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THE literal meaning of Islam is “to surrender oneself to the will of some one and bowing in reverence and respect.” It was, in fact, a practical expression of this very obeisance and dutifulness to the Creator which that historic event of Prophet Abraham’s resolve to carry out the divine directive, received in a dream, to sacrifice his son in the outskirts of Kaaba denotes.

This happened about four thousand years ago and the Muslims celebrate this event annually on Idul Azha throughout the world.

Let us see how the Quran narrates this great event: “We gave him (Abraham) the tidings of the birth of a noble Son. And when his son was old enough to walk with him, Abraham said: O, my dear son, I have seen in a dream hat I must sacrifice you. So, what do you think? He said: ‘do that which you have been commanded. God-willing, you shall find me steadfast.’

Then, when they had both surrendered (‘aslama’ is the exact word in the Quran which can be translated literally as embraced Islam) and he (Abraham) had flung him down. “We called unto him: O, Abraham (Ibrahim) you have already fulfilled the vision. And thus do we reward the good, surely, that was a clear test. And then We ransomed him with a tremendous sacrifice the commemoration of which We left among the later generations” (Surah 37, Ayat 101-108).

The very fact that it is only the Muslims who celebrate this act of supreme sacrifice in obedience to divine wish but neither the Jews nor the Christians do so, is a manifest proof that it was Hazrat Ismail who was offered for sacrifice by Hazrat Ibrahim. The following excerpt from Bible’s book of Genesis 22-1-13 will show that the Quranic account of this event, as given in the preceding para, agrees with the Bible’s narrative except that whereas the Quran does not name the son offered for sacrifice, the Bible does name Isaac as the son involved.

It should be kept in mind that the book of Genesis which is incorporated in the Christian Bible is a part of Jewish Torah (Taurat in Arabic) and the Jews claim descent from Hazrat Ishaque (Isaac).

It is not understood why the Jews do not celebrate this event which is of greater significance, if Isaac was offered in sacrifice. We find that there is no tradition among the Jews to commemorate this event.

Now, let us read the relevant portion of Bible’s book of Genesis: “God tested Abraham; he called to him and Abraham answered ‘here I am’ (which is the Hebrew equivalent of ‘labbaik’ –– the intonation of Hajis during the pilgrimage). Take your son, God said, your only son Isaac, whom you love so much, and go to the land of Moriah (or Merwah near Mena?) There, on a mountain that I will show you, offer him as a sacrifice to me… When they came to the place which God had told him about, Abraham built an altar and arranged the wood on it.

“He bound his son and placed him on the altar on top of the wood. Then he picked up the knife to kill him. But the angel of the Lord called to him from heaven: ‘Abraham, Abraham’. He answered: ‘yes, here I am; Don’t hurt the boy or do anything’… Abraham looked around and saw a ram caught in a bush by its horns. He went and got it and offered it as a burnt offering instead of his son…”

The Quran refers to this sacrifice in various contexts which shows the importance Allah attaches to the example of extreme obedience even to indirect commands of God, let alone the direct and explicit commands.

Here are some of the quotations from the Quran concerning this exceptional event: “Recall when his Lord tested Ibrahim with his commands which he fulfilled. And the Lord said to him that He had appointed him as a Leader (Imam) for mankind… and We chose him in the world and he is among the righteous in the Hereafter” (surah 2, Ayat 124-30).

It is this complete surrender before God’s command, without giving it a thought and without weighing its pros and cons, which the event of Hazrat Ibrahim’s intended sacrifice of his son symbolises. This is the real spirit of Islam (or surrender before Allah).

This sacrifice which has been made an unforgettable example for the true believers of Hazrat Ibrahim, does not mean mere slaughter of animals in the name of Allah who is the Creator of both men like us and the animals that we slaughter in His name. What reaches Allah is neither the blood nor flesh of the slaughtered animal but the religious fervour and piety of those of us who spend out of their hard-earned money to perform this religious rite, with attendant joy and festivity, only to commemorate Hazrat Ibrahim’s success in earning the distinctive title of ‘Leader of mankind’, awarded by none other than the Almighty Himself.

It may have been a cause of concern to Hazrat Ibrahim whether his successors ––generations after generations of them –– would be able to remain steadfast in the face of trials and tribulations that may lie in their paths during their life-long journey. He took recourse to prayers to Allah, which Quran recounts in these words: ‘our Lord, make us and from our seed a nation that is submissive (actual word used is Muslim) to you and show us the ways of worship (actual word ‘manasik’) and relent toward us, as you are the Relenting and the Merciful. O, Lord raise up in their midst a messenger from among them who will recite to them your revelation and teach them the Scripture and things of wisdom and make them grow in piety (Surah 2, Ayat 128-29).

The prayer of a Prophet like Hazrat Ibrahim was most likely to be answered positively. And so it happened. The Prophet for whom he prayed appeared from his very seed in the person of Muhammad (PBUH). The Scripture which he taught them is the Quran and the things of wisdom are his sayings and doings, recorded as Hadith, and the ways of worship are Salat, Saum, Zakat and Hajj i.e. five-time prayers a day, fasting in a particular month from dawn to dusk, payment from earned income to alleviate poverty, and visiting the Kaaba if physical and financial resources permit.

