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The Characteristics and Reception of Abraham

Abraham is the first of the patriarchs and given the promise that he received from God, he is often considered to be the representation and embodiment of the nation of Israel (Moberly, 1995, p. 22). God commanded and promised the following:
	“Get out of your country,
From your family
And from your father’s house, 
To a land that I will show you.
I will make you a great nation;
	I will bless you
	And make your name great;
	And you shall be a blessing.
	I will bless those who bless you,
And I will curse him who curses you;
And in you, all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”
								Genesis 12: 1-3 (NKJV)
The consideration of Abraham as the father figure of the people and nation of Israel is further reinforced when God tells him that he is to teach his descendants to obey God, so that God may deliver what he has promised (Genesis 18:19). Abraham was to travel to a new country that God would give him, his descendants would form a mighty nation and he would be the channel that brings God’s blessing to the world. In this regard, Abraham is not only considered to be the founder of the nation of Israel but is also the founder of the monotheistic faiths of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Moberly considers that Abraham’s story can be the embodiment of Israel’s story and that they need to be considered not only for what they portray of Abraham but also what moral point they say about the nation of Israel (Moberly, 1995, p. 22). Whilst in general, the reception of Abraham is positive, there are non-positive depictions which show how malleable the stories are to interpretation and possible influence from the starting point of commentators (Domoney-Lyttle, 2019, p. 1). Reception can differ when Abraham is regarded as either a leader, husband, or father, or by those from a Jewish/Christian/Islamic tradition or none.
Abraham’s Faith is his Main Characteristic
Abraham’s main characteristic is his faith in God. Michael Ruszala considers that ‘Abraham’s life was an exercise in acting upon a faith unseen’ and that it was the foundation of all the major decisions that he took in his life (Ruszala, 2017). This view of Abraham is based, first, on his response to God’s command for him to move to a land that would be shown to him (Genesis 12:1), whereby Abraham left Ur with his wife and servants to journey through the wilderness as nomads in the expectation that God’s promises would be realised. This theme of God’s promises dominates the Abrahamic part of Genesis and is repeated several times (Genesis 15:18-21, 17:4-8, 22:17-18). Whilst the possession of the land of Canaan was not fulfilled in Abraham’s lifetime, he is seen as the founder of the nation of Israel since he was the recipient of the original promise from God and through his faithfulness in responding to God’s command. Abraham’s obedience to God’s call to journey to Canaan is used by authors of the New Testament as an example of exceptional faith that others should emulate (Romans 4:1-25, Hebrews 11:8-10). It is evident that during Abraham’s journeys, his wealth and possessions grew (Genesis 12:16, 13:2) to the extent that the land that his family occupied could not sustain their grazing animals (Genesis 13:5). In going their separate ways, Lot’s choice of the better land, leaving Abraham with the poor high lands is seen as another act of faithfulness in God’s care and provision as well as providing an example of extreme generosity. This example was used by Jesus in reflecting on Zacchaeus repentant generosity to those he had cheated by referring to him as a “son of Abraham” (Luke 19:9) and thereby included in God’s promise of salvation  (Franklin, 2018, p. 951). 
The second attestation of Abraham’s faith in God is that despite both he and Sarah being elderly when the promise was made, they would have a son (Genesis 15:4-6) who be the lineage to further descendants that would spring into a nation. However, even though Sarah was identified along with Abraham as the means to bring about God’s promise, they established a counter plan to obtain the heir through Sarah’s maidservant Hagar (Genesis 16:1-4). Some commentators have considered that this is a further episode that highlight’s Abraham’s growing lack of confidence in God’s ability to fulfil his promises (Longman, 1995, p. 54). The previous episode was forcing Sarah to say that she was his sister to save his own life in Egypt, rather than having confidence in God’s ability to protect them (Genesis 12:10-20). Clearly, they had not grasped that Sarah was as important a contributor as Abraham was to God’s promise of progeny to establish the new nation. This is surprising since God had already worked miracles to secure her release from Pharaoh (Genesis 12:17). Following the birth of Isaac, God again emphasised Sarah’s importance by confirming that Hagar and Ishmael are to be sent away and that his promise will be fulfilled through Sarah’s son (Genesis 21:12). Consequently, later in the Old Testament, the prophet Isaiah credits Sarah as having given birth to the nation (Isaiah 51:2) and the Apostle Paul in the New Testament identifies Sarah as the mother of the “children of the promise” (Genesis 17:15-16, Galatians 4:22-23). However, despite the statements above, and the clear evidence within Genesis, reception history reveals that Sarah’s role is very much diminished, to the extent that it is Abraham that is credited with the title of Father of the Nation of Israel (Domoney-Little, 2019, p. 9), with little recognition that Sarah had the defining role and thereby should rather be recognised as the Mother of the People of Israel (Exum, 2015, pp. 81-83) . 
The third major episode that demonstrated Abraham’s faith in God is his preparedness to comply with the command to sacrifice his son, Isaac (Genesis 22). The narrator in the story identifies the command as a test of Abraham’s obedience, as to whether he ‘feared God’ (Genesis 22:12). Moberly describes this ‘test’ as whether Abraham was prepared to relinquish to God what was most precious to Abraham, and in so doing, demonstrate what true faith, i.e. fearing God, entails (Moberly, 1995, p. 46). In essence, Abraham had already been asked to sacrifice one son when he was commanded to send Ishmael away into the desert of Beersheba along with his mother Hagar, with only some food and a skin of water (Genesis 21:10-14). It is noteworthy that Abraham is sorrowful in responding to the command to banish Ishmael (Genesis 21:11) but there is no record of such emotion in carrying out the preparations for Isaac’s sacrifice (Genesis 22:2-12). Abraham’s preparedness to sacrifice both his sons results in God reiterating his promise to bless him and his descendants, to make them as ‘numerous as the stars in the sky’ and through them, ‘all nations on earth will be blessed’ (Genesis 22:15-18). This episode in Abraham’s story has generated very significant interpretative comment, in the New Testament and thereafter to present day. The New Testament identifies Abraham’s preparedness to sacrifice Isaac as an exemplar of complete faithfulness to God (Hebrews 11:17-18, James 2:21-23) and prominent works of art of Abraham interpret this episode from his life.

The Reception History of Abraham
Abraham is clearly an important figure in the Old Testament, and in Jewish tradition, Abraham is recognised as the ‘first Jew’ and is the exemplar of the faithful believer who recognises and accepts the laws of God. Jews consider themselves to be the descendants of the three patriarchs of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and they are referenced as the source of their covenantal claim of land ownership and lineage (Domoney-Little, 2019, p. 9). 
The Old Testament Apocrypha shows great interest in Abraham, to the extent that he is referred to at least once in each of the 15 books. Abraham was not only an admired character in the books of the Apocrypha, but rich literature grew from their reception of his story in Genesis and he was presented as an exemplar of ‘faith, steadfastness and trust in God’ (Xeravits, 2019, p. 40). Xeravits also considers that given the various ways the Abrahamic story is interpreted and presented by authors of the Apocrypha that he must have been a critically important character for their communities (Xeravits, 2019, p. 40).
The Book of Jubilees, written in c 150-100 BC, recounts much of the stories of Genesis but inserts additional detail to amplify its themes (Docherty, 2019, p. 109). Subtle changes were introduced to Abraham’s story, to enhance his standing as a model of devout obedience to God. Examples of this are the omission of Abraham’s plan to pass Sarah off as his sister to Pharoah to save his own life (Genesis 12:10-20) and rather than Abraham laughing at the divine announcement that Sarah would conceive a son in her old age (Genesis 17:17), the story is reworked to say that Abraham rejoiced (Jubilees 15:17). Abraham’s story is presented as 10 trials of his faith in God, which he addresses successfully, aided by being shown to be regularly in prayer and frequently offering sacrifices to God. There is evidently an enhancement in the time Abraham is said to be in prayer compared to the two occasions mentioned in Genesis (Genesis 18:23-32, 20:17). Evidently, the original Genesis content has been carefully reworked to further enhance Abraham’s characteristics of faithfulness and righteousness (Docherty, 2019, p. 73) in order to support the presentation of the nation of Israel as the covenant community of God (Britannica, 1998).
Abraham is used by both Mathew and Luke to establish a link between Jesus and God’s covenantal promise to the people of God (Jipp, 2019, p. 109) and thereby to  the nation of Israel (Runesson, 2016, p. 182). Mathew’s Gospel describes Jesus as “the son of Abraham” (Mathew 1:1) and progresses to set out a genealogy of 42 generations, that begins with Abraham and ends with Joseph (Mathew 1:2-17). Having established Jesus’ link to Abraham, Mathew presents Jesus as offering salvation to both Jews and Gentiles (Mathew 8:10-11) and thereby fulfils God’s covenant with Abraham by extending his blessing to all nations. Luke’s Gospel also portrays Jesus as fulfilling the covenant given to Abraham (Jipp, 2019, p. 113), and implies that there are similarities of Sarah’s miraculous conception of Isaac with the miraculous conceptions of Elizabeth and Mary (Green, 1994, pp. 68-71). Furthermore, Jesus’ description of those on the margins of society as the children of Abraham (Luke 13:16, 19:9) are thereby portrayed as the true recipients of God’s blessing and mercy (Luke 4:18-19, 13:30) rather than the wealthy and unrepentant pious (Luke 13:25-27, 16:19-31) (Jipp, 2019, pp. 116-117). Therefore, both Gospels are fashioned so that Jesus is the means to bring the Abrahamic promise of God’s blessing to the true faithful in all nations. 
The Apostle Paul in his letter to the Romans has been intensely studied and Romans 4 was the basis of important teaching by commentators such as Martin Luther on the justification by faith doctrine  (Britannica, 2020). N.T. wright considered that Paul utilises Abraham in Romans as a “narrative prototype” whereby his life of faithfulness foreshadowed Christ’s faithfulness and the means to bring God’s covenantal promise of blessing to the faithful (Wright, 2013, pp. 555-556). Abraham is used by Paul as a figurative demonstration of “justification by faith” and that through God’s covenant with Abraham, God’s blessing through Christ extends not only to the Jewish nation but to all (Barclay, 2015, p. 482). Martin Luther, who was the catalyst for the Protestant Reformation, developed his doctrine from this basis, that faith alone justifies, that a person who believes in Christ is made righteous in the eyes of God (Vainio, 2016). 
The Koran develops extensive references to Abraham’s life and of such prominence that he is considered one of the four most important prophets for Muslims (Van-Biema, 2002, p. 6). Abraham’s faith is portrayed through scenes whereby he scolds his father for his idolatry, he destroys idols and survives being thrown into a furnace because of his devotedness to Allah (Surah 21:51-71). The Koran does not name which child Abraham was told to prepare for sacrifice, but later Islamic commentators identified him to be Ishmael in contrast to Isaac in Genesis. Through the Koran’s portrayal of Abraham’s complete faithfulness and devotion to Allah, he is of such an exemplary status that all the five daily Islamic prayers that Muslims are required to perform ends with a citation of him (Van-Biema, 2002, p. 2).
Abraham’s varied and multifaceted story has been refined down to the perceived main characteristic of his faith in one God and is acclaimed as the father of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic religious traditions. But his story has been separately developed and refined in each of the three faiths with developments in his story used to reinforce their individual theology.  Rather than having an approach which develops detail to reinforce the beliefs of each separate tradition, as father of all three faiths Abraham has the potential to be a critical reconciling figure. There is an ancient Islamic tale which recounts how after Abraham’s sacrificial act of his son had been halted, God offered to grant the son one prayer to reward his faithfulness (Van-Biema, 2002, p. 9). The son’s prayer was: “When any person meets you at the gates of heaven, so long as they believe in one God, I ask that you allow them to enter paradise.” (Van-Biema, 2002, p. 9). Interfaith cooperation between the Abrahamic faiths is still challenged by fundamentalism that underlines divisive texts that promote separation and superiority of their own faith, thereby leading to mutual alienation (Ziffer, 2018). Such fundamentalism can stem from reception based on strict interpretation of texts with unquestioned acceptance of what is understood to have been transmitted from God. In this regard, Abraham has been selectively refined into a caricature of unquestioning faith and action, and an exemplar of such behaviour, rather than being a reconciling source as the common father of the monotheist faiths. Some commentators consider that modern translations of sacred texts should be critically annotated in the context of current day reception and understanding to promote mutual respect (Ziffer, 2018). Furthermore, whilst Abraham was obedient to God, he frequently challenged and questioned God (Genesis 17:17, 18:22-33, which indicates that his was not blind obedience.

The Bosom of Abraham
The country singer Emmylou Harris wrote the song lyrics ‘Boulder to Birmingham’ as a lament to capture the inconsolable feeling she felt after losing a close friend (Moss, 2018). The first two lines of the memorable refrain are:
‘I would rock my soul in the bosom of Abraham
I would hold my life in his saving grace’
					(Emmylou Harris/Bill Danoff)
The figure of speech, ‘the bosom of Abraham’, occurs in Luke’s Gospel’s when Jesus taught the parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus (KJV - Luke 16:19-31). Jesus described the welcome that the afflicted beggar Lazarus would receive when he ‘was carried by the angels into Abraham’s bosom’ (KJV Luke 16:22) in contrast to the selfish rich man who had ignored his plight (Luke 16:19-20). The phrase is generally understood to signify the happy and secure resting place of the faithful in heaven (Gigot, 1907). Jesus’ reference to Lazarus being placed in Abraham’s bosom, or by his side, indicated that he was in the presence of the highest example of a person that his audience would consider to be in heaven and indeed, in the place of honour with its principal guest, Abraham (BibleGateway, n.d.). 
Artists and sculptors have also used the Bosom of Abraham phrase as an inspiration and subject to represent heaven and its rewards, from around 1000 AD (Baschet, 1993) . Images of people or children in the bosom of Abraham symbolise the future glory and eternal rest for the faithful (Baschet, 1993). Such examples of sculptures are the alabaster Bosom of Abraham Trinity sculptures, the panel of the Throne of Mercy in Reims Cathedral and the frieze in the St. Pere-sous-Vezelav Cathedral. Artists have also interpreted the scene, usually depicted as Abraham holding several smaller people in a cloth napkin or in his lap, as shown in the following examples.
[image: ][image: ][image: ]

These medieval examples attempt to comfort the faithful in that they, or their loved ones, will be in a secure place of peace and safety in being held in the arms of Abraham who himself occupies a place of honour in heaven. However, for present-day viewers, they are images from a very different era and may not have the same impact that they may have had at the time of their creation in the middle-ages. Conversely, the song Boulder to Birmingham does resonate greatly with listeners and is regarded as Emmylou Harris’ most recognised and requested track. Comments have been made in terms of the ‘comfort’ and ‘help’ that individuals have experienced in listening to the track having lost of a loved one (Songmeanings, n.d.). Whilst the mediums are very different, the images conjured by artists from the ‘Bosom of Abraham’ phrase were, and remain, some help to viewers and listeners in their time of need.

Summary
God, in giving Abraham purpose, time and space, enabled him to develop into a character of faithful obedience and in this regard is held by all three major monotheist faiths as an exemplar. Whilst both Ishmael and Isaac were given promises of national greatness, God’s covenant was passed on through Sarah’s son, and consequently each faith developed Abraham’s story to support their desired message. Whilst it may be surprising that strong animosity exists between the three faiths, given their common origin, there may be scope for better interfaith dialogue by drawing on their commonalities, particularly their association and regard for Abraham who was to be the source of blessing to all nations. Abraham’s faithfulness continues to be promulgated as a characteristic to emulate and the ’Bosom of Abraham’ phrase conjures a paternal image of care and safety in heaven, which has been used to provide comfort to those in need of it.
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