HPRS7015		Lee Jackson 2216510		Assignment 2

Assessment Two (Patriarch Focus)

3000 words essay on the characteristics and reception of Abraham. 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 culture (this may include taking a gendered perspective, reviewing paintings, looking at poems, analysing films, etc).

Introduction 
This essay will examine the characteristics and selected reception of the Patriarch Abraham and will engage with primary and secondary sources. It will also evaluate and critique other selected material relating to the characterisation and reception of all three Patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob) in culture from ancient times to the present day. 

Abraham was a Patriarch. This means he was a father to his people, later known as the Israelites. His appearance as a living character within the Bible is limited to Genesis 11:27 (he first appears under his original name Abram), where his lineage (male only) is given, until Genesis 25:8, where he breathes his last.  He is the first of three Patriarchs – Abraham himself, followed by his son Isaac and Isaac’s son Jacob. These three male figures are hugely significant in the wider story of the Bible´s narrative and are later remembered and invoked, in the words of Domoney-Lyttle (2019) ´to reinforce patriarchal ideologies concerning covenantal themes of land ownership and patrilineal descent, mostly through the concept of Abraham as the father to his people´[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Domoney-Lyttle 2019] 


Abraham in Genesis
The picture of Abraham which emerges in the Genesis narrative is rather complex and ambivalent - a righteous man, committed to God, willing to sacrifice his only son to the Lord (the Genesis 22 Aqedah episode). A man of peace who can turn his hand to battle when needed (as shown by his marshalling of armies to rescue his cousin Lot and his family (Gen 14:13-24)). He is compassionate (he advocates to God for Him to spare the populations of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 18:16-33)) and hospitable to guests (he welcomes three angels into his camp (Gen 18:1-8)). He is a kingly figure, treated as a peer among regional kings (Gen 14:13-24). Conversely, Abraham is presented as morally ambiguous, as someone who lies to save himself (the two incidents where he pretends that his wife/half-sister Sarai/Sarah is only his sister (Gen 12:10-20, 20:1-16)). Abraham is thus characterised as a strong and spiritual man and a powerful leader, but nonetheless a mere human with the weaknesses that entails. Abraham was an elderly man, with Sarai/Sarah, an elderly wife. They have no land or children, yet through God´s power, they will become a great nation[footnoteRef:2].   [2:  Baden 2013 p.13] 


The essential narrative of Abraham as related in Genesis involves themes of promise, land and prosperity. Abraham, when an old man, is called by God to leave his father´s house and move to and settle the land of Canaan. This land God promises to Abraham and his descendants. The promise is then passed to the next Patriarch, Isaac, Abraham´s son by his wife Sarah. Meanwhile, Ishmael, Isaac´s half-brother, is also told he will found a great nation. In time, Abraham buys a tomb at Hebron (the Cave of the Patriarchs) for his family, an event which announces his claim to the land of Canaan. Isaac, who at one stage as a young man is offered by Abraham as a sacrifice to God, marries a woman from his own clan, thus preventing any Canaanites from inheriting the land. Sarah later dies and Abraham marries Keturah, with whom he has six sons. Following his death, Abraham is buried next to Sarah, with Isaac inheriting Abraham´s ´goods´, while the other sons inherit only ´gifts´[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Genesis 11:27-25:8] 


For Baden (2013), God´s promise of land and progeny to Abraham and his descendants to make of them a great nation, to bless them and make their name great (Gen 12:2) is central[footnoteRef:4]. It is interesting that in Gen 12:1, Abraham is instructed by God to leave his specific homeland, the physical location of birth, rather than only his tribe/kin. The promises of God are continually mentioned and remembered in Genesis and the rest of the Hebrew Bible and are used to reiterate ideas of patriarchy regarding patrilineal descent and land ownership, via the idea of Abraham as father of his people. This idea could almost be a de facto ´kingly´ concept. This is further reinforced in Genesis 14:13-24, during the otherwise strange episode where Abraham´s nephew Lot is kidnapped by a coalition of kings of various states during a complex military campaign. Here, as Baden (2013) indicates, Abraham is portrayed as a Bedouin chieftain/war leader, able to marshall hundreds of trained troops against this coalition of forces. Abraham is introduced in the chapter curiously as ´Abram the Hebrew, who was living by the oaks´ (Gen 14:13), almost as if the chapter is a narrative fragment redacted from a separate work from the surrounding framework of Genesis. Abraham (or Abram) defeats the enemy and manages to rescue Lot and all his goods and women (prioritised in that order). The next section is even more interesting, as it features the king of Sodom and King Melchizedek of Salem, the latter of whom is somehow a priest of the Most High God. Melchizedek (whose name means ´My King is Righteousness) brings out bread and wine and blesses Abraham and reaffirms that Abraham is blessed by the Most High God, who has delivered his (Abraham´s) enemies into his hand. This episode has been interpreted by some Christians as an antecedent to the eucharist[footnoteRef:5]. Next, the King of Sodom appears to offer to pay tribute to Abraham, who magnanimously refuses, accepting only a share of the goods owed to his men. Here, Abraham is portrayed, if not as a king (and a senior king at that), but at least as a peer of kings. This is a far cry from the stateless wanderer of earlier chapters of Genesis. Abraham´s stock with God appears to be high around this time as in Genesis 15:2, shortly after the promise is first given, Abraham asks God, ´O Lord God, what will you give me?´. A brave statement indeed for Abraham to make so early in his relationship with God.  [4:  Baden 2013 p.7]  [5:  Britannica 2023] 


The promise of land aside, in Genesis 18:10, Abraham and Sarah are promised a son, though the complete promise is not referred to at that point. They must have a son in order for the promise of progeny/land to be fulfilled. That son, Isaac, is often portrayed as passive, with his major appearances being as a potential sacrifice to God in the Aqedah narrative (Gen 22) and later being tricked by his own son Jacob into believing that Jacob is another son, Esau.

According to Baden (2013), in the broader context of the Pentateuch, as played out in the stories of the Patriarchs in Genesis and beyond, the overall narrative revolves around God´s promise to Abraham. In a very important aspect, the promise is the Pentateuch´s central character. It is also the theological foundation of the entire Pentateuch. While certain episodes examine other theological aspects – theodicy (Gen 18), fearing/trusting God (Gen 22), divine providence in the story of Jacob´s son Joseph (Gen 37-50) – it is the promise which encompasses the entirety of the patriarchal narrative and is referred to repeatedly in so many contexts. Also, after the Patriarchs have all passed away by the latter four Pentateuch books, it is the promise narrative which is the golden thread throughout. It is frequently invoked during the Exodus and wilderness narratives and, as other theological themes weave their way through, the central theological concept remains the promise[footnoteRef:6].  [6:  Baden 2013 p.13] 

                                                                                                                                                                                                             
From an historical and literary critical viewpoint, after several decades of historical, archaeological and literary enquiry, the whole patriarchal era and narrative is generally considered by scholars to be a literary construct created in later times, specifically c.500 BCE. This period marked the end of the Babylonian Captivity, which led to tensions regarding national identity between returning Jewish exiles and natives of Judah who had remained in the land during the exile[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  Ska 2006, McNutt 1999 pp.41-42] 


Abraham in the New Testament
Beyond the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible, Abraham also casts a shadow over the New Testament. For example, the Gospel of Matthew begins with Jesus being referred to as ´son of David´ and ´son of Abraham´ (Mt. 1:1). As Jipp (2019) states, this helps to validate Jesus´ position if he is considered part of the ´royal´ line of David, which sprang from the ´seed´ of Abraham. Indeed, Jipp mentions that ´Matthew is presenting Jesus Christ as the goal of God’s election of Israel´ and perhaps the culmination of the promise story which began with Abraham[footnoteRef:8]. The author of Matthew has Jesus make direct and indirect reference to Abraham. When Jesus encounters a Roman centurion (Mt. 8:5-13), Jesus states that ´many will come … and will recline with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, but the sons of the kingdom will be cast out into the outer darkness where there is weeping and the gnashing of teeth´. Here, Jesus seems to suggest that the line of Abraham can be extended to embrace even non-Jews if they have the requisite righteousness (Gen 12:1-4; 15:1-6; et al.). This episode acts as an example of Jesus´ reception of Abraham according to Matthew. [8:  Jipp 2019 p.] 


Williams (2015) notes a particular reference by Jesus to Abraham in John 8:39, where He appeals to the Jewish leaders to do ´the works of Abraham´. She considers it a ´mnemonic signal´ for a spectrum of actions and qualities for which Abraham is revered in late Second Temple Judaism, such as opposition to idolatry, his righteousness, hospitality and obedience to God[footnoteRef:9]. This and the episode from Matthew above illustrate how the Patriarchs in the Gospels act as comparative figures serving to underline features of Jesus´ divine identity.  [9:  Williams 2015 p.202] 


The apostle Paul also has a perspective on Abraham, discernible in Romans 4 and Galatians 3. Tilling (2019) notes that Paul´s exegetical arguments concerning Abraham are part of a pastoral dialogue between him and rival Christian missionaries. Paul is writing from his own perspective of God´s divine work through Jesus[footnoteRef:10]. Furthermore, for Tilling, the book of Hebrews utilises Abraham in Christological discourse relating to the continuity of a ´high priesthood of Christ´ going back to Abraham[footnoteRef:11].  [10:  Tilling 2019 p.149]  [11:  Tilling 2019 p.147] 


Interfaith Perspectives
From an interfaith perspective, Abraham has important roles to play in the traditions of both Judaism and Islam. In Judaism, the Mishnah, the collection of oral teachings of the Torah down the ages, has much to say about Abraham. Safren (2012) writes that since at least the Second Temple period, Abraham was regarded by Jews as a paragon of virtue. It describes him as having passed ten tests to prove his loyalty and righteousness to God. These tests showed how very suitable Abraham was to be chosen as the father of the Israelite nation and fit to receive the promise from God of the Promised Land and all that followed from that[footnoteRef:12]. For example, the events of Genesis 18, where Abraham plays excellent host to three ´men´ (actually angels) who announce that Sarah will give birth to a son, has been praised by Rabbinical commentators through the ages. This is shown in marked contrast to Abraham´s cousin Lot´s hospitality towards two angels in Genesis 19, which has been less positively received by Jewish commentators. This reflects Jewish tradition´s general view of Lot as inferior to Abraham[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Safren (2012) p.157]  [13:  Safren (2012) pp.161-162] 


A further extra-biblical work concerning Abraham is The Apocalypse of Abraham. This is a pseudepigraphic work (meaning a text which has an uncertain authorship, while possessing a claimed author). It is derived from much older Hebrew Bible narratives and traditions and was composed between 70-150 CE. It is a work of Jewish apocalyptic literature and is not considered to be true scripture by Jews or Christians. The Apocalypse of Abraham survives only in a Slavonic form and is divided into three distinct parts[footnoteRef:14]. The first part is a Midrash-inspired narrative concerning Abraham´s conversion from idolatry/polytheism to monotheism, and portrays Abraham as a thoughtful, proactive figure who becomes convinced that idol worship is wrong, and who remonstrates with his father Terah about this. However, Abraham is soon instructed to leave his father´s house by divine forces, which destroy the house. The second part expands on Genesis 15:8-17, where Abraham makes a sacrifice on a high mountain. The third part is an apocalyptic vision of the End Times given to Abraham by the angel Jaoel regarding the future of his people following his ascent into heaven. As is typical in apocalyptic narratives, the narrator/observer (in this case Abraham) is a passive figure, whose role it is to observe the visions and ask occasional questions. Interestingly, The Apocalypse of Abraham was much later discovered by the Church of Latter Day Saints, who have found parallels between the work and their founder´s Visions of Moses account[footnoteRef:15]. [14:  Box 1919 Introduction P.1]  [15:  Bradshaw/Larsen/Whitlock 2020 p.1] 


All three Patriarchs are also recognised as prophets in Islam. Isaac is deeply venerated by Muslims (he is mentioned in the Quran in fifteen different passages). Islam, however, reinterprets the role of Isaac´s younger brother Ishmael in one central episode – the Aqedah, or Binding of Isaac. In the Quran (Surah 37:102-103), as deClaissé-Walford (2019) illuminates, it is actually Ishmael, not Isaac, whom Abraham must offer in sacrifice to God[footnoteRef:16]. This claim has led to centuries of debate between Muslims, Jews and Christians as to which brother was the ´correct´ one whom God selected for the Aqedah episode. That aside, the Quran´s interpretation of the Aqedah is an interesting example of how even central details of the story of the Patriarchs can be changed, even quite late on in history, during the rise of Islam, in the seventh-eighth centuries CE. [16:  deClaissé-Walford 2019] 


A further radical Islamic reception of the Patriarchs occurred during the twentieth century, this time involving Jacob. The Nation of Islam (NOI), an American political/religious organisation founded in 1930, claimed that Yakub, a figure whom the NOI equated with the Patriarch Jacob, was a black scientist who, 6,600 years ago, created the white race as part of a selective breeding programme. This story first appeared in the writings of the NOI´s founder Wallace Fard Muhammed in his pamphlet Lost Found Moslem Lesson No. 2[footnoteRef:17]. Such appropriations of the Patriarchs for modern political/religious agendas show the symbolic power still present within the meaning of the Patriarchs and that they remain potentially potent figures in modern cultural discourse. [17:  Lee 1996 p.28] 


The Reception of the Patriarchs in Western Culture 
The Abraham narratives in Genesis have also been adapted into an Anglo Saxon poem, Genesis, dating from the eighth century CE. There, Abraham is presented as a pious father figure and a great military leader[footnoteRef:18]. Elsewhere, the Aqedah (Binding of Isaac) narrative has been received very widely in Western culture over the centuries. For example, the story was incorporated into the genre of the medieval mystery play and was very popular, including in the fourteenth-fifteenth century Broome and Chester Mystery Plays[footnoteRef:19].  The genre of mystery play was an important one in the generally illiterate society of medieval England, where alongside in-church Bible readings, dramatic and visual presentations of biblical narratives like the mystery plays acted as the primary means of biblical transmission and reception. In the Chester play, Abraham appears stoically to accept that his son must be sacrificed, saying, ´Godis bydding will I not forsake, but I obedyent bee´. Meanwhile, Isaac appears submissive, saying ´Father, I am all readye to do your bydding mekelie´[footnoteRef:20]. Interestingly, in another version of the text, the so-called Broome play, Isaac´s words of submission distress his father[footnoteRef:21]. Severs (1945) notes that the Chester text appears so basic and repetitive that it may be corrupt, while the Broome version flows better with greater psychological insight into the characters and the situation. Severs goes on to conclude that the Chester play contains corrupted sections from the Broome text. That said, it may also be that Severs is applying twentieth century qualitative expectations and values onto medieval materials. Interestingly, Severs´ methods of textual criticism seem to echo those used in modern literary criticism of the literary processes that created the mosaic of redacted texts that make up the book of Genesis and the wider Pentateuch. [18:  Frantzen 2001]  [19:  Severs 1945 p. 137]  [20:  Severs 1945 p. 140]  [21:  Severs 1945 p. 144] 


A direct development from the Chester mystery play version of the Aqedah narrative is Canticle II: Abraham and Isaac (1952)[footnoteRef:22], a musical composition by Benjamin Britten (1913-1976). Canticle II is a setting of the Chester mystery play of Abraham and Isaac and was designed to be a fundraiser for the English Opera Group. The style of the piece is like a mini-opera with dramatic music and song, running for approximately seventeen minutes. The range of interest from different artistic and cultural groups over time is testament to the continuing importance of the Aqedah narrative and its adaptability/malleability for transformation into different forms and audiences through history.  [22:  Oxford Lieder 2023] 


One of the more esoteric modern examples of the reception of the Patriarchs and Isaac in particular relates to the Aqedah narrative and the video game The Binding of Isaac[footnoteRef:23]. Originally released in 2011 for Microsoft Windows, the game is very loosely inspired by the Aqedah narrative, in which Isaac´s mother is sent a message from God demanding she sacrifice the life of her son Isaac as proof of her faith. Isaac, in fear of his life, runs away into the monster-infested basement of the family home, where he must fight and defeat various monsters and ´bosses´ and eventually, even his mother, in order to survive, while collecting items along the way in typical video game style. The game is an interesting example of how a biblical narrative, while redacted and distorted almost out of recognition, has survived and entered the modern world of video gaming. It is also interesting that the person whom God contacts in the game is not Abraham, who does not even appear to feature in the game, but the unnamed mother of Isaac. The Binding of Isaac was generally favourably received by game-players and was nominated for the Best Independent Game category of 2011 in Spike Video Game Awards. [23:  The Binding of Isaac 2011] 


Conclusion
Comment broadly on the elasticity and adaptability of the story of Abraham and the multiplicity of ways in which it has permeated world culture over the centuries, from English mystery plays, to high art opera, to mainstream video games.


In Genesis, Abraham is portrayed as a multi-faceted character: as a father, husband, a pious man of God, a man capable of lying and of leading armies into battle, who is respected as an equal among kings. Having also evaluated the above extra-biblical sources, it appears that Abraham as a character is often presented in a less sophisticated and nuanced way than he is in Genesis. He more often appears in only one aspect – for example, Abraham as a pious, passive man of God. This may be because of a desire by the authors of the sources to present him as a role model to their audiences in line with their own agendas. This arguably does a disservice to the complex, ambivalent Abraham presented in Genesis. Meanwhile, an evaluation of all three Patriarchs reception in culture shows a multitude of perspectives, from logical extensions of their biblical personas, as in the mediaeval mystery plays and Britten´s Canticle, to whole new lives as characters in radical black Islamic polemics and popular video games.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The above evidence serves to underline the continuing cultural power of the three Patriarchs and perhaps more broadly illustrates the ongoing debate in world culture over the meaning and ´ownership´ of the Bible and its contents even now, thousands of years after the original stories were first circulated.
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