
EXILE * BABEL* BABYLON * BACK HOME * THERE * EXILE 

The Torah tells us little about the background of Abraham and Sarah, except that they leave it. We learn, 
eventually, that their family maintains ties with the folk “back home.” And that on-going relationship has a 
lot to do, both logistically and thematically, with the larger theme of Israel’s relationship to exile. The 
narratives of Genesis, meanwhile, are tied up with historical places that carried specific meanings. We will 
miss those without some background on some ancient places. 

Back Home
The places specifically linked to Abraham and Sarah in Genesis are Ur Kasdim [ כ�שְד�ים   .[חָ*ן] and Haran [א)'
Scholars from a variety of fields today identify these biblical locations with the historical cities of Ur, west of
the Euphrates River in the southernmost area of Mesopotamia, and Harran, between the Euphrates and 
Tigris rivers in the northern-most section of Mesopotamia. Babylon is also between the rivers, south of 
Harran and north of Ur. In Jewish discourse, “Babylon” sometimes means the city; sometimes, Babylonia as 
an empire or the whole region of Mesopotamia.

The map below is offered as an aid to visualizing the various travels described in Genesis. Here, the 
“Haran” of Genesis is understood as “Harran” of history, and "Ur Kasdim (Ur of the Chaldees)" is 
understood as the historical Ur. Other names in Genesis for Abraham's country, Padan-Aram and Aram 
Naharaim, are understood to mean something similar to “Mesopotamia,” i.e., place between the rivers.

This map was created from materials available from the "Maps of the Ancient Near East," a project of 
the Oriental Institute, the University of Chicago. In addition to their museum, the Oriental Institute 
("OI" on the map), founded in 1919, offers a wealth of on-line information in history and archaeology 
that helps illuminate destination and "back home" for Abraham, Sarah and family. 

(Sketching out their biblical travels is not a claim of historicity for Terah &Co.)
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Harran was considered important “in its 
biblical context" and for “study of ancient 
Near Eastern religion," when the Oriental 
Institution planned an expedition to the 
area in 1983. Scholars had also noted long-
term connections between Ur and Harran.

From an Assyriologist (1964):

The foremost astral deities were, of 
course, §ama§ (Sumerian Utu) and Sin 
(originally Su’en, Sumerian Nanna), the 
sun god and the moon god. Each had two 
major centers in Mesopotamia, §ama§ in 
Larsa and in Sippar, where his temples 
were called “White House,” and Sin in Ur
and in far-off Harran. Both maintained 
their popularity throughout the entire 
history of Mesopotamian civilization….   

— A. Leo Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia, p.195

And from a biblical scholar (2003):

In the course of Nabonidus’s reign [6th Century BCE], it became increasingly clear that there was to be a
new, more inclusive religious identity uniting the empire: the worship of the moon god Sin, who unlike 
Marduk was not tied to a single city but was indigenous to both the Babylonian south (Ur) and the 
Aramean north (Haran).  
— Rainer Albertz, Israel in Exile, p.65 

Cassuto's biblical commentary, in particular, makes use of such scholarship to explain the travels of Genesis.
This, in turn, sheds light on Exile, Egypt, and Passover.

With them/אִת�ם

Two of the few details we get about Abraham and Sarah involve departures: 

• Terah, took his son, Abraham, daughter-in-law, and nephew, and "with them departed from Ur of 
the Chaldees, to go into the land of Canaan; and they came unto Haran, and dwelt there” (Gen 11:31).

• At Haran, God tells Abraham to go forth; he goes, with Sarah and his family group: “…they departed 
to go to the land of Canaan, and they came to the land of Canaan” (Gen 12:1, 4). 

The Torah does not explain why Terah left Ur "with them" or why Abraham is later told to leave Haran. 
Cassuto explores the language; adds history of "firm and permanent ties" between Ur and Haran, as "centres
of the cult of the moon-god Sin" (From Noah to Abraham, p.275); and combines ancient midrash. The result 
sketches some background for the travels of the "wandering Aramean" and family: 

Influenced by Abram and his circle, Terah and other members of the family also felt an inner urge — 
not yet not sufficiently strong or clear — in the spiritual direction toward which Abram was set with all 
his heart and soul. But they did not succeed in overcoming completely the attraction of idol worship      
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Everybody Comes to Haran
North from Babylonia. 
West from Assyria. 
South from Anatolia. 
No matter your point of origin or final destination in the 
ancient near East, your caravan would likely stop in Harran: 

A clue to the importance and function of Harran in the 
economic life of the ancient world can be found in the 
name of the city itself.  Harran means “journey or 
caravan,” and its location at the crossroads of some of 
the most important ancient trade routes explains the 
frequent references to the city in sources that date from 
the third millennium to the first millennium [BCE].
— Douglas Esse (1950-1992), then Associate Director of The Harran 
Expedition, OI News & Notes, 1983
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