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Pope Francis Encyclical Lumen fidei / The Light of
Faith, §8-9 (trans. © Libreria Editrice Vaticana)

Abraham, our father in faith: Faith opens the way
before us and accompanies our steps through time. Hence,
if we want to understand what faith is, we need to follow
the route it has taken, the path trodden by believers, as
witnessed first in the Old Testament. Here a unique place
belongs to Abraham, our father in faith. Something
disturbing takes place in his life: God speaks to him; he
reveals himself as a God who speaks and calls his name.
Faith is linked to hearing. Abraham does not see God, but
hears his voice. Faith thus takes on a personal aspect. God
is not the god of a particular place, or a deity linked to
specific sacred time, but the God of a person, “the God of
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” (Ex 3:6), capable of interacting
with man and establishing a covenant with him. Faith is our
response to a word which engages us personally, to a
"Thou" who calls us by name.

The word spoken to Abraham contains both a call and a
promise. First, it is a call to leave his own land, a summons
to a new life, the beginning of an exodus which points him
towards an unforeseen future (Gn 12:1). The sight which
faith would give to Abraham would always be linked to the
need to take this step forward: faith "sees" to the extent
that it journeys, to the extent that it chooses to enter into
the horizons opened up by God’s word.

This word also contains a promise: “Your descendants
will be great in number, you will be the father of a great
nation” (Gn 13:16; 15:5; 22:17). As a response to a word
which preceded it, Abraham’s faith would always be an act
of remembrance (...) But, as the memory of a promise, it
becomes capable of opening up the future, shedding light
on the path to be taken (...) It is thus closely bound up with
hope.
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ur, Iraq, important city of ancient
southern Mesopotamia (Sumer), situated about 225 km
southeast of the site of Babylon and about 16 km west of
the present bed of the Euphrates River. In antiquity the river
ran much closer to the city; the change in its course has left
the ruins in a desert that once was irrigated and fertile land.

The first serious excavations at Ur were made after World
War | by H.R. Hall of the British Museum, and as a result a
joint expedition was formed by the British Museum and
the University of Pennsylvania that carried on the
excavations under Leonard Woolley’s directorship from
1922 until 1934. Almost every period of the city’s lifetime
has been illustrated by the discoveries, and knowledge of
Mesopotamian history has been greatly enlarged.

Foundation Of The City

At some time in the 4th millennium BCE, the city was
founded by settlers thought to have been from northern
Mesopotamia, farmers still in the Chalcolithic phase
of culture. There is evidence that their occupation was
ended by a flood, formerly thought to be the one described
in Genesis. From the succeeding “Jamdat Nasr” (Late
Protoliterate) phase, a large cemetery produced valuable
remains allied to more sensational discoveries made at
Erech.

Ur In The Early Dynastic Period, 29th-24th
Century BCE

In the next (Early Dynastic) period Ur became the capital of
the whole of southern Mesopotamia under the Sumerian
kings of the 1st dynasty of Ur (25th century BCE).
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Excavation of a vast cemetery from the period preceding
that dynasty (26th century) produced
royal tombs containing almost incredible treasures in gold,
silver, bronze, and semiprecious stones, showing not only
the wealth of the people of Ur but also their highly
developed civilization and art. Not the least remarkable
discovery was that of the custom whereby kings
were buried along with a whole retinue of their court
officials, servants, and women, privileged to continue their
service in the next world. Musical instruments from the
royal tombs, golden weapons, engraved shell plaques and
mosaic pictures, statuary and carved cylinder seals, all are a
collection of unique importance, illustrating a civilization
previously unknown to the historian.

A further development of it, or perhaps a different aspect,
was shown by the excavation at al-‘Ubayd, a suburb of Ur,
of a small temple also of a type previously unsuspected,
richly decorated with statuary, mosaics, and metal reliefs
and having columns sheathed with coloured mosaic or
polished copper.

The inscribed foundation tablet of the temple, stating that it
was the work of a king of the 1st dynasty of Ur, dated the
building and proved the historical character of a dynasty
that had been mentioned by ancient Sumerian historians but
that modern scholars had previously dismissed as fictitious.

A few personal inscriptions confirmed the real existence of
the almost legendary ruler Sargon I, king of Akkad, who
reigned in the 24th century BCE, and a cemetery illustrated
the material culture of his time.

Third Dynasty Of Ur, 22nd-21st Century BCE
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To the next period, that of the 3rd dynasty of Ur, when Ur
was again the capital of an empire, belong some of the most
important architectural monuments preserved on the site.

Foremost among these is the ziggurat, a three-storied solid
mass of mud brick faced with burnt bricks set in bitumen,
rather like a stepped pyramid; on its summit was a small
shrine, the bedchamber of the moon god Nanna (Sin), the
patron deity and divine king of Ur.

The lowest stage measures at its foot some 210 by 150 feet
(64 by 46 metres), and its height was about 40 feet. On
three sides the walls, relieved by shallow buttresses, rose
sheer.

On the northeast face were three great staircases, each of
100 steps, one projecting at right angles from the centre of
the building, two leaning against its wall, and all three
converging in a gateway between the first and the second
terrace. From this a single flight of steps led upward to the
top terrace and to the door of the god’s little shrine.

The lower part of the ziggurat, built by Ur-Nammu, the founder
of the dynasty, was astonishingly well preserved; enough of the
upper part survived to make the restoration certain.

The excavations showed that by the 3rd
millennium BCE Sumerian architects were acquainted with the
column, the arch, the vault, and the dome—i.e., with all the basic
forms of architecture. The ziggurat exhibited its refinements. The
walls all sloped inward, and their angle, together with the
carefully calculated heights of the successive stages, leads the
eye inward and upward; the sharper slope of the stairways
accentuates that effect and fixes attention on the shrine, the
religious focus of the whole huge structure. Surprisingly, there is
not a single straight line in the structure.
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Each wall, from base to top and horizontally from corner to
corner, is a convex curve, a curve so slight as not to be
apparent but giving to the eye of the observer an illusion of
strength where a straight line might have seemed to sag
under the weight of the superstructure. The architect thus
employed the principle of entasis, which was to be
rediscovered by the builders of the Parthenon at Athens.

Succeeding Dynasties, 21st-6th Century BCE

The great brick mausoleums of the 3rd-dynasty kings and the
temples they built were sacked and destroyed by the Elamites,
but the temples at least were restored by the kings of the
succeeding dynasties of Isin and Larsa; and Ur, though it ceased
to be the capital, retained its religious and its commercial
importance.

Having access by river and canal to the Gulf, it was the natural
headquarters of foreign trade. As early as the reign of Sargon of
Akkad it had been in touch with India, at least indirectly.
Personal seals of the Indus Valley type from the 3rd dynasty and
the Larsa period have been found at Ur, while many hundreds of
clay tablets show how the foreign trade was organized. The “sea
kings” of Ur carried goods for export to the entrep6t at Dilmun
(Bahrain) and there picked up the copper and ivory that came
from the east.

The clay tablets were found in the residential quarter of the
city, of which a considerable area was excavated. The
houses of private citizens in the Larsa period and
under Hammurabi of Babylon (c. 18th century BCE, in
which period Abraham is supposed to have lived at Ur)
were comfortable and well-built two-story houses with
ample accommodation for the family, for servants, and for
guests, of a type that ensured privacy and was suited to the
climate.
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In some houses was a kind of chapel in which the family god
was worshipped and under the pavement of which members of
the family were buried. Many large state temples were
excavated, as were some small wayside shrines dedicated by
private persons to minor deities, the latter throwing a new light
upon

Babylonian religious practices; but the domestic chapels, with
their provision for the worship of the nameless family gods, are
yet more interesting and have a possible relation to the religion
of the Hebrew patriarchs.

After a long period of relative neglect, Ur experienced a revival
in the Neo-Babylonian period, under Nebuchadrezzar |1 (605—
562 BCE), who practically rebuilt the city. Scarcely less active
was Nabonidus, the last king of Babylon (556-539 BCE), whose
great work was the remodelling of the ziggurat, increasing its
height to seven stages.

The Last Phase, 6th-4th Century BCE

The last king to build at Ur was the Achaemenian Cyrus the
Great, whose inscription on bricks is similar to the “edict”
quoted by the scribe Ezra regarding the restoration of the
Temple at Jerusalem. The conqueror was clearly anxious
to placate his new subjects by honouring their gods,
whatever those gods might be. But Ur was now thoroughly
decadent; it survived into the reign of Artaxerxes Il, but
only a single tablet (of Philip Arrhidaeus, 317 BCE) carries
on the story. It was perhaps at this time that the Euphrates
changed its course; and with the breakdown of the whole
irrigation system, Ur, its fields reduced to desert, was
finally abandoned.

Discoveries made on other sites have supplemented the
unusually full record obtained from the Ur excavations.
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Knowledge of the city’s history and of the manner of life of
its inhabitants, of their business, and of their art is now
fairly complete and remarkably detailed.?

? Ref.: Ur | ancient city, Iraq | Britannica
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Abram’s Call and Migration.

1The LORD said to Abram: Go forth from your land, your
relatives, and from your father’s house to a land that I will
show you.

2 | will make of you a great nation, and | will bless you; |
will make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.

3 1 will bless those who bless you and curse those who
curse you. All the families of the earth will find blessing in
you.

4 Abram went as the LORD directed him, and Lot went
with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he left
Haran.

5 Abram took his wife Sarai, his brother’s son Lot, all the
possessions that they had accumulated, and the persons they
had acquired in Haran, and they set out for the land of
Canaan. When they came to the land of Canaan,

6 Abram passed through the land as far as the sacred place
at Shechem, by the oak of Moreh. The Canaanites were
then in the land.

7The LORD appeared to Abram and said: To your
descendants | will give this land. So Abram built an altar
there to the LORD who had appeared to him.

8From there he moved on to the hill country east of Bethel,
pitching his tent with Bethel to the west and Ai to the east.
He built an altar there to the LORD and invoked the
LORD by name.

9Then Abram journeyed on by stages to the Negeb.
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Covenant of Circumcision.

1When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the LORD appeared to
Abram and said: | am God the Almighty. Walk in my presence
and be blameless.

2Between you and me | will establish my covenant, and | will
multiply you exceedingly.

3Abram fell face down and God said to him:

4For my part, here is my covenant with you: you are to become
the father of a multitude of nations.

5No longer will you be called Abram; your name will be
Abraham, for | am making you the father of a multitude of
nations.

61 will make you exceedingly fertile; | will make nations of you;
kings will stem from you.

71 will maintain my covenant between me and you and your
descendants after you throughout the ages as an everlasting
covenant, to be your God and the God of your descendants after
you.

81 will give to you and to your descendants after you the land in
which you are now residing as aliens, the whole land of Canaan,
as a permanent possession; and | will be their God.
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