The patriarchs and matriarchs of the first book in the Hebrew Bible are some of the most important figures in Judaism. These stories in Genesis of the first fathers and mothers of Judaism are timelessly relatable, with the characters acting not only in virtue and obedience to God but also plagued by the flaws that affect all humans. Gossai argues that the “themes of the stories are profoundly human themes. They capture the persistent interaction between God and humankind.”[footnoteRef:1] This report will investigate what makes the patriarchs and matriarchs so significant in the Hebrew Bible and will argue that the stories of these figures induce a collective social memory that acts as a reminder to both the people of Israel and God himself of the covenants between them, and thus showcases divine promise and fulfilment.  [1:  Hemchand Gossai, Barrenness and Blessing: Abraham, Sarah, and the Journey of Faith (Eugene, Or.: Cascade Books, 2008) p.xii.] 

Firstly, the stories of the patriarchs and matriarchs served historically to clearly define the differences between the Israelites and the pagans who surrounded them in their geographical location.[footnoteRef:2] There are numerous examples of this deliberate separation throughout Genesis 12-36, one key example being the Binding of Isaac in Genesis 22, also known as the Akedah in Jewish thought.[footnoteRef:3] In God’s messenger calling out to Abraham to stay his hand before he can sacrifice Isaac (Gen. 22.11), the Akedah effectively makes clear God’s view on human sacrifice. While he commands Abraham to kill his son, it is merely a test, and God provides instead a ram for sacrifice (Gen. 22.13). This account of the Binding of Isaac has been interpreted as having many different moral and social meanings, with some arguing that it serves an etiological meaning, explaining why animals are used instead of humans for sacrifice. However, in The Believer and the Modern Study of the Bible, the authors describe how this story condemns child sacrifice, which was at the time was prevalent in Canaanite culture.[footnoteRef:4] For example, Jeremiah 7.31 and Micah 6.6-7 all point to the fundamental problem inherent to God’s command to sacrifice Isaac, which is that it could be identified with the burning child sacrifice to the Canaanite god Molech.[footnoteRef:5] The authors argue that, “By placing Abraham in his time and culture, the Akedah can once again be read, as it always was and will be, as a parable for eternal human devotion to God.”[footnoteRef:6] Using historical context therefore, we can ascertain that the story of the Binding of Isaac in Genesis 22 was likely written to separate pagan beliefs, particularly the Canaanite belief in child sacrifice, from Israelite beliefs. Furthermore, James B Jordan argued that the stories of the patriarchs acted to separate the Israelites from pagan ideals of heroism and honour.[footnoteRef:7] For example, Jordan states,  [2:  James B Jordan, Primeval Saints (Canon Press & Book Service, 2001) p. 11. ]  [3:  Jewish Virtual Library, ‘Akedah’, Www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org, 2008. <https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/akedah>.]  [4:  Tova Ganzel, Yehudah Brandes, and Doiṭsh Ḥayutah, The Believer and the Modern Study of the Bible (Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2019) <https://www.academia.edu/40503471/The_Believer_and_the_Modern_Study_of_the_Bible_full_text> [accessed 25 February 2023] p. 380.]  [5:  Ganzel, Brandes and Hayutah, The Believer, 2019, p. 381. ]  [6:  Ganzel, Brandes and Hayutah, The Believer, 2019, p. 393. ]  [7:  James B Jordan, Primeval Saints (Canon Press & Book Service, Idaho, 2001) p. 11. ] 

From the pagan point of view, Abram did not act honourably when he told Sarai to tell Pharaoh that she was his sister and not his wife […] he was acting in faith to preserve God’s kingdom. And God vindicated him.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Jordan, Primeval Saints, p. 11. ] 

Finally, the constant relocation of the patriarchs is also vital, according to Jordan, in understanding how the stories helped to separate the Israelites from their pagan neighbours. Jordan argues that as the pagan does not trust in God, he makes his own country and kin paramount; for example, in the Odyssey, Odysseus’ only goal is to return home.[footnoteRef:9] In contrast, the stories of the relocations of the patriarchs, particularly those of Abraham and Jacob, suggest that the Israelites should be “willing, like Abram, to leave family and country behind to serve God.”[footnoteRef:10] In summary, the patriarchal narratives separated the Israelites from the pagans they were surrounded by, and so are significant in the Hebrew Bible, as they helped to create a communal identity for the Israelites, distinct from other religions, both in the past and in the present.  [9:  Ibid., p.11 ]  [10:  Ibid., p. 11. ] 

Secondly, the patriarchal narratives are significant in the Hebrew Bible due to them setting the precedent for Jewish thought around encounters and conversation with God. The patriarchs and matriarchs often converse with God throughout Genesis, from Genesis 18 when the Lord visits Abraham and Sarah, to Genesis 28 when Jacob sees the famous ladder and converses with God in a dream, and finally to Jacob’s wrestling with God in Genesis 32. These encounters with God have been greatly influential in how Jewish people talk to God, both in private and public worship. While there is a great deal of respect given to God, there is also an element of negotiation; for example, mirroring Abraham when he tries to persuade God to spare the people of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 18, or Jacob, who after his vision of an angelic ladder, tells God that if He will protect him on his journey, he’ll give everything he has to God (Gen. 28.20-22). This has shaped how Jewish people speak to God, as Rabbi Evan Krame argues, “calling out to God is part of our emotional and spiritual DNA. […] Speaking to God, even bargaining with God, is sound spirituality.”[footnoteRef:11] In addition, questioning of God is something that is represented in the patriarchal narratives, by both the patriarchs and matriarchs. Sarah laughed at God’s proclamation that she would conceive (Gen 18.12). Jacob wrestled with God, showing that he, even as a great patriarch and the father of the twelve tribes of Israel, still struggled both literally and metaphorically with God. The patriarchal narratives in this respect sanction and even encourage questioning and negotiation with God, setting the stage for Jewish thought around conversation with God for centuries to come.  [11:  Evan Krame, ‘Bargaining with God’, The Jewish Studio, 2015 <https://thejewishstudio.org/bargaining-with-god/> [accessed 27 February 2023].] 

The books Genesis 12-36 are often named the patriarchal narratives; however this arguably is misleading, as the stories also focus on the lives of the matriarchs, including Sarah, Rebekah, Leah and Rachel. Lesser known than Sarah, Rebekah, Leah, and Rachel all feature in the narratives, with their stories shaped by one thing: their ability to conceive. The plotlines of Leah and Rachel in particular emphasise God’s power over a woman’s ability to conceive; it could be argued that in fact this was deliberately orchestrated to present God as supreme, as he alone could limit or allow female creative power. Furthermore, the emphasis on barrenness throughout the narratives of Leah and Rachel highlights the key concern for the patriarchs and matriarchs: the issue of descendants. The stories of the matriarchs and patriarchs establish the importance of genealogy and descendants to create a collective identity for Jewish people. These narratives also offer hope for women who cannot have children; as Gossai argues in his book Barrenness and Blessing, through the patriarchal narratives, “the barren receive a promise; hope comes to those who live beyond conventional hope.”[footnoteRef:12] To summarise, the matriarchal narrative’s focus on childbearing and barrenness has several purposes, with arguably the most important being to cement the significance of descendants and create a genealogical lineage for Jewish people.  [12:  Hemchand Gossai, Barrenness and Blessing: Abraham, Sarah, and the Journey of Faith (Eugene, Or.: Cascade Books, 2008) p.xii.
] 

Finally, the stories of the patriarchs serve as a reminder later in the Hebrew Bible of the covenants between the God of Israel and his people. In Exodus, God calls to Moses after hearing the groaning of his people under slavery, and it states clearly that “God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. God looked upon the Israelites and God took notice of them.” (Ex. 2.25) In addition, when God orders Moses to speak to the Israelites, He tells Moses to say that he is the God of their ancestors- “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.” (Ex. 3.15) These examples from Exodus highlight how the collective memory of the patriarchs reminds both the people of Israel and their God of the covenants between them. 
In conclusion, the patriarchs and matriarchs are significant in the Hebrew Bible as their stories have shaped how Jewish people view themselves and their God. When it comes to viewing themselves, Jewish people historically could separate themselves from their pagan neighbours, and in the present can have a communal identity from their knowledge of their origins in Abraham and Sarah, and in Jacob, father of the twelve tribes of Israel. In addition, the patriarchal and matriarchal narratives have given Jewish people a lens through which to see their God, and their relationship with him, through reminders of the covenant he made with the patriarchs of Israel. 





Bibliography
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