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This is now the beginning, proper, of the season of Pentecost.  The “long, green 

season” as it is sometimes called, provides us with the opportunity to settle into the 

new reality of which we have been reminded throughout the past 5 or 6 months of 

the Church Year.  It is a time when we can send down deeper roots into the good soil 

of our Faith and look for the harvest of greater love, reverence and joy in our growing 

relationship with God.  

But growth is not always easy.  And as if the compilers of the Lectionary were 

thinking similarly, they have chosen some pithy and even difficult passages of 

Scripture for us to ponder throughout this season of Pentecost.  For today, the choice 

for a would-be preacher (such as myself) and would-be congregants (such as 

yourselves)is between three portions of scripture that are not quite so easily accessible 

or “user friendly.”  One, the reading from Genesis, deals with sacrifice and testing;  

another, the reading from Paul’s epistle to the Romans, deals with sin and iniquity;  

the last, the reading from the Gospel according to Matthew, `deals with welcome and 

reward. 

The prudent and wise homilist would probably choose to deal with the least 

threatening of the three, opting for a discussion of the “welcome and reward” of 

which Jesus speaks in today’s gospel.  But, as I am not always the most prudent and 

wise when it comes to tackling the topics for times of sermon, I have felt led to 

plunge into the question raised by the retelling of the story of Abraham’s testing and 

near-sacrifice of his son, Isaac. 

Many have tried to allegorize this story and explain away or (at least) by-pass the 

depth of human emotion and the agonizing choice that it seems that God lays in front 

of Abraham.  But the question remains:  “What kind God tests one who is claimed as 

beloved and righteous and faithful in such a horrible way?  Likewise, what should our 

response be to this story? 

As many are, no doubt familiar, this story of the so-called “sacrifice of Isaac” is told 

just one chapter after the story of Isaac’s birth.  This birth was miraculous, yes, in the 
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way that all births are miraculous, but even more so because Isaac was the child of a 

promise and that promise made to a father that was 100 years old and a (previously 

barren) mother of 90.  And now, this looked for gift, this evidence of a promise 

fulfilled is to be taken away in an intentional act of sacrifice, commanded by the same 

God who made his life possible! 

Needless to say, this does not paint the kind of picture with which we are comfortable 

as a portrait of our God.  It seems wholly unfair and just, plain mean of God to ask 

this of Abraham (and Sarah) to even contemplate sacrificing their only child.  And yet, 

we have this story as part of our own legacy.  We have this chapter in the story of 

salvation that is not comfortable or comforting. 

Isaac is given to Abraham and Sarah, is the cause and source of their laughter.  Isaac is 

even more than simply the joy of their mother and father, for it is through him that 

the entire world will be blessed as he will be the one that will continue Abraham’s line, 

from whom the twelve tribes of Israel will descend.   

While it might be (again) wise and prudent to continue along to explicate the 

underpinnings of the story in its context of the ancient near east and of this archetype 

of the sacrifice of the only son, the loss of the favored son, the test of the leader, 

prophet, patriarch.  We could discuss, at some length, the dynamics of the situation 

where a previously private conversation between God and Abraham and the ensuing 

internal struggle and conversation is interrupted by the voice of the would be sacrifice 

when Isaac asks:  “The fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for the burnt 

offering?”  We could also explore the connections between sacrifice and righteousness 

and how this story would seem to herald those who would contemplate doing the 

unthinkable in order to remain obedient to God and considered a worthy follower.   

But we should, I believe, concentrate on that phrase on which the entire story 

balances, Abraham’s statement, in answer to his son’s question:  “God himself will 

provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.”  How wrenching it must have been to 

give that answer in the face of what he had been asked to do.  How foolish and bitter 

he might have felt claiming faith in a God that would ask this horrible sacrifice of 

him.  How angry he just might have felt in still clinking to this seemingly capricious 

God, still relying on that same God to make a way out of the situation that by 

commandment, God had brought on him and his son. And yet, he makes the 
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statement, possibly just to keep his son from thinking too hard about what might be 

happening, but makes it, he does. 

And therein lies the instruction of us today.  Often in our lives it would seem that 

circumstances dictate a sacrifice of that that is most precious to us.  When our health, 

our livelihood, our loved ones our sanity are ripped, unceremoniously away from us, 

we can might feel like Abraham, that God is taking away from us those precious gifts 

that we have been given.  Sometimes for the sake of “doing the right thing,” of trying 

to follow our beliefs or even our Call from God, we are asked to sacrifice or even feel 

as if we are the ones being sacrificed.  But, as all of us who have come through some 

ordeal;  have lived to give our testimony, can look back and say, in the words of the 

old spiritual:  “My soul looks back and wonders how I got over,” know what it is to 

have experienced God’s Providence and how we have been provided with “the ram in 

the thicket” at just the last moment. 

For those of us who might be at the top of our own Mount Moriahs, even now, with 

our Isaacs bound and the sacrifice imminent, this story can provide a sense of hope 

that God will indeed provide.  The hope in our spiritual lives is that we can be as 

faithful in all situations, to trust that God will give us what it is that we need, when we 

need it;  even in the face of a seemingly hopeless situation.   

The fact of the matter is that God does indeed provide.  God’s Provision might not 

be on our time table, on our scale or according to what we expect, but God does 

indeed provide.  All of us have heard the stories of how God has provided for others, 

we have some evidence of how God has provided in our own lives.  We trust that 

God is present and have some expectation that God will make God’s Presence felt.  

But, as I have said before, we need each other to be reminded of God’s Presence.  We 

are not like Abraham seems to be – alone, for indeed Abraham was not alone – his 

son, through asking him a question about the circumstances of the situation, 

prompted him to state his reliance on God.  You and I have our “Isaacs.”  We have 

those around us whose questions provide the opportunities for us to re-state our 

faith, even in the face of dire situations.  We have our “Isaac stories” that provide us 

with the evidence of what and how God has been present and provided for us and it 

is when we share those stories that others are reminded of their “Isaacs” and their 

“Isaac stories.” 
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So, during this season of growth and exploration that is Pentecost, bravely ask the 

difficult questions of your faith.  Look for your “Isaacs” and return (if only mentally) 

to your Mount Moriahs.  Be sure you have an “Isaac” with you, to ask you the 

questions, to remind you of God’s gift and to share with the laughter that is evidence 

of God’s Joy in our lives. 

Our stories of sacrifice, our “Isaac’s” help us to answer the questions of the Psalmist: 

How long shall I have I have perplexity in my mind, 

And grief in my heart, day after day? 

How long shall my enemy triumph over me? 

 

They help us to say with confidence and with power: 

But I put my trust in your mercy; 

My heart is joyful because of your saving help. 

I will sing to the LORD, for he has dealt with me richly; 

I will praise the Name of the Lord Most High. 


