









PRAISE FOR ABRAHAM




“The key to writing a critical biography of any biblical figure is to realize that we can only approach the people of that tradition by means of the sources handed down in their names. David Rosenberg's lucid and brilliant book uses that key to open our understanding of the man who stands at the fountainhead of the Hebrew Bible.”


—Bruce Chilton, author of Rabbi Jesus, 
 Rabbi Paul, and Mary Magdalene







“One of the most thrilling and perceptive triumphs of imagination and scholarship I have ever had the pleasure to read.”


—New York Sun







“Rosenberg offers fresh and elegant translations of the Hebrew texts. . . . Most readers of the Bible do not know that its writers were highly influenced by Sumerian and Babylonian myths, and this book might come as a surprise to them.”


 —Library Journal







“David Rosenberg's Abraham steps into Jewish history trailing clouds of glory—a rich cultural legacy that Rosenberg imagines with grace, chutzpah and skill. And in the same way that our evolutionary, biological heritage does not need to dim our divinity, so the Sumerian heritage that Rosenberg's Abraham transmutes into Judaism adds depth and richness to our understanding of who we are and where we come from. Most valuable of all, this exhilarating book introduces us to the “cosmic theater” we all need in order to keep ourselves religiously alive.”


—Jonathan Rosen, author of Joy Comes in the Morning







“The ancient patriarch Abraham lives here as a vibrant historical presence. . . . Rosenberg's explanations of how the God of Scripture and first Hebrew appeared together on the stage of history draw on both immense research and shrewd speculation.” 


—Booklist







“[A] compelling and moving interpretation that ponders the significance, for Abraham and his descendants, of his journey from Ur to Canaan, fraught with uncertainty for a man—expatriate, aging, childless—hanging between a lost past and a still unmapped future.” 


—Publishers Weekly
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The great figures of the Old Testament are so much more fully developed, so much more fraught with their own biographical past, so much more distinct as individuals, than are the Homeric heroes. Achilles and Odysseus are splendidly described in many well-ordered words. . . but they have no development. . .


—Erich Auerbach, Mimesis (1946)






















PROLOGUE 
Man at the Crossroads




These days we commonly accept the idea that Jesus was a Jew, that like thousands of other Jewish revolutionaries he spent his life actively involved in a debate about what it was to be a Jew, preached his ideas on this subject to other Jews, and died in their midst, probably as a consequence of those ideas. However, this notion is surprisingly new. It is the result of the work of a rigorous band of nineteenth-century German academics, whose ideas took more than half a century to make their way into mainstream culture. Just imagining the pre-Christian Jesus as Yeshua would have seemed strange to most of us, but a steady diet of popular books and films, and a sweeping spirit of ecumenism have allowed this idea to flourish.




More recently, the same kind of light is being turned on a figure that takes us even farther back in history, nearly four thousand years ago, to the very dawn of the Judaism into which Jesus would later be born. That man is Abraham. His very name evokes powerful images: bearded patriarch; progenitor of the Jewish and Arab peoples through Isaac and Ishmael; wild-eyed ascetic who, having smashed his father's idols, wanders off into the desert, turning his back on the gods of his fathers to bring into being the monotheism we know so well. This is Abraham, first Jew among Jews.




But much of this popular image is far from the truth.




To begin with, Abraham was born into Sumerian culture, raised in the eighteenth century BCE in the ancient capital of Ur, which presided over fertile lands in a crescent bounded by the Euphrates River to the east and the Tigris to the west, in what is now southern Iraq. Abraham's famous journey out of the homeland of his fathers into Canaan was begun by his father, Terah, prompted by the decline of Sumerian culture at the hand of newly ascendant Babylon. Far from being the renegade spiritual wanderer of popular lore, Abraham was the scion of a prosperous and well-educated family; his family's success and his own ambitions to greatness were, in fact, distinctly Sumerian.




Abraham's ideas about his profession, his family, the afterlife, divinity and its impact on the seemingly capricious, fragile nature of life—concerns that form the backbone of any culture—all arose out of Sumer. They could have been discussed as animatedly at the base of a third millennium BCE ziggurat in Ur, its temple jutting into the sky, as they might be today over coffee at Starbucks, or in a monthly book group. Although Sumerians differed from us in their valuing many gods, they adhered to a set of public religious beliefs quite apart from their active secular lives and private lives at home. In fundamental ways we are all latter-day Sumerians, yet we are startlingly, profoundly unaware of it.




When the great king Hammurapi united Mesopotamia in the eighteenth century BCE, creating a kingdom centered in Babylon, Sumer's ancient capital Ur was destined to become a backwater. Although Sumerian ideas were still venerated even in Babylon, they were being codified and losing their vitality in the process. Sumer itself was becoming a dead civilization in Abraham's time, and Abraham's own mission was rooted in its fate. His westward journey and the new world that arose from it were not the consequence of a blind wandering in the desert. It was born of a specific ambition: to found a civilization that might survive the growing threats to the ancient culture of Sumer. Its death throes intensified his yearning for a future that could not be extinguished, and to create it he would be prepared to endure the unknown and grave hardship.




The powerful truth of Abraham's life and ideas has been obscured by the passage of time and by thousands of years of mythmaking. For instance, the story of Abraham's smashing his father's idols in Ur is not in the Bible. It is a cover story invented to convince us that Abraham rejected his father's religion. To reclaim that truth we will go back in time to Abraham's world, to the imposing libraries and soaring ziggurat of Ur, past the teeming bazaars of Harran, through the caravan trade towns and small enterprising kingdoms along the way to Canaan, down the Nile to potent Egypt, and then back to Abraham and Sarah's tent, pitched in the sweet grasses of the Promised Land. The Abraham who emerges from this odyssey is well equipped to negotiate a relationship with Yahweh, to forge the Covenant that will sculpt the future every bit as much as the signal achievements of Abraham's Sumerian ancestors, who gave us writing, the wheel, the plow, the sailboat, the vault, the dome, sophisticated art, and scores of other sudden innovations.






THE HISTORICAL ABRAHAM




The story of Abraham is embedded like ancient lapis in the history of Sumer and Akkad, provinces of Mesopotamia, that rich land cradled by the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers: Abraham's context of Sumerian culture and religion. Following the outline provided in Genesis, we add the textures of Abraham's world, with the help of original sources, especially Sumerian literature taught in the schools Abraham must have attended in Ur. However, the principal sites on Abraham's journey, fundamental to the Bible, are largely gone, buried in desert sands. It will be our task to bring this historical past to life by drawing on cuneiform writing deciphered for the first time in the twentieth century and still turning up in newly discovered clay tablets. This trove contains Sumerian texts being read for the first time in almost three thousand years. Just a few years ago, new texts from an ancient city-state in Turkey were decoded.




As we examine the connection between the pre-Abrahamic world of various gods and the religion of our ancestor, we see how, from a Sumerian pantheon of public and personal gods, a God can emerge who loves humanity. This affection will allow our human fear of death and annihilation to be transformed through a journey of personal exploration—just as Abraham's was. As we embark on our detective work, some clues will come from Abraham's time, and others will require investigation into the period nearly a thousand years after Abraham's death, when his story would be recorded in the court of King Solomon.




In that later epoch, scholars and writers compared oral transmission with written literature and translations from cuneiform into Hebrew in order to create a history of humanity. This text would become the earliest known strand of the Jewish Torah, or the first five books of the Christian Old Testament. The motives and historical context of the first biblical writers would inevitably shape the image of Abraham that emerged in Hebrew. And this image in turn would become visible to the world only through layers of subsequent editing and writing, further complicated by the clutter of three thousand years of cultural projections. However, by understanding these creative forces, and the intimate relationship between Abraham and God that the original writers sought to weave out of their Sumerian sources, we gain new perspective on our subject. And we gain insight on our own sense of identity at the very time and place when it first comes into being.






THE WRITERS BEHIND THE SCENES




Although some readers may be confronting the notion of the authorship of the Bible here for the first time, it has been the subject of biblical scholarship for more than a century and is taught widely in universities and seminaries. In short, the biblical text has been acknowledged as the product of several recognizable hands. The earliest may be that of a woman, a writer labeled “J” after her name for the creator, Yahweh, pronounced “Jahweh” by the Germans. J brought extraordinary sophistication and literary art to her task. The core of her original sources were Sumerian writings and Akkadian adaptations (from the neighbor who conquered Sumer)—cuneiform carvings into tablets of clay and stone. These sources would find new expression through J's transformations. In this way, Sumerian and Akkadian histories and concepts became enfolded in the language of a later people, the Israelites of J's time, as they explored their own origins.




Understanding J's work, and the process of adding and editing by subsequent authors that yielded the Torah (or Five Books of Moses: the Pentateuch), is valuable not only for the text we can still read today; it is also profoundly revealing about its original audience some twenty-five hundred to three thousand years ago, and the assumptions this readership brought to the text. These educated readers knew the lands that Abraham traversed, and the history of conflict that had embroiled its peoples, as well as all the assumptions that the Sumerian Abraham would bring to every moment of his life's journey. J's reader was also alive to the nuances and ironies that J contributed to the narrative.






THE PROMISED LAND




The biblical writers’ retelling of Abraham's journey was a recovery of the oldest human vision of sanctified land. The Sumerian story of a people springing from the clay in a sacred land is older than Sumer itself. Almost a thousand years after Abraham died, a writer of the Bible in Jerusalem tells us that Abraham's travels were a journey to a “Promised Land.” But that is not the whole story of how Abraham encountered it. For Abraham himself, the new land promised instead a dialogue with the past greatness of Sumer. And for J, Sumerian stories such as the Creation and the Flood could now be reinterpreted themselves as steps on a journey to the Promised Land of a more complicated God, a God who became a synthesis of the one Abraham brought from Sumer and the one he met in Canaan—a God who becomes humanized in conversation with the man he has chosen. This face-to-face conversation in which we participate as audience is a technique borrowed directly from Sumerian literary and religious tradition.






FROM “MY GOD” TO “THE ONLY GOD”




Most important of all to our understanding of Abraham the Sumerian, and to those who followed him, is the religious context in which he lived. In Abraham's Ur there were two main forms of worship. The public form took place at the temple. Here statues of the gods and their families were arranged in moving tableaux, becoming dramatis personae in the temporal lives of the gods on Earth. Priests or priestesses would wake their gods in the morning, dress them, provide food and drink, take the gods for outings, and put the god to bed at night. Those Sumerians who could afford to do so commissioned votive statues of themselves to be placed in the temple so that they themselves could be represented observing the daily lives of the gods at all times, and in this way partake of divinity as a rapt audience. This made for a lively trade in statues, bringing prosperity to artists and artisans such as Abraham's father, Terah.




Privately, the Sumerian founder of a household also adopted a more personal god, sometimes after a dream or vision. This vision was usually a scene of mutual understanding between god and man, a symbol of a relationship that was close, often tender. This god became the household god, an intermediary who argued for its human family's well-being among the more powerful, more public gods. It is here in Sumerian culture, then, that we find the precedent for Abraham to be indulged on an equal footing, as when he reasons with Yahweh in Canaan, rather than being awe-struck and overwhelmed as he might have been in another tradition.




In Abraham's day, public gods, those for whom daily theater was being performed in the temples, were already losing their dramatic potency. Public institutions associated with the old order were waning, and as they did the personal household gods took on added importance. These were also “portable” gods, so that when Abraham set out from Harran for Canaan with a large entourage of animals and servants—and a considerable cache of silver and gold—his personal god would not be left behind.




Moreover, the laws and codes of ethics that Abraham brought with him to Canaan (such as the well-documented “Code of Hammurapi”) would become the basis for biblical concepts and commandments. These would be refined by Judaism and Christianity in the centuries to come, first in the Mosaic tradition that would lead to Talmudic law, and later in the medieval philosophy that attempts to distinguish between what is fixed by divine law and what is subject to personal interpretation. Although these are some of the great cultural and philosophical developments of western civilization, their seeds are all there in Abraham's time. And we will watch them planted in new soil as we follow Abraham's journey.


——




One of the clichés of religious history has it that Christianity somehow humanized an otherwise one-dimensional Old Testament God. As we will see, it was Abraham, along with the authors of the Hebrew Bible, who achieved that life-altering perspective by translating the idea of God from the Sumerian to the Hebrew. The Sumerian personal god is transformed into the personal god of a people; a private household god of a man from Ur merges with a public creator-god of Canaan. And the God who emerges is newly humanized as a self-conscious being—supernatural and nonhuman, yet one who can also be a lonely being in need of an Abraham.




What is unique here is not simply monotheism, not just the “one” God as conventional wisdom has it, but rather his new relationship with humanity. That is the reason Abraham's God is still with us today—whereas another fledgling monotheism, that of the Egyptian Pharoah Akhenaton, for example, is not. Something new happened after Sumerian concepts were married with the deity Abraham met in Canaan, something never seen before, a manifestation of respect between man and creator that stands revealed by Abraham's history. In the chapter that lies ahead we will see what the Bible tells us of Abraham's journey, translated from the original Hebrew by this author. Then we will return with Abraham to Ur—to follow his footsteps out.




















PART 1 
 THE OVERVIEW
























 CHAPTER 1 
 The History of Abraham




Until recently, when we began in the last century to decipher the clay tablets from Sumer, Akkad, and other ancient kingdoms, all that we knew of Abraham's history was contained in the Bible. However, there are numerous later legends and stories about Abraham, and even today accounts of Abraham's life continue to be based on them. It remains the supposition of most commentators that Abraham was always a legendary character, even in the Bible. But the aim of this book is to render that assumption itself a relic of the past. The biography that unfolds in the chapters ahead will show that a historical individual, Abraham, must have existed and that the earliest authors of the Bible relied upon written evidence of this. 




In the narrative that follows, I present a new translation of the relevant passages by the original biblical authors. Later, we will examine why and how it was written to be a history. We’ll see why members of the original audience in ancient times, for whom it was written, knew a great deal of history—of their people, their region, and the world—that we have unfortunately lost. But we are beginning to recover that earlier, pre-biblical history, and with it we can restore the context of how the Bible was first heard and understood.




As a translator, I generally favor a seamless translation that can be read without interruption, just like most Bible translations. Nevertheless, in this, the first translation of its kind, I have chosen to emphasize the styles of the different biblical authors. I look behind the late biblical Hebrew recension (which is all that has survived and dates back no earlier than the fifth century BCE) to deduce the early Hebrew language and original idiom in which each author would have actually written.




A great author known today as J, of whom we are about to discover a great deal more in these pages, wrote the major part of this translation as early as the tenth century BCE in Jerusalem. In her text, Yahweh and Abraham speak as intimately as would a man and his personal god in ancient Sumer, going as far back as the thirty-third century BCE.




The passage beginning “These are the days when the four kings” was translated by J from an author, designated as X by scholars, writing in Canaan very near to the time of Abraham in the eighteenth century BCE. The language of the original writing, Akkadian, would have been the same as spoken by Abraham.




The portion written by E, as early as the ninth century BCE in Samaria, the new capital of the divided kingdom of Israel, begins with a retelling of the problem of Sarah's being both a wife and a sister to Abraham. In E's version, the history is situated in Canaan rather than Egypt, as it was in J.




The passages written by E (culminating in the dream of Isaac's near sacrifice) have been translated in verse form. Since the value of the writing surface—whether clay, papyrus, or parchment—required that every available space be utilized, there were other ways to suggest verse form in this ancient period. Even the earliest Sumerian poetry was written down to look like prose.




Finally, there are brief passages by P that are attached to the others. P wrote in the seventh century BCE, in Jerusalem.




What follows, then, is all that most people knew about the historical Abraham until now. It begins in ancient Sumer (called Shinar in the Bible) with the building of a ziggurat in Babylon that the biblical author models upon one that Abraham may have visited in his own day.






THE AUTHOR'S TRANSLATION FROM THE ORIGINAL HEBREW




Now listen: all the earth uses one tongue, one and the same words. Watch: they journey from the east, arrive at a valley in the land of Sumer, settle there.




“We can bring ourselves together,” they said, “like stone on stone, use brick for stone: bake it until hard.” For mortar, they heated bitumen.




“If we bring ourselves together,” they said, “we can build a city and tower, its top touching the sky—to arrive at fame. Without a name we’re unbound, scattered over the face of the earth.”




Yahweh came down to watch the city and tower the sons of man were bound to build. “They are one people, with the same tongue,” said Yahweh. “They conceive this between them, and it leads up until no boundary exists to what they will touch. Between us, let's descend, baffle their tongue until each is scatter-brain to his friend.”




From there Yahweh scattered them over the whole face of the earth; the city there came unbound.




That is why they named the place Bavel: their tongues were baffled there by Yahweh. Scattered by Yahweh from there, they arrived at the ends of the earth.


——




These are the records of Shem . . . Reu lived after his father Serug seven and two hundred years, and he fathered sons and daughters. Serug lived thirty years and he fathered Nahor. And Serug lived after his fathering Nahor two hundred years, and he fathered sons and daughters. Nahor lived twenty-nine years, when he fathered Terah. And Nahor lived after his fathering Terah nineteen and a hundred years, and he fathered sons and daughters. And Terah lived seventy years, when he fathered Abram, Nahor, and Haran.




These are the records of Terah: Terah had fathered Abram, Nahor, and Haran, and Haran had fathered Lot. Haran died in the lifetime of Terah, his father, in the land of his birth, Ur of the Chaldees. And Abram and Nahor took wives. Abram's wife was named Sarai, and Nahor's wife was named Milcah, daughter of Haran.


——




Now Sarah was barren, she had no child. Terah took his son Abraham, his grandson Lot, the son of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarah, the wife of his son Abraham, and they set out together from Ur of the Chaldeans for the land of Canaan; but when they had come as far as Harran, they settled there. The days of Terah came to 205 years and Terah died in Harran.


——




“Bring yourself out of your birthplace,” Yahweh said to Abraham, “out of your father's house, your homeland—to a land I will bring you to see. I will make of you greatness, a nation and a blessing; of your name, fame—bliss brought out of you.”




One who blesses you I will bless; curse those who curse you; bring all families of earth to see themselves blessed in you.”




Now Abraham comes out, follows Yahweh's words to him. Lot went out with him.


——




Abraham crossed into the land, as far as the sanctuary of Shechem, the oak of Moreh; he found the Canaanites in the land, back then. Now Yahweh revealed himself to Abraham: “I will give this land to your seed.” He built an altar there: to Yahweh, who appeared to him.




He rose, came to the hills east of Beth El, pitched his tent there—Beth El to the west, Ai to the east. It was there, building an altar to Yahweh, he called on him by name, Yahweh. Yet Abraham kept on, journeyed down toward the Negev.


——




Now look: a famine grips the land. Abraham went down further, toward Egypt, to live—starvation ruled the land.




At the point of entering Egypt, listen: “To look upon,” he said to his wife, Sarah, “you are as lovely a woman as I have known. Imagine the Egyptians when they see you—‘That one is his wife.’ Now I am killed; you, kept alive.




“Say you are sister to—and for—me, for my good and on your behalf. As my flesh lives, it is because of you and with you.”




So it was: Abraham crosses into Egypt; the Egyptians see the woman, how lovely. Pharaoh's officers see her, praise her to Pharaoh. Now the woman is taken away, into Pharoah's palace.




On her behalf, it was good for Abraham. Look: he had sheep and cattle, donkeys and asses, servants and maids, and camels. But Yahweh struck Pharaoh with disease as if with lightning—his whole house stricken—on behalf of Sarah, Abraham's wife.




Now Pharoah called for Abraham: “On whose behalf have you done this to me? Why not tell me this is your wife? Why say, ‘This is my sister’—I would of course take her in, for my wife. Yet now, look: a wife that's yours—take her out of here, for life.”




Now Abraham rose up from Egypt—wife, household, and Lot with him—up toward the Negev. He was surrounded with livestock, slowed with silver and gold.


——




His journey took him from the Negev to Beth El, to arrive at the very place he pitched his tent in the beginning, between Beth El and Ai. Here was the calling: the first altar made, he called the name Yahweh.




Lot who traveled with Abraham—he too was surrounded by many sheep, cattle, tents. Now look: argument breaks out between Abraham's shepherds and Lot's—this was when the Canaanites were settled on the land, along with the Perrizites, back then. “Please, hold off this quarreling between us, between our shepherds,” Abraham said to Lot. “We are men who hold each other as brothers. You may let go of me and face the whole country, open before us. Please yourself, make your own way: left, and I’ll go right; south, I’ll go northward.”




Now Lot lifted his gaze, drank in the whole Jordan valley—how moist the land was everywhere (this was before Yahweh destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah)—like Yahweh's own garden, like Egypt—gazing as far as Zoar.




Lot chose all the Jordan valley for himself; he set out toward the east—and so a man let go of his brother. Abraham settled in Canaan's land; Lot in the cities of the valley, his tents set beside Sodom.


——




Now the people of Sodom had gone bad, parading contempt in Yahweh's eyes.




“Open your eyes, and may it please you look around you,” said Yahweh to Abraham after Lot had parted, “from the place you are standing to the north, then down to the Negev, to the sea and back, westward. The whole land you see I will give to you: to your seed for all time.




“I have planted that seed, made it true as the dust—like each grain of dust no man could ever count. Rise, walk around on this land—open and broad—it is to you I will give it.”




Abraham folded his tents, moved on; he settled by the oaks of Mamre, beside Hebron, built there an altar to Yahweh.


——




These are the days when the four kings—Amraphel of Sumer, Arioch of Ellasar, Chederlaomer of Elam, and Tidal of Goiim—went to war with the five: King Bera of Sodom, Birsha of Gomorrah, Shinab of Admah, Shemeber of Zeboiim, and the king of Bela, or Zoar as it now is called. These last joined together in the Valley of Siddim, or the Dead Sea. Twelve years they had served Chederlaomer, but in the thirteenth they turned away. In the next year, Chederlaomer and his allied kings returned and conquered the Rephaim in Ashteroth-karnaim, and then the Zuzim in Ham, the Emim in Shaveh-kiriathaim, and the Horites in the hills of Seir, near El-paran, which borders the wilderness. After that, they turned around to En-mishpat, now Kadesh, overpowering the region of the Amalekites, including the Amorites, who inhabited Hazazon-tamar. At that point, the kings of Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, Zeboiim, and Bela, which has become Zoar, who had joined together in the Valley of Siddim, were attacked there, five kings taken on by the four, Chederlaomer of Elam, Tidal of Goiim, Amraphel of Sumer, and Arioch of Ellasar.




One bitumen pit after another—that was the Valley of Siddim. They dove into them as they ran—the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah hiding there, the others escaping into the hills. The conquerors took all the goods of Sodom and Gomorrah, and all their food, and left. Also captured was Lot, Abraham's nephew, who had been living in Sodom; they took him and all that he owned.




An escapee brought the news to Abraham the Hebrew at the terebinths of Mamre the Amorite, who was related to the allies of Abraham, Eshkol and Aner. When Abraham heard that Lot his relative had been captured, he gathered his men—all those serving or born into his household, numbering 318—and pursued the captors as far as Dan. He positioned all his men around the others at night, overcame them, and stayed on their heels as far as Hobah, north of Damascus. All the goods were recovered, along with his relative Lot and all that he owned, including the women and others.




As Abraham came back from defeating Chedorlaomer and his allied kings, the king of Sodom came out to the Valley of Shaveh, known as the King's Valley, to receive him. There too Melchizedek, king of Shalem, came out with bread and wine. As priest of El-Elyon, he blessed him, saying “Honored is Abraham by El-Elyon, creator of heaven and earth. Honored is El-Elyon, who brought your enemies to you.” So Abraham allotted to him a tenth of everything.




Then the king of Sodom said to him, “Give the people to me and you take the goods.” Abraham demurred. “I have promised Yahweh, El Elyon, creator of heaven and earth, that not even one thread or a sandal strap would I take of what belongs to you, saving you from ever saying, ‘I made Abraham rich.’ For me, nothing but what my men used up, but for the allies who joined me, Aner, Eshkol, and Mamre, a fair portion.”


——




These things had passed when Yahweh's word came to Abraham in a vision passing before him: “Have no fear Abraham, I am your shield and reward, a shield that prospers.”




Lord Yahweh,” said Abraham, “what good is prospering when I walk toward my death without children, my inheritance passed down to a son of Damascus, Eliezer, accountant of my house. Look at me,” Abraham continued, “you have given me no seed; and look, a son not mine—though under my roof—inherits my household.”




Now hear Yahweh's word that passed before him: “Not this one for your heir—only what passes between your legs may inherit from you.” He drew him outside: “Look well, please, at heaven; count the stars—if you can count them. So will be your seed”—and so it was said to him. He trusted Yahweh, and it was accounted to him as strength.


——




“I am Yahweh, who drew you out from Ur, of the Chaldeans,” he said to him, “to give you this land as heir.”




“Lord Yahweh,” he said, “how may I show it is mine to possess?”




“Bring me a heifer of three,” he said to him, “a she-goat and ram, three-year-olds also, a turtledove and fledgling dove.” All these he brought, cut down the middle, placed each one's half opposite the other; the birds he left unparted.




And the vultures descend on the carcasses, but Abraham scared them off. Now look: as the sun goes down, a deep sleep falls over Abraham—a covering darkness thrown over him: underneath he is plunged in fear.




“Know this within,” he said to Abraham, “your seed will be strangers in a land not theirs; slavery will be their state—plunged in it for four hundred years. Yet the nation which enslaves them will also know judgment.




“After, they will come out prosperous, surrounded with it.




“You will come to your forefathers peacefully, when good and old be settled in your grave. They will be a fourth generation before they return: that long will Amorite contempt build, until the glass is full.”




So it was: the sun gone, darkness reigns. Now look: a smoking kiln and its blazing torch pass between the parted bodies.




It was that day Yahweh cut a covenant with Abraham: “I give this land to your seed, from the river of Egypt to the great river, Euphrates—of the Kenite, the Kenizzite, the Kadmonite; of the Hittite, the Perizzite, the Rephaim; of the Amorite, the Canaanite, the Girgashite, the Jebusite.”


——




Now Sarah, his wife, had no children with Abraham; she had an Egyptian maid, Hagar her name. “See how it is,” Sarah is saying to Abraham, “Yahweh has held me back from having children. Please go into my maid now; maybe a child will come out of it.” Abraham grasped Sarah's words; his wife Sarah had taken in Hagar the Egyptian, her maid (it was ten years since Abraham had settled in the land of Canaan), and hands her to Abraham to go into as a wife.




Now he came into Hagar so that she conceived; she saw that she was pregnant and looked down at her mistress with contempt in her eyes. “I have been hurt on behalf of you,” said Sarah to Abraham. “I gave my maid into your grasp and now, seeing that she's pregnant, she looks down at me—may we know Yahweh's judgment between you and me.”




“See how it is: your maid is in your hands,” said Abraham to Sarah. “Do as you see best.” Now Sarah punished her; she fled beneath her eyes.




Yahweh's angel found her by a watering hole: a spring in the desert on the track to Shur. “Hagar, maid of Sarah,” he called, “from where have you come, where are you going?”




“I am escaping,” she said, “the cold eyes of my lady, Sarah.” “Go back to your lady,” Yahweh's angel said to her, “hand yourself back to her desire.”




Now Yahweh's angel said to her: “Your seed I will sow beyond a man's eyes to count.” “Look,” said Yahweh's angel again, “you have been made pregnant. You will give birth to a boy: Ishmael, you will name him. Yahweh heard your punishment: you will hear a male.




“Impudent, he will be stubborn as wild donkeys, his guard up against everyone and theirs raised against him. The tents of his rebellion will rise before the eyes of his brothers.”




Yahweh had spoken to her and the name she called him was, “You are the all-seeing God,” having exclaimed, “You are the God I lived to see—and lived after seeing.” That is why the hole was called “Well of Living Sight”—you can see it right here, between Kadesh and Bered.


——




When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am El Shaddai. Walk in my ways and be blameless. I will establish my covenant between me and you, and I will make you exceedingly numerous.”




Abram threw himself on his face; and God spoke to him further, “As for me, this is my covenant with you: You shall be the father of a multitude of nations. And you shall no longer be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I make you the father of a multitude of nations. I will make you exceedingly fertile, and make nations of you; and kings shall come forth from you.




“I will maintain my covenant between me and you, and your offspring to come, as an everlasting covenant throughout the ages, to be God to you and to your offspring to come. I assign the land you sojourn in to you and your offspring to come, all the land of Canaan, as an everlasting holding. I will be their God.”




God further said to Abraham, “As for you, you and your offspring to come throughout the ages shall keep my covenant. Such shall be the covenant between me and you and your offspring to follow, which you shall keep: every male among you shall be circumcised. You shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin, and that shall be the sign of the covenant between me and you. And throughout the generations, every male among you shall be circumcised at the age of eight days. As for the homeborn slave and the one bought from an outsider who is not of your offspring, they must be circumcised, homeborn, and purchased alike. Thus shall my covenant be marked in your flesh as an everlasting pact. And if any male who is uncircumcised fails to circumcise the flesh of his foreskin, that person shall be cut off from his kin; he has broken my covenant.”




And God said to Abraham, “As for your wife Sarai, you shall not call her Sarai, but her name shall be Sarah. I will bless her; indeed, I will give you a son by her. I will bless her so that she shall give rise to nations; rulers of peoples shall issue from her. Abraham threw himself on his face and laughed, as he said to himself, “Can a child be born to a man a hundred years old, or can Sarah bear a child at ninety?” And Abraham said to God, “O that Ishmael might live by your favor!” God said, “Nevertheless, Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you shall name him Isaac; and I will maintain my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring to come. As for Ishmael, I have heeded you. I hereby bless him. I will make him fertile and exceedingly numerous. He shall be the father of twelve chieftains, and I will make of him a great nation. But my covenant I will maintain with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this season next year.” And when he was done speaking with him, God was gone from Abraham.




Then Abraham took his son Ishmael, and all his homeborn slaves and all those he had bought, every male in Abraham's household, and he circumcised the flesh of their foreskins on that very day, as God had spoken to him. Abraham was ninety-nine years old when he circumcised the flesh of his foreskin, and his son Ishmael was thirteen years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin. Thus Abraham and his son Ishmael were circumcised on that very day; and all his household, his homeborn slaves and those that had been bought from outsiders, were circumcised with him.


——




Now Yahweh was seen by Abraham among the oaks of Mamre; he was napping by his tent opening in the midday heat.




He opened his eyes: three men were standing out there, plain as day. From the opening in the tent he rushed toward them, bent prostrate to the ground.




“My Lord,” he said, “if your heart be warmed, please don’t pass your servant, in front of his eyes. Take some water, please, for washing your feet; rest a moment under the tree. I will bring a piece of bread to give your hearts strength. Let your journey wait; let your passing warm your servant—to serve you.”




“You may,” they said, “make what you’ve said true.”


——




Abraham rushed toward the tent, to Sarah. “Hurry, three measures of our richest flour, to roll into our finest rolls.”




From there to the cattle he runs, chooses a tender calf—the best—gives it to the servant boy, who hurries to make it ready.




Now Abraham gathers curds, milk, and the tender meat he had prepared, sets it down for them under the tree, stands near, overseeing: they ate.


——




“Your wife—where is Sarah?” they asked of him. “Look, she is here,” he said, “in the tent.”




“I will appear again to you—in the time a life ripens and appears. Count on it and see: a son for Sarah, your wife.” Sarah was listening by the tent opening—it was right behind them.




But Sarah and Abraham were old, many days were behind them; for Sarah the periods of women ceased to exist. So within her, Sarah's sides split: “Now that I'm used to groaning, I'm to groan with pleasure? My lord is also shriveled.”




“Why is Sarah laughing,” asked Yahweh of Abraham, “when she says, ‘Now I can count on giving birth, when I'm elderly?’ Is a thing too surprising for Yahweh? In the time a life ripens and appears I will appear to you—and to Sarah, a son.”




Sarah hid her feeling: “No, I wasn’t laughing”—she had been scared. “No,” he said now, “your sides split, count on it.”


——




The figures rose, starting down toward Sodom; from there they could see its upturned face. Abraham walks with them, showing the way.




“Do I hide from Abraham,” said Yahweh within, “what I will do? Abraham will emerge a great nation, populous, until all nations of the earth see themselves blessed in him. I have known him within; he will fill his children, his household, with desire to follow Yahweh's way. Tolerance and justice will emerge—to allow what Yahweh says to be fulfilled.”




Now Yahweh says: “The noise from Sodom and Gomorrah grows; as their contempt grows heavy, it rises.




“It weighs on me to go down, to see what contempt this disturbance signifies. If brought down to find offense, I will pull them down. If not, I will be pleased to know.”




So the figures, leaving there, descend toward Sodom. Now Abraham stands aside, facing Yahweh.


——




Abraham drew close: “Will you wipe away the innocent beside those with contempt? What if there are fifty sincere men inside the city, will you also wipe the place away? Can you not hold back for the fifty innocent within it?




“Heaven forbid you bring this thing to light, to erase the innocent with the contemptuous—as if sincerity and contempt were the same thing. Can it be—heaven forbid—you, judge of all the earth, will not bring justice?”




“If I find fifty innocent inside the city,” said Yahweh, “I will hold back from the whole place on their behalf.”




“Listen please,” said Abraham, pressing further, “I have imagined I may speak to Yahweh—I, mere dust and ashes. What if we have less than fifty sincere, five less—for these five will you wipe away an entire city?”




“I will not pull down,” said Yahweh, “if I find forty-five there.”




Yet he found more to say. “Consider,” he pressed on, “you find forty there.” And he said, “On behalf of these forty I will not act.”




“Please, do not lose patience my lord,” he continued, “if I speak further. Consider thirty are found there.” And he said, “I will not act if I find thirty there.”




“Listen please,” said Abraham, pressing further. “I have imagined I may speak to Yahweh—I, made of mere dust and ashes. Consider twenty are found there.” “I will not pull down,” he said, “on behalf of these twenty.”




“Please, do not lose patience my lord,” he continued, “if I speak further—for the last time. Consider ten are found there.” And he said, “I will not pull down on behalf of those ten.”




Now Yahweh, having finished speaking to Abraham, went on. Abraham turned back, toward his place.


——




In the evening two angels arrived in Sodom. Lot was sitting in the courtyard of Sodom's gate. As he saw—then recognized—them, Lot rose, then bent prostrate, face to the ground. “Please hear me, my lords,” he said, “and stop at the house of this humble servant. Stay the night, wash your feet, rise refreshed, then go on—the road will wait.”




“No,” they said, “we will lie by the broad road.”




Then he begs them, until they stop, to go with him to his house. Now he makes them a feast, complete with fresh-baked matzah and drink: they ate.




Yet before they had fallen asleep, the townsfolk—Sodomites—press round the house, from boys to graybeards, the whole population from as far as the outskirts. “Where are the people who visited you tonight?” they call to Lot. “Bring them out for us,” they ask. “We want to know their intimate ways.”




Now Lot came to the door, closing it behind him. “Brothers, please don’t act by showing contempt. Listen, I have two daughters who have not known a man intimately. Let me bring these out for you: handle them as you please. Only leave the visitors untouched, bring no hand to them: I have brought them under my roof 's wing.”




“Get out of my way,” one said. “He comes here to share our shelter and already he hands down the law. Now you will know more than them, a touch of our contempt.” They pressed against the man, against Lot, were ready to break down the door.




But from within a hand stretched out, brought Lot toward those visitors in the house. Now they shut him in. They blinded them with light:

 the people at the door, boys as well as graybeards. They would grope for the door handle vainly.




The visitors with Lot said: “Are there others of yours—a son-in-law, sons, daughters—anywhere in the city, to be gathered from this place? The offense has risen to Yahweh's ear. Yahweh sends us—to bring down this loud violence.”




Lot hurries to speak to his sons-in-law—those his daughters prepared to marry. “Pack up now, leave this place,” Lot said. “Yahweh is prepared to overturn the city.” Now watch: the sons-in-law see only—in him—a joke on them.




Now the sun began to rise; the angels pressed Lot on. “Get up,” they said, “gather your wife, your two daughters that are left—or be gathered into the crush of citizens—in this city's sin.” He wavered; the figures grasped his arm, his wife's, the hands of his two daughters—it was Yahweh reaching out to them. They brought him out, stopping only outside the city.




So it was: while being brought out, one said to them, “Pity your lot—run, don’t look back, don’t stop until the end of the valley. Escape to the mountain—or be crushed.”




“My lord,” Lot said to them, “please not so. Listen to me: if this servant has warmed your heart, evoked your tender pity—you have kept me alive—then see: I cannot survive in the mountains, where the hand of contempt brands me. Look instead at this town within my chosen lot, small enough to overlook. Let me fly there, please, it is small, insignificant—and so will I be there.”




“Hear,” he answered, “I pity your lot again, will not overturn this city you speak for. Hurry, run—I will do nothing until you’re there.” And this is how one came to call this city Smallah.




The sun rose above the earth as Lot came to Smallah.


——




Now Yahweh spilled on Sodom and Gomorrah a volcanic rain: fire from Yahweh, from the sky. These cities he overturned, with the whole valley, all the citizens in the cities and plants in the earth.




Behind him, Lot's wife stopped to look back—and crystallized into a statue of salt.




Abram arose that morning, hurried to the place he had last faced Yahweh, had stood there with him. Looking out over the upturned faces of Sodom and Gomorrah, over the whole face of the valley, he saw—so it was—a black incense over the earth climbing like smoke from a kiln.


——




But Lot went out from Smallah, toward the mountains, his two daughters with him—he grew afraid to stay in Smallah, settled in a cave alone with his daughters.




“Father is getting old,” the firstborn said to the youngest. “There are no men left on earth to enter us—to follow the way of the earth.




“We’ll pour drink for our father; with wine we will lie with him—life will follow from our father's seed.”




On that night their wine poured out for their father. The eldest now comes, lies with her father; he recalls no sense of her lying there, nor when she rises.




Now listen: “I lay last night with my father,” said the eldest to the youngest. “Follow me. We will have him drunk with wine tonight again, so you may have from him. At his side, we will give life to our father's seed.”




The wine flows on this night also, for their father. The youngest rises, to lie with him; he senses nothing of having her, nor her rising.




So Lot's two daughters became pregnant by their father. The eldest gave birth to a son named Moab—“from father”—the father of the Moabites we see today. A son was born as well to the youngest, whom she called Ben Ami—“son of my kin”—the father down through today's sons of Ammon.


——




From there Abraham moved to the Negev
stopping between Kadesh and Shur
settling in Gerar.




“She is my sister,” he said
of Sarah his wife.
When Abimelech, king of Gerar, heard




he took her. And God came too
that night in a dream
saying “Death is the price
for taking a man's wife.”




Abimelech had not touched her
when he asked, “My Lord, will you kill
a man who is innocent?
I heard “She is my sister”
from him. And from her, “He
is my brother.




“My heart was innocent
my hands clean
when this happened.”




And God answered in the dream
“Because I knew it was innocently done
I held you back from touching her
from committing contempt.




“Now return the wife to the man
and live
for he is a man who speaks up:
he can plead your cause.




“Or else die, if you hold on to her.
You and all who are attached to you.”


——




Abimelech summoned his servants next morning
retelling the conversation in the night
until the men were overcome with fear.




Abraham was called and heard this plea:
“Why did you do this to us?
How did I move you
to settle upon me
and my kingdom
this charge of contempt?
How have I handled you
that you would touch me with contempt?




“What did you foresee
happening
to cause this thing?”




“I said to myself,” Abraham began,
“‘There is no fear of God here;
they’ll kill me
to have my wife.’




“But she is also my sister
my father's daughter
yet not my mother's
and she became my wife.




“When heaven ordained I wander
far from my father's house
I said, ‘Be my loyal wife
in whatever strange place we settle;
tell them this about me:
“He is my brother.”’”




Abimelech took sheep and oxen
male and female servants
gave them to Abraham
and restored Sarah to him.




“Here, my land is yours to settle on”
Abimelech said to Abraham
“anyplace your eye prefers.”




To Sarah he said
“Here, a thousand pieces of silver
for your brother
enough to cover the eyes
of everyone attached to you
to what has happened,
proof of innocence.”




Abraham pleaded his cause to God
and Abimelech was restored
along with his wife
and his female servants:
children could now be born.




For God had closed the womb of everyone
attached to Abimelech
as in a protective dream—
for Sarah, wife of Abraham.


——




Now Yahweh conceived for Sarah what he had said.




Sarah became pregnant and, the time ripe, gave birth: a son appearing from Sarah, for Abraham in his ripe old age.




“Now who would conceive of Abraham having children at Sarah's breast? But I gave birth to a son—not to wisdom—for his old age.”


——




And when his son Isaac was eight days old, Abraham circumcised him, as God had commanded him. Now Abraham was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him.




Sarah said, “God has brought me laughter; everyone who hears will laugh with me.”


——




The child grew
was weaned
and on that day a great feast 
was made by Abraham
but Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian
the one carried by her for Abraham
laughing with her own son, Isaac
and she turned in protest to her husband




“Send away that servant and her son.
No son of hers can divide with Isaac
his inheritance.” In Abraham's eyes
this was wrenching:
it was his son too.




Then God in the night said this:
“Do not be torn between boy and servant;
listen to Sarah's voice;
it is Isaac that continues your name.
But the servant's son too
will father a great nation
being your child.”




Next morning, Abraham
got together bread and water
for Hagar, fixing a skin of water
to her back, sending her and the child away.
She wandered in the desert near Beer-sheva
Until the skin was dry, then sheltered
The child beneath a bush.




She walked away, far as an arrow flies
and sat opposite, weeping, saying to herself
“Let me not hear the child die”
and closed her eyes.




When God heard Ishmael's wail
his angel called to Hagar from heaven:
“What pains you, Hagar?
There is nothing to fear. God has heard
the child's cry, clear as day.
Arise, take the boy in your arms
soothe him, he will become
a great nation.”
Then God opened her eyes:




a well of water was visible
before her. She walked over
filled the skin with water
let the boy drink.




God was with the boy
as he grew up
making the desert his home.
It was in Paran and he grew
skilled with arrow and bow.
It was his mother who got a wife
for him, from the land
of Egypt.


——




And some time later
after these things had happened
God tested Abraham
speaking to him
“Abraham”
“I am listening,” he answered.




And God said
please take your son
whom you love
dear as an only son
that is, Isaac
and go out to the land of Moriah




There you will make of him a burnt offering
on a mountain of which I will tell you
when you approach




And Abraham rose early in the morning
saddled his donkey
took two of his young workers
to go with him and his son, Isaac
having already split the wood
for the burnt offering
and he started out for the place
of which God had spoken
to him




It was on the third day
Abraham looked out in the distance
and there, afar, was the place
and Abraham turned to his young men
you will wait here by yourselves
with the donkey
while the youth and I go on ahead
to worship and then
we will return here to you




Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering
laying it upon Isaac, his son
and in his own hands he took the flint
and the knife
then the two walked on together




At last Isaac spoke to his father, Abraham
“Father”
“I am listening, my son”
We have the flint and the wood
to make the fire, but where is the lamb
for a burnt offering?




Abraham answered
God will reveal his lamb, my son
for the burnt offering
and the two walked on together




And they approached the place
of which God had spoken
there Abraham prepared an altar
set the wood upon it
then bound his son, Isaac
and laid him there, on the altar
lying upon the wood




Abraham reached out
with his hand, taking
the knife, to slaughter
his son




But a voice was calling to him
an angel of the Lord, calling
from out of heaven
Abraham, Abraham
I am listening, he answered




Do not lay your hand upon the youth
you will not do anything to him
for now I know yours is an integrity
dedicated to God
not holding back your son
your dear one, from me




Then Abraham looked around and there
behind him
its horns tangled up in a thicket
a ram had appeared




And Abraham went over to it
carrying the ram to the wood
for a burnt offering
instead of his son




The name of that place
was given by Abraham, meaning
“The Lord reveals”
and today we still say
“The mountain of the Lord
is revelation”




The Lord's angel spoke again
calling to Abraham from heaven
By myself I have sworn
says the Lord
as by yourself you have acted—
have not held back even your son
dear to you as an only one—
and for this thing you are immeasurably blessed
and your seed multiplied
immeasurable as the stars in the sky
and as the grains of sand by the sea




For this thing you have done
your descendants will walk freely
through the gates of their enemy
and all the nations of the earth
will feel themselves blessed
one day, knowing
that your descendants thrive
living among them—
for it was you who listened
and heard my voice




So Abraham returned to his young men
they turned and started out together
for Beersheba
and Abraham stayed there, in Beersheba.


——




And Sarah's life enfolded a hundred years and seven and twenty. Sarah died in Kiryat Arba—it is today Hebron—in the land of Canaan. Abraham mourned for Sarah, crying over her. Then Abraham stood and turned from the sight of his dead to the sons of Het, saying “I am a foreigner and an immigrant here. Allow me a plot for a tomb among you. May I bury my dead here, out of my sight . . . ”




Abraham took the weight of money of which the sons of Het had heard him speak and counted it out for Ephron. It was four hundred shekels of silver, according to the current rate. So Ephron's field in Machpelah, opposite from Mamre, was purchased by Abraham before the witness of the sons of Het. It included the cave that was in the field and every tree, and testimony to it was given at the city gate.




So then Abraham buried Sarah, his wife, in the cave of the field of Machpelah, opposite Mamre—which today is Hebron—in the land of Canaan. So that the field and the cave within it were testified to, by the sons of Het, as passing in possession to Abraham.


——




These things had passed when Abraham would hear: “Listen carefully, Milcah too gave birth to children, for your brother, Nachor. Uz, the eldest; then Buz his brother, and Kemuel, father of Aram; then Chesed, Hazo, Pildash, Jidlaph, Bethuel.” Bethuel fathered Rebecca—but these eight were mothered by Milcah for Nachor, Abraham's brother. His second wife also gave birth: Reumah mothered Tebah, Gaham, Tahash, and Maacah.


——




Now Abraham was very old, his better days—thoroughly blessed by Yahweh—behind him.




“Please put your hand under my thigh,” said Abraham to the senior servant, head of all under his roof. “Swear for me, by Yahweh, God of sky and earth, that you will choose no wife for my son from Canaanite daughters, though I'm settled among them. Instead, visit my homeland, my birthplace, bring out a wife for Isaac, my son.”




“What if the woman won’t come, following me back to this land?” the servant asked him. “Do I then bring out your son—from here, back to the land you left behind?”




“Watch yourself,” Abraham said to him. “Don’t turn to returning, especially my son. Yahweh, God in the skies, who took me out of my father's house, my homeland, who spoke to me, giving his word—‘I will give this land to your seed’—will place his angel by your side, until you choose a wife from there, for my son. If she won’t follow, won’t be beside you, be cleansed of this vow—so long as my son doesn’t settle there.”






















 CHAPTER 2 
 Out of Sumer




Let the ways of Sumer 
       which have been destroyed
be restored for you!*





By the year 5 of the kingship of Hammurapi, more than a millennium had passed since the art of writing, invented in Sumer, inspired huge archives of clay tablets and the construction of libraries to house them. Now, as the transfer of archives from the ancient, defeated Sumerian capital of Ur to the new, southern Mesopotamian center of Babylon was being completed, a man of Ur conceived a plan to set out in the opposite direction, beyond his civilization's borders. His name was Terah. His family could be traced back through several generations to the founding of the third dynasty of Ur—that last flowering of glorious Sumer coinciding with the migration of Amorites, or Semitic people in the north, toward Canaan, the land that Terah's son, Abram, would one day call home. 








HERITAGE




Where was Terah going, and why? “Now these are the generations of Terah: Terah begat Abram, Nahor, and Haran . . .” We are not told much more than Terah's name here, and that he set out from Ur with his family “for the land of Canaan; but when they had come as far as Harran they settled there.” We are not told what Terah looked like, what he did for a living, why he left Ur and was called to Canaan, or exactly when. We are, however, provided with an ending to his story: “The days of Terah came to 205 years and Terah died in Harran.”




Yet we can be fairly certain of several things surrounding the life of Terah and his son Abram (he has not yet changed his name to Abraham, which will signify his founding of a people). We know that Abram must have been an educated man, the first-born son in a prosperous family. Thus Terah was not likely a poor wanderer forced to roam from place to place in order to scratch out a living for his family. Why then would he have picked up and moved his family from the former center of civilization, Ur, to a distant outpost of the Sumerian culture?




Speculation cannot replace history, but it can serve as its proxy until the borders of the unknown are pushed back. Until recently, most of the details of Abram's cities lay on the far side of that boundary. However, historians are now making substantial inroads. In Ur, Abram's birthplace, Sir Leonard Woolley excavated half a million clay tablets in the 1920s. Covered with cuneiform, the first form of syllabic writing, invented by Sumerians in c.3700 BCE, these tablets bring to light the culture, education, and religion that Terah and his sons lived and breathed as citizens of Ur. Based on this evidence we can use speculation as a tool for building on what we know to be true.




In Terah's day the passage of time was marked not strictly in linear fashion but according to important events, such as “the year 5 of the kingship of Hammurapi.” Contrary to what many scholars have thought, the Sumerian tradition was both historically authentic and preoccupied with accuracy. The historical mindset of the Sumerian tradition is neatly organized, but in terms of spheres of influence, measured in eras rather than merely in years. Why have we thought otherwise? Because the years ascribed to the older kings on the famous Sumerian King-lists seem absurd to us: some were said to have lived for hundreds of years, especially those before the Flood. In the same way, the ages ascribed to the early human figures in the Bible—from Noah at 900 years old to Terah, 205 years, Sarah, 160 years, and Abraham, 180 years—seem to suggest exaggeration at best.




What we are only beginning to understand is that these ascribed ages were never intended to be literal, but rather to accurately circumscribe historical periods, some of which, by necessity, overlapped. The foundation records and foundation boxes of Sumerian buildings and monuments that have recently been recovered bear out how crucial was written record-keeping, the foundation of history, in this cultural tradition—exactly the opposite of the impression originally given by these dates.






THE WRITTEN WORD




By 3300 BCE, long before Terah and Abraham lived, the city of Uruk—called Erech in biblical Hebrew—had a population of 55,000. Sumer was enjoying a flowering of technology, architecture, social and political structures, sculpture, and literature, like no civilization before. And the linchpin of all these achievements was writing. Some scholars suggest that Sumer's wedge-shaped cuneiform script evolved from the temple's desire to preserve its ritual literature. Others believe it derived from the need to keep track of the growing number of complex economic transactions; a revolution in transportation, brought on by the visionary ideas of creating canals for navigation and attaching wheels to boards, had opened up new trade routes, and business was booming.




No matter why the first writer put stylus to clay, the ability to record ideas, contracts, and inventions—and thereby to create history—was the spark igniting every element of what we call civilization. It was the Sumerians who classified and catalogued the most crucial elements of human society. They developed a class of scholars and translators to write and authenticate historical literature. They built museums and libraries to preserve history, schools and textbooks to preserve knowledge and the skill of writing itself, and codified law to preserve order among loosely connected, liberally ruled city-states. They also created a formal system of government that for a time preserved the balance of church and state.




In modern-day excavations of Mari, Ur, and other cities of ancient Sumer, writing is found inscribed on the surface of nearly everything. Tablets with the “blueprints” of buildings were mortared into their foundations; praise was engraved on the statues of city gods. In the libraries, archaeologists have found the first cookbooks, the first farmers’ almanac, and the first pharmacopoeia. A treasure trove for historians, written tablets neatly catalogued in Sumerian libraries reveal even more than expected about the culture at the time: colophons (what we think of as copyright pages today) included a tablet's title, its first line of the text, the names of the patron, author, scribe and/or translator, the tablet's owner, and the date for the provenance of the original text copied by the scribe. In keeping with Sumer's dating system a book's colophon might read, “The year that the wall of Kazallu was destroyed,” or “The year of the golden statues of Utu and Shenirda.”




As a spoken language Sumerian was no longer widely used in Abraham's world. It had died out with the fall of the third dynasty of Ur, to be replaced by Akkadian, the language of the conquering people from the north. But if Sumerian was studied and heard only in the temple and the edubba (school), it was carved everywhere—on buildings, monuments, and statues; more importantly, the values embodied by Sumerian culture, with its unique way of looking at the world and understanding one's place in the universe—these things were written not only in stone but in the hearts of generations long after the fall of Ur.






A LIKENESS OF THE GODS




Statues provide another invaluable set of keyholes into Sumerian life. Making statues had once been a big business in Ur. Terah was likely a tradesman, a man of certain means and stature who could and would have educated his son. If his workshop had, for example, fashioned statues of clay, wood, and stone, there were certainly strong economic forces pushing men like him away from the old capital, now a city in decline, toward places providing new opportunities. And statues, as we shall see, will prove integral to the past and future of his son Abram.




Terah's workshop might well have turned out more than a dozen stone statues a year, including life-sized gods and statues of kings and civic figures, purchased by temples and courts. Smaller figures of the gods and votive statues of individuals made of less expensive clay and wood were bought by private households. Every family in the former provinces of Sumer and Akkad had need of votive statues to place in the temples, as well as household gods, and there were several workshops in Ur to make and sell them. Of these, perhaps a dozen were licensed to produce the civic statues, imposing figures of kings and courtiers, scribes and musicians, brought to life as if rescued from their original blocks of stone.




The city's temples, which provided its principal public architecture, also required sacred images of Ur's city god, the moon god Nanna, and his family. Terah's workshop would have produced one such statue every few months. Once such work would have been much in demand for its classic, lifelike vigor, but now Babylonian tastes had shifted toward more formal and ritualized images of the ancient Sumerian gods that Babylon had adopted as its own. Despite shrinking demand, emotional accuracy would still have been seen in the statues of Terah's family, as it was in other figures uncovered from this period, for workshops such as this had been founded upon the inspiration to restore what was great in Sumerian culture. A subtle tension in the poses of their figures reflected the anxiety and loss that followed in Ur for centuries as the glory of the Third Dynasty faded.




So why would Terah have decided “in the year 5 of the kingship of Hammurapi” to leave Ur with his family? Economics would have been one pressure. Another was a shift in power. The Akkadians, the northern neighbor who had once overrun and absorbed the Sumerians, were now themselves absorbed among the Semitic inheritors of Babylon. In the new kingdom of Hammurapi, great cities such as Mari, based upon classical Sumerian-Akkadian culture, were being conquered and sacked. Hammurapi had hauled off the statues and artworks from Mari's temple and palace to Babylon, where they were used as models for making copies. Copying was the art that Hammurabi's Babylon preferred to originality; quantity and monumental scale represented the Babylonian imaginative thrust. This inspiration to copy was extended into collecting and codifying. The scholarly work of gathering and assembling a vast, pre-existing history of laws, judgments, and actual case records resulted in what archaeologists have called the “Code of Hammurapi,” a written archive famous for an originality it never possessed.
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