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“Beyond the Rock and Hard Place” 

 

What a story!   

 Can you imagine being a visitor here today and hearing it for the first time?   

 You would wonder what kind of sadistic God we were worshiping. 

But we can’t ignore the story – nor should we want to, 

  for the story is not from a history book or a novel, but from our very own sacred scripture. 

 And what that means is that it is the very living word of our God, for us, in this time and place. 

 

But how on earth can this scripture about a near child sacrifice be relevant to us today, here? 

 

Well, perhaps because it is about a near sacrifice, not one that was carried out.   

 

We know from archaeology that child sacrifice was a common practice among ancient cultures. 

 Why?  Because when early humans were suffering due to floods or droughts or other natural disasters, 

  they believed that the angry gods were punishing them,  

   and that they needed to propitiate these gods in some way.  

And so this was not an uncommon practice in the time of Abraham 

 and may very well have been part of Abraham’s belief system. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that Abraham may have initially believed that this was what God wanted of him. 

 

Abraham believed that God wanted him to sacrifice his only son  

  (well the only one he had left after he had sent Ishmael away),  

 the very son that God had promised him,  

  the very son that he had to wait to receive until he was 100 years old. 

Can you imagine how torn he must have felt?   

 He was caught between a rock and a hard place: 

  he knew from all he had been taught that it was wrong to disobey God;  

  and he also knew from the depths of his heart that it was wrong to kill his son. 

 No matter which of the two choices he made, it would be the wrong one,  

  and would lead only to suffering, grief, and sorrow.   

 

I’m sure you can all think of examples of people being caught between this proverbial rock and hard place. 

 There’s the situation that first gave rise to this phrase  

  in which a worker faces underpaid wages or unemployment.  

 Or you may know someone who has been told they will most probably die without an operation,  

  but also have a good chance of dying during the operation. 

 Or you may know people who have to choose between spending their limited income  

  either on medication or on food. 

I’m sure every one of you have experienced being in such a place; 

 perhaps some of you are there right now.   

Being caught between a rock and a hard place is a terribly depressing and anxious place to be, 

 but it is part and parcel of the human condition.   

 

And it is to that part of the human condition that our story speaks today. 

But what exactly is it that God is saying to us in this text? 



Well, first of all, did you notice how many times the text repeats the phrase, “Here I am”? 

 That’s the translation of the Hebrew word, “Hineni”, and in this story it is repeated 3 times. 

   In the beginning of the story, God says, "Abraham!" And he said, "Here I am".  [Genesis 22.1] 

  On the third day Abraham … and … the boy … went [on by themselves  

   with Abraham carrying the fire and the knife, and Isaac the wood, and …  

   Isaac said to his father Abraham, "Father!" And he said, "Here I am, my son". [Genesis 22.4-7]  

  Finally, as Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife to kill his son… 

    the angel of the Lord called to him from heaven, and said, "Abraham, Abraham!"  

   And he said, "Here I am."  [Genesis 22.10-11]  

 In Hebrew, repetition of words means something – and in particular, when a word is repeated 3 times,  

   it is the middle of the 3 that usually points to the meaning of the text.   

  So in this case, when Isaac calls to his father, and his father replies, “Here I am…” 

   and Isaac remarks, "The fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?"  

   Abraham replies, "God … will provide …".  [Genesis 22.7-8]    
 

The other thing in Biblical texts that can point to the meaning of the story is the naming of places 

 and in this case, our story ends with Abraham calling that place "The Lord will provide".  [Genesis 22.14] 
 

God will provide. 

 It’s so easy to say; and yet it is not always so easy to believe when we are trapped in that place 

  between a rock and a hard place.   
 

But the thing to remember is that whenever we feel caught between choosing either one thing or another, 

  it is highly likely that we are looking at what is known as a “false dichotomy”. 

 A false dichotomy or false dilemma is a logical fallacy  

  which involves presenting two opposing views, options or outcomes  

   in such a way that they seem to be the only possibilities:  

    that is, if you do not accept one then the other must be accepted.  

 The reality in most cases is that there are many in-between or other alternative options,  

  not just two mutually exclusive ones.  [https://rationalwiki.org/wiki/False_dilemma] 

Lutherans have a beautiful and proud history of spotting and rejecting false dichotomies,  

 which is why we are known not as the “either/or” Christians, but as the “both/and” type. 
 

And yet, even we, at times, forget to look beyond the 2 bad choices confronting us. 

And that’s why this awful story of near child sacrifice is such an important one to us,  

 for it reminds us that whenever we feel caught between a rock and a hard place, 

  whenever we feel like we need to choose between the lesser of 2 evils, 

  or whenever we feel like we’re damned if we do and we’re damned if we don’t, 

 we need to do what Abraham did in verse 13:  he looked up! 
 

Caught between what seemed to be his only choices – kill his son or disobey God  –  

 Abraham looked up.  And behold there was choice number 3 – a ram, caught in the thicket by its horns. 
 

God’s living word comes to us today through this ancient story to remind us  

 that whenever we feel caught between a rock and a hard place,  

  we need to look up, to look to God, to look to our Creator. 

 For if God can create this entire universe,  

  then surely God can come up with another choice beyond the 2 limited ones we see.   

 Surely God can come up with a way out of the trap in which we feel caught. 

 Surely God can broaden our view from either/or to both/and thinking. 

When we trust in God, God will get us from between the rock and hard place to a place beyond. 

This week my prayer for you is that in whatever challenge you face,  

 you will discover that our Amazing Creator, our Powerful and Loving Heavenly Parent, our Faithful God,  

  will indeed provide.   Amen  


