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Undertake a critical analysis of the characteristics and reception of either Abraham, Isaac or Jacob.
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Following the primeval history in Genesis, Chapters 1-11, Abraham emerges as the earliest biblical character who is given sufficient demarcations to be placed, to a limited extent, within world history[footnoteRef:1]. The introduction of Abraham offers a unified narrative with a rich variety of peoples and individuals, each significantly conditioning his activity[footnoteRef:2]. The construction of separate narratives joined together by overarching themes makes Abraham into a great figure of Israel’s past, founder of the line of patriarchs, leading eventually to the development of Israel into a nation in Egypt[footnoteRef:3]. North has identified twenty-two separate episodes following the pattern of the three different hands to whom this narrative has been attributed: eleven episodes belong to the Yahwist tradition (J), five to the Elohist (E) and six to the Priestly (P) tradition. Each tradition seemingly portrays Abraham in a different light; as the ‘Father of all nations’ (J), as a ‘model of faith’ (E) and as the ‘guarantor of Israel’s survival (P)[footnoteRef:4]. It is the second of these traditions, Abraham as a model of faith, that this essay will investigate as he was called forth as an example to the early Christians in the New Testament, “By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where he was going.” (Hebrews 11:8) [1:  R. North, Abraham. In: Metzger, B. M. & Coogan M. D. The Oxford Companion to the Bible. (1993) London and New York p.4]  [2:  ibid p.4]  [3:  M. Mills, Biblical Morality: Moral perspectives in Old Testament narratives. (2001) Aldershot p.29]  [4:  North, Abraham p.4] 


North cites the following episodes in Genesis as examples of Abraham evincing the behaviour worthy of a model of faith[footnoteRef:5]: Genesis 15:13-16 where an alternative slant is brought to Abraham’s previous positive dealings with God as a dark prophecy is given regarding his offspring’s separation from the land that has been promised and the enslavement in Egypt; horrors will abound yet Israel will be freed and return[footnoteRef:6]. In Genesis 20 Abraham prayed to God to heal Abimelech, Genesis 21:6-21 sees Abraham casting out Hagar and Ishmael[footnoteRef:7] and Genesis 21:22-24 where the focus shifts to the promise of land. The final noted but key episode in attempting to understand Abraham as a man of faith is Genesis 22, the Aqedah. After many years of partnership, God gives Abraham a trial of faith beginning simply: “After these things, God tested Abraham” (Gen. 22:1). Abraham is called out and presented with a task, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.” (Gen. 22:2). Without informing his wife Sarah or Isaac of God’s command, Abraham takes Isaac on a three-day trek to Mount Moriah. On arriving at the foot of the mountain Abraham tells his servants to remain there are wait, whilst he goes on with Isaac to worship (Gen. 22:5). Abraham prepares the materials for the ritual, piling the wood for the burnt offering and preparing the slaughtering knife (Gen. 22.6). Isaac questions his father regarding the lack of sacrificial beast (Gen. 22:7) whereby Abraham replies, “God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” (Gen. 22:8). After climbing to the top of the mountain Abraham binds Isaac (Gen. 22:8). At the last moment, an angel calls to Abraham to which he responds, “Here I am” (Gen. 22:11), Abraham is told by the angel to stay his hand and to offer a ram in Isaac’s stead, declaring, “for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.” (Gen. 22:12). The ‘fear of God’ refers to an active obedience to the divine will of God and in proving this obedience Abraham has shown that his fear of God surpasses even his paternal love for Isaac[footnoteRef:8]. Abraham has thus passed the test and he and Isaac are blessed with a divine genealogical promise (Gen. 22:16-18). Despite his long partnership with God, when called, Abraham’s response shows readiness, alertness, receptivity, and responsiveness to instructions: ‘Hineni’ - Here I am. This response occurs twice more, once in answer to Isaac and the final time to the divine messenger in the call to stay his hand (Gen.22:11)[footnoteRef:9]. There has been much debate over Abraham’s lack of protestation when God required him to sacrifice his son given Abraham’s previous objection to God’s apparent decision to destroy the innocent with the guilty in Sodom (Gen. 1822-32). One rejoinder has been that the context in Chapter 18 is not sacrificial but forensic[footnoteRef:10]; further, the act of sacrifice is commended by the unblemished nature of the offering[footnoteRef:11].   [5:  ibid p.4]  [6:  J. D. Levenson, Genesis. In: Berlin, A. and Brettler, M. Z. The Jewish Study Bible. (2014) New York p.33]  [7:  Levenson, Genesis p.41]  [8:  Levenson, Genesis p.43]  [9:  ibid p.42]  [10:  ibid p.42]  [11:  ibid p.42] 


Weiss purports that it is not necessary for biblical characters to be viewed as infallible beings nor should they be exempt from scrutiny. Taken literally, heroes in scripture are portrayed as complex individuals achieving spiritual heights and struggling with weaknesses. Reading the humanity of the biblical characters and thus experiencing their moral challenges allows the reader to identify with them and learn from their struggles[footnoteRef:12]. The silences in the narrative give the reader the space for personal reflection and interpretation. The reader is not party to the thoughts and feelings of the characters, neither are motives nor purposes expressed. There is a particularly heavy silence between Abraham and his son on the trek to the place of sacrifice. These gaps are necessarily filled by each audience, explaining motives and developing the narrative along lines of thought which are often in contrast to one another[footnoteRef:13]. Perhaps this is the reason behind the wealth of output surrounding the Aqedah and why it continues to be a recognisable theme in even the most secular of cultures. Looking for answers in the Hebrew Scriptures, early interpreters have believed that it was not merely Abraham’s ability to endure hardships but his faithfulness to God that overcoming these encountered difficulties proved[footnoteRef:14]. Reviewing the events of Genesis, Ezra the scribe praised God in these words: “You are the Lord, the God who chose Abram and brought him out of Ur of the Chaldeans and gave him the name Abraham; and you found his heart faithful before you, and made with him a covenant to give to his descendants...” (Neh. 9:7-8). Ancient interpreters came to think of Abraham’s faithfulness as one of his outstanding characteristics[footnoteRef:15]: [12:  S. Weiss Ethical Ambiguity in the Hebrew Bible - Philosophical Analysis of Scriptural Narrative (2018) Cambridge p.3]  [13:  Mills Biblical Morality p.29]  [14:  J. Kugel How to Read the Bible. (2007) New York p.122]  [15:  Kugel How to Read the Bible p.122] 


 “He kept the law of the Most High,
    and entered into a covenant with him;
he certified the covenant in his flesh,
    and when he was tested he proved faithful” (Sir. 44:20)

The early Church fathers such as Clement and Tertullian understood the sacrifice of Isaac as a prototype for the sacrifice of Jesus[footnoteRef:16]. Although this typological approach to Scripture had some Jewish antecedents, essentially this was a Christian way of reading; the laws, stories and prophecies were seen to correspond to elements of the New Testament or post scriptural Christianity[footnoteRef:17]. Thus, “[Jesus was the fulfilment of] that which was foreshadowed in Isaac, who was offered upon the altar.” (Letter of Barnabas 7:3)[footnoteRef:18]. Further elements of the narrative were to suggest to the early Christians correspondences between the story of Isaac and the Crucifixion: [16:  B. Geller Nathanson, Aqedah. In: Metzger, B. M. & Coogan M. D. The Oxford Companion to the Bible. (1993). London and New York p.43]  [17:  Kugel How to Read the Bible p.126]  [18:  ibid p.127] 


“And on this account Isaac carried the wood on which he was to be offered up to the place of sacrifice, just as the Lord himself carried his own cross. Finally, since Isaac himself was not killed – for his father had been forbidden to kill him- who was that ram, which was offered instead, and by whose foreshadowing blood the sacrifice was accomplished? For when Abraham had caught sight of him, he was caught by the horns in a thicket. Who then did he represent but Jesus, who, before he was offered up, had been crowned with thorns?” (Augustine, City of God 16:32)[footnoteRef:19].  [19:  ibid p.127] 


These interpretations were passed down through the ages and have been assimilated into the culture of the land. Indeed, on a recent visit to Westminster Abbey[footnoteRef:20] The Litlyington Missal was seen displayed in the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Galleries. Created by order of Nicholas Litlyington, Abbot of Westminster, 1362-1386, for use at the High Altar of the third Abbey Church, the missal lies open at the page for the celebration of the Eucharist showing a full verso page devoted to the illustration of the crucifixion. On the recto page a historiated initial shows the moment that Abraham hears the angel of the Lord “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him” (Genesis 22:12). The image decorates the page of text for the Eucharistic service, thus evidencing the Christian belief that the Aqedah foreshadows the sacrifice made by Christ. [20:  22nd July 2021] 


The Aqedah is a rich source central to rabbinic theology, incorporated into the daily liturgy[footnoteRef:21] and the source of several Jewish rituals[footnoteRef:22]. It is the Torah portion read on Rosh HaShannah; the shofar is blown at the peak of this important service thus commemorating the animal sacrificed in Isaac’s stead and as a reminder to God of his mercy in the hope that he will show mercy again[footnoteRef:23]. In Jewish exegesis there is no fixed, canonical set of interpretations with each source interpreting or retelling the Aqedah in various ways, in many instances adding information which changes the implications of the story[footnoteRef:24]. In each case, there is the attempt to grapple with two basic questions: Why is Abraham tested? Why is it necessary for the test to take such a horrific form?[footnoteRef:25]. Green states an underlying philosophy held by Jewish exegetes that “trials are not meant cruelly to break the will or spirit of those tested; nor are they meant to prove to God the purity of the believer’s devotion. Rather, a central rabbinic teaching is that “God tries the righteous””[footnoteRef:26]. [21:  Levenson, Genesis p.42]  [22:  E. Isaacson “Musical Perspectives on the Binding of Isaac Story in the 20th Century: Aharon Harlap and Menachem Zur’s Akedat Ytzchak and Steve Reich’s The Cave”. (2015) University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign p.6]  [23:  ibid p.6]  [24:  ibid p.7]  [25:  R. Green, Abraham, Isaac and the Jewish Tradition: An Ethical Reappraisal. (1982) The Journal of Religious Ethics p.4]  [26:  ibid p.4; According to Isaacson (p.6), this thinking, however, has been found to be incongruent and patronising by Holocaust survivors. ] 


Weiss comments that the purpose of the Aqedah is ambiguous as the reason for God’s command is neither revealed to Abraham, nor to the reader. Philosophers and exegetes have necessarily debated the purpose of the divine trial over many centuries[footnoteRef:27]. One such philosopher was Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) who was scathing in his reception of those who praised Abraham’s conduct; he argued that Abraham should have listened to his moral conscience[footnoteRef:28]. Kant stated that if a human being believed that they had received an immoral command it must be a misperception. In such a case, the biblical text has been misunderstood and therefore cannot be God’s word since humans interpret the divine revelation[footnoteRef:29]. Because, in his view, morality has an independent nature, any attempt to derive it from God (or indeed an alternative source) weakens its claim upon man[footnoteRef:30]. Kant argues that when religion would seem to conflict with morality human beings should rely on their ethical conscience[footnoteRef:31]. Søren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) offers an opposing opinion asserting that when religion and morality collide, religion takes precedence; obedience to God should override ethical principles[footnoteRef:32]. Kierkegaard was so distressed by Genesis 22 that, using a pseudonymous author, Johannes de Silentio, he devoted an entire book, Fear and Trembling (1843), to exploring four different explanations to try to ascertain why the story takes the form presented to us[footnoteRef:33].  [27:  S. Weiss Ethical Ambiguity in the Hebrew Bible p.21]  [28:  ibid p.24]  [29:  ibid p.25]  [30:  ibid p.25]  [31:  ibid p.25]  [32:  ibid p.26]  [33:  E. Isaacson “Musical Perspectives on the Binding of Isaac Story in the 20th Century” p.37] 


In the first explanation, it is Abraham’s goal to protect God by blaming himself for the brutal command. As Abraham blesses Isaac, his ‘expression was fatherly, his gaze gentle, his speech encouraging’[footnoteRef:34], however, on realising his intentions, Isaac pleads for his life. The refrain is repeated ‘Isaac did not understand him’[footnoteRef:35] and on looking again, Isaac sees Abraham changed, ‘his gaze was wild, his mien one of horror’[footnoteRef:36]. Abraham rebukes Isaac saying, ‘Foolish boy, do you believe I am your father? I am an idolater. Do you believe this is God’s command? No, it is my own desire’[footnoteRef:37]. Abraham then prays softly, ‘Lord in heaven I thank Thee: it is after all better that he believe I am a monster than that he lose faith in Thee’[footnoteRef:38]. The second retelling of the sacrifice story does not differ from the original, however, Kierkegaard proposes the depressive effects of the event on Abraham’s psyche: ‘From that day on, Abraham became old, he could not forget that God had demanded this of him. Isaac throve as before; but Abraham’s eye was darkened, he saw joy no more’[footnoteRef:39]. This version questions whether Abraham’s act of faith caused him to lose his trust in God.  [34:  S. Kierkegaard Fear and Trembling (2005) London p.10]  [35:  ibid p.10]  [36:  ibid p.10]  [37:  ibid p.10]  [38:  ibid p.10]  [39:  ibid p.11] 

The third version ponders Abraham’s potential regret. Agony and self-doubt are at the forefront. After riding to the mountain of Moriah, Abraham
“threw himself on his face, he begged God to forgive his sin at having been willing to sacrifice Isaac... He could not comprehend that it was a sin to have been willing to sacrifice to God the best he owned; that for which he would many a time have gladly laid down his own life; and if it was a sin, if he had not so loved Isaac, then he could not understand that it could be forgiven; for what sin was more terrible?”[footnoteRef:40] Here, Abraham is torn between his duty to his son and his duty to his God. He is left to concluded that he has both misunderstood God’s directions as well as betraying his family. The greatest deviations from the original Genesis 22 narrative occur in the final retelling. Abraham fails to act; he cannot bring himself to kill Isaac. On seeing his father’s resolve weaken Isaac loses his faith; Abraham remains ignorant that he has been observed, neither does Isaac betray what he has seen[footnoteRef:41]. [40:  ibid p.12]  [41:  ibid p.13] 


Kierkegaard is in agreement with Kant that the divine command to slaughter Isaac conflicts with morality, however, Kierkegaard is in praise of Abraham for suspending this morality to obey God’s will[footnoteRef:42]. In Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard is at pains to deliberate the quandary that if Abraham represents faith, what is it that faith is actually about[footnoteRef:43]? Abraham is presented as a model of genuine subjectivity[footnoteRef:44]. Kierkegaard suggests that Abraham’s choice involves a ‘teleological suspension of the ethical’, an act of individual faith, displacing ethical norms which cannot be rationally explained[footnoteRef:45]. Dargan describes Kierkegaard’s definition of ethics as any universal system of moral obligations, including any system of universal divine commands; an insight which is key to unlocking the concept of teleological suspension[footnoteRef:46]. Abraham does not decide to obey God because he has no choice, there would be no ethical suspension if he did not have a real choice. The ethical loses its hold on Abraham due to the situation of an impossible choice; Abraham trusts that God can and will deliver his promise but he trusts without an ethical absolute[footnoteRef:47]. The ‘telos’ of suspension is vital: an ethical choice is not possible but Abraham can make a teleological choice, a choice in faith, that suspends the ethical[footnoteRef:48]. In the Epilogue[footnoteRef:49] Kierkegaard poses some of the fundamental questions prompted by the sacrifice story: Were Abraham’s intentions morally or religiously justified or were they murder? Is there an absolute duty to God? Was Abraham justified for not telling Isaac his intentions? In conclusion, Kierkegaard perceives faith as a paradox which cannot be understood by reason or conventional morality[footnoteRef:50]. [42:  S. Weiss Ethical Ambiguity in the Hebrew Bible p.26]  [43:  J. Lippitt The Routledge Guidebook to Kierkegaard's Fear and Trembling. (2016) Abingdon p.14]  [44:  G.Dargan Telos and the 'Incommensurable Gap': Ethical Suspensions in Kierkegaard and Zizek. (2014) The Heythrop Journal. p.962]  [45:  ibid p.960]  [46:  ibid p.963]  [47:  ibid p.963]  [48:  ibid p.963]  [49:  S. Kierkegaard Fear and Trembling (2005) London pp.49-52]  [50:  E. Isaacson “Musical Perspectives on the Binding of Isaac Story in the 20th Century” p.38-39] 


There are many contemporary Jewish philosophers who object to the ideas of both Kant and Kierkegaard. Some argue that the true lesson of the binding is when Abraham is stopped from carrying out the slaughter[footnoteRef:51]. The twentieth-century French Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas (1905-1995) sees the lesson of the Akedah as highlighting the ethical nature of religion. He argues that Abraham learns how to worship God in an ethical manner after being stopped in the act of sacrificing Isaac in contrast to the savage divine worship of his upbringing[footnoteRef:52]. Weiss also refers to Abraham’s pagan upbringing in a culture where child sacrifice was prevalent[footnoteRef:53]. The sacrifice may not have seemed unethical in this context, indeed, that Abraham was prepared to part with his seem to demonstrate Abraham’s complete devotion to the divine. Ultimately, the Akedah is revealing of Abrahams character, and a measure of his progress in his relationship with God[footnoteRef:54]. A reward was promised at the initial divine command, the call at Haran, whereby the final communication, the Aqedah, held no such incentive. In fact, the follow-through would have negated the initial promise, and seen Abraham lose both of his sons. The Akedah has continued to baffle philosophers and theologians from each of the Abrahamic faiths, and many cultures, whether religious or secular, are seeped with the residue of the narrative and the meanings gleaned from the silences. In the main, however, these see Abraham as an emblem of steadfast, disinterested loyalty to God[footnoteRef:55]. [51:  S. Weiss Ethical Ambiguity in the Hebrew Bible p.27]  [52:  ibid p.28]  [53:  ibid p.27]  [54:  N.Sarna Understanding Genesis - The World of the Bible in the Light of History. (1970) New York p.163]  [55:  ibid p.163] 
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