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Introduction: Reading the Old Testament Beneath the Surface
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The Old Testament is one of the most influential bodies of literature in human history, yet it is also one of the most misunderstood. For generations, readers have been pushed toward two unsatisfying extremes: either treat the text as a literal transcript of events, or dismiss it entirely as myth. Both approaches flatten the ancient world and obscure the way real memory, real politics, and real people shaped these narratives.

This living book takes a different path.

Rather than forcing the text into modern categories of “true” or “false,” it asks a more historically grounded question: What plausible historical cores lie beneath these accounts, and how were they shaped by oral tradition, cultural memory, and the political realities of the ancient Near East?

Archaeology, comparative literature, Near Eastern history, and the study of oral tradition all point to the same conclusion: ancient narratives often preserve genuine memories, but those memories are expressed through symbolic motifs, compressed storytelling, and the narrative conventions of their time. The result is a layered text — part history, part memory, part literary shaping — that deserves to be read with nuance rather than suspicion.

This book, written by an archaeologist, seeks to reconstruct those layers.

Each chapter explores a different narrative, tracing how a historical event or political situation could have been remembered, retold, and eventually written down. The goal is not to prove or disprove miracles, nor to defend or attack religious belief. Instead, it is to understand the ancient world on its own terms: its politics, its fears, its storytelling habits, and its ways of preserving truth.

Theists will find that this approach does not diminish the spiritual meaning of the text; it simply respects the way ancient texts were formed. Agnostics will find that they do not need to reject the entire narrative in order to reject literalism. Historians will recognise familiar patterns of memory and transmission. Archaeologists will see how the material record illuminates the accounts. And readers of all backgrounds will discover that the Old Testament becomes far more coherent — and far more human — when read in its proper context.

This is a living book. It will grow, refine itself, and expand as new research, new insights, and new reconstructions emerge. The ancient world is vast, and its stories deserve to be explored with both imagination and discipline. The reader can periodically reload the book to obtain the most current essays and updates as the author’s research continues.

Let us begin beneath the surface.
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