Introduction
The following will discuss the characteristics of Abraham as described within the Bible. It will  then discuss the reception of Abraham firstly in terms of earliest cults, secondly in the 1st Century CE Jerusalem, and thirdly it will examine the reception of Abraham in terms of imagery available to individuals living in England, whether it be through the medium of stained glass as a means of communication of theme to the largely illiterate masses, or the reception of the imagery and story of Abraham to King Henry VIII of England and Queen Elizabeth I of England. 
Abraham appears in the Bible in Genesis Chapters 11-25.  He is a figure of considerable focus within Genesis, attracting more narrative than his son Isaac, or his grandson Jacob.  Of the three Patriarchs therefore, it would appear that Abraham is considered the most important. However, one point of debate is whether Abraham was an historical figure, or a faith based mythological character.  John Bright encapsulates the problem when he asks: “by what method may one evaluate the historical worth of these traditions, and in what manner, and to what degree, may one use them, together with other evidence , in reconstructing the origins and early history of the Hebrew people?”[footnoteRef:1] There is in reality little, excepting archaeological evidence for the movement of people that we may factualise.  However, the oral record may provide other verifiable evidences. We are left then, with the analysis of a character; for whom there is no surviving evidence, and who may be a purely mythological figure.  [1:  J Bright. Early Israel in Recent History Writing. (Great Britain:  W & J Mackay & Co Ltd. 1960)] 

John Bright suggests that Abraham was perhaps not an original Patriarch in earliest Biblical writings, but rather that the Patriarchal figures were early cult leaders of disparate tribes who were drawn to the idea of a “promise” of land, and seen by Abraham, and that eventually, on their travels, these cults adopted pre-existing cult centres and assimilated them. Bright references the terms “God of Abraham” the “Fear of Isaac” or the “Mighty One (Champion) of Jacob.[footnoteRef:2]” This seems a plausible idea, after all, when God called Abraham to leave his family and his lands and to follow him, it hints at a desire for a separation at least, if not a religious separation from everything Abraham knew.  “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.  I will make of you a great nation[footnoteRef:3].”  [2:  J Bright. Early Israel in Recent History Writing. (Great Britain:  W & J Mackay & Co Ltd. 1960) p43]  [3:  Genesis:  12. 1-2.] 

Originally named Abram, his story begins in Genesis: 12 where God calls on him to leave his family and his homeland and to travel.  No explanation is given concerning why God has nominated Abram for this opportunity, or why God has chosen someone like Abram, who appears to have no renown, is not identified as of heroic stature or behaviour, is not identified as clever, and who appeared to be a livestock herder.  Although scholars disagree on a likely timeline for the lifetime of Abraham, it is suggested that he was born around 2000 BCE, making his choosing by God and his importance seem incongruous in terms of the hero cultures of Levant or the Eastern Mediterranean at that time.  
Even so, S.H Hooke, writes that the stories of Abraham and the other Patriarchs are not intended as an historical record, but rather, intended as a Saga, with the term Saga intended to portray a story transmitted orally through generations.  The Saga being intended to tell a story with religious lessons, but not to suggest or include any ritualistic activity[footnoteRef:4].   As such, s/he argues that the Patriarchal Sagas in Genesis, should not be considered fact, and that the character of Abraham is not intended to be considered a real person, but rather a narrative tool to provide an identity through which the religious lessons of the Saga can be communicated.   [4:  Hook S. ‘Genesis’ in Peake’s Commentary on the Bible. Black M (General Ed) (UK:  Thomas Nelson & Sons Ltd. 1977) p XI.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk141390305]Joseph Blenkinsopp concurs, noting that the Patriarchal stories are paradigmatic rather than intended as a suggestion of historicity[footnoteRef:5].  He notes that we cannot really be sure if households were run in the way that Abraham’s appeared, as historical investigation into the household of early Israel has been a somewhat neglected area.  However, he feels that it is entirely possible that with an unknown percentage of the population settled, and with others leading a semi nomadic life looking after their animals, it is entirely possible that Abraham would have left his father’s household on his marriage, and if he wished, began to adopt a nomadic lifestyle moving his new household away from his original family[footnoteRef:6]. [5:  J Blenkinsopp. ‘The Household in Ancient Israel and Early Judaism’ in The Blackwell companion to the Hebrew Bible ed. Perdue L. (Oxford:  Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 2001) p171.]  [6:  J Blenkinsopp. ‘The Household in Ancient Israel and Early Judaism’ in The Blackwell companion to the Hebrew Bible ed. Perdue L. (Oxford:  Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 2001) p173] 

This argument appears validated by the fact that Abraham and the other Patriarchs rarely seem to demonstrate any emotion within the text, and that their actions strangely seem to attract no doubt or condemnation from those around them.  This seems particularly evident in the case of Abraham, who abandons his family to set off after God, takes a slave woman; Hagar;  as a wife, raises a son with her, but then, with seemingly no filial loyalty to his son, sends both Hagar and Ishmael away, once he has a second son with his first wife Sarah. Abraham then chooses to follow God’s instruction to take his only remaining son Isaac, and to sacrifice him.   The lack of loyalty to both of his wives, and his willingness to cast away, or even kill one of his sons on the whim of God, seems extremely inhuman and difficult to understand, unless we are not designed to consider Abraham as a living man.
Equally, if God is good, it is difficult to understand why he makes Abraham do so many inhuman things; does not chastise Abraham, but instead rewards him with promises of land, riches, and that his people will prosper.  
Bill Moyers et al use the term ‘metaethical’ in their discussion of Abraham in terms of his call by God, and the promises God gives him for obedience[footnoteRef:7]. They question whether being chosen by God; as Abraham has surely been; places his character into a different moral category.  They conclude that Abraham has somehow found himself in a different moral league, because the behaviours he exhibits would otherwise be reprehensible in terms of everyday morality.  In addition to his behaviour towards Sarah, Hagar, Ishmael and Isaac, Abraham also deceives the Pharoah of Egypt and even sells his wife.  He does these things with impunity seemingly because God is always protecting him. [7:  B Moyers.  Genesis:  A living Conversation. (New York:  Doubleday, 1996) p157] 

Blenkinsopp admits however, that there is little evidence for the religious practices of that time within the household, as written evidences prescribe correct observance and worship of God, and condemn anyone who does not comply.  However, he notes that archaeology has helped a little in terms of providing evidence for household gods and ancestral worship[footnoteRef:8]. This then paints a picture of a family-centric existence for a real Abraham, and makes Abraham’s metaethical behaviour, especially towards his own family members; seem very strange and at odds with the imagined normal behaviours of the head of a family.  [8:  J Blenkinsopp. ‘The Household in Ancient Israel and Early Judaism’ in The Blackwell companion to the Hebrew Bible ed. Perdue L. (Oxford:  Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 2001) p181
] 

Interestingly, despite casting out Hagar and Ishmael, Abraham is regarded as a prophet by the Muslim people and mentioned with reference in the Quran for his obedience to God.  "Who can be better in religion than one who submits his whole self to Allah, does good, and follows the way of Abraham the true in Faith? For Allah did take Abraham for a friend"[footnoteRef:9] Again, the idea of the metaethical Abraham persists here, with Abraham’s loyalty to God seeming to override the ethical issues displayed.    					 [9:  Quran 4:125] 

Turning, to the reception of Abraham, this essay will focus on England, and two examples of imagery.  Firstly the “Story of Abraham” tapestry, which is part of the Royal collection, was commissioned by King Henry VIII, and then used at the coronations of English monarchs for many years. This essay will consider that tapestry to be an example of how the story of Abraham was shown to the richest and most powerful people in the country. Secondly, the following will contain an analysis of stained glass windows in a selected group of English churches.  The presumption is that these images were intended for those, whose only interaction with the Bible might have been through the words of their Priest, and the images they saw in their church windows.  
At the other end of the social scale in England, we find ‘The Story of Abraham’ which is a set of ten Brussels tapestries depicting stories from the life of the biblical prophet Abraham. They were completed by Pieter Coecke van Aelst around 1537,    One set was delivered to Henry VIII of England in 1543, and was apparently kept in Hampton Court Palace.  Queen Elizabeth I and later monarchs are then said to have displayed this tapestry at their coronations. 
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The Illustration above is one of the ten tapestries, showing the purchase of the field of Ephron the Hittite as a burial place for his wife; Sarah[footnoteRef:10].  In the background of the image, one can see Abraham’s people walking in lines, emphasising the transitory nature of their existence at the time.   [10:  Genesis:  23 v14-17.] 

[image: BBC Arts - Sacrifice of Isaac - BBC Arts - The Story of Abraham ...]
The above image[footnoteRef:11], is perhaps the most familiar for the reception of Abraham, being the sacrifice of Isaac.  In this image we can see Isaac carrying the wood for the sacrifice, the servants waiting close by, the image of Abraham laying Isaac onto the alter with the angel approaching to stop Abraham from striking the blow.  The image is about total trust in God, and total obedience to God, something that would have been important for an English King to portray, particularly at the time of the Reformation.  As the chosen one of God, Abraham had a particular legitimacy, and so use of his image was important for the English Kings and Queens to validate their own divine right to rule through God.  [11:  Genesis: 22] 

Finally, turning away from England, and looking towards Hebron in Palestine, it is interesting to note the enduring importance and affection that the story of Abraham engenders.  There is still a tree, named the Oak of Mamre (or Oak of Abraham), that has been recognised; albeit in slightly differing localities, for at least two thousand years, as the tree under which Abraham sat:  “So Abram moved his tent, and came and settled by the oaks of Mamre, which are at Hebron; and there he built an alter to the Lord.”[footnoteRef:12]   [12:  Genesis: 13.18] 

The area has been visited by Herod the Great, Josephus, the Emperor Constantine, early Church historians, and Christian pilgrims, and although the tree died, at least once, sprigs have been grafted on, to give it ongoing life.    This shows the importance both to the local people, to Christians and to Jews, of the story of Abraham, and how desperate the people in Mamre remain to keep their presumed link with the much-loved stories of their past. 
In conclusion, scholarly consensus presents that both Abraham and the other Patriarchs were unlikely to be real people, but rather that they were characters created to perform their designated actions in line with their respective roles in the Sagas within Genesis, to teach the later readers lessons of faith.  This may be why Abraham seems such a very difficult character to understand.  He is suggested to be both in a different moral league because he was chosen by God, but also that he is metaethical in terms of the morally bad actions he takes; such as leaving his original family, selling his wife to save his own life, turning out his biological son, and finally being fully prepared to kill his other son Isaac to appease God.  And yet, none of the other “players” within the Saga seek to reprimand his behaviours, and God both protects him and rewards him for his actions.  
Historians believe that it is possible that the family lifestyle found within the story of Abraham could have been a reality, in a semi nomadic population, but that historical evidence from the period is very poor.
Abraham is lauded within the Quran, rewarded by God in the Bible, eulogised in Stained Glass throughout England’s churches, and represented as the God’s chosen representative, to validate the claims of English monarchs at coronation.  But further than that, Abraham seems somehow to be genuinely loved, with even a broken down, sick, ancient tree being preserved at all costs, as Abraham is thought to have once sat under the tree.
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