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Who are we and what do we want to accomplish?

(About this Newsletter)
This Newsletter is a document of the Department of Old Testament, University of Pretoria. It aims at reaching all students, under- and postgraduate, as well as those interested in the Old Testament science. In an informal and hopefully interesting way it wants to communicate information about Old Testament science, important articles, new books and other matters. It will appear regularly, once a week for the next few months. This Newsletter will also be placed on the Department’s website for some time and will be sent to anyone who provides us with an e-mail address. 
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How to read this Newsletter

Please note the following:

· Each Newsletter is sent in two ways simultaneously: as an ordinary email letter and as an attachment in MS Word. Determine which one works best for you and then delete the other one. To get the most of the Newsletter we recommend that you read it as a MS Word document.

· If you are able to able to open it in MS Word, you can treat it as any other Word document. You can change things like the background (click on Format, Background, then choose the colour) or the font (click on Format, Font, then choose the font) very easily. 

· Although each Newsletter will be between five and six pages in length, you are advised not to print before you have read it. Rather save it on a disk for future reference. 

· To make things easier we have inserted hyperlinks into the text. Always start at ‘Contents’ and then click on the topic you want to read. At the right hand side you will always see the word 'top'. When you click on it you will immediately return to the beginning of the document. Hopefully this will enable you to easily navigate through the text. 
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Abraham, Ur and Agatha Christie

In a very interesting way Agatha Christie, the author of many a mystery novel, is linked to Ur and Abraham. This happened in 1928 when she visited a site in Iraq which was believed to be the home place of Abraham. Before we discuss this further, first something about Ur and the excavations of Leonard Woolley.

top
Some of our students are now battling with the Abraham narrative (Gen 12:1-25:11). By means of a careful analysis of the Hebrew text, a thorough investigation of the historical, introductory and other related problems, they are inter alia  focusing on things like history and theology. One of the first problems one is confronted with, is the birthplace of Abraham. According to Genesis 11:31 Terah ‘took his son Abram, and his grandson Lot, the son of Terah, and his daughter-in-law, Sarai, the wife of his son Abram, and they set out from Ur of the Chaldees, to go to the land of Canaan; they came to Haran and settled there’. Where was this Ur situated? Apparently there were more than one Ur and it is difficult to determine the exact location. Must we search for a northern or a southern setting? It is in the light of this uncertainty that the editor of ‘Biblical Archaeology Review’ (BAR), Herschel Shanks, posed the following question on hearing that the Pope initially planned to visit Iraq: ‘Is the Pope going to the wrong place?’ Pope John Paul II also intended to visit Iraq during his recent pilgrimage: ‘Why Iraq? Because that is where the patriarch Abraham was born – at Ur … But wait a minute. The Pope may be going to the wrong Ur. Perhaps he should be going to Turkey’.
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The location of Ur: in the north or the south?

Before the middle of the nineteenth century many scholars were convinced that Ur was situated in the north close to Haran. It was thought that the Terah family only travelled a short distance to Haran (a few kilometres from the Syrian border) where they settled in one way or another and from where Abraham was called (Gen 12:1-3). Terah died in Haran (Gen 11:32). Later in his life Abraham sent his servant to ‘the land of my birth’ (Gen 24:4) or Ur, to get a wife for his son Isaac. Still later Jacob fled his brother, Esau, and found refuge with Laban, who lived in or near Haran. From these and other Biblical references it was thought that Abraham came from Ur and Haran which were closely situated and more or less in the same vicinity. This basic line of thought was and still is followed by many a scholar up to this day.
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There is, however, another Ur – the one situated in the south, in Iraq. It is extremely far from the one in the North and according to some, a nearly impossible destination for Abraham’s family. Despite all the objections, the southern Ur became extremely popular. But why this interest in this remote Ur? Well, it illustrates something of our science: the right discoveries at the right time by the right person in the right place can easily lead science in a different direction.
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Leonard Woolley’s excavations

Our story begins on September 26, 1922. On that day Leonard Woolley sailed for Iraq. By that time he was already an experienced and respected archaeologist. He was to start working in Ur under the auspices of the British Museum and the University of Pennsylvania Museum. Woolley would spend twelve seasons (until 1934) at Ur and as he himself later said, his discoveries ‘far surpass(ed) anything we had dared to expect’. These discoveries were of such a nature that it immediately captured the imagination of the public; Woolley’s rendering of his discoveries apparently made such an impression that it dramatically changed people’s views on the location of Ur. 
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Before we continue, we must first of all comprehend something of Woolley’s own understanding of his task. In a publication on Abraham he clearly expounded his views. When he stared at Ur’s ruins, all the stones and artefacts did not shout a message as some would have us believe. They were like the skeleton of the human body stripped of skin and flesh. These ruins or archaeological skeletons had to be covered with flesh (or content). He had to make or construct a story from all this. Put differently: from all these pieces he had to create a narrative which would bring an old world to life. And he had very little to work with: Perhaps a piece of gold from the threshold of a temple or a piece of plaster from a wall or a stone or whatever. These small pieces were the building material by means of which he had to bring the ancient city to life.
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To accomplish this, Woolley had to use his imagination. Without imagination no historical work is possible. A great historian, Henry Pirenne, once said that one only needs two things to write a history: sources and an imagination. The latter gives life or spirit to the first and the first prevents the imagination from getting out of hand. And this is exactly what Woolley had to do. He had to use his (informed) imagination to put all these bits and pieces together. He had to make his impressive construction of Ur by means of bits and pieces of archaeological findings which he brought to life by using his imagination. His imagination had to help him to fill in the gaps. And this is the only way in which we can deal with the past. 
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There is something else, too. Any reconstruction of the past is also accomplished by means of the historian’s own life experiences. Through your own life experiences, the past can be made alive. And this is exactly what Woolley did: his knowledge of the Bible, his understanding of the flood, the patriarchs and of Abraham formed the glue which cemented the different archaeological artefacts into one coherent story about Abraham and the early history of Israel. 
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The world of Abraham 

And what a brilliant story he constructed. Woolley was convinced that Ur was the birthplace of Abraham. Everything he unearthed was related in one way or another to Abraham’s or Israel’s early history. The artefacts were interpreted as to shed some light on Abraham’s life context. Many of his theories have not lost their attraction. And because he had the ability to popularise his stories about Ur and the first patriarch, he appealed to the imagination of the ordinary people. We mention a few examples:
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· At Ur there was the great ziggurat and an adjacent temple. This was something spectacular. An impressive building with massive stairways leading to the top building or ‘tower’ dedicated to the local moon god, Nanna. This marvellous construction was probably erected during Ur’s heyday, between 2100 and 2000. King Ur-Nammu commenced the building, but it was completed by his son, Shulgi. The sacred place on the building’s top was dedicated to the Sumerian moon god, Nanna, and his wife Ningal. It was thought that they resided in Ur. Abraham knew (according to Woolley) this magnificent structure; this must have made a great an impression on him. A link was forged between this great ziggurat at Ur and the tower of Babel. Was this ziggurat the prototype of tower in Genesis 11:1-9? 
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· Then there was a beautiful statuette of a ram (17 inches tall) which was probably used in one of the many daily rituals. It looked like a ram caught in the thicket. When Woolley saw it for the first time he linked it the Abraham narrative. According to Genesis 22:1-19 God ordered Abraham to offer his son as a burnt offering. But when he was about to slaughter his son, a voice commanded him to refrain. When Abraham looked around he saw ‘there was a ram entangled in the bushes by the horns’ (Gen 22:13). When Woolley saw the statuette a link was immediately forged between it and Abraham’s sacrifice.
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· At a certain point in time Woolley dug a pit of twenty five by twenty meter and more than twenty meter deep. In the first twelve meter or so he found the remains of cities (mud brick walls, pottery, graves, etc.). Cities which were built, destroyed, rebuilt and once again destroyed. Then suddenly he struck a four meter layer of silt. How should this be explained? Woolley immediately linked this to the Flood narratives in Genesis 6-9. He believed that it was deposited during the mid-fourth millennium (BC) and that it happened during the overflowing of the Euphrates. According to him the Euphrates flooded and its overflow was so huge, that it made such an imprint on the ancient minds and that it was remembered for centuries. In other words: recollections of a great deluge was part of the collective memories of ancient man. Faint memories of that event can still be found in the story of the Flood.
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Due to these and other spectacular findings, Woolley was convinced that Ur was the place where Abraham was born and lived his early years. He was shaped by that world. His views, his religion, his physical surroundings were that of Ur at the Euphrates. Striking is his description of Abraham’s departure from Ur. He ‘did not come away from Ur empty handed. He brought with him a pride in his upbringing, in the greatness of his city … He brought with him those stories about the world’s creation and of the Flood which, moralised by his descendants, have been as history or as parable treasured by half the world for four thousand years. He brought with him the laws of Ur and, handing them down through the generations of his house, laid the foundations of that Mosaic code which is still the Law of the Jews and has been professedly adopted by most Christian nations as the basis of their own systems’.
 In short: Ur was a highly-cultured city and Abraham a man of considerable culture; he was steeped in the best of the ancient cultural traditions; he embodied the views which moulded Israel and still later the church for millennia; he brought with him the core of a religion which was later re-interpreted in Yahwist terms. This was the greatness not only of Ur but also of Abraham.
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And then came ms Agatha Christie

And Woolley’s stories brought a whole world to life. So convincing and gripping it was, that the mystery author, Agatha Christie, once brought a visit to the archaeological site. There Woolley showed her around and told her his story. She said: ‘Leonard Woolley saw with the eye of imagination: the place was as real to him as if it had been 1500 B.C., or a few thousand years earlier. Wherever we happened to be, he could make it come alive. While he was speaking I felt in my mind no doubt whatever that that house on the corner had been Abraham’s. It was his reconstruction of the past and he believed in it, and anyone who listened to him believed in it also’.
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Was the southern Ur the real birthplace of Abraham?

Agatha Christie formulated it well: it was Woolley’s story and it was convincing. That is perhaps the only aim which we can pursue: reconstructing convincing life worlds with the help of science. Is this not an easy escape? Will we never be able to determine the real historical facts of the life of Abraham? Unfortunately not! It is not possible any more to work through all the layers of history in order to determine the exact facts relating to the time of the patriarchs. This must not prevent us from trying. In the process of struggling we catch a glimpse, only a glimpse of an old world and this is extremely rewarding. Human beings lack the skills to enter the original historical context of Abraham but it is nevertheless worth trying. 
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Interested in web based courses in the Old Testament?

On the internet you can now enrol for the honours and master's degree and the PhD. 

· The honours exists of six papers of which you must choose four. The six are the following: hermeneutics, religion of Israel (two papers), the problem of suffering, theology of the Old Testament and exegesis of some chapters of the Hebrew Bible. You thus have to choose four papers and submit an assignment in each. Interested? If so, write to jleroux1@mweb.co.za for more information. 

· The master's exists of two sections: six assignments and a mini-thesis. No written or oral examinations are required. Only the assignments and the mini-thesis. Interested? If so, write to jleroux1@mweb.co.za for more information.

· The PhD exists of a thesis and (like the other degrees) can be completed anywhere in the universe. Special requirements must, however, be met. Interested? If so, write to jleroux1@mweb.co.za for more information.
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Everything of the best.

Yours truly,

Jurie le Roux

jleroux1@mweb.co.za 
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