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Foreword

Only five years old, my younger son, Henry, answered the telephone and passed the cordless on to my wife. She called me down from my study, and the caller, a good friend who lives near the church I serve as priest, told me the news. She described what her son had seen: an area cordoned off by yellow tape, a person lying on the ground between the two main buildings, the church proper and the old rectory.
The two-mile stretch between my house on a college campus and the church—farmland, woods, and gracious homes—was lit by the autumn twilight in the Hudson River Valley, filling the air with colors and a still vibrancy unlike any other time of year. The tangible beauty of light seeming to hang in the air put me in a mood to wish away my gathering sense of dread. I had few defenses at my disposal for how cruel that evening would prove, how far its pain would reach.
A young woman lay fallen between the buildings. Her throat had been cut; the officer on the scene believed she was dead. To give the woman last rites, I went into the church to collect my stole and my vessel of oil. Then, outside again and kneeling next to the woman, I recognized her—a student whom I had met to counsel from time to time, named Anna.
Anna’s eyes, still open and clear with apparent life, picked up the last rays of the sun. I anointed her forehead and prayed for her. The wound across her throat was dreadful. An autopsy later found that the knife-blow that killed her had chipped her spine. When my prayers had ended, I asked a newly arrived officer, apparently senior to the first, to cover Anna’s body and face. He agreed without hesitation.
Recollection of an ancient text, not part of the last rites, stirred just out of reach of conscious recognition as I stood up. The memory had been awakened by the rays of the setting sun in Anna’s eyes, yet resisted identifying itself. I was not surprised, or even frustrated, by the elusive memory; my mental processes had slowed to the speed of a waking dream. Tenants who rented rooms in the old rectory emerged from the house. Earlier that evening they had heard screams, one of them ran downstairs to find Anna wounded, and another had telephoned the police. Now they all stood outside, paralyzed by a scene none of us could understand. We prayed for Anna together until the gathering chill of the evening sent the tenants back into their homes.
I agreed to meet with them later in the old rectory. Most of that night saw me either talking with that small group, or in the church with students from the college, who were drawn in clusters to the site by news of Anna’s murder. But before I attempted to counsel others, I excused myself to return my stole and vessel of oil to the sacristy of the church, to call my wife to let her know what had happened, and to take a moment’s solitude. Walking west toward the side door of the church, I saw the last of the sun’s colors disappear over the mountains across the Hudson River. Then the text that had stirred in my memory crystallized in my mind.
The memory related to the classic passage from Genesis where God tells Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac. Abraham dutifully climbs Mount Moriah, binds his son with rope as he would a sacrificial lamb, and is about to slit Isaac’s throat when an angel intervenes. This is the story of how a human being was “bound” (‘aqedah) in order to be sacrificed.
Different versions of Genesis 22 circulated in an immensely varied tradition called the Aqedah or “Binding” of Isaac in Rabbinic sources, and—with key changes—in both Christian and Islamic texts. Several ancient interpreters stated, or implied, that Abraham did cut his son’s throat, and that Isaac had bled out and was offered in the sacrificial fire.
In texts I had studied in England twenty years before Anna’s murder, as Abraham positioned the knife at his son’s neck, Isaac looked up to heaven and saw angels there. Abraham’s nearest approach to heaven was indirect, through what was reflected in Isaac’s eyes; the offered son saw God’s presence and God’s will in a way the sacrificing father could not. The angel that stayed Abraham’s knife was Isaac’s vision, which his father saw only by reflection. Anna’s throat and Anna’s eyes had brought to life an image whose visceral power came home to me in that moment’s silence in the sacristy as never before.
 
The events involved in Anna’s murder in 1998 and its aftermath were complex, but the dreadful simplicity of the act, the slaughter of a young woman with a hunting knife, matches the simplicity of her killer’s testimony during his successful insanity defense. A voice, he said, had ordered the murder, and his use of drugs had made him compliant. A festival a week before the crime had celebrated the Afro-Caribbean god Ogun, whose knife is believed to liberate vital forces from the victims he sacrifices. The cult of Ogun represents the same impulse with which the Aqedah struggles. A primordial compulsion had visited the doorstep of our church, as it has visited countless doorsteps before and since, taking the life of an innocent victim.
The laws of New York State provide for the psychiatric treatment of a murderer rather than his imprisonment, if the killer is not responsible for the killing. A quasi-religious motivation for the crime plays into the argument for treating a killer as a patient. In the judgment of the court, an impulse like Abraham’s had motivated Anna’s killer to do his crime.
Three years after Anna’s death, I was in my church on another tragic day, but with a larger congregation. The attacks of September 11, 2001, took lives, broke up families and businesses, and robbed millions of people of the sense of security they had once enjoyed. Those who gathered that evening in the church, some of them remaining in meditative prayer long after the service ended, had either suffered losses directly or were drawn in sympathy to those who had suffered. They struggled to understand the motives of the hijackers, and of suicide bombers in the Middle East and elsewhere, who were proclaiming themselves martyrs.
In the weeks that followed we learned of the letter of guidance found in Mohamed Atta’s bags, left behind in Boston on the day of the attacks. The letter gave instructions for ritually purifying one’s body, reciting the Qur’an before boarding the plane, and remembering, “You must make your knife sharp and must not discomfort your animal during the slaughter.” Following a pattern discernible within the Qur’an, in a story directly comparable to the Aqedah of Genesis 22, the Atta letter makes the sacrifice of Ibrahim (the Arabic equivalent of Abraham) and the willingness of his son to be offered into a model of true martyrdom.
Islam is by no means unique in using the Aqedah as a model for martyrs and as a justification for violence. As Judaism has praised the sacrifice of Abraham, and Islam the offering of Ibrahim, Christianity since the first century has contended that Jesus accomplished in actions the offering that Isaac only symbolized. The key Christian belief in Jesus as the sacrificial Lamb of God reinterprets and recasts the image of Isaac in Genesis.
Fundamentalist Christians have been particularly invested in this theology, and one of their number unleashed domestic terrorism in the United States well before Mohamed Atta’s attack. Timothy McVeigh, a former soldier in the American army who belonged to the militant Christian Identity movement, bombed the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City on April 19, 1995. One hundred sixty-eight Americans died and more than five hundred were wounded by McVeigh’s truck bomb. When asked about the children in a day care facility whose lives he had ended that day, McVeigh allowed that there had been “collateral damage.” He welcomed his own execution on June 11, 2001, at the federal penitentiary in Terre Haute, Indiana, by a lethal injection.
At the time of his death, Timothy McVeigh kept his stoical façade up until the end and said nothing. Yet prior to his execution, he released a portion of the poem “Invictus,” by the Victorian poet William Ernest Henley, as his last words:
It matters not how strait the gate,
How charged with punishments the scroll,
I am master of my fate:
I am the captain of my soul.
In McVeigh’s mind, his self-sacrificial attack on a corrupt and sprawling government ennobled him, and gave even the innocent victims of his improvised bomb—the children and adults he referred to as “collateral damage,” who lost their lives in his cause—the only nobility they could ever achieve.
In the same year that saw the bombing in Oklahoma, Yigal Amir shot and killed Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin in Tel Aviv, on November 4, 1995. Amir justified his murder on the basis of the Torah, the sacred Law of Moses and the Rabbis. He explained that Yitzhak Rabin wanted to cede too much land to the Palestinians and contended that “when you kill in war, it is an act that is allowed” according to the Torah of Moses. The land given to Israel by divine covenant is worth killing for as well as dying for, as in the time of Moses and his successor Joshua. Asked whether he had acted alone, Amir named God as his accomplice.
Amir was not the only member of his sect to embrace sacrificial violence. Meir Kahane, to whose ultra-orthodox cult Amir belonged, wrote to his young son Binyamin Zevson on God’s behalf: “Sacrifice yourself, and sanctify my Name…. It is an obligation upon every Jew to do the same if the need arises.” A deep conviction running through Christianity and Islam as well as Judaism makes the offering of the son a requirement for the patriarch to be proven truly worthy. The fact that Prime Minister Rabin was named Yitzhak, the name rendered as “Isaac” in English, only underscores that his killing and those like his are not merely ironies or coincidences, but part of a deep affliction within modern culture whose roots are biblical, and even (as we shall see) prebiblical.
Abraham’s story has never been ours more than it is now, because his motivation has never been more evident in our actions. Naming that compulsion to take innocent life in the belief that sacrifice is noble goes beyond the incidents of any single crime, and takes us into the foundations of human culture and of how people understand the divine. My only real resource for dealing with the murder of Anna and its aftermath was that I had some previous familiarity with the forces behind the slaughter of innocents. Now I see that the forces involved in that singular death on the doorstep of my church have been unleashed on a much wider scale.
The Christian soldier, the Israeli conscript, the Muslim jihadist are all poised for conflict and prepared for death, armed by their training and motivated by an ethos that is thousands of years old. The impulse to praise martyrdom, and therefore to encourage susceptible adolescents to become martyrs, is embedded in the cultural DNA of the West. By examining the Aqedah and how it has been developed and deployed within the Abrahamic religions, and the enormous impact it has had on the way we think and feel, I hope to lay bare the sacrificial roots of violence and the driving force behind martyrdom.
Once self-sacrifice is at issue, the individual stands only for the collective, and morality in the usual sense of that word dissolves, whether for the American soldier in Iraq or the Palestinian suicide bomber in Jerusalem. We live on the edge of a prolonged sacrificial commitment, in a “War on Terror” whose end is as obscure as its purposes and methods are ill defined. Understanding what it is we’re talking about when we speak of human death as a “sacrifice,” as parties in armed conflict frequently do, has become crucial for us. We are not merely living through a political crisis, although it is also that. Powerful cultures rooted in the memory of Abraham are on the cusp of giving in entirely to their sacrificial drive with instruments of sacrifice more terrible than ever before.
The violence that seems to engulf us is neither random nor unpredictable, but derives from forces whose ways have been traced for millennia in texts that can leave us informed about our own motivations instead of bewildered by our fate. But to confront those forces demands that we engage a story that is often passed over in confused silence or explained away, and that we search our way through the disturbing questions the Aqedah raises.
[image: image]
For all its horror, the Aqedah is as familiar as the archetypal stories of the Fall, the Flood, and the Exodus. In Genesis 22, God “tested” Abraham, commanding him to sacrifice his son Isaac. Father and son journey for three days and then climb Mount Moriah. After making the necessary preparations, when he has bound his son, Abraham raises his knife, ready to carry out God’s command. Abraham’s haunting willingness to slay his own child, implicitly young and innocent although his age is not specified, makes the Aqedah the darkest of the Bible’s classic scenes, a strange counterpoint to the stories of promise, deliverance, and justice that readers expect from Scriptures concerning a just God and his righteous people.
According to Genesis and Exodus, God was hard on Adam and Eve, ruthless in dispensing with Noah’s generation by means of the Flood, and exacting in destroying the firstborn of Egypt. Yet those stories convey a sense of purpose and a standard of justice along with God’s harsh, sometimes violent punishments. Unlike the primordial couple in Eden, Noah’s unrighteous contemporaries, and the oppressors whom Pharaoh epitomized, Isaac was innocent. The boy was too young to have done real harm to anyone, and his obedient willingness charges the events with pathos.
Isaac’s youthful innocence comes with his identity as the child of God’s covenant with Abraham. God had promised Abraham that his descendants through Isaac, Sarah’s first child and Abraham’s true heir, would inherit the blessings of the land. The laconic description of Abraham’s steady preparation to sacrifice this child of promise, the miraculous offspring of aged parents, deepens the horror of the story. Is this unspoken reversal of the promise of God’s covenant with Abraham a throwback to when Yahweh, like other gods, liked the taste of human blood, innocent blood, and children’s blood best of all? Does the Aqedah contradict all claims—Christian, Jewish, and Muslim—that God is merciful in his justice; does this story unmask him as a cruel tyrant whose bloodlust trumps any promises he might make?
The Aqedah takes anyone who hears the story up to Mount Moriah, to that place where we will give all that we have and all that we are, where we will hand over what is more precious to us than our lives, because we think we should or we must. God tests, and we are convinced we must pass the test. In that moment on the mountain, Abraham acts as deliberately as McVeigh, Amir, or Atta.
For no other reason than God’s command, issued without argument or explanation, Abraham brought his child to the brink of death. Both in their interpretations of this story and in wars they have sanctioned on divine authority, the Abrahamic religions have persistently pushed believers and their children beyond that brink.
Understanding why they have done so, and how Abraham’s curse has been handed on to secular cultures, involves understanding the Aqedah.
 
How could God have asked Abraham to sacrifice his son, and how could Abraham have been willing to obey? Once the demand is made and Abraham proceeds to offer sacrifice, does the angelic intervention represent God’s point of view, or a desperate expedient by the storyteller to end the scene with Isaac still alive?
The issue in this book is not whether Genesis or any other text is right about God, but how its authors understood God, and—even more important—how they used Abraham and his son to understand human beings. The logic of the Fall or the Flood or the Exodus is ruthless, but it remains logic aimed at righteousness; there is a measure of justice and integrity in the divine-human interaction. But why would God invent a test that he then canceled, and how can Abraham wind up being the most callous parent imaginable at exactly the moment when God confirms the covenant with him? What vision of human nature does the Aqedah convey, and why has it proven powerful in the Abrahamic religions and in the cultures of their inheritors?
Jewish and Christian interpreters in the ancient period joined in a dialogue over the centuries, often trumping one another in claims to a superior understanding of the events of Genesis 22. They borrowed from one another, argued, insisted that they alone were right, and struggled for basic insight into God’s nature and ours. They found a visceral, emotional force in the Aqedah, which pushed them, both Christians and Jews, to imitate the actions of Abraham and Isaac, to offer themselves in martyrdom, and to instruct the young people of their time to become martyrs.
In the history of discussion of Genesis 22, as in countless other cases, scholarship tends to ask a narrow range of questions when confronting deep-seeking texts. Technical issues of dating sources are basic to scholarship, and I once spent considerable time and energy in the task, when I first researched the Aqedah in detail. I regret none of my investment in those questions, but I have realized over time that the debate concerning exegetical issues has distracted attention from the stunning development during the second century C.E. that both Judaism and Christianity argued vehemently that God desired and accepted human sacrifice. They did so for their own reasons, largely independently, and with differing motivations, but also within a prolonged argument over the true meaning of Genesis 22 that has never really ended. Did this text foreshadow Christ’s gruesome death on the cross, as Christian interpreters maintained, or did Abraham really hack his son apart on Mount Moriah, as some Rabbis taught, in order to obey God’s command? Either way, the divine approval of human sacrifice remains, and many texts on both sides of the Jewish-Christian divide called attention to that approval rather than attempting to soften it in any way.
The Judeo-Christian embrace of sacrifice, even to the point of spending human life, goes beyond acknowledging that death might be an occasional necessity. An entire literature of martyrdom, keyed in to the themes of Genesis 22 and often referring explicitly to that text, glorified those who gave their lives for their faith as ritual offerings that pleased God. The literary artistry of the texts belies the terrible heroism they endorse and the grisly suffering they describe.
What were the forces in Judaism and Christianity that caused ancient writers to portray the son, Isaac in one case and Jesus in the other, as a bloody and yet pleasing sacrifice? Since the time when both religions endorsed human sacrifice by divine mandate, how has that endorsement affected the behavior and the faith of Jews and Christians?
Those questions occupied me as the Cold War came to an end, and Americans began anticipating what, at the time, they called “the peace dividend.” My expectations were less optimistic, because by then I had deepened my work on the question of why people engage in sacrifice, including human sacrifice and its modern surrogates. Once that question might have seemed abstract, of no more than passing interest to what passes for being the “real world.” Although the whole idea of a “real” business world—separate from and superior to the worlds of values, ideas, science, and aesthetics—has long seemed to me artificial and pretentious, I saw no reason to take my discussion outside of an academic context. That is no longer the case; events have changed my mind.
Sacrificial violence, both as endured by believers and inflicted by them on others, has woven itself deeply into the pattern of Western history, and the rise of modernity has by no means broken that violent strand of motivation. During the twentieth century, confrontations between totalitarian and democratic states, pursued in two world wars and then between the Soviet and American empires made religious conflict appear to be on the wane, but the capacity of religions to produce brutal behavior remained powerful beneath the surface of events and has never been more obvious than it is today. There was, practically speaking, no “peace dividend,” apart from public access to the Internet.
The West has instead moved almost seamlessly from an apocalyptic confrontation with Communism to an apocalyptic confrontation with Islam. To understand the forces that moved us and push us still into reactions that we can barely control, if at all, we need to turn to the story that has most persistently been associated with religious violence, the Aqedah. The three Abrahamic faiths—Islam included, only focusing on Isma‘il rather than Isaac—have all provoked their people to martyrdom by speaking in terms of Abraham’s sacrifice of his son, and making the Aqedah into the model of pure devotion to God.
 
To confront the Aqedah involves confronting a source of violence within our societies, and ourselves, which remains a powerful anthropological force in the West. Since the eighteenth century, however, fashions of thought have avoided that confrontation. The Enlightenment encouraged educated people to believe that they had transcended the sacrificial practices of their premodern ancestors. Religions, especially Christian and Jewish denominations during the nineteenth century, competed with one another to become rational rather than dogmatic. The Aqedah was left to art historians and biblical scholars, an apparent artifact of a bygone human era.
But what if the sacrificial era has not gone by? Suppose the impulse to sacrifice, even to yield up the lives of children to gain supernatural favor, is still with us. If you consider, not what we say about ourselves, but what we do in relation to one another, you would observe that the twentieth century saw more children sacrificed to one cause or another than any previous century saw offered to its gods. The shift from religious belief to secular cause has not changed the fact that the increase of violence against innocents appears unrelenting.
With brutal precision, Wilfred Owen, writing during World War I in “The Parable of the Old Man and the Young,” encapsulated the experience of the twentieth century. In his poem, even divine intervention cannot control Abraham’s impulse to kill his child:
So Abram rose, and clave the wood, and went,
And took the fire with him, and a knife.
And as they sojourned both of them together,
Isaac the first-born spake and said, My Father,
Behold the preparations, fire and iron,
But where the lamb, for this burnt-offering?
Then Abram bound the youth with belts and straps,
and builded parapets and trenches there,
And stretched forth the knife to slay his son.
When lo! an Angel called him out of heaven,
Saying, Lay not thy hand upon the lad,
Neither do anything to him, thy son.
Behold! Caught in a thicket by its horns,
A Ram. Offer the Ram of Pride instead.
But the old man would not so, but slew his son,
And half the seed of Europe, one by one.
Owen appreciated the motivating power behind the Aqedah, and realized that its mythic insight could key us in to realize why we behave as we do. The Aqedah has typically been read since the Enlightenment as marking the end of human sacrifice, but the reverse seems more accurate: sacrificial violence may be more uncontainable than ever.
Like Owen’s poem, the influential variations of the Aqedah that we will examine state, with dreadful certainty, that no angel interrupted Abraham. Rather, he obeyed God’s initial command and shed the blood of his son. These interpretations of the Aqedah have inspired cults of death in all three Abrahamic faiths, and the rhetoric of sacrifice has been passed on from its religious sources to the lexicon of politically inspired violence. Violence has been secularized during the great military campaigns of the past two hundred years, but by no means reduced in its extent or mortality. Moreover, since the end of the nineteenth century, powerful movements of fundamentalist interpretation—Christian and Jewish as well as Muslim—have arisen that demand literal sacrifice from their adherents. Whether from a secular or a religious perspective, we live in an age of sacrifice.
Looking into Abraham’s mind, into the heart of sacrifice and its consequences, provokes dread, even “fear and trembling,” the title of Søren Kierkegaard’s meditation on Genesis 22. By virtue of this unsurpassed and unsurpassable book, Kierkegaard—the nineteenth-century Danish philosopher who designed his thought to serve faith—became a hero of existentialism during the twentieth century, after Walter Lowrie’s translation of his work. Fear and Trembling made Abraham into a “knight of faith,” the hero who places his trust in the paradox that God requires our all in order to give all in return. As in Jewish and Christian sources since the second century, Abraham’s ennobling sacrifice was worthy of existential imitation. Kierkegaard compared himself to the patriarch when he decided not to marry his fiancée. Even that, we will see, repeats a claim deep in the Christian tradition, that celibacy is involved with Abraham’s sacrifice.
Kierkegaard’s contribution endures, both brilliant and unique, yet in its fundamental meaning it is also repetitious of Christian theology. He repeated the assumption that sacrifice is noble and that the story turns on Abraham’s individual heroism. But the Aqedah is not only about that one man: his child, his wife, and whole cultures, yearning for survival and willing to sacrifice, weave themselves into the action. All together they represent realities of human motivation and response that ripple through societies, not only individuals. Abraham’s curse remains our inheritance, because we live during a period of renewed sacrificial intensity, often without any awareness that violence since the First World War is unparalleled in its scale and in its choice of young victims. By untangling our actions from the atavistic impulse that kills children in the name of virtue, we can at last free Isaac from the cords that, had they remained tied, would have denied Abraham his progeny. Unless we do, unless Abraham’s impulse and the means to transform that impulse are discovered, then Wilfred Owen will prove to be a prophet of this century as well as a principal poet of the last.

Part One

THE TEST



I

Sacrificial Species, Human Offerings

Before Judaism, Christianity, or Islam existed, before people could write, and before they founded cities, they sacrificed. The species Homo neanderthalensis (flourishing between 110,000 and 35,000 years ago) interred both animal and human skeletons near hearths evidently constructed for sacrificial gatherings. Remains of young children found in Crete from the ancient Minoan civilization at Knossos, dated during the middle of the second millennium B.C.E., were found charred, their bones nicked in a way that accords with how Minoans prepared sheep and goats for ritual slaughter. Horrible to conceive of, human sacrifice has nonetheless remained rooted in human behavior from the time it emerged, deeply enough that the impulse persists, encoded even in evolved societies.
Many investigators cherish Minoan civilization as a gentle oasis in the midst of warring Mediterranean tribes. Human sacrifice, and child sacrifice at that, contradicts what has been called “the Minoan Myth.” Evidence for the practice outraged one archaeologist, who tried to explain away the skeletons as those of apes rather than human beings.
Sacrifice featured as centrally in primordial societies as it has been marginalized and denied in modern cultures, repressed like a bad dream of violence running rampant in the precivilized past. Yet sacrifice need not be any more destructive than a meal; ancient liturgies often called for offerings of grain or wine rather than slaughtered animals of any kind. Wherever sacrifice is practiced, however, the possibility of a human offering emerges. Although tantamount to homicide, the desire to please the gods can break through, and often has broken through, a basic human taboo: not to kill one’s own child. Two distinct but related impulses, the impulse to sacrifice and the impulse to offer children, wove themselves together during the ancient period and have emerged together persistently ever since in appeals to atavistic violence, articulated to this day in calls for young people to sacrifice their lives for the good of their faith, their society, their nation, or their family.
To see these forces at work requires getting beyond the reflexive denial, fashionable since the Enlightenment, that the desire to sacrifice sometimes drives human behavior. That fashion persists today, despite centuries of war in recent history, with its comforting assumption that human beings have no natural proclivity toward sacrifice or violence, but are guided by instinctive and rational self-interest. Leaving optimistic views of humanity behind to study sacrifice in any period is emotionally as well as intellectually demanding. To consider the incontrovertible and transcultural facts of sacrificial behavior, although they are endemically human, requires an act of will as well as of intellect. I have never met anyone who has not been shocked on first confronting unmistakable evidence that human beings killed their fellow humans—including their children—because they wanted to please their gods.
 
The inescapable reality of people’s tendency to sacrifice, and their consent to offer their own children, has disturbed modern thinkers in the West, like the archaeologist who preferred to think of human bones as ape skeletons rather than concede that the highly developed, generally gentle Minoans had sacrificed children. The idea of child sacrifice awakens deep revulsion. Part of that reaction involves outrage, a moral rejection of the act. The willingness to offer a child in sacrifice, especially one’s own child, seems utterly inhuman to many observers, specialists and nonspecialists alike, and they reflexively want to deny that child sacrifice ever really happened. If it did happen, they naturally think, then it should never have occurred. To reject sacrifice as a human activity has long been part of our Enlightenment makeup.
But to help account for the fateful pull of human behavior toward collective violence, we need to understand sacrifice, not deny it, and see how it develops into human sacrifice. Then, to fathom the persistence of Western violence in particular (both before and after the Enlightenment), we need also to examine how the Abrahamic religions have sometimes endorsed child sacrifice as a virtue by using the example of the patriarch’s sacrifice to justify the martyrdom of the young. Following chapters will show in detail that Christians have marched to war, Jews have died to resist their persecutors, and Muslims have declared jihad, all with appeals and allusions to the example of Abraham offering his son. To understand the sacrificial motive for violence requires dealing with the evidence that people sacrifice, and that they believe in God, gods, or some other form of ultimate reality, which they are convinced they please with their devoted offerings, including their own children. Whether we like those facts or not does not augment or weaken their reality: they need to be explained for human behavior to be understood, and for it ultimately to be changed.
Despite the Enlightenment’s view of human nature, human behavior since the eighteenth century has shown little sign of constitutional change. Even without official rituals of sacrifice, sacrificial acts abound, concentrated in times of war, but also ambient now, during the strange, vicious twilight of war and peace that has opened the twenty-first century. Adolescents, and preadolescents, join up with the Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda, the Shining Path in Peru, Al Qaeda in Afghanistan, the Aryan Nation in North America, various National Fronts in Europe and Australia, and Maoist cadres in Asia. However willing these children and youths may or may not be, the groups they belong to freely expend their young lives in war, calling their deaths a sacrifice. That reflex is as basic to these groups as it is for nations to organize armies of youthful men and women and to commemorate their patriotic and sacrificial deaths on national holidays. However twisted Abraham’s offering may seem, generations of people—with every kind of faith and with no particular faith—have repeated his actions millions of times since he lifted his knife over his son, only unlike Abraham in Genesis, they have brought the knives of war down on their children, convinced that such slaughter is necessary and right.
 
Sacrifice is a powerful, primordial act. Living things are offered and consumed in sacred meals, concentrating the collective forces and hopes of the societies that host them, and as a result participants feel their own lives revive. People participate with their gods in collective enjoyment across cultures and throughout history, by eating what their gods eat, savoring what their gods savor, and dedicating themselves to create as their gods create. Sacrifice infuses powerless people with power as palpably as it feeds the hungry with delicacies, particularly meat, which their diets typically lack. Enjoyment and purpose, combined with participation in divine destiny, suffuse sacrifice as no other human activity. The continuing power of sacrificial thinking is rooted in that pattern of dedicated and energizing renewal, accomplished by sharing the products of human work in the presence of the divine. Human beings ritually join the divine world in the act of enjoying the good things of life, as they consume the benefits of their work together and anticipate further benefits to come.
In the past, sacrifice has been portrayed as an attempt to bribe the gods with monetary gifts, or to tap into the magical life force of an animal as it dies. Both these portrayals have their merits. Without question, commercial transactions were ordinarily involved in sacrifice, and the action of the priest or prophet who offered a victim often made him or her a magician in the eyes of worshipers, with special powers of insight and healing. But sacrifice is not a mere by-product of advancing commerce or of specialized magical powers. The reverse is more likely the case: civilizations emerged by transferring skills they had learned in a basic social activity—the communal, sacrificial meal with the gods—into daily life with increasing degrees of specialization.
Yet sacrifice is not an exotic, remote, or “primitive” activity. Whenever human beings share the products of their own labor with an awareness that this sharing occurs with divine approval, that is a sacrificial act. The Catholic Mass, the offering of a goat at the end of Ramadan, the Seder at Passover, formal meals to gather support for a common cause or to mourn a loved one’s passing, are all linked to the primordial human impulse to offer and share our goods in anticipation of the good that is to come. The character of this activity is determined by a community’s discernment of what should be shared, with whom, where, and when, and by its view of the divine or transcendent truth—be it God or gods or a principle or ideal—that measures the worth of their offerings. Both ancient and modern societies frame basic ethical concerns and establish shared values when and how they decide to sacrifice, on religious or other grounds.
Neither personal nor mass psychology fully explains ritual impulses. Both sacrifice and the practice of offering children on altars—sometimes ritual altars, sometimes metaphorical altars of convenience or warfare—are powerful inheritances from at least as long ago as the Stone Age. But the two impulses are not one and the same. Sacrificing a butchered goat or a bushel of milled grain or a vat of wine is obviously not identical to offering a human being. The two acts are distinct and different, however related they may be, and ancient religious literatures as well as interpretations of those Scriptures from Antiquity until the present day reflect deep insights that have freed people from confusing sacrifice generally with homicide. Genesis 22 is the principal ancient text, Antiquity’s gift to a modern consciousness bereft of means to understand its own behavior, which permits us to parse the difference between deeply ingrained impulses whose confusion has produced disaster and poses an acute danger today.
 
Part of the power of Genesis 22, and its capacity to explore the connection between sacrifice and killing children, is the silent horror the text awakens in the reader. Laconic and rhythmic, the Hebrew narrative avoids mentioning emotions, and the terse description builds all the more in affective tension for that reason. Actions transpire without deliberation or choice, objection, or delay, as if the sacrifice of the child Isaac were a foregone conclusion.
Rendering Hebrew prose and poetry into English in a way that conveys the unique and varying styles of the Israelite Scriptures is a challenge, and can’t be met unless the translator puts aside the practice of trying to make all biblical text sound alike. Versions authorized by various churches and Bible societies have perpetuated the convention of homogeneity, because it permits translations to be inserted seamlessly into services of worship in a recognizable, “biblical” English. Even efforts of literary translation carry on this habit in a new guise by attempting to find a single, consistent voice for the Bible.
But what strikes any reader of the Hebrew Bible in its original language is the variety produced when idiosyncratic voices meet and combine in the harmonics—and occasional dissonances—of texts produced over the course of centuries. The narrator of Genesis 22, coming from the source known to scholars as the Elohist (because it prefers to call God ’Elohim, “God” in a majestic plural, prior to the revelation of Yahweh’s personal name to Moses), is one of those unique voices. The Elohist source tells the story of Israel’s beginnings, and is part of the whole narrative now included in the Torah or the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Bible.
The Elohist’s particular contributions—the cycle of stories about Joseph, for example, and the depiction of Moses’ visions—reveal a burning interest in prophecy. In Genesis 22 as well, the action pivots on Abraham’s willingness to take correction from God’s revelation, in the way the prophets did: only Abraham’s obedience to the angel who intervenes saves Isaac’s life and sustains God’s covenantal promise to the children of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
By the time the Elohist source was first crafted, during the ninth century B.C.E., the united kingdom of David and Solomon had been torn apart by civil war. Judea remained under the control of David’s successors, but the bulk of the country—which appropriated the name of Israel—went a separate way, with its own king, altars, rituals of sacrifice, and ideas of what God truly desired. This Israel (called the Northern Kingdom in modern scholarship, to distinguish it from Judea) was more prosperous than its southern counterpart, more able and willing to trade and make alliances with surrounding countries and empires, and therefore more open to influences from cultures whose worship differed radically from the standards set out by the prophets of Yahweh. In this syncretistic environment, Israelites in the north embraced gods alongside Yahweh. Child sacrifice, one of the practices known from before, during, and after this period, became a pressing issue for the Elohist. The Aqedah represents the Elohist’s response to the possibility that offering a son could seal a father’s devotion to God.
Linguistic choices that went into telling the story give it its unique voice, alive with the exceptional nature of the events recounted:
Then after these things God tried Abraham. He said to him, Abraham. And he said, Look—me. He said, Take now your son, your cherished one, whom you love, Isaac, and go your way to the land of Moriah, and offer him up there, an offering by fire on one of the hills that I say to you.
Abraham awoke early in the morning, saddled his ass and took two of his young men with him, as well as Isaac his son, split the wood of the offering by fire, and arose and went to the place that God said to him. On the third day Abraham lifted up his eyes and saw the place from afar. Abraham said to his young men, Stay back here with the ass. I and the young man, we will go there. We will worship. We will come back to you.
Abraham took the wood of the offering by fire and put it on Isaac his son, and took in his hand the flint and the knife, and the two of them went, together. Isaac spoke to Abraham his father. He said, My father. And he said, Look—me, my son. He said, Look—the flint and the wood, but where is the lamb of the offering by fire? Abraham said, God will himself see the lamb of the offering by fire, my son. And the two of them went, together.
They came to the place that God said to him, and Abraham built there the slaughter pit, and arranged the wood, bound up Isaac his son, and put him on the slaughter pit above the wood. Abraham sent back his hand, took the knife to kill his son.
The routine of sacrifice permeates this narrative, determining the content of every action, punctuating each gesture, and grounding the whole plot in a relentless rhythm. That is why Abraham needs no more than the initial command by God—what to sacrifice, how, and where—to proceed along his way. Abraham knows what to do; inexorable ritual seems to drive him to a foregone conclusion.
Knowledge of the sacrificial sequence underlies the horror that the story evokes, as well as its action. Once Isaac is identified as the victim God wants, each move—ordinarily an anodyne increment in shedding animal blood for divine festivity—ratchets toward infanticide. Isaac focuses the narrative and its horror when he asks, “Where is the lamb of the offering by fire?” He knows what needs to happen, yet doesn’t know Abraham’s intent; his knowledge and his ignorance together make him the most acute observer of the events, as well as their innocent victim.
When Isaac, who is about to be sacrificed, asks innocently about the lamb, his question encapsulates the full power of Genesis 22. Its emotional impact derives, not merely from a masterful style of narration, but also from a fearless investigation of the connection between sacrifice and infanticide. Anthropologists and historians as well as theologians have seen different logical links implicit in this combination. Are these drives inevitably entwined, as some suggest? Does sacrifice in all its diverse forms mask a desire for human victims? Or does God test Abraham in order to disentangle genuine worship from bloodlust? In its original setting, the Aqedah addressed these issues as existential questions rather than as theoretical possibilities.
By the time of the Elohist, human sacrifice had been practiced for millennia. The end of the Stone Age saw the first urban communities and, in some cases, the institutional killing of children. Cities were the basic unit of human civilization, generating large markets, the production of surpluses that could be used to trade with other cities, specialized activities, armies, wars and casualties, the practice of victors taking multiple wives from the women of fallen enemies and comrades alike, central government, royal courts, and a central altar of sacrifice.
The urban temple, the foundation of the whole city, had to be seen as holier and more powerful, more attractive to the gods, than any other altar. Human sacrifice emerged as the price required to assure divine favor in building a city, the means of making the urban temple the ultimate altar. Several ancient myths depict the founder king of a city sacrificing his own child, his firstborn son, by slaughtering him on the foundation stone of the city in order to secure prosperity, and especially victory over enemies.
Before the Exodus of the people Israel from Egypt, human sacrifice had been practiced on the land that Israel eventually occupied, and was practiced after Israelite settlement. When God “tried Abraham,” that trial was in no way hypothetical. Abraham climbed Moriah to worship his deity with his most cherished possession, following time-honored practices of peoples far more ancient than Israel, the Elohist source, and Abraham himself. But this narrative equally illustrates that sacrificing a person clashes with the usual practice and purpose of sacrifice in general. That’s what makes the story a trial. Isaac’s question about the lamb for the offering speaks from the heart of the Aqedah, posing the crucial issue: What is the fundamental difference, if any, between sacrificing a person and sacrificing an animal?
 
The answer of Israelite tradition to this question became clear in the celebration of Passover. The lambs slaughtered for this sacrificial feast symbolized not only escape from Egypt, but also deliverance from death. The word Passover, Pesach in Hebrew, means “limping” (or “skipping,” as some scholars more delicately express the same kind of movement) and referred originally to the limping of the spring lamb, hobbled prior to being ritually slaughtered, sacrificed, and eaten. But the memory of deliverance from Egypt gave this nomadic ritual a totally new meaning (see the Book of Exodus 12:5–13). The lamb at Passover in the Bible is a true sacrifice, offered to honor God and to join with him in celebration, precisely because he did not kill the firstborn of the Israelites as he did of the Egyptians at the time of the Exodus (12:29). As in the case of most offerings, those who worshiped at Pesach enjoyed the sacrifice together with God.
Distant as modern sensibility is from the actual practice of these rituals, the common understanding of sacrifice is that the worshiper has to forgo any enjoyment in the occasion, assigning his own property to the deity without benefit to himself other than the deity’s favor. Pesach proves the contrary, as an instance of a “sacrifice of sharings” (zebach shelamin in Hebrew), when participants feasted during a meal enhanced by God’s presence. Collective feasting together with sacrifice features commonly in ethnographic studies to this day, as it does in narratives of the patriarchs and Moses. A sacred meal formalizes Jacob’s treaty with Laban (Genesis 31:51–54), for example, and Moses initiated his covenant, the solemn compact between God and his people, by means of sacrifice. At that time Moses brought his brother Aaron, his nephews Nadab and Abihu, and seventy elders up the mountain with him. All of them, the Book of Exodus explicitly says, “saw the God of Israel” (24:10) while they were eating and drinking: that festive communion is also an example of a sacrifice of sharings.
Sacrificial meals combined human and divine enjoyment; music, dance, and sacred drama as well as eating and drinking typified these occasions. In the ancient Israelite conception, sacrifice involved God’s emotions, because Yahweh actively desired to consume a part of what is pure with his people, while they also enjoyed the benefit of the slaughter and joined one another in celebration. The joy of ritual offering, which suffuses sacrificial texts of every period and culture, challenges the understanding of most modern observers, who reflexively conceive of sacrifice as a dour, grisly ordeal—all payment and blood, superstition without benefit. Yet the fact is that Israelites did benefit, and not only in the favor of God: sacrifice involved consumption of more meat and wine than usual, as well as foods of better quality, entertainment, a break from work and routine, pilgrimage to Jerusalem (or other sites, depending upon the period), and social interactions with many more other Israelites than they ordinarily encountered during the week of feasting that major festivals involved.
When we understand sacrifice as a sacred meal, in which people and deity join, we begin to see a deep, common pattern within all known religions. Sacrificial activity involves taking foods that are of the highest standards, and bringing them to the deity for divine and human enjoyment. Standards of purity varied widely: the pig beloved by Zeus was anathema to Jews, the offering of Moses—as he said himself (Exodus 8:25–28)—was abominable to the Egyptians, and the camel sacrifice of the Arabs aroused the fascinated horror of British ethnographers during the nineteenth century. But the underlying principle, that effective offering occurs when a people shares its best with its deity, endures. That is sacrifice, pure and simple.
If sacrifice is first and foremost a sacred, celebratory meal, what is the connection between worshiping a deity and the ritualistic slaughter of a child? It seems a long way from the celebration of deliverance or plenty to the slaughter of a firstborn son, yet just that journey is plotted by Abraham’s ascent of Moriah. Genesis’s concise poetry puts into words and narrative a connection few texts explain.
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