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PREFACE
Iraq—Land of the Bible
This book was originally published on March 18, 2003, one  day before a United States–led coalition invaded Iraq—  which happens to be the birthplace of the book’s subject,  the biblical patriarch Abraham. An interesting coincidence, from a publishing perspective. But is that all it was?
In those days, as American troops moved up the Euphrates River valley  toward Baghdad, I thought of Carl Jung, the tidy Swiss psychologist who labored to explain the amazing phenomenon of “synchronicity.” In Jung’s psychology, synchronicity means the tendency of our lives to include many  apparently significant coincidences. To illustrate, he writes of a patient who  was telling him her dream about an Egyptian scarab—a kind of beetle common in Egyptian art—when suddenly a real, live Swiss scarab flew in  through his office window. He observed that such “coincidences” happen  too often to be meaningless. In other words, they are not really mere coincidences at all.
On the issue of synchronicity, the Bible takes what one might call a Jungian view. Scriptural Hebrew has no word for “coincidence” at all, suggesting that, as in Jung’s psychology, synchronic events only appear to be  coincidental. In fact, they have a genuine if concealed meaning. As America’s war in Iraq unfolded, followed by the postwar rebuilding effort, odd  parallels between current events and biblical history became apparent. Indeed, with America being led by the most Bible-believing White House in  modern times, it was no longer an eccentricity to follow the news with a  Bible open on your desk. What are we to make of some of the curious “coincidences” linking the drama in today’s Middle East with the dramas of biblical antiquity?
Think fast: Which modern nation can most plausibly be called the Land  of the Bible? Israel is the obvious answer, but not the only one. The narrative of the Hebrew Bible begins and ends in Iraq. In the story told by its historical books, from Genesis to 2 Kings, the episodes that occur in the land  of Israel can be seen merely as an interlude.
The Bible begins with the Garden of Eden, located in proximity to the  Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, in the land called Mesopotamia, the very same  location now occupied by Iraq. There follows the story of the Tower of  Babel—that is, Babylon, a city whose remains lie 60 miles south of today’s  Baghdad.
Abraham leaves his native Mesopotamia to migrate to the land of  Canaan. His son Isaac and grandson Jacob seek wives in Mesopotamia.  While their descendants establish residence in Canaan, the Bible’s narrative  concludes with Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, who has come to power in  Mesopotamia, invading Israel and deporting the children of Abraham back  to the old country: Iraq. I mean, Babylon.
Much of the fierce poetry of the Hebrew prophets is likewise concerned  with the peril emanating from Babylon. God warns Jeremiah that “from the  North”—Babylon was to the north of Israel—“the evil begins upon all the  inhabitants of the land.”
Meanwhile, America has often seen herself as a new Israel. The Pilgrims  were called Separatists, a fair translation of the word “Hebrew” (or Ivri, its original form), which literally means “on the other side,” because the first  Hebrew, Abraham, came from the other side of the Jordan River, from  Mesopotamia. As the scholar Michael Novak writes, our national founding  was based on “Hebrew metaphysics.” Benjamin Franklin recommended as  the seal of the United States a portrait of the Israelites crossing the Red Sea.  Lincoln called us the “Almost Chosen People.” As if reprising Jeremiah’s  role, President Bush said in the lead-up to the war that the world’s “evil”—  as he frankly called Saddam’s regime—began with Iraq, which is to say,  Babylon.
What meaning is there in the fact that, in the conflict between America  and Saddam’s Iraq, history recalled the ancient tension between Israel and  Babylon? Cynics might argue that the president had spent too much time  with his nose in the Scriptures, whose fantastical stories drew his attention  to Iraq when it should have been on more pressing concerns, like North  Korea.
But there is another way of considering the association of America with  Israel and Iraq with Babylon—a more compelling way that emerges from a  sensitive reading of the Bible.
The Hebrew Bible is full of strangely repetitive motifs. An example is  Abraham’s flight to Egypt to escape famine, which plays out again in many  of the same details when Jacob flees to the same country for the same reason. Secular biblical critics understand such motifs as evidence of the multiple hands that they say participated over centuries in writing the texts that  were later woven together into the Bible.
Traditional religious sages have given a deeper explanation. Well aware  of these motifs, the great medieval exegete Rabbi Moses ben Nachman explained that the “deeds of the fathers are a portent to the children.” In other  words, in the Bible, as in Moses ben Nachman’s time and in our own, human dramas play out over and over, in much the same details of personality  and geography. Scripture sets down paradigms in which we ourselves live  our lives.
Anyone who reads the Bible and contemplates the human experience in  its light will, I think, see that there is truth in this. The confrontation with  Iraq offers an illustration.
Thus, in the course of the war, one persistent biblical resonance came attached to the many media references to the Euphrates River, which along  with the Tigris (east of the Euphrates) defines the heart of Babylonia, or Mesopotamia—meaning, literally, “Between Rivers”—extending from today’s southern Iraq through Syria and into southern Turkey. Vivid reports  told, for example, of how the 3rd Infantry Division managed to get across  the Euphrates on its way to Baghdad. The strategy relied on feinted attacks  to draw the Republican Guard out into the field to be destroyed.
In researching this book, I made sure to see the Euphrates River, outside  of Harran, Turkey, where Abraham first heard God’s voice (Gen. 12:1–3).  Up there the river is impressive but unbeautiful, broad, calm, brown, banked  on either side by desolate flat, dried mud about the same color as the river.  You can’t help reading what the Bible says about it without thinking that the  Euphrates has some very significant meaning.
The Bible lays great emphasis on the land of Israel, but what are that  land’s borders, specifically its eastern border? If you said Israel is bounded in  the east by the Jordan River, as the modern state of Israel is, you could defend that answer. But a number of biblical verses give, as the eastern border,  not the Jordan but the Euphrates.
God tells Abraham: “To your descendants have I given the land, from the  river of Egypt to the great river, the Euphrates River” (Gen. 15:18). Later  He tells the Israelites encamped at Mt. Sinai: “Turn yourselves around and  journey . . . [to] the land of the Canaanite and the Lebanon, until the great  river, the Euphrates River. See I have given the land before you; come and  possess the land that the Lord swore to your forefathers, to Abraham, to  Isaac, and to Jacob” (Deut. 1:7–8).
Abraham himself is called the first “Hebrew,” or  Ivri, meaning literally  “across”—for he came from “across” the Euphrates. The Bible stresses his  origins because before he left that land, he lived and worshipped among believers in a false religion. When his descendants, the Israelites, were poised  to invade Canaan, God reminded them of the lowly origins of their ancestors: “They served gods of others. But I took your forefather Abraham from  across the river” (Josh. 24:2–3).
A river is an obvious boundary marker. In spiritual terms, the Euphrates  marks a boundary between the old false religion and the new religion of  monotheism preached by Abraham.
In the Iraq war, the Euphrates similarly marked the border beyond which  falsehood reigned. As American troops were on the outskirts of Baghdad,  the Iraqi government was denying that American troops were even a hundred miles from the capital. The falsehoods propounded by Saddam’s regime were astonishing in their pathetic bravado, but the Iraqi people were accustomed to being fed outrageous lies by their government. In the Bible, to  found his new religion Abraham had to escape beyond the boundaries of the  Euphrates. Scripture is telling us that between truth and falsehood there is a  sharp line, as definite as a broad river, however much liars may seek to convince us that all is a gray area.
It’s possible that, in seeking war, President Bush was influenced by his  scriptural studies. Maybe that’s a good thing. If the Bible helps us understand  the patterns that drive history, that would mean that in its pages we find not  fantasy but reality, by which a wise leader should indeed be guided.
So too in our own lives, which are often in need of guidance and inspiration. Abraham is a figure of the past, but he is also very much of the present. One of the things I find most electrifying in contemplating the stories  of the Bible, as they are interpreted and expanded upon by ancient Jewish  rabbinic sources, is how often these narratives shed light on the questions  and struggles going on in my own life, as if speaking directly to me. This  happens so often it can’t be a coincidence. Jung would have called it synchronicity.
Mystically, a rabbinic teaching describes biblical tradition as the blueprint  on which the Lord, presented as a cosmic architect, gazed as He made the  universe. Anyone in possession of the blueprint will understand the finished  product, our world, of which the architect’s plan offers a schematic model.  In this book I present one thread of data from that blueprint, in the form of  a narrative of Abraham’s life and times. The reader will find meanings here  of significance for his or her life. What those meanings will be depends on  the reader, but they are there, waiting to be discovered.

INTRODUCTION
Bus No. 160
Hearing our plans to visit Hebron, on Israel’s violently disputed West Bank, a Jerusalem rabbi warned my wife and  me, “If you two are going to go through with this, you’ll  have to call the police that morning. Tell them you’re an  American journalist and you want to take bus no. 160 from Jerusalem. Ask  if that would be safe to do. They often know if there’s going to be a terrorist attack on the roads that day. If they say, ‘It’s not a good day to travel,’ then  you’d better listen to them. If they say, ‘The roads are open. It’s a free country,’ then the odds are in your favor. You’ll probably come back alive.”
It was the winter of 2000, and we had come from Seattle to visit the sites  in Israel and Turkey associated with the patriarch Abraham. Above all, it seemed imperative to see the place where he was buried, the tomb called  Machpelah in Hebron.
To our surprise there were other passengers on the bus: soldiers and civilians, all silent for the forty-minute ride, peering out apprehensively through  smudged, barred, reinforced windows at the brown hills, terraced with tumbledown stone walls like broken teeth. Over the dashboard of the bus somebody had pinned a button to the fabric with a little red heart in the middle,  reading, “I love the Pacific Northwest.” My wife took my hand, which was  cold. We were on our way to see Abraham.
Or were we? Who was buried in his tomb, after all, if anyone?
According to surveys, only 1 percent of Americans declare themselves to be  atheists or agnostics. The rest of us have some part of our consciousness set  aside for whatever faith we adhere to, however tentatively, about God.
There is a mystery here: Whether or not you yourself believe in Him,  the fact that most everyone else you know does is one whose peculiarity we  hardly register because, like water, oxygen, and light, it pervades our lives.  Up until a certain point in history, everyone agreed that there must be many  gods. By a later point, that view had been abandoned, at least in the West  and Near East. Who or what brought about the change? Let me state forthrightly the conclusion I have reached.
There are grounds to believe that Abraham was a genuine historical figure, the strange and wonderful details of whose 175 years on earth are locked  and encrypted in the Book of Genesis, to be unlocked by the key called the  tradition. Half the world is filled with a powerful if sometimes fleeting  awareness of God thanks to the efforts of this man, born around 1812 B.C.  in a city named Cuthah near today’s Baghdad.
Of course, many sophisticated people, including plenty who are actively  involved in churches and synagogues, would dismiss this view as naïve.  “Smart” opinion calls Abraham a fiction. Influential fiction, to be sure—  which is why thoughtful writers will be found earnestly meditating on the  legacy of the patriarch as the three monotheistic faiths depict him, meaning  the impact of the idea of the man rather than the man himself—but fiction  nonetheless.
This book presents Abraham in a radically different light, which should  not be confused with biblical literalism. After all, in the Book of Genesis itself one finds no clear indication that Abraham discovered God. It doesn’t  even say that he was a monotheist. He prayed to the Deity under several different names, and some scholars have said that these appellations refer to various Canaanite gods. In fact, from just a reading of the Bible, Abraham seems  in many ways a mundane, unimpressive person. He goes about planting  trees, getting into disputes about wells, negotiating real-estate transactions,  sacrificing farm animals, receiving the divine promise that he will become  the ancestor of a nation. In the Bible a lot of people become ancestors of nations. It’s quite routine. The past century’s most distinguished archaeological  historian of the Bible, who unlike academics today believed that Abraham  actually existed, summarized his career as that of “the chief traditional representative of the original donkey caravaneers of the 19th century B.C.”1
There is another Abraham: the patriarch as portrayed in ancient oral tradition, Oral Torah, which, as I will argue, transmits factual data as old as the  Hebrew Bible. By tradition’s account, remarkably vivid where Scripture’s is  modest and circumscribed, Abraham was a missionary who converted tens  of thousands to monotheism. He was also an occultist, astrologer, healer, and  writer of esoteric texts whose home was a regular gathering place for angels.  He was an androgynous figure born with an indeterminate sexual anatomy,  a man who wrestled with an accusing spiritual force called Satan. He may or  may not have done something terrible to his son Isaac on a rock altar on a  mountaintop. A thread of tradition hints that the Binding of Isaac, contrary  to what the Bible seems to say, did not end happily.
Jewish tradition—conveyed in the Mishnah, Talmud, and Midrash, by  ancient and medieval commentators—gives incomparably more detail about  Abraham than do its Muslim and Christian counterparts. Along with much  else, these sources convey aggadah—a generic designation for material that  fills in the gaps of the sparse biblical narrative, material dismissed as charming legends by secular scholars but which we will sift for actual history. The  Mishnah, comprising Oral Torah in its most highly crystallized form, mostly  conveys traditions about Jewish law. The Talmud, which expounds upon the  Mishnah, includes a great deal of aggadah. The collections of traditions called  Midrash concentrate on filling out the narrative with stories not included in  the Bible. (A single item of aggadah from a midrashic collection is called,  generically, a midrash.) The midrashic collection we will lean on most heavily here is Genesis Rabbah, which I refer to simply as “the Midrash,” devoted  to illuminating the first book of the Bible. In their turn, the commentators  seek to clarify the more ancient sources.
The question of Abraham’s historicity, and the related question of what sources  we can use to learn about him, are not merely academic. While orthodox religious folk revere him, the first patriarch is of no less importance for those who  don’t know quite what to think of the God of Abrahamic monotheism.
Jews, Christians, and Muslims call him their father, and the present  world-spanning conflict pitting radical Muslims against Jews and Christians  may be explained precisely as a family feud. St. Paul taught that Abraham has  descendants by blood and by faith, and that being a descendant by faith, as a  Christian, is much more significant than being so by blood. Muslims understand themselves as the children of Abraham through his first son, Ishmael,  though they give a positive spin to this identification, whereas the Bible  presents Ishmael as a dangerous misfit. Muhammad is said by Muslims to  have been a direct descendant of Ishmael, who along with Abraham founded  the primordial religion that became Islam.
The God that agnostics and seekers wonder about is also Abraham’s God.  That Deity is central to our experience as modern people for reasons that go  far beyond the fact that even an atheist lives in society with a majority who  are believers, and that belief in God has shaped our culture over millennia.
We belong to a highly affluent society, and it is possible to link this prosperity with the very first sentence in Genesis, where God is introduced. Hebrew Scripture begins by defining Him as the Creator par excellence. In this  way, the Bible inspires us to be creators ourselves. It cannot be an accident  that the vast majority of the wonderful (or fearsome) technologies we associate with modern life have been the inventions of people living amid the  civilization of the Bible. After all, one finds nothing about creation in the  first verses of the Quran, which begins on an impressive note—“This Book  is not to be doubted”—but one less inviting of human creativity. Had no  Abraham initiated the religions that became Judaism and Christianity, it  seems unlikely that modern life—with its mixed blessings of electricity, telephones, television, Internet, automobiles, jet airplanes, medicine, and the  rest—would exist in its present form.2
The same conclusion follows from recalling that polytheism means exalting the natural world, with the gods representing forces of nature. Before  Christianity had taken hold throughout Europe, the great teacher Epictetus  (A.D. 50–138) articulated the fundamentals of Stoicism, amounting to a most  eloquent philosophy of nature worship. In the Stoic ideal, the virtuous man  accepts with resignation the ultimate authority of nature’s order: basically,  what is, is what should be. Thus sickness, poverty, death, natural disasters—all  these are to be endured without protest because the universe wills them.  This is in contrast to Abrahamic monotheism, which pictures man as God’s  partner in improving the world. Thus God commands Adam to “fill the  earth and subdue it.”3 The Talmud and Midrash, transmitting Jewish oral tradition, lay great stress on this.4 When Abraham served food to hungry wayfarers, it being nature’s way for hungry people to starve to death, and called  them to thank God for their nourishment, God credited him as “My partner in the creation of the world.”5 This bending of nature to human will  defines the modern world, and we enjoy its fruits every time we take an  antibiotic or adjust the temperature in our climate-controlled homes.
A more basic observation is that without the One God, there can be no  system of morality worthy of that name. In the world before Abraham, each  city or even each person would have its or his own god or gods. At most, a  god’s authority covered the territory of a single nation. While the god might  dictate to his followers certain standards of behavior, these ethical customs  were rendered meaningless as soon as a believer crossed into the next country or city, where his god might be amiably tolerated but wasn’t viewed as  authoritative. Monotheism guarantees that concepts of right and wrong can  be translated from person to person, city to city, country to country. No  wonder, then, that the monotheist West is the world’s most prosperous region. Prosperity requires trade across borders, and it helps if the trader can  be confident of finding approximately the same moral culture wherever he  goes. That way he doesn’t have to wonder if, for instance, the neighboring  country also respects contracts.
From churches and synagogues to air conditioners and antibiotics: our world  is in many ways Abraham’s world. He set in motion an idea that changed  human life forever. If you believe he was indeed a man, not a myth, then  we are all his children.
Did Abraham live? Did he ever lie in the tomb of Machpelah? I propose  to put off giving my reasons for regarding him as a historical character until  we have waded a little bit into the story of his life and of his times.
That life may be divided into three portions, like the panels in a triptych.6 As traditionally laid out, the Torah calls each portion, or parshah, by a name  taken from its first words. In synagogues, typically one portion is read each  Sabbath, successively, so that the entire cycle of the Pentateuch is completed  each year. In the first Torah portion of Abraham’s scriptural biography, Lech  L’chah (“Go for Yourself”), Abram, as he was called from birth, founds his  mission to convert the world to monotheism. In the second portion, Vayera  (“He Appeared”), the now renamed patriarch, Abraham, struggles to establish a successor to lead his ministry. At last such a worthy heir appears when  his son Isaac is born. In the third, Chayei Sarah (“The Life of Sarah”), Abraham’s wife dies. Before he joins her, he must ensure that his mission will  continue by seeking a wife for Isaac, for the role of patriarch is hereditary.  This is the all-encompassing theme of everything Abraham did: the imperative to pass on the knowledge of the One God to future generations.
Even before the opening of Lech L’chah, the Torah briefly introduces us  to Abram. For he also had a life before his missionary activities commenced.  In the Mishneh Torah, that great summation of Jewish law and belief completed in Egypt in 1178, Maimonides offers a narrative of the patriarch’s  youthful career. Three thousand years before the sage wrote, the Near East  and all the world had been utterly lost in paganism and ignorance. Then  “there was born the pillar of the world, namely our father Abraham.” 7
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CHAPTER ONE
A Palace in Flames
Reaching us like pulses of ancient light from a star in a distant galaxy, the circumstances of Abraham’s birth are obscure. His world—so different from our own, where the  worship of one God at most is taken for granted—might  as well be a different galaxy. However, this much is clear: no sooner had the  child been born than the enemies of God set out to kill him.
In that year, according to tradition, knowledge of the Lord was scarce  among men, and certain forces in the Near East wished to keep things that  way. Stories collected in medieval times, later published under the title Ma’asei Avraham Avinu (“Deeds of Abraham Our Father”), recall his birth as being marked by a star rising in the east, consuming other stars.1 At this fearful wonder, priests at the court of a Mesopotamian tyrant, Nimrod, prophesied  that a child was to be born whose descendants would seize the spiritual future of mankind, condemning the old gods to the ashes, to be replaced by  the One God. Nimrod trembled at this. Almost alone among his contemporaries, who were ignorant of the Almighty, he knew God and hated Him.  The Bible itself mentions Nimrod only in passing, noting that he was “a  mighty hunter before the Lord,” which the Oral Torah understands to mean  that he hunted men’s souls, seeking to turn them away from God.2 So Nimrod, advised by Satan, literally hunted Abraham. The future patriarch was  born in a cave suffused with supernatural light, and God sent the angel  Gabriel to protect him, causing a black cloud to hide the child from his enemies. The boy was called Abram.
Nimrod sought to bribe the child’s father, Terach. If Terach would slay  his own son, Nimrod promised great riches. Instead, Terach lied, insisting  that the infant had already perished, and kept his boy in the cave until the  danger had passed. Thirteen years went by before it was safe for Abram to  emerge from hiding.
Details of these stories—the star in the east, the black cloud, the bribe for  Terach—not only are dismissed as fiction by modern scholars but are neglected by the greatest medieval sages as well.
However, the sages wholly accept the work called Pirke d’Rabbi Eliezer  (“Chapters of Rabbi Eliezer”), attributed to the school of Rabbi Eliezer ben  Hyrcanus, who lived around A.D. 100.3 What Pirke d’Rabbi Eliezer records  about the patriarch’s birth is terse. It can be relied on if any midrash, or biblical interpolation transmitted by tradition, can be: “When Abraham our Father was born, all the powerful men in [Nimrod’s] kingdom sought to  murder him. He was hidden underground for 13 years, during which he saw  neither the sun nor the moon. After 13 years had passed, he emerged from  underground, speaking the Holy Tongue [Hebrew]. He despised the sacred  trees, loathed the idols, and trusted in the shadow of his Creator. He said,  ‘Lord of Hosts, happy is the man who trusts in you,’ ” a declaration later enshrined by King David in Psalm 84.4
The general location of Abram’s birth and early suffering is Mesopotamia,  the area between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers centering on what is today Iraq and extending into southern Turkey. More specifically, Jewish tradition directs our attention to Cuthah, twenty miles northeast of Baghdad,  as the city where Abram was born. There, an archaeological mound called Tell Ibrahim rises from the plain. A tell is an artificial hill comprising layer  on layer of debris from a series of collapsed cities that once occupied a site,  all interspersed and covered over with dirt. There are lots of them in the  Near East. The farther down you dig, the further back in time you go. Since  Muslim and Jewish beliefs on the subject of the first patriarch agree on many  points, it is unsurprising to learn that the Arabic name “Tell Ibrahim” corresponds with the Jewish tradition that this undistinguished mound hides the  ruins of Abram’s birthplace.5 Little is known about Cuthah apart from its  having been a center for the grisly cult of Nergal, god of the underworld,  on whose account the city was called “the assembly-place of the ghosts.”6
Admittedly, one reading of Scripture and tradition would suggest that  Abram was born not at Cuthah, but farther south at the great metropolis of  Ur, or Ur Kasdim, as the Bible calls it. The location of Abram’s cave, a place  of pivotal importance for his spiritual development, is similarly ambiguous.  Islamic tradition offers some speculation. In Turkey close to the Syrian border, a dusty city called Sanliurfa is identified by Muslims with Ur Kasdim.  Arabs and Kurds who dwell in the area have built something like an  Abraham-related memorial park, containing a cave said to be where Ibrahim  was born, presumably also where he was hidden from Nimrod. In the side  of a rocky hill, the entrance today is guarded by a one-eyed Muslim in robes  who, when I was there, scowled as I purchased a ticket and removed my  shoes to enter. Inside is a grotto with water pooled some distance below  ground level, barred against entry and almost invisible in the dark.
Those scholars who have been inclined to think Abraham was a real figure have reached no consensus on the year of his birth, on where he fits into  the time line of Near Eastern history. Estimates range from 2158 B.C. to as  early as 1350. The great twentieth-century archaeologist W. F. Albright set  the time of Abraham’s migration from Mesopotamia to Canaan as having  been between 1900 and 1750 B.C.7 Most views assign him a birth date somewhere in the Canaanite archaeological framework called the Middle Bronze  Age I–II (2000–1650). In this period as well falls the birth year attested by  Jewish oral tradition: 1812 B.C.
If tradition is right, then the originator of monotheism was born as the  heir to a culture that originated civilization in general. Mesopotamia comprised the lands of Sumer, in the south, and Akkad, in the north. The people of Akkad were Semitic, but those of Sumer came to the region from  elsewhere; precisely where is unknown. Before there was a First Dynasty in Egypt, these Sumerians built Ur. The Sumerian legal system became the basis of the Code of Hammurabi, which in turn preceded Hebrew law by four  hundred years. In architecture, Sumerians invented the arch, the dome, and  the vault. Abraham may be counted as the greatest of all the gifts to have  been bestowed on mankind by Mesopotamian culture.
The Bible says nothing explicitly about what was going on in the Near East  at the time Abraham was born. In fact, it says almost nothing about him till  he had turned seventy-five years old. But it does tell us what had been happening in his family for the twenty generations that went before him. The  story takes us back to Adam and Eve. One notes points of agreement between history and tradition.
It is possible to read the first chapters of Genesis in conjunction with the  Oral Torah to suggest that before Adam, there were creatures who looked  human and possessed human intelligence but lacked the defining characteristic of true humanity, a soul.8 If Adam and Eve really did exist, then according to Jewish tradition, they would have been created in the year 3761  B.C. Their original home, the Garden of Eden, is associated in the Bible with  four rivers, including the Euphrates and the Tigris. In that period and that  place, about 3800 B.C. in southern Mesopotamia, one finds evidence of an  unusual people known to historians as the Ubaid culture. They were iconoclasts. In their pottery decorations, they disdained portrayals of humans and  animals. At the important site Eridu, they left behind no mother-goddess  figurines of the kind so favored by their near contemporaries. To a secular  historian, this evidence “indicat[es] a striking difference in religious conceptions” reminiscent of the taboo on figurative art associated with Hebrew  teaching.9 Could these people bear some relationship to the family of Adam  and Eve? Some historians theorize that Sumerian civilization as a whole, its  origins otherwise mysterious, grew out of Ubaid culture. That would accord  with the Bible’s narrative, which traces the founding of the civilization of  “Shinar,” or Sumer, to Adam’s descendants. 10
An outline of earliest religious history is presented by Maimonides—  often called Rambam, an acronym of Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (Spanish,  1135–1204). In his Mishneh Torah, he writes that Adam and his sons recognized God but that Adam’s grandson Enosh strayed, choosing to bow before  God’s creations—sun and moon, water and fire, the stars above all—through  whose worship he thought he could win God’s favor. As one generation  faded into the next, men began to forget that nature had a single Creator.  Temples were set up, sacrifices brought, sacred trees planted, and holy places  established on mountaintops. This fits with history. In Mesopotamia, mountaintops were viewed as the principal address of any worthwhile divinity.  When the civilization of ancient Sumer began constructing its greatest religious monuments, it fashioned them to resemble a mountain with the god’s  home at its peak, giving the shape of the classic Mesopotamian step pyramid,  or ziggurat.
Rambam explains that at this point “The Rock of Ages [God] was unrecognized by any man, except for certain isolated individuals in the world  who knew Him, for example [the biblical figures] Hanoch and Methusaleh,  Noah, Shem and Ever.”11 History, too, bears witness to this tenuous transmission.
Modern Bible critics direct our attention to the many similarities between Hebrew and Babylonian myth, the latter having been composed first,  notably the Mesopotamian creation epic Enuma Elish, which parallels the  creation account in Genesis. Writes Professor E. A. Speiser, there is not “the  slightest basis in fact for assuming some unidentified ultimate source from  which both the Mesopotamians and the Hebrews could have derived their  views about creation.”12 In other words, Hebrew “myth” derives from its  Mesopotamian counterpart—quite a blow to the prestige of the biblical  text—unless there is indeed an “ultimate source.”
It would have been more accurate to say that, of such a source, there is  no evidence apart from the assertion of Jewish teaching that a few of Adam  and Eve’s descendants preserved a line of tradition concerning the relationship of God to man and to creation. If so, it would not be surprising to discover that from other cultures one hears echoes of the data presented in the  opening chapters of Genesis. So, for instance, Mesopotamian myth tells the  story of a catastrophic flood and a man who survived it.
Judaism attaches much importance to this figure, called Noah. In the Talmud’s tractate Sanhedrin, a whole religion, intended for humanity, is outlined: “Noachism” (in Hebrew, “Noah” is “Noach”), a system of moral  directives centered on a sublime assertion of God’s oneness—traced to  Adam, though Noah received a commission from God to spread Noachism to the world. He failed: his tradition was never disseminated beyond his immediate descendants. At age seventy-five, Abraham would meet this line of  “Noachides” in the eerie person of Malchizedek. But, growing up in  Mesopotamia, he knew nothing of it.
The towering medieval sage Rashi (an acronym of Rabbi Solomon bar  Isaac; French, 1040–1105), whose work we will draw on everywhere in this  book, comments that since the time of Enosh, the Lord had been God of  the heavens, but not God of the earth. “For the inhabitants of the earth did  not recognize Him, and His name was unfamiliar in the land.” 13 As usual,  Rashi conveys a tradition found originally in one of the ancient sources—  here a midrash in Genesis Rabbah. Any tradition cited by Rashi is likely to be  essential to understanding the scriptural text at a most fundamental level. He  also notes that “until Abraham” appeared, “the Omnipresent was angry”  with humanity.14
The Lord was angry, and Abraham’s contemporaries continued to pray to  their gods.
Today we know details about religion in Mesopotamia that Maimonides  did not. We know the names of the gods in its pantheon, who numbered up  to four thousand in total, and what they represented. A pair of divine triads  stood at the head of this pantheon. Anu (or An in Sumerian) was the god of  the heavens, the “father” or “king” of the gods. Enlil was lord of the earth.  And Enki was the god of the waters. Those three formed the first triad. The  second comprised the gods of the moon, sun, and the planet Venus—  respectively Sin, Shamash, and Ishtar.
For Abraham’s contemporaries, the spiritual world was not transcendent,  but immanent. When Mesopotamians worshiped the sun god or the moon  god, it was not, as with Enosh, because they thought nature functioned as a  proxy for the creator. Rather, the gods literally were nature. They were the  idols themselves.15 Standing in the long chamber at the base of the ziggurat,  the god was the carved piece of wood adorned with jewelry and gemstones.
The history of Mesopotamian religion may be divided into three parts,  each lasting a millennium.16 In the fourth millennium B.C., man’s consciousness focused above all else on the constant danger of death by famine. As in the Rambam’s telling, the gods were the forces of nature in quasi-human  form, for nature could feed or starve you at will.
Political organization marked the third millennium, as the main danger  to human life shifted from nature to other men, in the form of war. The  gods were increasingly understood as super-rulers, choosing mortals to serve  as their representatives on earth. Hence the novel institution of kingship was  established, as history and tradition agree: the sages of the oral tradition call  Nimrod history’s first king; his ascension, narrated in the Bible (“he began  to be mighty in the land”), was a key event in the era immediately preceding Abraham’s.17 Sharing supreme rule, the gods gathered to eat, drink, and  issue arbitrary rulings on matters of concern to their human subjects.
In the second millennium, in whose second century Abraham was born,  Mesopotamians groped for a more personal relationship to the divine. Man  was anxious to believe that the gods were out there listening, feeling concern for him, sharing his worries. Not coincidentally, the centerpiece of  second-millennium Mesopotamian literature, the Gilgamesh Epic, is about  the prospect of death as the eternal end of all human strivings. The hero,  Gilgamesh, goes in search of a way to restore to life his deceased friend  Enkidu. Gilgamesh has heard a tale about a mortal who won immortality.  This is Utnapishtim, the Mesopotamian Noah, who survived a great flood.  But when our protagonist finally has the secret of eternal life in his grasp—  it is a certain underwater plant—a serpent suddenly comes along and eats it.  The moral of the story is: You are going to die. That will be the end of you.
While some Mesopotamians cheerfully accepted death as a final extinguishing of consciousness, others were oppressed by the terror of mortality.  The archaeologist who uncovered the ruins of Ur, C. Leonard Woolley,  wrote of Sumerian religion that it was a faith “not of love but of fear, fear  whose limits are confined to this present life, fear of Beings all-powerful,  capricious, unmoral. Somehow or other virtue does appeal to the gods . . . ,  but experience shows that mere virtue is not enough to engage and keep  their favor; practical religion consists in the sacrifices and the ritual that placate and in the spells that bind them.”18 In the Bible’s account, which  matches Woolley’s, an ancestor of Abraham bears the sinister name  Chatzarmavet, or “Courtyard of Death.” As the Midrash explains, in his  place the people lived in a constant dread of doom.19
While acknowledging this doom, it is important that we not discount the  weird reality of idol worship, of the gods themselves. Since the pagans were not fools, we ought to try to imagine ourselves into their heads. In worshiping the gods, what exactly did a person worship?
Jewish tradition offers surprising answers. One opinion, informed by  kabbalah, Judaism’s mystical tradition, delicately suggests that what the idolaters worshiped were really aspects of God, pagan religion arising from “the  deification by the pagans of cosmic forces corresponding to the various divine attributes.”20 Hence the biblical title given to the Holy One: “God of  gods.” Another view equates the gods with demons, shadow beings held by  the Mishnah to have been created by God shortly after He first breathed a  soul into a human body.21
A modern rationalistic account of the pagan mind urges us to take seriously what the idolaters of old themselves said about their relationship with  the gods. Professor Julian Jaynes, author of The Origins of Consciousness in the  Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind, taught psychology at Princeton from 1966  to 1990, but he also educated himself in the literatures of the ancient world.  He urged that we consider the somewhat hard-to-process fact that idolatry  focused literally on the worship of idols.
Ordinary men had their personal gods, accommodated in household  shrines. The chief god of a city would have his house in the middle of town,  in the religious compound surmounted by the ziggurat. As if the wooden  image were truly alive, priests carried him about, served him food and drink,  and provided all manner of other services, including sexual ones. The god  was clothed in rich garments, and at festival times took trips to visit other  gods in their temples. Men were the servants of the gods, who called them  the “blackheaded ones.” In return for services, the gods spoke to men.
They literally spoke, or at least men thought they heard their voices. In  Mesopotamia, the voice belonged to the ili, the personal god, while in Egypt  it belonged to the ka, the hard-to-translate lynchpin of all Egyptian thinking  about religion and personality, which Jaynes calls the “voice-persona.” Essentially the ancients hallucinated the god voices in much the same way that  schizophrenics in contemporary times hear voices. The voice was generated  in the brain’s right temporal lobe. It then traveled across the anterior commissure and was “heard” in the left temporal lobe—heard not, however, as  the voice of consciousness we hear today when we think consciously about  ourselves, but as a voice from outside, sometimes accompanied by hallucinated visual images. This “bicameral” structure of the pagan mind is to be  distinguished from consciousness as we know it, for in fact people then were not “conscious.” Jaynes demonstrates convincingly that consciousness is not  a prerequisite to learning or to civilization. (Think of the way you drive a  car, a complex activity carried out for the most part unconsciously.) When  a person needed to make a choice, he heard the voice of his god and obeyed.
The god voices were the main vehicle of social control. Up to a certain  level of civilizational complexity, everyone knew his place and his role from  the voices. Then, Jaynes argues, writing developed in Mesopotamia around  3000 B.C. This allowed for the recording of divine instructions, or laws, on  clay tablets in the medium called cuneiform, a system of some six hundred  characters mixing the features of an alphabet with those of pure hieroglyphics, or picture symbols. With these instructions available to be consulted at  any time, the need for hallucinations was obviated.
The most celebrated legal code in the ancient world, Hammurabi’s, was  set down at Babylon about 1750 B.C., within decades of Abraham’s birth. By  the thirteenth century B.C., the breakdown of the bicameral mind in the  Near East had been completed. As recorded in inscriptions, Mesopotamians  begin to lament the quieting of the god voices, which had fallen into silence.
However we understand pagan consciousness, it is clear that by the time  Abraham was born a major spiritual evolution was under way. His was an  era of transformation, and anxiety. From about 3000 B.C., it is as if history  was tearing up the soil in the field where the seeds of Abraham’s teaching  would be planted.
The social and political chaos of the second millennium B.C. played a role  in this process, further roiling the Mesopotamian soul. A century or so before Abraham’s birth, Sumerian civilization was transformed by the influence  of Semitic invaders from the Syrian desert, called Amorites or Martu, meaning “Westerners.” It is likely that some of Abraham’s ancestors belonged to  this group. Cultivated men at Ur detested the Amorite: a nomad “who lives  in a tent, exposed to wind and rain; . . . who eats raw foods; who has no  home during his lifetime and no tomb at his death,” “who does not know  grain,” these “raiders . . . with animal instincts, like wolves.”22
The monarchs of Ur fortified their borders against marauding outsiders.  However, these defenses were unequal to the strength of the enemy. By the  end of the twentieth century B.C., Sumer was completely overwhelmed by  Amorites and other foreigners. The last king of the Third Dynasty of Ur was  captured and led off in chains. Preserved in cuneiform, a final communication from this monarch, Ibbi-Sin, is a letter like a distress signal from a sinking ocean liner, telling how “all the Martu have penetrated into the interior  of the country, seizing the great fortresses one by one.” 23
Gradually the Amorites were tamed, adopting Sumerian culture and religion and setting themselves up as kings of the various Mesopotamian city-states, including Babylon. About the same time that Abraham was born, the  first such Babylonian dynasty was established. After an era of violent upheaval, Amorite civilization had emerged; its most brilliant representative  would be Hammurabi.
It was the fate of Abraham to be born in the period between the fall of  one civilization and the rise of another. Such times are full of danger, but  also of promise. The world was ripe for spiritual revolution.
Abram’s family resided in the new world politically, the old world spiritually.  Though he was born at Cuthah, his relations lived in Haran, an important  trading city in northern Mesopotamia. Genesis offers his genealogy, from  Noah’s son Shem through the patriarch’s great-grandfather Serug, grandfather Nachor, and father, Terach. Their names are Amorite and associated  specifically with Haran, near which were towns called Sarugi (Serug),  Nakhur (Nachor), and Til-turakhi (Terach).24 Evidently Abram’s family was  well known in the region. Their spoken tongue would have been Akkadian.
Haran was a center of worship for the moon god Sin, and Terach’s name  has lunar associations. So do the names of Abram’s wife, Sarai, and sister-in-law Milcah.25 Terach had three sons, each separated in birth by one year;  Abram was the oldest, followed by Nachor (named for his father’s father),  followed by Haran (spelled differently in Hebrew than the name of the city).  Not all the boys had the same mother, for Terach had two wives.26
He was a merchant in the idol trade, which suggests a couple of observations about the environment in which Abram grew up. First, the father  was an educated man, for merchants were among those in Mesopotamian  society who needed to be at least somewhat familiar with the cumbersome  and difficult cuneiform script in which commercial transactions were  recorded.
Second, obviously, Abram would have been intimately aware of the practice of Mesopotamian religion. The clay figures that Terach sold, in human and fantastic animal shapes, often lime-washed and colored in red and black,  were of a domestic variety. They were set in the doorway or buried under  the threshold of one’s home, where they protected the inhabitants from the  malign influence of demons and other harmful spirits.27 They were worshiped in private family chapels and set alongside the family’s bodies in the  grave. The graves as well as the chapel would have been included in the  home. (A well-appointed Mesopotamian house had a brick vault for burials  right under the chapel, which gave the living quarters an interesting odor.  Periodically, whole quarters of a city had to be cleared out because of the  stench.)
Although the pagan background of Terach and the rest of Abraham’s  family is forthrightly stated elsewhere in the Bible,28 the idea of a future patriarch going along with his father to bow down to the local lunar deity has  troubled some non-Jewish commentators. St. Augustine theorized that a  small group including Terach, who passed on his wisdom to Abram, practiced a secret monotheistic religion down through the generations. By contrast the Midrash insists that, in formulating his new beliefs, Abram received  no help from his father. Any line of familial transmission had broken down  long before he was born, and Maimonides adds that Abram not only learned  the faith of his fellow Mesopotamians but “worshipped among them.”29  The  Midrash speaks of a “sin” that was in Abram’s hands “all those years,” the sin  of worshiping false gods.30
Much has been written about Abram’s name, which is attested as authentic to the place and time, the Amorite First Dynasty of Babylon, belonging to a class of names common until the tenth century B.C. but rare  afterward. 31 In Torah nomenclature, its key component, av, means a father or  patriarch, more generally a prototype. Jewish mysticism presents the patriarch as the prototype of a hard-to-define virtue: chesed, usually translated as  “kindness.” What is kindness? Abram entered the world not so much to  comfort the afflicted, but to afflict the comfortable, those complacent pagan  souls who found satisfying the routine of feeding and placating their gods of  clay and wood. That hardly sounds “kind” of him; but a modern sage points  to the relationship between the English words “kindness” and “kindred.”32 The profoundest source of true kindness is the perception that all existence  is “kin”: not simply that all people are part of one human race but that all of  creation is united in its one source.
Another meaning of the patriarch’s birth name refers to Terach. The av, father, of this boy was ram, “exalted” or “elevated”—a reference to Terach’s  position at the court of Nimrod.33 Besides commercial connections, the old  man had government ties. In the Torah’s account, the political elite of  Mesopotamia is personified in Nimrod, to whom Scripture attributes the  building of three Mesopotamian power centers: Erech (or Uruk), Akkad,  and Babylon—a précis, in three names, of Near Eastern political history.34 As  some historians argue, the culture of Uruk (not Ubaid) was the seed from  which Sumerian society grew, beginning in the fourth millennium B.C.  Akkad, under Sargon I, became the leading power in the region about 2340  B.C. And Babylon arose to dominate the land between the rivers beginning  about 1750 B.C. Thus the Bible credits Nimrod with holding power over a  period of two millennia—indicating that he is to be understood not as one  man, but as a succession of rulers who governed Mesopotamia.
At “Nimrod’s” court, the leading men of the time felt a rush of dread at  the announcement of their colleague Terach’s firstborn son. In matters of  state, a class of priests called baru (“observers”), expert in interpreting omens,  read the future through the pseudoscience of hepatoscopy, or liver divination, in which the liver of a slaughtered animal was examined for signs implanted by the god to indicate the shape of future events.35 Nimrod’s baru  priests must have read in some liver that a boy was to be born to Terach who  ultimately, whether by himself or through the influence of his descendants,  would overthrow the whole spiritual outlook of their civilization.
It poses no problem to the biblical worldview to suppose that by supernatural means Nimrod foresaw that the boy Abram was dangerous. The  Bible does not deny that when idolaters practice occult magical arts, their efforts can be effective. At the time of Moses, the magicians in Pharaoh’s court  performed genuine if malign miracles. Nimrod must have shared this concern with Terach, who was not averse, if it meant saving himself, to turning  his own flesh and blood over to the authorities.
The Talmud hints that, while Abram learned nothing of transcendent  worth from his father, he may have absorbed habits of sound reasoning from  his mother, whom the Talmud identifies as Amatlai, the daughter of Karnivo. 36 When the oral tradition provides the names of individuals or places  that the Bible leaves anonymous, this is not out of a taste for antiquarian  trivia. Rather, the names are intended to tell us something about their bearers. In this case, “Amatlai” is built on the Aramaic root amatla,  meaning “a  plausible reason for contradicting a statement.” Evidently the young Abram received inspiration from his mother, who supported the youth in the intellectual development that led him to contradict his father’s beliefs. Presumably it was not Terach, but the good Amatlai, who kept their son safe  underground for thirteen years.
During those years, Abram must have dreamed of the outside world. We  may speculate that it is one of his dreams that is collected in Genesis Rabbah  as a famous parable, that of the burning palace.
Parables have a dreamlike quality, and our dreams are typically parables:  symbolic representations of whatever problems we had been grappling with  while awake. If Abram did not have precisely this dream, he might as well  have. The Midrash sets down the brief narrative by way of explaining his  spiritual rebirth as a believer in the One God. Notice the details, which, as  in a dream, are not chosen at random.
“A man was passing from place to place, when he saw a palace in flames.  He said, ‘Is it possible that the palace has no lord?’ Then there appeared to  him the master of the palace who said to him, ‘I am its master.’ ” 37
Abram is the subject here, passing “from place to place”—in Hebrew,  from makom to makom. In Torah terminology, a makom  can be a physical locality, but it can also mean a spiritual or existential framework.38 My makom  is the way I understand the universe and my role in it. In idiomatic English,  it is “where I’m coming from.” Abram was on the verge of a transition between radically different worldviews. The palace, a grand structure hiding  more than it shows, is the world. Its owner is God.
And the flames are what? Possibly their light represents spiritual illumination of the kind Abram was destined to experience, and through him, the  world. Possibly the fire represents the paradox, demanding explanation, that  we live in an exquisitely designed world, suggesting a Creator and Master,  but a world where forces of evil and destruction seem to reign, suggesting a  world without a Master. Either way, Abram’s evolution started in wonder,  awe, and questioning.39
Was this palace, the universe itself as experienced by a man of the Near  East, truly on fire at the time of Abram’s birth? In a sense it was. And Abram  himself would soon face a trial of fire.

CHAPTER TWO
Let There Be Light
When Abram was forty-eight years old, murderous Nimrod  caught up with him. After dryly noting the patriarch’s  birth along with that of his brothers, Nachor and Haran,  the Bible’s first statement in its narration of Abram’s life  seems strangely irrelevant. It says, “Haran died in the presence of Terach his  father in the land of his birth, in Ur Kasdim.” 1 What do we care about Haran, who plays no role in the narrative? The verse turns out to be cryptic at  various levels, as the Midrash, Talmud, and their decoders make clear.
Since we are still dealing with Genesis 11, before Scripture has begun relating the patriarch’s experiences in earnest from age seventy-five, this  episode comes down to us exclusively through tradition. In 1764 B.C., the hunter of souls had Abram dragged to an inquisition, which the Talmud  locates in Cuthah, in a part of the city called Kasdim. 2 Brought before the  tyrant, Abram would have met a man who appeared to be a typical  Mesopotamian lugal, or “king,” wearing a headdress like a cross between a  fez and a turban, his face adorned by a long, intricately woven beard falling  down his chest and tucked behind his ears. But Nimrod was no typical king.
Upon meeting the prisoner face-to-face, Nimrod spoke with him.  Abram still has the mocking, arrogant manner we associate with younger  men. Nimrod intended to secure Abram’s ascent to paganism, or to punish  him with an excruciating death if he refused. There was some preliminary discussion in which Nimrod advised Abram of what he wanted, namely  that he acknowledge the animistic forces—like fire and water—that  Sumero-Babylonians regarded as embodying gods. Abram responded with  contempt.
Outraged, Nimrod demanded that Abram obey immediately: “Bow  down to fire!”
But Abram remained cool as a cloud. “Why not bow to water instead,”  he asked, “for water extinguishes fire?”
“Then bow to water,” said Nimrod.
“If so, why not bow to the clouds that carry water as rain?”
“Very well,” said the persecutor, “then bow down to the clouds!”
“If so”—and we can sense Abram’s enjoyment at this encounter—“let us  bow down to the wind which scatters the clouds.”
Nimrod had by now entirely lost his temper. “Then bow down to the  wind!”
“If so,” Abram replied, still serene and unafraid, “let us bow down to a  son of man, who endures the wind.”
At this, Nimrod erupted. “All you speak are meaningless words!”
An evil idea passed into the tyrant’s mind, or perhaps he had been building to this all along. “I myself bow down only to fire [in Hebrew,  ur]. Behold I shall now cast you into the midst of fire, and let the God you worship  rescue you if He can!”3
As a form of capital punishment, this would have made sense to Nimrod.  In the Mesopotamian mind, when dealing with dangerous magic and ghost  forces like the kind represented by Abram’s God, the main antidote was fire.  We know this from collections of incantations preserved from as far back as  the Third Dynasty of Ur, around 2100 B.C. Wizards were burned in effigy to neutralize their power to harm.4 So now would Abram be burned to neutralize him.
Besides meaning “fire,” an ur is also any hole in the ground, small or big,  from a pit to a valley. Ur Kasdim, literally the “Fire of the Kasdim,” is thus  not a city, as it seems from a surface-level reading of the biblical text, but  rather a fearsome pit of fire.5 This kivshan ha’aish, the Fiery Furnace, as Rashi  calls it in his Torah commentary, was prepared. Elsewhere, Rashi suggests  what kind of fire it was: a lime kiln.6 To make limestone burn, it must be  heated to a temperature in the neighborhood of one thousand degrees  Fahrenheit. The process, conducted in a kiln or furnace, in Hebrew a  kivshan, decomposes the stone into the two chemical components carbon  dioxide and calcium oxide. The latter, called lime, is used in construction  and glassmaking and when heated produces a brilliant illumination (limelight).
Nimrod wanted Abram’s family, who perhaps shared his unorthodox  views, to witness his death. All were assembled, and the stones in the furnace were set afire. When the temperature had reached the point where  stone becomes lime and light from the mouth of the kiln glows white,  guards brought the prisoner forward.
The traditional sources tell us nothing about what Abram or Terach was  thinking at this moment. Only the calculations of the patriarch’s brother Haran are specified. Haran was divided in his mind, for he knew his brother  was a most unusual person who seemed to have some knowledge of a spiritual force that Haran did not understand. Perhaps this force, this “God,”  would indeed save him, as the sarcastic Nimrod had suggested. But perhaps  Abram would die. As Abram approached the burning furnace, Haran made  up his mind. Sort of. If his brother’s God saved Abram, then Haran would  declare himself loyal to the party of Abram. If God failed to intervene, Haran would declare his loyalty to Nimrod. Haran’s resolution would turn out  to be as clever as it was brave.
Abram entered, lowered into the flames by Nimrod’s attendants.
And a miracle occurred. He felt every one of the one thousand degrees,  but only for the smallest moment, enough to demonstrate his just-acquired  faith. Just then in Heaven there was an uproar, recounted in the Talmud.  The angel Gabriel protested, insisting that he be allowed to take immediate  action. “Lord of the universe, let me go down to cool this righteous man  and save him from the Fiery Furnace.” God replied: “I am unique in my world, and he is unique in his world. It is fitting that the Unique One save  the unique one.”7 So God saved Abram, who emerged from the furnace unharmed.
Unharmed yet different. Rashi identifies Ur Kasdim as the place of  Abram’s, not Haran’s, “birth.”8 Some interpreters have understood this to  mean that Ur was a city and Abram was born there. But Rashi also identifies Ur Kasdim with the Fiery Furnace.9 Which is it? The deeper meaning  is that in the fire Abram was reborn as a man in a relationship with his Creator.
Before this experience, whatever progress he had made toward understanding God had been entirely intellectual. But people do not typically  choose to die for the sake of ideas. Not really. They give up their lives for  relationships. In wartime diaries, soldiers rarely mention the abstract principles at stake in the conflict. Instead, they speak of other people: family at  home, comrades on the battlefield. While occasionally a person will give up  his life for the sake of God, he accepts martyrdom not out of loyalty to the  idea of God, but because of his relationship with God.
Up till now, Abram had no personal relationship with God. Yet he approached the light of the furnace and entered the torch of a thousand degrees without fear. How is this possible? When the Talmud indicates that  God Himself rescued Abram, it means that Abram met God, in person, in  the light emanating from the furnace. His first communication from the  Deity, in the form of words reproducible on a page, was still years in the  future. But you can meet a god, just as you can meet a person, without exchanging words.
All this was lost on poor Haran. He saw the miracle, but for him its  meaning had only the practical significance that fate seemed to be on  Abram’s side. Amid the gasps of horror at Nimrod’s court, the king’s officers  asked him to declare himself. Was he for Abram or for Nimrod?
“I belong to Abram,” he replied.10 Haran’s freshly acquired faith in his  brother pleased neither the king Nimrod nor the King of Heaven. There is  no tradition of Gabriel’s seeking to interfere. The court officers cast Haran  into the flaming pit and, screaming, he died there “in the presence of Terach his father . . . in Ur Kasdim.”
In relating Abram’s rebirth, we have skipped over what happened to him in  the years between his emergence from the cave at age thirteen and Haran’s  death thirty-five years later.
The Bible tells nothing directly about Abraham’s childhood, education,  or other early experiences. For modern scholars, then, the origins of the belief in one God are left completely obscure—which is peculiar when you  think about it. For the Bible is of permanent interest to the world only because it provides access to Him.
Giving the details that the Bible lacks, Maimonides writes at length. His  narrative, beginning with Abram’s early childhood, is worth quoting:
When this mighty one [Abram] was weaned, he began to philosophize.  He was young and commenced pondering day and night and he was  amazed at how it was possible that this sphere [of the celestial bodies]  moved always and had nothing driving it or causing it to revolve. [In  line with medieval thought, Maimonides envisioned the sun, moon,  and planets as revolving in a great heavenly sphere.] For [the sphere]  could not cause itself to revolve. Abraham had no teacher nor did he  have anyone to give him knowledge. . . . His father and his mother and  all the people were idolaters and he worshipped among them; but his  mind roamed and he sought understanding until he reached the path of  truth. . . . And then he knew that there is One God: that He moves the  sphere [of the heavens] and He created all and there is no god in existence apart from Him. Furthermore he knew that all the world was in  error and that what had caused them to err was their worship of the  stars and the idols so that truth had perished in their minds. Abraham  was forty years old when he recognized his Creator. When he recognized and knew [Him], he began to exchange views with the people . . . , and to arrange arguments against them, saying, “This is not the  way of truth in which you are walking!” He then shattered the idols  and he began to teach the people that it is not fit to worship any but  the Eternal God, to whom it is right to bow and to sacrifice and offer  libations, so that all the men of the future should also
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