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Title: The Pain of Injustice  
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Last year on National Indigenous Day, June 21st 2019, a 50 metre-long red cloth with the names 
of indigenous children who died within Canada’s residential school system was unveiled during 
a ceremony in Gatineau at the Canadian Museum of History.  
 
2800 children are named – lest we forget. And there are more to be added as more are 
discovered. 
 

Globe and Mail, September 30, 2019 
 
And Chief Dan George writes in my Spirit Soars:  
“A child does not question the wrongs of grown ups, he suffers them”  
 
 
Today we read a disturbing text, a story that is imbedded in the Jewish and Christian sacred 
narrative of our ancestors.  
 
And friends what are we to do with it? 

A request from a deity to sacrifice another human being, a child? 
Abraham’s binding of Isaac – an act of injustice? 
The silence of Sarah, Isaac’s mother?   

 
A myriad of questions and emotions fill us as we listen to this.  
And before us, centuries of Bible readers.  
 Especially in the light of a gospel passage – that welcomes little ones. 
 
As I read postmodern theologian John Caputo, feminist scholar Phyllis Trible, Jewish scholar 
Wendy Zierler, I realized that I was interpreting their interpretation of Rabbis, scholars, 
philosophers, interpretation of Biblical translators interpretations of Early Church Father’s 
interpretation of the apostle Paul’s interpretation of the author of Genesis’ interpretation of 
Abraham’s interpretation of his voices in Genesis 22! 
 
That’s a whole lot of interpretation! 
So what I want to do today is to sit mostly with questions – questions that arise out of three 
different readings of this ancient, most disturbing story.  

- A contextual culture-based reading 
- A philosophical reading 
- A feminist reading 
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(1) A contextual culture-based reading…  
 
We see some archeological evidence that human sacrifice occurred in ancient 
Mesopotamia. As hard as it is for us to grasp – this may have been the context for the 
unfolding of this story of Abraham.  
 
“Human sacrifice has long been associated with the rise of hierarchical centralised 
societies. Recent excavation of a large cist tomb at third-millennium BC Ba şur Höyük, in 
Turkey, shows that state formation in Mesopotamia was accompanied by a fundamental 
change in the value of human life within local ritual economy. Osteological analysis and 
study of the grave goods have identified some of the dead as human sacrifices. This was 
indeed a retainer burial, reflecting the emergence of stratified society at a time of 
instability and crisis.”  
 
I commend the work of archeologists, Brenna Hassett & Haluk Sag l̆amtimur 

 
(In Antiquity 92 363 (2018): 640–654)  

 The story of Abraham, whether a mythical or historical narrative is set in a context 
 where ritual human sacrifice was practiced. Human life devalued.  

 The author of Genesis puts the request for sacrifice into the mouth of God, as Abraham 
 interprets it.  

 Yet … 

 And here are my wonderings:  

- How often do I unquestionably assign my cultural viewpoints to God?  
o Patriarchal viewpoint that images a masculine God 
o Shying away from talking about God’s response to evil 

 
- Abraham never checks his thoughts or interpretation of God’s voice? What does it mean 

for me/for us to open myself/ourselves up to discernment/correction in community?  
o Lay initial ideas open for feedback, critique, refinement from other perspectives 
o To make mistakes, name them and do it differently – instead of thinking we are 

always in the right?  
o Or do we surround ourselves with sameness that reinforces our points of view?  

 
- In what ways does our culture inadvertently sacrifice the value of human beings… 

o Buying cheap goods so we reinforce forms of unjust labour 
o Training girls to primarily look beautiful, diminishing their capacity to use their 

minds and skills?  
o Training boys to be strong and not recognise their need for emotional sensitivity 

to exist in balance?  
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(2) A philosophical reading… 
Sitting on the shoulders of the much-disputed commentary of Genesis 22 by Soren 
Kierkegard and Jaques Derrida, John Caputo asks questions about justice and the 
deconstruction of the law. 
 
For these philosophers the binding of Isaac is not a story of child sacrifice but a 
paradigm for what it takes to live in the slack between justice and the law. 
A place where all our choices are made. 
 
If there is a law, and then there is a strong order (say that of a higher power like God) 
that suspends the law, it creates a place for us to discern.  
A place out of which we can make ethical decisions.  
And this is where our values, our Christian values as human beings are lived out. 
 
Friends, the law is a construction, and there are times for careful deconstruction, when 
we collectively listen and discern justice in itself,  
we may need to question, to oppose and ultimately refine the law. 
 
Last week a number of St Catherine’s members attended an online zoom webinar on 
Canada’s Indian Act of 1876. Some of these laws are still in place.  

o Laws that defined First Nations Heritage and identity 
o Laws that limited the cultural rights of woman  
o Laws that disenfranchised First Nations peoples who received a university 

education. 
o Laws that introduced residential schools – schools where 2800 children died 
o Laws that restricted First Nations from leaving reserve 
o Laws that forbade First Nations from forming political organizations 

 
(see: https://www.ictinc.ca/blog/21-things-you-may-not-have-known-about-the-
indian-act-) 

 
The list goes on. 
 

And so I wonder:  

- Do we care enough to thoughtfully do our work, to analyse the laws of our land with 
others, particular those for whom these laws were written?  

- To discern together and work toward justice that truly values human beings?  
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And finally… 
 

(3) A feminist reading… the severing of relationship 
Jewish midrash scholar Wendy Zierler, asks the question: where is Sarah in this account?  
 

 If Genesis 21 begins with God remembering Sarah – promising her a pregnancy and the 
 subsequent birth of Isaac, Genesis 22 begins with forgetting Sarah.  
 
 Abraham packs up his camels early so not to wake her, ask her opinion (about their son), 
 or give her time to say her goodbyes. 
 
 And in Genesis 23, immediately following this story, we read: “And Abraham came to 
 mourn Sarah”. 
 
 Rabbis are cited in the midrash as connecting these two events –attributing the cause of 
 Sarah’s death to the binding and near death of her son, Isaac. 
  
  A careful analysis of the Hebrew in this story, also indicates a great rupture in the 
 relationship between Abraham and Isaac.  
 They walk in a spirit of togetherness toward Mount Mariah, and Abraham returns 
 walking together with his servants, apart from Isaac. 
 
 Abraham, is designated a fearer of God, not a lover of God and Isaac no longer his 
 beloved. The story ends with detachment and grief. 
 
 Sarah’s love is Isaac’s legacy in his marriage to Rebekah, we read later in the story (Gen 
 24:77).  
 
    A search of a Feminist Reading of the Akedah, by Wendy Zierler. 
 
 
 And so I wonder when we read later in the Torah in Deuteronomy 6:5-9 - The Shema 
 which we recite as our affirmation of faith and our values:  
 a value of loving God,  
 together with loving persons and loving ourselves 
 Not in competition with each other,  
  
Is this the corrective, a learning?  
Where Yahweh asks us always to act in love?  
Where the act of loving a human being is the act of loving God? 
 
Amen 
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