrifice of Isaac, the faith of 

Abraham tested, for how is the long promised son to produce Abraham’s 

descendants if he is to be sacrificed on the altar? But God provides the lamb for the 

slaughter and remains true to his promise. 

 It is a horrible, frightening story to read, primarily because we do not like to 

think that God would test a man in such a manner, nor do I believe in such a god. But 

it is a story, to be read and understood like many a myth or folktale; the story is 

unreal, but not untrue, for it depicts in imaginary and symbolic form the deepest 

feelings and insights of the ancient Israelites. And it is a well told tale, the pathos of 

the situation highlighted by the repetition of Isaac’s beloved state—“Take your son, 

your only son, Isaac, whom you love”--and the dialogue between father and son as 

they “walk together” to the place of worship—“Father . . . where is the lamb for the 

burnt offering?”  The child senses what is happening, what is about to happen; at 

some level he knows. It does not take much imagination to fill in the missing bits, the 

story that is not told, for there is no further dialogue between father and son once 

Isaac is bound and placed on the altar. What must Isaac have thought of this father 

who loved him so deeply, of this man who was about to plunge a knife into him? That 

horror is not explored, or articulated, but, as with all good folktales, the child in all of 

us can fill in the emotional, psychological silences in the story. 

 This is not a story for emulation, it is unreal; indeed, this story stands as an 
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example of how our understanding of God and our perception of the divine have 

changed over three millennia--Father Abraham, or the storyteller, realizes that God 

does not require human sacrifice, while Jesus and his followers advance that insight 

to understand that God requires no further sacrifices, human or animal. 

 But how do we divine the puzzle of this story? Well, insight came to me as we 

listened last Sunday to the OT story which immediately precedes this one, the 

abandonment of Ishmael in the wilderness by his mother Hagar at Abraham’s 

instruction. (It was risky to be a child of Abraham.) I was intrigued as I listened to 

three details which stood out from last week’s story: Hagar cast Ishmael “under one 

of the bushes, then went and sat down opposite him a good way off, about the 

distance of a bowshot.” Hagar then “lifted up her voice and wept,” but the scripture 

says “And God heard the voice of the boy” and the angel of God tells Hagar, “God 

has heard the voice of the boy.” She cries but God hears the boy. Then the story 

concludes with the interesting detail that “God was with the boy and he grew up . . . 

and became an expert with the bow.” “The distance of a bowshot . . . the voice of 

the boy . . . [who became] an expert with the bow.” Those details struck me last 

Sunday and as I reflected on both stories of child abandonment and sacrifice, I saw 

the emphasis placed on God’s care of the child.  

 The story of the sacrifice of Isaac is usually read as a test of Abraham’s faith, 

that he is rewarded for his faith, that God keeps his promise because of his faith; 

whereas maybe the story is more about God’s faithfulness to the child. After all, it is 
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Isaac who is saved from slaughter; it is Ishmael who is saved from death. The gospel 

passage for today rather supports this reading, for the last reward listed by Jesus is 

to “whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones.” Both stories 

for me emphasize that God hears the cries of his children, he identifies with the 

suffering of “little ones.” Over and over the Bible uses the vulnerability of children, 

children who were the most vulnerable in Biblical times, and who still are today. (For 

a modern vision of such evil read Timothy Findley’s novel Headhunter.)  

 The story of the sacrifice of Isaac has often been read as an explanation for 

suffering and a model for our response to it, that God allows, indeed causes, hardship 

and tragedy to fall into our lives as a test of faith. Such a view was expressed once 

by a young student of mine as she reflected on pain in life; she saw her pain as God’s 

way of testing and strengthening her. And indeed the OT story begins with the 

phrase “God tested Abraham.” But such a view is unsettling and can leave us rather 

bewildered by the image of such a God who would test a person in so cruel a manner, 

could leave us feeling guilty or angry with God when we or a loved one suffers great 

pain or meets an untimely death. When I was four years old, my ten-year-old brother 

died of leukemia. My mother explained his death to me as God taking my brother 

home to be with him and the angels. My four-year-old reaction was rather honest and 

forthright, for apparently I said rather forcefully, “I hate God.” A progressive 

theologian even at age four! And why wouldn’t we hate such a God who could will a 

child’s painful death and take him away from his loved ones? A friend of mine, who 
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lost both her parents in a car accident when she was 19, expressed such anger when 

she remarked that when she met God she had a long list of questions for him, that 

He had a lot to answer for, beginning with the sudden death of her parents.  

 As hard as it is to answer such questions, such anger, I would point out to her 

that God too lost a loved one at a young age, God too had a son, his “only” son, who 

died unnecessarily, unjustly, cruelly, well before his time. God would weep with her; 

God cries with us. God too has a long list of questions, for mankind. God is not the 

author of pain and tragedy; rather, the Biblical stories try to describe for us in 

imaginary ways the conditions of life. Pain and death are givens, part of the price of 

being human, and God identifies with our suffering; God the parent hears the cries of 

his children, all her children, and God weeps with them. The incarnation means that 

the immortal God became mortal, and in that way he “bears our griefs and shares our 

sorrows.” God is not the author, but the Comforter. 

 The test for us is to remain, in the face of “heart-ache and the thousand 

natural shocks/That flesh is heir to,” steadfast in our faith in God’s love and promise, 

to be able to conclude in the words of the Psalm appointed for today: 

 I trusted in your steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. 
 I will sing to the Lord, because he has dealt bountifully with me. 
 
God hears the voice of his children and we, as the followers of the Way, are called to 

protect the children, to care for the children, to love the children, not to sacrifice 

them upon the altars of greed and violence. 


