
 

 

Charles L. Cohen        Adult Education 

Feb. 28, March 7, 14, 21, 2021      Temple Beth El 

1:30-2:45pm         Madison, WI 

 

Braided Histories: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam 
 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam share much—and dispute much. Using my recently published 

book, The Abrahamic Religions: A Very Short Introduction, as a foundation, this course will 

view these traditions as an extended family of religions grounded in their veneration of the One 

God proclaimed by Abraham. It will explore their intertwined histories and interactions from 

their earliest efforts to define themselves in reference to each other up to their present 

antagonisms and mutual engagements. Throughout, it will pay particular attention to how 

political contexts continually reshaped the ways in which Jews, Christians, and Muslims thought 

about and treated each other. 

 

Required reading: Charles L. Cohen, The Abrahamic Religions: A Very Short Introduction 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2020) 

 

Meeting information: The course will be conducted on Zoom. You will need to register through 

the Temple Beth El website: https://www.tbemadison.org/event/braidedhistories 

 

Course objectives: 

• Provide participants with a basic knowledge of each tradition’s historical development. 

Viewing them historically, which emphasizes variations within each tradition as well as 

those between them, challenges stereotypes based on assumptions that Judaism, 

Christianity, and Islam are monolithic and static traditions. 

• Allow participants to gain perspective on their own tradition by setting it in the context of 

others.  

• Provide participants with a basic framework for thinking about how the relationships 

between Jews, Christians, and Muslims have shifted over time. 

• Improve participants’ ability to talk meaningfully with adherents of different traditions. 

 

Course format: 

• Since there is a great deal of material to cover, participants are expected to have read the 

assignment before each class meeting. 

• The course format emphasizes class participation. Individuals should be prepared to share 

their own perspectives, based on the course readings, the instructor’s comments, class 

discussion, and one’s own prior knowledge. 

 

Zoom etiquette: 

• Please position yourself and your camera before the program begins. 

• Identify yourself by first and last name. 

• Enter Zoom before class begins. You may be referred to a wait room prior to admission. 

• Please mute your microphone when someone else is speaking. 

• If you wish to speak, either raise your hand in the video or use the “raise hand” function 
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in the participant menu. Do NOT use the chat function. Please be patient to be 

recognized. 

 

Instructor: Charles L. Cohen is the E. Gordon Fox Professor of American Institutions, 

Emeritus, at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and the former Director of the Lubar Institute 

for the Study of the Abrahamic Religions. He has been a member of Temple Beth El since 1988 

and was the Rabbi Swarsensky Memorial Weekend Lecturer in 2013. 

 

Class Sessions and Assignments 

 

Feb. 28 – Abraham in the Abrahamic Religions 

• Assignment: The Abrahamic Religions, 1-6 

• Things to think about: 

o What does “Abrahamic” mean? 

o What are the advantages and pitfalls of a comparative approach to studying 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam? 

• Class handouts: verses from Genesis on Abraham and his family; verses from Paul’s 

Epistle to the Galatians on Abraham; verses from the Qur’an on Ibrahim’s sacrifice of his 

son and on his place in Islam 

• Session plan: 

o Introduction to the course  

▪ Review syllabus, class participation 

▪ Introductory remarks by instructor  

▪ Abraham as a marker of identity for Jews, Christians, and Muslims 

o Discussion of texts 

▪ Genesis material 

▪ Galatians material 

▪ Qur’an material 

o Discussion recap; look ahead to next week 

 

March 7 – The Jewish Matrix, the Beginnings of Christianity, and Early Relationships between 

Christians and Jews 

• Assignment: The Abrahamic Religions, 7-57 

• Things to think about: 

o What were the constituents of the “Jewish matrix”? 

o To what degree might Christianity be considered a “Jewish sect” at first? 

o What was the importance of Christianity’s early expansion into the Greco-Roman 

world? 

o What was the importance of political, cultural and ethnic contexts in influencing 

how the two traditions developed? 

o How did Jews and Christians define their identities, both in their own terms and in 

relationship to each other? 

• Session plan: 

o Opening remarks by instructor  

o Opportunity for participants to ask general questions before main discussion 

o Main discussion  
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o Discussion recap; look ahead to next week 

 

March 14 – The Rise of Islam, and Medieval Relationships between Jews, Christians, and 

Muslims 

• Assignment: The Abrahamic Religions, 58-92 

• Things to think about: 

o How might one think about Islam as an Abrahamic religion? 

o To what degree, if any, did Islam draw on Jewish and Christian influences? 

o In what political contexts did Islam develop? 

o What kinds of conditions did religious minorities experience in Christian and 

Muslim lands? 

• Session plan: 

o Opening remarks by instructor about main points of these chapters  

o Opportunity for participants to ask general questions before main discussion  

o Main discussion  

o Discussion recap; look ahead to next week 

 

March 21 – Reform in the Abrahamic Religions, and Relationships between Jews, Christians and 

Muslims in the Modern World 

• Assignment: The Abrahamic Religions, 93-134 

• Things to think about 

o What were the sources, programs, and contexts of reform movements within each 

tradition? 

o What has been the changing religious geography of the Abrahamic religions? 

o To what degree are candid conversations among Jews, Christians, and Muslims 

possible—and, for that matter, desirable? 

• Session plan: 

o Opening remarks by instructor about main points of these chapters 

o Opportunity for participants to ask general questions before main discussion  

o Main discussion  

o Discussion and course recap 

 


