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Our Church Mothers

What People are Saying . . .

“I am impressed by this
unique book of fictitious letters from saintly women of faith
including two of my favorites, St. Clare and St. Teresa of
Calcutta. Based on solid history, the author creatively pens would
be letters directly from these saints and saintly Catholic and
Protestant women of God in a way that touches everyone across
church boundaries today. It is very creative and effective in
bringing these women to life for the modern reader today. I am
happy to endorse this most creative work!”

John Michael Talbot, Grammy / Dove
award winning Christian Recording Artist, Author, and Founder,
Spiritual Father and General Minister of The Brothers and Sisters
of Charity, Little Portion Hermitage






“No one is better equipped
to write a book on Church Mothers than is Rev. Gwen Ehrenborg. She
has not only extensively studied these women, but has also lived
them in her dramatic performances. Well researched, the book is
engaging and accessible to those in ministry as well as lay people,
male and female. Indeed, this is a volume for men as much as it is
for women. We all expand our horizons when we come to grips with
the lives of our fascinating Church mothers.”

Ruth A. Tucker, Ph.D. Seminary
professor and author of Extraordinary Women of Christian
History, Dynamic Women of the Bible, Katie Luther and more
titles
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Introduction

​ Our Church Mothers

Letters from Leaders at Crossroads in
History






All through Church history the issue of the
roles of men and women within the church setting have been
observed, discussed, and also questioned. Even now in the
twenty-first century there is a wide range of positions as to how
much a woman can serve in a leadership capacity. Ephesians 4
identifies leadership offices that Christ has given to the Church
as apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers, all to
prepare God’s people for works of service and build up the Body of
Christ in unity. Rather than engaging in theological debate on if,
when, or how women can fulfill these roles of leadership, I present
a different approach. In this book you are offered true life
stories of historical women who passionately loved God and found
personal ways to serve him, their faith community, and their
society as well. Follow how they quite naturally used their
feminine characteristics, so often associated with motherhood, and
successfully inspired other believers to follow their lead and in
so doing, dramatically influenced the course of Church history.






Church Fathers and Church Mothers

In my first semester of seminary I signed up
for a Church History class. Upon entering the classroom, I noticed
a chalkboard full of thirty names, only two of which I recognized.
The first course assignment was to choose one church father
listed on the board and give an oral report of their life and
contribution to Christianity. That was the first time I ever heard
the term, Church Fathers, and it would not be the last. Being an
enthusiast of history and biographies, I studied the Fathers with
curiosity and great admiration. When I discovered Dr. Martin Luther
had a wife I began to wonder who Christianity’s church
mothers were. I believed there are many women of faith
throughout Judeo-Christian history who would qualify for inclusion
into such a category, but I have not personally heard this term in
anyone’s conversation.

What are the qualifications for being
acknowledged as a Church Father? Certainly, no committee sat to
create a formula for inclusion based on their contribution to the
establishment of accepted theology and the Canon of the
Bible.1 Yet, there is widespread acceptance of
certain men as Church Fathers in the Church’s formative
centuries.

Men led the Church admirably in its early
years in line with the teaching and social structures of the times.
Women were not recognized as leaders or theologians in the early
formative centuries, so no attempt at finding counterparts of the
same kind for Church Mothers was necessary. However, women have
kept the faith and passed it on in numerous authentic ways:
nurturing, counseling, organizing, creating, leading and
teaching.

The seven women recognized in this book were
influential leaders chosen for their intense faith, godly character
and unique contributions to the direction of the Church. God raised
them up at crossroad moments spanning the history of God’s people
from ancient times to the present.

These women never attempted to replace male
roles; instead they worked alongside their male counterparts as
wives, mothers, helpmates, fellow disciples and co-laborers in the
vineyard of the Lord. Such team ministries can be seen in the New
Testament in the lives of Phoebe with Paul, (Ro 16:1,2) Priscilla
with Aquila, (Ro 16:3, Ac 18:1-4) Junias with Paul, (Ro 16:7) and
Tryphena and Tryphosa (Ro 16:12). The women leaders profiled in
this book, stand on their own accomplishments, yet also worked in
concert with their own co-laborers who were either husbands,
mentors, children and even a chosen warrior.






Wide Diversity Among the Women

It is an engaging exercise to compare and
contrast these seven women, because they lived in different
centuries, countries, cultures, spoke different languages and had
various levels of education. Despite never meeting each other they
have much in common. Quite naturally they differed in temperaments,
abilities and spiritual giftings. Judge Deborah and Catherine Booth
were both leaders of armies that were different in nature, one
literal and one figurative. Deborah’s soldiers fought an enemy,
Canaanite army with weapons of copper swords, and leather slings.
Catherine’s soldiers fought the enemy of poverty with the weapons
of food, medicine and the sword of the Spirit, God’s Word. None of
the women were born into abject poverty, but Mary of Nazareth,
Katie Luther and Catherine Booth lived very near that level. In an
interesting reversal, Lady Clare and Mother Teresa intentionally
chose to live in a state of poverty for the sake of identification
with the poorest of the poor, in order to share the gospel with
them. Not surprisingly, these women also varied in their physical
strength. Apparently, Deborah, Katie Luther, Mary, and Mother
Teresa lived with good health and strong constitutions, while St.
Clare and Catherine Booth lived most of their years affected, but
undaunted, as semi-invalids. Some of these seven exceptional women
were free to try new things, while others felt trapped inside the
confines of the strict rules of proper behavior expected in their
little sphere of society. The women who felt trapped would have
identified with the feelings of the Englishwoman Florence
Nightingale, who lived in the mid-1800s. Upper class women in
Florence’s time were seen as ornaments in the master’s house. Miss
Nightingale bewailed the expectation to have something respectable
and lively to say morning, noon and night. At the age of thirty she
wrote in her diary, “What is to become of me, I see no future but
death!” Just as Florence eventually found her purpose in the world
as the “Lady with the Lamp” during the Crimean War,2 each of the
seven women presented here, managed to step out of obscurity when
they saw a need and chose to fill it.

Several, but not all of the women, were
married and had children. Susanna Wesley, Katie Luther and Mary of
Nazareth, with dedicated hearts for God, centered their daily lives
on caring for their own families. Two of the seven never married,
twelfth century Lady Clare of Assisi and twentieth century Agnes
Gonxha Bojaxhiu, known to the world as Mother Teresa. While Mother
Clare of Assisi and Mother Theresa both took similar vows of
poverty, chastity and obedience, Clare remained cloistered for four
decades, whereas Mother Theresa traveled the world. Yet, they each
held above all else the spiritual care of their fellow Sisters,
always pointing them toward an intimate love of God and care for
all humanity. In spite of these differences, all seven were
directly addressed as “Mother,” either by their birth children or
by others due to spiritual relationships.

Judge Deborah was the wife of Lapidoth and
is believed to have been barren. Nevertheless, as leader of her
nation she was respectfully given the title of a “Mother of
Israel.” After Lady Clare and Sister Teresa founded their own
monastic orders, they nurtured many daughters and sons in the
faith. They were lovingly identified in the hearts of their
children as their spiritual “Mother” and were always addressed by
that title.

Living a life dependent on God, each one of
these Mothers faced obstacles set before them with an undeterred
forward stride, according to the perceived need of their day. They
were not super human, but ordinary women who had their faults,
hardships and heartbreaks. St. Clare of Assisi went to extremes,
with long fasts that degraded her health. For almost thirty years
she spent much of the time in bed as an invalid. Mother Teresa
prayed regularly, several times a day and traveled the world with a
smile on her face, but spent times doubting her faith while
concealing her occasional, dark night of the
soul,3 from the public. Susanna Wesley suffered
in her marriage with an often absent and obstinate, clergy husband
who was disliked by parishioners that viciously harassed their
family. A friend said Katie Luther was stubborn, while others
identified that characteristic in her as determination, tenacity
and reliability.






Two Common Threads

It is most enlightening to discover what
these women had in common in spite of their vast differences.
Though these Mothers have been described with words like
indomitable, astute, capable, resourceful, resolute, compassionate,
and authentic; it can be stated above all that God was each woman’s
first love. They lived for God, to serve, worship, glorify and know
him. Observing their daily activities, it can also be said that
their second love was God’s children, their fellow human beings.
Love for God was carried out in caring for others, often giving up
their own comfort, wealth, position, or prestige. One Christmas Eve
in England the Salvation Army was given the honor of sending a
speech around the world on the newly invented wireless radio. Due
to technical problems occurring at the appointed hour for the
broadcast, William and Catherine Booth’s first Christmas message to
their international Army outposts had to be shortened to only one
word. What single word could be an encouraging sermon to their
worldwide Soldiers of the Cross? They sent out the word, Others. By
this single word, the Salvationists listening would have known
their co-founders’ meaning. They were to assist others to find God
and know him better so they also could become redeemed disciples of
Jesus Christ. A Christian woman and mother is honored for her
ability to nurture and care for the others within her particular
sphere of influence.

Not one of these energetic women considered
themselves anything like a feminist, but rather as a person who
happened to be a female. The wives were partners and co-laborers
with their husbands, content to take on different roles and
responsibilities. In spite of the cultural norms for the women in
their community, they were able to break through imposed
restrictions and allow themselves to speak, write and act with
their own voice for the sake of the Gospel. They each tried
something new, sometimes even radical, which affected the course of
Christian history. By doing so, they found themselves on the
cutting edge of what the Spirit of God was doing within the
Church.






Individual Achievements Making Crossroads in
History

Overviewing the accomplishments of these
remarkable women, they accepted their divine calling (God’s
planned purpose for their lives) in their appointed time,
fulfilling God’s plan for the Church and humankind. In
chronological order, we acknowledge each woman’s unique
contribution that informed the path of Christian practices in the
development of the Church. Discover for yourself the process that
enabled them to achieve their influence and power as you read these
incredible stories.






Judge Deborah

Deborah, of the village of Shiloh in
Ephraim, is the ideal forerunner of feminine leadership for the
Christian Church. All women believers in the Judeo-Christian faith
would learn from the ancient Holy Scriptures of this accomplished
“Mother” in Israel’s history. Ask someone today to give an example
of a famous woman leader in world history and you will most
assuredly hear the name Joan of Arc. Inspired by God she led an
army into battle and died a martyr for her cause and country. Judge
Deborah, also directly inspired by God, called together an army
from her nation and went to the battlefield with them. As Israel’s
prophetess during the turbulent era of the Judges, she brought
peace to the Israelite tribes and ruled as the solo judge and
leader for forty years. Deborah stands out as the only female
national leader of all Israel in ancient times. Beloved for her
wise rule, she was given the title, “A Mother of Israel.” She is
also credited with having composed the first known poem recorded in
world history.






Mary of Nazareth

When the fullness of time had come and all
the prophetic circumstances of the Messiah’s arrival converged, God
chose Mary, a poor virgin in an obscure village. She would provide
the home for the Son of God who would be nurtured to manhood at her
side. For over two millennia, Mary has been revered as the ideal
model of Motherhood and blessed among all women (Lk 1:42). No one
else takes her place for her accomplishment of raising all her
children to faith in God’s redemptive plan—which she saw fulfilled
by her firstborn Son, Jesus. In her youth Mary had found favor with
God and no woman could ask for more. In gratitude, she heard the
prophetic words from her cousin Elizabeth who proclaimed of her,
“Blessed is she who has believed that the Lord would fulfill his
promises to her!” (Lk 1:45). Having said, “yes” to God’s plan for
her life, she never wavered from her resolve, even though it
included much suffering. If anyone can be identified as a “Church
Mother” it would be Mary, who was also present in the Upper Room
when the Church was born on the day of Pentecost. (Ac 2)






Mother Clare

When the wealthy Lady Clare was born, the
Western Church of Europe ruled by Rome was in a terrible state of
depravity being fed by wars, politics and corruption. Inspired by a
fellow citizen, Francis of Assisi, Clare embraced a simple life of
piety and poverty. She became the first woman in history to not
only found, but also write a unique “Rule” or “Way of Life” for a
monastic order unlike any other.4 During her time, convents were
comfortable places for pious noblewomen who continued to have
servants and property. Clare’s vision was different. She created a
monastery that would neither own property nor make money. Inside,
all classes of women lived as equal Sisters, serving each other.
Mother Clare’s Sisters, named the “Poor Ladies.” were able to
sustain their life of holiness, prayer and service that continues
to this day. A counselor and spiritual advisor to several Popes,
Clare, along with her counterpart Francis, brought much of the
Church of their day back to its roots and original purpose. Their
actions counteracted much of the corruption and lethargy that had
previously damaged the effectiveness of the Church.






Katie Luther

In the age when Katharina Von Bora met the
Great Reformer, Martin Luther, one third of the populous of Europe
was living in monastic life because the Church taught it was the
surest way to heaven. Luther’s theology challenged so many
teachings emanating from the Papal State that monks and nuns left
their cloisters with the understanding that celibacy was no better
than marriage. Many saw the marriage of Katie and Martin, an ex-nun
to an ex-monk, as a great scandal. Others saw the marriage as a
true example of the freedom there is in the Christian life. Mrs.
Luther’s superior talent in managing finances over a bustling
household of six children and an average of twenty houseguests a
day, gave to her husband twenty of the happiest and healthiest
years of his life. Katie’s marriage, during the dangerous times of
the Peasant Wars (1524–25),5 set the precedent for the next 500
years of a married clergy for future Protestants.






Susanna Wesley

Born in one of the city rectories a few
years after the Great Fire of London (September 1666), Susanna
Annesley grew up her clergy-father’s favorite, learning both Greek
and Latin at his side. Intelligent and capable, she found herself
married and isolated most of her adult life in the farmlands of a
reclaimed swamp. Giving birth to nineteen children in a twenty-year
span (two sets of twins), she suffered two house fires that left
her family in constant debt with little money for daily
necessities. She saw herself as a simple, clergy wife and mother,
yet the mundane confinement of the four walls of the rectory
included a methodically structured home school for her children.
Her curriculum included systematic Bible study, reading, prayer,
instruction and an hour per week spiritual conversation with each
of her children alone. Susanna’s sons, the Revs. John and Charles
Wesley established the Methodist Movement in the British Isles that
expanded over to the Second Great Awakening in America (1795 to
1835).6 John ascribed his Mother as the
inspiration for the organization of his revival movement when she
broke with tradition and led both men and women parishioners in
joint Bible study, worship and prayer meetings. These regular
kitchen meetings in Susanna’s home became the design for the
Classes and Societies that would sustain the
Methodist movement that exploded around the world.






Catherine Booth

It has been said, “Sometimes you don’t find
a career, a career finds you!” The circumstances of life in the
East End of London were so deplorable, due to the conditions of the
early Industrial Age (1760 to 1840), that Charles Dickens was moved
to write his revealing novels about them. When the newlywed
evangelist team of William and Catherine Booth observed the
depravity and hopelessness of the souls living in the slums of the
glorious Victorian Age (1837-1901), they found their life-long
mission. They would share the Good News of Christ with these
forgotten people. Their quest would become an army of lads and
lassies who preached salvation to the masses accompanied with gifts
of food, shelter and clothing. The Salvation Army became the first
Christian organization to recognize the Biblical right for women to
preach the Gospel, largely due to the teaching of Catherine, who
was a brilliant, published author and Biblical scholar. At one
point in the Army’s growth, there were more women preachers and
pastors than men. General Booth was once asked why he let women
preach instead of men. He shot back his answer, “Because, Sir, some
of my best men are women!”7 Aside from scholarship and writing, Mrs.
Booth, the Army Mother, was a devoted wife, highly
sought-after preacher and Bible teacher. She did all this while
being a hands-on mother of nine children, all of whom served the
Army, with one daughter eventually becoming its first, female
General.






Mother Teresa

While the Salvation Army found its way
around the world and continues its work in Christ’s Name to this
day, Jesus said the poor would always be with us. It is shocking
with numerous humanitarian organizations, and advances in science
and technology, that millions are still trapped in poverty. A
simple Albanian nun serving as a principle of a Catholic girl’s
school in Calcutta saw the effects of World War II on her city and
had to do something. Mother Teresa left her comfortable convent to
live out her vow of poverty among the “poorest of the poor.” This
move evolved into the founding of four new Catholic Orders, the
first being the Missionaries of Charity. From a borrowed, single
room apartment she, with a dozen fellow Sisters, began the first
known “Home for the Dying.” They let the once forsaken, living on
the streets, die with dignity under a shelter while being truly
cared for and loved. From that beginning, the little girl, Agnes
Gonxha Bojaxhiu, became a household name in the world, Mother
Teresa, identified as the “Greatest Humanitarian of the Twentieth
Century.” As such, this Nobel Laureate influenced governments,
addressed millions of people in speeches, met with world leaders,
and even stopped fighting in war zones. Overall, she inspired in
the name of God, not only churches and religions, but also nations
to re-evaluate the care of the poor within their borders.






Women of Letters

At the l972 Commencement Ceremony of Oral
Roberts University, Kathryn Kuhlman, the celebrated American
Evangelist known for her healing ministry, had conferred on her an
honorary degree of “Doctor of Humane Letters.” Ms. Kuhlman was not
famous for writing books and certainly not actual letters. Instead,
the honorary doctorate was a degree of appreciation for her life’s
work of preaching the Gospel of Jesus Christ and changing
individual’s lives, body, soul and spirit. Many colleges in the
United States and other countries recognize excellence by awarding
honorary degrees to individuals with long records of achievements.
The Doctorate of Humane Letters is one such degree usually given in
recognition of accomplishments in the humanities, literature and
religion or for philanthropic work. The women whose stories are
presented in this book, would each qualify for an honorary degree
of Humane Letters for their lifetime of service to the
Judeo-Christian family. Yet, none of these remarkable,
personalities envisioned a future for themselves with any fame or
recognition in mind.

Mary of Nazareth never learned to read or
write, according to the custom of her day, because only boys were
taught these skills. Nevertheless, scribes listening to her
personal stories eagerly wrote down her words. These records echo
down the centuries like sermons for all of Christ’s followers to
read. Similarly, Judge Deborah of the Old Testament had her words
documented on a scroll by a scribe who penned her experiences for
posterity including her Song of Victory recorded in the fifth
chapter of Judges. In contrast, Susanna Wesley was a careful
correspondent writing long letters to her three sons away at school
exhorting them to righteous living. Twice a day in study and
prayer, she wrote in her private journals for her own exhortation,
the spiritual truths she gleaned from Holy Scripture. St. Clare of
Assisi seldom wrote lengthy letters, but when she wrote
correspondence her content often changed the opinions of friends,
three of whom were ruling Popes. Katie Luther stayed too busy to
write many letters, overseeing the needs of a huge household in
constant flux. She left that task to her husband who is believed to
have written more than any one person in history, and all with a
goose pen! Dr. Luther’s writings fill forty-four hefty volumes of
print. Unlike Katie, Mrs. Booth’s mastery of the English language
is evident in her many highly praised sermons, published books and
articles. Mother Teresa resisted requests to write an
autobiography, but wrote daily, answering requests of her to speak
or start a new work for the “poorest of the poor” somewhere in the
world. Whatever letters remain today from these seven women, open
the door for us to peek inside their innermost thoughts and
hearts.






Church Mothers Address Us Today in the
Following Letters

What would these Christian Mothers say to
their descendants and all Christian believers in the centuries
after them, if they had the opportunity to give advice and share
their personal faith? The best way they could accomplish such a
task would be to put to pen and paper their thoughts and desires.
It has been a common practice for people anticipating death to
leave their advice and requests for loved ones as a farewell
address in a private letter. We are fortunate that we have many
personal letters, eye-witness accounts, and biographies by friends
and colleagues of these seven forebears of the faith that give us
clear pictures of their character, thought, feeling, belief and
practice. From these primary and secondary sources, we can
faithfully surmise what they would say to the Church family living
today.

The question is sometimes asked, “Why study
the past?” The simple answer is a question; “How do you know where
you are going, if you do not know from where you have come?” While
in Wonderland, Alice found herself at a fork in the road with no
sign pointing either way. She hesitated not knowing which way to
go. Suddenly, a purple-stripped Cheshire cat appeared in a tree, so
she asked him, “Which path should I take?”

“That depends on where you
want to go,” he advised her.

“I don’t know,” she
answered.

“Then it doesn’t matter
which way you go!” he grinned.

As you can see, we need information to make
wise decisions. We look back to the past to learn lessons from
others, avoid making their same mistakes, and save time and effort
in the process. Ancient wisdom tells us we need not reinvent the
wheel, but we can build upon the past for a better future.

If these Church Mothers could somehow meet
us, they certainly would want to do so. If they had been asked to
give us their testimony and vision for Christian disciples in the
future, they would stay true to what they practiced and believed.
If they could communicate with us today, they would befriend us and
encourage us from their own experiences. They will do that now in
the spirit of Christian fraternity through the Ages. The
experiences of these Mothers of the Christian Church, of our common
humanity, will encourage us to believe we can achieve whatever the
Holy Spirit places on our hearts to do. Surely, we must take to
heart the last recorded words of Mary of Nazareth, spoken to the
servants at the wedding in Cana about Jesus. It is short but
profoundly true; Do whatever he tells you to do! (Jn 2:5,
paraphrased.)

Back to Contents
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The Mother of Israel

​ Introducing Judge Deborah






Over 3000 years ago, God brought his Chosen
People into the Promised Land. However, instead of following him
with their whole hearts, they began to take on the ways of the
local inhabitants and worshiped their foreign gods and idols. The
book of Judges explains, “In those days there was no king in
Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes” (Jdg 17:6
NASB95). This so grieved the heart of God that he let the enemies
of his Covenant People oppress them while he raised up Judges to
lead them. These leaders did significantly more than Judges do
today. They were more like chieftains, heroes and deliverers in
times of war. But no matter how good the Judges were, the people
returned to their corrupt and idolatrous ways as soon as each Judge
died.

In the midst of this turbulent time, the
Lord raised up a prophetess called Deborah, whose name means
“honeybee.”1 Industrious and intelligent, she knew the
awesome responsibility of conveying God’s Word to his people.
Historically named, “The most courageous of the
Judges,”2 Deborah led Israel successfully for twenty
years during one of the most oppressive captivities imposed by
their enemies. She instilled confidence in her people, and settled
their disputes, not in an inner courtroom of a palace, but under a
palm tree bearing her name. With unwavering tenacity in the
revealed will of God, she rallied an army of 10,000 men able to
face a powerful opponent against overwhelming odds.3 After leading
a victory over the nation’s enemy; she ruled the land with equity,
which resulted in success and peace for an additional forty
years.

Her prominence as a ruler in ancient Israel
is rather remarkable being the only woman to hold the highest
leadership position. Affectionately called, “A Mother of Israel,”
(Jdg 5:7) Deborah of Ephraim’s life illustrates an important truth.
One did not become a Judge by birth like the Patriarchs, Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob. Least of all, no one would ever expect a woman in
Deborah’s day to be in such a role. However, in her male-oriented
society, this woman with exceptional personal and spiritual
qualities did rise to leadership. It is not gender, but a close
relationship with God and an anointed call to ministry that makes a
spiritual leader, as was the case with Deborah.

Deborah can be remembered as the woman whose
faith in God became the strength of Israel. This is reflected in
the victory song in Judges chapter five that she and her people
sang after a battle with the Canaanites. The poem is regarded as
one of the finest of ancient Hebrew poetry and believed to be the
oldest as well.4 This song of praise attributed to Deborah,
reveals she seeks no personal acclaim, but magnifies the Lord for
his miraculous acts in caring for his Covenant People. Over the
centuries, women have looked to Deborah as their forerunner and
powerful example of women’s leadership capability and acceptance in
roles of governance. Moreover, she inspired and led her nation in
spiritual matters with a recognized divine authority by her peers,
both male and female.






An Open Letter from Judge Deborah

Shalom, Beloved Ones, peace and joy!

I salute you in the Name of the Most High,
King of the Universe. It is a privilege as a Jewess to address you
Servants of God, who are carrying on the torch of truth of our
Eternal Father. Toda, toda! That is, thank you for your
faith in Elohim (what we used for your English word for God) and
your desire to worship him as a fellow believer in the One True
God. I am pleased that you want to know of life in Palestine 4,000
years ago by reading this correspondence. Naturally your day is
different from mine, but then, it must also be similar in many
ways. Knowledge increases, times change, but the nature of human
beings does not.

I would like to tell you that I lived during
a golden age of Israel’s history like in the time of King David who
ruled a unified nation from his palace in Jerusalem, but I cannot.
Instead of a “golden age,” my time was more of a “dark age.” In the
three centuries after Joshua entered the Promised Land, enemies on
all sides threatened the nation of Israel. To really understand the
time in which I lived and the ways of the Hebrew people, I must
give you a little background and explain one very important
thing.






The Covenant Relationship

In the ancient eastern world, individuals,
tribes and kingdoms related to each other by means of
covenants. You have treaties today where nations make
agreements to trade with one another or to be allies in case of
war, but these are not the same as we had. A covenant is more like
a contract with negotiated terms between parties. Covenants in our
day were very different because they were serious binding
agreements made for a lifetime and once made could not be changed
at all.5 There were two kinds of covenants. The
first was a Parity Covenant between equals; two people or
two tribal chieftains agreed to be each other’s ally.6 When you
entered into this covenant you became the same as if you were
brothers, literally blood brothers, because you were then
seen as family.

Most covenants in ancient times were not
Parity but Suzerain Covenant contracts between unequal
parties, usually a conquering king and his newly defeated
subjects.7 Naturally, there were no negotiations
between the two of them. The king alone decided all the terms of
the relationship. There were several distinct parts to this kind of
binding agreement. The beginning preamble named the parties
involved. The second part identified what the lord had done to
deserve the loyalty of his subjects. The third element listed the
specific requirements expected of the vassal subjects. They
might give loyal service as farmers, laborers or soldiers. The next
section of the Covenant consisted of what were known as
Blessings and Cursings.8 Blessings were the benefits that
would be bestowed by the king upon his vassals. That is, if they
followed the stipulations of the Covenant. They would be given
land, or provisions, and the king’s protection from an enemy. The
Cursings, on the other hand, identified what would occur should the
subjects fail in their responsibilities. After the terms of the
Covenant were publicly announced, it was ratified in blood, usually
with the sacrifice of a valuable animal, hence the identification
as a Blood Covenant.9

My kinsmen had a very unusual covenant
relationship that was unique and different from all other Suzerain
Covenants, because it was with the King of the Universe, the
Blessed Elohim. Furthermore, we were not a conquered people, but a
Chosen People (Dt 7:6), who were all descendants of one man. We
were the children of Abraham to whom our God had revealed himself
many centuries earlier. Adonai (our word for the English
word, Lord) promised the man named Abraham, and his wife Sarah,
would have many descendants who would live in a land he would give
them. (Ge 15:5–7) Furthermore, through their family, God would
bless the whole world. (Ge 18:18) All Abraham had to do to receive
these promises was to follow the Spirit of Elohim on a journey,
raise a son he would be given, and worship the one true God. These
three things are all he was asked to do, and he did them!

Centuries later and over 3,000 years ago,
Elohim renewed his covenant with the descendants of Abraham on Mt.
Sinai. One day at Sinai, called the mountain of God, (Ex.
3:1) the earth quaked beneath the feet of a multitude of our
ancestors. (Ex 19:18) Fire and lightning flashed through the
immense cloud that enveloped the entire mountain. (Ex 19:16) By
these manifestations, Adonai was making his presence known to us.
Out from the mountain came a great and terrible trumpet blast,
which got everyone’s complete attention. (Ex 19:19) It was like the
deafening sound of a great many blasts of a Shofar, which is a
ram’s horn. Summoned to the top of the mountain, Moses received
Elohim’s spoken and written renewal of his covenant with Israel. We
obtained from the very hand of God the new requirements by which we
would live in partnership with him, known by us as the
Decalogue. This Mosaic Covenant (named after Moses)
preamble began by naming the two parties involved, “I am the LORD
your God,” explaining that this agreement was between Elohim and
the kinsmen of Moses. (Ex 20:2) The words that followed reminded us
why we should recognize God’s Kingship over us, “I am the LORD your
God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” (Ex
20:2) It was followed immediately with the first requirement: “You
shall have no other gods before me.” (Ex 20:3) More precise
directives followed in this section of covenant terms.






A Covenant People

We were Abraham’s family descendants, but now
this covenant made us God’s family. Like a perfect Father, Elohim
would provide for us, protect us, and always love us. We were to
simply obey his precepts and directives. The third section of this
covenant, listed ten precise Words or Laws that were
commandment statements telling us how we were to live; the first
four with our God, and the next six with each other. (Ex 20:3-17)
Does God know what we are like, or doesn’t he? He knew these Laws
were necessary for us. They were Adonai’s gift to us, because he
wanted us to know his will without us having to guess what it was.
This Law structure would form us into a unique nation, as well as a
holy family. If we would keep all these commandments, we
would be his beloved children and life would go well for us and for
our children’s children forever.

Adonai also gave further instructions as to
how this Covenant would be ratified. On a designated schedule, our
priests would offer unto the Lord God animal blood sacrifices
performed in the Tabernacle courtyard. The Holy One had first shown
us his Glory and Presence by the means of fire, light, sound, and
smoke, and now he was revealing himself to us even more through
this written Law. Moses received 613 more detailed commandments
that he recorded in the Book of the Covenant, written in the
first five books of the Old Testament, which we call, the
Torah. Furthermore, God included all the details essential
for the sacrifices, the priest’s duties, and the building of the
Tabernacle where God’s Spirit would continually dwell with us.






The Promised Land

A promise of a new land in which to live was
a vital part of God’s Covenant agreement with us. I want to share
with you the Word of the Lord recorded in the book of Exodus about
the particular land Adonai pledged to give us. He explained his
plan with this declaration:

I will establish your borders from the Red
Sea to the Mediterranean Sea, and from the desert to the Euphrates
River. I will give into your hands the people who live in the land,
and you will drive them out before you. Do not make a covenant with
them or with their gods. Do not let them live in your land or they
will cause you to sin against me, because the worship of their gods
will certainly be a snare to you. (Ex 23:31-33)

God affirmed his will concerning this land in
the Holy Scroll of Deuteronomy:

However, in the cities of the nations the
LORD your God is giving you as an inheritance, do not leave alive
anything that breathes. Completely destroy them—the Hittites,
Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites—as the LORD
your God has commanded you. (Dt 20:16-17)

This was God’s instruction to all Israel. We
were not only to live in the land provided for us, my friends, but
we were to also replace the tribal people who were living there
before us. They were to be driven out completely. This meant war
against the Hittite, Amorites, Canaanite, Hivites, Jebusites, and
the parasites. (I tease.) We were also instructed to tear down
their pagan altars, not to make treaties with them and to smash
their man-made idols. Most emphatically, we were not to worship or
sacrifice to their gods, which were really not gods at all.

Why drive out the inhabitants of the Promised
Land? It is difficult for many people to understand why Elohim
would order destruction of people and nations. I know this is a
very hard thing to accept. You may ask, “Why did it have to be
total destruction? Why would a loving, Holy Lord require complete
annihilation?” The answer is based on the relationship between God
and man. The first covenant relationship God established was not
with Abraham, but was with the first man, Adam, and his wife, the
first woman Eve. The terms of that Suzerain Covenant, designed for
all mankind, were based on obedience to God.

Since the creation of the world, God has been
clearly seen in what has been made, therefore, there is no excuse
for not recognizing and obeying God. Although men knew God, they
did not honor him nor give thanks to him. Apart from God, men and
women become filled with every kind of evil and then corruption
becomes all-pervasive. God finds it absolutely necessary to
eliminate those individuals for the preservation of all humanity.
Like a cancer in the body, the diseased portion must be cut out
before it destroys the whole body. The Canaanite societies were so
depraved that God knew they would not change and therefore, could
not be changed.10

God judged the peoples occupying the Promised
Land, just as the people were judged in the days of Noah. The
Hebrew armies in Canaan would be the means by which that judgment
was carried out, just as the floodwaters had been the instrument of
justice in Noah’s time. A just God cannot let guilty ones go
unpunished. (Ex 34:7; Na. 1:3) Evil must be overcome and one day
still to come, it will be destroyed completely. Adonai tarries in
this fulfillment so that no one should perish. Elohim’s execution
of justice is not only necessary, but also wholly fair. Adonai’s
very words recorded in the ninth chapter of the Torah scroll of
Deuteronomy explains his divine will by saying to Israel:

After the LORD your God has driven them out
before you, do not say to yourself, ‘The LORD has brought me here
to take possession of this land because of my righteousness.’ No,
it is on

account of the wickedness of these nations
that the LORD is going to drive them out before you.

(Dt 9:4)






Disobedience in entering the Promised
Land

My ancestors were told to drive out all the
occupants of the land in which we would live. Yet, once again from
the history chronicle known as the book of Judges that you have
today, you can learn what the family tribes of Jacob’s sons
actually did instead of obeying Adonai:

But Manasseh did not drive out the people of
Beth Shan or Taanach or Dor or Ibleam or Megiddo and their
surrounding settlements . . . Nor did Ephraim drive out the
Canaanites living in Gezer . . . Neither did Zebulun drive out the
Canaanites living in Kitron or Nahalol, so these Canaanites lived
among them, . . . Nor did Asher drive out those living in Acco or
Sidon . . . Neither did Naphtali drive out those living in Beth
Shemesh or Beth Anath . . .

(Jdg 1:27-33)






You can keep reading the Holy Scroll to learn
more of the same, but I am sure you have recognized the pattern.
Did the tribes do what they were told? Apparently not long enough.
There was no earthly king ruling all Israel at this time because
the Lord himself was supposed to be our only King. Each tribe
concentrated on protecting their own assigned land, rather than
being united as a nation, obeying the Lord’s directions. The
consequences of this failure to submit to God’s commands would cost
Israel dearly for many generations.

You may well ask, “Why did the Israelites not
do what the Lord told them?” In the main, it was just easier not
too. We think, This much is enough! So often we do not want
to give the entire effort that is required. We fall short of
complete obedience to God. We don’t want to pay the full price. We
settle for less and miss the mark of completion, and then, yes, we
have sinned. For example, it looked much easier to take the
sparsely populated hill country in Canaan, rather than battle
against the stronger villages settled on the plains. After forty
years of desert wandering, our forefather’s did not know dry-land
farming techniques and their crops in the new land came up quite
poor and scraggly. The Canaanites had lush grain fields.
Consequently, Israel made treaties with the Canaanites who taught
them how to plant better crops. But the Canaanites also taught my
kinsmen how to sacrifice to the fertility gods who they claimed
gave them abundant spring crops. I am grieved to relate that these
rites of sacrifice included obscene sexual practices and even human
sacrifices. Sadly, the Covenant people, step-by-step,
compromise-by-compromise, sank into idolatry and gross immorality.
In my day, there was no king ruling in Israel and as a result,
everyone did what was right in his own eyes. (Jdg 17:6; 18:1;
19:25)

The depth of depravity to which humanity can
fall is very deep indeed. Disobedience to God was a part of our
Hebrew history that we, unfortunately, forgot to remember. I
believe this came out of a sense of shame as well as much pride. It
was certainly not discussed among ourselves. Nonetheless, Elohim
has always had a remnant of faithful followers who love and obey
him.






My Childhood Family Life

My parents were among those who wanted to be
faithful to the Blessed One of the Universe. My dear Papa was a
gifted storyteller who knew well the Holy Torah. He was always
reading it, quoting it, and sharing its stories. Neighbors and
friends would come in the evenings and sit with our family to hear
the history of our people. How I remember my kinsmen crossing the
Jordan River, the trumpets blast and the shouts of the people at
Jericho. Ancestors like Isaac and Rebecca, Rehab and Caleb, Mariam,
Rachel, Jochebed and Joseph were my heroes and unmet family
members. Their life stories remained in my heart!

Our life as a particular tribal people turned
daily around faith in Elohim. We were extremely fortunate as a
family to live in the village of Shiloh where the Tabernacle of
the Lord was permanently pitched from the time Israel settled
in the Promised Land.11 Lying in a quiet uninhabited valley a
day’s journey above Jerusalem, Shiloh became the center of worship
for our people until the days of Samuel.12 The Tabernacle was first
called the Tent of Meeting when God had shown my ancestors
his Shekinah Glory, in a cloud by day and a fire at night.
Using these two supernatural guides, God led our nation through the
wilderness after we left Egypt.13 God had revealed to Moses back on
Mt. Sinai the exact design for the Tabernacle.14 (Ex. 25:2,
8-9, 40; Heb 8:5; 9:24) The Tabernacle was not where everyone
gathered to meet with each other and hear a long, boring sermon. (I
jest, of course.) We were taught the things of Adonai in our homes.
You came to the Tabernacle to draw closer to Elohim, as it was his
visible dwelling place on earth among us.15

We took personal offerings to the priests so
they could make sacrifices as acts of devotion and worship on our
behalf, consistent with the purpose of the Blood Covenant. In the
Outer Courtyard of the Tabernacle, the priests performed
daily blood sacrifice offerings on the Brazen Altar for sins
and grain offerings according to the requirement in the
Law.16 Due to human sin and God’s absolute
holiness, he could not physically coexist with human beings. (Ex
33:20; Isa. 59:2) Communing with God was only possible if there was
a proper separation (symbolized by the curtains in the Tabernacle)
and a sanctified place of meeting which was the Holy of
Holies.17 Only the High Priest could enter the
Holiest Place once a year, on the Day of Atonement, as the
appointed mediator to offer sacrifices on behalf of the
nation.18 Even so, any person was welcome to come
and pray at the porch entryway of the Tabernacle and pour out their
heart to the Most High as often as they wished.






At the Tabernacle

One of my earliest memories as a child was
watching flickering light shadows from the Tabernacle
Lampstand dancing on the tent walls as though they were happy
to be there. Like them, I loved being there too. It was a place
like no other. Here in prayer, one sensed an unexplainable
closeness to the Lord. One’s soul soared high to touch the beauty
of Elohim. You felt confident, without any cares and only sweet
contentment because Adonai was near. In my day this permanent tent
location was truly the central symbolic dwelling place of the Most
High on earth. People brought, not only offerings to the Tabernacle
for the priests, but also supplies to the Levites whose job it was
to care for its maintenance. Somehow, when I was still young, I was
given the task of making the flax wicks for the individual lamps of
the Golden Lampstand. This job was considered a menial task
because even a girl could do it, but to me it was my great
pleasure.

I could not light the Lampstand myself
because that was the task of the priests. They alone could enter
the Inner Court Holy Place, which housed the Table of the
Bread of the Presence,19 the Altar of Incense and the
seven-branch Menorah Lampstand.20 I would deliver our
family’s offering of olive oil and my flax wicks on a certain day
and time so I could listen to the Rabboni teaching the boys
the Holy Torah just outside the doorway. Only boys attended school
because they had to learn to read and write so they could know the
Torah and teach it to others when they became men. Girls didn’t
have time to learn these skills because we were busy helping our
mothers. Women controlled all the processes by which the families
were nourished and clothed: bread baking, cooking, gardening,
spinning and weaving.21 Yet, all the priests knew me and in my
twelfth summer, they made me the Keeper of the Tabernacle
Lamps.22 I would clean each clay lamp, oversee
the olive oil supply, and make the wicks. When I finished, I would
stay behind to pray and listen for the voice of my Lord.






Becoming a Prophetess

In that holy place, the presence of the
Blessed One became familiar to me. The sweet voice of God was
growing ever dearer in my soul. After I was married, the prompting
of the Lord within my heart became so strong that I had to speak it
aloud from the Ruach (breath) of Elohim. A few words would
come clearly into my mind and I would open my mouth to share them.
Once speaking, more words would quite naturally flow forth. I knew
they were not my words, for they were specific things that I did
not know or could not have thought of myself. Of course, I kept
watch to see that whatever was revealed through these particular
words, came to pass in time. I did not want to attribute to God
anything that came from my own mind alone. We must know how to
recognize the Voice of the Lord, and we can certainly learn to do
so.

I noticed people began to refer to me as a
Prophetess and then the Priests did as well. This was not my role
to claim, but others to identify. I knew what this meant. A Prophet
in my day was one who received direct revelation from Elohim, which
enabled them to interpret the past, give direction in the present
and announce the future.23 They spoke the Words God gave them and
served as his mouthpiece. It would be dishonorable to the Holy One
for me to withhold or deny this role from false humility or
feminine shyness. If I withheld this gifting, I would be
disobedient to Adonai and he would surely choose another to speak
for him.






Women in Israel

I’m sure you know that all ancient
civilizations were patriarchal, where the role of men was
prominent. In most cultures, women were little more than property,
not permitted to inherit possessions, and much less did they have
any authority. Israel was patriarchal too, but our women were not
oppressed like other societies. We were not inferior citizens, but
were valued, respected and appreciated. While a woman’s life
focused on the home she had areas of responsibility and freedom.
For example, we could have our own business, arrange our time and
workers, and make independent decisions (i.e. Pr
31:10-31).24 You may remember that Abraham told Sarah
to do what seemed best to her in managing her servants? (Ge 16:6)
More importantly, we could worship Adonai, serve him, and if called
by God to prophesy for him, just like the men.

My beloved husband, Lapidoth, encouraged me
to constantly seek the Lord and act upon whatever I heard from the
Holy Spirit. For many years, people from all the tribes of Israel
journeyed through the hill country of Ephraim on their way to the
Tabernacle for the different required High Holy Days. Alongside the
roadway between Ramah and Beth-el in Ephraim there was a large date
palm tree that offered shade from the hot sun, where travelers
would rest. (Jdg 4:5) It was a well-known landmark, so people
looked for me there because they heard we lived nearby. They came
seeking a Word from Jehovah from a prophetess because our harsh
overlord, Jabin the Canaanite king, was oppressing them. (Jdg 4:2)
My kinsmen really wanted above all else to be given some hope. I
was glad to pray with them and relate any Word the Lord had for
them.

When the Israelites came to me, sitting under
the mighty palm for counsel or justice, (Jdg 4:5) my dear husband
was often nearby. Lapidoth, whose name means, “Light; to shine
forth,”25 was the best of men with a deep love for
God. (Jdg 4:4) He was a wise and humble man. He never put himself
forward as he needed no public acclaim, accolades or fame. He was
not threatened by my apparent visibility or activities as either a
Prophet or Judge. With a watchful eye, he talked to the people
while waiting for their turn before me. At the end of a long day he
would always safely walk me home so I continually felt his caring
presence. I could not have done what God asked of me, throughout my
adult life, were it not for the support of my considerate
husband.26






Judging under a Palm Tree
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