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From Patriarchs to Prophets
	
	



Undertake a critical analysis of the characteristics and reception of either Abraham, Isaac OR Jacob. As well as engaging with primary and secondary sources, you are also encouraged to evaluate and critique other material relating to the reception of the patriarchs in contemporary culture (this may include taking a gendered perspective, reviewing paintings, looking at poems, analysing films, etc).

Introduction
For the purpose of this essay, I will be focusing on the characteristics and reception of Abraham, in Judaism, Christianity and Islam, in contemporary culture and interfaith dialogue. Judaism, Christianity and Islam all trace their roots back to Abraham, but whether they all have equal validity is controversial, as each religion at times have claimed unique or exclusive rights to the patriarch yet all look to Abraham as the ‘father’ of their religion (Kuschel, 1998). Kogan states the stories of Abraham are “differently interpreted (as they are in Christianity), or differently told (as they are in Islam), have become part of the core narrative of two related faiths attests to their profundity and their power” (1997, p 96), meaning that their shared roots, we still must be careful when discussing Abrahamic dialogue, as each religion has its own interpretation of Abraham. I will outline the main beliefs of Abraham in Judaism, Christianity and Islam and see if the reception of Abraham in each of these religions is grounds for successful interfaith dialogue. 
Abraham is first mentioned in the first book of the Old Testament, in Genesis. Originally named Abram, we are introduced to Abraham in Genesis 12, as the author tells us Abraham is the son of Terah, and they reside in Ur (Gen 10: 27-31). Abram's wife, Sarai, also resided with Abraham and his father, and they were both childless. 
When Abraham was seventy-five years old, God called upon him to set out on a journey to Canaan and God would reward him with ‘a great nation’. The language used in Genesis is interesting, as God commanded Abraham with active verbs such as “go” and “leave”, as God had something planned for Abraham. God’s call to Abraham was also in future tense, meaning God will give Abraham something in the future, such as ‘will make you into a great nation’ and ‘I will show you’ (Scott, 2013). So, Abraham packed his things, along with his wife and his nephew Lot, Abraham set off to fulfil God’s request. Throughout the book of Genesis, when Abraham was asked to do anything by God, he readily accepted. Abraham expressed frankly to God if he had any doubts in what he was about to do, and God appreciated the frankness of Abraham and allowed him to grow in faith rather than blame his for expressing doubts (Kwakkel, 2010). 
Abraham is significant in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Abraham is the first figure that brings the three faiths together, as it is Abraham’s monotheism that unites them. However, Abrahamic Religions do not stop and the three mentioned faiths, but also include Baha’i Faith, Yezidi, Druze, Samaritan and Rastafari (Abulafia, 2019). For the purpose of this essay however, I will be only focusing on Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 
Judaism
In the Jewish faith, Abraham is a significant prophet as he is the very first Jew and lays the foundation of being an obedient Jew. Jew's believe Abraham is the founding father of Judaism, who spoke with God and kept the covenant (Abulafia, 2019). Abraham was chosen by God, but according to Mendelsohn et al. in the Jewish Encyclopaedia, scholars have struggled to understand why Abraham, other than he was the son of an idler. Abraham was a kind hearted, righteous, God fearing and faithful man, who put his trust in God and did as he asked. Again, Abraham laid the foundations for an obedient and faithful Jew and is looked up to as the perfect example of living a Jewish life. 
This is still seen in contemporary society, as Jews will follow the rules of Abraham, and Moses, as closely as they can, more specifically Orthodox Jews. Following Abrahams righteous faith has been seen through Jewish suffering from slavery in Egypt, until freed by Moses, right up to the Holocaust where Jews suffered heinous crimes, yet still remained faithful to God, just as Abraham did. Also, the return for many Western Jews to return to Israel, their Holy Land, just as God instructed Abraham to journey to the promise land. 
Christianity
Abraham in the Old Testament for Christians is the precursor for the life of Jesus Christ and seen as a spiritual father. The binding of Isaac in Genesis 12 can be seen as parallel through the life of Jesus Christ and his relationship with God, the Father. St. Paul covers Abraham several times discussing his righteousness and faithfulness towards God, in Romans and Galatians (Abulafia, 2019). 
St. Paul wrote that Abraham was justified by faith and states “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness” (Romans 4: 3).  Abraham was seen as the father of all those who believe, but questions whether Abraham’s blessedness was for only those who are circumcised and rejects those who aren’t. St. Paul concludes that Abraham was blessed and righteous before he was circumcised and not afterwards, therefore all those who believe in God and live a life as faithful as Abraham, those too will be blessed by God. 
As mentioned, the binding of Isaac in Genesis 12 is a key text for Christians in understanding the prophecy of Jesus Christ. There are many similarities of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his own son as God had asked, and the eventual sacrifice of God to sacrifice his son, Jesus Christ. The parallels can be seen in the scripture from the Old and New Testaments. 
Starting with Isaac’s birth, Abraham and his wife were both too old to have children, yet God promised them both a child and he delivered. Genesis 21:1-7 describes that Isaac was born and circumcised as God had wished, and Sarah says, “God has brought me laughter”, in shock that she is able to nurse a child at an elderly age. The birth of Jesus Christ also was also unorthodox as we see in Matthew 1:23, “The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” after Angel Gabriel appeared to Joseph to announce the pregnancy of his fiancée, Mary. 
There is also a significance of three days in the parallels with Abraham and Isaac, and Jesus Christ and God. Just as we see in Genesis 22:4, “On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance”, we also see that Jesus was separated from God for three days, “For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (Matthew 12:40). Abraham also believed that God would raise Isaac from death (Hebrews 11:19) just as Jesus was resurrected (John 10:18). Another parallel is the fact that Isaac carried the wood for his sacrifice to the altar, “Father... The fire and wood are here” (Genesis 12:7), and later Jesus carried his cross through the crowds to the location of his crucifixion, in John 19:17. Once both Isaac and Jesus had accepted, they were to be sacrificed, they both agreed willingly to do as God had wished, which we see in Genesis 22 and John 10. This also shows the level of trust they both held in their fathers. Afterwards, we can see in Isaiah 53:10 and John 8:56, “Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad”. 
The reception of Abraham in Christianity could help deepen a Christians faith, in showing that God honours those who are faithful and those who suffer will be rewarded, and to trust in God the Father. The story of Abraham also sets the scene for Christ and his sacrifice to save the sinners, giving believers a better knowledge of Gods plan. 
Islam
Abraham or Ibrahim for Muslims is in both the Qur’an and the Hadith. In Surah 3. 67-68, Abraham is presented as a figure who ‘was not a Jew, nor yet a Christian but he was true in faith, and bowed his will to Allah’s’ (Abulafia, 2019). He was a messenger of God who had faith and was ultimately rewarded. “Muslim’s understand Islam to be the religion of Abraham” (Wheeler, 2019). According to Wheeler, Abraham is mentioned in the Qur’an 69 times which is more than anyone else, excluding Moses, who is mentioned 137 times (2019) which shows he is a significant Muslim prophet. 
The Bible begins with Abraham living with his father in Ur when he is called upon by God (Gen.12). The Qur’an, however, begins the story of Abraham smashing idols of his father and his attempt to disprove idolatry (Qur’an 19:41-50, Qur’an 21:51-70). There are similarities of this particular story between the Qur’an and Rabbinic literature (Wheeler, 2019) which includes the details of Abraham’s discovery of monotheism (Qur’an 6:74-87, Qur’an 41:37).
The Qur’an is familiar with other stories of Abraham such as his journey to the promise land (Qur’an 21:71-73), God’s command to sacrifice his son (Qur’an 37:99-113), Abraham’s interaction with Lot and the angels (Qur’an 11:74-83, Qur’an 29:28-35, Qur’an 51:31-37).
Notice that the Qur’an states God’s command to sacrifice his son, which doesn’t specify which son of Abraham’s, meaning it could either be Isaac or Ishmael. According to Abulafia (2019),Muslims are now in agreement that in fact, the son God was asking Abraham to sacrifice was Ishamel. This is contrary to the Christian scripture which states in Genesis 22:2 “Then God said, “Take your son, your only son, whom you love – Isaac- and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on a mountain I will show you.” Abraham’s test stays the same with the three religions, however the sacrifice of which son changes. This could be to do with the later significance of Ishmael in Islam, as he, Abraham and Hagar travel to Mecca and build the Ka'ba, which is the place of Hajj for Muslims. 
A part of a Muslim male's initiation into the faith is to be circumcised, usually as a newborn baby. Islam is the largest religious group to practice circumcision, which is referred to as tahara, meaning purification. Although this may differ in different parts of the world, and for those who have converted to the faith later in life. Circumcision is not mentioned in the Qur’an but was written in the Sunnah by Muhammad (pbuh) which states “law for men” (BBC, 2009). One must ask the question that perhaps Muslims are circumcised, just as Jews are, to honour the covenant between Abraham and God (Gen. 12). However, the accepted belief is that Muslims are circumcised as an act of purification and cleanliness. As circumcision is something in which man does to modify his body, again one must ask if this is perhaps a popular practise for those of the Middle East during the time of Muhammad (pbuh) due to the Jewish tradition, Brit Milah. This would show the reception of Abraham and his covenant as influential even to modern day, even if lost in translations, perhaps. 
Interfaith dialogue
There have been many attempts throughout the years, for interfaith dialogue amongst the Abrahamic religions. Afterall, Judaism, Christianity and Islam all agree on the face that Abraham was the founder and/or father of their religion and monotheism, therefore plays a significant role in the development of each faith. This, however, is not to say that there have been and still is, disagreements between each religion regardless of its shared heritage. 
More recently, Pope Francis in March 2021, met with representatives of three Abrahamic religions at Ur, the birthplace of the Abrahamic religions in Iraq to urge Christians, Muslims and Jews to “journey along a path of peace under the stars of the promise God made to Abraham” (Watkins, 2021). The purpose of this meeting was to promote interreligious dialogue and fraternity in Middle Eastern Union. Ur being the place where God called upon Abraham, Pope Francis states that Jews, Christians and Muslim’s are the fruits of the journey Abraham took. As God asked Abraham to ‘“Look up at the sky and count the stars – if indeed you can count them.” Then said to him, “So shall your offspring be”’ (Gen. 15:5). Pope Francis stated that “he saw us”, meaning Abraham, and urged those in attendance to look up to heaven and as they journey upon earth. Pope Francis took this example further and said that these stars still illuminate the darkest nights “because they shine together” and God encourages us to never separate from our neighbours. As there has been much conflict amongst the Abrahamic religions across the world, Pope Francis stated that the greatest blasphemy is “to profane His name by hating our brothers and sisters”. This being said, there is some “stars that kept shining” in the efforts made to rebuild destroyed churches and mosques, just as Abraham built many altars for God in various places. “By his fidelity to God, Abraham became a blessing for all peoples, may our presence here today, in his footsteps, be a sign of blessing and hope for Iraq, for the Middle East and for the whole world. Heaven has not grown weary of the earth: God loves every people, every one of his daughters and sons!” (Watkins, 2021). 
There have been other attempts recently by many groups to encourage interfaith dialogue and peace amongst each religion. Some further examples of contemporary developments are Building Abrahamic partnerships, Abraham Initiatives, The Jerusalem Intercultural Centre, “Biblical Storytelling”, Chronological Bible Teaching and Seeing Narrative as central to deep Worldview transformation (Bristow, 2011). There efforts have been instrumental in interfaith dialogue, especially recently with Abraham Initiatives progressing peace conversations in the Middle East. The Abraham Initiatives created a curriculum to be taught by Arab teachers in Israeli schools, which was implemented as part of the core curriculum by the Israeli government. This was to aid public modelling tension-diffusing, which has been successful in Northern Israel (Kurtzer-Ellenbogen, 2021).
As we have seen, Judaism, Christianity and Islam all trace their roots back to Abraham and all have unique beliefs, yet all agree he was a faithful and righteous man, however, can be problematic. Kuschel describes it as a ‘family dispute’, as Jews, Christians and Muslims all argue over who are the ‘true children of Abraham’ (Kuschel, 1998. p3). Jews, Christians and Muslims all believe that they are the most faithful to God and their beliefs and practices are of God's chosen people. It is inevitable that there will be conflict between the religions, just as there are with siblings, however it is important to remember that their roots remain the same. 
Another issue that may arise and has previously in Abrahamic religions is the misuse of authority. Delaney (1998) states “the nature of authority; the basis of the family, its gender definitions and roles; and which children, under what circumstances, shall be deemed acceptable and be provided for. [Delaney’s] purpose is not to reinvigorate these values but to challenge them at their foundation”. Meaning that the structure of Judaism, Christianity and Islam takes their example from Abraham in Genesis, which is something we may question present day. Therefore, making it difficult to live in a contemporary society whilst following the example of Abraham and not to use it as means to suppress as those in the Old Testament may have been. On the contrary, interfaith dialogue through the means of Abraham can be attractive is the “efficacy of religious faith to deal with contemporary problems” (Breiner, 1991). 
Another issue that may arise is that Abrahamic dialogue may minimise the Qur'an as the final revelation, according to some Muslim writers (Bristow, 2011). Ramazan Hurç (2002) uses the key example of Muhammad (pbuh) in relations to Christians and continually called them to turn away from the twisted faith in the Trinity to the pure Abrahamic monotheism of Islam (Hurç, 2002), whilst using many Qur’anic scriptures to support him. This could cause further divisions between Christianity and Islam due to the strong belief of the Trinity held by Christians, and the dismissal of this ideology by Muslims.  
Conclusion
In conclusion, the reception of Abraham in Judaism, Christianity and Islam differs, yet still all agree on Abraham being a faithful man, who believed in one God, who was just. The reception of Abraham clearly shows importance in not only religious beliefs but also political that ripples throughout the world. However, regardless of the issues presented by interfaith dialogue between the Abrahamic religions, and the trajectory of progress each must make and is taking to ensure peace amongst the faithful, with each of their roots being the same, regardless of differing beliefs and significance, there is hope. As Kuschel said, “treating one another as brothers and sisters, in faith in the God of Abraham, and thus engage in the ‘pilgrimage of hope’... [in which] all three work together in order to attain a common theology of peace and understanding in the spirit of Abraham, Hagar and Sarah.” Remaining true to their roots, and the message of Abraham of remaining faithful, peace amongst all three faiths is possible. 
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