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INTRODUCTION

In the 2018 Hollywood film, ‘Infinity War’, the super villain of the Marvel universe, Thanos, is posed with a peculiar dilemma. In order to acquire from Red Skull the Soul Stone – one of the six Infinity Stones that he is collecting for world domination – he must sacrifice something loves. Between his quest to end half the world and his deep love for his adopted daughter, Gamora, the former wins. Thanos pushes Gamora off the edge of a tall cliff, gets the stone and walks away. 

Rewinding far back to circa 1500 BCE, the story of Sunahkshepa from the oldest Hindu scripture – the Rig Veda – has similar resonances (Green). In its Aitareya Brahmana section, we read about the King Harishchandra of the Ikshvaku dynasty, who has a 100 wives but no son. A prayer to god Varuna yields him a male heir, Rohit. But Varuna’s blessing comes with the caveat of a sacrifice. A few years later, Varuna asks that Rohit be sacrificed to him, but Harishchandra refuses. He sends his son away and earns the ire of the god. Meanwhile, the wandering son finds a poor Brahmin named Ajigarta Sauyavasi, who has three sons. Rohit asks the Brahmin if he would give one of his sons up to be sacrificed to Varuna in his stead. The Brahmin is loathe to give up his eldest son, and his wife refuses to part with her youngest; so the middle child, named Sunahkshepa is given up in lieu of a 100 cows. Varuna is happy with the replcement and the day of the sacrifice comes. When the officiating priests refuse to tie the boy Sunahkshepa to the sacrificial post, his father Ajigarta volunteers to do it for a 100 more cows. When the priests again refuse to slaughter the boy, the father says he would do it for another 100 cows. Sunahkshepa can only comply and pray for his life. Just as the moment of sacrifice comes, the Rig Vedic god of Dawn, Ushas, rescues the boy by loosening his bonds and the gods exempt Harishchandra from the sacrifice. 

In the Greek myth of Agamemnon too, he sacrifices his daughter, Iphigenia, to placate the irate goddess, Artemis, and thereby secure his progress in the war against the Trojans. In some versions of the 8th century BCE story, Iphigenia dies at her father’s hands and in some others, she survives and goes off to find her brother, Orestes and meet the Taurians, and in yet others, she is saved and rendered immortal by Atemis and is substituted by a deer in the sacrifice (Simon Hornblower). 

Across a long timeline and a diverse set of cultures, the motif of father wanting to sacrifice/ sacrificing his offsprint child seems to occur over and over. Parents sacrificing their children at the altar of beliefs or ideologies is hardly uncommon – whether it is pushing a child into a career a parent wanted for oneself,  an ‘ideal’ marriage alliance, or sending them to serve in the army, there are many ways in which parents continue to sacrifice of the life of their children, although it may not always end in visible death. 

But in literal terms, the best known and highly morally vexing story of this template is perhaps the Biblical Akedah. This paper attempts to understand the basic structure and contexts of Chapter 22 of the Genesis, which chronicles the most dramatic episode of the Akedah (or Aqedah) or ‘The Binding” (of Isaac by Abraham). 

Textual location and synopsis

The Akedah occurs in the very first book of the Tanakh or the Hebrew Bible, also known as the Old Testament in Christian parlance. The first book, called the Bereishit or the Book of Genesis is part of the Pentateuch – or the first five books of the Bible (the other four being Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy).  The chapter under discussion is numbered 22, and has 24 verses in all, and forms among the earliest known scriptures/ myths of Judaism.

The chapter begins with what seems like an abrupt call to test for Abraham, one of the Bible’s foremost prophets and patriarchs. God orders Abraham to take his son, Isaac, up a hill in Moriah and sacrifice him as a burnt offering. With unquestioning obedience, Abraham accepts God’s command and sets off to do His bidding. With chopped wood, a couple of servants, a donkey to carry the load, and Isaac, Abraham reaches the base of the designated spot. He bids his servants to remain there with the donkey, and proceeds to climb the hill with the wood and his unsuspecting son. When Isaac asks him what of the missing lamb, Abraham cryptically answers that God would provide for the offering himself.  Isaac asks no further questions and follows through obediently – like father, like son – including when Abraham binds him to the altar. As the patriarch lifts his knife to slay his son, an angel’s voice bids him to stop thus:

"…Abraham! Abraham!" And he said, "Here I am." 
And he said, "Do not stretch forth your hand to the lad, nor do the slightest thing to him, for now I know that you are a God fearing man, and you did not withhold your son, your only one, from Me." (Gen. 22:11-12) (Chabad)

As this divine proclamation is made, Abraham spots a ram in the bush and catching it by its horns, he sacrifices it to God. He names the mountain ‘The Lord will see (also translated as ‘The Lord will provide)’. Having thus obeyed God’s command, Abraham hears His voice again. 

“By Myself have I sworn, says the Lord, that because you have done this thing and you did not withhold your son, your only one,
That I will surely bless you, and I will greatly multiply your seed as the stars of the heavens and as the sand that is on the seashore, and your descendants will inherit the cities of their enemies.
And through your children shall be blessed all the nations of the world, because you hearkened to My voice." (Gen. 22: 16-18)

The promise and the providence, thus, having been delivered, the rest of the chapter is dedicated to Abraham’s acquiantance with numerous descendents of his family, who would rule the earth, as promised by God. 

Motifs and functions of the Akedah

The Akedah story is somewhat paradigmatic with themes such as divine command and obedience, and human sacrifice recurring throughout the Bible. Similarities have been noted between Isaac’s binding and Jesus’ binding (Kerr); between Isaac’s suffering and Ismail’s suffering (Taylor); and even Abraham’s ritual behaviour on Mt. Moriah and Elijah’s (and the other prophets’) ritual behaviour on Mt. Carmel (Daly). 

Although many Jewish scholars have interpreted Isaac’s story to demonstrate that Elohim was indeed against the heathen practice of human sacrifices, the argument is undone in the face of God’s own declations in Exodus 13 and 22 where he commands that “You shall give Me the first-born among your sons.” Goodman cites interpretations from as far back as the 13th century, by philosophers and theologicians like Joseph Ibn Kaspi, who argued that the story of Isaac was meant to “uproot, undermine, and weaken (not only) the heathen practice of child sacrifice, but also that Abraham himself understood that child sacrifice was an abomination to God.” (Goodman) 

The Akedah has also been analysed for its literary narrative function and its chiastic structures. Of note are Jacques Doukhan’s 1993 study, which suggestes that the story may have been composed center first – where the tragic dialogue between Isaac and Abraham takes place in verse 17 and 18. Levels were probably added as concentric circles, alternating action and implication. The following extract (pg. 4) from Doukhan’s paper demonstrates this structure (Doukhan). However, what he notes importantly, if briefly, in his conclusion is about the many silences in the Akedah. 

More than what the Akedah says, it is what it doesn’t say, makes an episode so emotional strangely enigmatic. There are indeed many silences in this episode – that of Sarah’s, who Abraham may have confided in about God’s command; that of Isaac, who did not question his father upon being laid on the sacrificial altar; and mostly, that of Abraham, who did not question God why such a cruel demand was made of him. Moreover, the story itself is silent about context. Why did God ask Abraham to sacrifice a son he himself had given him after such a long wait? Why did God change his mind? Why could He not have tested faith in any other way? These silences and questions have been famously examined by Danish philosopher, Søren Kierkegaard in his work, ‘Fear and Trembling’ (1843). 
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Christian Vs. Midrashic exegesis 

Kierkegaard’s examination of the question of ethics Vs. faith came largely from a Christian perspective. Other typically Christian interpretations of the Akedah can be classified in two major groups – one, based in faith, and the other in the belief in resurection (Schoenfeld). Others, such as Louis A. Berman, have offered etiological interpretations of Isaac’s story serving to justify the replacement of animal sacrifices for human ones in that milieu. 

While such theological and ethical interpretations seem to be fairly straightforward and constant in the Christian worldview, Judaic exegetical texts or midrashim have attempted to fill gaps in narrative and logic, many of which are highly imaginitive. Some of the midrashic exegetical points of view from the Rabbinic period have been noted below.  

In Sanhedrin Daf 89b (Davidson) of the Talmud, one finds a preceding narrative that explains why God decided to put Abraham to the test. 

Rabbi Yoḥanan said in the name of Rabbi Yosei ben Zimra: This means after the statement [devarav] of Satan, as it is written: “And the child grew, and was weaned, and Abraham prepared a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned”. Satan said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, this old man, you favored him with a product of the womb, i.e., a child, at one hundred years of age. From the entire feast that he prepared, did he not have even one dove or one pigeon to sacrifice before You as a thanks-offering? God said to Satan: Did Abraham prepare the feast for any reason but for his son? If I say to him: Sacrifice your son before Me, he would immediately slaughter him. Immediately, after these matters, the verse states: “And God tried Abraham.”
 
What follows Satan’s goading in this explanation seems more like God’s demonstration of Abraham’s faith rather than its test. Here, it feels like a foregone conclusion that God didn’t ever mean for Abraham to kill Isaac, but wanted to merely show that He is feared and that His command – no matter how irrational or impossible – would never be disobeyed. This is in line with the Rabbinic belief that God demands only submission and not sacrifice (Taylor). 

Other Jewish interpretations try to grapple with the issue of seeming contradictions in God’s words. It imagines a dialogue between God and Abraham, as found in Genesis Rabbah (56:8), which goes as follows:

“Now I know” (Gen 22:12) – Rabbi Abba said: Abraham said to him [God]: I will set my words before you. Yesterday you said to me: “In Isaac will be called your seed” (Gen 21:12). Then you went back and said, “Take your son” (22:1). Now you say to me, “Do not send forth your hand against the boy” (22:12).

God said to him: “I will not profane my covenant and the utterance of my lips will not change” (Ps 89:35). When I said to you, “take,” the utterance of my lips will not change. I did not say “slaughter him” but rather “bring him up.” You brought him up, now bring him down. 
Turning Abraham into a Rabbinic interlocutor, it tries to prove that God never really contradicts himself and always keeps his word.  

This is, by no means, representative of the Jewish perspective, for subsequent interpreters have held different views (Schoenfeld) such as God changing his word sometimes (Ibn Ezra), or God punishing those who do not fear him (Rashbam), or God making examples of his favourite devotees for nations at large (Radak). 
 
The Akedah in Islam

Speaking of varying interpretations, it is important to make a brief note of the Akedah story as it occurs in the Koran. In the As-Saffat, the 37th chapter of the Holy Book of the Muslims, verses 100-111 recall a similar story of sacrifice. The text is as follows:

Lord, grant me a righteous son,’ so We gave him the good news that he would have a patient son. When the boy was old enough to work with his father, Abraham said, ‘My son, I have seen myself sacrificing you in a dream. What do you think?’ He said, ‘Father, do as you are commanded and, God willing, you will find me steadfast.’ When they had both submitted to God, and he had laid his son down on the side of his face, We called out to him, ‘Abraham, you have fulfilled the dream.’ This is how We reward those who do good– it was a test to prove [their true characters]– We ransomed his son with a momentous sacrifice, and We let him be praised by succeeding generations: ‘Peace be upon Abraham!’ This is how We reward those who do good: truly he was one of Our faithful servants. (Haleem)

The story of Abraham’s (Ibrahim in the Islamic context) sacrifice may sound much the same in the Koran, but there is one big difference. The son in question, though not named, is believed by many Muslims to be Ishmael (Ismail) – Abraham’s older son by Hagar, and not Isaac (Abdus Sattar Ghawri). 

In fact, it forms the basis of one of Islam’s most important festivals – the Eid al-Adha or Eid Qurban, meaning the Festival of Sacrifice. An important ritual aspect of this festival is the sacrificing of a goat, emulating Abraham’s sacrifice of the animal that Allah provided him with, in lieu of his ‘only son’. A goat that has been looked after for a while (resulting in attachment) is expected to be sacrificed by the devout, and later a feast is prepared using the meat. Another ritual related to the Koranic version of the Akedah is ‘The Stoning of the Devil’ during the Hajj pilgrimage in Mecca (Tagliacozzo). In this, pilgrims enact Abraham stoning the shaytaan (devil), when the latter tries to dissuade him from following Allah’s command. 

The story of Abraham’s sacrifice, thus, forms an important cultural basis for the Islamic faith too. It is clear to see that the story of Abraham’s sacrifice is essentially the same in the Torah and the Koran (as also the Bible), but for the one big difference of key character. That Muslims who descended from Ishmael would imagine him to be the ‘lamb’, as Jews who descended from Isaac imagined his piety is obvious. The conflict, if any, pertains to primacy and ancestry rather than theology and does not in any way challenge the extent or greatness of Abraham’s actions or his position as the great patriarch of the three ‘Abrahamic faiths’. Interestingly though, one Jewish interpretation (Targum) also accounts for this Ishmael-Isaac rivalry and offers it up as the very provocation for God’s decision to throw such a challenge at the family. 

“And it came to pass after these words” that Isaac and Ishmael were in dispute.  Ishmael said: “It is right for me to be the heir of my father, since I am his first-born son.”  But Isaac said: “It is right for me to be the heir of my father, since I am the son of Sarah his wife, but you are the son of Hagar, the handmaid of my mother.”  Ishmael answered and said: “I am more righteous than you, because I was circumcised when thirteen years old; and if it had been my wish to refuse, I would not have handed myself over to be circumcised.”  Isaac answered and said: “Am I not now thirty-seven years old?  If the Holy One, blessed be He, demanded all my members I would not hesitate.”  Immediately, these words were heard before the Lord of the universe, and immediately, the word of the Lord tested Abraham, and said unto him, “Abraham,” and he said, “Here I am.” (Kalimi)

This Midrashic expansion touches upon the sensitive topic of circumcision, and naturally casts Isaac in a better light than Ishmael because of its Jewish context. However, it also establishes a unity of ritual in both religious communities. This mitigates that one fundamental point of difference – circumcision – that has historically caused immense discord between the Jews and Christians

Like father, like son

The Akedah story in the Bible has inspired myriad interpretations across time and cultures and continues to flummox new readers, spawning even more interpretations. The story of a seemingly cruel god, a frighteningly faithful (and heartless) patriarch, and an unsuspecting child continues to shock, awe and confuse. In addition to many theological angles, scholars like E Wellisch have explored the psychological angles such as in his book ‘Isaac and Oedipus: A Study in Biblical Psychology of the Sacrifice of Isaac The Akedah’. 

However, despite its many layers and conundrums, the central takeaway of the text seems to be a simple one of patriarchal authority. A patriarchal god makes an impossible request of his prophet, who in turn must make an impossible request of his son. In the face of authority, there must be fear and unquestioning obedience and these are upheld as values that must be followed by society at large. Obedience alone ensures protection, and a son must follow in his father’s footsteps. Stripped of all divine mystery and piety, the paradigmatic story of a father (being willing to sacrifice) sacrificing his child – whether Abraham, or Agamemnon, or Ajigarta or Thanos, is essentially stated and reinstated to establish one central rule of survival in a patriarchal society – like father, like son. 
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