3000 words essay on the characteristics and reception of either Abraham, Isaac OR Jacob. As well as engaging with primary and secondary sources, you are also encouraged to evaluate and critique other material relating to the reception of the patriarchs in culture (this may include taking a gendered perspective, reviewing paintings, looking at poems, analysing films, etc)
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Introduction:
The figurehead patriarchs of the Bible are Abraham, his son Isaac, and Isaac’s son Jacob, who is also referred to as Israel the primogenitor to the Israelites. These three figures are collectively identified as the patriarchs, and are closely entwined to one another across Jewish, Christian, and Islamic narratives and religious contexts. This analysis will examine the characteristics and reception of Isaac, across a range of Abrahamic religious literature and secondary artistic media. The portrayal of the Patriarch Isaac, within Pentateuchal stories is comparatively lacking compared to the narratives on Abraham and Jacob. Most of Isaac’s story concerns his relationship with his sons and father across Genesis 22 and 27 and is relatively minimal in its focus on Isaac. Moreover, Isaac’s narrative is considerably short within Genesis 27, and because of his advanced age (est. 130 y/o) his characterisation has been considered weak, passive, easily deceived and presented as a seemingly unknowing inconsequential character (Reiss, 2014, pp. 149). Isaac is duped by his stronger and decisive wife Rebekah, and unable to distinguish different aspects of reality from one another (Genesis 27:5-10). Isaac is the son of Abraham and Sarah, and the father of Jacob and Esau, and the grandfather of the Twelve tribes of Israel (Tobolowsky, 2022, pp. 1-2). The ‘narrative’ function of Isaac has been a highly contested issue amongst biblical and reception scholars, as Isaac is considered as an almost passive plot device acting in mimicry of Abraham and developing other narratives (Genesis 22; Genesis 27) while little advancement is given to the agency and activity of his character as an individual. Yet the symbolic and narrative significance Isaac possess in religious texts, has perpetuated historical sources and modern media, and represents cross-discipline medium, that propagates an insightful topic for reception studies. This analysis will primarily focus on the characterisation and reception of Isaac in Genesis 22, due to the dramatic and emotive topic of human sacrifice. 
The Binding of Isaac Genesis: 22
The iconic biblical introduction to Isaac is in Gen. 22:1-24 of the Hebrew Bible, the Binding of Isaac. In this infamous biblical narrative, Abraham bound Isaac to an Altar, at the behest of God who orders Abraham to sacrifice Isaac at Mt. Moriah (Gen 22:2). As Abraham prepares to sacrifice his bound son by dagger, an Angel intervenes and a ram appears in the thicket and is sacrificed instead of Isaac, to which God praises Abrahams pious devotion and obedience (Gen 22:10-13). Isaac embodies the passive victim, the uncomplaining child (Richter, 2018, pp. 73) as he does not plead with his father but is carried as a purposeful tool to enact and enable his fathers’ beliefs and commune with God (Gen 22:8-10). 


Christian Interpretations
Christian reception of Isaac in the Binding embodies a position of faithful victim, in which he is at the whim of his Abraham’s belief in God, and Isaac questions the lack of lamb for their mountain top offering, Abraham deceives him by declaring ‘God himself will provide the lamb- my son’ (Gen 22:8), conscious to the intended sacrifice of his only son (symbolic of the lamb). The deception of Isaac is an on-going theme throughout his brief representation in Genesis, which continues into Gen. 27:24-27 in an act of impersonation Jacob lies to the blind Isaac affirming he is Esau, to gain Isaac’s blessing (Anderson, 2019, pp. 15-16, further portraying Isaac as the manipulated patriarch. Moreover, Isaac’s blessing is symbolic of a covenant with God, providing the recipient with ‘land and the prospect of offspring’ (Schwartz, 2019, pp. 700). Furthermore, the binding of Isaac and the characterisation of Isaac has strong correlations with Jesus Christ. Schoeps (1946) expands on the Isaac-Jesus correlation from a Christian and Rabbinical perspective, suggesting that the expected sacrifice of Isaac foreshadows the death of Jesus and is ‘a shadow of redemption, wrought fully and finally by the death of Jesus Christ’ (Schoeps, 1946, pp. 392). Many Christians often engage with Isaac as a proto-Christ figure, who like Christ was due to be sacrificed (which Christ fulfilled, but Isaac did not), and had a miraculous conception (similar to the Virgin Mary’s immaculate conception of Jesus) as Isaacs elderly mother Sarah was ninety when she was pregnant with Isaac. Isaac also carries his own wood for his binding, a parallel to the cross Christ carried for his sacrifice (Oh, 2016, pp. 4).  Abraham refers to Isaac as ‘boy’ (Gen. 22:5) an emotionally distancing title, that further distances and dehumanises Isaac before his expected sacrifice. Moreover, God himself commands ‘Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him’ (Gen. 22:12) removing a sense of self from Isaac and possibly confirming his most significant characteristic at this narrative point is being selected for sacrificed and as only son of Abraham. The binding and expected sacrifice of Isaac may also represent a symbolic sacrifice of Isaac’s childhood, and mark his ascension into adulthood, as well as his acceptance as the primogenitor of the Twelve tribes of Israel. However, Isaac’s age is never mentioned, and the interpretations vary on his age, which seems to matter little as he becomes an icon of submissive faith (Frantzen, 2001, pp. 445-6). De-Andrado (2011) compares Isaac in Genesis 22 as ‘Like a lamb, yea, rather like the common Lord for all- He (Isaac) was led like a lamb to slaughter, and as a sheep dumb before his shearer (De-Andrado, 2011, pp. 7). Isaac has a contested relationship with the reader and is indicative of a level of duality to contemporary responses, as Isaac represents a Christ-Like figure, but lacks the leadership or divine authority of a Christ, while instead likened to a passive lamb awaiting the blind direction of Abraham (and by extension God).  Isaacson engages with a medieval Jewish interpretation of Isaac’s as the embodiment of ‘an affliction of love’ (Isaacson, 2015, pp. 12), which was a glorification of suffering, a test of faith by God, and Isaac was one of the original martyrs of suffering. 
Jewish Interpretations
The binding of Isaac is referred to as the Akedah (the Binding) in Hebrew, as Jews contest on the actuality of the ‘sacrifice of Isaac’ and whether there was any intention to sacrifice Isaac at all (Bodoff, 2005, pp. 1-3). Taylor sustains that rabbinic interpretation of the Old Testament is that Abraham was tested by God, and that his blind faith alongside his willingness to consider sacrificing his own god given son showed the strength of faith Abraham possessed (Taylor, 2015 pp. 3). However, Isaac during his binding was the embodiment of an innocent, a beloved son, and the Rabbi Navon (2014) notes his expected sacrifice is the ‘ultimate violation of natural mortality’ (Navon, 2014, pp. 233). This is to say, to the reader, through the attempted sacrifice Isaac- God would teach humanity that human sacrifice and child sacrifice was not acceptable (Danam, 2018, pp. 7). Lebens (2017) attests that the Rabbis of Midrash Rabba interpretation of events suggest it was clear that Abraham was ready and willing to sacrifice Isaac (Lebens, 2017, pp. 502), and so raises questions on how heroic Abraham and faithful Isaac truly was. The variety of interpretation suggests that Jewish receptions of the Akedah can both be highly individual, interpretative, and imaginatively constructed. Lenowitz (1986), a Jewish rabbi infers that it was much more of a contractual obligation that Abraham and Isaac enter with God. Abraham needs convincing to stay his blade, God knows he does not want to kill Isaac, the contract assures Isaac is his progeny and that both God and Abraham are both more committed to the life of Isaac, than the written word or contract (Lenowitz, 1986, pp. 98). Moreover, Lenowitz, suggests the real contract between God and Abraham is Isaac, who by continuing to live becomes recognised as key to the propagation of Jewish exegetic text and the successful perpetuation of Abraham’s line and God’s blessings (Lenowitz, 1986, pp. 99). 
Judo-Christian readings of the Binding of Isaac contrast the possible death of Isaac, ascribing that Isaac’s death was never a possibility, and that Abraham understood the orders of Gods commandment as a lesson. For many Jews, Riches (2021) identifies that this is a story read in the historical context of Jewish persecution (Riches, 2021, pp. 52), and raises questions on the nature of faith and suffering. For philosopher Immanuel Kant in his book: Religion within the Boundaries of Mere reason (1793), Abraham’s binding of Isaac represents unconscientious and immoral behaviour. The placement of Isaacs life into a dubious authority of the ‘other’ (God), Kant believes that in matters of religious authority, one must instead be guided by human reason (Kant, 1793, pp. 175). Moreover, the ability of Abraham to so willingly act upon a dubious divine authority to sacrifice Isaac, sustains conceptions of a ‘lamb to the slaughter’ qualities upon Isaacs character (Davidson, 2000, pp. 244). Furthermore, Nica (2017) builds upon Kant’s analysis and identifies that Abrahams ordeal, and the Binding of Isaac is a paradigmatic narrative of faith in each of the monotheistic Abrahamic religions (Nica, 2017, pp. 107-8), suggesting that Isaac is a narrative educational tool upon the power of faith, as much as the knife he was to be sacrificed by.
Islamic Interpretation
In the Qur’an Isaac is held in deep venerations as an Apostle of Allah, by Muslims, because of the belief that both Isaac and his older half-brother Ishmael continued Abrahams spiritual mission through preaching the message of God (Allah) after their father’s death (Klar, 2005, pp. 342). Islamic perspectives differ on who was actually chosen to be sacrificed by Abraham, with a majority of scholars actually suggesting it was Ishmael and not Isaac (Barlas, 2011, pp. 63). Additionally, Muslim scholar Dr. Ghazi (2011) attests Isaac was wrongfully recorded in scholarly transmission of manuscripts by Jewish scholars, who seek to create an ancestor of Isaac providing them a territorial claim on the land, and its peoples (Ghazi, 2011, pp. 12). This contrasting viewpoint reveals a reception of contrasting relationships with Isaac (from an Islamic perspective), as an individual he revered for his importance, yet he is still relegated to the shadow of Abraham and Ishmael. Isaac’s stories and characterisation across Jewish, Christian, and Islamic narratives function as a bridge between multifaceted entities. Boase (2001) suggests Isaac’s character is the bridge between Abraham and Jacob, but also God and mortal faith, he may function as a projectable figure for the reader in the continuation of promises, faith, and future generations from Christian and Jewish Narratives (Boase, 2001, pp. 335). However, from some Islamic interpretations Isaac is not chosen for the binding, leading his characterisation to be reduced further, perhaps reflecting a law of tribal primogeniture. As the first-born sons in ancient Near-Eastern cultures were afforded privileges that were observable in areas of ‘inheritance and family leadership’ and accorded precedence over his brothers (Chukwuebuka, 2021, pp. 2). While differing Christian and Jewish interpretations place the primogenitor as Isaac, as being born of Sarah the legitimate wife of Abraham. Perhaps revealing a conflict of tribal narratives.
The sacrifice of the firstborn may also be symbolic of a substitution due to Isaac’s replacement by a lamb (or ram). Danam (2018) suggests that the requirement for a firstborn’s sacrifice evolved into the need to be redeemed (Danam, 2018 pp. 281-2). The sacrifice of the lamb cleansed Isaac of sin and instigated his ‘Redemption’. Redemption being a symbolic religious transformation (Schroeder, 2012, pp. 302) moving socio-cultural ideologies away from the actual sacrifice of children in the ancient Near-East, which is supported by archaeological studies (Rechet, 2010, pp. 172). Isaac from this perspective represents a historic transformative character, who provides a narrative analogue to deter post-Abrahamic tribes away from human sacrifice and may align with the need for intergenerational continuation. Additionally, drawing on a gendered reception Fink (2004) suggests that the blood sacrifice of animals may have undone the blood let during a birth for a woman (Fink, 2004, pp. 57), and allowed men to ritually transcend dependence on women’s reproduction. Allowing Isaac to become the father like Abraham, and attain the position of Patriarch (Janowitz, 2011, pp. 24).
Contemporary adaptations of the Binding of Isaac
The Binding of Isaac has had a lasting impact on cultural psyches and creative works across literary and visual mediums. Selven (2020) compares the creations of J.R.R Tolkien (Lord of the Rings) and Stephen King (The Gunslinger) as drawing hefty symbolic and narrative function from the Binding of Isaac. In King’s The Gunslinger which follows the main character Roland Deschain (Abrahamic figure) and his hunt for the centric Dark Tower, and Jake Chambers (Isaac) a boy who died in his own world, and now exists in Rolands. The two seek Rolands’s nemesis ‘the man in black (Walter)’ and develop a symbiotic father-son relationship. However, both become aware that Roland will sacrifice Jake in order to reach Walter, and eventually when Jake’s sacrifice arrives, he is left by Roland to fall into a chasm in pursuit of the Tower and Walter (Selven, 2020, pp.154-5). King’s adaptation bares strong relation to Genesis 22 and Isaac’s binding, but elaborates on the emotional conflict, lack of angelic intervention, and the young age of Isaac (around 11) in which it evokes the reader to react with greater abhorrence to the purposeful and actual sacrifice of a child, in the pursuit of esoteric knowledge and revenge (Selven, 2020, pp. 156). King’s depiction of Isaac is not the weak and passive, nor the accepting and wise, it represents a human conundrum, and twisting dagger of ethical consideration, which haunts Roland (likened to Abraham) for the rest of his life. Furthermore, it demarcates that the sacrifice of Jake had severe consequences not just for the life of Jake but for the father-figure Roland too (Selven, 2020, pp. 155). King’s interpretation seems inspired by Kant’s conundrum of blinding faith leading Abraham to commit an action of inconsiderable violence, while the repercussions of which are never experienced in Isaac’s Binding, Roland and Jake experience in a much more tangibly real, mortal and moving way.
                       The man in black upon the death of Jake to Roland: ‘No you won’t, You can’t. But you can gather wood to remember your Isaac’ (King, 1982, pp. 184). 
The Binding of Isaac was adapted into a video game that was a retelling of the biblical binding (Aqedah) creatively also named The Binding of Isaac (TBOI) and was created by Edmund McMillen. In the game TBOI, Isaac’s mother a surrogate for Abraham, receives a ‘voice from above’ presumed to from God commanding her to take the life of her son (Isaac) as evidence of her faith. God commands her to cleanse his sin, and Isaac fearing for his life, retreats into the prophetic monster-filled basement of their home where he must combat horrors for his survival. The player actively controls Isaac, taking a perspective of a horrified child, abandoned by his mislead mother, allowing a level of intense experience and exposure to the world of this Isaac. Welton (2020) argues that the TBOI is a retelling of Genesis 22 in a secular lens, which seeks to convey the harm ‘conservative Christian child-rearing strategies’ cause to children (Welton, 2020, pp. 295). Moreover, in TBOI Isaac’s vulnerability is further accentuated by his crying visage, an emotional forbearance never shown by Isaac in his binding. TBoI on one hand is a post-modern adaptation of Isaac, as an embodiment of real-world anxieties, doctrinal belief, and emotional withdrawal present in conservative Christian childhood (Welton, 2020, pp. 312). Yet, on the other hand Bosman et al (2018 pp. 3-4) and Dawkins (2006, pp. 242), suggests that in modern interpretations Isaac’s binding represent ‘a disgraceful story of child abuse, bullying’ that at extremes could reflect Isaac’s near-sacrifice as equivalent to the Nuremberg defence: ‘I was only following orders. Isaac in the TBoI is imbued with a survival agency, and unlike in Genesis 22 and his brief interactions, he has taken control and dissents the will and blinding faith of his parental figure. Which differs wildly from his submissive and staunch loyalty perceived by Abrahamic scholars yet evokes a nuanced debate of how truly accepting and knowing Isaac was of his binding and possible death. Graham (2019) goes even so far to suggest Abraham was suffering from a mental illness, displayed through the Akedah and intent on killing his son. Additionally, Graham from a psychiatric perspective, implies that his mental illness leads him to actually fail gods test, as ‘not once does he (Abraham) plead for Isaac, but on two separate occasions he mislead his son’ (Graham, 2019, pp. 8). While this may be a brutally modern and psycho-analytical view of the Binding of Isaac, this sustains the characterisations of Isaac as the deceived, but also as the ignorant conduit of divine communication who may be unknowing of what is required of him.

The art of Isaac
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Fig. 1 – (Caravrozzi, 1603). The Sacrifice of Isaac (Sacrificio d'Isacco), by Italian artist Bartolomeo Cavarozzi (1587-1625).
Artistic inspiration has emanated from The Isaac’s Binding since the first records of the story. One such example is Caravozzi’s: Sacrificio d'Isacco. The Sacrificio d’Isaaco depicts the cinematographic moment Isaac is saved by an Angel and the ram is offered in Isaacs place. The gestures of hands convey a physical and emotional response, with the angel resting his hand upon the Ram in imitation of Abrahams hand on Isaac’s head. Moreover, the lamb looks towards Isaac as perhaps an equal, while the Angel and Abraham look eye-to-eye. The masterfully crafted scene is highlighted with chiaroscuro (tenebrism) which allow a dramatic contrast of the light and dark, giving volume and compositional focus to the principal elements of the painting: Isaac, Abraham, The Angel, and the Ram. The lack of a background provides no distractions from the psychological drama unfolding between the subjects, The faces of Isaac and Abraham dwell in the dark, reflecting the darkness of sacrifice had come over both their hearts. While the youthful angel and ram bask in almost divine illumination, symbolic of their message of salvation for Abraham and Isaac. The intensity of the baroque aesthetic entwines well with Isaac’s helplessness as he lies awaiting his death on the pyre, he emulates a Christly figure. Caravrozzi depicts Isaac as a young man, perhaps even a teenager, despite Isaacs age never being mentioned throughout all of Genesis 22. The young Isaac is a troubling figure, as despite his safety, Abraham appears fully intending to end the life of his ‘only son’. The artistic reception of the Binding of Isaac is a highly emotive and engaging medium, that enthrals the reader with a sense of beauty, awe, and shock. Caravozzi’s rendition possess a pseudo-romanticisation of Isaac, who is presented as an idealised youth, the faithful heir, loyal to his father and submissively awaiting his death.
Conclusion
The aim of this essay has been to explore the characterisation and receptions of the Patriarch Isaac across a range of media adaptations and narrative interpretations of the Binding of Isaac. Ultimately, Isaac’s binding represents a highly contextual, interpretive, and imaginative narrative, in which values can be projected and removed, producing a variety of responses discussed throughout this essay. However, the plethora of responses often align several broad themes present in the characterisation of Isaac. Firstly, is the lamb like qualities of Isaac, which displays his loyalty and submission to his father. Secondly, the emotional response Isaac evokes has become a symbol of sacrifice, suffering and of immense (often blind) faith. Thirdly, is his transitionary characteristics which relies on the story of other characters (Abraham and Jacob) to advance the narrative. Moreover, Isaac appears to embody a changing of states, shifting ideals and to some extent represent an historical allegory for the separation from child and human sacrifice in the ancient near east. Finally, Isaac’s reception in modern media finds itself enveloped in Kantian ethics, in which the message of faith has been ignored and the narrative of sacrificing one’s own child has been advanced. The modern interpretation often seeks to reveal the drama and horror behind Abraham’s actions, as Isaac is often the victim of other individuals wants and desires. Isaac represents a heavily contested but insightful look into an often-overlooked patriarch, who’s story became one of the most gripping receptions, yet his character is often underdeveloped. In future studies a greater delve into the post-modern reception narrative/characterisation alongside archaeological contexts may lead to a deeper and unique insight into Isaac.
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