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When Abraham climbs a mountain to sacrifice his son, there’s so much about the whole situation that
doesn’t make sense. That story starts by saying “God tested Abraham,” but Jewish theologians questioned that
claim about as early as the story emerged. Judaism doesn’t speak about this lesson with one voice, but a
significant chunk says, in deeply theological terms, “that’s awful.” Christian theologians've wrestled with it, too,
but we’ve tended to land in a place that valorizes Abraham’s faith and obedience while glossing over the nastier
bits. And that matters ‘cause how we read the story defines what we get out of it, and what we get out of it
affects how we move in the world.

If this is a story establishing faith and obedience as be-all, end-all illustrations of our trust in God, we
very easily extend those religious virtues into the rest of our lives, and faith and obedience get generalized. I
was taught growing up that interactions with people in positions of authority provided opportunities to practice
faith and obedience in God, be they parents or bosses or presidents. Like Abraham, I should obey in small ways
to learn how to obey in big ways. Maybe you can see how this becomes a problem?

But there are some theologians, Jewish and Christian, who argue that obedience isn’t the point. Scripture
says “God tested Abraham,” but it doesn’t say if Abraham passed. Fast-forward to the end of the scene when an
angel steps in to save Isaac’s life. The angel proclaims that Abraham will father many offspring, but that’s a
promise made to Abraham long before. While you could take that to mean that God’s old promise was assured
at that moment, another reading relies on a very old Biblical tradition: arguing with God as a positive, which
Abraham’s already done before! In that framework, relationship’s more important than obedience. Abraham
was willing to kill his son but not to ask God why or put himself between God and that precious life. What if the
test wasn’t how far Abraham would take this? What if, instead, the test was the strength of Abraham’s
relationship with God? Did he trust that relationship enough to stand up to an unjust request? Put differently, did
Abraham believe God’s promise that God would always be with him deeply enough to say the hard thing? We
have a name for this, by the way. When people stand up and speak truth to power (even when the power’s
someone we love), we call that prophecy and the people who do it prophets. If learning how to speak up to
injustice even against the ones you follow is the point, this is a very different story with very different lessons.

For what it’s worth (and maybe to emphasize just how wrong he got the situation), no one in Abraham’s
family ever speaks to him again. And though he does pray, God never speaks to him again, either. Even on top
of Moriah with Isaac on the slab, God didn’t speak to him; an angel relayed the message, which is strange given
how many direct conversations God had with him before. Perhaps God was as disgusted with Abraham as
everyone else. Perhaps Abraham was tested and failed in the most spectacular way possible. Perhaps
prioritizing obedience over justice wasn’t the lesson God had in mind. If the test demands we obey to the extent
of sacrificing children, even if we don’t end up having to go through with it, we have to be open to the
possibility that that same God may demand equally awful things again and one day expect us to actually go
through with ‘em. And that’s a problem. But if the test demands we have the strength of faith, character, and
morality to stand up to injustice from any corner, then we have a God that wants us to reason faithfully from the
core of our being, and if we can do that faithfully even when God asks the unfathomable, how much more likely
are we to do it when a human president or boss or parent is the opponent? It’s a completely different way of
encountering this story than most of us were taught, but it isn’t new, it isn’t uncommon, and it isn’t any more of
a stretch than other interpretations of the story.

Ya know, old men in authority’ve been sacrificing people on all kinds of altars for a mighty long time.
Abraham wasn’t the first, and our old men calling for people to sacrifice on their behalf now won’t be the last --
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old men sacrificing others to their altars du jour, altars of power or wealth or war, to name a few. Old men’s
altars far too often become society’s altars where we’re all implicated in the forced sacrifices of immigrants,
trans folks, freedoms, speech, reason, even sanity all to serve something other than God. Have you noticed, by
the way, that we call those things sacrifices when we force them on someone else? Abraham didn’t sacrifice his
own life; he was ready to sacrifice a thing he cherished, but that “thing” was another human being, maybe even
a child. Those who start wars don’t fight them; they “sacrifice” the young. We sacrifice the lives of immigrants,
the sick, and the poor to the hint of a possibility that we may be better off, and we’re especially willing if the
altars we sacrifice them on are named for the false gods of efficiency, individual responsibility, and profit. It
sure is easy to talk about obedience and duty and sacrifice when you’re not the one giving anything up.

There’s another wrinkle in all this: “the God of the Old Testament” as opposed to “the God of the New
Testament” is a false distinction not mentioned anywhere in scripture. Those are not two different Gods. That’s
the same God, and every single person writing those Bible books would’ve seen themselves as part of the
Jewish people following that same God. When Jesus says that anyone who would give a cup of cold water to
little ones is deserving of reward, that’s not new to him nor does it reflect a new God. It’s. The Same. God. And
giving a little one a cup of cold water is just one of many examples where Jesus reminds us to prioritize kids as
though they were God Incarnate. A God that prioritizes the care of children that fully doesn’t want child
sacrifice.

But no matter how you read this story, remember the old line: “you will know them by their fruits.”
What we do with this is far more important than what we think it means. Does it make us obedient to the extent
of killing who we think God tells us to? Does it mistake the demands of earthly authorities as edicts from
mouthpieces of God? Or does it encourage us to ace Abraham’s test by standing up to power when injustice is
the order of the day?

Now, I’ve never sat at the Pearly Gates and debated scripture with the saints, but [ know this: when it
comes my turn to stand at the front of that line and give an accounting of my life, the decisions I made, the
fights I fought, I hope I can name what I sacrificed not who, what I gave up not what I took, who I stood up to
power for not who I cast before it. And if that means I’ve gotten this wrong, I suspect I’ll just take a remedial
Bible class with Peter or something. But I’d much rather arrive at those gates with a recommendation from the
downtrodden than I would from those in power.

It’s an awful story, plain awful. But it shows a better way if only we would take it, a way that trusts the
reason God gave us, a way that puts others’ safety above our obedience, a way that puts the person in front of us
over the letter of the law. A way that respects God enough to stand up and say no when it’s too much. And a
way that, with love and faith and ongoing commitment to that same God, a way that no unjust altars can stand
before when faced with the courage of everyday prophets like us. That is our God’s way.



