THEME 3:
CREATION OF A LIFE-BEARING PEOPLE

(CYCLE OF ABRAHAM)
TEXT: Genesis 11:27 ‑ 25:10
INTRODUCTION
The final Redactor of the Pentateuch arranged the material of Genesis that had come down to him into ten great chapters or "histories." The "history of Abraham" begins, properly, at Gen 11:27 and ends at Gen 25:19. Both of these verses begin with "These are the generations of..." The central personage in the block between these verses is Abram/Abraham, although it also includes other personages, such as Lot, Ishmael, Isaac, et.al. Although we have referred to the "history of Abraham," it would be better to speak of the "Abraham Cycle," since what we are dealing with is an ensemble of traditions of different provenance, drafted at different dates and with different original aims, all of them turning in some way around the figure of Abraham.

This leaves us, then, with the text as we have it. It is a text worked over for many generations. Around the 5th cent. it took its present form. The hand or hands that shaped this text were experts. Behind the present form lies an age‑old process. Authors or schools of different epochs reflected on the figure of the Patriarch. We will have to keep discovering the face of Abraham in the different historical moments of Israel. This will lead to a greater understanding of the biblical text. If we want to go still further than this, we must inquire into the historical framework in which we can situate the "historical" figure of the Patriarch.

Hence, we will trace back from the text to the traditions, whence we will go on to history, and from history, we will go back again to the text.

1. LITERARY LEVEL: READING OF THE PRESENT TEXT
Since it would be impossible for us to analyze the material of these chapters in detail, I will now offer a sketch of the structure that they reveal. Next, I will give the meaning of the most frequently occurring words. And thus I situate myself in the precise point that allows me to ask about previous traditions.

1.1. Structure of Genesis 11:27 ‑ 25:10
I said that the author arranged his materials in an intelligent way. To do so he incorporated them into a structure featuring concentric parallelism, so that they now look as follows:

PRESENTATION OF ABRAM + SARAI (11:27‑31)

a) Calling of Abram (12:1‑9)

b) Abram and Pharaoh (12:10‑20)

c) Abram and Lot (13:1‑13)

d) Abram in Mamre (13:14‑18)

e) The Four Kings (14:1‑24)

f) Yahweh's Covenant with Abram (15:1‑21)

g) Ishmael (16:1‑16)

h) Yahweh's Covenant with 









Abraham (17:1‑27)

h') Visitation and Promise 










(18:1‑15)

g') Abraham's Intercession(18:16‑33)

f') Sodom and Gomorrah (19:1‑38)

e') Abraham and Sarah in Gerar (20:1‑18)

d') Birth of Isaac (21:1‑8)

c') Hagar and Ishmael (21:9‑21)

b' Abraham and Abimelech at Beersheba (21:22‑34)

a') Testing of Abraham (22:1‑24)

DEATH OF SARAH + ABRAHAM (23:1‑20 + 25:1‑10)

I will omit the justification of the structure I presented, based on lexicography. However I will now offer a brief run‑through of its contents, with a view to orienting the reader of the text.

The calling of Abram (a) is put to the test (a'). Abram deceives Pharaoh (b); Abimelech asks Abraham swear that he will not deceive him (b').  That is to say, Abram, against his calling, brought a curse on Pharaoh; Abimelech begs Abraham to be a bringer of blessing. Lot separates from Abram (c); Sarah asks Abraham to expel Hagar and Ishmael (c'). Abram, after Lot separates from him, receives the promise of a numerous offspring (d); this offspring comes to him with the birth of Isaac (d'). After the battle of the kings and the intervention of Abram, the King of Sodom offers riches to Abram, who rejects them (e); Abimelech, though deceived, heaps Sarah with riches (e'). Abram's covenant with Yahweh takes place after sunset, while God ‑‑symbolized by a smoking brazier and a flaming torch‑‑ passes between the slain animal parts (f); Sodom is destroyed before sunrise, while God ‑‑symbolized by sulphurous flames whose intense heat causes a dense smoke‑‑ destroys the sinful city (f'). The conception and birth of Ishmael is a response to the affliction of Hagar and, ultimately, of Abram, who is already old and without offspring (g); the intercessory haggling of Abraham with God on behalf of the possible innocents who live among sinners, arises from the affliction that is about to befall Sodom; if any of its inhabitants are saved, it is because all the the nations of the earth will find blessing in him (g'). In the framework of a theophany, the Lord establishes his covenant with Abram‑now‑Abraham and his offspring by Sarai‑now‑Sarah (h); the promise and the theophany are reiterated in what follows, with a greater role being allotted to Sarah (h').

This concentric‑parallel construction is distinctive in that it develops the content of the first part (a) in the second (a'), at the same time drawing the reader's attention to the center (h ‑ h'). God's covenant with Abraham (h) and the theophany and promise (h') constitute the center in which both the author and reader are interested. We shall speak of both themes in due time.

1.2. Terms most frequently used
Our reading of the text thus far has been linear but complete. Yet there are other possibilities. We can, for example, follow the dominant terminology and, by means of it, read the text vertically. Hence I would call the reader's attention to the following terms: bless/blessing, offspring/descendant(s), land/earth, covenant, righteousness and right.

a) Bless/blessing (barak, berakah):  Throughout the Abraham Cycle, the verb is used 11 times and the noun once. The basic meaning of the root (barak) refers to "saving power" or "salvific strength." Hence, blessing has to do with the abundance of goods, and above all with the choicest of goods, namely, children (cf. Ps 128:4‑5). Thus blessing is understandably related with berek  (= "knee" or "lap") hence, derivatively, the maternal womb.

b) Offspring/descendants(s) (zera):  This noun is used frequently (24 times in all) throughout this cycle, often not in its proper and primary meaning of "seed," but in the metaphorical sense of "offspring" (plural) or even of "an offspring" (singular). Patrimonial goods, and concretely the earth or the land, must be handed down to the descendant‑heir, and cannot be inherited by someone outside the family line.

c) Land/earth (eretz):  This is the word repeated most often throughout the cycle (53 times in all). It can can have a neutral, positive or negative meaning. That is to say, it can be good/holy, bad, or unqualified (neither good nor bad), depending on the relationship that God has with it. The place in which God shows Himself, for example, is sacred and the land is blessed by the presence of God in it. This is the "good" land to which Abram travels and which his offspring will receive as an inheritance. The earth, in a universal sense, is somewhat cursed (bad), because it remained affected by the primal curse in the story of Genesis (Gen 3:17). Now this earth, too, may be reached by the blessing bestowed on Abram, which will go out to all the earth (Gen 12:3ff). The fatherland from which Abram sets out and to which his slave is sent to seek a wife for Isaac, is neither good nor bad, but neutral. For the writer, the land par excellence is the land blessed by the presence of God and given by God to Abram and his offspring.

d) Covenant (berith):  This word is repeated seventeen times. Perhaps it best etymological meaning would be "bond." Thus it would allude to the bond established between the two parties of the covenant or alliance, e.g., between God and Abram, God and the People, Abraham and Abimelech. A covenant could be bilateral or unilateral, depending on whether both or only one of the parties did or did not contract mutual obligations. A unilateral covenant is more of a promise or an oath, whereas a covenant properly speaking should be reserved for what I have called a bilateral covenant. The terminology varies in keeping with these basic meanings. For example, the expression "karath berith"  (= "to cut a covenant") refers to a rite in which some animals are cut up with the dismembered parts facing each other while the contracting parties walk between them. This last‑mentioned action is symbolic in scope. It is as if to say: 'may God or the tutelary gods of the pact cut me up like these animals if I don't keep the duties I have assumed.' This would be a truly bilateral covenant. It should be noted, however, that in Genesis 15, only God passes between the cut‑up animals, while Abram is sunk in a deep and trance‑like sleep, similar to the one of Adam in Gen 2:21. Other expressions, such as "establish My covenant" (Gen 17:2), "this is My covenant" (17:4) and "maintain My covenant", etc., speak of the covenant as a divine gift, which is hence an everlasting covenant (17:7b).

e) Righteousness or justice (tsedaqah) and righteous or just (tsaddiq):  Although each of these words appears only twice (cf. Gen 15:6 and 18:19, 25), both are highly important. Structurally they are found in the center of the composition: when God solemnly confirms the promise. Both allude to the mission proper of the king. The king and his offspring, his heir, must assure the people of a future without problems. The "house of David" ‑‑the dynasty of Judah‑‑ thus inherits the patriarchal responsibilities.

In a word, the covenant (oath) of God with Abraham rests on the gift of a land ‑‑a source of blessing and of life‑‑ whose inhabitants will live in prosperity and peace, if the offspring (singular) of Abraham guarantees justice and righteousness to the children of the people, the offspring (collective) of Abraham, and even to all peoples on earth.

1.3. An Ensemble of Sagas
The text, as we have it, allows us to go back in time in search of its ancient traditions. In effect, not a few of the passages in our cycle are tied to a place, a human group or a person. These passages share an etiological interest (from Gk aitía, meaning cause ). Consider, foe example, the story of Sodom (Gen 19:1‑29), the origins of Moab and Ammon as the offspring of the incestuous union of Lot with two of his daughters (19:30‑38), the name‑change of Abram to Abraham, of Sarai to Sara (17:5,16). These are but a few examples, of which we could give many more. What is the origin of certain personal and place names? Why was a city southeast of the Dead Sea (19:17‑26) called Zoar (= Little)? How explain the name of the well that lies between Kadesh and Bered (16:13‑14)? Or the name of Beersheba (21:22‑34)? Or the names of Isaac (21:6‑7) and Ishmael (16:11)? And so on.

Although these sagas are aimed at explaining a name whose history is no longer known and hence seems to cry out for an explanation, this in itself is an indication that the present redaction of the text draws on an ancient oral ‑‑and perhaps partly written‑‑ pool of ancient traditions, together with other independent oral and written drafts. These drafts are of interest to us in the measure that they offer us different "faces" of Abraham.

2. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL. THE ABRAHAM OF THE TRADITION(S)
Although certain polemics have been raised about the documentary hypothesis advanced by Wellhausen at the beginning of this century, we still hold to it in modified form since, despite some obscure points, it is still the most helpful in explaining several of the difficulties in the biblical text. Moments of deep change:  the Hebrew People's adoption of a settled way of life and the transition to kingship.  Also moments of great international crisis and upheaval:  the schism between the North and South that led to the two Kingdoms, and culminated in the fall of Samaria to Assyria; then the decline of Assyria and the meteoric rise of Babylon, which precipitated the fall of Jerusalem and the Babylonian Exile, as well as to the sad situation of the exiles; then the new international order imposed by the power of Persia, allowing the exiles to return to their land and to rebuild the temple and the people. All of these events provided adequate reasons for turning again and again to ancient traditions in search of a national identity that had been threatened or lost.

In keeping with this, we can distinguish four great stages in the redaction of Gen 11:27 ‑ 25:10.

‑ In the Court of Solomon (or on its margin), a redactor of genius whom we refer to conventionally as "J" or the Yahwist, gathered together the ancient traditions that formed the true prehistory of the Davidic kingdom. In them, Abraham appears as the ancestor of David.

‑ After the split between the North and the South, perhaps in the reign of Jeroboam II, a new redactor whom we call "E" or the Elohist, drafted a history of the people of God based on the traditions of the North. Abraham is the true father of the people.

‑ The fall of the Northern Kingdom (721) forced many Israelites to flee to the South. They brought with them their traditions (with "E" among them), which were at length fused with "J." This gave rise to the J‑E redaction, which displays a powerful theological vision. This took place, perhaps, in the time of Hezekiah.

‑ The Jerusalem priesthood did not feel very comfortable with the theological reading of JE, which overplayed the role of the king, but underplayed the priesthood and priestly institutions. The gathering of more ancient traditions led to the formation of the Priestly document ("P"), which doubtless went through many re‑readings, from the 8th century until after the Exile.

‑ Finally, the leaders of the Postexilic period (priests and sages) made the final redaction, which is basically the one we have in our Bibles. Let us now focus our attention on Abraham, as he is reflected in these different traditions.

2.1. Abraham, the Ancestor of David (J)
The text is made up of the following material: Gen 11:27‑32; 12:1,4,6‑8; 13:2,5,7‑12,14‑15,18; 15:1,6,8‑12,17‑18; 16:1‑2.4a,5‑6a,7,11‑15; 18:1‑2,4‑5,7,9,10b,16,22; 19:1‑6,8‑13a,15‑17,23a,24a,20,30b; 21:2b,3,7‑8,10‑11; 25:1,5‑9a,11,18. Although this is a somewhat speculative reconstruction, it can serve as a useful tool for understanding the 10th‑century understanding of the figure of the great Patriarch.

Abram, after passing through various shrines of the Northern Kingdom, makes his definitive residence in Mamre which, as a gloss adds (13:18) is near Hebron. Here occur the episodes of the oath (13:18) and of the visit of the three mysterious guests on their way to Sodom (Gen 18). The city of Hebron was later conquered by Caleb (Jos 15:13‑19; Jgs 1:20). In David's time it was the center of Judah. In this connection, it is explained how the Bethlehemite David is related to the Calebite Abigail (1 Sm 25), pacified the Negeb (1 Sm 30:26‑31) and was proclaimed king in Hebron (2 Sm 2:1‑4). He reigned in Hebron for seven and a half years (2 Sm 5:3). Here were born the first seven of his sons, among them Absalom and Adonijah (2 Sm 3:2‑5). Absalom went to Hebron in order to have himself proclaimed king (2 Sm 15:7‑10). The "offspring" of David, his successors ‑‑the sons born in Hebron‑‑ gladly have recourse to the traditions concerning Abraham, which were kept at the shrine of Mamre.

The promise, first formulated in Shechem (Gn 12:6) ‑‑a city sacred to the memory of Israel, the Patriarch of the North‑‑ and reformulated in Bethel (15:18) ‑‑where the Jacob traditions were rooted‑‑ is a call to the Northern Tribes to recognize that God had fulfilled His promise in David and in his offspring.

The question formulated about the offspring of David is: Who is the true offspring of David: Adonijah, born in Hebron, or Solomon? The confrontations between Hagar and Sarah and between Ishmael and Isaac are doubtless confrontations between the "legitimists" (partisans of Adonijah) and the supporters of Solomon. An attentive reading of 2 Kgs 1‑2 allows us to say with Langlament: "Solomon on the throne was the triumph of David the adulterer and murderer... All Israel had to know it... In the perspective of the narrator, the party of Adonijah was the 'legitimist' party, the party of the old companions of David. Was it not, historically, the party of malcontents?"

If the conduct of Sarah was odious ‑‑and Abraham disapproved of it‑‑ then the conduct of Bathsheba, Solomon's mother, was perverse. The sons of Abraham shared in the Patriarch's goods (Gen 25:5‑6). Is there not a justification of the rights of Adonijah, born in Hebron, as opposed to those of Solomon, born in Jerusalem of an adulterous union? Jerusalem is not even mentioned among the shrines of the North or the South. Is this not an implicit disapproval of the new worship in Jerusalem, a city without an Israelite past?

I have been doing a between‑the‑lines reading of the text. I believe that this is a legitimate procedure, if we take 2 Kgs 1‑2 into account as a backdrop.  Even if we did not do so, we could hardly fail to see the prevalence of the comparisons between Abraham and David. Indeed, the oath God made to Abraham (Gen 15) leads us to the oracle of Nathan to David (2 Sm 7;11b,12b,13,16; cf. Ps 89:4). Moreover, the family relationship between Abraham and Lot, on the one hand, and between Abraham and Ishmael, on the other, allows us to understand the relationship between David and the Transjordanian kings and the tribes of the Southern desert: David's hegemonic claims on both territories are justified. Thus, for David and his dynasty, Abraham explains why they are the lawful heirs to the promise that the God of Israel made to Abraham and his offspring.

As a result of the foregoing, we can discern the face of Abraham as seen in the times of David‑Solomon. The Yahwist has been concerned to highlight certain features of Abraham that best agree with the political‑religious moment and with the figure of David.

Abraham is, above all, the Proto‑Patriarch. His offspring, Isaac and Jacob/Israel remain, so to speak, in the shadows. His passage through the shrines of the North and South, and even his broad‑ranging glance over the country, is a taking possession of the land. This possession, brought about by God's action, must be handed on to his lineage or to one special descendant. Abraham is also the man of nearness to God: called by God, God appears to him in Shechem, speaks to him in Bethel, commits Himself to him by oath in Mamre, is a guest in his house and eats with him. Abraham corresponds with prompt obedience (Gen 12:4) and with faith (15:6). The Davidic dynasty will triumph, so long as it obeys and believes. Abraham is also a man of worship, a builder of altars where God reveals Himself. This legitimizes the building of the temple of Jerusalem, carried out by Solomon. The God who is revealed is the Father who must be glorified ‑‑ which is what Abraham's name means: "the father [God] is lifted up." God acts among human beings in a sovereign, yet very personal, way. He opens the womb and closes it. He grants offspring and is the author of riches; he leads Abraham and also Lot; He loves those who serve Him. This is how the offspring is legitimized: he is not the one who inherits according to human rights or laws, but the one who is chosen according to the divine good pleasure. Kingship and riches are acknowledged as coming from the almsgiving hand of God. Possession of the land is bound up with the divine initiative, so that it cannot be laid claim to by right of conquest, etc. As head of the family, Abraham is the true ancestor of David and of his dynasty. For its part, this dynasty must show its concern for Lot ‑‑the Transjordanian tribes‑‑ and defend Ishmael ‑‑ the clans of the Southern desert. In response to this concern and defense, Abraham's sons piously bury him at Machpelah.

The Yahwist, in a most definite way, has gathered together some of the oldest patriarchal traditions accepted in both the North and the South, and has re‑read them in the new historical context shaped by David‑Solomon. Perhaps it will be of interest to the Christian reader to point out that the Gospel according to Matthew is situated along this same line, since the author begins his work with these words: "A family record of Jesus Christ, son of Abraham" (Mt 1:1).

2.2. Abraham in the traditions of the North (E)
It is impossible to reconstruct a completely sequential text featuring the Northern tradition, because when it was fused with "J" in the South, it was sacrificed in favor of the J tradition. Nevertheless, it is possible to retrieve the following fragments belonging to E:  Gen 15:1a,3‑4; 20:3,5‑7,9‑11a,14; 22:1b,2,6‑13.

We have to place ourselves in the Northern Kingdom during the reign of Jeroboam II (787‑747). In the final years of this king's reign, the voices of Amos and Hosea were heard. Both prophets make the demands of the God of the Fathers ring out before a people subjected to the temptations of Canaanite religion.

The school of E addresses this same audience. The first thing about which it reminds its listeners, is that they are 'the offspring of Abraham" and that they are thus set off from the rest of the nations among whom they live (Gen 15:3‑4). Their status of being a chosen ‑‑"prophetic"‑‑ people (cf. Gen 20:7), gives them the right to live wherever it seems right to them (20:15) and this right should be integrally respected, as regards both families and tribes, although it does not immunize them against the dangers that the Canaanites represent for the faith of the people of God. Israel must live in their midst with tolerance and vigilance. Israel's attitude before God must be characterized by "fear of God" (Gn 15:1, 20:11, 22:12). Was it easy to live together with them while keeping their faith intact?

Abraham's dealings with Abimelech of Gerar is paradigmatic. Genesis 20 underscores the presence of a God‑fearing foreigner, in contrast with the behavior of the Patriarch who fears for his life and does not have the slightest scruple at putting Abimelech in an occasion of sin. The reason that Abraham gives is: "Because I thought, surely there is no fear of God in this place" (20:11). A foreigner, however, shows both obedience to God and great generosity: he gives Abraham permission to settle wherever he pleases. In compensation, Abraham, who behaved so badly in this episode, is something of a "prophet." Syncretism could still be a temptation against the faith of the children of Abraham. Among their foreign fellow‑citizens they can discover some true worshippers of the God El. They must show them tolerance. But at the same time they must be vigilant, lest they sin like their Father Abraham, despite his being a prophet.

The counterpoint to this scene is the one described in Gen 22. Here, the Patriarch does not hesitate to put himself entirely in God's hands, even when the action asked of him seemed to contradict the promise made to him in Gen 15:4: "none but your very own issue shall be your heir." The main thrust of this chapter is not to delegitimize the practice of sacrificing children, but rather to show how Abraham fares when his faith is put to the test. When he states, "God himself will provide the lamb for His burnt offering" (22:8), and when he picks up the knife to slay his son (22:9), the faith of Abraham ‑‑his fear of God‑‑ is demonstrated. It is not a matter of observing a norm (as in Gen 20), but rather of showing that Abraham's obedience to God is unconditional: beyond any norm, where God alone can demand fidelity (cf. Ex 15:25, 16:4, 20:20; Dt 8:2,16).

This is how the children of Abraham are to behave themselves in the midst of the Canaanites. To fear God at all costs and to place themselves in the hands of Him who "foresees" and "provides," although they may have to walk alone (gen 22:6,8,19), is what will distinguish a true follower of Yahweh from a Canaanite. From fear for one's life, one goes on to fear of God. The identity of the people of God, who promises and assures offspring, remains entirely in God's hands. Meanwhile, the true believer hopes confidently in the faithful God.

2.3. Abraham in the combined JE narrative: ancestor of the Messiah‑King
We must place ourselves in the reform of King Hezekiah, when it was hoped that the Assyrian yoke would be broken (cf. 2 Kgs 20:13 ff) and that the survivors of a devastated Israel would be incorporated into the Kingdom of Judah. The Prophet Micah, more than Isaiah, encouraged this reform. This brings us to the last decade of the 8th century.

I am not going to give a breakdown of the text, which ‑‑except for some "P" material‑‑ forms the bulk of the current redaction. However, I refer to 2 Sm 7 and to the messianic oracles of Isaiah (7:4‑9, 11:1‑7), in order to be able to understand the figure of Abraham in this era: It will not be David who builds the temple; rather, God will consolidate the Davidic dynasty. The hope that this may be so, rests on the royal heir ‑‑perhaps Hezekiah (cf. Is 7:18f)‑‑ on whom all messianic hope is focused. As Messiah, he must be adorned by the practice of "justice and faithfulness." We will look at the programmatic text and set forth a few examples that will allow us to catch a glimpse of what the figure of Abraham was like at this time.

2.3.1. Programmatic Text (Gen 12:1‑4)
Blessing is the central theme of this programmatic text: a blessing that comes from God, rests on Abraham and thence spreads out to all the earth. The fivefold blessing of these verses is the reply to the curse that resounds in the first chapters of Genesis (3:14,17; 5:29; 9:25). Abraham's "great name" is based on the blessing, to show that it is a gift of God and not something won by human conquest, such as the builders of the tower of Babel had intended (11:4) and even as the Davidic‑Solomonic dynasty had done (cf. 2 Sm 8:13; 1 Kgs 1:47, 5:11). It is God, in effect, who assures David that He will make him "a name as great as the great ones of the earth." David's descendant, the Messiah, becomes the "place" in which all humanity will be given the blessing which will redeem creation that had been made subject to futility by the sin of man. This conception of the Messiah is proper of Isaiah. Standing against the great empires of the world, the God of Israel ‑‑creator and savior of humankind‑‑ will save human beings and all creation that had been made subject to the sway of sin. This conviction was carried over into the New Testament (cf. Acts 3:25, 4:12; Gal 3:8‑9, etc.).

2.3.2. Two passages on Abraham
Abraham, however, continues to be a part of humanity marked by sin. His weaknesses have repercussions on humankind, as exemplified in his behavior toward Pharaoh (Gen 12:10‑20). Abraham's conduct brought not a blessing, but a curse, on Pharaoh, and the Patriarch himself was expelled from the country. No one benefitted from the sinful behavior of Abraham. Something similar happened with the reigning monarch, Hezekiah, who sought the support of Egypt. This was not just a political solution. Deep down, it involved a religious perversion. Israel rejected its vocation to rely on Yahweh alone, and sought instead the protection of the powerful of this earth. This was true idolatry, which entailed the ruin of the people of God and of all nations, because Israel had not obeyed the Lord.

In contrast, if Abraham ‑‑that is, the monarch‑‑ practices justice and faithfulness, he will be faithful to his vocation of bringing a blessing to all nations on earth (cf. Gen 18:18). An example of this is Abraham's intercession on behalf of the inhabitants of Sodom (18:16‑33). The same can be said of Lot, who benefitted from the blessing (riches) granted to Abraham (13:1‑13), etc.

The face of Abraham is without doubt a sketch of the face of the Messiah: the bearer of blessing for all peoples, called to be a great nation which extends from the Great River to the shore of the sea; moreover, an incarnation of the true Israel, inasmuch as by obeying God, he practices justice and faithfulness. This face shines in anticipation with the light that the Messiah will bring with him, to enlighten the people who walked in darkness.  Luke echoes this tradition in the Magnificat (Lk 1:35) and in the Benedictus (Lk 1:78f).

2.4. The Covenant of God with Abraham according to the "P" tradition
The Jerusalem priesthood was not overly happy with the J‑E redaction, whose protagonist was the king, not the priest. Hence they began to compile the Abrahamite traditions that circulated in Jerusalem. These traditions focused on the priesthood and on priestly institutions. This redactional work would be carried on into Post‑exilic times.

The author of "P" highlights the importance of the Jerusalem priesthood by means of the royal‑priestly figure of Melchisedek, the center of the controverted chapter 14. Melchizedek brought out bread and wine as an offering, blessed Abraham in the name of God Most High, and blessed God "who has delivered your enemies into your hand" (Gen 14:19).

The material proper of "P" is as follows: Gen 11:27,32; 12:4‑5; 13:6,10,12; 14:8‑12a,17‑20; 16:1,3,15‑16; 17:1‑27; 19:29; 21:2b‑6; 23:1‑20; 25: 7‑11a,12‑17, 19‑20, 26b. Particularly important is Chapter 17: God's covenant of circumcision with Abraham, which forms the center of the parallel structure, as we have seen. This chapter is the priestly answer to Gen 15, Abraham's covenant with the Lord in the J‑E narrative, as we have said.

The history of the composition of Gen 17 is undoubtedly complicated. It begins in the pre‑exilic period and ends in Babylon. To the pre‑exilic stage, perhaps, belong those aspects that serve as a counterpoint to the J‑E redaction: the blessing on Sarah (17:16) or on Ishmael (17:20) ‑‑ not on Abraham; the covenant established with Abraham and his offspring is unilateral: God gives it, establishes it and puts in in his hands (17:7,9,21). Abraham has nothing to do but to accept it. In 17:17, it is Abraham who shows his incredulity by laughing ‑‑ not Sarah, as in the J‑E redaction of 17:18,20). Abraham is promised a posterity of kings and nations, so that the salvation mentioned is not as universal as in J‑E, etc.

The Exile contributed a new key for reading all the material of the former text. The toppling of the Southern Kingdom and its deportation to Babylon for not having been faithful to the covenant, involved an overall crisis and a widespread loss of heart. If one wanted to drum up the hope of a defeated people, there was no point in recurring to a covenant that supposed contractual obligations for the Jews, such as the Sinai covenant (cf. Ex 32:13‑14; Lev 26:42‑44; Ezk 20, etc.), but rather to another sort of covenant that highlights the gift of God. The covenant of God with Abraham is of this sort. It is an everlasting covenant, because God alone commits himself to it. The people can harbor the sure hope of returning to the country they have left. This country, which at the present moment was a land of pilgrimage which ‑‑though the pilgrim could not dream of possessing so much as a parcel of land‑‑ would come to be a perpetual possession,  which nobody could henceforth wrest from the hand of Israel. The exiled people, who wanted to be assured of the veracity of these words, need only read their own bodily history. In it they would see God's footsteps and the way in which God had inscribed His presence in the flesh of the great men of His people, Circumcision is the "sign of the covenant," not just an initiatory rite. As a sign, it testifies to the permanence of the covenant. Although the covenant is reserved to Isaac and his offspring (17:15‑27), Ishmael will not be forgotten, for he will be blessed in his father Abraham, as the circumcision performed on him bears witness (17:12,28).

Moreover, the promise of the land begins to be fulfilled when Sarah and Abraham are buried (Gen 23:20 and 25:7,9b‑10) in the cave of the field of Machpelah. Abraham had purchased the field from Ephron, the Hittite, with a price mentioned in the hearing of the Hittites, according to the "P" tradition.

Abraham is, then, the father of Israel, rather than the father of a multitude. The lawful Jerusalem Priesthood assures this with a blessing. For His part, God makes him the beneficiary of an unconditional and definitive covenant, which assures him of an offspring and a land. Through circumcision he transmits this covenant to his descendants. Abraham, according to "P," is "our father." In him the people marked out by God receives its identity, and thanks to him it enjoys a land of its own and relies on God's faithfulness.

Throughout its history, Israel insistently turned to Abraham. From the viewpoint of the Patriarch it explained its royal prerogatives, faced the difficulties of living with foreigners, nourished its messianic hopes and recovered its lost identity. Abraham is the father of David and of the people. The people, throughout their existences, had to adopt a stance like that of the Patriarch: faith, obedience, fear of God, hope and abandonment in God's hands. Abraham thus became not only the father of Israel, but the father of all the children who shared Abraham's faith. And this is how he would be celebrated in the New Testament.

3. HISTORICAL LEVEL: THE ABRAHAM OF HISTORY
With the help of the biblical text, we have traveled back from the 5th to the 10th century. Can we travel back even farther? It is often said that we know nothing of the Abraham of history. Some have even gone so far as to state that Abraham is a phantasmagorical figure projected by imagination against the dark night of the ages.

It is true that no archaeological finding has unearthed the life of Abraham, or for that matter, of any other Patriarch. Nevertheless, archeology has provided us with a series of data that allow us to situate Abraham and the other Patriarchs in a likely historical time‑frame. The nomenclature, laws and customs, migratory movements, etc., of the beginning of the second millennium B.C., make it likely that Abraham existed around this time. If this is true, then we should say that the Patriarchs were semi‑nomads on the edge of the desert, in contact with the urban civilization of Mesopotamia and other cities of the "fertile crescent." In upper Mesopotamia or Syria they could have learned of the god Ilu,  whom they adopted as their God. Perhaps they formed part of the proto‑Aramean ethnic group, etc.

Let the foregoing succinct data ‑‑subject to a certain amount of discussion today‑‑ serve to affirm that the Patriarchs are not an invention of Israel, but were historical persons, on whom Israel reflected unceasingly. Once again, history supports theology. Having said this, we are obviously interested in theological reflection on Abraham, which is what we have sketched out in the preceding point.

4. FOR A READING OF THE TEXT THAT WILL HELP US GAIN A BETTER GRASP OF ITS MESSAGE 
It is possible to move on three distinct but complementary levels. The first two prepare us for a sequential reading of the text.

a) In the first place, it would be desirable to make an effort to read each of the traditions separately.

b) For the second reading it would be well to focus on the key words, which have been explained.

c) A third reading should examine the text as it is in our Bibles. For this, the structural scheme we have offered should be helpful. It would be advisable in this case to compare the scenes that correspond to one another (e.g., a with a'; b with b', etc.) and focus attention on the center of the structure (h and h').

Summing up: recall that in the "P" account, Abraham is the "father of the people," the :father of believers." He upholds the hope of a ruined people. The Abraham of the J‑E redactor is an anticipation of the Messiah. "E" is interested in highlighting the posture that the people of God should adopt in the midst of foreigners: tolerance and vigilance. This people must be "God‑fearing," placing themselves trustingly in His hands. The Yahwist presents Abraham as the forerunner of David.

Recall, too, that the present text is built up in concentric parallelism. This is enlightening, since the vocation of Abraham (a) must pass a test (a'). If he overcomes, he will be confirmed in his vocation. One more example: As regards God, everything is grace, as can be gathered from the center of the structure (h‑h').


II.‑ CLARETIAN RESONANCES

PRESENCE OF ABRAHAM
Our Father Founder refers to the prophets more than to the patriarchs when he describes the figures who clarified his missionary vocation. There are only a few explicit references to Abraham in connection with Claret's charismatic spiritual experience. They refer to vocation, testing and meekness. Yet the presence of Abraham, a touchstone for any vocation, goes beyond explicit citations. Three aspects can be considered: vocation, the test, and the sign of the covenant.

1. VOCATION
Among the texts that Anthony understood "as a young seminarian," Is 41:8 heads the list:  But you, Israel, my servant, Jacob, whom I have chosen, the offspring of Abraham, my friend  (Autob.Doc IV, VIII; Aut 114). Anthony was to be a servant of God in the style of Abraham, God's friend: "Abraham is the man of intimacy with God: Called by God, God appears to him at Shechem, speaks to him at Bethel, binds Himself with him by oath at Mamre, is a guest in his house and eats with him. Abraham responds with punctual obedience (Gn 12:4) and faith (Gn 15:6)" (A.A.Rodríguez, El ciclo de Abrahán, p. 9; cf. SSW, p.94).

Abraham was uprooted from his land. Claret applies this call to himself: I have brought you out from the ends of the earth and have called you from the farthest lands.  "By these words I understood how the Lord had called me without any merit on the part of my birthplace, my parents or myself" (Aut 114). And he responded with trusting obedience, though not free of fears and sufferings. His first departure was from the 'world': "Disenchanted, weary and bored with the world, I considered leaving it for the solitary life of a Carthusian" (Aut 77). The second departure was his call to leave the stability of parish life for the itinerant life of a missionary: "Thus it was that I determined to leave the parish and go to Rome, to present myself to the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith so that they could send me anywhere in the world" (Aut 120).

Claret was uprooted again when he was consecrated an Archbishop and sent to Santiago, Cuba. Though he protested that his "spirit" went out to the whole world, his "flesh" was little by little becoming universal. He had to overcome many prejudices, discover new values, master them and accept them.

Claret's itinerancy did not end in Cuba. He returned to Spain, but this time to Madrid where, beginning with Sor Patrocinio (the Queen's closest friend), many were not pleased with his presence.

Finally, he had to accompany the Queen into exile and die outside his homeland.

We Claretians, called like the Apostles, must be ready to give up all that we have been used to, in order to carry out the mission of spreading the faith, both within and beyond the bounds of our homeland, docile to the Spirit and obedient to mission (CC 47d). "The members of the Congregation should be fully committed to the work of the gospel. Therefore, they leave their own families, remembering that they have a Father in heaven whom they must please before all others" (CC 49). "With this disposition of mind [obedience for the Lord's sake], our missionaries will be available to be sent anywhere in the world" (CC 32).

We should have "a sense of catholicity  that will lead us into all parts of the world and make us open‑minded...and respectful of the religious and cultural customs and values of the people" (CC 48c). "They should also be on guard against letting an inordinate love of their own country and culture prevent them from adapting to the ways of the people they are sent to evangelize" (CC 49).

2. THE TEST
When Abraham was put to the test, he was also asked to put his future  in God's hands. In his retreat of 1855, when our Father Founder found that things were harder for him because of a change of Governors in Cuba, he wrote: "The holier one is, the more he is contradicted: either by God, who tests him as He did Tobias, Job and Abraham; or by the world... " (Retreat Resolutions 1855, n.4).

Our Father Founder could apply to himself the words of Genesis on the call of Abraham, which he used for the Mercedarians (SSW p. 454): "Go forth from your land and from your kinsmen, and come; I will show you what you are to do. I will make you the leader of many people, I will bless you and make your name great" (Gn 12:1‑2). Claret felt called to raise up evangelizers, but he also felt the poverty of initial barrenness as a founder. After nine years of fruitless search, God gave him five companions with whom to make a foundation. We are sons of our Father's faith. A month had not passed when he was asked to leave all and go to Cuba as archbishop. He explained his situation, but was not heard. He obeyed and left ‑‑yet not without hope‑‑ his newborn Institute on the altar of sacrifice.

Back from Cuba, he reorganized the Congregation and obtained its approval by the Holy See. Young vocations came, yet the Revolution of 1868 put everything in jeopardy again. But like Abraham, our Founder hoped against all hope: "Jesus and Mary started the Holy Congregation and it has come this far, when the Lord has allowed it to suffer this persecution, not to extinguish it, but to increase and spread it...The Revolution will not kill the Congregation, but will make it sprout and strike deeper roots. Its members will be more perfect and will bear more fruit" (EC I, 1405). He firmly believed that God, who had loved us from the outset, is faithful and would not abandon us.

After Vatican Council I, our Father Founder could fully rejoin his brethren in the Congregation, but persecution separated him again and he had to die an exile in the guesthouse of a Cistercian monastery. His last letter to the Congregation, written from the monastery, expresses the sadness of one who is abandoned by all but abandons himself to the Father (EC I, 1484‑1486; EA 666). The Congregation would continue to exist and would spread throughout the world.

3. THE SIGN OF THE COVENANT
Our Father Founder lived through the attempt on his life at Holguín as a spiritual experience of Covenant. Christ had shown him His love by calling him to the apostolate, had given His life for him. Now Anthony was able to respond with the same love. Moreover, he could read in his own body the sign of the reality of the covenant: "These wounds reminded me of the circumcision of Jesus; in time they might lead me to the incomparable good fortune of dying on the cross of some gallows, of some assassin's dagger, or the like" (Aut 577). Near the end of his life, five months before he died, in the full presence of the Vatican Council, he displayed the wound of Holguín as the "sign" of his love for the Church: "Ego stigmata Domini Jesu in corpore meo porto."  For Paul, the true sign of the Covenant was no longer circumcision, but the wounds of Christ. For Claret, the proof of faithful love of God were the wounds which in other Saints were the sign of "mystical" union, and in him were a witness to his "missionary" fidelity (cf. EA 487‑493; Aut 573‑584).

For us, the sign of the Covenant is to re‑present,  to make visible and actualize ‑‑to sacramentalize in the Church‑‑ the virginity, poverty and obedience of Christ as we dedicate ourselves to preaching the Gospel. In a special way, the union of our apostolic fraternity and of our evangelical radicalness must be a sign (cf. CC 5, 10, 20, 25, 28).


III.‑ COMMUNITY MEETING ON THEME 3
1. PRAYER
2. ORIENTATION
3. READING OF THE TEXT FOR THE COMMUNITY MEETING
	The text is given in written form in the booklet:   Gen 17


4. DIALOGUE BASED ON THE BIBLICAL TEXT
4.1. Biblical Key
a) How is the encounter between God and Abraham and the covenant between them described?

b) Which elements are spelled out in the blessing of God on Abraham?

c) What intention underlies the insistence on the unilateralness of the Covenant ‑a gift of God‑‑ in the context of political disaster such as the people are undergoing at the time of the redaction of "P"?

d) What is the figure of the believer as presented to us in the Abraham Cycle?

e) What meaning does testing have on the road to relationship with God?

4.2. Claretian Key
a) Which elements of Abraham's experience do we find most stressed in Claret's life?

b) Recall some passage in Fr. Claret's life where he had to "hope against all hope."

4.3. Situational Key
a) What values do we discover in our culture that can and ought to be respected and taken into our Christian life?

b) Which motivations "get today's people moving" toward God, and what temptations do they experience along the way.

c) In our society do we find groups that try to unduly "arrogate to themselves" the blessing of God? What do they hope to gain or justify in doing so?

d) What is the attitude of our societies toward immigrants, both as regards the expression of their religious and cultural values, and as regards their just integration into the new context in which they are located?

4.4. Existential Key
a) Let us share some experience in which we have experienced in ourselves or seen in others the attitude of "hoping against all hope."

b) What is my personal attitude ‑‑our attitude as a group‑‑ regarding other cultures and their values?

c) What is my degree of availability regarding the itinerancy demanded by my missionary vocation? What helps me and what difficulties do I find?

d) What is our degree of availability as an institution (community, province, Congregation, parish...) in answering the Lord's call to new missionary fronts?

5. SUGGESTIONS FOR CELEBRATION
a) Song or prayer: Psalm 105

b) Moment of silence

c) Reading: Sir 44:19‑21

d) Invitation to shared prayer.

e) Dismissal

f) A song of thanksgiving
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