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“Most Christians don’t know this story—and it would be good if we did.”


— John Goldingay
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INTRODUCTION






AROUND FORTY YEARS ago, while in my late twenties, my dad’s oldest sibling, our Einfeld family’s matriarch at the time, Aunt Clara, showed me a picture I had never seen before. It was the lone surviving photo of my long-deceased great-grandpa Einfeld, taken sometime around 1900 in the Netherlands. She seemed eager to reveal a closely held family secret. My great-grandpa, she said, had been a “German Jewish seaman.” Jewish?! I was flabbergasted. How could that be true? My dad was a Christian Reformed Church minister. His Dutch immigrant parents had been devout, lifelong Christian Reformed people. But my aunt sure sounded convincing. 


When online genealogical databases later emerged, I began checking out her story. I discovered that my great-grandpa had been born in the North Sea coastal town of Norden, Germany and was baptized Lutheran as an infant. In fact, he was the sixth consecutive generation of Einfeld sons who had all been baptized German Lutheran. However, the names of the three earliest generations of those sons (living during the 1600s–1700s) revealed something more. They all shared the same hereditary name: Juede—the German word for Jew. It was the handy ID tag often used back then to underscore the alien minority social status of those of Jewish ethnic descent. Aunt Clara had been right about my great-grandfather’s Jewish ethnic origins! 


The implications jolted my sense of identity. My lifelong Christian identity had been rooted in the conviction that patriarchal Abraham had been my spiritual father. But now I realized l also had a genetic connection to him. I had inherited his DNA. Suddenly, the entire biblical account took on a more personalized feel. All those familiar Bible stories I had grown up hearing and reading—my own flesh-and-blood ancestors had experienced them firsthand. Egyptian bondage. Mount Sinai. The desert wanderings. Crossing the Jordan. Babylonian conquest. Herod’s psychopathic tyranny. The ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus. And speaking of Jesus, perhaps my own ancestors had seen and heard him in person. If so, how had they responded? What stories might they have been able to tell?


Additional questions begged for answers. How did it happen that a descendant of those first-century Palestinian Jewish contemporaries of Jesus turned up in the far-flung North Sea coastal region of seventeenth-century Germany—as my earliest documentable paternal ancestor? I set out to find the answer. I wanted to uncover and retrace the full and complete story, the entire saga of my Jewish ancestors’ trek through history. My research took me on a fascinating journey across continents and centuries, and deep into the heart of the matters of identity, faith, and survival. I unearthed a rich, long legacy, which was forged in exile and resilience, and lived beneath the ever-present shadow of their Most High God.


This book is my effort to convey their story. It begins in antiquity with the patriarch Abraham and offers behind-the-scenes glimpses into everyday Jewish life throughout the biblical era, including the time of Jesus. It retraces their near-annihilation by the Roman Empire and follows their migratory journey from ancient Palestine to Italy—and eventually to Germany. Along the way, it recounts their suffering under brutal anti-Jewish violence during the Middle Ages. It culminates in their arrival in remote seventeenth-century northern Germany as beleaguered pogrom refugees.


Their path was fraught with peril: deadly famines, devastating socioeconomic conditions, subjugation by foreign powers, Jewish civil war, religious strife, tyranny, bigotry, terrorism, and warfare. Yet, miraculously, they survived. Undeterred by fear and tragedy, they held fast to faith and hope, relentlessly pursuing opportunity and freedom in defiance of oppressive and impoverishing forces. All under the faithful protective shadow of their Most High God.

























CHAPTER ONE


From Desert Nomads to Village Dwellers






ANCIENT BEGINNINGS


THE journey of my Jewish ancestral family began, inconspicuously, in what many might consider the middle of nowhere: a relentlessly hot, dry, and dusty Middle Eastern desert region. This desolate, seemingly lifeless and God-forsaken wasteland was perhaps one of the least desirable places on earth for them to inhabit. Yet there they were—amid these forlorn surroundings. Being cradled in their infancy. Being molded into a distinctive tribal identity. And beginning to frame the story of how they came to be. 


Vivid, dramatic stories sprang to life here. Accounts of personal experiences and supernatural phenomena. The kind you can’t help telling your children and grandchildren, and they to theirs. On and on, the telling and retelling persisted, generation after generation, century after century. Eventually, they were written down. Still later, they became preserved for the ages, incorporated into what would become the definitive chronicle of their tribal journey through ancient times: the sacred Hebrew scriptures.


The introductory book of Genesis lays them out for us, taking us back to around 2000 bc. There, we encounter the towering life and legacy of Abraham, the Hebrew people’s patriarchal founder. We discover he was born in one of the most sophisticated cities in ancient Babylonia (today’s southern Iraq). His father, Terah, as a resident of the cosmopolitan city of Ur, would likely have been a man of some means. He was certainly more than a mere low-level, small-time sheepherder.


At some point, Terah decided to relocate his family to a land called Canaan. It was a place he’d apparently heard about. But what drew him there? We have no clue. It lay eight hundred miles to the west, on the other side of the vast Arabian Desert. Accompanied by Abraham and his wife, Sarah, Terah departed Ur. Off they went in a northwesterly direction along a major trade route, likely traveling as a large caravan entourage. After journeying about six hundred miles—for who knows how long—they arrived at the city of Haran in the southern part of what is now Turkey. Scratching their plans for reaching Canaan, they settled here instead.


Haran was a flourishing Mesopotamian caravan city, an important economic center. It was also the cult center for the Mesopotamian moon god, Nanna. He was considered chief among the multiple spiritual beings that comprised the people’s deeply ingrained polytheistic worldview. He was the same chief god venerated back in Abraham’s birth town of Ur. Abraham, in all likelihood, arrived in Haran as a typical Mesopotamian polytheist, with various household gods in tow—the sacred, venerated physical representations of the deities thought to be his family’s protectors. There, in the middle of his new hometown, stood a towering ziggurat—a massive, stepped, mudbrick structure with a temple perched on top. It was dedicated to Nanna, the high god of his ancestors.


While living a settled urban life in Haran, Abraham experienced a dramatic religious encounter. It must have felt like a disquieting interruption to the predictable routine of his everyday life. Out of the clear blue, apparently, he heard what he took to be a divine voice addressing him. What did it sound like? What was his immediate reaction? We’re never told. But at some point, he realized this had not been the voice of Nanna or any of his household gods. It was, rather, a voice emanating from a deity he had never before heard of. (His descendants would later know him as “Yahweh,” and “the Lord.”)


According to the story passed along to Abraham’s descendants and eventually incorporated into the Genesis account (12:1), Abraham heard a terse, bewildering directive: “Lech lecha . . .” This is more than the mere “go” or “go forth” found in most English translations. The literal reading is: “Get going!” “Get out!” It resounds with astonishing authority. “Depart now from your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you” (Gen. 12:1). What went through Abraham’s mind when he heard this? This was all so counterintuitive, so illogical, so unreasonable. His country, his people, his father’s household—these were the very bedrocks of his identity, his safety and security, his sense of peace and belonging. Wouldn’t it be senseless to just walk away from all this? And frightening. 


There must have been something about standing in the live presence of this voice that enabled Abraham to rise above his feelings of fear, doubt, and hesitation. Somehow, its intrusive, commanding sound had seized his immediate and total attention. Almost instantly, it seems, he was convinced. Surely this must be a divine, other-worldly being who must be taken with utmost seriousness. 


Have you ever packed up your belongings to relocate, having no specific destination in mind? Who does that? Yet that’s what Abraham had been instructed to do. Pack up all his things. Start heading down the desert trade route. But which one? And in what direction? Just go. Now. Get going. Yahweh will show the way. Abraham will have to wait until he gets there in order to discover what his destination is. 


Isn’t that so typically the case for people of faith? We trust that God has laid out a path ahead of us. We accept his invitation, step out on that road, and start moving forward. And then things take a sudden, unexpected turn, making us uncertain and fearful of what may lie next along the journey. Where exactly is this route taking me? It feels like I’m veering off course, heading to the wrong place. Often, it’s only after passing through such a crisis point in life’s journey, and reaching the other side of that crisis, that God reveals to us where he intended to take us all along.


It must have been the next part of Yahweh’s statement that captured Abraham’s imagination and moved him to comply. “I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (Gen. 12:2–3).


Imagine being Abraham here. You are a childless man with an infertile wife. Biological descendants are obviously not in the cards for you. But what if they actually were? What if the things this deity is stating here could actually happen? Not just be able to have a child. But through that child, create the legacy of an entire nation of descendants. And then those descendants in turn become a blessing to the rest of the earth’s entire population? That’s a potential future that just might be worth the risk of stepping out in blind faith and going along with Yahweh on this mysterious, uncharted adventure. If . . . If this deity can deliver on what he is promising. 


I wonder how Abraham processed all this. The biblical narrative leaves the impression that he made a rather quick decision. But was that really the case? This would be a major, life-altering choice. He would need buy-in from his wife and his father’s household. There were significant pros and cons to be wrestled with. 


All we’re told, however, is that he “left, as the Lord had told him” (Gen. 12:4). He took the leap of faith. He made a deliberate choice to submit to the authority of this newfound Yahweh deity. Did he suddenly set aside his polytheistic belief system and toss out all his Mesopotamian household idols? Probably not. But it is clear who his new “patron deity” had become, and who his descendants’ “ancestral deity” would be. The voice of Yahweh had made clear to Abraham who he should now consider the one supreme divine being—the one Most High above all others. This is who would be his family’s divine protector and blessing-giver amid his impending desert journey. 


Departing Haran undoubtedly presented a daunting challenge. For Abraham’s household entourage, it meant a radical alteration, not only to their everyday lifestyle, but to their very identity. The comfort and security they had grown used to as wealthy, well-known residents of their urban settlement had ended. In exchange, they received the often-humiliating, second-class status that comes with being immigrants, strangers, outsiders in the unfamiliar space of someone else’s land. From now on, they would be continuously on the road, living in goat-hair tents, moving from campsite to campsite, pasture to pasture, searching out water sources, engaging in nerve-wracking and sometimes hostile encounters with local villagers who spoke in different dialects.


Like his father before him, Abraham was no small-time herdsman who merely tended a few straggly sheep and goats. He was more likely a wealthy and influential merchant, overseeing a large sheep and goat herding operation. He probably had a security force of more than three hundred men to manage his herds and conduct business and trade deals with regional monarchs.


Even so, once he left Haran, he no longer had any land he could call his own. He and his descendants lived the next couple centuries as roaming herdsmen in the hill country and southern desert regions of Canaan. Raising sheep, goats, and grains became their livelihood. They wove sheep wool into cloth and turned animal skins into leather. They survived on grains and breads, goat’s milk and curds, and fruits and nuts gathered along their travels or purchased from local villagers. 


Constantly, they moved about in search of the vital resources of forage and water, scarce in such an arid climate. When found, they formed an encampment, pastured their flocks, and raised more grain. These resources were often controlled and only grudgingly shared with them by native Canaanite village dwellers. It therefore became incumbent upon them to draw as little hostile attention to themselves as possible. Any time these natives felt their own economy was being threatened by such newcomer nomads, they could force them to leave.


Yet this was the land Abraham believed Yahweh had led him to. It’s the place where Yahweh solemnized a contractual relationship with him: Yahweh promising to remain his faithful God; Abraham committing to be his loyal follower and worshipper. This relationship became the foundation of the Jewish people’s identity. It set the guiding parameters for their journey through history, as Yahweh repeatedly renewed and reconfirmed their covenantal relationship for generations to come. 


Uprooted. Challenged to follow Yahweh on a wilderness journey. Not knowing where it would take him. Struggling to trust that Yahweh would keep showing him the way. That was Abraham’s calling. It would become the primal experience of his descendants as well—both biological and spiritual—for millennia to come. It’s the inescapable reality for all who say yes when Yahweh directs them to “get going” to that unforeseen place he intends to bring them.










TIME IN EGYPT


Repeated cycles of drought, famine, hunger, and thirst haunted the Semitic-speaking inhabitants of ancient Canaan. Their search for food, water, and green pastures during desperate times often brought them to the fertile eastern delta region of Egypt. Such was the case for Abraham’s immediate descendants. His grandson Jacob, along with his children and grandchildren, was granted permission to emigrate to this region during a time of severe famine.


It turned out to be a good time for them to be departing Canaan—for other reasons as well. Had they remained, they would have had to contend with the threat of being swallowed up by rising Canaanite city-states that were becoming increasingly powerful. And available Canaanite land on which to graze their herds was shrinking. The well-protected Nile delta region provided a more sheltered and stable environment for the early growth of their budding nation.


Originally intended to be just a short-term stay, their time in Egypt turned into a layover lasting multiple centuries. The scriptural narrative is virtually silent about this four-hundred-year period of Hebrew immigrant life in the land of Egypt. Probably because Yahweh himself had mysteriously gone radio silent. Since the days of Abraham’s great-grandchildren, there’s no record of any subsequent descendants hearing anything from him during these four centuries. Nothing but crickets. For the next four hundred years! 


No wonder they drifted into a forgetfulness about Yahweh, the “God of their fathers.” In fact, they became significantly influenced by Egyptian culture and religion. Some had adopted Egyptian names. Many had assimilated elements of Egyptian religious practice, even making Egyptian and other Semitic regional family gods the objects of their worship. Yet they did remain aware of their distinctive Hebrew identity. Make no mistake, they were still strangers in a foreign land. 


By the seventeenth century bc, significant numbers of other foreign people from the Semitic-speaking world were now also living in the Nile Delta region of Egypt. Among them were thousands of captured Egyptian prisoners of war living under forced labor. Soon a new Egyptian king rose to power. Feeling threatened by the growing number of Hebrews among them, he felt compelled to conscript them into Egyptian forced labor as well. 










WILDERNESS RESET


MOST scholars believe it happened sometime during the thirteenth century bc. A man named Moses emerged to lead an escape from the Pharaoh’s enslavement. On the run from Egypt as a murder suspect, he had been living incognito in the Sinai Desert—until his dramatic encounter with the same all-seeing desert deity that had spoken centuries earlier to Abraham. Notice the emerging pattern here. It’s in the desert places where Yahweh typically shows up. Seeks people out. Reveals his presence. Grabs people’s attention. And reveals his special calling on their lives. It had happened to Abraham, to Isaac, to Jacob—and now to Moses. 


From inside an eerily blazing shrub, his voice suddenly shattered the desert silence: “Moses! Moses!” (Ex. 3:4). He had an astonishing message. A plan for orchestrating the Hebrew people’s release from Egyptian bondage—incredibly, under Moses’s leadership. Moses, skeptical and fearful, balked at the prospect: “O Lord, please send someone else to do it” (Ex. 4:13). But Yahweh persisted, unwilling to take no for an answer. Reluctantly, Moses eventually relented. 


An unimaginable divine intervention ensued and became forever etched into the Hebrew people’s collective memory. A riveting story of Yahweh demonstrating his superior power over the Egyptian deities and thereby compelling the persistently obstinate Pharaoh and his people into compliance. To the point where, in utter exasperation, they coerced Yahweh’s people into a hurried departure. It was a defining historic moment, marking the birth of an independent nation. 


And so, they successfully escaped into the Sinai Desert. But now what? Moses had a mess on his hands. He’d become saddled with skeptical, untrusting followers who had dug in their heels against him and his newfound Yahweh God. Why on earth had they been led to a dismal desert wasteland to face such a foreboding, forlorn future?


They were about to discover the answer: the desert is Yahweh’s turf, a special place of habitation for him. Throughout the Hebrew scriptures, the wilderness is where Yahweh brought his people for preparation, training, and testing. A quiet, safe, isolated place of refuge where his people could retreat to—to encounter Yahweh, hear his voice, learn obedience, and discern his leading. 


After four long centuries amid the cultural and religious influences of the Egyptian people and their deities, the descendants of Abraham had grown ignorant of this foreign-sounding Yahweh deity whom Moses claimed to have encountered in the desert. Who, exactly, was he? And what did he want with them? The desert was precisely the place for them to find out. A place to become detoxed from Egyptian spiritual and religious influences. A place to be instructed in the ways and purposes of Yahweh. A place where distrusting people could learn to trust, disobedient people could learn obedience, and spiritual wanderers could discover Yahweh’s purpose for them. 


At a mountain in the Sinai Desert, Yahweh, hovering high above in a dense cloud covering, startled them with a spectacular demonstration of his incredible power and transcendence. The mountain top stood concealed behind clouds of thunder and lightning. And what has all the markings of a volcanic eruption took place, with smoke billowing forth and the entire mountain jolting in convulsions. The audience was stunned, filled with fear and awe.


By the time they departed Mount Sinai, Yahweh was no longer merely Moses’s God. He had become the God of the entire Israel community, their loose confederation of tribes coalesced into a unified people group with a distinct religious identity. The foundational framework for their emerging Israelite religion had been put in place: the “Law of Moses,” the priesthood, the tabernacle. A personal bond between Yahweh and his chosen people had been formed. He’d already demonstrated his dramatic power to bring liberation from political oppression, and to cause mountains to shake and erupt in fire and smoke. Now he revealed something else about himself. He intended to remain up close with his wilderness followers, tenting alongside them in his own campsite quarters, personally leading their way to the land he had promised them.










SETTLING IN CANAAN


Canaan. What an interesting choice as Yahweh’s “land of promise.” Why this particular place? If Yahweh’s intention was for his chosen people to live in protected isolation, unscathed by continual military and political turmoil swirling among the nations around them, then this was not a good choice. If his aim was the success, greatness, and glorification of the people of Israel as an end in itself, then this was the last place he should have brought them. But if Yahweh’s purpose was for them to live smack dab in the crossroads of the world’s cultures, positioned to play a major role in influencing world history, then this was a most appropriate choice. Where else could they have had as strategic a geographical and historical position from which to ultimately become the conduit through which “all peoples on earth” would be “blessed” by Yahweh?


The land of Canaan was about the size of the state of Vermont. Seventy-five miles wide from the Mediterranean Sea on its west to the Arabian Desert on its east. One hundred seventy-five miles long from the arid Sinai Desert in the south to the snowcapped mountains of Lebanon in the north. It was a narrow strip of territory forming a land bridge buffer zone between major empires to its east and west. Picture an hourglass resting on its side. Canaan is the narrow funnel area in the middle. The large and powerful succeeding Egyptian empires existed in the wide region on the left. Those of Asia—occupying modern-day Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, Jordan, Iraq, and Iran—existed in the wide area to the right. Canaan was the narrow corridor through which, century after century, the armies of warring empires from east and west repeatedly passed. It was a recurring hotspot of territorial conflict. It may have been Israel’s promised land. But they would soon find out that it would not always be the most promising place to live and raise one’s family.


For hundreds of years before Israel’s Exodus group arrived at Canaan’s border around 1200 bc, its inhabitants had lived under Egyptian domination. Their policy of deporting Canaanites into Egyptian slavery had caused a significant decline in Canaan’s population. Eventually, Egypt’s power waned and collapsed. As it did, Canaan’s fortified walled cities began to weaken and disintegrate, leaving them more vulnerable to the intrusion of outsiders.


It was this apparent vulnerability that the Israelites were able to capitalize on under their new leader, Joshua. According to the biblical narrative, he led them in initial successful military assaults against key Canaanite city-state fortifications before they could organize to defend themselves. He bifurcated the land between its northern and southern regions. Without any apparent resistance, he seized control of the strongly fortified city of Shechem—the very place Yahweh had called Abraham into covenant relationship centuries earlier. There he led the people in a ceremony of covenant renewal at an altar built on nearby Mount Ebal. He then carried out further military operations in both Canaan’s southern and northern regions. And he established a religious sanctuary at a place nineteen miles north of Jerusalem called Shiloh, where the people erected a tabernacle for Yahweh.


Although the Israelites successfully established a presence inside Canaan’s borders, they were unable to fully capture and subdue the land. Superior Canaanite military capability and “chariots of iron” blocked their way. For whatever reason, they chose not to repurpose the remains of former Canaanite cities into their new places of residence. Instead, they made their way to the sparsely populated wooded areas in the central hill-country regions and created new settlement enclaves there. Archaeological evidence points to a major influx of new population elements arriving there during the late-thirteenth to the eleventh centuries. About 250 new small unwalled villages suddenly sprang up, extending from the northern Negev region in the south to the lower Galilee region in the north.


With Egyptian control now long eliminated, new regional Canaanite kingdoms emerged alongside the Israelite newcomers: Philistine city-states, Ammon, Edom, Moab, Phoenicia, and Syria. Territorial conflict was inevitable. The biblical book of Judges describes some of the clashes. Neighboring Moabite and Ammonite kingdoms tried subjugating the new Israelite settlers. Midianite invaders came through their midst on a looting and burning rampage. Israelite tribal groups banded together to defend themselves. But their temporary militias, led by a succession of charismatic leaders (the “judges”), had inadequate weaponry to fully vanquish these threats.


While largely confined to their hill-country settlements in relative isolation over the next two centuries, they developed a strong, distinctive Israelite culture. The twelve tribes were loosely aligned politically in a city-state type of arrangement. Having no king, no monarchy, no sole political leader, or central government, they were led by tribal elders. Religiously, they were bound together in covenant with Yahweh. They shared a central place of Yahweh worship at Shiloh, overseen by the priestly tribe of Levi. Foundations were being laid for an eventual rise to prominence in the region, and for the attainment of a settled population of an estimated one hundred fifty thousand Israelites by 1000 bc.










HILL COUNTRY LIFE


Adjusting to Canaanite hill-country life required a radical shift in lifestyle. These settlers were used to living as semi-nomads, moving from place to place, husbanding sheep and goats. Suddenly, they were now sedentary—in a drastically different environment. It was largely uninhabited when they arrived. And for good reason. It was heavily wooded, water sources were scarce, and the land, in its current state, was unsuitable for farming. To adapt, they were compelled to shift their livelihood into other agricultural pursuits besides just the cereal grains they used to depend on. Alongside tending their flocks, they began cultivating a variety of fruit trees, olive groves, and vineyards. But they first had to clear forestation and construct stone terraces on the slopes where they could raise their crops on farmable strips of land. It was the only way to prevent the runoff of valuable rain that fell during only five months of the year, and to maximize its distribution.


Their typical village settlement consisted of fifteen to twenty dwellings on a two- to three-acre plot situated on a hilltop, with a population of seventy-five to one hundred people. Their houses were arranged in the same elliptically-shaped formation as their previous desert encampments. The back ends of their houses served as a natural city wall around the village perimeter. At the center of this circle of dwellings, occupying up to 80 percent of the total village area, was a large courtyard which kept their herds corralled at night.


Their uniquely styled four-room houses were unlike anything previously seen in the settlement history of Canaan. Constructed with bricks and sun-dried mud, their homes were designed with their new farming lifestyle in mind. The ground floor typically had space where food could be processed, small crafts could be produced, animals could be stabled, and storage room provided. The second floor was characteristically used for dining, sleeping, and other family activities. With few natural springs available, an interconnected cistern system was used to bring rainwater into the house. 


Survival in these isolated settlements was continually threatened by limited water, periodic drought, erodible soils, and limited planting seasons. Each household lived in constant survival mode, focused intently on maintaining its own economic well-being. Family life was thus extremely task-oriented and labor-intensive. The bulk of daily life, virtually all available daylight hours throughout the year, was consumed by physical labor involving the entire household unit—men, women, and children.


Every day their flocks needed tending to: pastured, watered, milked, and securely penned at night. Agricultural chores kept them busy for ten straight months every year, planting, cultivating, pruning, harvesting, and storing.


Soil preparation involved clearing existing trees and undergrowth from new fields. Seed beds for wheat and barley crops were prepared using a wooden plow drawn by a team of oxen. The seed was then hand-tossed into the furrows and trampled into the soil by foot. 


The vineyards needed constant care. Old or unproductive vines needed pruning to permit new growth. Weeds growing around the vines threatened to steal needed moisture from the fruit, and needed to be regularly hoed.


The ripened grapes were harvested using pruning hooks. Some were dried into clusters of raisins. The remainder was pressed or trampled into liquid form in a winepress, which was emptied or routed into a fermentation vat, and then later preserved in jars or skin bags. This was a time of great celebration in the community.


Ripened olives were gathered by whacking tree branches with sticks and collecting the fallen olives off the ground into baskets. A revolving flat stone crushed them into a stream of oil and juice that flowed into a cistern. The pulp left behind was then crushed a second time by a stone-weighted lever. The resulting liquid was then channeled into a larger catch basin. Over time, a settling process took place in the cistern. As the finer grade of oil came to the top, it was skimmed off for lamp fuel. The leftovers were further refined and used in cooking, as medicine, and as a base in cosmetics.


Harvesting and processing wheat was likewise a very involved process. Reapers took strands of the ripened grain into their arms and cut them away with sickle blades. The sheaves of grain were then taken to a centrally located village threshing floor. This was a circular, flattened, earthen floor in an open-air area. There, the grain stalks were piled and trodden underfoot by oxen to loosen the grain kernels from the stalks.


Following this, the grain kernels were separated from the chaff through a winnowing process. As the mixture of grain and chaff was tossed into the air with a long wooden fork, the chaff was carried away by the prevailing wind. Using small wicker screens as sieves, tiny bits of pottery and stone were sifted from the grain. The grain kernels were then swept up, collected, and a portion of them allocated to the people by the village elders. Another portion was ground into flour. The rest was stored in pottery jars or storage pits.


Once the raising and harvesting of the various food products was completed, an additional extensive period of time and labor was required to process them into forms that could be preserved to last beyond harvest times.


And then there were the many time-consuming routine chores. Houses, pens, terraces, and sheds needed to be built and maintained. Tools and implements had to be made and maintained. Cisterns hewed out. Basketry and ceramics produced. Wool and flax taken through many complex processes to produce clothing.










RELIGIOUS LIFE


THE religious life of these early Israelite settlers in Canaan centered around their relatively newfound deity Yahweh. It was he, after all, who had liberated them from Egyptian bondage and navigated them through a long, harrowing wilderness journey. Shiloh, Yahweh’s tabernacle site, was the original ground zero for their religious practice. But as the people dispersed into their settlements, additional sanctuaries for Yahweh worship sprang up throughout the land. 


Three times a year, following their three annual harvest seasons, the people made pilgrimages to these sanctuaries to participate in special religious festivals. Their farm-life rhythms of seasonal plantings and harvestings became occasions for also remembering and celebrating the key events in their history—the times when Yahweh had taken significant action to shape their identity: when he delivered them from Egypt, when he formed them into a covenant community at Mt Sinai, and when he provided for them during their wilderness journey. 


The seven-day springtime Feast of Unleavened Bread (immediately following the celebration of Passover) introduced the new harvest season and often marked the end of a period of famine. It was an opportunity to express joy at the anticipated harvest. The first sheaves of grain were offered to Yahweh, and the newly baked bread from this harvest was eaten before him. Its lack of leavening distinguished it from their everyday food, reminding them of the unleavened bread eaten by their ancestors as they were being freed from Egyptian oppression.


During the next seven weeks, families offered their sacrifices and thank offerings of the first fruits. This concluded in early summer, at the end of the wheat harvest, with a one-day Feast of Weeks (later known as Pentecost). It involved remembering and celebrating Yahweh’s giving them the Torah and drawing them into covenant with him at Mount Sinai.


The festal high point was the Feast of Tabernacles, which took place in the fall after the harvest of the fruit and grapes, when the work in the winepress and on the threshing floor had been completed. This was essentially a seven-day wine festival, an opportunity to celebrate Yahweh with music, singing, dancing, lavish sacrificial meals, and wine. Using leaves, vines, and palm branches, the people constructed temporary huts (“tabernacles”) to live in for seven days. This was a reenactment of their ancestors’ wilderness wanderings between Mount Sinai and the Promised Land. When shaken, their palm branches sounded like rain, reminding them of how Yahweh had provided them water amid its scarcity in the desert. Their temporary huts recalled for them how Yahweh had provided their ancestors much-needed shelter from the searing desert sun. Yahweh’s protective presence among them, both then and now, called for celebration.


Their ancestors’ formative desert experience provided lasting metaphors for portraying their relationship with Yahweh. Because he had demonstrated his ultimate superior power and authority over other ancient Middle Eastern deities, they pictured Yahweh as the overshadowing Most High God. This gave rise to the use of images of shade and shadow to depict Yahweh’s protective care amid the deadly dangers of blistering desert heat. The book of Psalms would come to include references to finding refuge in “the shadow of Yahweh’s wings” and in “the shadow of his hand.”


And yet, below the surface of these outward expressions of Yahweh worship, all was not well. For one thing, the vestiges of a polytheistic mindset continued to linger among them. Many still clung to the household gods their ancestors had adopted back in Egypt. For another thing, the religious trend lines appeared to be headed in the wrong direction. They had no single national religious leader to keep them unified as they had during the days of Moses and Joshua. And they had become more scattered geographically. Consequently, their religious practice became more decentralized—and more diversified. Feeling free now to make their own local adaptations, regional variations of Yahweh worship emerged. The biblical account appropriately summarizes this era of the “judges” as a time when “everyone did what was right in their own eyes.” It was this apparent spirit of religious autonomy and experimentation that probably also awakened their curiosity about the non-Yahweh religious practices of their new Canaanite neighbors.


The Canaanites, no less religious than these Israelite newcomers, had their own unique system of temples, altars, prayers, sacrifices, and rituals. In typical West Semitic fashion, they believed in the existence of a variety of deities. Chief among them was the god El, the head of a pantheon of gods. His wife Asherah was considered the mother goddess of seventy deities. The people envisioned El and Asherah as sitting in splendor on a remote mountain in the north. 


Their son Baal was the most popular Canaanite deity. He was their water god, the one who controlled the rain, the dew, and thus the fertility of Canaanite soil. But those powers were dependent on his connection with two female goddesses. One was his own mother, Asherah. The other was the fertility goddess Ashtoreth. Since rainfall was considered to be Baal’s soil-fertilizing semen, the Canaanites believed it would rain only if and when there had been prior sexual activity in the realm of the gods between Baal and one of these goddesses.


But how could Baal’s followers be sure he was actually participating in that activity? They came up with an idea. They created multiple open-area religious sanctuaries in higher elevation locations—so-called high places—and furnished them with an altar and two symbols of divine presence. Fertility symbols. A cultic stone pillar representing Baal, and a cultic tree or post (literally an ashera) representing the female goddess. There was now one last thing left to do. Get Baal’s attention. Have him watch as they themselves engaged in sexually explicit behaviors. Surely, he would then become inspired to do likewise. And produce the rainfall they so desperately depended on.


With the passing of time, Israel’s settlers began intermingling with these Baal-worshipping Canaanites. They intermarried, formed tribal alliances, and adapted to aspects of their culture. As they observed Canaanite religious practice, they were intrigued. And they were enticed—to the point where they began incorporating some of its elements into their own religious practices.


What made these practices so irresistible? Surely there was the lure of religiously sanctioned sexual pleasure. But there was more. The Israelites, too, were consumed by concern with basic survival. And survival depended on being able to have children, maintain one’s flocks, and produce crops. All in a setting that was extremely unfavorable to eking out a subsistence living. Infertility, poor soil conditions, drought, famine, blight, and disease—these were ever-present life-or-death perils. Threats that lie utterly beyond the reach of human control. 


These were all forces that the deities were assumed to control. Yahweh had miraculously led them to this place. Certainly, he could now be trusted to provide what they needed to make it in this new homeland: offspring, fruitful harvests, fertile flocks, protection against the battering forces of nature. Or could he? Could they be sure? It’s the universal human self-talk we’ve all uttered. The inner voice of fear, doubt, and mistrust that so quickly and naturally inundates our minds. The disquieting awareness that we lack ultimate sway over the things we most desperately wish to control. 


Was there anything else they could do to ensure their success? Other than just passively sitting back waiting, hoping, and praying for Yahweh to spring into action? Even just some small control lever they could somehow maneuver? The Canaanites appeared to have one. Something the Israelites did not: a female mating partner for their male god Baal. There was no need to reject or abandon Yahweh. How about just substituting him for Baal? And supplementing him with Baal’s female goddess mating partner. Let’s use Canaanite ritual practices to manipulate Yahweh into giving us what we need. What a brilliant idea! How could that not increase their odds of securing and enhancing the fertility of their land, their cattle, and their families? No harm, no foul. Or so they thought.


Sadly, history would prove them gravely mistaken. Pure Yahweh religious devotion had become poisoned by a corrupting Canaanite compromise, a melding of Asherah-centered rituals with a Yahweh-centered religion. It was a deep, severe self-inflicted wound that would yield devastating consequences for centuries to come. 










LEADERSHIP CRISIS


AS the populations of the Israelite villages in the central hill country continued to grow, they began running out of room to expand. More land was needed to create additional settlements and raise more crops. Meanwhile, another immigrant people arriving from the Aegean Sea region had settled as newcomers along Canaan’s southern Mediterranean coast. They were the “Sea Peoples,” who became known as the Philistines. Having established their own confederation of city-states in southwestern Canaan, they too had a need for more land. Inevitably, the Philistines and Israelites came to blows in the border area between them. The Philistines seemed intent on bringing the people of Israel into subordination. Israel’s very survival as a nation was seriously threatened.


Israel’s tribal leaders became convinced that the only way they could stave off the Philistine threat was by making a change in Israel’s national leadership. For the prior 250 years, the Israelites had lived without a monarch, and without soldiers. Facing the threat of annihilation at the hands of the Philistines, that was about to change. 


Samuel, an itinerant priest, and the last of the series of judges, had gained the respect and loyalty of the tribal leaders. They saw him as having the necessary religious authority to sanction their proposed change. So, they approached him with an urgent appeal: we need a “king” like the other nations have—a single “war chief,” a strongman, who can marshal our tribes into a united military front against our enemy.
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