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Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife to kill his son. 

This has to be one of the most difficult stories in the whole of the Bible to grapple with. There have 
been many attempts to try and justify what has gone on from Abraham’s side, from God’s side. It is seen 
as the ultimate test of Abraham’s faith, that he would be prepared to sacrifice Isaac, the son that guaran-
tees the promise. Or it is put forward as an object lesson by God to show that the day of human sacri-
fice is over and Yahweh God does not want such practices. 

There are a whole heap of questions that spring to mind as I re-read this story, very few of them with 
simple or easy answers. It is also a story which seems to sit uneasily with the gospel reading for today 
with its call to hospitality and holy welcome. There doesn’t seem anything hospitable at all about the 
story at all. 

The Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem is one of the most hotly contested religious sites in the world. For 
Christians it is the place where Jesus told a parable, for Moslems it is where Mohammed made his 
famous “night flight.” For the Jews it is the place where Abraham prepared to sacrifice Isaac, and much 
later, the place where Solomon built the temple. Each tradition too has struggled with this story to 
make sense of it. Rabbinic Judaism reads it as the tenth and greatest test of Abraham. Islam emphasises 
the submission of Abraham, and Christian tradition sees it as prefiguring the eucharistic sacrifice.  

So to the test. All through the stories of Abraham there have been tests: God testing Abraham, Abra-
ham testing God, some of which have had their humorous side, others more serious. Now all of a sud-
den we have a new test. God spoke to Abraham… How did Abraham know? There is the report of a 
murder in 1990 in California where a father saw his daughter in a Christmas pageant and heard God 
speaking to him saying “I need your daughter to be a star.” He took her to a park and stabbed her. What 
made this father a murderer and what makes Abraham a hero of faith. How did he discern the voice 
and what was he discerning? Because at the critical moment the voice he listened to wasn’t God’s, but 
an angel’s cancelling God’s command. So I have a question here of how do we discern the voice of God. 

We’re all familiar with the idea that this was a test of faith and that Abraham passed with flying col-
ours, but what was God trying to find out about this faithful servant, and what grade did Abraham re-
ceive. Of course we can say only an incredible man of faith would follow such a seemingly flawed com-
mand, as if that somehow gets us off the hook. But we need to start somewhere, and I think that begins 
with the notion of truth and our idea of God. First of all, truth and God don’t exist independently. 
Secondly, truth isn’t some sort of objective reality out there, truth is found in relationship. If we under-
stand God as being personal, that means there is the real possibility of a relationship with God, and if 
truth is an aspect of God’s being, then truth exists in relationship. 

I believe the essence of our humanity is our capacity to be in relationship, and in particular in relation-
ship with God. Now when we explore the Abraham cycle of stories going right back to chapter 12 
when he leaves Ur and then Haran we find there is an underlying story of the divine and human enga-
ging in such a way that the relationship leads to a covenant. In all our talk about Abraham’s faith in 
modern times we have wrestled with the idea that in some way his story was a a story about him grow-
ing stronger in his beliefs, but if we re-read it, it is nothing of the sort. Rather it is about the develop-
ment of a relationship with God, and something critical happens on Mount Moriah. 

You see, Abraham and God had the kind of relationship where they argued together, laughed and raged 
together and mourned together. Abraham challenged God on more than one occasion to save the in-



habitants of Sodom and Gomorrah. One law professor calls it the first instance of a human being chal-
lenging God to be just, so secure was Abraham in his relationship, his trust of God. 

Then God said “Sacrifice your son!” and the test begins. On objective measures Abraham passes. His 
fear and awe of God drives his obedience – he obeys God no matter what. On that standard he gets full 
marks, he passes the obedience test. But that is not the whole. The whole thing is about relationship and 
here we can see how wrong Abraham got it. 

Elie Wiesel the writer and Holocaust driven thinker argues that God was wrong for asking and that 
Abraham was wrong for agreeing. Didn’t he argue for the lives of others? Why did he just blindly go 
along with this? Why didn’t he engage with God as he had all these other times, pleading, getting 
angry, grappling with what it meant when God issued the command. Was it as simple as saying to him-
self, God has made promises and thus won’t let Isaac die? This story too is the place where the word for 
love is first used. “Take your son…whom you love…” 

Perhaps he should have gone on the journey, but at the least shouldn’t the journey have been a strenuous 
arguing with God all the way. I will obey only kicking and screaming. Instead it was a meek “All right, 
where?” Why didn’t Abraham respond this time? Why didn’t he rate relationship over obedience… this 
time? He heard and he obeyed. The word obey comes from the Latin root obedio which means “to give 
ear to, to listen” Obeying can only happen when there is real hearing, and real hearing is not about what 
words are said. Hearing comes out of the heart of one’s relationship with another. There is a world of 
difference between superficial obedience and a substantial deep relationship, between obeying orders 
and doing the right thing. Being obedient though, is not the same as being right or moral. The experi-
ence of the world last century shows that we know there are times when disobedience is the moral 
thing to do in the face of immoral governing rules. 

The real problem that happens when blind obedience takes over is that relationships are fractured and 
sometimes are never restored fully. If we were to read on, we find Abraham returning down the moun-
tain alone and going to Beersheba. Sarah continued to dwell at Hebron, and died without Abraham 
ever coming back to her. Isaac, well, Isaac went off to Beer-lahoroi in the Negeb, down south and didn’t 
return until Abraham died. Abraham even arranged Isaac’s marriage by proxy, sending a servant to ne-
gotiate on his behalf. One bit of blind obedience and the family was fractured forever. 

There was another relationship that was also fractured. From the time Abraham began the journey to 
Moriah, God never spoke with Abraham again. Any further communication was through the agency of 
the messenger angels. Did God get it wrong too? 

From time to time I watch at lunchtime the Jeremy Kyle show. One time he had a family on, each one 
of whom claimed to have right on their side. The trouble was that in the mother and daughter’s broken 
relationship, the grandchildren had lost a grandmother, as children they had lost an aunt and cousins. 
All of them it seemed could justify their actions, but all lost out on the one thing that really mattered 
and that was restoring the relationships they once had. That is an all too familiar story and one which 
pains us all when we are involved in such. The other thing that was quite obvious was that all sense of 
hospitality had gone out the window. No one was offering anything. That disappears in Abraham’s story 
also.  

Faith and obedience are found in listening to God, questioning God, being challenged by God and yes, 
even challenging God. Abraham heard God’s word and turned away from his community to carry out 
the order, leaving them to walk on blindly also. There he failed the community. His great gift was his 
willingness to obey no matter the cost, but his great blind spot was his unwillingness to engage God 
when it mattered most. Hospitality and relationship are the keys to living the abundant life in God and 
within the community of God’s people. It is only in that context that obedience in the biblical sense 
makes sense. The power of living is incarnational and relational: God is present with us. This is the truth 
of God found only in relationship, a relationship made clear in Jesus, the one we call the Christ.


