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Abraham is honoured as “our father in faith” by each of the three great monotheistic religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.


A Jewish legend tells how Abraham grew up in Ur of the Chaldees as the son of Terach, a seller of idols. Young Abraham questioned his father’s trust in the idols. He came to believe that the entire Universe was the work of one single Creator. He could not, however, persuade his father of the error of his ways.


One day when Abraham was left alone in his father’s workshop, he took a large hammer and smashed all the idols except for the largest. Finally he left the hammer in the hand of the biggest idol. When his father returned and went beserk, seeing all the mess and the damage, Abraham explained: "The idols got into a fight, and the big one smashed all the other idols."

"Don't be ridiculous. These idols have no life or power. They can't do anything," replied his father. “Well then”, Abraham answered, “So just why do you worship them?"

The Jews believe that God subjected Abraham to ten tests of faith, to prove his worthiness for the Covenant. The first of these was to leave his homeland and move to the land of Canaan. 


From a city-dweller, Abraham became a nomad, moving through Palestine with his large clan, his herds and flocks.


 His wife Sarah was beyond childbearing age. She offered Abraham her maidservant Hagar, for him to beget a child with her, the boy Ishmael, traditionally regarded as the ancestor of the Arabs. However Sarah later forces Abraham to dismiss Hagar and Ishmael.

Abraham was 100 and Sarah 90 when God gave them the son together they had longed for, Yitza’ak (Isaac) meaning “laughter”, expressing the old couple’s joy at having a child so late in life.


God made three promises to Abraham: 
1. “To your descendants I give this land, from the wadi of Egypt to the Great River,” (Gen 15) referring to the land of Canaan. The promise was fulfilled when Moses and Joshua led Israel to the promised Land. 
2. “I will make you father of a multitude of nations. I will make you most fruitful. I will make you into nations and your issue shall be kings.” (Gen 17) Abraham is to be ancestor of a royal dynasty – a promise realised in King David. 
3. “I will make your descendants as many as the stars of heaven and as the grains of sand on the seashore… All the nations of the earth shall bless themselves by your descendants, as a reward for your obedience.” (Gen 22) This promise is fulfilled in Jesus Christ.


This third promise was preceded by the tenth and most severe test of Abraham’s loyalty to God in Genesis 22, the first reading at Mass this weekend. 

God put Abraham to the test. He called to him, “Abraham!” “Here I am!” he replied. Then God said: “Take your son Isaac, your only one, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah. There you shall offer him up as a holocaust on a height that I will point out to you.”


Jewish tradition calls this test the Akeidah, the Binding, because Isaac was bound upon the altar. One can only imagine Abraham’s pain and shock at God’s command. Must he surrender even Isaac, his heir, his only link to the fulfillment of God's promises?

"God in essence was calling upon the patriarch Abraham to express whether he loved the gift that is Isaac or if he loved the giver that is God the more." (K. A. Mathews) 

At a much later date, the writer to the Hebrews praises Abraham’s faith and obedience: 
“By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called and went forth to the place  
he was to receive as a heritage; he went forth, not knowing where he was going.  
By faith he sojourned in the promised land as in a foreign country... for he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose designer and maker is God.  
By faith Sarah received power to conceive, though she was past the age, for she thought that the One who made the promise was worthy of trust...  
By faith Abraham, when put to the test, offered up Isaac; he who had received the promises was ready to sacrifice his only son, of whom it was said, "Through Isaac shall your descendants be called."  
He reasoned that God was able to raise from the dead, and so he received Isaac back as a symbol..” 


There are many parallels between Abraham’s binding of Isaac, and the Father’s offering of His own Son Jesus Christ to be slain for our sins. The Binding of Isaac is a prototype of the crucifixion of Christ. Mount Moriah is traditionally associated with the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.

“Rising early next morning, Abraham saddled his ass and took with him two of his servants and his son Isaac.”

Jesus entered Jerusalem on a donkey, and went to the cross in the company of two thieves.


When they reached the mountain, father and son went on alone. Isaac carried the wood for the burnt offering, as Jesus carried the wood of the cross. Note how with fatherly concern Abraham carried the fire-stone and the knife, so that Isaac might not hurt himself upon them. 


Then comes this poignant exchange: 

“As the two of them went on together, Isaac spoke up and said to his father Abraham, "Father?" "Yes, my son?" Abraham replied. "The fire and wood are here," Isaac said, "but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?" Abraham answered, "God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son." And the two of them went on together.”

So little is spoken between father and son. We can sense Abraham’s grief at what he must do. This is one of the most masterful narratives in the Old Testament.

“When they came to the place of which God had told him, Abraham built an altar there and arranged the wood on it. Then he bound his son Isaac and put him on the altar on top of the wood. Abraham stretched out his hand and seized the knife to slaughter his son.”


Isaac yields himself to Abraham’s will, just as Jesus yields himself to His Father's will. As the Giver of all life, God has the right to demand a life back. He does not actually desire human sacrifice, common though it was in other religions of the time. 

Later the author of Deuteronomy will warn the Jews against such pagan practices: “You must not worship the LORD your God in their way, because in worshipping their gods, they do all kinds of detestable things the LORD hates. They even burn their sons and daughters in the fire as sacrifices to their gods.” (Deut 12:31) 

God stays Abraham’s hand, and provides an alternative to Isaac, a ram caught by its horns in a thicket nearby. Later He provided Jesus his Son as the innocent sacrificial lamb, on the altar of the cross, in atonement for our sins.

Just as Abraham did not withhold his beloved Isaac, so God did not withhold His only Son, whom he loved, to pay the penalty for our sins. “He did not spare His own Son, but handed Him over for us all.” Romans 8:32


Hebrew legend speaks of Abraham cutting off one horn to free the ram, and making from it the first shofar horn, the trumpet used to call the people of Israel to prayer and to war.


The journey to the mountain of Moriah had lasted three days, at the end of which a type of resurrection took place. Isaac had been dead in Abraham’s eyes, already forfeit to God in sacrifice. When the sacrifice was interrupted, he returned to life. 

Abraham’s perfect obedience proves that he fears God with true reverential awe, not with slavish terror. He had surrendered his own hopes, and now he receives them back again as a grace.


Abraham called the mountain “Yahweh-yireh” which means “The Lord will provide, will see to it.” It is known today as Jireh-shalom (Jerusalem)


We might ask ourselves, what sacrifices will I make in my life in order to be faithful to God? Improper or bad friendships? Career or money-making opportunities? Even to side with God’s truth against our spouse or children when it is necessary?

 
“I swear by myself, declares the LORD, that because you acted as you did in not withholding from me your beloved son, I will bless you abundantly and make your descendants as countless as the stars of the sky and the sands of the seashore; your descendants shall take possession of the gates of their enemies, and in your descendants all the nations of the earth shall find blessing—all this because you obeyed my command.”

