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What God asks of Abraham in our first reading today is surprising for at least two 

reasons. The first is that God had promised to make Abraham the “father of many nations”, yet 

now he asks him to sacrifice his only son. How could Abraham have descendants as “numerous 

as the stars of the sky” – as God said – if he took the life of his only son? The second reason is 

even more surprising: sacrificing his only son would be putting an innocent person to death, 

which is morally evil. How could God ask Abraham to do something evil? 

The answer to the second question helps us to understand the entire situation. (Now to be 

clear, this passage is something of a “bible stumper” – people disagree widely about its 

meaning.) I assert that God never desired for Abraham to sacrifice his son. It is impossible for 

God to command what is evil, or to do evil. What God truly wanted from Abraham, and what 

Abraham in fact did, was the sacrifice of his will. We can be sure that Abraham would never 

have wanted to sacrifice his son. He naturally wanted to see him grow older, get married, and 

have children.  

But the Lord apparently tells him to do exactly what he does not want. So Abraham has 

to choose between his own will and what he understood to be God’s will. He ultimately chose 

what God wanted, as we heard in the first reading. And, lest things end badly, God stayed his 

hand before he could sacrifice Isaac, for Abraham had done what God really wanted, which was 

to deny himself – to deny his own will. Finally, because Abraham obeyed, God fulfilled his 

promise and rewarded him, making him indeed to be the father of many nations. 

This same sacrifice of will was demanded of the Lord Jesus: for example, remember how 

in the Garden of Gethsemane he was praying, and he saw what he would have to suffer, and it 

made him so afraid that he began to sweat blood. But he concluded this ordeal saying to his 

heavenly Father, “Not my will, but thy will be done”. In his humanity, Christ feared the agony of 

the cross. But he denied that fear and accepted whatever his Father wanted of him. 

Christ’s disciples also had to learn to sacrifice their wills. In the gospel today, Peter, 

James, and John witness the Lord’s unspeakable glory for a brief moment, and they have an 

amazing experience. Peter speaks for them all, expressing their desire to stay: “It is good that we 

are here!” But Jesus tells them they have to go back down the mountain. Moreover, they will 

have to come to grips with the fact that the only way to the glory they witnessed and found so 

appealing is by following the way of the cross. They have to say “no” to themselves and seek the 

path that God has laid out for them – they have to say “no” to their own wills and “yes” to God’s. 

Christ, in fact, would make this exceedingly clear for Peter later on. By the seashore, 

after the Resurrection, there was the beautiful scene of their reconciliation: “Peter, do you love 

me more than these?” “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” But then Jesus said to him: “When 

you were young, you dressed yourself and went where you would. But when you are old, you 

will stretch our your hands and another will gird you and lead you where you did not wish to 

go.”1 For Peter – as for all of us – there was the challenge in life of renouncing one’s own plans 

and accepting God’s. 

Yes, the Lord calls us to make this sacrifice as well. Our desires, our wishes are not 

unlike the disciples’, who wanted the easy way to glory: we do not want to suffer; we do not 

want to experience pain; we want the easy way out. But God’s plans are so often different from 

the paths we might choose, and we must learn to accommodate our wills to his. We know his 

will ordinarily by his moral law – the Ten Commandments and the teachings of his Church. And 
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we also know his will by the state of life he has given us – fulfilling the duties and 

responsibilities of our state in life is God’s will for us each day. Thus we strive daily to be 

faithful to the moral law and our state in life.  

Much of this comes naturally, since we have been practicing for many years and striving 

to cooperate with the Lord’s grace. But we remain in need of deeper conversion, and so for us all 

there are still those areas where we must say “no” to selfishness, “no” to laziness, “no” to illicit 

moral choices. However, the flip side of all the different “nos” that make up the sacrifice of our 

wills is a great “yes” – a “yes” to God, who is the author of life and knows best how our lives are 

meant to unfold and develop within his great plan – within history, “his story”.   

Lent is the graced time for us to strive to be more faithful to that daily “yes” to God. It is 

good for us to examine our consciences during this season and make use of the sacrament of 

confession, for we all have room for improvement: we all daily say “no” to God in this way or 

that; that is what sin is – saying “no” to God. So we must keep up the good fight. The disciples 

are good examples for us: for Peter, James, and John all became great saints. They learned to 

deny themselves, to take up their crosses, and to follow Christ faithfully each day. It did not 

happen overnight – it was a lifelong process, which continued to the very end. So it will be for 

us. And the Lord is on our side: as St. Paul said in the second reading, “If God is for us, who can 

be against us?” He wants us to be holy, and he will always help us with his grace. 


