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At this time of year most churches have an Advent wreath on display, with 5 candles to mark the 

four weeks of the Advent season and Christmas Day.  Each Advent candle represents a theme for 

that week, leading us through the narrative to the birth of Jesus.  The first week usually refers to the 

Patriarchs, the founding fathers and leaders of the Jewish, Muslim and Christian religions.  The 

Patriarchs remind us that preparations for the coming of Christ began many centuries before his 

birth. 

This image is taken from a fresco in the Orthodox rock church of Abuna Yemata Guh near Tigray in 

Ethiopia. The church is hewn from the rock at a height of approximately 8,000 feet and access is a 

perilous journey on foot. 

The fresco shows Abraham, Isaac and Jacob standing together as if for a family photograph.  They 

appear to be wearing their best clothes; the folds of their robes are clearly shown in the painting 

indicating that a significant amount of material was used to make them.  However, the faces of the 

three patriarchs appear to show concern or apprehension, with “worry lines” drawn on two of the 

faces.  The central figure, presumably Abraham, holds a parchment or document.  Is this a 

representation of the promise made to him by God that he would father a great race?  One of the 

other figures, Isaac or Jacob, holds a cross.  Is this intended to point to Christ and the part these 

patriarchs played in his ancestry? 



The arrangement of these Patriarchs as a trio reminds us that Abraham and his wife Sarah received a 

visit from three mysterious strangers who told them that they would have a son and thereby found a 

great dynasty leading to the birth of the Messiah.  Genesis 18.1-10 (The three mysterious strangers 

have often been linked to the Holy Trinity – see Rublev’s icon “The Trinity” which is sometimes 

referred to as “The Hospitality of Abraham”). 

Perhaps Isaac appears to be anxious because he is remembering the disturbing events of his youth, 

when God tested Abraham’s faith by demanding that he should sacrifice his son.  Abraham, although 

deeply distressed, followed the instructions he was given and was prepared to kill Isaac.  At the last 

minute, God relented and provided a ram for the sacrifice instead.  Genesis 22.1-19 Is this another 

link for us to follow, pointing to the sacrifice of God’s only Son on the cross? 

The third figure in the fresco is Jacob, a complex character according to the book of Genesis.  He 

cheated his brother Esau of his inheritance, was tricked by his future father-in-law, and ultimately 

became the father of twelve brothers who argued amongst themselves and sold one of their 

brothers into slavery!  Genesis 27-37 However, Jacob had a mystical side to his character.  He 

experienced a close encounter with God, and had a vivid dream of angels ascending and descending 

a ladder to heaven.  Genesis 28.10-22 Despite Jacob’s chequered life, God promised to be always 

with him wherever he went. 

Reading about the lives of the Patriarchs during this season of Advent helps us to build our 

relationship with God and be ready to welcome Christ into our hearts and our lives.  Like Jacob, we 

do not always behave in an honourable or blameless way.  We do not always have the faith of 

Abraham, trusting God even when life is challenging.  But we can be assured of God’s love and 

promise to be with us always.  

Consider - Have there been people in your life who have directed you to God, who have helped to 

build your faith and trust in God? 

Prayer 

God of all time,  

in all the dark and testing circumstances of life,  

may we trust in your timeless love. 

Strengthen our faith  

and open our hearts in welcome  

to your Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord and Saviour.  Amen 


