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Unbinding Isaac
A Psychoanalytic Interpretation of the Binding of Isaac

“In a moment of divine perversity that has shocked Bible readers over the last
couple of millennia, G’d abruptly orders Abraham to sacrifice young Isaac on an
alter of fire… Perhaps even more perversely, Abraham complies with the divine

command to sacrifice his son without a single word of protest.”  

-- Jonathan Kirsch

“Why would Abraham even think  about doing such a thing?” sixth-grader

Brian Berk asked upon hearing the story of the  Akedah -  the Binding of Isaac –

one  morning  during  Sunday  School  at  Temple  Israel  in  Alameda,  California.

“Abraham didn’t even ask G’d why he was supposed to kill his son!”  “Yeah, it’s

just  so  WRONG”  Whitney  Rafalaf  chimed in  with  a  tremor  of  outrage,    “The

story  doesn’t  make any sense!”   As  a  teacher,  I  am thrilled when  my students

recognize some of  the broader  and oftentimes  more troubling  issues  within  the

biblical  narrative,  and  attempt  to  grapple  with  the  bigger  ethical  quandaries.

Having  heard  the  story  of  the  Akedah,  ,so many times, however,  both in  Sunday

School and on Rosh HaShana – the Jewish New Year --  when it  is read aloud to the

congregation, I had become inured to its more disconcerting content.  I had completely

forgotten how horrified I was when I first heard it as a child.  After a moment of reflection,

I realized that even without embellishment, the barebones narrative is disturbing and should

be examined:



G’d promises Abraham and Sarah a long-desired chosen son (Genesis 15,17, and

18)  Sarah  is  well  beyond her  fertile  years,  and she  reacts  with  disbelief,  and

laughs aloud.  But  as G’d points  out,  “is  anything beyond the LORD” (Genesis

18:13)  and  the  following  year,  as  promised,  Sarah  gives  birth  to  Isaac.

Sometime after Isaac is weaned1 G’d visits Abraham and demands that he “take

his son, his only one, whom you love, Isaac, and go forth to the land of Moriah

and offer  him  up  as  a  burnt  offering.”   (Genesis  22:2)   And Abraham  agrees

without  so  much  as  questioning  G’d.  Just  as  Abraham  is  about  to  slaughter

Isaac, a messenger of G’d descends and proclaims: “Do not reach out your hand

against the lad, and do nothing to him, for now I know that you fear G’d and you

have not held back your son, your only one from Me.”  (Genesis 22:12-13) And

so Isaac is spared and implicitly inherits the divine blessing that G’d had given

to Abraham2.

When  taken  at  face  value,  the  story  doesn’t  appear  to  make  a  lick  of

sense…  And  therein  awaits  the  challenge  to  understand  this  tale!  After  being

exposed  to  psychological  interpretations  of  folklore  data,  it  appears  that

oftentimes  the  seemingly  unexplainable  manifest  content  can  be  understood  if

interpreted through the lens of psychoanalysis.  While detractors may argue that a

psychological  interpretation  is  detrimental  to  the  material,  sometimes,  the
1 Interpreters of the biblical narrative still dicker over how old Isaac is at this point in the story.
“According to the Rabbis, Isaac was thirty-seven years old.   However, the story should be read
not  in  chronological  order,  but  rather  as  an  unrelated  unit;  here,  Isaac  is  a  mere  boy.   (The
Rabbis  took  the  death  of  Sarah  (Genesis  23:1)  to  be  immediately  related  to  the  Akedah,
therefore,  with Sarah dying at  127 years of  age,  Isaac would b 37 having been born when his
mother was 90.”  (Plaut 1981: 146)
2 It is worth mentioning that while each chapter in the biblical narrative was almost certainly written by one of
four sources, J.E,P, or D, I am looking at the Genesis narrative as a whole compilation stitched together by the
final editor, the Redactor.  While the E source is responsible for Genesis 22 and the J source for Genesis 18,
for example, the story in its combined entirety exists as such.



inexplicable screams for such an interpretation.  Perhaps the story of the Akedah,

is  a  piece  of  data  that  could  be  better  understood  as  an  oedipal  drama  if

interpreted  using  the  psychoanalytic  tools  of  Projected  Inversion,  Reaction

Formation,  and  Transference to  unearth  the  darker,  unconscious  psychological

nuances behind this troubling tale.   Through the thrust of this interpretation, the

Binding  of  Isaac  can  be  understood  as  a  rite  of  passage  severing  the  oedipal

youth  from his  amorous  ties  to  the  mother  and  simultaneously  reaffirming  his

relationship  both  with  Abraham  the  earthly  patriarch,  as  well  as  the  with  the

divine father3, G’d.  

“What kind of sadist, we might ask, would miraculously bestow a child on a
yearnful old couple, then demand that the child be slaughtered by his own father

– and wait until the blade is about to draw blood before saying, as it were, 
‘just kidding’” 

-- Jonathan Kirsch

“The Akedah motif… is the Biblical extension 
of the Oedipus complex…”

-- Erich Wellisch

Abraham’s willing role in Isaac’s near-slaughter has raised both eyebrows

and  questions  for  readers  of  the  biblical  narrative.   “The  more  apologetic

theologians have struggled to explain away the Binding of Isaac, as a test of faith

by a  compassionate  and  merciful  G’d  who never  really  intended  to  permit  the

sacrifice  of  a  child  at  the  hands  of  his  own  father…”  (Kirsch  1997:176)  but

3 For more on G’ds role as a divine father, please see Sigmund Freud’s The Future of an Illusion. (New York:
W.W. Norton and Company, 1991)



others  have  recognized  a  darker,  more  troubling  motive  in  the  plot,  and  “the

pious  readings  are  neither  convincing  nor  reassuring…”  (Kirsch  1997:  176)

especially  when  one  takes  into  account  that  the  biblical  narrative  does  not

presume to indicate that Abraham ever doubted that G’d really meant for him to

sacrifice his son, Isaac. 

          “The story of Abraham sacrificing Isaac is a central moment in the     
           Bible.  But it raises a number of disturbing questions.  Is that kind of 
           devotion or obedience to a divine call acceptable?  Would Abraham 
           actually have gone through with it?  And what kind of G’d would ask a 
           parent to do this, even as a test.  To many people, it has always seemed 
           an unnecessarily cruel test of faith.” (Davis 1998: 77) 

There  are  scholars  who  recognize  the  oedipal  nature  in  the  Akedah,

however,  they argue in  favor  of  a  one-to-one relationship where the binding of

Isaac  reflects  the  father’s  unconscious  desire  to  destroy  his  son.   In  her  book

Abraham on Trial,  Carol  Delaney notes  that  “had [Freud]  considered Abraham,

he might  have thought about infanticidal impulses or of a primal murder of  the

son  by  the  father.”   (Delaney  1998:229)  But  is  the  Akedah  a  reflection  of

Abraham’s lust to kill Isaac, or rather Isaac’s desire to be rid of the father? There

is ample evidence in  the chapters surrounding the  Akedah  that  seem to indicate

not only the oedipal anxieties of the near-sacrifice, but the notion that the story

may be an unconscious reflection of Isaac’s desire to slaughter Abraham.  

“Projective  inversion4 may  be  clearer  if  we  use  a  folkloristic  example.
Otto  Rank  in  his  path-breaking  The  Myth  of  the  Birth  of  the  Hero…
suggested that  the  common initial  motif  in  the  hero pattern  whereby the
father or a father surrogate tried to kill his own son is a projection of the
son’s Oedipal wish to kill the father. One decided advantage of projective
inversion is that the son need feel no guilt for his patricidal wish.   If his
father is trying to kill him, he is only acting in self defense in their father-
son combat.” (Dundes 2002: 43)

4 Italics mine.



But unlike the Greek tale of Oedipus Rex who succeeds in killing the father and

marrying  the  mother,  Isaac  submits to  Abraham’s  blade,  is  spared  by  G’d’s

timely intervention, loses his mother, Sarah5,  and then marries Rebecca, an age-

appropriate and acceptable mother-substitute

“Barren matriarchs cannot conceive until G’d 
opens their womb.”

-- Howard Eilberg-Schwartz

“The male was imagined as progenitor, the creator 
(with G’d’s help) and transmitter of life…”

-- Carol Delaney

In the biblical  narrative,  Sarah, the first  matriarch and Isaac’s mother,  is

transformed from the alluring  sexually accessible youthful woman who inspires

lust  in  Pharaoh  in  Genesis  126,  to  one  who  is  ‘old,  advanced  in  years,  post

menopausal,  and shriveled.’ (Paraphrased,  Genesis 18:11-12) While she is  not a

virgin, through the realities and ravages of age (she is,  after  all,  90!) Sarah has

been transformed into a  sexless  crone,  a  fact  she  herself  recognizes  even when

she gives birth:  “Laughter  has G’d made me, whoever hears will  laugh at  me…

who would have uttered to Abraham – ‘Sarah is suckling sons!’ for I have born a

son in his old age” (Genesis 21:6-7)7 While Sarah obviously provides the womb,

5 Immediately following the  Akedah, in Genesis 23, we learn that Sarah is dead.  Scholars of the biblical
narrative explain that Sarah died of a broken heart in reaction to the near sacrifice of her son.
6 “Abram came into Egypt that the Egyptians saw the woman was very beautiful.  And Pharaoh’s courtiers
saw her and praised her to Pharaoh, and the woman was taken into Pharaoh’s house…” (Genesis 12:14-16)
7 In  Genesis: Translation and Commentary,  Robert  Alter notes that  “In Sarah’s exultation, she
could well feel the absurdity of a nonagenarian becoming a mother.  All who may hear of it may
laugh,  rejoice,  with  Sarah,  but  the  hint  that  they  might  also  laugh  at  her  is  evident  in  her
language…In a symmetrical reversal of G’ds report in chapter 18 of Sarah’s interior monologue,



Isaac  is  more  prominently  the  product  of  Abraham and G’d.   As  G’d states  in

Genesis  17, “I will bless [Sarah], and I will also give you from her a son and I

will  bless  him”  (Genesis  17:16)  it  seems  clear  that  this  promised  son,  Isaac,

belongs to Abraham and G’d8 because G’d is  allowing Abraham’s barren wife to

conceive.  Not only was Sarah well beyond her childbearing years, but even as a

young woman, she was markedly infertile. When we are first introduced to her in

Genesis  11 we are told “The name of  Abram’s  wife was Sarai… and Sarai  was

barren,  she  had  no  child.”  (Genesis  11:29-30)   Implicit  within  the  text  then  is

that if  Sarai/Sarah  were to conceive,  it  would be truly an act  of G’d – a divine

conception, a miracle birth.  

In  Gods  Phallus,  Howard  Eilberg-Schwartz  examines  the  G’d/patriarch

relationship  through  a  homoerotic  perspective:   “So  what  are  the  dilemmas

evoked by the maleness of G’d in ancient Judaism?  The first is homoeroticism:

the love of a male human for a male G’d…  The issue of homoeroticism arises in

ancient Israel because the divine –human relationship is often described in erotic

and sexual  terms”  (Eilberg-Schwartz  1994:2-3).  While  there  is  this  element  of

latent  homoerotic  content  within  the  Genesis  narrative  and  certainly  within

Isaac’s conception, perhaps it is only in reaction to the broader issue, namely the

son’s unwillingness to recognize that his father had sexual access to his beloved

where  Abraham’s  advanced  age  w  suppressed,  Sarah’s  postpartum  poem,  like  the  narrator’s
report that precedes it, mentions only his old age.  Hers is implied by her marveling reference to
herself  as old woman suckling infants,  a pointed reversal of  her  own allusion in chapter  18 to
her shriveled body.” (Alter 1996:97-98)
8 There  is  ample  primary  source  evidence  in  the  biblical  narrative  that  children belong  to  the
father.   The  Laws  in  Exodus  21,  for  example  highlight  the  notion  of  paternity  and  paternal
ownership over  the child:  “When men fight  and  one of  them pushes  a  pregnant  woman and a
miscarriage results but no other damage ensues,  the one responsible shall be fined according as
the woman’s  husband may exact  from him,  the payment  to  be  based on reckoning.”   (Exodus
21:22-23)According to Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, “the obligation to procreate devolves only upon
the man (Telushkin 1997:400)



mother.  Perhaps the homoerotic element reflects the sons desire to feminize the

father as G’d’s wife which can be interpreted as a form symbolic castration.

One  of  the  more  unsettling  (and  sometimes  psychologically  damaging)

discoveries  made by  the  oedipal  son  is  that  his  mother  a  sexual  being.9 In  the

Genesis  narrative,  Sarah’s  barrenness,  which  is  only mitigated by G’d’s  divine

intervention, can be understood as part of the child’s unconscious fantasy that his

mother is a virgin.    While obviously Sarah was not a virgin, her less significant

role in Isaac’s conception and birth can serve as a reflection of the son’s fantasy

that  not  only  is  his  mother  sexually  pure,  but  that  the  incest  taboo  isn’t  as

problematic a detriment to his unconscious desires.   The homoerotic component

in Isaac’s conception where he is  born from man and G’d,  alleviates the  incest

taboo for the son in his desired relationship with his mother.  If Sarah was merely

a  conduit  for  man’s  seed  and  G’d’s  creative  energy,  then  from  the  son’s

unconscious perspective, the incest taboo is less problematic.  

While Isaac may have issued from Sarah,  she is  only the necessary third

party in the ambiguously homoerotic covenantal affair between the human father,

Abraham and the divine father, G’d.  “It is not, therefore, a natural conclusion to

assume  that  all  peoples  believe  that  the  woman  who  bears  the  child  is

biologically  related  to  it…We  do  not  imagine  that  there  can  be  a  number  of

conceptual possibilities for the male role.”  (Delaney 1998:27) 

“This is the way of the world; a man is attached to his mother during her
lifetime: When she dies 

9 Man’s dual-perception of Woman as the Virgin/Whore may arise from the son’s realization of
his mother’s sexuality.  “Freud has explained the psychological origin of the ‘harlot’ component
of the mother figure n terms of the shock of a young boy’s discovery that his own mother must
have indulged in sexual activities with the father.”  (Dundes 1990:210



he finds comfort in his wife.”

-- Rashi

Unlike  Oedipus  Rex  who  ‘unwittingly’  murders  his  own  father,  Isaac

submits both to his earthly as well as divine fathers, Abraham and G’d.  Isaac is

ultimately saved not  by his  willing  executioner  human father,  Abraham, but  by

the patriarch par excellence, G’d, who sends a divine emissary in the nick of time

just  before  Abraham’s  blade  slices  Isaac’s  young  flesh.  Gunther  Plaut  notes

“even as G’d is the dominant Father and Abraham a trusting and obedient son, so

in the purely human realm, Abraham appears as the dominant father and Isaac as

the archetype of the submissive son… silently Isaac submits to the dreadful act”

(Plaut 150-151).

Isaac’s  unquestioning  submission  can  be  viewed  in  terms  of  a  reaction

formation where “the counter charges from the ego against the demands made by

instincts  for  satisfaction,  are  more  strongly marked in  the  obsessional  neurosis

and govern the clinical in the form of what we call ‘reaction formations.’ (Freud

1943:  327)   Isaac’s  submission  to  Abraham  and  G’d  can  be  viewed  in  these

terms.  While the oedipal youth’s desire may be to destroy the father and access

the  mother,  these  yearnings  are  squashed into  a  primal  repression  where  Isaac

submits to the father he wishes to destroy.  

As  Alan  Dundes  notes  in  The Hero  Pattern  and the  Life  of  Jesus,10 “In

Mediterranean  family  structure,  one  of  the  crucial  problems  for  boys  remains

breaking the strong bonds existing between them and their mothers so as to join

10 Alan Dundes notes the oedipal nature of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection in The Hero Pattern and the Life
of Jesus.  It is worth noting that symbolic exegesis indicates that many Christians see a similarity between ‘the
sacrifice of Isaac’ in the Akedah and G’ds sacrifice of his only son in the New Testament.  



the  world of  mature  men…” (Dundes  1990:214).  The  Akedah  functions  as  this

rite of passage, and allows the youthful, oedipal Isaac to sever the bonds with his

mother,  Sarah.   Through  the  act  of  submission,  Isaac  is  simultaneously

infantilized  and  feminized  both  by  Abraham  and  G’d,  and  born  again.   The

Akedah operates as a ceremony which allows Isaac to join the world of adult men,

in a sense,  to become one with his  father (Dundes 1990: 214).  Structurally,  the

Akedah adheres to Arnold Van Gennep’s model in “The Rites of Passage”. Isaac

is separated from his mother’s tent and taken up the mountain with his father in

the company of other men: “And Abraham rose early in the morning, and saddled

his donkey and took his two lads with him, and Isaac his son…” (Genesis 22:3).  

Through  passive  submission,  Isaac  transitions  from  oedipal  son  to  post

oedipal  youth,  and is  able  to be  reincorporated  into the  larger  community as  a

young man not only ready to take on the blessings of the father11, but also primed

for marriage.  If we accept the notion of projective inversion, we realize that the

Akedah symbolizes  Isaac’s  desire  to  be  rid  of  the  father,  and  Isaac’s  act  of

submission functions as a reaction formation.   Through this rite of  passage,  the

oedipal  son  is  forced to  stifle  his  feelings  of  hostility  toward  both  his  fathers,

Abraham and G’d.12

11 Following Isaac’s brush with  death,  Abraham is  promised “that  because  you have  done  this
thing and have not held back your son, your only one, I  will greatly bless you and will greatly
multiply  your  seed,  as  the stars in  heavens and  as the sand on the  shore of  the sea,  and  your
seed shall take hold of its enemies gate.  And all the nations of the earth will be blessed through
your  seed  because  you  have  listened  to  my  voice.”   (Genesis  22:16-18)   As  Abraham’s seed,
Isaac  is  implicitly  blessed  although G’d  does  not  mention Isaac’s  willingness  to  comply  with
the desires of both G’d and the human father.

12 After  the near-sacrifice,  G’d reaffirms his covenant  with  Abraham and proclaims “I
will greatly bless you and will greatly multiply your seed, as the stars in the heavens and as the
shore of the sea…” (Genesis 22:16-17)  Isaac, as Abraham’s seed, is implicitly blessed, and the
placement  of  this  divine  promise  after  Isaac’s  submission,  along  with  the  promise  of  virility,
seems to highlight this sense that Isaac has undergone a Rite of Passage.    



 “Therefore, does a man leave his father and his mother and cling to his wife
and they become one flesh.”

-- Genesis 2:24

The  narrative  immediately  following  the  Akedah  provides  a  striking

indication that Isaac has repressed his oedipal desires for his mother, Sarah “And

Sarah’s life was a hundred and thirty seven years, the years of Sarah’s life.  And

Sarah  died  in  Kiriat  Arba  which  is  Hebron  in  the  land  of  Canaan…”  (Genesis

23:1-2).  Sarah’s  abrupt  death  notice,  which  immediately  follows  Isaac’s

submission  and  brush  with  death,  indicates  that  now  Isaac  has  become  a  post

oedipal youth who no longer needs his mother13.

While detractors of the psychological approach to folklore may accuse the

interpreter  of  reading  (or  perhaps  projecting)  these deeper  psychological  issues

into the manifest data, the last lines of Genesis 24 provides striking evidence that

not  only  was  Isaac  attached  to  his  mother,  but  that  he  has  also  severed  these

oedipal  ties  and  has  emerged  as  a  young  man  ready  to  continue  his.   Isaac’s

marriage to the beautiful Rebecca is touchingly recounted at  the end of Genesis

24:  “And  Isaac  brought  [Rebecca,  his  bride-to-be] into  the  tent  of  Sarah  his

mother and took Rebecca as his wife.  And he loved her, and Isaac was consoled

after  his mother’s death.”14  The textual evidence is  poignantly clear:  Isaac has

transferred his desires for his mother, Sarah, onto Rebecca. In fact, the marriage

scene in Genesis 24 offers the first piece of textual evidence alluding to Isaac’s

13 According to Rashi,  "The death of Sarah was adjoined to the binding of Isaac (Akeda) because upon
hearing the news of the Akedah that her son was ready to be slaughtered... her soul left her and she died"
(Rashi 23:2)
14 Italics mine.



grief at his mother’s passing. Its connection with the consummation of Isaac and

Rebecca’s marriage provides a clear indication of the psychological link between

mother  and  wife15.  From  a  literal  as  well  as  a  symbolic  approach,  Isaac’s

marriage to a woman who reminds him of his mother highlights the aspect of the

family romance within the Genesis  narrative.  It  also seems a little peculiar  that

Isaac would chose to consummate his marriage in, of all places, his mother’s tent.

In  Ancient Jewish Novels: An Anthology, Lawrence M. Wills notes that the tent can

be interpreted as a vaginal symbol, and perhaps we should not ignore this piece

of  symbolic  evidence  indicating  Isaac’s  oedipal  nature  as  he  consummates  his

marriage in his mother’s ‘tent.’   

“If this is so, we can understand the gripping power of Oedipus Rex… The Greek
legend seizes upon a compulsion which everyone recognizes because he sees its

existence within himself.”

-- Sigmund Freud

While  I  do  not  intend  to  share  my  psychoanalytic  interpretation  of  the

Binding  of  Isaac  with  my bright-eyed sixth  graders  at  Temple  Israel,  I  believe

that  this  interpretation  is  not  only valid  but  also elucidates  the  more  troubling

perplexities  within  the  text.   My  students  raised  excellent  questions  which

compelled me to reexamine a narrative I had grown up with as part of my Jewish

identity.   While the story of the Biding of Isaac is read every year in synagogue

on  the Jewish New Year supposedly to remind the congregation to have faith in

G’d, this explanation fails to address the deeper problems in the text, namely that

15 In his Midrash Rabah, Rashi notes that This verse can also be punctuated "And Isaac brought her into the
tent—his mother Sarah" implying that when she came into the tent she became, in effect, his mother Sarah” (it
doesn’t take a Freudian to understand the oedipal meaning behind this little jewel of commentary.”



G’d would even  want to put the chosen patriarch, Abraham to such a gruesome

test.   The  story  of  the  Akedah  does  not  make  sense  unless  one  applies  a

psychological  approach  to  the  data  in  an  effort  to  dig  into  the  hidden,

unconscious messages both within the text and behind the reasons why this story

is so often recounted.
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