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      Jerusalem: A History of the Middle East takes you on a sweeping, unforgettable journey through five thousand years of human faith and struggle. From the first sparks of settled life on a rocky hill to today’s headlines, this book traces how a small, stubborn city grew into the heartbeat of three great religions and the battleground of countless empires. I wanted to tell a story that feels alive—not a dry textbook, but a living chronicle of the people who built Jerusalem, tore it down, and built it again, generation after generation.

      We begin before the city even exists—in the thick of biblical memory, with Abraham leaving Mesopotamia in search of God’s promise, Jacob wrestling through the night for his destiny, and Joseph rising from slavery to power in Egypt. We follow Moses into the Exodus, watch Joshua’s campaigns as the old world gives way, and see David’s improbable climb from shepherd to king. Then comes Solomon’s brief glory, the catastrophic fall to Nebuchadnezzar, and the long Babylonian exile that forged a people’s longing for home. These early stories are the roots from which later conflicts and hopes in the Middle East take their deepest shape.

      As centuries pass, Alexander the Great sweeps across the ancient world and leaves a Greek flavor in his wake; the Maccabees fight to keep a faith alive; and Rome’s armies reshape politics, law, and daily life. You’ll watch Jesus born under Herod’s shadow, feel the tension of the Passion, and follow the first Christians into an empire that sometimes met them with fire under Nero. Emperors come and go—Hadrian, who rebuilt Jerusalem as Aelia Capitolina after revolt; Constantine, who opened an imperial door to Christianity—but through it all the city changes hands, each conqueror imprinting beauty and ruin alike.

      Then comes the dawn of Islam. Muhammad’s night journey (Isra and Miʿraj) enters the city’s spiritual imagination, and the early Caliphates fold Jerusalem into a new world order; the Umayyads later adorn the skyline with the Dome of the Rock and other monuments. Centuries later, the Crusades erupt—brutal collisions of faith and ambition in which figures like Saladin and Richard the Lionheart become names of legend—while regional powers, from Seljuk rivals to later Ottoman Turks, shape the military and political balance. The story moves through Ottoman centuries, through sultans and reformers, until new dreams begin to stir: Theodor Herzl’s vision of a Jewish homeland, the British Mandate after World War I, the rise of modern Zionism, and the wars that carved the map of Israel and Palestine in the twentieth century.

      By the end, we arrive at a fragile present, where Jerusalem’s long road to peace still winds through memories of glory, faith, and loss. I wrote this book because no other city captures so many strands of the human story. Every stone here testifies to prophets and warriors, kings and pilgrims, believers and dreamers.
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      Jerusalem is not merely an ordinary city, nor just a fragment of past history; it stands as one of the great birthplaces of human civilization.

      The Jews live with a lifetime companion in print — the Talmud, the central corpus of Rabbinic Judaism that preserves legal rulings, stories, and deep moral thought. A well-known rabbinic saying goes, “Ten measures of beauty descended upon the world; nine were taken by Jerusalem, and one by the rest of the world.” What gives Jerusalem its unmatched renown is that it is a holy place revered by Judaism, Christianity, and Islam alike. There are countless sacred sites scattered across the globe, yet few — if any — have so profoundly shaped human history and imagination as Jerusalem has.

      Many people feel that Jerusalem is unique in that it unites heaven and earth. Jews, Christians, and Muslims all believe the city was chosen by God; for them the Holy Land is where the divine presence once touched the world. In both Jewish and Islamic tradition humanity’s first ancestor, Adam, is said to have been formed from dust, and some interpretive traditions even link aspects of that creation story to places around Jerusalem. Over centuries Jerusalem has been pictured as the center of the world — where history began to unfold and where, in many religious outlooks, history will find its conclusion. It is held to be the site of God’s covenant with humankind, and many faithful expect that the final judgment will be associated with this city.

      The Bible itself captures this devotion: “If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its skill; let my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth if I do not remember you, if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy.” For Jews, Jerusalem is hailed as peerless and incomparable; biblical prophets alternately portray it as a betrayed princess and as a faithless harlot, images that testify to its fraught, intimate relationship with God and with its people. From the moment of its birth Jerusalem has been wrapped in suffering — superstition, cruelty, and greed have repeatedly ravaged it like a merciless scourge. Yet it is precisely these trials that have, paradoxically, deepened the conviction of those who dwell there that the divine is real. Every episode of the city’s story, believers say, has been quietly witnessed by God.

      Jerusalem is not only a city of the living; it is also a place of the dead. For generations pilgrims have yearned to die there and to be laid to rest on the Mount of Olives, facing the Temple Mount, readying themselves for resurrection on the Last Day. In such faith, the dead in Jerusalem do not feel absent — they seem merely to wait, patient and expectant, for the moment when life will return.

      During the Crusades, church leaders and papal rhetoric painted Jerusalem as the “land flowing with milk and honey,” echoing the biblical image of the Promised Land. Yet those same brutal European armies turned it into a hell of blood and fire. In truth, Jerusalem’s climate is far from Edenic: it sits in a Mediterranean, somewhat semi‑arid zone with scarce natural water sources — summers scorch the soil and winters are cool and windy (its elevation even brings occasional snow) — hardly the picture of an easy, verdant dwelling place. That contrast forces a question that has haunted observers for millennia: in a world so vast, why would the divine choose this particular spot?

      From a geo‑civilizational perspective an answer begins to take shape: Jerusalem sits at a crossroads, virtually surrounded by the birthplaces and spheres of great ancient civilizations. Mesopotamia to the east, Egypt to the southwest, the Anatolian world (including the Hittites) to the north, the Persian spheres farther east and the Greek world across the Mediterranean — like brilliant stars radiating around one dark jewel. From a religious standpoint the city’s pull is even clearer. For Judaism, Jerusalem is the focal point of God’s covenant with Israel and the home of the Temple; for Christianity, it is the stage of Christ’s passion, death and resurrection — the hinge of salvation history. In Islamic tradition, the Prophet Muhammad’s Isra and Mi‘raj — his night journey to Jerusalem on the steed Buraq and his subsequent ascension to heaven from there — enshrined the city as a place of divine encounter (though the Qur’anic revelations were received over years in Mecca and Medina, not all at that single moment).

      One might say no city has ever stood closer to the perceived presence of the divine. When we finish this book, we will have traced the full arc of Judaism, Christianity and Islam from their beginnings through their historical development to the present day. A careful survey of Greek, Roman, Persian, Arab and Ottoman histories will also illuminate the tangled causes behind the modern Israeli–Palestinian conflict and the detailed formation of today’s Middle Eastern political map. Truly understanding the meanings folded into Jerusalem is like seizing a single crucial thread that allows us to begin unravelling the vast, intertwined tapestry of human history. Jerusalem was not the birthplace of every civilization, but it was — and remains — a crossroads, a spiritual center and a stage on which empires and faiths met; in the present and the future it will surely continue to command the world’s attention.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE WORLD BEFORE JERUSALEM

          

        

      

    

    
      If you want to understand Jerusalem more deeply, a good place to begin is with Jewish civilization. After all, the Israelites were among the earliest peoples to make Jerusalem their capital—a status solidified in the tradition of King David and later King Solomon. And whenever we speak of the Jews, we inevitably come back to the Bible. The Bible is an unusual collection: at once the central scripture of Judaism and the foundational doctrinal corpus of Christianity. By almost any popular measure of influence and dissemination, it ranks among the world’s most widely read books. The English word “Bible” comes from the Greek ta biblia, literally “the books” or “the scrolls.” If one were to ascribe a single author to this vast anthology, many believers would say that author is God.

      Christian tradition divides the Bible into two major sections, the Old Testament and the New Testament. The Old Testament—closely related to the Hebrew Bible or Tanakh—focuses on the origins of the world and on the stories of the Hebrews, meaning the ancient Israelites. Those narratives trace the people’s beginnings, laws, prophets, and communal life, forming a broad and often dramatic historical panorama. The New Testament, by contrast, concentrates on the life and teaching of Jesus Christ and on the deeds and letters of his followers; it sets forth the theological meaning Christians read into Jesus’ life and also reflects the social and religious currents of its own era.

      The narrative opens with God as creator. The biblical account describes a six-day creation, after which God rested on the seventh day. Across those six days God brings light and darkness, sky and sea, land and vegetation, heavenly bodies, birds and fish, and finally land animals—and on the sixth day he fashions humankind. In the Genesis story God forms a man from the dust of the ground and breathes into his nostrils the breath of life; the figure becomes a living, speaking, walking human being. This man, the progenitor of the human race, is named Adam and is placed in the Garden of Eden. Adam is given the task of naming the animals; in the narrative his naming assigns identity and order to the created creatures.

      Later, seeing that Adam is alone, God causes him to fall into a deep sleep, takes one of his ribs (Hebrew texts and translations variously render this as “rib” or “side”), and fashions from it a woman—Eve—who becomes his companion. Readers have long asked why, if God could create Adam from the dust, he chose a different method for Eve. Over the centuries scholars and theologians have offered competing explanations: some view the rib narrative as reflecting patriarchal ideas of the ancient world; others interpret it theologically, suggesting it symbolizes the essential unity and mutual dependence of man and woman. From some Christian perspectives that unity helps ground the tradition of monogamy. All these are interpretive lenses applied by later generations; the biblical text itself offers no explicit, systematic rationale for the detail.

      God once told Adam, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for if you eat from it you will surely die.” Later, Eve met a serpent that whispered, “Who says you can’t eat it? If you taste the fruit of this tree you will know good and evil — you will see right from wrong, and be as wise as God.” Temptation took root. Eve could not resist; she ate the forbidden fruit and gave some to Adam, who also ate.

      When God came walking through the Garden of Eden, he found Adam and Eve hiding among the trees, ashamed and covering themselves with fig leaves. He understood at once what had happened and asked them why they had disobeyed. Eve blamed the serpent for deceiving her, and God’s wrath rose. He first pronounced judgment on the serpent: “Because you have done this, you shall crawl on your belly and eat dust all the days of your life. You will be at enmity with the woman and her offspring; she will crush your head while you strike at her heel.” Then God turned to the woman and declared the consequences: childbirth would be accompanied by great pain, and the dynamics of her relationship with her husband would be altered — a sorrowful shift in the bonds between them. To Adam he said that because he had not heeded the warning, the ground would be cursed for his sake; he would toil and sweat to get his food, the earth yielding thorns and thistles, and at the end of his life he would return to the dust from which he was taken.

      This is the account as told in the Bible. The idea commonly called “original sin” flows out of this narrative, though the formal theological doctrine was shaped later by the church’s thinkers. In the biblical telling, the first human transgression brought the world into a ruined state; redemption, in Christian understanding, requires faith and reconciliation with God.

      After Adam and Eve were driven from Eden they began to populate the earth. They had two sons, Cain and Abel: Cain worked the soil as a farmer, while Abel tended flocks as a shepherd. Once they brought offerings to God; God accepted Abel’s offering but did not regard Cain’s in the same way. Burned with jealousy, Cain quarrelled with his brother and, in a fit of rage, struck Abel down and killed him. When God learned of the murder, He pronounced punishment on Cain and sent him away to live in the land of Nod. The story of Cain and Abel marks the grim beginning of fratricidal violence among humans.

      Adam and Eve later had another son, Seth, and over generations their offspring multiplied. As time passed, God looked down and saw that humanity had become deeply corrupt: greed slithered like a hidden serpent through men’s hearts; jealousy raged like an unquenchable fire; murder rose like a flood and sin’s stench filled the earth. Grieved and repentant that He had fashioned humankind, God determined to wipe humanity from the face of the earth.

      Just as God was about to put His plan into motion, His eyes fell upon a descendant of Seth — a man named Noah. In a world stained by corruption, Noah’s family stood out: noble in character, kind, and upright. They treated others with compassion, helped one another sincerely, and kept themselves distant from the prevailing evils. Seeing them, God’s resolve softened. In the end, He chose to spare Noah’s line, making them humanity’s new hope, while decreeing a great flood to wash away the rest.

      God gave Noah precise instructions: build at once a vast ship. Noah wasted no time. Guided by God’s command, he rallied his household and led them to labor day and night. They felled great trees, shaped and joined each plank with care, and raised a sturdy vessel designed to withstand the deluge. At God’s bidding, Noah gathered pairs of every living creature — beasts, livestock, and birds — and brought them into the ark. He tended each life with a careful hand, preparing them to survive the coming waters.

      When the flood came, it swept across the earth like an angry beast. Waters rose and raged, swallowing dry land; whole human settlements were mercilessly submerged, and what had been civilization was brought to the brink of ruin.

      Many regard this prehistoric deluge as nothing more than myth — after all, a catastrophe on that scale strains credulity. Yet stories of a great flood are not unique to the Bible. Mesopotamian epics such as the Gilgamesh and Atrahasis tales preserve similar deluge accounts, and some Mesoamerican traditions (for example, elements in the Maya Popol Vuh) also describe cataclysmic destructions. Likewise, ancient Chinese works like The Classic of Mountains and Seas and the Huainanzi contain their own flood-related legends. Such a widespread motif suggests that many cultures preserved memories of catastrophic floods or developed similar creation-and-destruction themes — though scholars caution that these myths need not all point to a single, literal global flood in history.

      After drifting for a long time on the waters, Noah grew eager to know whether the deluge had subsided. He unlatched a window of the ark and, with cautious hope, released a raven to reconnoiter the drowned world. The raven flew off and disappeared into that vast, water-ruled sky, never returning to the ark. So Noah then sent out a dove. The bird looked down upon an endless, glossy sea; there was nowhere for it to find rest, and the dove came back to the ark. From that refused landing, Noah understood: the flood had not yet receded.

      After many more long days, Noah released the dove again. This time the dove returned with a fresh, green olive leaf clutched in its beak. At that sight something in Noah’s chest uncoiled; suddenly everything became clear — the waters had finally begun to recede. The ark came to rest on the mountains of Ararat, and Noah released the people and every animal so they could step out and begin life anew on the cleansed earth.

      This is the story of Noah’s Ark from the Bible, and you might have noticed a small, intriguing detail: why did Noah first send out a raven and only afterwards a dove? Why did the raven not return, while the dove did? According to the biblical account, the raven is often associated with scavenging behavior and classed among unclean birds. During the Flood the surface of the waters was strewn with corpses, and one traditional interpretation holds that when the raven flew away it settled on those carcasses, as if drawn to that corrupt scene and unwilling to come back. That is a theological interpretation rather than a literal, provable fact.

      By contrast the dove—less suited to finding food amid such devastation—came back to the safety of the ark. When it was released a second time and returned bearing that olive leaf, Noah knew for certain that the waters had fallen and dry land had reappeared. From that moment on the dove and the olive leaf (often later pictured as an olive branch) entered art and imagination as enduring symbols of peace, calm, and the fragile hope that people carry in their hearts.

      Noah had three sons—Shem, Ham, and Japheth. In the Bible’s genealogies they are presented as the progenitors of broad branches of humanity: Shem is traditionally linked with the Semitic peoples—the Hebrews, Assyrians, and Arabs; Ham is associated in ancient tradition with the Egyptians and various peoples of Africa; and Japheth is tied to a range of Eurasian peoples, later interpreted by some as including the Greeks, Persians, and other Indo‑European groups. These attributions come from religious and legendary sources rather than from modern ethnography or genetics, but they shaped how ancient storytellers imagined the map of peoples and nations.

      From that larger tapestry one people would soon step into the center of the drama: the Hebrews. Their unfolding story, rooted in the hills and plains of Canaan and centered more and more on the city of Jerusalem, would go on to write one of history’s most moving and poignant chapters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            THE JOURNEY OF ABRAHAM

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s widely accepted among historians today that Mesopotamia was one of the earliest cradles of human civilization. On that fertile strip of land, the Sumerians—well before 3200 BCE—had already developed the first known writing system, the proto-cuneiform that would become cuneiform. “Mesopotamia” literally means “the land between two rivers,” and those rivers are the world-famous Tigris and Euphrates.

      By the early second millennium BCE Babylon had grown into a major political center. The most famous ruler associated with that era, Hammurabi, came to the throne in the late 18th century BCE (commonly dated to around 1792 BCE). Through skillful leadership, military campaigns, and diplomacy he brought much of the Mesopotamian plain under his control and issued a body of laws of lasting historical significance—the Code of Hammurabi. The oft-quoted principle “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” is associated with that code.

      At a time when many parts of the world were still only beginning to form complex societies, Mesopotamia already showed a high degree of urban development: the earliest cities in human history—Uruk, Ur, Eridu and others—had long since emerged, laying foundations for statecraft, law, and literature.

      Our story begins here. Around the 19th century BCE, in Upper Mesopotamia, there was a town called Harran where a people eked out a living as shepherds. Their leader was an elder named Abram. For generations Abram’s family had lived along the broad banks of the Euphrates on the Mesopotamian plain. One day, while tending his flocks by the river as he always did, Abram suddenly heard a voice whispering to him. He looked around in haste and found no one — yet the voice was unmistakably clear. It was God speaking.

      “Abram,” the voice said, “I have chosen you. I will bless you and your people, and I will give you a holy land. Take your household and go live there.” The promised land was Canaan — roughly the territory we think of today as Israel and Palestine, including the ground around Jerusalem. God told Abram to leave Harran and move into that land, and He made sweeping promises: “To everyone who blesses you I will bless, and whoever harms you I will curse.” God also told him he would receive a new name, Abraham, meaning “father of many nations.” In the years to come his descendants would spread across vast territories, found many peoples, and trace their common lineage back to him.

      Abram accepted this divine summons and resolved to follow God’s path. It’s worth noting that the world he lived in was dominated by polytheistic religions and a variety of local cults; in that setting Abram is traditionally portrayed as turning toward the worship of one God. Because his family had once lived on the far side of the river, they came to be known as Hebrews — a term traditionally understood as “those from across” or “from the other side,” though scholars debate its precise origin.

      With his wife Sarah, his nephew Lot, and the members of his household, Abram set out on a long journey and at last reached the land of Canaan. They settled at Shechem, where Abram made his camp. But a severe famine soon struck the region, and Abram’s clan, driven by hunger, had to seek refuge in Egypt. Egypt, fed and sustained by the life-giving Nile, was a land of great agricultural wealth, ruled by the Pharaoh, whose authority in the kingdom was unrivaled. Sarah was of remarkable beauty, and the thought of others coveting her troubled Abram.

      To protect himself and his household on the road, Abram claimed that Sarah was his sister. As he feared, her beauty quickly drew the attention of the Pharaoh’s court; officials saw in such a woman the chance for favor and advancement, and they schemed to present her to the ruler.

      Just as Abraham had feared, the moment Pharaoh laid eyes on Sarah he was struck by a consuming desire. Pharaoh called her the most beautiful woman in all the land. Convinced she was the man's sister, he showered "the brother" with gifts—wealth, servants and flocks—accepting her into his house as if she were his bride. Abraham took the presents, but his heart was heavy with dread.

      That night Abraham poured out his prayer to God: "My God, you promised me descendants who will gather around my knees and fill my house with blessing—yet now I have even lost my wife. How can a full household come from this?" Meanwhile the Lord visited Pharaoh's household with calamity; a strange plague fell upon the palace, and distress spread through his court. Remarkably, Sarah alone remained untouched.

      Only then did Pharaoh see that the dream—if not the disaster itself—had spoken the truth. He sent for Abraham and demanded, "Did you not tell me she was your sister? Why have you treated me so? I have done nothing wrong and have not deserved this."

      Abraham answered plainly, "I feared for my life. I thought the people here had no fear of God; had I told them she was my wife, I might have been killed. Besides, she was truly my half-sister—same father, different mother—before she became my wife."

      Pharaoh, afflicted with a severe illness and in great pain, could no longer bear the suffering. He urgently demanded that Abraham take his wife away at once, along with the gifts of cattle and flocks, the servants who had followed Sarah, and everything that belonged to the woman. He also pressed Abraham to leave immediately and go wherever he wished. Abraham departed, humiliated and ashamed.

      In the biblical account, God had struck Pharaoh and his household because of Sarah; when Pharaoh realized the truth, he rebuked Abraham, returned Sarah, and dismissed them with gifts. In some later tellings Abraham is pictured praying for their healing — whether by divine mercy or by the lifting of a curse, the household’s affliction was removed and the danger passed.

      Filled with gratitude, Abraham thanked God. God spoke promises that would shape a people and a destiny: “Go to the land I will show you; I will give it to your offspring. Your descendants will be as numerous as the stars in the sky and as countless as the sand on the riverbank.” Abraham, troubled by his childlessness, replied, “But I am now seventy‑five years old and I still have no son.” God reassured him, saying, “Do not be afraid; believe in me wholeheartedly, and I will give you a son.”

      The formal sign of that covenant — circumcision, to be performed on the eighth day after birth — was later instituted as the visible token binding Abraham’s descendants to God’s promise. That ritual, established as a solemn, lifelong mark of belonging, became central to Jewish religious life.

      For generations the Jews guarded and passed down the rite with devout care. Circumcision meant far more than a physical mark; it was understood as spiritual purification, a sign of inner commitment and communal identity. Tragically, millennia later, during World War II, Nazis sometimes exploited that same physical mark as one of several crude methods to identify Jewish men — one painful irony among many in a long and complex history.

      Time flew by—more than a decade slipped past. Abraham had grown into an old man in his eighties, and Sarah had long since passed the usual childbearing years. People began to whisper that God’s promise might never come true. Practical, sharp‑witted Sarah hatched a plan: perhaps the child God promised would come through her maid. So she gave Hagar to Abraham.

      Hagar was an Egyptian woman, once part of Pharaoh’s household, now Sarah’s maidservant. She conceived, and a son was born—named Ishmael, meaning “God hears” or “God has heard.” It seemed fate had delivered one answer. Yet fate had another twist in store: against all expectation, Sarah herself became pregnant in her old age. When Isaac was finally born, Abraham was a hundred and Sarah was ninety; they named the boy Isaac—“laughter”—because his arrival filled them with astonished joy.

      That joy did not banish anxiety. Sarah feared that Hagar’s son, who was many years older than Isaac (the age gap is about fourteen years), might one day contend for the family’s inheritance. At Isaac’s weaning feast Sarah saw Hagar’s son mocking—or, as some translations render it, playing with—young Isaac. Taking this as proof of danger, she demanded that Abraham expel Hagar and her child.

      Abraham was torn. But God told him to listen to Sarah, and promised that Ishmael too would be made into a great nation—he, too, was Abraham’s son and would not be forgotten. Reluctantly, Abraham provided Hagar with bread and a skin of water and sent the mother and boy away into the wilderness.

      Alone in the vast desert, their provisions failed them; the heat and thirst pressed close, and they found themselves on the brink of despair. In that dreadful hour God intervened: an angel called to Hagar, opened her eyes to a nearby well, and reassured her that Ishmael would survive and prosper. Water saved them, and the promise that Ishmael would become a great nation was sealed—an answer of a different, unexpected kind.

      Hagar could not bear to watch her child slowly die of thirst. She laid the boy in the shade of a tree, walked a short distance away, turned her back, and wept. Just as despair threatened to swallow her, an angel appeared. The angel spoke gently: “Do not be afraid. God has heard the boy’s cries. Ishmael will not only survive, he will flourish—and his descendants will become a great nation.” No sooner were the words spoken than a miracle happened: a spring of water welled up before Hagar. The clear water glittered in the sunlight like a life-giving gift from God. Mother and son were saved; they drank, recovered their strength, and lived on.

      In Islamic tradition, that life-saving spring is identified with the Zamzam well in Mecca. Centuries later, the Prophet Muhammad has been traditionally traced back to Ishmael in Arab genealogical memory—a claim rooted in religious and tribal tradition rather than in independently verifiable historical proof. Thus, in the shared religious imagination, Abraham (Ibrahim in Arabic) stands not only as the patriarch of the Jews but also as an ancestor of the Arabs.

      If one follows that story to its human consequence, Palestinians and Israelis would, by descent, be brothers. Yet look at the present reality: they have taken up arms against one another, wounding and killing as if they were siblings turned enemies—an image that quickly recalls the ancient tale of Cain and Abel, the sons of Adam. Whether a deeper metaphor lies tangled in these bloodlines and deeds is something one cannot say with certainty.

      After the child arrived, Abraham and Sarah lived in daily happiness. Then one day God put Abraham to the test: He commanded him to offer his only son as a sacrifice. The order plunged Abraham into unbearable anguish. It’s worth noting that while some ancient Near Eastern societies show evidence of child sacrifice or firstborn offerings, claiming a widespread “firstborn-offering” tradition in Canaan is debated among scholars — scholars disagree on how normative such practices were.

      All night Abraham brooded. By morning he had steeled himself to obey. He took little Isaac, gathered the implements for the offering, and climbed Mount Moriah — a place traditionally identified with Jerusalem’s Temple Mount — to perform the rite. Isaac, unaware of the storm inside his father, was lighthearted and curious. “Dad,” he asked, “we’ve brought the wood and the fire and the knife, but where is the lamb for the offering?”

      Abraham answered with solemn conviction, “God will provide.” Who could imagine what followed: on the altar the father bound his son, raised a sharp knife, and was poised to slaughter him. In that instant an angel of the Lord cried out, “Do not harm the boy! Now I know you fear God.” Abraham exhaled in relief and saw a ram caught by its horns in a thicket nearby. He offered the ram as a burnt offering in Isaac’s stead. (The later English phrase “scapegoat” refers to a separate ritual described in Leviticus.)

      This haunting episode became a favorite subject for European painters. Masters from Titian to Caravaggio and Rembrandt took it up again and again. Standing before those canvases, you can keenly sense the inner contortions and moral struggle of the figures and the terrified innocence in the child’s face. Having come to know the story well, I am convinced that it opens the door to a deeper, more profound appreciation of the entire cycle of oil paintings on this theme.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            FROM JACOB TO JOSEPH

          

        

      

    

    
      Abraham lived to a remarkably old age — he did not die until he was one hundred and seventy‑five. By then his son Isaac had long since grown up. When Isaac reached marriageable age, Abraham sent his trusted servant back to Haran to find a wife; there the servant found Rebekah. She was strikingly beautiful, and her family background was notable: she was the daughter of Bethuel and thus the granddaughter of Nahor, Abraham’s brother. Isaac and Rebekah’s marriage was a happy one, and before long Rebekah bore him twin sons. One was named Esau, the other Jacob. As they matured, their lives took very different courses: Esau became the progenitor of the Edomites, while Jacob went on to be regarded as the father of the Israelites.

      Although the twins shared the same mother, their temperaments could not have been more unlike. The firstborn Esau was described as ruddy and hairy all over; he was bold, fearless, and a born hunter, roaming the hills and forests in pursuit of game. Jacob, by contrast, was quiet, thoughtful, and more at home in settled surroundings. He preferred the stillness of the tents to the chase. Within the household, Isaac’s heart went out to the vigorous, manly elder son, while Rebekah favored the reflective younger brother. Deep down, Jacob regarded Esau as coarse and impetuous and secretly believed that he himself was the one best suited to lead the clan.

      One day, Esau returned from the field utterly spent — starving, parched, and exhausted. The savory aroma of a pot of lentil stew that Jacob had just made made his mouth water. Jacob, unhurried, made a sharp bargain: “You may have some only if you sell me your birthright.” Esau, plainspoken and little given to pondering future advantage, replied after a moment’s thought, “Fine — sell it to me; I’m about to die of thirst. What good is the birthright to me now?” Jacob seized the moment and added, “Then swear it to me.” Esau, indifferent and driven by the immediate need, said, “I swear.” Thus, for a single bowl of lentil stew, Jacob secured Esau’s birthright.

      At the time, Esau had no idea he’d lost far more than a mere title. The birthright he so casually traded away carried with it not only family privileges but also the weight of God’s covenantal blessing — the mantle meant for the future leader of Abraham’s line. That unnoticed loss quietly reshaped the destinies of both brothers. The Bible relates the story like this. Some accuse Jacob of preying on another man’s weakness and seizing the family inheritance through deceit — an act many find contemptible. Others say Esau’s own carelessness, his utter disregard for the birthright, brought about his fate.

      Not long after, their father Isaac — the son of Abraham — grew old and felt his life drawing to a close. He called for his firstborn, Esau, and said, “My son, go out, hunt game for me and make me some savory food. Bring it to me so that I may bless you before I die.”

      Who could have imagined that these words were overheard by his wife Rebekah.

      She had always hoped the younger son, Jacob, would inherit the family estate, so she wasted no time. Rebekah hurried to the sheepfold, picked a choice lamb, slaughtered it, and cooked the meat exactly as Isaac liked it. While Esau had not yet come in, she dressed Jacob in Esau’s best clothes and sent him to his father with the prepared food.

      Jacob knew his father was old and his eyesight failing, but he also knew a problem: Esau was covered in hair while Jacob’s skin was smooth. If Isaac reached out and felt him, the ruse would be exposed. To counter that, Jacob wrapped his hands and the smooth parts of his neck with the skins of young goats. With Rebekah’s prompting and his own uneasy compliance, he went in — and the deception worked: Isaac ate, smelled Esau’s garments, and bestowed the blessing upon the son he thought before him.

      When Esau returned and discovered what had happened — and remembered that he had once sold his birthright for a single stew — his fury was volcanic. He vowed to kill Jacob, rushed to his father demanding punishment, and made his intention plain. Isaac, shocked and aware that he had been deceived, was shaken by the turn of events and the danger that followed. At that moment Rebekah stepped forward with a plan: why not send Jacob away to her brother Laban in Haran (Paddan-aram), to stay until Esau’s anger cooled? And make sure he does not take a wife from the local Canaanite women.

      Isaac considered it and consented. So Jacob set out for Haran and there married his uncle’s younger daughter Rachel. But Laban proved a shrewd, grasping man who would not let Jacob go easily. Jacob labored faithfully for him for twenty years — fourteen years of service to win Rachel and Leah (the familiar pattern of seven years followed by another seven after the deception), and another six years tending flocks and settling accounts — before he could free himself. By the time he finally resolved to return to Canaan, he already had eleven sons, many born to Leah, Rachel and their maidservants. As for the fuller motives and tangled details behind each twist, I will not elaborate here; those interested can study the biblical account.

      Jacob met a messenger of God—often understood as an angel—at the ford of the Jabbok River, and the two grappled there through the night. The stranger’s challenge seemed to probe more than physical strength; Jacob, driven by fear and stubborn stubbornness, summoned every reserve of power he had and would not yield.

      For a long time the man could not overpower him. Then, using a sudden and terrible force, the stranger touched the hollow of Jacob’s thigh—his hip socket was wrenched—and in an instant Jacob was injured; from that moment on he walked with a limp.

      Quick-witted, Jacob realized that this was no ordinary opponent. He clung to the stranger with a desperate grip and refused to let go unless he received a blessing.

      At last the man revealed something of his identity and granted the blessing. “You have wrestled with me and with God,” he said. “From now on you shall no longer be called Jacob; your name will be Israel.” In Hebrew, the name Israel is often rendered as “one who struggles with God,” or understood more broadly as “God prevails” / “he who strives with God.”

      From this we can’t help but wonder why, when the Jews reestablished a nation centuries later, they chose to call it “Israel.” Perhaps it’s because “Israel” is not just a name but a name that once carried God’s blessing — the name given to Jacob after his mysterious, night-long wrestle with the divine. That episode left a mark not only on the family’s history but also on Jewish practice: out of respect for the story, a long-standing tradition grew up forbidding the eating of the tendon (the gid hanasheh) in the hollow of the thigh. In communities that strictly observe kosher laws, that part is removed during butchering or specially prepared so it will not be eaten.

      A curious footnote to this tradition follows the family even into folklore. Local legend has it that some Jews who wandered as far as China settled there, and that the locals — teasing and bemused by unfamiliar customs — nicknamed their faith something like the “tendon‑picking religion.” That phrase reads today like a bit of folklore: colorful and plausible as a folk nickname, but better understood as a traditional tale rather than a firmly documented historical label.

      Back in the biblical narrative, the lentil stew story is, in contrast, widely known throughout the West: Esau, famished, trades his birthright to Jacob for a simple bowl of lentils. Over time “a bowl of lentils” became shorthand for a cheap short-term gain that costs you something far greater — a metaphor for those who suffer serious loss chasing a trivial, immediate reward.

      Jacob did return to Canaan, but would Esau accept him? Time — more than twenty years — had softened the old hatred. When they met, the brothers were finally reconciled. Still, the larger story of Jacob’s descendants was only beginning: in later generations the people of Israel would make their way, claim territory, and shape a new presence in Canaan.

      During this period Rachel bore the youngest child and named him Benjamin. Thus Jacob—later known as Israel—had twelve sons in all, who would become the ancestors of the Twelve Tribes.

      Rachel’s death in childbirth with that baby plunged Jacob into deep mourning. From then on he showed a special tenderness for the two sons Rachel had given him: Joseph and Benjamin. Joseph, in particular, was a bright, singular child who easily captured Jacob’s affection; there was something in him that made Jacob quietly believe he was destined for more than an ordinary life.

      When Joseph was seventeen he had two dreams, which he eagerly told his father and brothers—but his words only fueled their resentment. He described one dream in which he and his brothers bound sheaves of grain, and his brothers’ sheaves bowed down to his. In the other dream the sun, the moon, and eleven stars bowed down to him. Any sensible listener could see the implication: these visions foretold that he would one day hold authority over them. Jacob rebuked him, saying, “What is this dream? Shall I and your mother and your eleven brothers bow down to you?” The brothers’ irritation hardened into hatred; they began to fear that the dream might indeed come true.

      On one occasion, while they were tending the flocks, several brothers pretended casual cruelty and hurled Joseph into a dry cistern. He survived the fall, but as fate would have it a passing caravan of traders—variously called Ishmaelites or Midianites in different traditions—came along. After a brief consultation, the brothers sold Joseph to those traders, and when the caravan reached Egypt the men sold him to Egyptians. Despite the humiliation of slavery and the trials that followed, Joseph’s uncommon wisdom and character carried him forward. Step by step he rose from the depths of bondage to the heights of power, ultimately becoming vizier of Egypt and earning the deep favor and trust of Pharaoh.

      After selling Joseph into slavery, his brothers smeared his coat with blood and, feigning bitter grief, told their father Jacob that a wild animal had devoured him. Jacob was inconsolable — wise his whole life, he never imagined that in his old age he would be deceived by his own sons. Later, a severe famine swept the land, and some of Joseph’s brothers went down to Egypt, not initially to seek refuge but to buy grain from the one place that had stored provisions.

      To their astonishment, the man they had believed dead stood before them as Egypt’s second-in-command — a position often rendered as “vizier” in later accounts. Joseph held no visible grudge; instead he read the long arc of events as part of God’s design, forgiving them and saying, in effect, that what was meant for harm God had turned to good. He brought his father and the rest of his family to Egypt, and with Pharaoh’s blessing they were given the land of Goshen to dwell in. There, according to the biblical tradition, the Israelites would remain for about four hundred years.
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      The tribes of Israel found shelter in Egypt under Joseph, settling into the land—traditionally understood as Goshen—where they lived in peace, flourished, and multiplied. Those peaceful years, however, did not last. After Joseph died, a new Pharaoh who “did not know Joseph” rose to power. Alarmed by the Israelites’ rapid growth and fearful that they might one day outnumber and displace the Egyptians, he set about destroying their status: he enslaved them, made them toil under Egyptian rule, and put taskmasters over them to build the king’s cities—cities the tradition names Pithom and Rameses.

      Life for the Hebrews quickly turned brutal. From dawn to dusk they labored under the blazing sun, driven by overseers’ whips, heaving heavy loads and erecting stone and brick for strangers. Their days were filled with pain and unrelenting hardship, yet they endured with stubborn, desperate hope. As the population kept climbing, Pharaoh’s anxiety hardened into cruelty: he issued a ruthless decree ordering that every newborn Hebrew boy be cast into the Nile while the girls were to be left alive. Earlier refusals by Hebrew midwives to obey had only stiffened the king’s resolve, and the edict soon fell on every mother and family.

      Terrified and grieving, the Israelites turned to God in earnest prayer. God saw their affliction. One day Pharaoh’s daughter came down to bathe at the river with her attendants and noticed, among the reeds, a little basket—an ark of bulrushes—floating with the current. She sent her maid to fetch it and, on opening it, found a Hebrew baby boy. Although the king’s decree meant every male child was marked for death, the sight of that helpless infant melted her heart. She took him back to the palace and, as the story goes, arranged for a Hebrew woman to nurse him secretly before adopting him as her own. That baby would grow to be Moses, the man who would one day lead his people out of bondage. His name, according to the narrative, is explained as “Moses” — “drawn out of the water.”

      To avoid arousing the Pharaoh's suspicion, Moses fled Egypt and took refuge in the land of Midian, east of the Sinai Peninsula. There he married Zipporah, the daughter of the Midianite priest Jethro (also called Reuel). One day, while tending flocks, Moses encountered God in the burning bush—an awe‑striking sign that would change his life. God commissioned him to lead the Israelites out of their years of bondage in Egypt and bring them back to Canaan, hoping that through Moses the nation might reclaim its former prosperity.

      At first Moses was overwhelmed. He questioned his abilities, hesitated and even refused outright. After a mixture of persuasion, fear, and resolve, he finally accepted the task. God gave him a seemingly ordinary staff that could become extraordinary at the appointed hour and armed him with the promise of divine power. So Moses set out from Midian and returned to Egypt, accompanied by his brother Aaron as his spokesman, to stand before the Pharaoh.

      Moses entreated the ruler, pleading for mercy and insisting that these long‑suffering Israelites be allowed to leave Egypt and return to their homeland. He argued, with quiet urgency, that this was the will of God.

      The Pharaoh sneered. “What god?” he mocked. “I have never heard of him. Where did he come from? Let him come and speak to me himself, if he can.” Confronted with such arrogance, Moses had little choice but to demonstrate the power God had given him. He cast the staff to the ground, and in an instant it became a great serpent—huge, menacing, its tongue flicking like a living omen. Moses expected the sight to break the Pharaoh's pride.

      But the Pharaoh laughed. He called in Egypt’s wise men and magicians, and they too worked their spells and produced serpents. Then, to the astonishment of all who watched, Moses’ serpent—like a fierce lion among jackals—swallowed the serpents the magicians had made. The episode became famed as the contest of wonders between the God of Israel and the power of Egypt.

      Yet victory in that single confrontation did not soften Pharaoh's heart. Hardened and proud, he would not yield. He thought only of his economy and his labor force: if all those Israelite workers left, who would toil for Egypt and build its wealth? In the end, not only did he reject Moses’ plea, he intensified the Israelites' burdens, making their forced labor even harsher.

      God, seeing Pharaoh's hard heart, erupted in fury and once more unleashed plague upon plague — ten terrible afflictions meant to bend the ruler of Egypt. Swarms of locusts blackened the sky; legions of frogs poured into houses and fields; a deadly pestilence struck the livestock; biting insects and gnats tormented the land — and this list only hints at the full catalogue of horrors. We will not recite each plague in turn here, but one after another they grew harsher and more terrifying, bringing ruin down on Egypt itself.

      Even after such relentless judgment, the Pharaoh would not relent. At last God unleashed the final, fatal stroke: the famed plague of the firstborn. At midnight the Lord struck down the firstborn in every Egyptian household — from princes in the palace to infants in common homes, and even the firstborn of the animals — none were spared. Egypt was instantly plunged into grief and wailing, its streets and palaces filled with cries like an abyss of mourning.

      In sharp contrast, the Israelite households remained untouched. Moses had warned them beforehand. Each group prepared a Passover lamb, and as a distinguishing sign they smeared its blood on the doorposts and lintel of their houses. That same lamb became their meal: they roasted it and ate together as night fell, obeying Moses’ instructions and staying inside their homes.

      Thus, what began as an urgent ritual for survival was passed down through generations, preserved as a solemn remembrance — the roots of the world‑famous Jewish festival of Passover.

      That final, devastating blow shook Pharaoh to his very core; at last he bowed to the harsh reality and, with great reluctance, allowed Moses to lead the Israelites out of Egypt. The next morning—on the day after Passover—under Moses’ steady hand the people rose up and departed, leaving behind more than four hundred years of brutal servitude and setting out with hope toward their ancestral homeland.

      Moses did not forget a solemn promise: on his deathbed Joseph had bent them to swear that, when the time came, his bones would be carried out of Egypt. True to that vow, Moses took Joseph’s remains and kept them with the traveling people.

      The road home proved far from easy. Although the shortest road would have cut through Philistine territory, God foreknew how fragile and unarmed these people were and feared that encountering war so soon might break their resolve. So He did not lead them by the Philistine route; instead He sent them on a longer, circuitous way through the wilderness. By day He went before them in a vast pillar of cloud that could blot out the sky; by night He guided them with a towering pillar of fire that burned with dazzling light.

      But after only a few days, the Egyptian Pharaoh suddenly changed his mind; he wasn't going to let the Israelites go so easily. He sent his chariot force in hot pursuit—according to the biblical account, six hundred chosen chariots along with all his other chariots and horsemen—hounding them across the plain.

      By then the people had reached the shore of the Sea of Reeds (often translated as the Red Sea). Before them the water roiled and thundered; behind them the Pharaoh’s host closed in like wolves and tigers. Trapped between a churning sea and a merciless army, they faced a life-or-death moment.

      At that critical hour Moses let out a commanding cry. He raised his staff and stretched out his hand toward the water. As if answering that command, the sea trembled; waves heaved and thrashed, and then—miraculously—the waters parted, opening a vast dry road through the depths. The Israelites surged across, pressing forward at top speed.

      Pharaoh’s chariots followed hard after them. Once the last of the people had reached the far shore, Moses turned and pointed his staff back toward the sea. The waters, as if obeying an unseen will, rushed together again, and a great portion of Pharaoh’s army was swept into the depths and perished.

      After the crossing, Moses led the people into the wilderness of Sinai. There they lived exposed to wind and rain, eating and sleeping in the open, short of clothing and food. Under such harsh conditions many began to despair. They complained as one, saying these bitter days were worse than when they had been slaves in Egypt.

      God perceived all this and immediately revealed Himself to Moses, telling him to climb to the summit of Mount Sinai to meet Him. Bearing the weight of the people’s trust on his shoulders, Moses set out to see the God his people held in their hearts. He climbed wearily to that distant peak, and there, amid rolling clouds and brilliant flashes of lightning, he entered into covenant with the Divine. God gave Moses the Ten Commandments and—according to the biblical account—inscribed them with His own finger on two stone tablets. Those two tablets, bearing the earliest formal rules for the community, became known as the Mosaic Ten Commandments; from that moment the Israelites began to possess a set of teachings that would shape their life together.
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