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D1gest 

Present-day readers of the B1ble come ·to 1ts texts w1th many 

expectat1ons. Among these expectat1ons are skept1c1sms regarding the 

value of searchtng for any btb11cal witness to psychiatric truths that have 

gained common acceptance In our time, and regarding the value of 

expltcattng biblical lines with an eye and ear for the poet1c devices that 

are welcomed 1n any deliberate narrat1ve. 

Jhese skept1c1sms are answered here by a study that provides a 

rationale and method for read1ng the B1ble In a way which Is 1ndebted _to 

both- the psychiatrist and the l l teratus. The study also Includes a 

demonstration of this collaboration by means of an analysts of the 

Genesis stor1es that have d1rect bearing on an understanding of Isaac's 

persona 11 ty. 

The psychlatr1c reading of Isaac seeks "enduring patterns" of h1s 

relating to himself, others, .and the world, as well as ev1dence of 

psychoanalytic tenets such as · the unconsc1ous," "psychic determ1n1sm," 

"transference,· and ·11fe cycle crises: The read1ng 1s gu1ded 1n th1s 

< search by the ·11stentng and 1nferr1ng· process of a psychoanalyt1c 

psychotherapist, which has been transplanted to this new territory. The 

) 
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accompanying literary readtng of the chapters is butlt upon the 

consideration of mart<erp such as type-scenes, variegated repetttive 

elements, a11us1on, point of v1ew, direct .d1scourse, setting, plot 

development, wordplay, and overall compositional principles. 

Together, the psychiatric and I lterary approaches are considered to 

achieve a truth of "connection," In which a "slip of the tongue"· or a 

variegated repetitive element can both contribute to a unique appreciation 

~ 

of the biblical narrative's workings and, In this case, of Isaac's mult1-

dlmenstonal personality. 

V 



J 

Table of Contents 

Introduction ......................................................................................... 1 

Chapter 1: A Psychiatric Approach ...................................... 11 

Chapter 2: A Literary Approach ............................................ :25 
., 

Chapter 3: Isaac ............................................................................ 36 

_., 

Conclus1on ...................................................................................... 102 

Notes ................................................................................................. 111 
V 

Bibliography ......................... , ......................................................... 119 

) 



I 

Introduction 

The title begs for questions. Why should the psych1atr1sts and the 

literati read the Bible? Why should their readings be altgned? Why should 

--- others give attention to such an al tgnment? Why should a primary concern 

of both be that of the blblfcal view of personality? Why should Isaac be 

taken as a case for consideratlQn? And, how ts all this to be done? How 

l 

ml~t the psychiatrist or the If teratus read? How can both or their 

insights be appreciated best by the nonprofessional? In the pages that 

follow, these issues wlll be addressed. 

,_,/ This thesis proposes that the psychiatrists and the If teratl of our 

time should read the Bible. They should do so· because Its prominence, In 

the past as well as the present, has been associated with much of the 

I 

endlrlng inspiration and fractiousness that has sptrred Western culture 

onward. The Bible's words and wisdoms have left trailings, 1r not 

edlf Ices, of truth In thetr wake. Any reflective fndlvldual who ts 

concerned with these matters does well to consider the blbl teal vein's 

gold. 

Flrther, It Is llkely that an, reader .wm f Ind more by w~ or 

Inclusive; shared views than Is expected. It ts possible that the 
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·comect1ons· of wh1ch phystc1st Rtchard Feynman speaks wm present 

themselves even to a psych1atr1st or 11teratus whose fancy 1s athe1sm and 

whose readtng 1s only occastonally btbltcal." For, as Feynman suggests, 

each of us seeks Detty tn some w~: 

Whtch end ts nearer to God; tf I may use a 
reltgtous metaphor. Beauty and hope, or the 
fundamental laws? I thtnk that the rtght way, 
of course, ts to say that what we hav~ to look at 
ts the whole structural tnterconnectton of the 
thing; and that affthe sctences, and not just the 
sc1ences but all the efforts of* 1ntellectual 
kinds, are an endeavour to see the connecttons of. 
the hterarchtes, to connect beauty to htstory, to 
connect htstory to man's psychology,, man's 
psychology to the worktng of the bratn, the bratn 
to the neural tmpulse, the neural tmpulse to the 
chemtstry, and so forth, up and down, both ways. 
And today we cannot, and tt ts no use maktng 
believe that we Ca"I, draw carefully a 11ne all the 
way from one end of thts thtng to the other, 
because we have only Just begun to see that 
there ts th1s relattve h1erarchy. 

I 
And I do not th1nk e.tther end ts nearer to God. 

To stand at e1ther end, and to walk off that end 
of the pter only, hoping that out tn that dtrectton 
ts the complete \llderstandtng, 1s a mtstake. 
And to sta"ld wtth evn and beauty and hope, or to. 
stand wtth the foodamental laws, hoping that 
w~ to get a deep ooderstandtng of the whole 
world, wtth that aspect alone, ts a mtstake. It 
ts not sensible for the ones whO spectaltze at 
one end, and the ones who spectaltze at the other 
end, to haVe such dtsregard fot each other. <They 
don't actually, but people~ they do.> The great 
mass of workers 1n between, connecttng one 
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step to another, are improving all the time our 
understahdtng of the world, both from working 
at the e':lds and working in the middle, .and in 
that way we are gradually understanding this 
tremendous world of interconraecting h1er
arch1es.1 

With this vision, the psychiatrists and the literati of our time 

should read the Bible with pen In hand. They should allow Its witness to 

Join that or their science or art. This should be done In the service or 

discovering a truth or ·connection.· And lfnes sh9uld be drawn carefully 

between whatever points seem to be related If not contiguous. Bible 

reading, psychiatry, and lf terature can be better for lt. 

It Is also of note to observe that the readings, the Interpretations of 

these two disciplines, psychiatry and literature, can be profitably brought 

together In a way unl Ike those of others. They share certain techniques 

and a po~entlal philosophical starting point., that are not so easily 

established among mathematicians, political scientists, sculptors, or 

physl~al chemists, who might want to compare notes for an analogous 

procedUre. 

If the Bible merits consideration, why should we especially bring 

together, for comparison and collaboration, ~ Bible readings of the 

psychiatrists and "the literati? Why these ·two fields? Because It Is 

arguable that some of the llteratrs methods and presuppositions are not 

3 
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so dtfferent tn the ftrst place from the mode of psych1atr1c 11steners 1n 

consult1ng rooms. And because both of them are engaged from the start tn 

an enterprtse resembling Sp1noza·s ·tnterpretatfon· of Nature· -- the one fn 

the realm of nonf1ctton, the other in that of f1ct1on. 2 In a phrase, the 

psychtatrlsts and the llteratt are close kin. 

For example, Stemberg has described well the sens1tiv1t1es and 

intent that the 11terat1 bring to a biblical analyst~: 

Gaps, ambtgutty, -redundancy, exposition, 
temporal ordering, omniscient viewpoint, 
readtng process, pattems of analogy, altemat1ve 
forms of reference, indirect characterization 
and rhetoric: such concepts show signs of 
generattng a powerful discourse about the 
B1ble,which tradit1onal scholarshtp must come 
to terms wfth. I for one ·am now more 
convinced than ever that here lies the future of 
btbltcal studtes as a whole. 3 

These "concepts" are d1st1nctiy related to some of the cogntttve 

ways of psychtatrtsts. Attention to ·gaps, ambtgutty, redundancy, 

exposit ton, temporal ordertng,· and other phenomena wtthtn- a patient's 

oral report ts an obvious 1ngredtent of any sk111fu1 ltstener's method . 
. 

Literature has no monopoly on these variables. The patient who stops and 

starts. who skips and repeats. who offers mostly too 11ttle or too much 

tnrormatton, or who recalls and reorders events In a sequence that defies 
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chronology or expectation, raises questions 1n the mind of the 

psychiatrist that are analogous to those which the ltteratus confronts 

while reading a text, biblical or otherwise, that is constituted by 

arresting asymmetries. And so, it is reasonable to posit that the common 

ground between psychiatry and literature can -serve as a basts for a unique 

and 1ns1ghtful biblical understandtng. 

This commonality 1s appreciated even more 1n noting that 

psych1atr1c and literary exploration~ often share a phtlosophtcal starting 

point which seeks to interpret only the text of person or word that is at 

hand. Undue influence from other quarters is not welcome. The 

-psychiatrist seeks the internal consistency of the patient's speech and 

behavior. The 11teratus seeks the internal resonance of the work's ways 

and message. 
J 

If one also concedes that the psychiatrist Is an observer of nature, 

then the Juxtaposition of these two specific dlsclp1ines, In the single 

realm or biblical study, ts lent added credence by recalllng Spinoza's 

clarion call tn the seventeenth century for the crtttcal Interpretation of 

the Bible. It was one of the first sunmons for strtvtng toward the 

·connections· that Feynman 4 mentions above, and tts stage was 

oodenlably btbllcal. Here a literary effort was 1inked to a scientific one. 

) 
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Sp1noza wrote: 

... the me.thod or Interpreting Scripture does not 
widely dltrer from the method or Interpreting 
Nature -- In ract, It Is almost the s~me. For as 
the Interpretation of Nature consists tn the 
examination of the history of Nature, and 
therefrom deducing def lnlttons of natural 
phenomena on certain f lxed axioms, so 
Scriptural Interpretation proceeds by the 
examination of Scripture, and Inferring the 
intention of Its authors as a legitimate 
conclusion from Its fundamental principles. s 

~ 

It 1s·ftttlng that a latter day science, psychiatry, should once more 

f Ind Itself linked to a literary enterprise on bib If cal ten--itory. Psychiatry 

and literary criticism are kin by virtue of historical precedent, from at 

~~ast the time of Spinoza forward, as well as sharing certain similarities 

of technique and phi losophlcal starting points. 

Nonetheless, the layperson ts Justified In asking why those outside 
• I 

the realm or psychiatry and literature should take particular Interest In 

their conjoint reading of the Bible -- apart from a general desire to learn 

from others. The answer begins with Auden's well-known, w1dely cited, 

stlll applfcable lfnes from 1939: 

e 



For one who 11ved among enemies so long; 
If often he was wrong and at times absurd, 
To us he. ts no more a person 
Now but a whole climate of optnton. 

I 

CW.H. Auden, "In Memory of Stgmulid Freud") 6 

The answer continues tn acknowledgtng that this "c11mate of 

opinion" remains with us all and is amply renected 1n most of the corners 

of our ltves -- especially those of psychtatry and literature, but also 

those or the culture at large. The layperson should take an tnterest tn the 
I 

conjoint readtng that psychtatry and ltterature brtng from the Btble 

because these outlooks are more shared among us than t_s oft assumed. 

Moreover, for those who doubt this state or affatrs, the prominence 

of Freud spectf1cally and of psychiatry generally ts demonstrated, If tn no 

other way, by the fact that the largest body or cltntcal practittoners under 

Freudtan influence, American psychtatrtsts, has come to realtze tn recent 

days that tts flagship scholarly pertodtcal, The Amertcan Journal of 

Psychiatry, ·has the highest ctrculatton or any peer-reviewed Journal in 

the world: 7 The psychtatrtsts read and write deftly there of 

neurotransmitters, bratn tmagtng, and psychodynamics. In do1ng so, they 

continue to walk 1n Freud's wake and to constitute partially hts "cltmate 

of optnton." The rest of the cltme comes from others, tncludtng la1ty, who 

7 
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apparently read, walk, and subscribe wtth the doctors. 

Vet w1th thts tn mtnd, it rematns reasonable to question what might 

be the best territory for any altgned B1ble readtng w1th the psychtatrists 

and the ltteratt. What concern do they most share between themselves and 

with the Btble? Arguably, the common concern ts that of the growth 

process and ever-changing content of the human personaltty -- one that 

seeks to address "the raw untverse in terms of meaning," 8 throughout 

the decades of a 11fe. Psychtatrists are f111ed wtt~ case studies. Literati 

are collectors of characters and character1zat1on. And, the B1ble is 

populated by those Faulkner calls "perfectly ord1nary normal heroes and 

b ackguards," who are "all trying to get something for noth1ng or ... to be 

braver than they are: 9 Personality In Its variety comprises a common 

landscape for all of them -- psychiatry, literature, and the Bible. 
I 

But what characters should be- examined? What personalities flt 

this common landscape? Certainly there are several. Yet here, Isaac ts 

chosen. He ts chosen because he f s assumed to be the weakest, most 

unidimensional, least well-developed r tgure of the three patriarchs 

(Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob). To seek his personality Is, without a doubt, 

to search for it. Thus, the choice and the task. 

But finally, how Is all thts to be done? How do we conceive that a 

) 
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psychiatrist or 11teratus mtght read a b1bl1cal text for a view of 

personality? In the chapters ahead, psychiatric and 11terary approaches to 

this question wm be proposed and delimited. No claim of exhaustiveness 

will be made, but guidelines will be offered by way of sample questions 

that each approach might bring to a reading. These wm then be 

demonstrated to varying degrees by a specific consideration of the 

bibltcal treatment of Isaac. 

Therein, Isaac wlll be viewed In a threefold division of general, 

psychiatric, and literary readings. The general reading wlll b·e the most 

extensive of the three with a chronological review and Interpretation of 

the narTatlve. The psychiatric and literary readings will then be 

presented with specific focuslngs on various a~pects or the text that lend 

themselves to more extensive analysts by virtue or their relevance to the 

guideline questions Identified earlier. It Is assumed that a reader must 

begin with an overall appraisal or the text that serves as a foundation 

upon which to bul Id any further consideration. Relatively greater weight 

Is given here to the Initial, general reading. The psychiatric and literary 

readings flow from It and do not stand alone. 

In sum, the thesis to come wlll off er a rationale and means by which 

to read the Bible with a measu-e or the Insights or both psychiatry and 

) 
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11terary cr1tlclsm. These Insights are held to be unlQuely complementary 

and relevant from the outset. Second, the thesis wm demonstrate this 

proposed reading method through an examination or the texts related to 

Isaac. And last, the thesis w111 address the notion of a b1b11cal view of 

personaltty as an offshoot from this case. 

--

V 
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Chapter 1 

A Psychtatric Approach 

Within defined parameters, a psych1atrtst can approach the biblical 

narrative with a reasoned hope of dtscerntng there a vtew of personality 

that ts both Informed by the perspectives· of present-day psychiatr1c 

practice, and ts apprec1at1ve of the witness of a mmenta-old re11g1ous 

testament. Thts can be accomplished by a conservative assent to certain 
I 

useful standards of principle and technique. 

These standards do not tnclude a wholesale adoptton of particular 

meta-psycholog1cal systems, whtch themselves often bear the we1ght of 
__,,, 
considerable speculation and uneven cltntcal ut111ty, nor do they requ1re an 

1deological conversion to specif1c theocentr1c doctrines. Instead, these 

standards tnclude only an acceptance of a general textbook definttton of 

personaltty, of continued psychoanalytic centraltty, of baste 

psychoanalytic tenets and relevant departures, and of spectf1c 

psychoanalyttc, psychotherapeuttc methods. 

Klerman has formulated a concise def1n1t1on of persona11ty that ts 

consistent w1th contemporary psych1atr1c v1ews. Hts words can serve as 

both a starting po1nt and a moortng: 

I I 
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Personality refers to relattvely endurtng 
patterns of relattng to, perce1vtng, and thtnklng 
about the self, stgniftcant others, and the 
environment. 1 

From this beginning, a reader Is left with the task of r lrst searching 

for these -patterns- within biblical story lines, and then allowing their 

designs and textures the possibility of a mostly new, more unfettered 

consideration than before. The reader must make an honest attempt to 

discern ·enduring patterns of relating- to the self and the world by given 
I 

blbllcal characters. The hypothes1$ should be entertained .that these 

Individuals are often portrayed with a consistent depth '.Nhlch goes beyond 

simplistic, moralistic caricature. 

With the above definition and process In mind, It ls also well to 

recall with Meissner that the role of psychoanalysts remains -centrar In 

current psychiatry, and that Its baste concepts or the mind stfll compel. 2 
I 

The psychiatrist-reader ls ob_llged to own up to the givens or this aspect 

or his milieu as he seeks to enter another. In Melssner's Judgement, the . 
task or the psyet\1atr1st 1s to root any cons1derat1on or persona11ty 1n the 

essential ·theoretical contrtbutions or Stgnund Freud: 3 It ts to begtn 

wtth Freud's notton that ·ooconsctous tdeas persist fn the mtnd· which 

have notable effects ~ a person's ·act1ons and behavior: wh11e the 

) 
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tndtvidual remains ·totally unaware of such influence: 4 The task ts to 

conttnue wtth a constderatton that these unconsctous tdeas, fears, and 

destres are acttvely repressed from wtthtn, and are only tncompletely 

released by the crtses of a moment, by the dystnhtbtttons of hypnosts, 

dreams, or freely assoctattve thtnktng, or by the labored reflect1on of an 

tndtvtdual upon recurrent relattonshtp problems of hts life, as eventually 

experienced and explored with a neutral therapist. 5 And, the task ts to 
I 

recogntze that a catalyttc center of the unconsctous mtnd 1s 1n•a person's 

childhood sexual development from Infancy onward, and that the center's 

focus ts on tdent1ficatton w1th the same-sex parent, and w1th the 

prohtbtttons and prescrtpttons wh1ch th1s entails. 6 

Metssner·s vtews are shared and ampltrted by others 11ke Marmer 7 

and NtchoH, 8 who emphastze not 0111y the major tmport of unconsctous 

mental acttvtty tn psychoan-alyttc thtnktng, but also other dertvattve 

elements. These tnclude particularly the phenomena o( ·psychic 

determtntsm· and ·transference: 

The former holds ·that all mental events" are ·causally linked to 

others In an associative network: 9 This results In recurrent patterns of 

thinking and doing that are propagated throughout our I Ives. We are 

13 
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concetved as havtng only a restdue of freedom within thts perimeter. 

·rransference,· on the other hand, ts a spectftc example of thts tnstght as 

applied to the sphere of relattonshtps. It ts well-described by Ntcholt: 

All feeltngs 1n relattonshtps as we now 
understand them run on a double track. We react 
and relate to another person not only on the 
basts of how we consciously experience that 
person tn reality, but also on the basts of our 
unconsctous expertence of htm tn reference to 
our expertences with stgntftcant people tn 
infancy and childhood -- parttcularly parents and 
famtly members. We . tend to dtsplace our 
feelings and attttudes from these past figures 
onto people tn the present, espectally tf someone 
has features stm11ar to a person tn the past. 10 

___,/ Thus, after acl<nowledgtng hts psychoanalyttc centeredness, the 

psych1atrtst can tdenttfy the gtvens of hts way tn terms such as: ·the 

unconsctous," wtth its dynamtc, sexual nature; ·psychtc determtntsm,· 

J 

wtth tts qualtftcattons of human free(jom tn genera.1; and "transference," 

with tts tmp11cattons for parttcular tnterpersonal a111ances. Whtle 

adhertn'g to these tenets, the reader can apprectate the btb11cal text 1n yet 

another WW<f. In any number of cases, the reader may seek evtdence of 

ooconsctous acttng or thtnktng, of determtned behavtors, or of recllTent 

relattonshtp styles that suggest the canniness of the b1bl1cal votce . . 
Relevant cont1nuat1ons and def)a'tures w1th1n the century-old 
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psychoanalytic stream are also fundamental to a psych1atr1c readtng. 

These 1nclude, at a m1n1mum, an awareness of Er1kson·s thought 11 and 

that of those who have most substantively challenged Freud's v1ew of 

rel1g1on, perse. 12.13, 14 

Erikson has made a noted contribution beyond Freud's stated 

vision. 15 He has expanded the cast of players In ·the unconscious· to 

Include ~life cycle· dependent yearnings, Wh1ch are contextually 

responsive to the society at large, and vary from Infancy to childhood to 

adolescence to adulthood. He has conceived of at least eight nodal points 

of development within an Individual's life where various critical 
__,I' 

emotional as well as cognitive tasks are addressed -- from an Infant's 

acquisition of ·baste trust,· to a grandparent's realization of ·integrity- at 

life's end. These nodal points an~ their psychosocial polarities are: 

Infancy (trust vs. mistrust); early childhood (autonomy vs. shame, doubt); 

play •age (Initiative vs. gutlt>; school age (Industry vs. Inferiority); 

adolescence (Identity vs. Identity diffusion); young adult {Intimacy vs. 

tsolatton); adulthood {generattvlty vs. self-absorption); and mature age 

Ctntegrlty vs. disgust, despair). 

Erlcl(son has Introduced a means by which to appreciate · the 

15 
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unconsc1ous· without relegating 1ts events only to the 1ntrapsych1c 

trailings left from dramas In the f1rst f1ve or six years of life. And, as a 

result, th1s conttnuatlon of the Freudian way leaves a psych1atrlst wtth 

another question for any biblical text -- does it depict any inkling of 

Erikson's full-fledged, mindful development of personality over the course 

of a character's narrative life? 

Additionally, while proceeding In this psychoanalytic line, the 

reader must face Freud's almost who_lly negative view of religion, and by 

logical extension, of Its accouterments -- Including biblical texts. 

Although certain latter-day clinicians have taken unflinching departures 

'i>f dissent, it must be conceded with Coles that religion ·excited· Freud to 
. 

· truculence,· as Is evident in his The Futlre of an mus Ion. where he refers 

to ··the fairy tales of re1tg1on·· which are ·mere 111usion· and ··derived 

from human wishes:· 16 Coles recalls Freud's characterizing ··religious 

thinking·· as being like a ··narcottc·· and as being deserted ··111<e the 

obsessional narosls ... out ol the Oedipus complex, out of the relation to 

the father:· 17 So also, Rizzuto cites Freud's unequivocal negation: 

•psychoanalysis has made us familiar with the 
Intimate connectton between the father complex 
and beltef In God; It has shown us that a 

- personal God ts, psychologtcally, nothing other 

) 
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than an exalted father: 18 

Yet, as the negat1ons abound and stand, so do the stances of 

challenge which come from thts same trio -- Erikson, Rizzuto, and Coles. 

Each of them contends that the psychiatrist, and any other observer of 

reltgtous doings, is well-advised to allow more tolerance and greater 

poss1b111ty for the value of rel1gion, whether 1n text or deed. Bible 

reading surely comes under th1s purvtew. 

Erikson's posttton ts conceived In relatlon 1to h1s Idea of trust as 

betng the ftrst and most baste task In human growth, and the standard by 

wh1ch to measure any reltgtous rea11ty: 

It 1s not the psychologist's Job to decide 
whether re11gton should or should not be 
confessed and practiced tn particular words and 
rituals. Rather the psychologtcal observer must 
ask whether or not tn any area under observat ton 
r-e11glon and tradtt1on are lfvtng psychologtcal 
forces creattng the ktnd of fatth-.and convtctton 
which permeates a parent's personalfty and thus 
reinforces the chfld's baste trust tn the world's 
trustworth1ness. The psychopathologtst cannot 
avotd observtng that there are mmtons of people 
who cannot really afford to be wtthout rel1glon, · 
and whose prtde tn not havtng t t ts that n1uch 
wh1stl1ng tn the dark. On the other hand, there 
are mf111ons who seem to dertve fatth from 
other tha-. re11g1ous dogmas, that ts, from 
fe11owshtp, productive work, soctal action, 
sclenttftc ()\l'SUtt, and arttsttc .creatton. And 
again, there are mUHons who profess fatth, yet 

· tn practtce mtstrust both Hf e and ma-.. With all 

) 
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of these 1n m1nd, 1t seems worthwh1 le to 
speculate on the fact that reltgton through the 
centurtes has served to restore a sense of trust 
at regular •~tervals tn the form of fatth whtle 
gtvtng tangtble form to a sense of evtl whtch tt 
promtses to ban. All rel1gions have jn common 
the periodical ch11d11ke surrender ·to a Provider 
or providers who dispense earthly fortune as 
well as sptrttual •health; the demonstration of 
one's smallness and dependence . through the 
medium of reduced posture and humble gesture; 
the admisston tn prayer and song of misdeeds, of 
mtsthoughts, and of evil intentions; the 
admisston of toner d1vts1on and the consequent 
appeal for inner untffcatton by dtvtne qutdance; 
the need for clearer self-delineation and self
restrtctton; and finally - the tnstght that 
tndivtdual trust must become a common faith, 
tndtvtdual mistrust a commonly formulated ev11 , 
wh11e the tndtvtdual's need for restoration must 
become part of the ritual practtce of many, and 
must become a sign of trustworthiness in the 
communtty. 

Whosoever says he has re I igion must derive a 
faith from It which Is transmitted to infants In 
the form of basic trust; whosoever claims that 
he does not need religion must derive ~uch basic 
faith from elsewhere. 19 . 

. 
Rizzuto extends and supplements Erikson's developmental thinking. 

She argues forcefully that ·the very presstre of living makes us rework, 

over and over again, consciously and ooconsclously, the memories of those 

we encountered at the begtMing of Oll' days -- the time of the heroic 

mythic reality of Chll<llOoo: 20 She cont1nues tnat tt 1s ·out or this 

matrix ... In the exchanges with those Incredible beings called parents, 

) 
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that the 1mage of God 1s concocted," 21 and she 1ns1sts that the process of 

rev1ston never ends. She.also contends that the "complex1t1es of object 

representat1ons" wetgh aga1nst the acceptance "that the paternal tmage 

only 1s used to form the representat1ons of God." 22 

At this potnt, she does not seem too far-removed from Freud's 

general postt ton. She goes on, however, to leave no doubt that there ts ·a 

"posstb11tty of a more mature ·relattonsh1p wtth God," 23 which ts 

engendered as "each new phase tn the ~denttty cycle" brings a :spectf1c 

relfg1ous cr1s1s" that can be ad~pt1vely met. 24 She sees this adaptation 

of a "complex representation" 25 to be tnevltable, If health ts to be 
__,/ 

ma1nta1ned. Her own words summarize the view best: 

Freud considers God and reltglon a wtshful 
ch11dtsh muston ... I must disagree. Realtty and 
muston are not contradictory temis. Psychic 
realtty - - whose depth Freud so br1111antly 
oove11ed -- camot occur without that 
spec1f1ca11y human transitional space for play 
and muslon. To ask a man to renounce a God he 
belteves In may _be as cruel and as meaningless · 
as wrenching a chtld from hts teddy bear so that 
he can (J'OW '-'>· We know nowadays that teddy 
bears are not toys for spoiled ch11dren but part 
of the musory soostance of (J'Owtng up. Each 
developmental stage has translttonal objects 
approprtate for the age and level of maturtty of 
the 1ndtvtdua1. After the oedipal resolut1on, God 
ts a potentially suttable ·ooJect, and tf ~ated 

) 
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dur1ng each cr1s1s or development, may rema1n 
so through matur1ty and the rest of 11fe. Asktng 
a matur.e, funct1on1ng 1ndtv1dual to renounce hts 
God would be 11ke asktng Freud to renounce hts 
own creatton, psychoanalysts, and the ·musorf 
prom1se of what sc1ent1f1c knowledge can do. 
Th1s ts, 1n fact, the po1nt. Hen· cannot be men 
w1thout 111ustons. The type of muston we 
select -- science, re11g1on, or someth1ng else -
reveals our personal history and the transitional 
space each of us has created between h1s 
objects and htmself to f1nd ·a resting place· to 
11ve 1n. 26 

Cotes has even more recently echoed these concerns. He applauds 

Rizzuto as a "phenomenological psychologist" who consider$ ·religious 

~deas" to be "part of our cultural llf e, like mus1c, art, literature, or, for 

that matter, formal tntellectual reasoning and scientific speculation." 27 

-vilth her he clatms to be heir to the psychoanalyttc legacy, but does not 

concur with Its view that "faith In received legends, handed down In 

homes and places of worshtp,· ts ·to be construed necessar11y or 

arb1trar11y as a 11e or as a fo~ of self-delus1on: 28 He potnts out that: 

Freud constructed h1s own story, a story of the 
tunan mind, tts battles, tts protagonists and· 
antagontsts, tts vlctortes and def eats. When he 
talked of a 'metapsychology,· he admitted as 
much. 29 

overall, Coles calls for ·a psychoanalytic approach toward rellglous 

and SP,lrltual thinking" that ·can forsake 1deolog1cal targets, conceptual 

) 
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ambitions. in favor of a phenomenological acceptance of the Immediate, 

the every day." 30 He cautions against turning persons 1nto ·reductive 

putty," 31 and against becoming psychoanalyttc'"c·onqufstadors" who "have 

a way of becoming wanton tmpertalfsts at times." 32 

Undeniably, the psychiatrist-reader of the Btb!e ts faced with a 

challenging mandate. He must bear in mind Erikson·.s openness to religion 

as a purveyor or the world's trustworthtness, Rizzuto·s Insistence that 
~ 

religion Is potentially as culturally preferred and variously derived as art · 

and music, 33 and Coles· call for a more tolerant, phenom.enologtcal 

approach to rel igfous expression. The reader must pay attention In a w;ry 
__,, 

that neither dismisses Freud's skepticism or God as nothing more than an 

"exalted father," nor overlooks the founder's articulate progeny. He must 

Inhabit a space of enltghtenlng friction. 

A f lnal element for the psychiatrist-reader to bring to Bible reading 

ts ~t of the l lstenlng and tnrerence-maklng process which Is used In 

psychoanalytic psychotherapy. As previously mentioned, the similarity 

between confronting an oral text, as offered by a patient, and studying a 

written text lfke the Bible ts obvious. It Is. therefore, appropriate for a 

potential reader to be reminded of this and to be encouraged tn the 
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crossover. 

Luborsky has encapsolated these processes In a highly regarded 

volume. There he suggests that a therapist listens 34 and Infers 35 In 

three dlrterent ways. He may lfsten with the ·evenly suspended· posture 

or one trying mostly to maintain ·an openness to hearing what the patient 

ts presenting· In a nonemergent situation. This Is analogous to a first 

reading where preconceptions are hopefully minimal. The therapist may 

also listen with the more ·pressing,· hypothesis-generating posture of one . . 

factng a crisis situation. This parallels a reader's discovery of a 

discrepancy or Inconsistency In a text, and his attempt to provide an 

_/ 

.explanation for ft. And, the therapist may listen with the hypothesis-

checking posture of one trying to ·attlrm, discard, or revise· postulates as 

to the roots of a patient's difficulties. This resembles the reader's 
J 

efforts at confirming the validity or his explanation for a textual 

difficulty by considering tts appltcabtltty to a series or related perlcopes. 

Inference-making durlng·and after the therapeutic listening process 

Is also threefold. It may entail an ·attending to redundancy,· In which a 

similar problem ts stated by a patient several times, but In different 

contexts. A reader, too, mt{llt begin to Infer meaning from the ·redundant· 

appearance or similar words, phrases, or episodes. A biblical example of 

I 
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such redundancy is found in the repeated association of Isaac with 

isolated environs. Clinical inferences may also come from an ·attending 

to temporal contigutty; in which one assumes a possible causal 

connection between a patient's juxtaposed remarks. A reader of the Bible 

may similarly tnfer that an tnctdent such as Sarah's death and burial was 

placed purposefully after the Moriah event. The task ts to discern a 

reasonable explanation. Ftnally, a· theraptst may infer from an ·attending 
I 

to shifts in state,· tn wh1ch a patient ts suddenly confused, anxiousJ 

angry, or otherwise disturbed. And, once moreJ a reader may at ttmes take 

special note in cases such as an authortal votce·s switch from dialogue to 
__,,, 
third person narration, or from one potnt of vtew to another. 

In sum, a psychiatrist may fruitfully read the bibttcal text. At the 

least, he can do so for an apprectatton of 1ts view of persona11ty, a 

territory of common concern. This effort can be profitable even tf tt ts 

oodergtrded only by the tools and perspectives or his dtsc1p11ne alone . 
. 

These tools may include a textbook deftnttion or personattty, a recognttton 

of the stm extant centraltty or psychoanalytic concepts In current 

psychiatric thought, a recalltng of several or these baste tenets, a 

constderatton of psychoanalytic criticism and afftrmatton of the re11glous 

enterprise overall, and an entertaining of the relevance of psychoanalyttc, 

I 
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psychotherapeut1c techn1ques as analogues for -the 1nterpretat1ve ways 

and means of Bible reading. 

In the rollowlng questions, a practical synthesis of these Ideas Is 

suggested as a guide to the psychiatrist-reader: 

I. Does a given biblical figure exemptlfy "enduring patterns" 
or Interacting wi th self, others, and the world? 

2. Does a given biblical figure act or think In such a way as 
to suggest the text's portrayal of psychoanalytic tenets 
such as the following: "the unconsclousi" ·psychic 
determinism," · transferen~e," "life cycle crises,· or 
God's being the "exalted father"? 

3. Does the biblical narrative's voice speak at all to the 
religious valulngs or Erikson, of Rizzuto, or of Coles, 
In regard to personality development? Is there any 
evidence of correlative psychological and spiritual 
growth? 

4. Are any of the above concerns especially well 
addressed by reading as If to "listen and Infer" with 
the psychoanalytic psychotherapist -.r with postures 
of "opemess," "hypothesis-generation,• or "hypothesis
checking,• and with attention to "redllldancy,· · temporal 
contiguity,· and "shifts of state"? 
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Chapter 2 

A Literary Approach 

As w1th the psychlatr1sts, the 11teratf come to the Bfble wfth 

certa1n assumpt1ons that are gtven tangible expression in thefr critical 

methods and resulting 1ns1ghts. They both vary and coincide 1n an active 

viewing of the b1b11cal text as an assemblage of sound and sense w1thin a 
I 

purposeful , poetic framework. By identifying some of their .ways, as 

exemp11fled by Alter, Berlin, Sternberg, and Br1chto, they also can be 

brought to the task of searching for the vtew of personalfty tmplied in the 

__/ 

portrayal of Isaac. 

Alter offers a precise address to the question of what literary 

analysis of a text entails: 

By literary analysts mean the manifold 
varieties of minutely discriminating attention 
to the artful use of language, to the shifting 
play of Ideas, conventions, tone, soood, Imagery, 
syntax, narrative viewpoint, compositional 
oolts, and much else; the kind of disciplined 
attention, In other words, which through a whole 
spectnm of crttlcal approaches has Illuminated, 
for example, the poetry of Dante, the plays or 
Shakespeare, the novels or Tolstoy. 1 

It Is Alter·s contention that the above style of literary analysis 

I 
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should be applted to the Bible as well, wtth ·1ts seemingly stmple 

wonderfully complex art," and ·splendid mustrat1ons of the prtmary 

posstbt11ties of nan-attve." 2 He points out· that "the anctent Hebrew 

wrtters· were able to create "a certain tndeterminacy of meantng· tn the 

realm of "motive, moral character, and psycho.logy" wh1ch was untque, 3 

and that gave "the re11g1ous vts1on of the Btbte" a sophist1catton of "depth 

and subtlety" assoctated with prose ftctton. 4 

In thts regard, Alter sees the btbltcal narrattve as "htstortctzed 

prose ftctton" that ts not "bound to documentable facts" tn the way of 

modem historiography, 5 but rather seeks ·to reveal the enactment of 
_/ 

God's P\fl>OSes In historical events,· 6 which are reported with this 

destination In mind. He considers this form to have offered a ·remarkable 

range and ftexlblllty· by which "flctlQOal person'ages· could be lifted out 

of pagan epics and their "fixed choreography of timeless events,· and 

placed 'Into dramas delineating "the Wcf(Ward paths of human f~m, the 

quirks and contradictions of men and women seen as moral agents and 

complex centers of mottve and feeltng: 7 

Alter's formulation of this b1bl1cal bal_anctng act ts stated as 

fonows: • 

I 
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lJoder scruttny, bfbltcal nar:rattve generally 
proves to be either ffctton laytng claim to a 
place tn tt\e chatn of causatton and the realm of 
moral consequenttalfty that belong to htstory, 
as tn the primeval history, the .tales of the 
Patriarchs and much of the Exodus story, and the 
account of the early Conquest, or history given 
the imagtnattve definition of fiction, as in most 
of the narratives from the peri9d of the Judges 
onward. 8 

He then gives ·the large cycle of stories about Davtd· as the 

superlative example "of the Intertwining of history and fiction,· where a 

basts of ·r1rm historical facts· Is Imaginatively presented along with 

·certain thematic biases· and with a ·remarkable intuition of the 

psychology of the characters: 9 Alter even extends his stance to a point 
./ 

of consfderfng the David stories· author as having the same relatfon to 
' 

lsraellte history as Shakespeare does ·to English hfstory In his history 

plays: 10 \J 

Yet with this encompassing formulation, Alter must acknowledge 

that the modem reader has ·1ost most of the keys to the CQnventlons· 

which are woven Into the biblical narrative fabric. 11 Nonetheless, he 

offers a vartety of textual markers wh1ch m1ght st111 t>e helpful. He 

proposes that ·rec\JTent narrattve ep1sO<les,· or ·type-scenes; are 

·attached to the careers or b1b11cal heroes,· and that these occur ·at the 
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cruc1al Junctl.f'es· of thetr 11ves, from ·the annunctatton of the btrth of the 

hero to h1s barren mother; to ·the 1ntt1atory trial; to ·the testament of 

the dy1ng hero: 12 He also notes the ·extr:3ord1nary prom1nence of 

verbattm repetttton· that seems to be a ·most tmpostng barrier· 13 at 

f1rst glance, but can be apprec1ated as a fulcrum around whtch ·the 

s11ghtest strateg1c var1at1ons" may "serve the purposes of commentary, 

analysts, foreshadow1ng, or themattc assert1on.· 14 Repet1t1on 1s offered 

as ·an elaborately 1ntegrated syste,:n; whtch may be ·depen~ent on the 

actual recurrence of 1nd1v1dua1 phonemes, words, or short phrases,· as 

well as on ·acttons, fmages, and fdeas ... that are not necessar11y woven 

nto the verbal texture of the narrattve.· 15 

Alter also c1tes a ·btb11ca1 preference for direct discourse· 16 that 

acknowledges the spoken word as ·the substratum of everything human 
I 

and dtvtne,· and represents ·f_tnally a technique for getttng at the essence 

of tht_ngs: 17 In his mind, biblical characterization adds support to this 

Idea In Its following an ·ascending order ·of explicitness and certainty,· 

from portrayals rooted tn reportage of external appearances and acts, to 

those of third-party commentary, to those ·of direct speech by the 

character,_ to those of Interior speech or monologue. 18 

) 
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Lastly. Alter po1nts to anus1on as a textual marker that ·conflrms 

the 11terary character of b1bl1cal narrat1ve and b1b11ca1 poetry." 19 He 

describes 1t not as "an embe111shment but as a fundamental necess1ty· 1n 

whtch "the wr1ter. scarcely able to tgnore the texts that have anttc1pated 

h1m ... appropr1ates fragments of them,· which tn turn "give h1s own work 

both a genealogy and a resonant background.· 20 

These elements comprise textual markers for Alter·s reading: 

I 
hero1c type-scenes, var1egated repettt1ve elements, dtrect discourse, 

graded characterizatton, and omnipresent allusion. It ts through them that 

he discerns ultimately an imp11c1t concept1on of human persona11ty in the 

b bltcal narrative: 

... every person Is created by an' all-seeing God 
but abandoned to his own unfathomable freedom, 
made In God's l lkeness as a matter of 
cosmogonlc prlnclple but almos

1
t never as a 

matter of accomplished ethical fact; and each 
Individual Instance or this bundle or paradoxes, 
encompassing the zenith and the nadir or the 
created world, requires a special cunning 
attentiveness Jn llterary representation. 21 

Alter·s colleagues share his perspectives to varying degrees. Berltn 

Is also careful to claim the fictive nattre of the biblical narrative so as 

not ·to mistake mimesis for realtty -- to take ~s real that which ts oniy a 
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representation of reality: 22 She goes on to ·suggest three main 

categories for class1~ying character types·: a ·full-fledged," ·round" 

character; a "flat," ·type" character; and . a "functionary," ·agent" 

character. 23 She sees them along a continuum -- from the figure "about 

whom we know more than fs necessary for the plot,· to the one ·who has a 

limited and stereotyped range of traits,· to the one who Is only ·a function 

of the plot or part of the setting: 24 A given figure like Bathsheba may 

appear as ·an ·agent· In David's adul~ery episode, and later a~ a "round" 

type in the episode with Abtshag, David, Adonijah, and Solomon. 25 These 

types are, 1n some regards, analogous to Alter·s notion of graded 

~ 

character1zat1on. 

Berlin demonstrates as well the Bible's using "point of view 

frequently and effectively- In the way of ·modem prose fiction." 26 She 
I 

considers Its variance to achieve an effect "llke film,· In which an 

omniscient editor determines gaps, continuities, and ·scenic" 

perspectives that may eve·n Include multiple events within a given 

temporal frame. 27 The result of these multiple points of view and the 

different character types within them Is a blbltcal narrative that 

·succeeds In projecting fiQlNS In space,· 28 and In giving them notable 
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depth and perspect1ve. 

Sternberg acknowledges and demonstrates most of the poetics 

mentioned above. He does, however, depart from Alter and Berlin In seeing 

the Bible as belonging to a historical genre that makes use of techniques 

--- which are often Incorrectly associated only w.t th ftctlon: 

Individual character-drawing, storyt~lllng 
posture or pattern, metonymlc sequence, 
richness of detall,.credlblllty: always ava1lable 
and always reversible, none of, these has 
anything like a cutting edge in the 
discrimination of genre .... There are simply no· 
universals of historical vs. f lctlve form. 

Noth1ng on the surface, that Is, Infallibly marks 
off the two genres. As modes or discourse, 
history and f lction make functional categories 
that may remain constant under the most 
assorted formal variations and are 
distinguishable only by their overall sense or 
purpose. 29 -

Sternberg conceptualizes this· purpose, In the Bible's case, to be 

embodied In three regulatory prlnclples or composition: the ·1deologlca1,· 

the ·hlstorlo~lc,· and the ·aesthetic: 30 The first ls envisioned · 1n 

the segments or Jaw Interspersed (say> throughout the story or the 

Exodus· or elsewhere. 31 It Is also apparent · 1n divine and prophetic 

morallzlng, or In thematic structlf'es like promise and rulf lllment, sin and 

} 
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retrtbut1on: 32 The second ·surfaces" 1n matertals that "restst 

asstm11atton to at1y hfgher order of coherence," ltke ·aettologtcal-lookfng 

tales," chronologfes, and genealogtes. 33 The thtrd ts apparent tn "the 

abundant matertar that "bears the marks of tnventton and fulfllls the 

roles of tmaginatfve enhancement and the prob'tng of reality associated 

wtth tt: 34 Thts aesthettc matertal cuts ·across the whole Bfble," and 

tncludes "prtv1leged and tn some sense prtvate matertar that ts offered tn 
I 

the formats of "dialogue, ... tntertor speech, or heavenly counsel." 35 

The combtnatton of the three prtnctples of composttton presents the 

reader wtth an engaging puzzle that Sternberg formulates as follows: 
_J 

Does the avoidance of black-and-whtte portrayal 
reflect the historian's scrupulostty; the artist's 
eye for intricate charactertzatton, or the 
doctrinal tenet that ·all men exercise free 
choice, so that no man can be whollY rtghteous 
or wholly evtl throughout ltf e? Does the 
tmposttton of sertal or cycltcal form on the 
march of ttme bespeak an aesthet1cs of untty, a 
ht story repeattng itself. or a God tn control of 
the plot? 36 

It Is with this three-faceted state of mind that Sternberg would 

~tedly search ror a blbltcal concept or personality In general, and In 

the case or Isaac tn particular. 

Whtie Sharing many points of ~ement with the others, Brlchto ts 

I 
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most notable tn tnststence, and by example, on an ever closer reading of 

the Hebrew text, anci tn clatmtng most candtdly hts own ratth statement 

af)d personal v1ew of the b1b11cal writers the~selves. 

In the ftrst regard, he tdenttftes certain ·foc1 of ltterary analysts; 

wh1ch he considers to be the only ·altogether 1eg1t1mate· elements of 

b1b11cal poetics. 37 These foci Include: setting, where ·no descrtpt1ve 

deta11 seems merely ornamental;- 38 character, wh1ch ts ·tn fine and 
I 

large· more tmbedded in ·reltgious .tdeology- than depth portrayals; 39 

plot, wh1ch "cannot admit of superfluous action;" 40 po1nt of view, 

wherein both narrator and aud1ence may vary; 41 dtalogue, as a 
._./ 

·deployment· whtch ·1s never accidental or ~pr1c1ous; "shows rather 

than tells,· and may be understood as ·dtrect; ·rree dtrect,· or · tndtrect 

discourse;" ◄2 the "synopttc-conclustye/resompt1ve-expanstve" technique, 

wherein "episodes" are repeated with calculated variance through the 

lntenntttent use of "the nominal sentence with waw-conju__ncttve, • In 

contrast to the usual waw-converslve construction; ◄3 and repetition, 

which ts acknowledged as betng omnipresent and yet contextually 

condtttoned, so that ret"1'ence does not 1mP.1Y ·sameness: +1 Th~se 

elements are also Joined by a reminder and demonstratton of figures of 

) 

33 



J 

speech within the Hebrew, Including Idiom, metonymy, word play, 

hendladys, and mer1sm. 45 

In the second regard, Brtchto·s approach merits attention for Its 

arrival _ at a particular, stated view of the biblical writers, and for Its 

-- engendering an expression of the critic's view of himself. Regarding the 

former, he writes: 

... my exegetical essays champion a view 
of the author-editor or author-editors 
as sophisticated, Ideology-oriented, and 
philosophically lnvent1v·e -- hence figurative In 
expression and llltrammeled by sanct1fled 
traditions from their society's past. Basic to 
this assumption Is another one, namely, that 
neither the human condition nor human 
perceptions of It have changed In the last f tve 
mlllenla. As tn Intellectual capac~ty or artistic 
talent, the ancient mind ts not Inferior to the 
modem one, so the relationship between the 
ancient mind and OlJ'S Is one of conttnutty, not 
divergence. 46 

Regarding hlmsetr, he confesses: 

My acceptance of the patriarchs as my ancestors 
ts a fooctlon or my reading them not Just as 
protagonists In a story but as the heroes of the 
story. As reader, I claim them as my 
rorebearers whether I be ·b0m-aga1n· Christian 
or secularist Jew, whatever genetic pool I am 
heir to; ror ltke all (reat artistic narrative, 
these stories eltctt a ·wmtng suspension or 
dlSbeller: And In this. Instance, parttcularly, 
the rewanis or tdentlfytng with the heroes are 
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tmmeaslrable, tnasmuch as those heroes are the 
instrunents of the ktnd of God that I would want 
to exist, a 60d benevolent to humanktnd, friendly 
to my deepest and most intimate aspirations, 
and at the same time the lord of history. 47 . 

In Brtchto·s case, the reader is offered not only the techniques, but 

also something or the scholar himself. Both are obviously relevant to an 

effort at focusing upon persona11ty, or upon any other valence in the Bible. 

With this in mind, aoother set of summary questions 1s offered for 

the literary reader as a practical synthesis of some of the tdeas above: 

-.._/ 

1. To what extent dOes a gtven text reflect Alter·s 
markers of heroic type-scenes, variegated repetitive 
elements, dtrect discourse, graded characterization, 
and allusion? 

2. Are examples of Berltn's three character types or 
varying points of view present? 

3. How Is a given blbllcal episode lllderstOOd In light or 
.Sternberg's triad or compositional prtnclples -- the 
·1deologlca1,· ·h1stor1ograph1c,· and ·aesthetic·? 

4. or what Import ror ooderstandtng a narrative are Brlchto·s 
emphases: upon ·roct of literary analysts,· such as setting, 
character, and plot; lC>Ofl flgtreS of speech; and upon a 
close Hebrew reading? 

) 
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Chapter 3 

Isaac 

J 

We will cons1der Isaac 1n the follow1ng pages by using a 

straightforward protocol. It was conceived· so as to afford maximal 

accessib111ty of the biblical material to the non-Hebrew reader at the 

outset, and only afterwards to include some measure of Hebrew 
~ 

commentary under the rubric of a 11terary reading, which should 

necessarily include attention to the spectftcs of the language of 

composition. 

.__/ 
The chapter will contain three sections -- a general reading, a 

psychiatric reading, and a literary reading. It ts Intended that Issues wlll 

be raised and addressed progressively so that questions coming from the 
J 

Initial perusal of the text wlll then be bullt ~ and clarifled In. the 

psychiatric exploration, and again refined In the literary effort. This 

three-level hierarchy is proposed In the splrf t of Feynman's f ormulatton 

above. The htet al'chy ts not meant to Imply relatively greater or lesser 

truth In a given reading. It is rather to demonstrate the ·connecttons· 

among them. I 

Scrlpttral citations RI translations wm be offered. Those tn the 
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general and psychiatric readings wm come from the Bible's Revised 

Standard Verston, 2 so as to permtt the non-Hebrew reader access to an 

up-to-date English btbltcal concordance. 3 Cttattons tn the literary 

readtngs w111 be from the B1b11a Hebratca Stuttgartens1a. ◄ Their 

translations wm be the wr1ter·s own. 

General Reading 

Tradttton and scholarship have not imagined Isaac as a paradigm of 

strength or clartty. The Biblical text ts the undentable source of this 

portrait. Nonetheless. close examtnation of hts or1gtns and h1s dotngs -
there suggests more or both these tra1ts than ts commonly assumed. 

Hts btrth 1n Genes1s 21 comes ntne chapters after Abram, Lot, and 

Sarai have set forth from Haran for Canaan. The tone of his parents· 

relattonsh1p tn these chapters ts one of dtsqutetude, and 1s of relevancelo 

Isaac seme years later. Indeed, the reader senses problems from.the start 

when the tmperattve from Detty to ex1t Haran comes only to Abram, not to 

Lot or Sarat. The patrtarch sets the c0trse, and theirs ts an 1nvolootary 

fo11ow1ng: 

Now the Lord said to Abram, ·00 from you
comtry and you- ktncted and you- father's house 

) 
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to the land that I wm show you: (Gen. 12: 1 > 

And Abram took Sara1 Ms w1fe, and Lot h1s 
brother's son, and all the1r possess1ons ·wh1ch 
they had gathered, and the persons that they had 
gotten 1n Haran; and they set f ortt'\ to go to the 
Land or Canaan. (Gen. 12:5) 

There 1s no element of cho1ce here for Sara1. So, when a few verses 

later she 1s asked by Abram to claim to the Egypt1ans that she 1s only .h1s 

s1ster, in order not to risk the1r k1111ng h1m, the reader may wonder if she 

holds any resentment, and if she w111 give OOQUa11f1ed assent to the 

request: 

When he (Abram) was about to enter Egypt, he 
said to Sarai his wife, ·1 know that you are a 
woman beautiful to behold; and when the 
Egyptians see you, they wm say, 'Th1s is his 
wife'; and they wm k111 me, but they w111 let you 
11ve. say you are my stster, that it may go well 
w1th me because or you, and that my 11re may be 
spared on yrM accOtllt.· CGen. 12: 11-13) 

J 

Apparently she does hold resentment, and does choose silence on th1s 

issue before Pharoah. Even though she allows herself to be taken as the 

monarch's w1fe, the text suggests that Abram does the talk1ng, and that 

there ts reason on thts basts to assllne a meas\J"e of d1scord between Mm 

and Sarai. She dOes not speak hts m1nd. He does: 

So Pharaoh called Abram, and said, ·What 1s this 
you have done to me? -Why d1d you not tell me 
that she was yu wife? Why did you say, 'She 

)' 
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1s my sister; so that I took her for my wife? 
Now then, here 1s y0tr wife, take her, and be 
gone: (Gen. 12: 18-19) 

At th1s po1nt, the reader may allow that Isaac's parents-to-be surely 

- share some differences. These d1ff1cult1es are he1ghtened by an 

1ncreas1ng anxiety over God's repeated promises of land and offspring 1n 

the face of conttnued ct\11dlessoess. Even Abram reflects th1s concern: 

But Abram said, ·o Lord God, what w11t thou g1ve 
me, for I continue ~11dless, and the he1r of my 
house 1s E11ezer of Damascus?· CGen. \ 5:2> 

And Sara1 follows w1th her two-pronged statement, blam1ng her husband's 
~ r 

Lord for the pred1cament, and enjoining Abram to father a surrogate ch11d 

with Hagar the Egyptian maid: 
__,/ 

And Sarai said to Abram, ·Behold now, the Lord 
has prevented me from be~lng chlfdren; go In to 
my maid; It may be that I shall obtain children 
by her: And Abram hearkened to the voice of 
Sarai. (Gen. 16:2) 

V 

SUccess In this regard bflngs even more m~ltal tension as Sarai 

feels ~ealed before Hagar, blames Abram, and forces the pregnant maid 

to flee: 

And Sarai said to Abram, "May the wrong done to 
me be on youl I gave my maid to your embrace, 
and when she saw that she had conceived, she 
looked on me with contempt May the Lord Judge 
between you and mer But Abram said to Sarai, 
·Behold, yatr maid ts tn ycu- power; do to her as 
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you please." Then Sarai dealt harshly with her, 
and she ffed from her. (Gen. 16:5-6) 

These examples of mar1tal str1fe between Isaac's parents before h1s 

arr1va1 are Jo1ned by a 1augh1ng skept1c1sm toward God, when the actual 

birth ts announced to each of them separately. This occurs approprtately 

after their names are changed to Abraham and Sarah, as a dtvtne signal of 

new th1ngs ahead. Abraham laughs first: 

Then Abraham fell on h1s f ace and laughed, and 
I 

said to himself, "Shall a ch11d be born to a man 
who ts a hundred years <>Id? Shall Sarah who ts • 
ntnety years old, bear a ch11d?" (Gen. 17: 17) 

Sarah laughs second, and then ltes 1n an attempt to cover her fear of betng 

.discovered by the Lord: 

So Sarah laughed to herself, saying, "After I 
have grown old, and my husband ts old, shall I 
have plea&rer The Lord said to Abraham, 
"Why did Sarah laql, and say, 'Shall I Indeed 
bear a child, now that.I am old?' Is anything 
too hard ror ~ Lord? At the appointed time I 
will retllll to you, In the spring, and Sarah shall 
have a son: But Sarah denied, saying, ·1 did not 
lalql"; for she_ was afraid. He said, "No, but you . 
did laufl.■ (Gen. 18: 12-15) 

Both of them, Abraham and Sarah, 1au,. at the prospect or their ftrst

borJ coming when they are well past the usual parenting age. Their lalqls 

are skeptical, lntentlonally hidden, and ambivalent -- even to the extent 

or denial. They domt God. But they also dotmt themselves. "What ts a 

I 
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centenartan to do wtth a newbomr they ask. Not only do Isaac's parents 

. 
carry thetr own marital dtscord to hfs btrth, but they also have come by 

this tfme to quest ton the tr su1tab111ty for the task' tn the ftrst place. 

Wtth these precedents of marttal tenston and wantng confidence tn 

themselves and God, Abraham and Sarah eventually sojourn tn the South 

agatn. Thts ts a second eptsode tn whtch Abraham, fn order to avotd 

endangertng htmself, mtsleads a stranger 1nto thtnktng that Sarah 1s only 
l 

hts stster. However, on thts stage she apparently corroborates hts cla1m, 

, 
and Abraham offers the rattonaltzat1on that she ts, 1n fact, hts half-

sister: 

And Abraham said of Sarah his wtre, ·she Is my 
sister: And Ablmelech King of Gerar sent and 
took Sarah. (Gen. 20:2) 

Now Ablmelech had not approached her; so he 
said, .Lord, wilt thou slay an Innocent people? 
Did he not himself say to me, 'She Is my sister'? 
And she herself said, 'He Is my brother:· (Gen. 
20:4-Sa) 

And Ablmelech said to Abraham, ·What were you 
thinking of, that you did this thlngr Abraham 
said, ·1 did It because I ~t, there Is no tear 
of God at all In this place, and they wlll kill me 
because of my wife. Besides she ts Indeed my 
sister, the ~ter of my father but not the -.ter of my mother; and She·became my wife. 
And when God caused me to wander from my 
father's house, I said to her, 'Thts ts the 
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ktndness you must do for me: at every place to 
whtch we come, say of me, ·He 1s my brother:·· 
(Gen. 20:10-13) 

J 42 

Abraham Is stlll wllllng to use Sarah as a shield. Moreover, his 

assertion to Ablmelech that the practice was made plaln to her before 

their departure from Haran leaves the reader asking whether she would 

agree with Abraham's version of the event. Abraham may have been lylng, 

or Sarah may have agreed only with reluctance. Further, her statement, as 

reported by Ablmelech, ts left without a context In Which to f Ix her 
. . 

attitude toward It. Was she freely allowing that, ·He Is my brother·? Or, 

was she begrudlngly admitting so In response to Ablmelech's query, after 

his fl~ hearlng Abraham's claim to this effect? The latter seems more 

likely. And, the entire episode suggests once more that Isaac was bom 

Into trooole. 

As If to emphasize this fact, the Abln:,elech episode ts Immediately 

followed by Isaac's birth, naming, and weaning. Here again, tension a-lses 

among the trio of Sarah, Abraham, and Hagar, as Sarah wants no p~lty 

between Isaac and Ishmael. Another expulsion or Hagar ensues In spite of 

Abraham's reservations: 

But Sarah saw the son or Hagar the Egyptian, 
whom she had borne to Abraham, playing with 
her. son Isaac. So she said to Abraham, ·cast out 
this stave woman with her son; for the son of 
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this ~lave woman shall not be he1r w1th my son 
Isaac.· .And the thing was very d1spleas1ng to 
Abraham on account of h1s son. (Gen. 21 :9-11 > 

Thus, Isaac's b1rth and early ch11dhood are 1n a m111eu of ongo1ng 

mar1tal tension that is jo1ned to Abraham's and Sarah's doubting of 

themselves and God. They are prone to disagreement, to laugh1ng 

skeptictsms toward God, and to us1ng others to make allowances for t~e1r 

own tmer fears. Abraham uses Sarah. Sarah uses Hagar and Ishmael. All 

of thts ts evident. 

Genests 22 brings the only report or Isaac's youth. Therein, father 

Abraham bfnds hfm to near-sl~ter out or devotion to God's command. 

He does so even though Isaac Is consfdered an only and loved son: 

He (God) said, ·ra1ce y0tr son, yolf" only son 
Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of 
Morfah, and orrer him there as a burnt off erlng 
upon one or the mOllltalns or which I shall tell 
you: (Gen. 22:2) I 

Abraham acts even to an extent or loading the wood ror the offering 

on t~·s bade, and dodging his son's suspicious questlonfng, wh1ch Is 

Isaac's first verbaltzatlon In the Bible: 

And Abraham took the wood or the txrnt 
offering, and lald It on Isaac his son; and he took 
In his hand the rtre and the knlf e. So they went 
both of them together. And Isaac sa1d to h1s 
father Abraham, 11y tatherr And he sa1d, ·Here 

- am I, my son.· He said, .Behold the fire a'ld the 

) 
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wood; but where 1s the lamb for a burnt 
offertngr Abraham satd, ·God wm provtde 
himself the lamb for a burnt off ertng, my son: 
So they went both of them together.. (Gen. 
22:6-8) 

Abraham perststs even though father ana son must endure · together· 

an awful silence that Is undoubtedly leaving Its mark on them both. Isaac 

does not speak again after Abraham's evasion. The angel Intervenes. 

Abraham descends Moriah en route to Beer-sheba. And, Isaac's 

whereabouts are left unstated. Father and son are no longer · together·: 
t 

So Abraham returned to his young men, and they · 
arose and went together to Beer-sheba; and 
Abraham dwelt at Beer-sheba. (Gen. 22: 19) 

The reader Is left to assume that both Isaac and his father remain In the 
_J 
psychological and physical wt ldemess or wandering which such an event 

m lglt engender. 

Genesis 23 relates Sarah's death and burfal. Isaac's presence ts not 
J 

noted. Loglcally, the reader-m_ay ooderstand his absence as reflecting his 

continued centeredness tn the Moriah event or the prior chapter, and his 

assooled wariness of Abraham. St~trtcantly, Isaac's grief for his mother 

Is not In question, as ts obvious In the text ahead when he begins ltfe with 

Rebekah: 

Then -Isaac ~t her Into the 'tent, and tOOk 
• Rebekah, and she became his wtr e; and he loved 

i 
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her. So Isaac was comforted after hts mother's 
death. CGen. 24:67) 

Hts absence from hts mother's rooeral was not ror want or attachment to 

her. It may have been tn order to avotd hts father. 

The focus and contents of Genesis 24 seem to bear thts out. There, 

Abraham arranges Isaac's marriage wtth the help of a servant. But Isaac 

rematns out of stght unttt hts brtde_'s arrtval. Notably, Abraham seeks ~ts 

potential daughter- tn- law from hts homeland and ts adamant that the 

servant, no~ Isaac, go back there for her. The father must know that once 
. 

Isaac has left, he would ltkely not return. Accordingly, Abraham twtce 

tnstructs the servant: 

Abraham said to him, ·5ee to It that you do not 
take my son back there: (Gen. 24:6) 

·aut ff the woman Is not wflllng to follow you, 
then you will be free from this oath of mine; 
only you must not take my son back there: 
(Gen. 24:8) I 

Father and son apparently are· not conversing or maintaining substantive 

relations. Yet paternal sway wm not allow Isaac the option of ~ exit. 

Eventually, Isaac's first reappearance since Moriah comes. It 

precedes his contact with Rebekah. He ts Identified here with Beer-lahal

rol, where he haS apparently been ltvtng since the momtaln Incident: 

. Now Isaac had come from Beer-laha1-ro1, and 
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was dwelling tn the Negeb. (Gen. 24:62) 

The stte 1s s1gn1f1cant for havtng earlier been the refuge of Hagar when 

she f1rst fled Sarah. It g1ves credence to the reader's suppos1tton that for 

Isaac, Mortah was a trama and a cause to retreat. Beer-lahai-rot was a 

refuge for htm, as tt had earlter been for Hagar: 

The angel of the Lord found her (Hagar) by a 
spring of water tn the wilderness, the sprtng on 
the Wa-/ to Shur. (Gen. 16:7> 

Therefore the well was called Beer-lahat-rot; 1t 
11es between Kadesh and Bered. (Ger\. 16: 14) 

Whtie Isaac's dtff1cu1ttes are undentable, he ts now begtnning to show , 

renewed strength and trust as he allows Rebekah to exctte his love, to 

become h1s wife, and to comfort him after Sarah's death, as cited above. -
Nonetheless, Isaac has not offered a word of direct dtscourse s1nce 

Mortah. Hts silence continues tnto Genests 25 where he and brother 

Ishmael bury thetr father wtthout ~talogue or fraterntty. There ts no 

blessing or conversatton from Abraham e1ther. And, tt ts stgntftcant that 

wh11e· Isaac has come ~ to Hebron for the b\r1al, and that while God ts 

noted to have blessed htm afterwards, Isaac's distrust and avotdance of 

fam11y and tommllltty are st111 evtdent 1n h1s retlll\ to Beer-laha1-rot: 

Abraham breathed h1s last and d1ed 1n a good old 
age, a. old mm1 and run of years, and -was 
gathered to h1s people; Isaac and lstvnael h1S 
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sons buried him in the cave of Machpelah, 1n the 
field of Ephron the son of Zohar the Hittite, east 
of Mamre, the f1eld which Abraham purchased 
from the Hittttes. There Abraham was bur ied, 
with Sarah hts w1f e. After the death of 
Abraham God blessed Isaac his soA. And Isaac 
dwelt at Beer-lahai-ro1. <Gen. 25:8-11 > 

In mid-Chapter 25, Isaac's portra1t as an adult becomes pla1ner. In 

spite of his being the child of Abraham's and Sarah's discord, of their 

1ndiv1dual self-doubt, and of Moriah's trauma, he now has the wm to 

rejoin the world of his clan, as evidenced by his $tarting a family wi th 

Rebekah. The reader ts told of his age for the first time, and of his 

successful entreaty to God for Rebekah's conceiving: 

And Isaac was forty years old when he took to 
wife Rebekah, the daughter of Bethuel the 
Aramean of Paddan-aram, the sister of Laban the 
Aramean. And Isaac prayed to the Lord for his 
wife, because she was barren; and the Lord 
granted his prayer, and Rebekah his w1f e 
conceived. <Gen. 25:20-21 > 

Still, Isaac is not the realized figure that Abraham was. WhHe he 

·pray5,• to God for Rebekah's conception, the words are not recorded. And 

while God responds w1th a pregnancy, there 1s no divine speech as w1th 

Abraham. In contrast, Isaac's wife Rebekah's concerns over her twins· 

intrauterine struggles are voiced and quoted outright by the text, w1th an 

imperious 1ntent of •1nqutr1ng; not ·pray1ng,· before the Lord. The reader 
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is also shown that Deity answered her in speech: 

The ch11dren struggled together within her; and 
she said: ·1r it 1s thus, why do I liver So she 
went to inquire of the Lord. And the Lord said to 
her, 

·rwo nations are in your womb, ... " (Gen. 
25:22-23a) 

J 

At the least, Rebekah's stature Is on par with that of Isaac, who has been 

once blessed by God, has married, and has Impregnated, but has yet to be 

quoted again since Moriah. 

Genesis 26 reports famine and finds Isaac facing a crisis known 

earlier by Abraham. On this occasion, God speaks to Isaac directly for the 

first tlml(in telling him not to go down to Egypt, but to sojourn in the 

region of Gerar, the territory of a certain Ablmelech. Just as Isaac was 

not to return to Haran for marriage, so now he Is not to visit Egypt for 

food. He can go only so far as Gerar. Abraham's far-flung travels are not 

to be matched by his son. Isaac's status, unequal to h1s father's, ts 

emphasized by God's charge, along with another blessing. The charge and 

blessing are bestowed on the basts or his rather Abraham's observance, 

< not on the basts or Isaac's merit: 

And the Lord appeared to h1m (Isaac>, aod said, 
·0o ('Ot go down to Egypt; dWe.11 tn the land of 
whtch I shall tell you. SojOlrn tn thts land, and I 
wm be wtth you, and wtll bless you; for to you 

) 
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and to your descendants I wm g1ve all these 
lands. and I wm fulf111 the path which I swore 
to Abraha~ your father. I wm mult1ply your 
descendants as the stars of heaven, and wm 
g1ve to your descendants all these l~nds; and by 
your descendants all nat1ons of the earth shall 
bless themselves: because Abraham obeyed my 
vof ce and kept my charge, my commandments, 
my statutes, and my laws: (Gen. ~6:2-5) 

Isaac's destiny continues tn large part to be framed by those before htm -

both for good and m. 

The chapter resumes as Isaac's story Imitates his father's with the 

similar episode of a wife denied her status before an Ablmelech monarch. 

Like Abraham, Isaac claims that his spouse Is his sister out of fear for his 

When the men of the place asked him (Isaac) 
about hfs wife, he satd, "She ts my sister·; for 
he feared to say. "My wife,· thinktng, "lest the 
men of the place should k111 me for the sake of 
Rebekah"; because she was fair to look upon. 
(Gen. 26:7) ' 

unlike Abraham, these are Isaac's f lrst recorded words since Moriah, and 

they are a cowardly, uncond~tional lie without even the poss.Jblllty of 

qualtflcatlon, as with Abraham's pointing to Sarah's being his half-sister. 

Also, Isaac's ruse Is discovered not by God's sending Ablmelech a 

dream as earlfer with Abraham, but by AbJmelech himself observing Isaac 

with Rebekah: 

) 
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When he (Isaac) had been there a long time, 
Ablmelech King of the Phlllstlnes looked out of 
a wlndaw and saw Isaac fondling Rebekah his 
wife. (Gen. 26:8) 

The report of this observation pivots upon an lmpflc1t message concerning 

Isaac's status. This public display Is not becoming for anyone, or hardly 

Imaginable with regard to Abraham. Isaac's measure here Is again not up 

to his f ather·s. 

In spite of his questionable standing, Isaac's fortunes tum In the 
I 

remainder of the chapter. He acquires. livestock and foodstuff, to the envy 

of Ablmelech and the Philistines. They then seal the wells dug by 

Abraham, and Insist upon Isaac's leaving Gerar. He changes location only 

to redlg and rename Abraham's wells. Water, land, and wealth have come 

to Isaac. God has blessed him and he knows It: 

And Isaac sowed In that land, and reaped ln the 
same year a hundrectf old. The Lord blessed 
him, and the man became rich, and gained 
more and more· oottl he became very wealthy. 
He had possessions of flocks and herds, and 
a great · household, so that the Phtltstlnes. 
envied him. (Gen. 26: 12-14) 

And he moved from there and dug another well, 
and over that they CPhlllsttnes> did not ~el; 
so he called tts name Rehoboth, saying ·For now 
the Lord has made room for us, and we shall be 
fruttful In the Land: CGen. 26:22> 

It Is here, after Isaac's acknowledgtng his good fortooe, that he 

) 
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leaves the 11fe of an hab1tual sojourner for the f1rst t1me s1nce Moriah: 

From there he went up to Beer-sheba. 
(Gen. 26:23) 

It Is as If he can now go up from the wtJdemess environs of Beer-lahai-rol 

and Rehoboth to the site of his father's settlement after Moriah. He likely 

does so with an awareness of his strength by vlrtue of his relation to 

Abraham. God Is blessing him on his father's account. He may do so also 

with the ce~talnty of his wife's demanding, strong will. She speaks and Is 

spoken to by Deity. And, Isaac probably goes to Beer-sheba while still 

carrying the unresolved Issue of the sojourner, even If blessed In some 

~ sure on his own right. Is he strong enough to stand by himself -- apart 

from his kinship with Abraham or his partnership, with Rebekah? 

The question's answer begins as Chapter 26 concludes with a curious 

marriage announcement: 

When Esau was forty years old, he took to wlf e 
Judith the daugther of Beerl the Hittite, and 
Basemath the daughter of Elon the Hittite; and 
they made ltfe bitter for Isaac and Rebekah. 
(Gen. 26:34-35) 

The position of these verses suggests a function of transition. But how do 

they serve as an opening element for the following tale of Chapter 27, 

where Isaac bestows blessing ~ Jacob rather than Esau In an 

51 



---

J 

atmosphere of murky deceits? 

The verses may do so by making It clear from the start that both 

Isaac and Rebekah have experienced bitterness over Esau's wives, and that 

this shared bitterness could possibly come to shared subterfuge so as to 

displace the elder heir. The assumption that Rebekah and Jacob are alone 

In their scheming ahead would thus be challenged at the outset. 

Moreover, the unresolved Issue or Isaac's fortitude remains central 
I 

to the drama. Could he do his part? And tf he did, how would It be best 

portrayed so as to do Justice to the likely ambivalence that he would feel 

In acting, more than in being acted upon? Is he strong enough to stand on 

111s own? 

The text can be seen to answer tn the affirmative. Isaac does his 

part. But his ambivalence ts not put aside. The narrative only whispers of 

his actual role. 

Genesis 27 sets the scene or a dim-eyed Isaac, who Is nearing 

blindness and contemplating -death. On this stage, he orrers the longest 

discourse or his life so far In charging Esau with the task or hunting and 

preparing ror him a dish of game. The blessing of the elder son Is to 

follow. 

- . 
After Hstenlng to the directive, Rebekah relates It promptly to 
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Jacob and persuades him to Jo1n a plot to intercept the blessing for 

himself, with well-seasoned domesttc kids 1n a dish and a hairy disguise 

of skins on h1s hands and neck. Presumably, these w111 successfully fool 

his father Isaac, a b11nd man, who m1ght Just as likely tn hts state have a 

heightened sense of taste for all deltcactes, especially w11d meat, and a 

touch d1scr1m1nant enough to discern skins of young goats from that of h1s 

son. Even 1f Jacob ts assured that the trick w111 work, the reader must not 

dismiss a notion that everyone has taste and touch enbugh to discern game 

from domestic and goat from son. Isaac and Rebekah must be somehow 1n 

this together -- perhaps 1n order to sever the family tie with Esau and 

tbose Hittite wives. It could be that both sons are unwitting. 

The scene shifts to Isaac and Jacob. The father acts tentatively 

toward the son's rapid success on the "hunt9 and toward his voice, whtch 

sounds like Jacob's, not Esau's. Neither of these responses is avoidable, 

and both would be expected by Jacob to e11ctt a comment from Isaac. 

Without ·some response by his !ather\ Jacob would suspect that something 

was am1ss. However, he could accept his father's credulity regarding the 

disguised hairy hands. Thts had been expected ever since Rebekah 

conceived the dtsgutse. The text here ts f111ed with dtrect discOlJ"Se that 

has been Interpreted as a stratghtf orward deptctton of a dece1v1ng son and 
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a misled father. Yet, the ~ader also can appreciate play-acting by both 

members of this odd couple, and Jacob's lack of awareness of the full 

script. The verses read: 

But Isaac said to his son, ·How ts It that you 
have found It (game) so quickly, my sonr He 
answered, ·aecause the Lord your God granted 
me success: Then Isaac said to· Jacob, ·come 
near, that I may feel yo.u, my son, to know 
whether you are really my son Esau or not: So 
Jacob went near to Isaac his father, who felt 
him and said, · rhe volte Is Jacob's voice, but the 
hands are the hands of Esau: (Gen. 27:20-22) 

Even the possibility of Isaac's speaking honest doubts to himself 

over the sound of Jacob's voice In this last comment, rather than 

c~ ulated lines to the son as the situation develops, ls not borne out. If 

Isaac's comment was a self-directed one, the reader would expect the 

text to say so expllctty with an expected adverbial phrase, such as ·to 

himself,· which ts employed later In th~ same chapter when Esau resolves 

vengeance: 

Now Esau hated Jacob because of the blessing 
wtth which hts father had blessed him, and Esau 
said to himself, ·The days of moumtng for my 
father are approaching; then I will kill my 
brother Jacob: <Gen. 27:41 > 

Furthermore, the nan-ator·s Insertion that Isaac ·dtd not recognize· 

Jacob as Jacob because or the hairy disguise does not Indicate whether 

----------------------------------~'----

54 



J 

th1s was a failure within Isaac's mind to "recognize· his son because the 

elderly father had been fooled, or if th1s was a purposeful dec1s1on by 

Isaac not to gtve true ·recogn1t1on· to h1s son since the props were placed 

to the sattsfactton of both of them: 

And he dtd not recogntze htm, because his hands 
were hatry Hke hts brother Esau's hands; so he 
blessed htm. (Gen. 27:23) 

"Recogntze" here suggests only that Isaac did not point out or gtve 

notice of ki:-iowtng Jacob's actual tdenttty. Conce1vably, Isaac could ignore 

it and pretend to be deceived because the d1sgu1se was adequate, "because 

his (Jacob's) hands were hairy like his brother Esau's hands." 

~ espondlngly, Jacob would assume hts success as merited for the same 

reason. 

In addition, the text surely does not expect the reader to believe, 

along with Jacob, that his father or anyone else would so trust their touch 

as to overrule their hearing tn matters of personal identity. If the ear 

says definitely that the ·voice Is Jacob's," It Is not reasonable to accept 

that Isaac would truly allow his fingers to veto this conclusion. Rather, 

the text Is likely h1nttng to the reader that the major bluff occurring Is by 

Isaac, not Jacob. In spite of direct d1sc0ll'Se and narrator commentary 

that has generally been asS\IYled to portray Isaac as more duped than 

------------------------~----'--'-· ) __ _ 
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dup1ng. the reader should reconsider the elder patr1arch here as a stronger 

player. am1dst struts and frets. who 1s groping along h1s own way. with a 

script of h1s own and Rebekah's In m1nd. 

But If this scenario Is to be sustained. the reader must ask why 

Isaac and Rebekah would consciously want to keep both sons In the dark -

even Jacob. Why would they not just scold Esau for Intermarriage, bless 

Jacob. and be done wtth tt? And. ·why would the narrator not be more 

forthcoming in h1s omn1sc1ence, but rather force the reader Into a 

subtextual excavatton of hts own? 

The chosen couple may have taken th1s tack . because their real 

concern was not the blessing transfer per se. wh1ch would pose no 

problem wtth Jacob. but rather the dictation of h1s eventual marital 

arrangement, so as not to Include canaanlte women. whom he may have 
j 

vtewed with fondness. Hts brother did. 

The couple would. therefore, want to focus the process In such a way 

as to arouse mtntmal susplclon·from either son of thetr collaboratton. and 

to arr1ve at a potnt of being able to usher Jacob off to Haran wtthout 

protest for a non-Canaanite spouse, If Jacob had known that Isaac was on 

Ms side, he would have become suspicious. And, he may have thought 

twice about taking the blesstng, tf he had rea11zed that tts corollary was 

) 
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no cho1ce but a non-Canaan1te br1de. 

In add1tton, along the way, Isaac mtght need a nudge, espec1ally at 

the end -- after the exert1on of the second greatest event of his life, and 

before hts son's extt of canaan, an opportunity that he had never been 

given. It follows that Rebekah would remind htm of thetr shared ruse and 

give him a final cue 1n the last verse of Chapter 27: 

Then Rebekah sa1d to Isaac, "I am we~ry of my 
·ltfe because of the Httttte women. If Jacob 
marrtes one of the Hfttite·women such as these, 
one of the women of the land, what good wm my 
11f e be to me?" (Gen. 27:46) 

What good wm either of the1r 11ves be? The reader recalls that the 

story began with Esau's Htttite wtves making "ltfe b1tter for Isaac and 

Rebekah" -- both of them, not Rebekah alone. Isaac takes the hint: 

Then Isaac called Jacob and blesse9 h1m, and 
charged him, ·vou shall not marry one of the 
Canaanite women . . Arise, go to Paddan-aram to 
the house of Bethuel your mother's father; and 
take as wife from there one of the daughters of 
Laban your mother's brother: (Gen. 28: t -2> 

Whtle bearing tn mind these considerations, the reader should 

resume wtth the earlter narrative sequence after Isaac's Hrst and fateful 

blessing of the dissembled Jacob. There the arrtv~l of Esau brings a great 

shuddering from Isaac and a b1tter lament from Esau: 

} 
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As soon as Isaac had finished blessing Jacob, 
when Jacob had scarcely gone out from the 
presenfe of Isaac hts father, Esau h1s brother 
came in from his hunt1ng. (Gen. 27:30) 

H1s father Isaac satd to h1m, ·Who are your He 
answered, ·1 am your son, your f1rst born, Esau: 
Then Isaac trembled violently and satd, ·Who 
was 1t then that hunted game and brought tt to 
me, and I ate 1t all before you came, and I have 
blessed h1m? -- Yes, and ne shall be blessed: 
When Esau heard the words of h1s father, he 
cr1ed out w1th an exceedingly great and b1tter 
cry, and sa1d to h1s father, ·a1ess rT\e, even me 
also, o my fatherr (Gen. 27:32-34) 

It is the trembling of an Isaac who ts determtntng hJs own course at 

a critical juncture ln h1s life. He is putt1ng astde the legacy of h1s fear at 

At}f'aham's Moriah, hts retreat to Hagar's Beer-laha1-ro1, and h1s cowardice 

1n Abtmelech's Gerar. When Isaac stands by h1s b1ess1ng, he ts acting with 

resolve -- even lf shaky, and with Rebekah's supporting role. He ls doing 
I 

so in spite of the bitter lament of an anguished Esau who has himself 

brought bitterness to h1s parents and has now come to experience his own . 
. 

With Jacob duly blessed and Esau resolutely told, the drama 

approaches its close. Rebekah learns of Esau's murderous intent toward 

Jacob, which she and her husband must have anttctpated from the outset, 

and determines to persuade the younger son ~o flee to Haran on thts 

pretext: 
But the words or Esau her older son were told to 

I 
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Rebekah; so she sent and called Jacob her 
younger son, and said to htm, ·sehold, your 
brother. Esau comforts himself by planning to 
k111 you. ~ow therefore, my son, obey my vo1ce; 
ar1se, flee to Laban my brother 1n Haran, and 
stay wtth htm a while, unt11 your brother's fury 
tums aways; unt 11 your brother's anger tums 
away, and he forgets what you have done to htm; 
then I wm send, and fetch you from there ... " 
(Gen. 27:42-45a) 

She mentions nothing of marriage· here but only establishes the 

necess1ty for his departure. The Idea Is planted tn Jacob's mind and 

allowed to grow while she reminds Isaac, as already cited, that the 

Hittite wives were the shared bitterness which started this whole 

process. It Is his cue to play the parents· final card. If they are to avoid 

t~ duly blessed Jacob's marrying of Hittite women, as his brother has 

done, they must make a non-Canaanite bride avaflable, and his choice of 

her unavoidable. 

This ts cleverly done by Isaac's now giving Jacob a respectable 

means by which to escape Esau's wrath. It Is made conditional on Jacob's 

non-Canaanite marriage, which he might not favor but can Ill-afford to 

tum down lllder the circumstances. It ts also a face-saving exit with the 

approval of hts father. It ts not simply a feverish flight from his brother. 

Rebekah establishes the necessity of the trek. · Isaac gives the means. 

And, Jacob has no choice. 

I 

59 



-

J 

Rebekah's cue to Isaac and his charge to Jacob merit a second 

c1tat1on: 

Then Rebekah said to Isaac, ·1 am weary of my 
lffe because of the Hittite women. If Jacob 
marries one of the Hittite women such as these, 
one of the women of the land, what good w111 my 
life be to me?· Then Isaac called Jacob and 
blessed him, and charged him, ·vou shall not 
marry one of the Canaanite women. Arise, go to 
Paddan-aram to the house of Bethuel your 
mother's father; and take as wife from there one 
of the daughters of Laban your mother~ brother." 
(Gen. 27:46-28:2) 

The narrative has now come full circle. The envelope, which opened 

with the announcement of Esau's marriages and their vexations for both 

Isaac and Rebekah, Is now sealed with the blessing transfer to Jacob and 

the certainty of his marrying acceptable kin. As' this goes forward, Esau 

still tries to set things right by marrying a non-Canaanite woman himself, 

a daughter of Ishmael. But Jacob has already set out for Haran with the 

blessing. And, Isaac and Rebekah are no longer on the narrative stage. 

With his strength and Identity .now established, ·1saac Is recalled·only one 

more time to note his death tn Hebron, several chapters later after Jacob's 

return from Paddan-aram: 

And Jacob came to h1s father Isaac. at Mamre, or 
Ktrtath-arba (that Is, Hebron), where Abraham 
and Isaac had sojourned. ·Now ·the days or Isaac 
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were a hundred and eighty years. And Isaac 
breathed hts last; and he dted and was gathered 
to hts people, old and full of days; and his sons 
Esau and'J~cob burted him. (Gen. 35:27-29) 

Isaac has moved from Moriah to Beer-lahai-roi to Beer-sheba to Hebron - 

finally to join h1s parents again. 

Psychiatric Reading 

The psychiatrist who approaches the Isaac story, as interpreted 

~ 

above, may offer supportive ins1ghts from h1s own dtsc1p11ne. What 

distinguishes the psychiatric reading is not so much tts destination, as 

the means by which 1t is reached. While the general reader could interpret 

alcmg the lines already demonstrated, the psych1atrtst could do so wtth a 

different process of analysis and formulation, and' st111 come to essential 

agreement with the prtor method. In th1s regard, the readings would share 
J 

the kind of truth of ·connection" to wh1cn we alluded ear11er. 

Overall, the psychiatrist may dtscem Isaac's portrayal to be one of 

consistency and to exemp11fy_ ·eoour1ng patterns" of Ms relat1ng to 

himself, others, and the world. By Klerman's def1nit1on earlier, Isaac's 

f1Q'n constitutes a ·persona11ty: 5 Thts ts apprectated by· demonstrattng 

that the crtttcal determ1nants of his w~s are hts parents· discord, their 

self-domt, the Mor1ah tnuna, the Abraham-Isaac r1ft, Isaac's eventual 
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reappearance, and h1s blessing of Jacob rather than Esau. 

Parental discord prior to and after Isaac's arrival has already been 

hypothestzed above. It ts assumed to have been part of Abram's, Sara i's, 

and Lot's departure from Haran before Isaac's birth. It ts 1nferred from 

Sarars apparent reluctance to claim an identity as Abram's sister, and 

thereby to submit herself to the designs of Pharaoh. It 1s implied by the 

ambiguity of the dialogue reported later by Abtmelech tn which he claims 

that she did say "sister: Yet there ts no indisputable evidence of her 

choosing to say so. It is logically understood to be an element of both 

parents· responses to their childlessness. And, It is glaringly obvious in 

the two episodes of Hagar's being expelled. Each of these examples has 

been cited previously. All of them give eviden<Ze to the psych1atrist of 

parental discord, whtch brtngs the expectation that the "bas1c trustR in 

the stabH1ty of the external parent~l world, which Erikson constders 

crucial for developing infants and children, was lacking for Isaac. Hts 

susceptib111ty to social withdrawal and Isolation was estab11Shed early 

and realized later. Erikson's vtew merits c1tation again: 

Rather the psychological observer must ask 
whether or not in any area under observation 
reHgton and tradition are ltvtng psychOloglcal 
forces creating the ktnd of faith and convtction 
which permeates a parent's persona11ty and thus 

I 
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reinforces the child's baste trust in the world's 
trustworth1ness. 6 

The psych1atr1st may also hypothesize that the laughtng skept1c1sms 

of both Abraham and Sarah suggest a doubt of self as well as of God. As 

noted already, both parents laughed when God finally made the bfrth 

announcement. They dtd so uneasily and while commenting on thetr coming 

age-inapproprtate parenthood. Just as their dfscord would reasonably 

influence the1r son, so also would whatever tentat1veness and lack of 

conftdence that they brought to the endeavor have an impact on h1m. If 

they were unsure as to their Qua11f1cattons for the tasks at hand, so also 

could their son be. 

Yet the susceptibility to trips and stumbles of all kinds, which 

parental discord and doubt might bring, 1s relatively less significant to 

Isaac than the expected trauma that would come Ms way from an event 

like Moriah. -The psychiatrist may hypothesize con'slderable Injury to come 

therefrom, and verify this theory with the text as well. The long silences 

of all parties are well-known. But the Inclusion of Isaac's query to his 

father as to the whereabouts of the sacrlf lcfal lamb, his f ather·s evasive 

reply, and Isaac's subsequent reslgnatton are particularly haunting. TMs 

Is further hlghl lghted by the text's descrll11ng their ascent as being 

·together," but then making no mention or Isaac's descent afterward --

J 
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only that of Abraham and the attendants. These verses merit citation 

aga1n: 

And Abraham took the wood of the burnt 
offerfng, and laid ft on Isaac hfs •Son; and he 
took tn his hand the ffre and the knf fe. So they 
went both of them together. And Isaac said to 
his father Abraham, "My f atherr And he said, 
"Here am I, my son: He said, "Behold the fire 
and the wood; but where ts the lamb for a burnt 
off eringr Abraham said, "God wil I provide 
himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my 
son: So they went both of them together. 
(Gen. 22:6-8) 

So Abraham returned to his young men, and they 
arose and went together to Beer-sheba; and 
Abraham dwelt at Beer-sheba. (Gen. 22: l 9) 

The psychiatrist may read here the particularly traumatic 

experience of a son who has already endured discord between his parents, 

as well as thefr uncertainty over their parental qualfflcatlons. He has 

now been ta.ken up by hfs father for a near-slaughter, and can only view 

vfrtually all the experiences of his life at this point as totally 

Inexpl icable. Whatever residual there was of "basic trust· when he came 

to Moriah, Isaac must have lost tt there. The text's faflure to mention his 

descent and his presumed disappearance into the Judean wilderness 

afterward valfdates this view even more. 

The psyehlatrlst may continue by hypothesizing that Moriah brought 
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an insurmountable rtft between Isaac and h1s father. It left h1m with a 

personaltty founded on parental discord and doubt, traumatized by a near

death experience, and now without the confidence of the supportive 

presence of Abraham. Th1s is 1mplied by Isaac's apparent absence from his 

- mother·s burial, which occurs immediately after the Moriah event. 

Abraham made the arrangements. But Isaac ts absent, likely avoiding his 

father. The avoidance continues into the next chapter where Abraham 

arranges h1s son·s marriage. But Isaac neither conver'ses nor has recorded 

contact with his father. The rift 1s also suggested by a reference to 

Isaac's specif1c living environs after Moriah. As already mentioned, they 

wer~ not those of Abraham but those of Hagar's first refuge, Beer-lahai

roi: 

Now Isaac had come from Beer-lahal-rol, and 
was dwelling In the Negeb. (Gen. 24:2) 

And, the rift Is last demonstrated by Abraham's death, and h1s subsequent 

burial by. both Ms sons without blessing or talk being shared: 
. 

Abraham breathed .hf s last and died In a good 
old age, an old man and full of years, and 
was gathered to his people. Isaac and 
Ishmael his sons burled h1m In the cave of 
Machpelah ... (Gen. 25:8-93) 

In the wake of these happenings, the psychiatrist may next view 
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Isaac's re-entry fnto soctal affatrs as signtffcant. Hts marriage to 

Rebekah and h1s apparent ffndfng of maternal solace from her seem to 

provtde a starting pofnt for his renewal of trust toward the world in 

genera 1. The text ts recalled: 

Then Isaac brought her Into the tent, and took 
Rebekah, and she became his wife; and he loved 
her. So Isaac was comforted after his mother's 
death. (Gen. 24:67) 

Nonetheless, as the psychiatrist may expect, lsa~c·s return Is that 

of a survivor, not a hero. He Is a less domineering figure than his father, 

from the navigation of his beginnings to the destination or his marriage 

wlthJ!ebekah and beyond. The text Is plain In making known his less 

commanding status before Rebekah than that of Abraham before Sarah, his 

more circumscribed sojourning in Gerar only and not In Egypt, and his 

reception of blessings from God prlmarl.Jy on the merit of Abraham's 

deeds. Each or these Ideas was noted earl1er. 

St111, his eventual achievement, after the prolonged stay In .Gerar 

under the survelllance of Abfmelech, Is a geographical relocation to Beer

sheba, as also described earlier. The psychiatrist may consider thfs as a 

< symbolic as well as literal entrance Into the territory of hfs father. But 

now It Is presumably with less of the handicapping fear and avoidance 
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that has kept him in the environs of Beer-tahai-roi ever since Moriah. 

With thts move, the psychiatrist may see the stage finally set for 

.Isaac·s greatest test. Unlike the test of his father, which came from 

Detty, Isaac's test is w1th htmself. He has survived parental discord, 

parental misgivings, life-threatening trauma, paternal separation, and a 

return to society vta marriage and a fam11y. But he surely st111 carries his 

proclivities for Beer-lahai-roi inside, as he also undoubtedly maintains 
I 

the preference for Esau over Jacob, which he has had from the start: 

When the boys grew up, Esau was a sk111ful 
hunter, a man of the field, whtle Jacob was a 
Quiet man, dwe111ng 1n tents. Isaac loved Esau, 
because he ate of hts game; but Rebekah loved 
Jacob. <Gen. 25:27-28) 

It ts the re11nqutshtng of this favortttsm for Esau and tts reversal 

via the blessing of Jacob that constitute Isaac's greatest challenge. H1s 

favoring of Esau, as the v1r11e bowman who ls more the pursuer than the 

pursued, t~e actor than the bystander, is an obvious choice of one who has 

known well the involuntary, passive role 1n dramas beyond his control. It 

ts part of the "enduring pattern· of Isaac's personality that he tries to 11ve 

with and eventually to overcome his vtct1m state by alfgntng himself with 

thts elder son. l1ke Esau, Isaac has been a man outside the tented 

community of family for much of h1s 11fe. But unltke Esau·s, Isaac's has 
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not been a stance of any particular strength. At some level, he would hope 

for more in this regard by mere association wtth Esau. 

Yet the psych1atr1st and biblical narrator know that in order for 

Isaac to stake a lasting claim to his own strength, he must do so apart 

from Esau. With the father-son pairing already establ1shed, the 

psych1atrist 1s not surpr1sed that the narrator subtly recalls 1t at the end 

of Chapter 26 -- only then to bring 1t into questton. Here Esau's marriage 
I 

announcement to the Hittite wives includes his forty year age. Thls was 

Isaac's marital age as well and serves to link them again before delivering 

the critical news of the bitterness that has come. The verses read: 

And Isaac was forty years old when he took to 
wife Rebekah, the daughter of 'Bethuel the 
Aramean of Paddan-aram, the sister of Laban the 
Aramean. <Gen. 25:20) 

When Esau was forty y.ears old, he took to 
w1f e Judtth t~e daughter of Beeri the 
Hittite, Basemath the daughter of Elon the 
Hittite; and ttrey made ltfe bitter for Isaac 
and Rebekah. (Gen. 26:34-35) 

The Isaac-Esau connection ts stm in evtdence. They are even marrted at 

the same age. But now there is cause for separation on Isaac's part. The 

Question of Chapter 27 is whether or not he can do_ it. 

The general analysts of these verses has already suggested that he 
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does. But from a psychf atr1c view, the text 1s observed to contain another 

tnd1cation that, on his way to new strength, Isaac 1s trying to overcome 

the spec1f1c echoes of Morfah and the memory of his father there. These 

echoes are heard in the response elicited from Esau after Isaac's call: 

When Isaac was old and his eyes were dim so 
that he could not see, he called Esau his older 
son, and said to him, ·My son-; and he answered, 
"Here I am: (Gen. 27: 1) 

i 

This verse is reminiscent of earlier ones 1n which Abraham is summoned 

at Moriah: 

After these things God tested Abraham, and said 
to him, ·Abrahamr And he said, "Here am 1: 
(Gen. 22: 1) 

And Isaac said to his father Abraham, "My father!" 
And he said, "Here am I, my son.· (Gen. 22:7) 

But the angel of the Lord called to him from 
heaven, and said, • Abraham, Abrahamr And he 
said, "Here am I." _(Gen. 22: 12) 

"Here 301 I" ts a phrase previously 11nked to Abraham. When Esau says It, 

the reader cannot help nearly equating the two. It is as If the narrator Is 

presenting Isaac as trying to master Moriah by reenacting tt In a dlff erent 

vers4on, wherein he Is the holder of God-11ke authority over Esau, who Is 

Abraham-Ilk~ In his lmplted distinctiveness fr~ others, especially when 

compared to Isaac. It Is as tr Isaac Is sending rorth his own rather ror a 
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pursuit of blesstng that ts desttned to failure from the start. It ts as if 

the son is evening the score w1th a father substttute. 

The psychiatrtst also sees the narrator as 1nv1t1ng the reader to 

consider ttiis drama ultimately as Isaac's test, fn a way analogous to that 

of Abraham. This notion is especially evidenced later ln the chapter when 

the phrase, "Here I am/ ts repeated again at the cr1tfcal, "test ing" moment 

as Jacob enters Isaac's presence wfth a clafm of Esau's Identity. Unt11 

then, the phrase has been Abraham's three times and Esau's once. It is now 

taken over by Isaac. It ts as ff he ts on the verge of replactng, or carrying 

on from his father. After he says it, there wm be no turning back If he 

continues the ruse: 

So he (Jacob) went 1n to his father, and said, ·My 
father"; and he (Isaac) said, ·Here I am; who are 
you my sonr (Gen. 27: 18) 

As Abraham spoke up and was then tested, so now It Is with Isaac. But as 

Abraham struggled to respond to God's call, fsaac seeks to overcome his 

own self-doubt In acting for himself and his wife wfth a strength not 

displayed before. 

In sum, a psychiatric reading of lsaac·s story may yield the above 

group of critical determinants for his personal~ty·s composition. They 

have been derived by Jotntng a general textual readtng to some of the 
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Hstentng and inferring processes of a psychoanalytic psychotherapist, and 

by then 1ncludtng addtttonal attention to certain psychoanalytic tenets. 

For example, when the psych1atr1st hypothesizes that parental 

d1scord has been a prominent element in Isaac's life, attention is given to 

the text's ·redundancy· 1n the Pharaoh-Abtmelech scenes, the Hagar 

expulsion episodes, and the repeated mentions of childlessness. Th1s 

attention ts focused In the same way upon the text as 1t would be upon a 
I 

patient's comments in psychotherapy. "Redundancy" ts of Import 1n both 

analyses. 

Moreover, when the psychiatrist hypothesizes that Moriah was a life

changing trauma for Isaac, attention Is given to the text's "shift of state" 

In relation to hts one remark during the assent. He Is abruptly s11ent after 

this first recorded utterance of his life. This Is no accident. It Is judged 

as significant here, as it would be In the consulting room. 

Addltlonally, when the psychiatrist hypothesizes that Isaac may be 

al lenated from his rather after .Moriah, rather than their sharing a· bond of 

surviving the frfghtf,ul test, the "temporal contiguity" of the episode to 

Sarah's death and burial, and Isaac's absence therefrom, constf tute 

verifying data In a way parallelltng a psychotherapeutic Inference. 

These examples of the ltstenlng and Inf erring processes brought to 
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the text have been joined by constderat1ons of the text's speak1ng to 

particular psychoanalyttc tenets, and to any evidence of correlat1ve 

psychological and sp1r1tual growth. 

It is d1fficult to apply such terms as "the unconscious,· "psychic 

determinism,· or "transference· to the Isaac story. H1s d1rect discourse 

is sparse, its mean1ng ts not always apparent, and the omn1sctent narrator 

is selectively w1thhold1ng. 

Nonetheless, It Is reasonable to observe that 'Isaac's life bears the 

sign of a kind of "psychic determinism" as he struggles to recover from a 

Moriah to which he was particularly vulnerable at the outset. His parental 

haJldicaps, by virtue of Abraham's and Sarah's discord and uncertainty, 

left him susceptible to the trauma's worst effects, which were partially 

expressed by his withdrawal and delayed reappearance. 

) 

Furthermore, he does behave as .If In a "transference· relationship 

when the text suggests the-11nk between Rebekah and Sarah In his mind: 

Then Isaac brought her Into the tent, and 
took Rebekah, · and she became his wife; and 
he loved her. So Isaac was comforted after 
his mother's death. (Gen. 24:67) 

It Is as If the mother that he lost immediately after Moriah has been 

replaced. He has ·transferred" f eelfngs and expectations from his mother 
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to his wife. In addlt1on, Isaac's attachment to and ultimate setting aside 

of Esau is strongly suggestive of another ·transference· relationship in 

wh1ch Esau represents a k1nd of Abraham-like figure to Isaac. Th1s 

possib111ty was explored above. 

These observations are Joined by another obvious reflection In the 

text. Isaac appears to traverse sequentially and successfully the last four 

Hllfe cycle crises· of Erikson's developmental scheme. 7 After Moriah, the 

adolescent seeks refuge and some sense of HldentltyM In the e'nvlrons of 

Beer-lahal-rol; the young adult eventually reenters the world to know the 

·1ntlmacyH or marriage to Rebekah; the more mature adult achieves the 

·generatlvl ty.: of sons and property In Gerar and Beer-sheba; and the 

elderly man grasps · integrity· as he dies and Is burled In Hebron, also the 

site of his parents· burial. 

Finally, the text does ofrer some hint of correlative psychological 

and spiritual growth 1n the spirit of Rizzuto 8 and Coles 9 above. It 

comes subtly at the end of Isaac's acttve narrattve life, after he has 

blessed Jacob the first time, and as he blesses h1m again with a sending 

forth to Paddan-aram for marriage. 

< As suggested above, this act can be Interpreted as th.e culm1nat1on 

of Isaac's peak psychoTogtcal achievement after an effort of sustained 
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acting 1n h1s and Rebekah's interest. In th1s scene, 1t 1s then appropriate 

that he utters the appelatton for Detty, "God Alm1ghty/ that the text used 

earlier only when Abram became Abraham. That f1rst biblical usage 

marked a kind of unique psychological-spiritual moment. Here there 

seems to be a second. Isaac, like Abraham, has become someth1ng of a 

new man in both m1nd and sptrtt. The verses are as fallow: 

When Abram was ninety-nine years old the 
Lord appeared to Abram, and said to him, ·1 am 
God Almighty; walk before m~ and be 
blameless: (Gen. 17: 1) 

"No longer shall your name be Abram, but your 
name shall be Abraham; for I have made you the 
father of a multitude of nations." (Gen. 17:5) 

Then Isaac called Jacob and blessed h1m, and 
charged him, "You shall not marry one of 
the Canaanite women. Arise, go' to Paddan
aram to the house of Bethuel your mother's 
father; and take as wtfe from there one of 
the daughters of Laban your mother's brother. 
God Almighty bless you and make you 
fatthful and multiply you, that you may 
become a company of peoples." <Gen. 28: 1-3) 

literary Reading 

The v1ew of Isaac's story that has been cons1dered 1n the general and 

psych1atr1c read1ngs above can be ampt1rted by demonstrat1ng some or the 
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methods by which l1terat1 such as Alter, Berlin, Sternberg, or Brtchto, 

approach these and related texts. Their untque parameters of 

interpretation are Judged to be more significant than the varying content 

of the1r arrivals. Even though these scholars would likely disagree with 

- the portrait of Isaac being offered here, it 1s appropriate to point out the 

utrnty of their approaches tn the servtce of a contrasttng formulation. In 

th1s section, repet1t1on, type-scene, alluston, po1nt of view, dtrect 

I 

dtscourse, setttng, plot, wordplay, and general compostt1onal prtnc1ples 1n 

the Isaac texts wm be discussed. Most of the examples have been 

considered already tn the previous sections. There, the speciftc use of 

lttetary terms to describe the function of a gfven word, verse, or pericope 

wtth1n the whole was not emphastzed. We wfll how shtft to a prtmar11y 

Hterary, rather than general or psychiatric, frame of interpretation. In 

dotng so, we will emphasize the use of this literary nomenclature as we 

try to understand the text. The c1ted scrtptural translations are the 
. 

wrtter·s own. 

The prominence of repetttton In the Btble ts readily observed. 

Isaac's case ts not an exception. The technique's effectiveness invariably 

revolves around variation In the repeated elemef'.)ts at hand. The narrator 

Is Plfl)Osely Inexact and leaves the reader wondering why. For example, 

( 
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the scenar1o of a patr1arch and a barren w1fe 1s a part of both Abraham's 

and Isaac's stor1es. In Abraham's and Sarah's case, the drama ts extended 

over seven chapters from Abram's 1n1tfal outcry to God regarding 

childlessness, to Sarah's eventual conc-eptfon and de11very: 

Abram responded, "Lord God, what could you gtve 
me? I am still chfldlessl My heir is Eltezer of 
Damascus." Abram continued, "Lookl You have 
not given me a child. My slave·s son here is 
going to be my hetr: (Gen. 15:2-3) 

I 

Sarah concetved and delivered a son to Abraham 
in hfs old age, at the ·tfme that God had 
announced to him. (Gen. 21 :2) 

In the interim, the reader is 1nformed of Sarai's barren state (Gen. 16: 1 >. 

of -Sarars expelling Hagar (Gen. 16:6), of God's promising Abraham a son 

and naming htm Isaac (Gen. 17: 16-19), and of Sarah's overheartng the 

divine messengers outs1de the tent as they forecast to Abraham the due 

date (Gen. 18:9-12). 

In contrast, Isaac's and Rebekah's experience of Inf ert111ty 1s a three-
. 

verse episode that begins with Isaac's making an entreaty to God and being 

answered by Rebekah's conception. No direct discourse between the 

patriarch and Deity ts recorded. Rebekah then follows with an expression 

of cor,cem over the rumbling within her womb. H~r words are offered in 

direct discourse that proceeds to direct Inquiry of and answer from God: 

I 
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Isaac prayed to the Lord on his wife's behalf 
since she was barren. God was attentive and 
Rebekah his wife conceived. Yet the children 
within Rebekah were pushing against one 
another, and she declared, "If thts is the way .it 
ls, what am I to do?" Then she determined to 
inquire of the Lord. God said to her, "Two 
nations are tn your womb; two peoples will be 
separated from the midst of your bowels; one 
wm be stronger than the other; the older w111 
serve the younger: (Gen. 25:21-23) 

j 

The d1fferences between these repeated scenar1os are s1gn1f1cant. 

I 
At the least, the 11terary critic notes the greater relat1ve emphas1s of 

length given to the first couple's story over the second, the gr.eater 

importance attached to Abraham's and even Rebekah's words of direct 

discourse than to Isaac's reported prayer, and the greater degree of parity 

between Isaac and Rebekah than between Abraham and Sarah. These data 

are generated by s1mply observing the dissimilarities between the 

repeated scenarios, and then inf erring appropr.tate meaning from thts 

evidence. In Isaac's case, the reader is thereby given a textual basis for 

. 
hypothesizing h1s relatively dimtnished .stature before h1s father and hts 

wife. 

Thf s notion Is bome out by another example of asymmetric 

~tit ton In the southward treks or Abraham and Isaac. In times-or 

ram1ne, Abraham's travels extend to both Pharaoh's Egypt <Gen. 12> and 
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Ablmelech's Gerar (Gen. 20). Isaac's are limited to Ablmelech's Gerar: 

There was a famine In the land, besides the 
former famine that occurred In the time of 
Abraham. So Isaac went forth In the dtrectfon of 
Gerar to Ablmelech, King or the Ph111st1nes. 
Then the Lord appeared to him and said, "Don't go 
down towards Egypt. Settle In the land of which 
I wlll tell you: (Gen, 26: 1-2) 

Addltlonally, the Philistine king learns, when God comes to him with 

the news In a dream, of Abraham's deceitful ways In passing off Sarah as 

his sister. A corresponding happening among another Ablmelech, Isaac, 

and Rebekah depicts the king observing the second patriarch Indiscreetly 

fondling his wife In public. There Is no role for Deity here. The relevant 

versts include: 

But God came to Abimelech at night in a dream 
and said to him, "You are as good as dead on 
account or the woman (Sarah) whom you have 
taken. She ts another man·s wt re: <Gen. 20:3) 

When he (Isaac) had been there a long tfme, 
Ablmelech, Ktng of the Ph1Hstlnes, looked down 
from h1s w1ndow and there saw Isaac fondling 
Rebekah his wife. •<Gen. 26:8) 

Thus agatn, by comparing elements of repeated episodes, the 11terary 

reader 1s able to support a view of Isaac's carrytng a less heroic status 

thitn .his father. Hts Journeying ts more restricted, and h1s behavior Is 

less dfscreet. 

I 
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Another promfnent example of repetition 1n Isaac's case mer1ts 

mention. It is the use of the idea of ·bttterness" (n"1N) in the perfcope of 

Isaac's bestowtng the blessing on Jacob rather than·Esau. This material 

has been examined above, but can be approached again. 

The reader ls told 1n1t1ally that the Hf tt1te wives have brought 

"bitterness" to both Isaac and Rebekah: 

They (the wives) were a source of bitterness for 
both Isaac and Rebekah. (Gen. 26:35) 

The drama then follows with Isaac's blessing of Jacob, and Esau's eventual 

return from his hunt with the expectation of receiving the paternal favor. 

On being told of Its bestowal upon Jacob, Esau's response is one of 
...,. 

"b I tterness ... The idea's repetition here hlg~llghts his parents' 

"bitterness" over the marital choices that were the initiators of the 

whole affair. Esau has come to experience a measure of the grief that he 

caused earlier: 

When Esau real I zed what his father was saying, 
he cried bitterly -out loud, exclaiming to his 
father, "Bless me, me as wet I, my f atherr (Gen. 
27:34) 

Just as the ·btttemess· Idea ls present at the start and In the 

middle of the drama, ft Is also repeated at the end. However, here the 

repetition Is modified. When the reader notes Rebekah's remark to Isaac 

) 
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concerning the Hittite wives 1n the last verse of Chapter 27, there are 

three differences from the prior mention of the wtves in Chapter 26. The 

ffrst difference ts that they are now connected with Jacob as well as 

with Esau. As already claimed, this suggests that the whole process of 

the blessing ruse was aimed at a goal of ultimately determin1ng Jacob's 

mari tal status, and not Just his 1nher1tance. The second and third 

differences from the prior mention of the w1ves are that Chapter 27 

associates them w1th brtngtng on "loa~hing" ( '.!Of •~~) and not just 

"bitterness," and doing so for Rebekah without mentton of her being Jotned 

by Isaac. This modified repetitton ts as follows: 

Then Rebekah satd to Isaac, "I have come to 
loathe my life because of the Hittite. women. If 
Jacob should take a Httttte wife, like these of 
this land, what ts l1f e to mer (Gen. 27:46) 

The mod1f1cat1on of "bitterness· to "loathing" ts effective here 

because it 1s not expected at f1rst. "Bitterness· has already been noted 

twice. Why 1s 1t not here a third t1me? The answer comes on reflection 

when the reader realfzes that the tncreased intensity conveyed by 

"loathing- parallels the text's assent toward the narrative goal of sending 

Jacob forth for a non-Canaanite br1de. As Jacob's potential exit draws 

nearer, "bitterness· over the Hittite wives comes to "loathing." Also, as 
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has already been observed above, Isaac may be excluded from exp11c1tly 

joining Rebekah in her stance, even though both of them had felt 

"bitterness· earlier, because for htm the uncommon psychological exertion 

of the blessing ruse itself has forced all other feelings and 

-... preoccupations into the background. As we have suggested, Isaac needs a 

reminder from Rebekah for the final step in their scheme. 

A final occurrence of repetition comes 1n this same chapter. As in 

I 

the other examples put forward, it is the variance within the repeated 

elements that gives an imperative for interpretive response. When Isaac 

issues his directive to Esau, he concludes 1t with an assurance of 

blesstng: 
• ... my innermost be1ng < •~c?.J ) wm bless you 
before I dte: (Gen. 27:4) · 

The reader 1s then informed that Rebekah was 11sten1ng to the charge. By 

our earlier Interpretation, she was do1ng -so as a co-conspirator, not as an 

eavesdropper. Afterward, when Esau goes out, she summons Jacob and 

gives him hts mission. But when. she reports to Jacob Isaac's words of the 

assured blessing to Esau, she misquotes her husband: 

•· ... I w111 bless you with the Lord's approval 
<nli'I! ':!~ef) before I die.'" (Gen. 27:7) . . 

Rebekah substitutes "with the Lord's approval" for "my innermost 

I 
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blessing." The reader 1s left to expla1n the variant. 

Sternberg has cited this exact verse sequence as an example of an 

"expansion or addition" type of textual repetition in the Bible. 1 o His 

focus is on the "addition· of "with the Lord's approval." He makes no 

mention of the delet1on of ·my innermost bless1ng." And, he goes on to 

observe that the Import of such variance "can be determined only In 

context: 11 

I 

In this regard, the lf teratus who has noted this textual asymmetry, 

which Is more obvious 1n the Hebrew rendering, does wel I to draw from a 

psychiatric colleague fn explaining the context. Together, they can 

advance this example of variant repetition as a 11terary portrayal of "the 

unconscious." Rebekah's error here reflects a slip of the tongue. She Is 

not saying what she heard earlier or what she Intends at present. Rather, 

she ts saying her truest and unconscious sentiments. Namely, she would 

prefer a blessing for her son derived "with the Lord's approval," to one 

which Is simply the "Innermost blessing" of an al I-too-human Isaac, who 

Is In the throes of f tnally asserting himself In the interest of Inheritance 

and progeny. 

The biblical writer's Inclusion of such a ~evice Is akin to other 

examples In the literary arena, like Freud's citations from Schlller·s play 
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wa11ensteio or Shakespeare's The Merchant of venjce. 12 The analyst 

wrote: 
It has repeatedly happened that a creat Ive 
writer has made use of a sl Ip of the tongue or 
some other parapraxls as an Instrument for 
producing an Imaginative effect. 13 

In our case, the "Imaginative errect" or Rebekah's slip, In the guise or the 

narrator's variant repetition, Is at least to serve to emphasize again the 

standing or Isaac on this stage and the challenge that he faces. 

Even more, the effect or Rebekah's slip ts to highlight another 

asymmetry when the assured blessing Is brought forward a third time. 

This occurs when Jacob approaches Isaac after being duly Informed, 

Instructed, and disguised by his mother. With the presumed confidence or 

her backing, he goes before Isaac wtth a savory dish and a reQuest for 

blessing. But unlll<e his mother Rebekah, who Is supposedly his only 

source, Jacob recalls the wordtng or the. blessing correctly: 

" ... may your tnnermost betng <1f~~ > bless me." 
(Gen. 27: 19) 

He does not substttute "wtth the Lord's approval" ror ·innermost blessing,· 

as Rebekah did when she reported to him the scene between Isaac and 

Esau. He corrects her slip or the tongue. Ana the reader Is Jed to the 

lnevttat>le conclusion that the ever-ambtt1ous Jacob was also lfsten~ng to 

) 
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Isaac and Esau. But Jacob remembers and says the words correctly, so as 

to arouse min1mal susp1c1on in the father who he assumes ls being duped. 

So, 1n th1s case of variant repet1tlons, the reader discerns not only 

Rebekah's v1ew of Isaac and h1s challenge, but also Jacob's eavesdropping 

and scheming on his own from the start - - apart from any alliance w1th 

his mother. 

Among the examples of repetition cf ted thus far, the scenarios of 

the barren wff e-patrlarch couple and the patrlanch's southward trek 

during a time of famine are a part of a subgroup called type-scenes In the 

broader category of the device of repetition. The biblical author utilizes 

this technique, as already shown, to draw contrasts between narrative 

figures. The original audience undoubtedly expe<;ted certain crises with 

recurrent motifs to arise at critical moments In any major character's 

life. Infertility and famine were among these crises. A further example 

of a type-scene In Isaac's life Is that of his betrothal. 

Alter has Identified f Ive elements of the betrothal type-scene and 

has demonstrated each within the Genesis 24 narrative where Abraham's 

servant seeks, finds, and brings Rebekah back to Canaan to marry Isaac. 14 

The elements Include: the bridegroom or his deslgnee going to a foreign 

land; the bride being tdentlrted as a "young glrr ( n~~ ); water being drawn 

-----~--~-------------------'-) 
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from a well by one of the patr; the young bride rush1ng home; and, a 

conclud1ng meal at the young woman's home. 

Alter has character1zed th1s betrotha 1 as the f1rst and ·most 

elaborate· 1n the Btb le. 15 Yet for the purposes of understanding I saac·s 

personality, the reader is left only with the fact that he was excluded 

from the process by his father, and that th1s reflects the rift between the 

two and the dominance of the elder. On the other hand, as Alter points out, 

the betrothal Indicates early on that Re~ekah 1s a woman who 11v~s 1n a 

·continuous whirl of purposeful activity; as she draws wat~r and rushes 

about. 16 Within thts frame of a single, early type-scene, the reader Is 

--able to anticipate a considerable amount regarding what Is ahead for Isaac 

and Rebekah. Isaac will struggle to come out of the shadows. Rebekah 

will strive to tum things her W<ft. 
J 

Alter has also pointed out the critical function of allusion wlth,n 

biblical narrative, and has offered a particularly striking example In 

Isaac's case. 17 He observes that the confrontation of David and Saul at 

the cave In the fin Gedl wilderness Involves a long speech of fealty by 

David which Is followed by Saul's response of ·breathtaking brevity· and 

weeping: 18 

) 
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When Dav1d had f1n1shed speak1ng these words to 
Saul, Saul asked, "Is this your vo1ce my son 
David?" Then Saul wept aloud. (I Sam. 24: 17) 

I 

Alter connects th1s verse and its actors to well-known earller ones 

in Genesis. He draws a parallel with Isaac and Jacob, and challenges the 

reader to consider the basis for the b1b11cal narrator's inserting this tie 

of allusion. The second set of verses comes from the encounter of the 

blind Isaac and the disguised Jacob: 

Th.en he went 1n to his father saying, "My father." 
And he responded, "Here I am. Who are you my 
son?" (Gen. 27: 18) 

Then Jacob approached Isaac h1s father and he 
touched h1m and said, "The voice ts the votce of 
Jacob but the hands are the hands of Esau: (Gen. 
27:22) 

With this linkage, the reader faces two elders who are claiming 

difficulty with voice recognition on one level, and yet who are obviously 

struggllng with deeper concerns on another. Saul's monarchy is destined 

to fall. Isaac's blessing Is being bestowed upon the second-born. So what 

can each citation bring by way of clarity to the other? Is this not the 

fruit of allusion? What Is the bib11cal author intending to show? 

Alter does not def lnlttvely tell. He does suggest that Isaac's 

physical blindness may be an analogue to Saul's ·moral blindness." 19 But 

turther analys1s does not rollow. Yet 1n keep1ng w1th our earl 1er general 
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reading of Isaac's story, an interpretation can be offered. 

Each verse in its context leaves a question unanswered. In Saul's 

case, the reader has reasonable certainty that the ktng knows to whom he 

ts speaking, since he has turned around and looked upon David before the 

fugitive hero delivers the lengthy speech of loyalty: 

Afterwards Dav1d rose up and went out of the 
cave. He called out to Saul exclatm1ng, "My lord 
the 1<1ngr And Saul looked beh1nd h1m as Davtd 
bowed low to the ground, prostrattng himself. 
Cf Sam 24:9) 

However, tater on It is not certain as to what Saul Is weeping over. 

Whence comes the emotion? Are his tears from guilt over h1s behavior 

towara David, from a paradoxical Joy in seeing his former favorite, or 

from the hopeless situation In which he finds himself? The al luslon helps 

to answer the question. 

In Isaac's case, the reader has lfttle doubt that the emotional 

tension of the moment comes from the fact that Esau's first-born blessing 

Is about to be bequeathed to second-bom Jacob. However, the reader Is 

not certain whether Isaac knows to whom he ts speaking, or whether he Is 

simply being duped. Again, the allusion helps to answer the question. 

The tte of allusion between these two narrat-lve scenes allows the 

reader to answer by association the question of Saul's weeping and or 

87 



I 

Isaac's know1ng. It allows the reader to grasp 11terary license and to 

cla1m that the certa1nty of Saul's know1ng before whom he spoke can be 

extended to Isaac. Isaac knows as well. And, by reciprocation, it allows 

the reader to claim that the certainty of the emotional contagion attached 

to a displacing of the first-born in Isaac's case can be extended to Saul. 

Saul is weeping over his hopeless situation wherein h1s downfall is 

inevitable, and his only choice for remaining in line with the stream of 
I 

things is to relinquish any hope of his first-bom·s succession and a 

subsequent dynasty. Each partner In this pair of allusion may be 

considered to br1dge some of the gaps of mean1ng in the other. And, In 

regard to Isaac, the reader again finds reason to hypothesize that the 

patriarch knows more than is obvious in the blessing ruse. 

Allusion is Jo1ned by po1nt of view as another 11terary techn1Que of 

tmport 1n the Isaac story. Berlin conceives this device in terms of modern 

cinema: 
The narrator Is the camera eye; we ·see· the 
story through what he presents. The biblical 
narrator f s omniscient fn that everythf ng ts at 
his disposal; but he selects carefully what he 
wl11 Include and what he will omit. He can 
survey the scene from a distance, or zoom fn for 
a detailed look at a small part of tt 20 

She goes.on to mustrate this technique by citing Isaac's binding tn 
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Genes1s 22 as a narrat1Ve where the reader ls mostly Informed of events 

from Abraham's vlew only. Yet, at various moments, the point of view 

broadens or shtfts to s1gn1f1cant effect. It expands flrst when: 

On the thtrd day, Abraham looked up and saw the 
place in the distance. (Gen. 22:4) 

It then refocuses on Abraham while he glves orders to the attendants, 

loads Isaac w1th wood, and takes the knife and flre himself. The v1ew 

then broadens agaln w1th dramatic 1mpact as Isaac ts included for the 

first and only time: 

And they went on, both of them together. Then 
Isaac exclaimed to Abraham, his father, "My 
fatherr And he responded, ·Here I am, my son." 
Then he continued, ·rhe fire and the wood are 
here, but where ls the lamb for the .offering?" 
Abraham answered, ·God will provide himself a 
lamb for the offering, my son: And they went 
on, both of them together. (Gen. 22:6b-8) 

. 
The view then returns to Abraham's perspective and remains there 

throughout the remainder of the scene until the f lnal verse when It 

expands agatn. But this time · Isaac ts absent. There are only the 

attendants and Abraham. Father and son are no longer together: 

Abraham returned to the young men and they 
rose and went together to Beer-sheba. And 
Abraham settled 1n Beer-sheba. (Gen: 22: 19) 

As Berltn has suggested, this sequence of varying points or view ls 

I 
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of considerable relevance to the reader. In the examples given, it 

hetghtens the drama 1n1t1ally when the camera pulls back to survey the 

whole landscape. After a refocusing on Abraham, the moment 1s 

intensified once more when the camera brings Isaac and Abraham together 

in conversation as well as travel. And finally, after excluding Isaac w1th 

another refocusing on Abraham throughout the drama of the binding itself, 

the camera opens 1ts eye again. And in doing so, tt shocks the reader w1th 
I 

Isaac's absence. The son ts no longer to b~ found. 

For one seeking understanding of lsaac·s expertence here, the 

technique effectively portrays both his isolation from his father and his 

trauma in the wake of the Moriah event. His speech is first cut off by a 

parent who the text insists is walking with him, before and after their 

dialogue. Then later, Isaac's very survival ts called tn question when 

Abraham's stage Is expanded, and there the reader finds the young men, 

but no Isaac. The ltteratus here appreciates the dlscrimtnant use of point 

of vtew by the b1b11cal author as tiemonstrat1ng two critical determinants 

of Isaac's personality which the psychiatrist-reader suggested above -

that of his stgnif1cant trauma from Moriah and that of hts subsequent rift 

with Abraham. 

Direct discourse, setttng, and plot are additional valences to which 
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a 11terary reader attends. Examples of each of these have already been 

noted in prior sections. A few wm be recalled. 

Brichto has observed that biblical narrative has a decided 

preference for showing rather than telling. 21 Direct discourse ts often 

offered between characters rather than omniscient reporting by the 

authorial voice. This results in an interpretive m111eu in which the reader 

must seek the meantng of often terse remarks, and not be able to rely on 
j 

the narrator's background commentary to ·br1dge or f111 tn the gaps. The 

effect ts to generate multtple possible meantngs for a gtven text. 

Our constderat1on of Isaac's and Abraham's remarks above 1s an 

example. The reader ts not told dtrectly how Isaac feels when he asks 

about the lamb, or whether Abraham ts anxious when he assures his son. 

The reader is given their conversation 1n an artful delivery and then left 

to tnfer. Addtttonally, our entfre analysts earlier of Isaac's bestowing 

blessing o~ Jacob was based on inferences from a combination of direct 

discourse and background commentary. What allows a respectable 

departure there, from the usual tnterpretatton of that text, ts 1n large 

measure the nan-attve·s rel1ance on dtrect discourse that 1s open to more 

than one understandtng.· What did Isaac really know? Why dtd Rebekah 

mtsstate the bless1ng that she overheard? Why was Jacob able to say tt 

) 
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correctly? What was Isaac really thtnk1ng when he trembled on Esau's 

return? The reader ls not told. The reader Is g1ven the direct discourse, 

along w1th minimal background narration, and left to disc~m for himself. 

In Isaac's case, this has generated the proposed understandings tn our 

analyses. 

In addition to direct dtscourse, setting has also been seen to be 

purposeful. As Isaac's life progresses, there is noted movement from 

Moriah to the wilderness refuge of Beer-lahat-rol, to the re-entry point of 

Beer-sheba, where life after Moriah resumed for Abraham and later for his 

son, and finally to Hebron where Isaac ts burled by both his sons and near 

his parents. As Brtchto has argued, setting in the Bible Is not 

Nomamental: 22 In these examples, his claim holds true. 

Brtchto has also emphasized that no element of action or sequence 

. 
In a biblical plot should be considered ·superfluous." 23 Hts Insight could 

be supported from various points tn our Isaac readings, but one ts 

especially prominent. It comes In ttie sequence of events after Jacob's 

receiving the blesstng from Isaac, Esau's coming to the intent of 

< urderous revenge, and Rebekah's acting In this sttuatlon with Isaac's 

collaborat1on to send forth Jacob to Paddan-aram. · 

As we demonstrated ear11er, the plot progresses methodtcally here 
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but without the fanfare of the reader being told outright what is 

occurring. Rebekah uses the murderous intent of Esau as a pretext to alert 

Jacob that an exit to Haran 1s 1mm1nent. She only speaks of the exit, not 

of the upcoming marriage assignment, which might bring Jacob to balk. 

She then reminds Isaac of the Hittite intermarriage problem and its threat 

now to the second-born. Isaac takes the hint and links marriage to a non

Canaanite woman with Jacob's exit, wh1ch he has f)OW had time to 

consider. Hereby, Isaac's charge provides a face-saving, 1f not totally 

des1reable, m1ss1on for Jacob as cause to ex1t Canaan. Isaac does not even 

mention Esau's threat, as 1f not to risk Jacob's feeling perceived as a 

coward, and then declining to leave. 

Our reconsideration of this chain of events ls simply to tllustrate 

that each link is critical 1n the evolving plot. Rebeka!) waits for news of 

Esau's tntent. She then only speaks to Jacob of safety, not marriage. She 

follows by reminding Isaac of the marriage goal. And Isaac then only 

speaks to Jacob of the marital charge, and not the flight from Esau, as 

cause for his going. Each link is necessary. Nothing in this plot is 

< ·superfluous: 

A final l~terary device for our consideration, which ts noted 

throughout the Bible by the 11teratl, Is that of wordplay. In reading Isaac's 

) 
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story, the most obv1ous examples of thts techntque are derived from his 

name and Its Hebrew root ( rn3 ), which means "laugh: The name Itself 

means, "he wlll laugh," and Is obviously related to the "laughing" that 

Abraham and Sarah do on hearing of Isaac's Impending birth: 

Abraham fell on his face laughing < po}·1 > and 
asked himself, "A son w111 be born to a man, a 
hundred years old? And Sarah, wm she g1ve 
b1rth at ninetyr <Gen. 17: 17) 

I 

God said, "Without a doubt Sarah your wtfe will 
give btrth to a son for you, an·d you wm call his 
name Isaac ( j)O~! >: <Gen. 17: 19a) 

Then Sarah laughed ( p Q~~J ) to herself and 
asked, "After age has worn me down, would I 
have pleasure, and my husband being oldr (Gen. 
18: 12) 

It Is readily appreciated that Isaac's name Is a wordplay itself. It Is as If 

he is God's answer to those skeptical chuckles that preceded his arrival. 

However, another verse citation Is troublesome -- both for meaning 

and sign If lcance. The wordplay ts again obv1ous, but how Is the reader to 

understand Genesis 21 :5-6? Consider the following translations as noted: 

Abraham was a hundred years old when hfs son 
Isaac <~l) was born to htm. (Gen. 21 :5) RSV 

And Sarah said, "God has made laughter: C p·n ~ ) 
for_ me; everyone who hears will laugh ('f ~ > 
over me: (Gen. 21 :6) RSV 
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And Abraham was an hundred years old, when his 
son Isaac C ~O~'. ) was born unto h1m. (Gen. 
21 :5) AV . 

And Sarah said, "God hath made me to lau9h 
( p·n~>, so that all that hear will laugh <·J-,~~'.> 
with me: (Gen. 21 :6) AV 

I 

Verse S Is a straightforward declaration by the omniscient narrator 

of Abraham's age at Isaac's birth, and of the father's paternal tie to his 

son. Verse 6 begins with Sarah's seeming to state outright, in both 

translations, that God has turned her skeptical laughter 
1
of the past Into 

Joyful laughter of the present over her son·s actual birth. But the verse 

and her discourse then conclude with a problematic Hebrew phrase. One 

translatJon (RSV) states, ·everyone who hears w111 laugh over me,· while 

the other (AV) suggests, "all that hear wl 11 laugh with me.· Neither Is 

absolutely clear, but both are Implying that Sarah's Joy wlll be shared by 

others. 

On the other hand, the problemat1c phrase, r/-p~'1~ ), In Verse 6, may 

be translate(j as a claim of ownership by Sarah of her son, w~lch 

counterbalances the assignment of Isaac to Abraham fn Verse 5. While 

admittedly thfs translation Is a notable departure from the usual, the 

< unvowetled state of these texts, for the centuries preceding the 

Masoretes, allows for some error In transmission and at least the 
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possibility of a misplaced patach or kamatz, as 1n this case. The 

alternative translation is made by making a slight alteration 1n the 

trad1tional vowel pattern of the phrase from< •{ -j)!)l~ >to< 'I j>~~·. ). 

Wlth this change, consider the following translation of these verses by 

the present writer: 

Abraham was a hundred years oJd when Isaac 
C ?n~~ > his son was bom to him. Then, Sarah 
declared, ·Laughter cp-n3>, God has made for me; 
all who hear, Isaac<?~~•.) Is mine ( •4 ).M (Gen. 
21:5-6} 

In this f ormulatton, the two verses comprise a couplet that again 

hints at the discord between Abraham and Sarah. First, Isaac 1s 

Abraham's son, accord1ng to the narrator. Then, Isaac is Sarah's son, 

according to Sarah. Apart from the translation dlff iculty, this 

Interpretation is further supported by a vari~gated repetition of the same 

Idea in parallel fashion only a few verses later. First, Abraham ts 

mentioned by the narrator In rel at Ion to Isaac, as Abraham celebrates_ his 

son's weaning. The father does not speak here. Then, again, Sarah Is 

mentioned In relation to the child, and her direct discourse Is Included 

< oncemore. 

But this ttme, the variegated repettttve element Is expanded to 



contain three verses. Two verses are devoted to Sarah, and one of them 

descr1bes Isaac explicitly as her son. There ts also an add1t1onal wordplay 

with a Piel verbal form <pn~> of our now faml liar root ( pn3 ). The verses 

read: 

The c filld grew and was weaned; and on the day 
of Isaac's < po1~) weaning, Abraham held a great 
celebration. When Sarah saw the son of Hagar 
the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, 
playtng < po3~ ), she satd to Abraham, "Expel this 
concubine and her son, so that the son of this 
concubine will not inherit with my son, with 
Isaac (po~~): (Gen. 21 :8-10) 

Isaac Is explicitly claimed as a possession by Sarah In this last 

phrase. We earHer suggested the ?ame In the alternative translation of 

Verse 6. The narrator's verbal pun In the second repetitive element adds 

support to this Idea. Its unambiguous derivation from Isaac's name 

1nvites an interpret1ve translation of "playing" < pr,3~ ), whtch con~eys 

Sarah's concern that anyone, especially Ishmael, or perhaps even Abraham, 

would displace or endanger her son. The translation should reflect Isaac's 

prominence -- just as the orfgtnal Hebrew does. Consider the f ollowiDg as 

a more accurate rendering of the biblical wr1ter·s intent: 

Whens~ saw the son or Haqar the Egyptian ... 
playtng Just lfke Isaac c p ,,,~ >, she sa1d to 
Abraham ... (Gen. 21:9-t0a) 
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After this variegated repetition of Verses 5 and 6 by Verses 8 

through 10, Verse 11 comes as a seal that makes plain aga1n the 

longstanding dtscord between Abraham and Sarah. The d1scord has moved 

from the stage of Haran, to that of Pharaoh, to that of Ab1melech, to that 

of Hagar, to this one of Isaac. After Sarah's 1ns1stence that Hagar and 

Ishmael be pushed astde to insure Isaac's ascendance, the narrator relates 
' 

Abraham's mtsgtv1ngs: 

' And the situation was very upsetting to Abraham 
because of his son (Ishmael). (Gen. 21 : 11) 

Abraham has two sons. He does not want to mistreat either. Sarah 

has one. She has claimed him as her own twice within a span of five 

verses. She wants to protect his status In the face of alt comers. This ls 

one more contentious spark between her and Abraham that the narrator 

has skillfully unfolded through wordplay, which Is clarified by variegated 

repetf tlon and by direct discourse. 

These verses also have Implications for any reader, who ahead 

comes to know Sarah's death and burial In Chapter 23, Immediately after 

Abraham binds her son Isaac, or any reader who comes to know Isaac 

< f inding uncommon comfort with his wife Rebekah after the loss of hls 

mother, or any reader who comes to see Isaac as overly accustomed to the 
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dominance of his wife. From Verse 6, and Verses 9 and 10, the reader can 

verify Sarah's uniQue claim and explicit enactment of possession, in 

regard to Isaac. Her stance can be seen as a relevant factor in her own 

early demise, before the older Abraham, and as a seed for Rebekah's later 

prominence 1n lsaac·s affairs. Sarah may have been literally shocked and 

demoralized to death over Moriah. Isaac may have been habituated to 

female dominance from the start. We are given possible explanations in 

these verses. 

With this conundrum In mind, two additional examples of .wordplay 

with lsaac·s name may be offered. One comes In the Incident of Ablmelech 

dlscoverlAg Rebekah's true Identity by observing Isaac and Rebekah in a 

public embrace. As noted before, the posture Is an unseemly one for a 

patriarch striving for stature comparable to his father. But even more, 

Isaac's demerit Is doubly emphasized when the reader real lzes that the 

biblical author aga1n ut111zes a Pfel verbal form<~> of the Hebrew root 

of Isaac's name {~n'3 ). Yet here, It I~ to express the idea of "fondling·: 

There was Isaac Cptl~~> fondhng C p{)~~> Rebekah 
his wtfe. {Gen. 26:8b) 

(! The verse effectively says, "Isaac was isaaking Rebekah hts wtf e: Again, 

Isaac is not up to his father's measure. Even hts name Is made a focus of 

; 
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d1m1nutton. 

Another and f Ina! example of wordplay In the Isaac material comes 

In the heated moment when Esau real1zes that Jacob has received the 

blessing. The first-born cries out to his father In grief, anger, and 

challenge. The wordplay comes In the alteration of the second root letter 

in Isaac's name from a ( n) to an ( ?i ). As noted, the original root < pn3 ) 

means "laugh." The altered root C p53) means "cry." The verse reads: 
I 

When Esau understood his father's words, he 
crfed out (pl~!) a great and .bitter cry ( llif~ ), 
and exclaimed to his father, "Bless mel Me, also, 
my f atherl" (Gen. 27:34) 

The parallel of sound and sight to the prior verse Is obvious 

< il~f11l~:'t /p~~~ p~1'. ). But here Isaac 1s not a subject of the 

narrator's derision, but rather of Esau's challenge. The twtce-appeartng 

root in the cognate accusative construction establishes the challenge·s 

Intensity. The slm11arlty of the root to that of Isaac's own name leaves no 

doubt as to whom Esau·s cry 1s aimed. The effect for the reader 1n pu~su1t 

of Isaac's workings ts to highlight the Import of this emotional moment, 

when Isaac faces the son whom he has just distnher1ted. The reader 

f watches and waits for Isaac's response. 

In the wake of the above c1t1ngs of a varfety of 11terary devtces, 
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which the 11teratus finds fn the Isaac material, it 1s appropriate to 

conclude this 11terary reading section w1th a recall of and brief comment 

Qn Sternberg's triad of compositional princtples. 24 It is critical to 

remember that the triad's importance 1 i es in th1s: any g1ven text has 

1nterweav1ngs of h1storicat, 1deolog1cal, and aesthetic concerns. No text 

should be considered as the provtnce of only one realm. 

Moreover, our cons1derations 1n th1s thes1s have been prlmarly 
I 

aesthetic ones. But in so do1ng, historical and more strictly ideolog1cal 

reading-s are not intended to be discarded. Rather, we have focused on 

certatn aesthetic features of the text with the assumption that the truths -derived therefrom can be meaningfully connected to those of present-day 

psychiatry and ltterature. In the final chapter, a brief summation of th1s 

effort of connecting wm be put forward. 
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Concluston 

In the preceding chapters, th1s thesis has a1med at making the Bible 

accessible to any reader who comes to tts narratives with the opinions, 

sens1b111t1es, and Questions of psychiatrists and lfterary cri tics. It has 

included a rationale and means for Bible reading wlth these concerns, and 

it has offered a three-tiered analysis of the Isaac-related texts as an 
I 

example of the interpretations and formulations that may be generated. 

The first tier, a general reading of the Isaac stories, was one that 

assumed no special bib11ca1 knowledge. It also assumed neither a 

psychlatric nor a literary background. It proceeded only on the basis of an 

English translation, and it raised tssues that any layperson might bring up 

with minimal recourse to references or scholars. 

In this reading, Isaac was envtstoned as havtng greater clarity and 

strength on the b1b11cal stage than ts often granted. It was established 

that he was born Into the troubled dyad of parents who were prone to 

squabbles wtth each other, who were skeptical of Deity's and their own 

abiltttes to produce progeny, and who were beset by fears and cowardice 

that at times caused them to mistreat others. It was also observed that 
. 

Mor1ah was most 11kely a cons1derable trauma for Isaac, and that an 
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estrangement from his father may have resulted thereafter. Vet Isaac 

was observed to return eventually to communal 11fe and to actualize his 

capacity for marriage and parenting. Finally, he was interpreted to 

display a greater amount of strength and initiative in the blessing of his 

second-born, Jacob, than has been traditionally allowed. 

The second tier, a psychiatric reading of these stories, was 

presented as arriving at conclusions similar to those 'of the general 

reading. But tn this second approach, the means of arrival was centered in 

an identified psych1atr1c method, rather than in a common sense 

questionLng of the text's surface message. Isaac was claimed to have the 

·enduring patterns· of a ·personality," as defined by Klerman. 1 These 

"patterns· were presented as betng conceivably determtned by h1s 

impaired sense of Erikson's "basic trust" toward 11fe in general, 2 after 

his being reared tn an atmosphere of parental discord, parental self-doubt, 

Mortah's trauma, and a likely estrangement from his father. His 

"persona11ty" was also noted to encompass the achievements of hts 

eventual reappearance and his role 1n blessing Jacob so as to Insure the 

< family's cont1nutty. Each of these emphases had been tdent1fied earlier 1n 

the genera 1 reading. 

However, In the psychfatrtc errort, It was pointed out and 
) 
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demonstrated that a specific method of listening to and inf erring from the 

text's redundancies, temporal contlgu1t1es, and shifts of states could be 

used to arrive at interpretations in a way analogous to that of a 

psychtatric clinician. Further, these stgnposts were given added meaning 

by discerning their significance with particular psychoanalytic categories 

in mind, such as "psychic determinism,· ·transference," and "ltfe cycle 

crises." Examples of this process were given. 

The third tier of analysis, a literary approach to the Isaac material, 

also consisted of a specific conceptual orientation. In this case, a variety 

of poetic devices was identified and then located within the text. These 

devices included repetition, type-scene, allusion, point of view, direct 

discourse, setting, plot, and wordplay. 

Once more, the examples offered were clartf1ers of earlier themes 

that the general and psychiatric readings had already brought to attention. 

This was especially notable 1n clttngs like the identtfication of 

variegated repettttons by Rebekah and Jacob of lsaac·s promised blessing 

to Esau. These repetitions were seen most vividly In the Hebrew text, and 

< were Judged, with the help of a psychiatric insight, to reflect Rebekah's 

unconsctous ·sup of the tongue,· and to indicate Jacob's independent 

1n1tiat1ve to filch the blessing, even before h1s mother·s approach1ng h1m 

' 
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with the same intent. With Rebekah's words, the literary reading again 

establ1shed support for Isaac's less firm standing in comparison to 

Abraham's. With Jacob's de Hvery of the words, the literatus saw another 

example of the text's multiple intrigues and meanings, beyond the 

perimeter of tradit ton. 

Overal I, the connections between the three readings have been 

appreciated. The general appraisal raised most of the questions that the 
I 

psychiatric and literary efforts also addressed 1n their ways. They, In 

tum, offered added support or Insight to each other's gleanings and to the 

first rendering. 

As a final example of this triad's interactions, tt Is recalled that 

the general reader sensed that Isaac's blessing of Jacob In Genesis 27 was 

more complicated than plain. This position was supported simply on the 

basis of an English scriptural translation. The view was then enhanced by 

a psychiatric reading that argued for the biblical author's possible 

portrayal In this chapter of Isaac's struggle with a complicated paternal 

transrerentlal relationship In regard to Esau. And, both of these 

< reflections were then Joined by literary treatments of the same verses, 

where the llteratus conceived an even more complicated scene. There was 

an analyzing of Rebekah's and Jacob's variegated repetition of Isaac's 
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promised blessing to Esau. There was a suggesting of a connection of 

allusion between Saul and David at Efn Gedf and Isaac and Jacob in the 

blessfng sequence. There was a nottng of the extensfve use of direct 

discourse and restrained narrator commentary in these verses. And, there 

was a pointing out of the methodical development of the plot to a goal of 

Jacob's ex1t for Haran and a non-Canaanite bride. 

In this particular pericope, as well as others, the general, 

psychiatric, and literary readings were connected by a sense that the 

narrative·s depth deserved more exploration. The three separate 

plumbings came to enrich one another and to serve as an example of the 

fruitful exchanges that can come from an interdisciplinary search for the 

truths of "connection" in a biblical text. Feynman's call 3 was at least 

partiaHy answered fn these analyses. 

Yet, the present wrtter must acknowledge that, apart from this 

fnterpretattve reading process of connecting general, psychiatric, and 

literary perspectives on Isaac's bfblfcal portrayal, the arrival at a point 

of understanding him as a substantive, multidtmenstonal figure, who does 

< eventually act with purpose tn Genesis 27, 1s an uncommon, contestable 

one. It ts novel to see even fluctuating strength or ·1nttfative In Isaac's 

case. 
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One of the more recent. persuasive votces for Isaac's relatively 

equ1vocal role ts that of Sternberg, who observes the patriarch to be an 

almost total failure. The cr1t1c bases his conclusion on the insight that 

when a reader compares the ·old age" of Abraham. Isaac, and Jacob, it ls 

clear that a hferarchy ts present. 4 Abraham dies at a peak of both 

splrftual and physical vigor in Genesfs 25. Isaac. on the other hand, 1s 

growing old in Genesfs 27, 1n a doubtful condftfon of both spiritual and 
I 

phys1cal 1nstab111ty. He ts bl1nd. trembl1ng, and hesitant. But Jacob ts 

between the two In hts ftnal days. . He ls physically decrepit and 

sptrttually dec1sfve. Un11ke his father Isaac, Jacob reverses the blessings 

of the ff rst-born, Manasseh, and the second-born, Ephraim, 1n Genesis 48, 

without tremble or pause. Sternberg considers Isaac to be the least of the 

three. He writes: 
. 

We leave him <Isaac) wfth painful memories of 
the past, a disheartening present (Esau going 
Canaantte, Jacob's fate unknown), and nothing 
settled about the future. In his old age Isaac has 
made such a mess· of a hitherto uneventful 
career, patterned on hts father's, as to 
Jeopardize his whole heritage. s 

This general conclusion has been challenged In the previous chapter. 

Nonetheless, the val1dlty or Sternt>erg·s speclf1c <11st1nctlons among the 

patriarchs ts accepted and deserves comment. Hts analysts or their "old 

I 
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age" differences 1s well-stated. But the present writer departs from the 

critic on a matter of degree. Sternberg seems willing to Infer Isaac's 

failure, relative to his father and son, as being at an almost absolute 

extreme and to extend to his life in general. 

In contrast, while the patriarch's portra1t In these pages has also 

been one of less achievement than that of Abraham or Jacob, the view here 

has included a greater range of thought, fee11ng, and action overall for 

I 
Isaac than has been allowed tn the past. The textual bases for this 

depiction have been offered. 

Thus, It ts now claimed as reasonable to agree with Sternberg's 

spectf-tc analysis of patriarchal "old age,· without holding a mostly 

negative vtew of Isaac. Isaac can be less than Abraham and Jacob, and 

stll I be more than failure. Sternberg's own description of the difficulty 

often encountered In trying to understand biblical figures can serve as an 

ultimate middle ground with him: 

Generally speaking, the more complex the figure, 
the more perceptible our tnf erlor understanding 
of his Inner lite even with his speech and action 
In full view -- Indeed, even where the shape of 
his future stands revealed to our eyes alone. 6 

In this light, Isaac's complexity 1s claimed a~ the primary root of 

differences surrounding the Interpretation of his personality. 
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Dtsagreement over Isaac 1s hardly to be unexpected. Our nove 1 approach 1s 

def ens1ble. Yet, Sternberg's dep1ct1on can also be advocated. And, any 

serious alternative whtch flows from the shared biblical portrayal must 

be given due consideration. 

With this awareness, an additional and last step may be taken. In 

Isaac's case. it is a claim that his portrayal ls more than adequate for 

carrying the designation of being a paradigmatic example of blbllcal 

personality. Even though his story Is less extensive than some, it has 

been observed to bear recognizable and ·enduring patterns· of his 

Interacting with self, others, and the world, In resonance with the 

psychiatr1st ·s definition of ·personality." 7 Furthermore, these ·patterns" 

have been made apparent by attention to various coherent modes of 

psychiatric and literary analysis that have been described and 

demonstrated. 

But most Important, perhaps, Isaac's narrative I If e can be noted to 

bear lmpl left witness to the freedom and paradox that Alter suggests ·as 

elemental 1n the B1ble's view of human nature. 8 Isaac Is freed from the 

bfnd1ng, but 1s he really? He re- enters the community, but does he really? 

He finds comfort after Sar¢th's death, and blesstng after Abraham's burtal, 

but are h1s parents really ever far behind? The text seems to say, Myes 
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and no.· 

Isaac's limitations, his ~umanlty, make him particularly noteworthy. 

The strength and weakness, the purpose and ambivalence are manifest. We 

can surely claim that he, like others, exemplifies Alter·s approach to 

biblical personality. The scholar's precls is recalled again, and in 

conclusion: 

. .. every person Is created by an a I I-see l ng God 
but abandoned to his own unfathomable freedom, 

I 
made In God's likeness as a matter of 
cosmogonlc principle but almost never as a 
matter of accomplished ethical fact; and each 
Individual Instance of this bundle of paradoxes, 
encompassing the zenith and the nadir of the 
created world, requires a special cunning 
attentiveness In literary representation. 9 

Isaac's representation 1s, Indeed, one of these. 

I 
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