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Genesis 22: 1-14 (Abraham and Jephthah)
“God said, ‘Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering.’”  Are any of you troubled by this?  Maybe you have heard, over and over again, that this was a demonstration of Abraham’s great faith.  That it was “just a test.”

You won’t hear it from me.  I am a father, and I hear this story as a father.  I find it immoral, even as “just a test.”  Try to imagine a greater evil.  Telling a father to kill his son.  Telling him slit his son’s throat, then use his body for a burnt offering. No reason; just do it.  It raises the question, “What kind of God would do this?”

The philosopher Søren Kierkegaard wrestled with the story of Abraham and Isaac.  As part of a work called Fear and Trembling, he created four scenarios of the testing of Abraham.  Here is a slightly abbreviated version of each.

It was early in the morning when Abraham arose, had the asses saddled, and left his tent, taking Isaac with him.  They road in silence for three days.  On the morning of the fourth day, Abraham left the young servants behind and, taking Isaac’s hand, went up the mountain alone.  He said to himself, “I will not hide from Isaac where this walk is taking him.”  He stood still, he laid his hand on Isaac’s head in blessing, and Isaac kneeled to receive it.  And Abraham’s face epitomized fatherliness; his gaze was gentle, his words admonishing.  But Isaac could not understand him; he clasped Abraham’s knees, he pleaded at his feet, he begged for his young life.  Then Abraham turned away from him for a moment, but when Isaac saw Abraham’s face again, it had changed: his gaze was wild, his whole being was sheer terror.  He seized Isaac by the chest, threw him to the ground, and said, “Stupid boy, do you think I am your father?  I am an idolater.  Do you think it is God’s command?  No, it is my desire.”  Then Isaac trembled and cried out in anguish, “God in heaven, have mercy on me.  If I have no father on earth, then you be my father!”  But Abraham said softly to himself, “Lord God in heaven, I thank you; it is better that he believes me a monster than that he should lose faith in you.”
It was early in the morning when Abraham arose: he embraced Sarah, the bride of his old age, and Sarah kissed Isaac, who took away her disgrace, Isaac her pride, her hope for all the generations to come.  They rode along the road in silence, and Abraham stared continuously and fixedly at the ground until the fourth day.  Silently he arranged the firewood and bound Isaac; silently he drew the knife – then he saw the ram that God had selected.  This he sacrificed and went home.  From that day Abraham was old; he could not forget that God had ordered him to do this.  Isaac flourished as before, but Abraham’s eyes were darkened, and he saw joy no more.

It was early in the morning when Abraham arose: he kissed Sarah, the young mother, and Sarah kissed Isaac, her delight, her joy forever.  And Abraham rode thoughtfully down the road; he thought of Hagar and the son, whom he drove out into the desert.  He climbed Mount Moriah, he drew the knife.  It was a quiet evening when Abraham rode out alone, and he rode to Mount Moriah; he threw himself down on his face, he prayed God to forgive him his sin, that he had been willing to sacrifice Isaac, that the father had forgotten his duty to his son.  He often rode his lonesome road, but he found no peace.  He could not comprehend that it was a sin that he had been willing to sacrifice to God the best that he had, the possession for which he himself would have gladly died many times; and if it was a sin, he could not understand that it could be forgiven, for what more terrible sin was there?

It was early in the morning, and everything in Abraham’s house was ready for the journey.  He took leave of Sarah, and they rode along in harmony, Abraham and Isaac, until they came to Mount Moriah.  Abraham made everything ready for the sacrifice, calmly and gently, but when he turned away and drew the knife, Isaac saw that Abraham’s left hand was clenched in despair, that a shudder went through his whole body – but Abraham drew the knife.  Then they returned home again, and Sarah hurried to meet them, but Isaac had lost the faith.  Not a word of this is ever spoken in the world, and Isaac never talked to anyone about what he had seen, and Abraham did not suspect that Isaac had seen it.

There have been many attempts to explain the story of Abraham and Isaac.  Rabbi Joseph H. Hertz held that child sacrifice was actually "rife among the Semitic peoples," and suggests that "in that age, it was astounding that Abraham's God should have interposed to prevent the sacrifice, not that He should have asked for it." Hertz interprets the passage as demonstrating to the Jews that human sacrifice is abhorrent. "Unlike the cruel heathen deities, it was the spiritual surrender alone that God required."
Others held that Abraham never really believed that God intended for him to go through with the sacrifice, as evidenced by his statement to the young men that we will worship, and then we will come back to you.

But most take the story at face value – that God was testing Abraham’s obedience, his faith.

There is another story in the Bible that is related.  It is the story of Jephthah, found in chapter 11 of the book of Judges.  Jephthah was the son of Gilead and a strong warrior, who was asked by the elders of Gilead to lead them in battle against the Ammonites.  After a failed attempt at diplomacy, Jephthah made a vow to the Lord, saying, “If you will give the Ammonites into my hand, then whoever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me, when I return victorious from the Ammonites, shall be the Lord’s, to be offered up by me as a burnt offering.”  Jephthah went on to inflict a massive defeat upon the Ammonites.

You may remember what happened next.  Jephthah is met by his daughter, with timbrels and dancing.  She was his only child.  Seeing her, he tears his clothes, saying, “Alas, my daughter!  You have brought me very low; you have become the cause of great trouble to me.  For I have opened my mouth to the Lord, and I cannot take back my vow.”  His daughter then encourages him to keep his vow, but asks for two months to go and wander on the mountains, and bewail her virginity with her companions.  She did so, and at the end of the two months Jephthah kept his vow.

There is a cruel irony here, since Jephthah delivers the Israelites from the Ammonites, who sacrificed their children to the god Molech.  And then Jephthah sacrifices his own daughter.

Was this, too, an example of faith?  If you read Chapter 11 of the book of Hebrews, we find a list of faith heroes.  Abel and Enoch and Noah and Abraham.  “By faith Abraham, when put to the test, offered up Isaac.”  The author of Hebrews continues, “And what more should I say? For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah . . .”

Jephthah seems to me to be a terrible example of legalism leading to tragedy.  A reminder that we should be cautious of our knowledge of the will of God.  Especially when someone else can be hurt by our certainty of God’s will.

The book of Genesis is, in many respects, a book of explanations.  It tells us about how the world was created. About why women suffer in childbirth and men have to toil in the fields and people hate snakes.  It tells us why there are rainbows, and why people speak in many different languages.  And it tells us the story of the Jewish people.  The book of Genesis is mythic and legendary and dramatic.  Few today argue that this is all scientifically accurate, a factual account of what occurred.

It is not so farfetched to think that the story of the testing of Abraham was handed down in oral tradition, describing the greatness of the first ancestor of the Jewish people.  What could demonstrate Abraham’s greatness, his incomparable faith?  What would be the most difficult conceivable trial?  Obedience to something that would tear at the very fiber of his being, something that would be excruciating, something that no human being would be able to endure.  To kill his son, his only son, and to offer him as a burnt offering to God.  The son that was to spawn a multitude of nations.  What faith could compare with the faith required to take a knife and to slit the throat of one’s son?

We don’t have to believe that God told Abraham to do this, even as a test.  If you wish to, that’s fine.  There are plenty of Christians (and Jews and Muslims) that do.  But you don’t have to.  It is not necessary to believe that God was a monster.  Not here, not in the story of Jephthah, not in the story of Job.

And not in Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross.  If you wish to believe that God punished Jesus, taking out his wrath upon him, needing to see Jesus’ flesh torn apart and the nails driven into his body to achieve some sort of perverse justice, you can believe this.  But you don’t have to.

Instead you can believe that Jesus died for our sins in the same way that a soldier throws himself upon a grenade to save the lives of others.  That God knew that only the most horrific sacrifice would change our hearts and our minds and our actions from the way we are, to what we should be.  God’s sacrifice of his Son was not to punish him, to assuage his anger for our sins or to restore his honor, but to save us.  In the only way we could be saved.

God doesn’t change.  People’s understanding of God does.  You can believe that God was a monster, if you wish.  But you don’t have to.
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