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Abraham’s Converts in Haran

In the Genesis account of Abraham’s sojourning, the text indicates 
that at the outset of his journey the patriarch “took Sarai his wife, 

and Lot his brother’s son, and all their substance that they had gath-
ered, and the souls that they had gotten in Haran; and they went forth 
to go into the land of Canaan; and into the land of Canaan they came” 
(Gen. 12:5). This passage is paralleled in the Book of Abraham, with 
one small but important difference. It reads, “And I took Sarai, whom 
I took to wife when I was in Ur, in Chaldea, and Lot, my brother’s son, 
and all our substance that we had gathered, and the souls that we had 
won in Haran, and came forth in the way to the land of Canaan, and 
dwelt in tents as we came on our way” (Abr. 2:15, emphasis added). As 
Hugh Nibley rightly recognized, the Book of Abraham thus portrays 
the patriarch as an exemplary missionary (compare Abr. 1:7).1

At first glance, the phrase in Genesis 12:5 (“and the souls that they had 
gotten in Haran”) could appear to be depicting the patriarch’s acquisi-
tion of bonded servants or slaves.2 This, however, is not the only possible 
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interpretation of this somewhat obscure passage. The Hebrew word ren-
dered “substance” in the KJV (rĕkûš) means something more like “prop-
erty” and usually refers to cattle and herds but also seems to apply to the 
household and its members (compare Gen. 31:18; 36:6; 46:6).3 It appears 
to derive from an Akkadian word that as a verb (rakāsu) means “to bind” 
and as a noun (riksu) means both a “band, belt,” and an “agreement, 
treaty.”4 In other words, it could be referring to those in Haran whom 
Abraham and his family bound by covenant. In this regard, the “conver-
sion” of members of the local community at Haran may have looked 
something like the attitude Ruth, a Moabite, adopted when she pledged 
loyalty to her mother- in- law, Naomi, an Israelite: “Whither thou goest, 
I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my 
people, and thy God my God” (Ruth 1:16).

As Nibley has noted and discussed,5 there is a long, sustained 
interpretative tradition within Judaism (and later Islam) that reads 
Genesis 12:5 in exactly this manner.6 In Targum Neofiti and Targum 
Pseudo- Jonathan (Aramaic translations and expansions of the Bible), 
for  example, Genesis 12:5 is rendered to read that Abraham “converted” 
or “made proselytes” (gyyr) of the inhabitants of Haran.7 In Targum 
Onqelos, the residents of Haran are depicted as having been “subjected 
to the Law” (šaʿ ăbiydu lǝʾ orāytāʾ ) by Abraham and are thus counted as 
his converts.8 The Targumic interpreters, accordingly, understood Gen-
esis 12:5 exactly as depicting “the proselytizing activity of Abraham.”9 
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This  interpretation was continued into the rabbinic period10 and was 
notably picked up in texts such as the Bereshit Rabbah (Lekh Lekha 
39:14) and the Zohar (Lekh Lekha 1:85b).11

In his commentary on the book of Genesis, the Jewish scholar 
Umberto Cassuto argued that the “souls” (“lives,” “persons”; nepeš) of 
Genesis 12:5 could not be slaves for a variety of reasons; he preferred 
to follow the rabbinic interpretation that the passage offers “an allu-
sion to proselytes (Abram converted the men, and Sarah the women).” 
He postulated that the rabbinic interpretation “approximates to the 
actual meaning of the text” and, what’s more, “that we have here one of 
those verses that point to the theme of an ancient tradition that was not 
indeed incorporated in the Torah in its entirety, but was known to the 
Israelites.”12 Strikingly, Cassuto’s own translation of Genesis 12:5 paral-
lels the Book of Abraham almost exactly: “And the souls that they had 
won in Haran.”13

The subtle change in the Book of Abraham’s parallel passage to Gen-
esis 12:5, accordingly, finds support both from ancient sources and from 
modern scholarship. Beyond this, the text provides greater insight to the 
life of Abraham for the appreciation of Latter- day Saints: the patriarch 
was a great missionary who was concerned with extending the blessings 
of the covenant to God’s children, as was part of the obligations of the 
covenant he took upon himself (compare Gal. 3:6–9; Abr. 1:1–3; 2:9–11). 
As Elder George Reynolds recognized, “Thus we find that Abraham, hav-
ing sought for the privilege of becoming a preacher of righteousness, in 
answer to his desire the priesthood was given to him with the command 
to magnify it. It is not probable that such a man would fail in the hour 
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of action. . . . That he did proclaim the law of the Lord where he went, is 
evidenced [in his record].”14
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