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The Bible, like most good things, can be, when placed in the wrong hands or wrong head, a 

dangerous book.  Today's selection from the OT is a perfect example.  The first reading is among 

the most difficult to comprehend in all of Sacred Scripture.  The idea of God commanding 

Abraham to sacrifice his own son Isaac gravely offends our heartfelt notions of right and wrong.  

The passage also seems to contradict the 5th commandment--you shall not kill.  It stands in 

apparent conflict with latter parts of the Hebrew Scriptures where the practice of child sacrifice, 

a custom not unknown in the ancient world, is expressly forbidden.  In the final analysis, this 

reading sounds irreconcilable with our vision of the Lord as a just and compassionate God.   

 

The devout Christian who takes seriously the lessons of the Sacred Page must attend to the 

broader context of this selection from Genesis.  For starters, it should be noted that the Lord does 

relent and prevent Abraham from acting on his prior directive.  It should also be remarked that in 

the era when this passage was written, human sacrifice in cultic ritual was actually practiced 

among Israel's pagan neighbors:  in that rough and distant age, children were regarded as the 

property of their parents, to be disposed of as seemed best; so, as abominable as it may strike 

contemporary sensibilities, the human writers and first hearers of this story likely were somewhat 

desensitized to the idea of a father sacrificing his son, somewhat as some of our enlightened 

contemporaries are desensitized to the practice of abortion.  Besides the historical background of 

this passage, one must also reckon with its relation to the larger panorama of the whole Holy 

Bible.  More precisely, the other selections for today's Mass help us understand the sacred truth 

which God is trying to communicate through this problematic text.  

 

In the Transfiguration, Jesus is manifested as God's only beloved Son.  And in the 2nd reading, 

Paul reminds us that God gave his only Son for our salvation.  In divine providence, the figure of 

Isaac serves as a precursor of the Christ; and his virtual sacrifice anticipates the real oblation of 

Calvary.  It is only in the light of the New Testament that one may understand this enigmatic 

passage from the ancient Scriptures.  The God who retracts his demand that Abraham offer up 

his only son as a holocaust is the same God who, as the Apostle teaches, does not spare his only 

Son, but offers him up in atonement for the sins of the world.  The careful hearer should recall 

that after Jesus is glorified as God's beloved Son at the transfiguration, the disciples are enjoined 

to guard silence until he has risen from the dead.  For the Son of God came into the world not to 

be adored on a mountaintop, but rather to suffer death for the redemption of the human race.  

Thus it is only after the Lord's demise that the disciples come to grasp the divine plan which has 

been executed before their eyes.  Significantly, in Mark's account it is only after Jesus expires on 

the cross that he is finally acclaimed as the Son of God by a human being; ironically, the 

declaration comes from the Roman centurion standing before the crucified, himself a pagan 

complicit in the Savior's death.    

 



Lent is for us a time to be drawn more fully into the awesome Paschal mystery in which the 

tremendous sacrifice of divine love is consummated.  If our heads swim and hearts shudder to 

contemplate the tale of Abraham and Isaac, how much more must we marvel at the unfathomable 

depths of God's love for us.  For a mortal man to offer up his son is unthinkable; for the eternal 

Father to surrender his divine Son into the hands of sinners for the latter's salvation, is an act of 

charity incomprehensible in its magnitude:  as we hear proclaimed in the magnificent Easter 

Exsultet:  O love, O charity beyond all telling, to ransom a slave, you gave away your son!  By 

acts of devout penance, Christ's disciples enter more deeply into friendship with this awesome 

deity; they take up their crosses and follow in the Master's footsteps.  In these arduous times, 

when the whole Church must suffer persecution for the gospel and do penance for the sins of her 

ministers, we should draw courage from the redemptive nature of Christ's passion.  For the 

opposition that confronts us, the trials to be endured, the penances which must be performed 

shall not separate us from the love of God, but rather bring us more firmly into his embrace.  We 

are being configured to the image of his God's beloved Son, delivered up for the redemption of 

the world, but raised up in glory, never to die again.   

 


