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Authors’ Note


In the spring of 2011 we began work on a ten-hour television mini-series: The Bible. It would begin with the Book of Genesis and end with the Book of Revelation. As you can imagine, we were immediately faced with a massive creative challenge: how do we tell this story? More specifically: how do we transform a sacred narrative that spans thousands of years and features hundreds of individual stories into just ten hours of television?


We had one of two choices: either select dozens of short summaries and tell many brief stories; or, choose fewer characters and stories but make a much deeper emotional connection.


Clearly, we had to go with the second choice.


So we began the TV scripts, written by a team of writers under the guidance of many theologians, advisors, and biblical experts. Their combined expertise brought forth vivid spiritual and historical images. To our great joy, when we showed the scripts to others for technical and creative feedback, the resounding messages we heard over and over were “I’ve never been able to imagine these Bible stories so clearly in my mind,” “I’m going to reread the Bible,” and “You really should publish these scripts.”


Initially we were resistant, but then we started researching. We came across startling facts like: half of Americans cannot name the first five books of the Bible, 12 percent of American Christians believe that Noah’s wife was Joan of Arc, and many believe that Sodom and Gomorrah were a married couple. If our scripts had provided an impetus for people to want to reread the Bible and given them a clearer picture of these stories, then maybe by novelizing the scripts we could spark even more people to pick up the Bible.


Thus, we began the novel A Story of God and All of Us. We feel very inadequate to teach the Bible, and we are certainly not theologians. We are television storytellers. It will be easy for people to focus on how we have “compressed stories” or to find “theological inaccuracies.” But on this point, we must be clear: we are not retelling the story of the Bible; it has already been told in the richest, fullest possible way, from the mouth of God and through His chosen prophets, students, and apostles. Instead, we are dramatizing some of these beautiful stories from our scripts.


We owe a huge debt of thanks to all the small army of script writers, our amazing production team, and all of our advisors and biblical experts. We also want to thank you for holding this novel in your hands. Our television miniseries will be seen by millions around the world, and it is our hope that the series together with this book will inspire many more millions to read and reread the greatest story ever told: the Bible.


Roma Downey and Mark Burnett 


California, 2013










Prologue


Until now, nothing exists. No universe. No life. No light. No dark.


No breath. No hopes. No fears. No dreams. No shame.


No sin.


Nothing.


There is only God. And God is Love.


Then, in an instant, God becomes the Creator.


“Let there be light!” His voice booms out over the great void.


A bolt of infinite brightness vanquishes the nothingness, creating the heavens. And with that light comes wind, a raw blast sweeping across the brand-new universe. Then water, unformed and seemingly endless, soaks everything.


God parts the waters, creating the seas and sky and the land.


He decrees that plants and seeds and trees cover the land and that there should be seasons. And stars in the sky. And creatures throughout the land and waters.


Then God creates man in His own image. Then woman, because man should not be alone. Their names are Adam and Eve, and they inhabit a paradise known as Eden.


All this takes six days in God’s time.


On the seventh day, God rests.


 


But God’s perfect creation becomes flawed, despoiled by men and women who turn their backs on their Creator. First Eve, then Adam, then Cain, and on and on. Generations pass, and devotion to God has all but disappeared. Evil rules in the hearts of men and women. This does not please the Creator, who loves the earth and its people and wants only what’s best for them.


So God is starting over. He is destroying mankind in order to save it.


Which is how it came to pass that a large wooden ship now bobs on a storm-tossed sea. It is night. A howling wind and pelting rain threaten to sink the homemade vessel. The scene inside the ship is one of complete chaos. An oil lamp swings from the ceiling and illuminates a birdcage filled with two brightly colored parrots. An old man named Noah struggles to maintain his seat on a bench that is affixed to one wall. His wife sits next to him. On the other side of the cabin, Noah’s three terrified sons hold tight to their wives as the great ship heaves in the night. These bouts of terror are a daily fact of life for this extended family, but no one ever gets used to it.


Noah is suddenly hurled to the floor. He is not a sailor and has only reluctantly taken this journey. He hears, from belowdecks, the bellows of oxen, the whinnies of horses, the bleatings of sheep, and countless other animal cries of distress. There are precisely two of each type of beast and bird. Try as Noah might to muck out the stalls daily, the hold of the ark is a foul place, with little ventilation. Only a small row of windows on the upper deck of the vessel releases the stench of rotting grain and animal waste. It mixes with the dank humidity to form a cauldron of foul aromas. Those smells waft up through the decks to every clammy, claustrophobic room on the ark. The smells have not only seeped into the air that Noah and his family breathe, but into the fabric of their robes, the pores of their skin, and the simple meals they eat. If the storm would end, Noah could open a hatch and let in a fresh breeze. But this storm seems like it will never end.


A geyser of water spurts through a new leak in the hull. The women scream. Noah battles to stand and plug the hole. Outside the ship, a blue whale breaches. It is an enormous animal, and yet it is still dwarfed by Noah’s ark.


Noah is a strong leader, a loving husband, and a good father. He keeps his terrified family calm by telling them the story of creation. A story he knows well.


“On the third day,” Noah says calmly, “God created the land, with trees and plants—”


“Will we ever see land again?” asks the wife of Noah’s son Shem.


Noah ignores her. “. . . with trees and plants and fruit. And—”


“Will we?” the woman insists. She is beautiful, and the fear on her face is made all the more distressing because of her innocent look. “Will we see land again?”


Noah’s faith is at its very limit. Yet he puts on a brave face. “Of course.” He continues his narrative, if only because it gives them comfort. “And on the fifth day . . . all the creatures of the sea . . .” He chuckles to himself as he hears the cries of the two monkeys belowdecks. Their cage is next to that of the peacocks. Hardly creatures of the sea! “And of the air,” Noah adds, thinking of the doves and hawks living uneasily next to one another. “Then on the sixth day, all the creatures of the ground—which includes us! And we were granted paradise. Amazing isn’t it? Paradise. But then . . .” Noah pauses, gathers himself. The thought of what he is about to say confounds him. Mankind once had everything.


Everything. But then . . .


“But then Adam and Eve threw it all away! They ate from the one tree in paradise from which they were forbidden to eat. That was all God asked. Nothing more. Don’t—eat—from—this—tree. What could be easier?” Noah’s soliloquy is hitting its stride, even as the storm grows fiercer. Thunder booms loudly, as if an explosion has punched a hole in the ship. “Wrong choices,” he says bitterly. “Wrong decisions. This is the source of all evil—disobeying God. That’s why, with one simple act of willful disobedience, Adam and Eve caused evil to enter the world. That’s why we are on this ship. Because the evil that Adam and Eve introduced has spread throughout the world, and God is cleaning the earth so mankind can start all over.” He looks around the small cabin at the few people who fill it. His story has taken their minds off the storm, and he feels encouraged to keep talking. “That’s why God told me, ‘Build an ark.’ ” Noah pauses, remembering the humor in that moment. “I asked, ‘What is an ark?’ God told me, ‘It is the same as a boat.’ And I said to God, ‘What is a boat?’ ”


Everyone laughs. They have lived in a desert their whole lives—not much water, let alone a need to build a special craft to float upon it.


God described the ark to Noah. It would be designed and built according to specifications that God dictated. This enormous ship would hold two of each animal. Once it was complete, God would soak the world in a massive storm, flooding all the lands and killing all of God’s creation. Only the people and animals aboard Noah’s ark would live.


Noah built the ship, even though his friends mocked him and his own wife thought him a fool. Why, he was miles from the nearest water, with no way to launch his vessel. Yet Noah kept building, one nail and one board at a time, constructing pens to house the tigers and elephants and lions and rhinoceroses. His great ship towered above the desert floor and could be seen from miles away. Noah and his ark were a great joke, told far and wide, and many a man made the journey to see the ark—if only to shake their heads and chuckle at Noah’s folly.


Then the first drop of rain fell. That first drop was not an ordinary trifle of rain, for it hit the earth with a mighty splat that portended the coming of doom. The skies turned from the clearest blue to gray and then to black. “Go into the ark,” God commanded Noah. He obeyed and brought his family on board.


 


“I didn’t need to be told twice,” Noah reminds the rapt audience inside the small cabin. Each of them instantly remembers the race to get on board—while also remembering the heartbreaking sight of friends and neighbors now clamoring for a spot on “Noah’s folly.” But there was none.


The rains that poured down were unceasing. The waters grew higher as subterranean rivers burst up through the earth’s surface. Great tidal waves surged across the land. Flash floods wiped away homes, markets, villages. People died by the thousands. The lucky ones were those who could not swim and drowned instantly. Those who knew how to stay afloat had time to ponder their fate, and that of their loved ones, before the waters pulled them under.


And as the land slowly disappeared, to be replaced far and wide by only water, Noah closed the hatch, knocked away the supports. Soon the water lifted his massive ship—which floated quite well, much to his relief—and they bobbed away, bound for only God knew where. But one thing was certain: God would save them from destruction, no matter how bad the storms and how high the seas.


Noah’s story has had its desired effect. Everyone in the small cabin is now calm. Noah goes up on deck alone, and for the first time in what seems like months, the seas are calm. He knows the waters will soon recede.


 


The world starts over, thanks to Noah and his ark. God thinks of him as an upright man, and through him humanity is being given a fresh start. Through him, faith will be born. Through Noah, God will continue to embrace the world. Through Noah, God will execute his plan for mankind—a plan designed before the earth was created.


But before embracing the world, God will focus on a single nation of people who fear Him and honor Him and worship Him. In that nation will live a man upright and faithful, as is Noah. His name will be Abram. But that is all still to come.


Noah now revels in the warmth of the sun on his face. The ark is bobbing toward land, and he can already feel the floodwaters receding. Then he hears God’s voice loud and clear, and he knows his journey is over.


“Come out of the ark,” God commands.


The great door on the side of the ark is lowered. The animals pour out onto the dry land and quickly scatter.


God has saved the world by nearly destroying it. Noah was chosen to continue God’s plans for humanity. But mankind is fickle, and destined to make the same mistakes once again, turning their backs on God and His all-encompassing love.


But God will act once again to save the world. For all time. But next time He will not need a Noah.


Next time He will send His only son.


This is a story of God and all of us.










PART ONE


A Man Named Abraham


Thousands of years ago, in the city of Ur, in modern-day Iraq, lives a man named Abram. He is a direct descendant of Noah, eight generations on, through the lineage of Shem. Abram is a vigorous seventy-five years old, with broad shoulders and a flowing beard barely flecked in gray. His wife Sarai is known far and wide for her great beauty, even though she is of the same generation as Abraham. The one sadness of their otherwise charmed life is that Sarai has not been able to bear children. One could never detect this sorrow from Abram’s behavior. He is always quick with a smile, and forever has a “Peace be with you” on his lips.


Abram enters the great temple in Ur, where he is greeted warmly by friends. Ur is a city of many gods, and the temple walls are covered in elaborate symbols—an owl, a crescent moon, a snake, and the peaceful smile of a goddess. All around Abram, noisy worshippers gyrate and sway, consumed by the rhythm of a procession entering through the grand doors. A brightly painted wooden statue carried atop a litter is set down on a low altar, to which a live goat is tethered. The crowd chants louder and louder as a temple priest draws his sacrificial knife. The noise is deafening—shrieks, chants, thunderous cheers. The priest grabs the back of the goat’s head and pulls it upward to expose the neck.


Abram would normally be absorbed in the ritual, but on this day, he hears a voice he has never heard before. It is speaking only to Abram; no one else in the temple can hear it.


“Abram.” It is the voice of God. “Leave your country, your people, and your father’s household, and go to the land I will show you.”


Abram gazes up to the sky, his mouth open in shock as the unmistakable voice of God makes spectacular promises in exchange for the enormous demand.


The priest has cut the goat’s throat, and presses his knife deep into its soft belly to reveal its liver. Abram sees none of that.


“I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you. I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse. And all the peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”


A lesser man would be puzzled. Or perhaps fearful. But Abram hears the call, which is why God picked him for the task He has in mind, just as He once chose the upright Noah. Abram stands in the frenzied temple, where the priest now holds aloft the goat’s liver, not an ounce of doubt in his veins.


“Yes,” Abram softly tells God, in a voice brimming with passion. “Yes.”


It’s one thing for God to instruct a man to leave his homeland, his friends, and the very lineage that has coursed through his family for generations, and it is another for a man to deliver this stunning news to his wife. Abram races home from the temple, eager to tell Sarai. He steps into their courtyard and sees his beloved nephew, Lot.


“Abram,” Lot greets him.


Abram slaps a friendly hand on his shoulder and steps briskly toward the front door.


Lot’s wife stands to one side of the courtyard, cleaning, as Abram sweeps through. She and her husband exchange curious looks: they recognize something is different about Abram. Very different. They both shrug.


Inside, Abram calls, “Sarai,” and then yells: “Sarai!”


He finds his wife in the back of the house, kneeling before a small clay figurine.


Abram’s voice is tender and comforting. “Fertility dolls? Fertility dolls? Do we really have need of fertility dolls? What use have they been? Have they brought us children?”


Sarai weeps, thinking she hears disappointment in his voice. “Abram, I’ve failed you. It is my fault we have not been blessed.”


Abram remembers his good news, and takes his wife into his arms. “Sarai, we are blessed. Today, God has spoken to me.”


“Which God?”


“The God.”


Sarai pulls back, confused. Theirs is a world of many different gods and idols, each designed to fulfill a specific need. Placing faith in just one god is a tremendously risky act.


“I speak the truth,” Abram promises. “He has chosen me. Chosen us.”


“For what? I do not understand.”


“He wants us to leave here.”


“Leave? But our whole life is here.”


“Yes, Sarai. Leave. We are going away from this city to a new land. And we will have children in that new land. Of that I am sure. God has promised.”


Sarai wants to believe Abram. She desperately wants a child, and she would do anything to present her husband with a son. But the prospect of leaving their home and setting off into the wilderness is almost more than she can bear. She looks hard at Abram, torn by her love for him and her fears of what might happen if they leave the safety and security of Ur.


Abram understands. He is a compassionate man who loves his wife more than life itself. But he also knows they must do God’s will. “Believe me, Sarai. Believe me. He spoke to me. Sarai, He promised. Think about that: God made me a promise. A covenant. And God always keeps His promises. We must have faith that He will lead us to a land of wonder.”


Sarai has always believed that there was something remarkable about her husband. He is not the sort to make delusional claims. Although he is asking her to do something extraordinary, something unimaginable, she knows she must trust him.


Sarai squeezes Abram’s hand and smiles. “Take us there.”


 


Abram sets out with Sarai, his nephew Lot and his wife, and a small army of friends and servants that form their extended family. Among them is Sarai’s young servant girl, an Egyptian named Hagar. They travel north and west, following the ancient roads of what we now call the Fertile Crescent, trusting God to lead them to the land He has promised Abram. Their journey takes them through a city known as Haran and finally to a bountiful land of water and palm trees that offers a green oasis in an otherwise barren desert. But the land is not enough for all of Abram’s party and their animals. Making matters worse, seeds of dissension are sown by Lot’s wife, a jealous and small-hearted woman who chafes at Abram’s authority for forcing her to relocate. It soon becomes a standoff, with Abram and his followers on one side, and the followers of his beloved nephew Lot on the other.


The situation finally explodes when two shepherds start a fight. Each believes the other is intruding on his grazing land. They roll in the dust, punching and gouging at one another. Lot sees them first. He races to the fight, his wife a few steps behind.


“Lemuel!” Lot yells to his shepherd. “Stop! Now!”


Lemuel reluctantly releases his hold on Amasa, one of Abram’s shepherds. Amasa sneaks in one last punch and then dances back before Lemuel can retaliate. Both men gasp for air, their robes covered in dust and their faces scratched and bloodied.


Abram has heard the commotion and arrives on the scene. “What is happening here?” he asks.


“Your shepherd is stealing our grazing land,” Lot’s wife hisses.


“We need grazing land to feed our families,” Amasa insists.


“So do we,” argues Lemuel, who clenches his fists, ready to fight once more.


“This land belongs to all of us,” Abram calmly tells the men. “God gave it to us to share.”


Lot’s wife is furious. She glares at Abram. “Then He should have given us more of it,” she tells him. A stunned silence settles over the group. Not only is Lot’s wife mocking Abram, she is also mocking God. She should apologize, or at the very least ask forgiveness. But she’s not done. “This can’t go on,” she tells Abram, before giving her husband a hard look. “Tell him what we’ve decided.”


Lot is uncomfortable. He loves Abram like a father and cannot bear the thought of disappointing him. He swallows hard before saying what he must say. “Abram,” he mutters hesitantly. “There are too many of us. And there just isn’t enough land.”


“But the Lord will provide,” Abram replies, trying his best to appear upbeat. “Have faith!”


“In a God we cannot see?” laughs Lot’s wife.


Abram pretends he doesn’t hear those words. He looks into Lot’s eyes.


His nephew will not meet Abram’s gaze. “It’s time to go our separate ways,” Lot tells him.


Abram is horrified. “No. We must stay together.”


Lot is about to speak, but his wife interrupts. “Stay and starve, old man? Stay and watch our shepherds kill each other over a blade of grass?”


This time Abram acknowledges Lot’s wife, but only with a steely gaze. As loving as Abram can be, and despite his gentle reputation, he is also a hard man. Lot’s wife withers under his glare, and her cutting tongue is instantly silent.


“Uncle,” Lot says reluctantly. “We’re leaving. We have no choice.”


“But where will you go?” Abram says pleadingly.


“To the greener pastures, closer to Sodom.”


“Lot, that is a cruel and wicked city. Those people have turned their backs on God.”


“But at least they are not starving,” Lot’s wife snarls.


 


Abram stands alone on the top of a hill from which he can see miles in every direction. He is building an altar to honor God. Stone by stone, he builds, lost in the quiet meditation of labor. He sees the tents of his people in the half-empty valley below, the flocks settling in for the night, the great forests. He also sees Lot and his tribe in the distance snaking their way to the east, toward Sodom. It is a sad moment. The great land is bathed in the red light of dusk. Abram sighs. He loves this Promised Land that God has provided for him, and he revels in its many beauties. God spoke to him again after Lot’s departure. Abram had listened like an obedient servant. “Lift up your eyes from where you are, and look north and south, east and west. All the land that you see I will give to you and your offspring forever.”


Abram did as God told him, and building the altar for offering a sacrifice is a way to give thanks. But there is still a great deal of conflict in Abram’s heart. He is deeply troubled by the departure of Lot, and of Sarai’s recent use of fertility idols once again. Doubts about his leadership torment him daily.


To Abram, being chosen by God had seemed like a blessing. But now he knows it also means struggle. Abram places one last stone at the foot of the altar and then kneels in prayer. Weeks pass, and Abram continues to miss Lot. One day while in prayer at the altar, he gazes down upon the valley again, and is surprised to see a lone figure walking his way. It appears to be Lemuel, Lot’s shepherd. And while he’s still far away, Abram can see that he’s limping and clutching his side.


Abram races down the mountain and walks quickly to the approaching figure. Lemuel staggers toward him, close to exhaustion. His clothes are in tatters. Dried blood covers his skin. His face is bruised and dirty. When he sees Abram, he stops and sways on his feet, as if about to collapse.


“What happened?” asks a stunned Abram.


“We didn’t stand a chance. There were so many of them.” Lemuel groans, sinking to the ground. “We got caught in a fight between local warlords. My flock is gone. Every last one.”


Abram takes his goatskin from around his neck and hands it to the shepherd, who greedily drinks the water. He waits until Lemuel is through before asking his next question. He stares deeply into Lemuel’s eyes, not once pausing to look away.


Lemuel knows what is on Abram’s mind, and as he hands back the goatskin his voice becomes choked in grief. “Lot is alive,” he says. “But he is their prisoner.”


Abram is horrified.


“He helped me escape,” Lemuel continues, “so that I could find you and come beg for your help.”


Hagar, bright with youth and vitality, arrives with a bowl of water. She drips a cloth in the water and wrings it out, then opens Lemuel’s tunic and swabs a gash in his side. As Lemuel winces with pain, he does not turn away from Abram. “You are our only hope,” says the shepherd.


 


Later that night, Abram holds a council in his tent with Sarai and the families that came with him in search of their new home. The subject is war. “We will fight. We have many trained men among us,” Abram tells the gathering.


“But Abram, my beloved,” Sarai interrupts anxiously, “you are hardly soldiers.”


“It doesn’t matter. I made Lot come with us. I told him to trust in God.”


“But Lot and his wife had their pick of the land. It was their choice to leave!”


Abram’s mind is already made up. “They are family,” he tells Sarai. “We have to help them.”


The wife of Amasa, the combative shepherd, shakes her head. She is about to speak, to tell Abram that rescuing Lot would be folly. But before she can say a word, Amasa places a finger to her lips. He then stands and walks to Abram’s side. The other men join him.


“We will return,” Abram promises Sarai. He glances around at his brave men as they quickly prepare for battle and say good-bye to their families, not knowing if they will ever come back. Sarai is anxious and wraps her arms tightly around Abram’s waist. She has tears in her eyes.


“I love you,” she says.


Abram pulls away without saying a word. His love for Sarai is understood. He is a solid man and a good husband. Abram reaches for his sword, whose sharpened blade gleams in the firelight. He holds the sword aloft to examine it for signs of weakness. His fists are strong and his forearms powerful. Seeing no imperfections in the sword, he slides it into his belt. “God will take care of us,” he assures his wife.


There is power in his words, and the confidence in Abram’s eyes makes Sarai’s heart swell with pride, despite her fear. She places her hand softly on his face and pulls her to him. She kisses him desperately, knowing that this might be the last time.


Abram looks deeply into her eyes, then pulls away and steps out into the night. There’s no time to waste.


 


Abram and his ragtag army creep carefully toward the enemy encampment. There would be guards posted if this was wartime, and the cooking fires would have long ago been extinguished. But these soldiers have just routed their foes, sending them fleeing into the hills and tumbling into the Valley of Siddim’s tar pits. This is a time to make merry. They sit around their fires laughing and drinking. The prisoners they have elected not to kill sit in a circle on the ground, hands tied behind their backs. Lot’s wife is being prodded with a spear by their guard. She cries out in pain, which only makes the soldiers leer in delight. Their time away from home and the comforts of a woman has been long. One, perhaps many, of these men will have their way with her tonight. Lot is tied up, his mouth tightly gagged, and forced to watch these men ogle and humiliate his beloved wife. His attempts to cry out in protest are fruitless, and only amuse the guards.


Abram sees all this from the perimeter of the camp. The size of his household has grown since he followed God’s orders and set off in search of a new land. His army is made up of shepherds, some 318 of them. They are hardly soldiers of war, but are all skilled with a knife or an axe from years of chasing wolves away from their flocks.


Their enemies, on the other hand, number in the thousands. They are hard men, with scars and muscles earned from long days on the march and countless hours in hand-to-hand combat. These foes are trained and disciplined, and have just conquered the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah and their armies. Their bellies are full, and they are well rested. An attack on their camp would be suicide.


But Abram knows that his men have two things on their side: the element of surprise, and his deep faith in God.


As his men spread out along the camp’s perimeter in the dead of night, Abram prays. He asks for God’s blessing on their battle, and that he might have strength and confidence as he leads his brave men. As he prays, he can smell lamb being grilled on cook fires, wood smoke, pungent unwashed men, and the heavy, dusty aroma of the night itself. The smells make the battle more immediate. A still, small voice in his head reminds him that there is time to turn around and leave. Lot and his wife made a bad choice by abandoning Abram. No one would call Abram a coward for turning back now that the odds are apparent. Abram quiets that voice and finishes his prayer. He draws his sword, raises it into the air, and slices it in a forward motion—the signal for his men to stealthily launch their attack. A silent wave of shepherd soldiers floods into the enemy camp.


“Trust in God!” Abram roars. His army attacks. Abram and his men are clearly illuminated in the cooking fires. Abram draws first blood, plunging his sword deep into the stomach of an enemy soldier. The soldier cries out in agony, in an instant every head in camp turns their way. “Raaaaaaghh!” Abram screams, pulling his sword from the dead man and swinging immediately at another enemy soldier.


Others join the battle cry. A sword cuts the air next to Abram’s face, missing him by inches. He pulls back, then plunges his sword into the man’s side. The camp breaks out in chaos, as the enemy soldiers race for their weapons. In the confusion, the enemy cannot reach their tents to get their swords or knives. Abram and his men mow them down like grain being harvested, slashing and punching at the enemy. Abram was right about his surprise attack.


Abram steps over a pile of bodies toward where Lot is being held prisoner. “God is with us!” Abram whispers in his nephew’s ear, as he slices the rope binding Lot’s hands.


By now, the battle is turning into a rout. Enemy soldiers are running into the night. Many are chased down and killed by Abram’s men, who know all too well that if these men are not slain they will ultimately come back and exact their revenge.


Lot’s wife comes to her husband’s side. She pulls him close and whispers to him, avoiding Abram’s gaze.


“Lot,” cries an ecstatic Abram. “Now do you see? So few against so many! This is a triumph for our mighty God.”


But now Lot cannot meet Abram’s gaze.


“What is it?” asks Abram. His gut tells him bad news is coming. But what bad news could they give him now, after this great victory?


Lot pauses, then looks downward at his wife, who nods. “Abram . . . Uncle . . . ,” Lot stammers. These are the toughest words he has ever had to utter: “We’re carrying on.”


Abram looks from one to the other in confusion. “To where?” he asks.


“Sodom.”


“Sodom! You can’t possibly be serious.”


“We’re going back into the city to live. We’re better off there.”


Abram’s face darkens. This is not a look Lot has seen often, and he knows to fear it. Abram sweeps his arm wide, showing the bodies of the fallen. He knows them all by name. He knows their wives and their children, and knows that upon returning he must personally deliver the news of their deaths. They all fought well. It was a good fight. A just fight. Lot’s decision renders it all in vain. Abram feels a deep sadness in his heart when he speaks: “Lot, hear me when I say this: men have died to save you.”


“I know! And there is no way I can repay their loss. But I have lost men, too,” rationalizes Lot.


“You would have been dead by morning,” Abram tells him. “Your wife would have been the trophy of some unwashed soldier—and many of his friends. Don’t tell me about the men you lost.”


“Uncle, look, your God has not kept His promises. We can’t eat faith. We can’t drink faith. Faith will not clothe us.”


“But it will, Lot. And God is fulfilling His promises, Lot. Didn’t you see? My small army of untrained shepherds defeated a mighty force. How else would this be possible? I beg of you: come with us!”


“Why?” Lot’s wife boldly steps forward. “What has your God promised?”


“A nation! A future! A family! A son!” replies Abram. He believes every syllable.


“Your wife will never bear a son,” she sneers.


The words pierce him, and a devastated Abram remains silent.


Lot’s wife continues: “What about food? Water? Shelter?”


Abram ignores her. He is exhausted. The battle rattled his nerves. And now this? He places his hand on Lot’s shoulder. “Nephew. This time. We must stay together.”


Lot’s eyes are downcast, but his mind is made up. He places his hand on Abram’s, and then gently removes it from his shoulder. “No, Uncle. We must go.”


As the bodies of the wounded are loaded onto carts for the ride back home, Lot’s wife tries to rationalize with Abram. “Come with us,” she offers.


Abram looks deep into her eyes for what seems like an eternity. Then he turns in disgust and walks past his men. “Let’s go,” he orders them over his shoulder. Abram and his soldiers leave.


The air is heavy. Lot and his wife stand silently amid the slain enemy, knowing Abram will never again trust Lot.


Abram doesn’t turn back. Instead, he sets his mind to the grieving widows he must console and the dead friends he will have to bury. The hardest part will be facing Sarai, and trying to explain to her how he could have let Lot and his wife continue on to Sodom after the staggering cost his men paid to rescue them. She has always trusted in his wisdom, but this time, Abram knows, he has let her down.


 


God has promised Abram a land flowing with milk and honey, and descendants as numerous as the stars. Abram’s faith never wavers. He immediately does as God asks. He truly believes in God and His promises. Yet he has become frustrated by God’s timetable. When will Sarai bear him a son? Or any child, for that matter? Abram’s beard is now almost completely gray. And though aged, Sarai’s beauty is still beyond compare—she is the living embodiment of a princess. The shared adventure of their nomadic lifestyle is enhanced by their many attempts to have a child, but the idea that Abram will truly be the father of many nations seems hopeless.


Abram stands alone in the cold desert night, staring up into the sky. A campfire burns down to its final embers. Wind rattles the tent behind him, where Sarai shivers as she sleeps. He thinks of the men slain in battle while rescuing Lot, and the futility of their loss.


“Abram,” whispers Sarai, shivering as she emerges from the tent. The firelight illuminates her beauty. She is wrapped in a thick blanket woven of coarse fabric that protects her from the desert winds. But even covered by a blanket, her beauty takes Abram’s breath away. “Come inside,” she says lovingly, holding open the tent flap.


Abram is shivering. He sees the inside of the tent, and their bed, so warm and safe. But instead he turns from his wife, gazes up into the sky, and considers the enormity of the universe above and its millions of stars, as if comprehending the vast scope of God’s creation for the first time.


Then he collapses.


“Abram!” Sarai screams, racing to him. When she looks into his eyes she sees nothing but his deep belief in God’s promise.


“All the stars. Count them! Count them!” he shouts.


Sarai cradles his head, terrified that her beloved husband is losing his mind. She strokes his beard to calm him.


“Our Creator, who made the stars, will give us that many descendants!” he says with complete faith, reminding himself as much as Sarai of God’s promises. The fire in Abram’s eyes grows brighter as his revelation continues to unfold. “To populate our land! For us! And for our children!”


Now it is Sarai’s turn to be downcast. “How long have we been praying for children?”


He doesn’t answer.


She looks straight into his eyes and says three very hard words: “I. Am. Barren.”


“But he has promised! You will have a child! You will!”


She shakes her head. “I can’t. I won’t. There is no chance for me to carry a child.”


They hold a look between them. The silence is deafening. Finally Sarai speaks, slowly, softly, deliberately. “It is too late for me, but you are a man. For you there is still a chance.” Sarai bites her lip. She pulls her husband closer. “God’s plans are many, and His promises will always be kept—but in His own way. Who is it for us to say how God’s plans will be fulfilled?”


“What are you saying?”


“I am saying that God has promised that you will be a father. He has not promised that I will be the one to bear your children.”


Sarai nods toward the tent of Hagar, the beautiful Egyptian servant. The light of a candle flickers inside the tent. “Go to her, Abram,” says Sarai. “Go with my permission.”


Abram looks at his wife in disbelief. “No,” he says firmly. “No. No. No.”


Sarai nods, looking resigned. “Yes,” she says, kissing him gently. “You must.”


Abram is torn. He has always been faithful to Sarai, believing it to be God’s will that he sleep with no other woman. He has noticed Hagar’s beauty but never once imagined sleeping with her.


Sarai cannot look at her husband as she gently pushes him toward her tent. “You need an heir,” she says softly. “God has promised you a child. Now go.”


Abram pulls Sarai’s face to his, kisses her full on the lips, and pulls her body to his, so that she knows without a doubt that she is his true love. Then he slowly rises to his feet and walks to Hagar’s tent. It is small, befitting her lower social status, the fabric not as bright or durable as theirs. She is from a different land, of other gods. Abram does not know God’s ways. Perhaps God wants Abram to unite these other nations by fathering a child whose blood is mixed and whose lineage will blend the two separate religious traditions. He pulls aside the flap to Hagar’s tent and steps inside.


The beautiful, barren Sarai takes a seat by the fire. A tear slowly falls from her cheeks as she stares into the flames.


 


As Abram emerges from Hagar’s tent Sarai can see through the open flap that Hagar is asleep. Sarai is still sitting by the fire, slowly rocking herself back and forth. Sarai’s eyes meet Abram’s. Hers are puffy, and tears still roll down her cheeks. Both Abram and Sarai feel something is amiss, a heavy wrong weighs upon their hearts. Despite their best intentions, they may have been hasty, not trusting God.


Abram sees his wife’s tears of jealousy and regret. She is not happy to have shared her husband with another woman. If he has indeed planted a child in Hagar, Sarai will never have Abram to herself again. Every time she looks at that child she will think of this night, this raw feeling of loss beating within her breast, and know she would give anything to do this night over again.


Abram is distraught. What’s done is done, he tells himself. Momentarily, he sets aside the hard truth that he has forced God’s promise of a child to take place on his own timetable, rather than trust in God’s plan. He pulls his shirt tight around his body and walks into their tent. His path takes him right by Sarai, who continues to stare into the fire.


His short time in Hagar’s tent on this clear desert night will alter the world forever.


 


Fourteen years pass.


Ishmael, the son of Abram and Hagar, is now thirteen years old. The boy is everything a father could want from a son: compassionate, loving, funny, strong, and handsome. Sarai doesn’t always share Abram’s joy. Whenever she looks at Ishmael she is reminded of that night so long ago when both she and Abram showed their lack of faith, tried to force God’s promise and take matters into their own hands. What has gone through Sarai’s mind again and again since that night is: God can do all things. That means He can make a barren woman pregnant, no matter what her age. She has known this all along. She should have trusted God’s promise. She should have waited.


Abram is now ninety-nine years old. Sarai is ninety. They now live in an oasis near a place called Mamre—amid palm, cedar, and fig trees, and clear running water—still dwelling in the tents they have called home for so many years. This is not paradise, nor is it the land Abram envisioned when he and his followers struck out on their own so many years ago. There is plenty of dissension among his people, beginning with Sarai and Hagar. Everytime Sarai sees Hagar and Ishmael she feels a searing stab of pain in her heart. She is bitter. One hot afternoon, as Abram sits before his tent, the Lord appears to him. “I am God Almighty,” he tells Abram, who falls facedown on the ground.


“I will confirm my covenant between me and you,” God continues. “And I will greatly increase your numbers.”


God orders that Abram change his name to “Abraham,” which means “father of many nations.” From now on, Sarai will be called “Sarah,” for “princess.” God also orders that all males of his tribe, which some call “Hebrews,” be circumcised. The circumcision is a sign of the covenant between God and man, and a daily physical reminder of God’s presence in their lives. Even Abram, at such an old age, must now have the foreskin sliced from his penis.


And then God makes an outrageous promise to Abraham: Sarah will give birth to a son. “She will be the mother of nations. Kings of peoples will come down from her.”


Abraham laughs at the idea. He does not believe that Sarah can give birth. But God insists, and says that a long line of earthly kings will be brought forth from this lineage.


The words settle on Abraham’s heart, filling him with a joy he has never known. He cannot wait to tell Sarah. And even though it feels utterly impossible that a man his age can father a child, Abraham also reminds himself that God can do anything—even bring this child into the world.


Abraham turns to God to offer his thanks. But God has already gone.


One day not long after, Abraham is practicing the bow and arrow with his son. Ishmael is a good shot, and he hits the target with ease.


“Well done, my boy,” Abraham says proudly. He calls to Sarah: “Did you see Ishmael, Sarah? Did you see my boy?”


“ ‘My boy.’ Not ‘our boy,’ ” she whispers disdainfully under her breath. The old lady storms off into the tent. Abraham sighs. He has gotten used to the constant tension.


“Run along, Ishmael,” he tells the boy. Hagar is off to one side, watching the scene with a mother’s pride. She is happy that her boy will be Abraham’s rightful heir, and she cares little about the tension between herself and Sarah.


Abraham stops to pick up the arrows and sees three powerful and mysterious men in the distance walking toward his camp. They wear robes made of fine fabric. On two of the men he can see the outlines of weapons beneath their garments, yet they do not appear menacing. Instead, they have the quietly intense presence of holy men. Abraham feels an instant connection with them, and as is his custom, he enjoys playing the part of the good host. Yet these men are somehow different, and he treats them with more respect. Travelers—mostly wanderers, wayfarers, vagabonds—pass through Abraham’s camp all the time and receive only water and basic hospitality.


Abraham’s instincts are correct. Two of the men are angels. The third is God disguised in flesh. Abraham has heard God’s voice but does not recognize Him.


“Welcome,” says Abraham. “You are most welcome. Please sit down.” He indicates a spot where they can rest in the shade.


“Are you hungry?” he asks. Without waiting for an answer, Abraham orders a servant to bring food.


“Have you traveled far?” Abraham continues.


“Yes, a very long way,” answers one of the angels. A long silence ensues.


“Where is your wife?” asks the other angel.


Abraham points to their tent. “In there.”


Inside the fabric walls of their tent, Sarah hears strange voices, but she is weary and in no mood to entertain travelers.


The Lord then speaks and makes an audacious prediction: “I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife will have a son.”


Sarah laughs to herself as she overhears this. Surely this man, whoever he is, does not know that Abraham’s wife is very advanced in age and barren.


“Why did you laugh?” the Lord says to her.


Sarah almost jumps out of her skin. She whirls around to see who is speaking to her, but no one is in the tent. I didn’t laugh, she thinks to herself.


“You did,” the Lord says. His voice is kind. Once again, Sarah spins quickly to see who is playing this trick. But she is alone.


God continues: “So you will never forget how you doubted me when you have a son, you will name him Isaac, which means ‘laughter.’ ”


Sarah feels the power of God and is overcome with hope. Tears stream down her face. She rushes to where she hides her fertility dolls, and grasps one tightly in her hands until it crumbles to dust. As the grains of clay slip through her fingers, she falls to her knees and thanks God.


 


The time comes for the three strangers to leave. Abraham has treated them with extreme kindness and deference. He has brought them water to wash the road dust off their feet. He has cooked them a fatted calf and fed them a sumptuous meal featuring curds, milk, and thin loaves of bread. These powerful, mysterious strangers are special, and Abraham has reveled in the honor of their presence. He referred to himself as their servant, and even stood off to one side as they dined, waiting to be summoned. The men have maintained their air of mystery, saying little else after their audacious prediction, as they enjoyed the food and the cool of the shade. As the afternoon sun grows cool they stand to depart.


“Where are you going?” Abraham asks cautiously, still unaware of whom he has been entertaining.


One of the angels looks to God for permission to answer.


God nods.


“We are going to decide the fate of Sodom,” the angel replies solemnly, pulling his hood back up over his head. The other angel does the same, and they depart, leaving God alone with a concerned Abraham, for Lot lives in Sodom.


God walks with Abraham to a mountaintop, where they can look out and see Sodom in the distance.


“Shall I hide from you what I am going to do?” the Lord wonders aloud. “You will surely become a great and powerful nation, and all nations on earth will be blessed through you. For I have chosen him so that you will direct your children and your household after you to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, so that I will bring about for you what I have promised.”


Abraham is stunned to realize that he stands in the presence of God. It can be no one else. This is the manner in which God has spoken to him so many times—honestly, and as a trusted friend and servant. And Abraham is just as stunned to realize that the destruction of Sodom will mean the death of Lot. Despite their differences, Abraham loves Lot like a son, and is in dread for his safety.


Abraham musters up his courage and speaks to the Lord. “Will you sweep away the righteous with the wicked?”


“If I find fifty righteous people in the city of Sodom, I will spare the whole city for their sake,” replies God.


Abraham considers that for a moment. He knows the ways of Sodom, which is the most evil of cities. He doubts there is a realistic chance of God finding ten righteous people, let alone fifty. So he takes a deep breath and speaks once again. “Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, though I am nothing but dust and ashes, what if the number of righteous is five less than fifty?”


The Lord loves Abraham, and their covenant is a powerful bond. So for the sake of Abraham, he relents. “If I find forty-five good men, I will not destroy it.”


Abraham grows bolder, striving desperately to save Lot. “What if only forty are found there?”


“For the sake of forty I will not do it.”


“May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak,” Abraham says uneasily. “What if only thirty can be found there?”


“I will not do it if I find thirty there.”


On it goes, Abraham bargaining for the people of Sodom while the Lord gently concedes, until Abraham reduces the number to ten righteous people. The Lord leaves. Abraham stands alone on the road, despairing for Sodom and his nephew. Because he knows, just as God knows, that his bold haggling with God is for naught. For there are not ten righteous people in all of Sodom.


In fact, there is just one.


Of course, God knows that. He has only bargained with Abraham as a testimony to their covenant. Abraham’s fears about seeing Sodom destroyed show the depth of his compassion, and God is honoring that. Now it is up to that one righteous man to save himself and his family.


Lot sits alone at Sodom’s city gate. Evening has fallen. The desert outside the walls is pleasant and fragrant, and a stark contrast to the city streets, which smell of stale urine and vomit. Lot loves to breathe the night air just out beyond these city walls. The breeze is cool after the long hot day, and he basks in the calm on this side of the city. He and his wife have two lovely daughters now. The city is infamous for its vice and depravity, a place of idolatry that has not only turned its back on God but celebrates that fact. Lot’s wife finds the city very much to her liking, and has refused his numerous requests that they leave. He feels that life is too short to be so distant from God. Lot fears for his daughters, terrified that they will grow up to become as lascivious and faithless as the women of Sodom. It breaks his heart to imagine his gorgeous young girls living a life defined by lust instead of love, of fear instead of faith.


Lot sighs. There is nothing he can do about that. What will be, will be. Until the day his wife chooses to leave Sodom—a day that he believes will come—Lot must simply endure his life, rather than live it to its fullest.


As Lot sits alone at the city gates, gazing out into the vast desert, he can hear the music and raucous laughter spilling out of the taverns. He can hear the moans of men and women having sex in the dark, dingy alleys. Were he to turn around right now, he would be able to see a barely dressed young couple groping one another, nearly nude prostitutes pushing their wares, a band of drummers entertaining a group of drunks, and a feral dog tied to a post—snarling loudly at all who walk past, and more than eager to bite into human flesh. Hardly the place to raise a family. Lot is an honorable man, which makes him unusual in Sodom. The wickedness of the city troubles him greatly. It is why he comes to the city gates to gaze out into the desert.


Two men in great hooded cloaks march through Sodom’s city gate. They are powerfully built and have the placid look of warriors who fear no man. They walk with purpose, as if they have come to Sodom on business. What type of business, Lot can hardly imagine. The two strangers look out of place on these streets. Lot’s heartbeat quickens. For the first time in quite a while he senses he is not the only righteous man in Sodom. Lot rises quickly and hastens to them. “Gentlemen,” Lot exclaims, “welcome to Sodom. I invite you to spend the night at my home. You can wash your feet and enjoy a meal.”


“No,” they answer. “We will spend the night in the square.”


Lot will not take no for an answer. And soon these spiritual warriors are entering his home, where he feeds them a simple feast before showing them where they will sleep.


Inside Lot’s house, a dim oil lamp glows, illuminating the faces of Lot, his wife, his two teenage daughters, and these mysterious strangers.


Lot hears a huge commotion in the streets outside and suddenly, fists hammer on the door. Lot’s wife and daughters hug one another, scared. “Open up! Send out the strangers!” screams a voice. “Or we’ll burn the place down!”


“They’ve done you no harm and they are guests in my house. Leave them be,” Lot yells through the thick wooden door.


“Where are the men who came to you tonight?” yells the voice, louder and more insistent than before. “Hand them over to us!”


Then Lot finds great courage within himself. He steps outside to face the people of Sodom, young and old in a mob, one man against many. He tries to reason with them, but they become even more aggressive. Inside, the strangers stand silently, listening to every word and admiring Lot’s bravery. His wife clutches her daughters, wishing that she had never seen these strangers. Her life has once again been turned upside down.


Lot realizes his attempts to negotiate have proven futile and starts to retreat to the safety of his house, but the mob attacks. They surge past him and try to break down the door. Lot fends them off with a shepherd’s staff, wielding it expertly. He’s like a new man, full of fighting spirit. When the mob’s leader grabs the staff and pulls it toward him—a sadistic look in his eyes—Lot doesn’t let go, but his courage is no match for this man’s strength. “Stay out of this, foreigner,” the mob leader says, and spits in Lot’s face.


“Stand aside,” says one of the angels. He steps forward and closes his eyes, as if in prayer. The second angel joins him. A sudden, rushing wind fills the room and then spills out into the streets, accompanied by the low rumble of thunder. Fear replaces the snarl on the mob leader’s face. Lot steps back, unsure of what is happening. The mob leader scratches wildly at his eyes, rubbing and prodding, until tears of blood stream down his face. “I can’t see,” he screams. “I can’t see!”


But he is not alone. One by one, the other members of the mob scream in horror as they, too, are blinded. Those who can still see are even more enraged, and they push forward to exact their revenge. But hardly have they taken a step when the two angels shed their robes, revealing the most incredible suits of armor—honed by a craftsman, stronger than any lance a man might want to thrust through it.


One angel pulls two short swords from his scabbards and wields them like a man who more than knows his way around a blade. The other angel has no need for such subtlety. A great broadsword dangles from his hip, and he knows how to use it. With a single, swift move this angel slides the thick sheet of sharpened steel from his sheath with two hands and makes one of Lot’s tormentors pay for his behavior. The man falls to the ground, and the other angel grabs for Lot and his family. “We must go!” the angel says calmly, implying haste.


Lot and his family hesitate; however, they have no choice. The angels forcibly drag them out of the house and pull them along by their shoulders through the mob, not giving them a chance to turn back or slow down. “Don’t stop running!” screams the first angel. “Not for any reason.” He leads Lot’s family through the streets, and the other angel protects them from behind. The angels slash at the mob with their swords, felling one man after another in their mission to get Lot’s family to safety. They know, as God knew when He bargained with Abraham, that the only righteous inhabitants of Sodom are Lot’s family. God is about to destroy Sodom. Everyone in the city will die a horrible death, and the city itself will be lost to the ages. Unless Lot and his family get out quickly, they will also suffer this fate.


Suddenly, flames rain down from the skies. A fireball slams hard into the streets with a sudden wail and clap of thunder. Lot’s wife is almost paralyzed with shock and feels the white heat of this incredible explosion, as the second angel forces her to stagger onward.


The mob continues to pursue them as another fireball slams into Sodom. And then another. The second angel stops running and uses the sharpened tip of his sword to draw a circle around him in in the dirt street. As Lot and his family continue their desperate race to freedom, he takes on all comers, hacking at them as if they were kindling wood.


 


Meanwhile, on a hillside overlooking Sodom, a horrified Abraham witnesses the flames shooting upward through the buildings as the city begins to burn. Fireballs continue to rain down from above, joined by lightning and the unnerving boom of thunder.


He fears for Lot and his family as he watches the terror and prays that his nephew will get out alive.


Behind him, unseen, stands God.


 


Back in Sodom, stone buildings are beginning to collapse. Fire has burned through the wood and the thatch of roofs. Falling beams have trapped many families in their homes, and the screams of those experiencing the agony of flame on bare skin pierces the night.


The second avenging angel has finally defeated all challengers and caught up with Lot’s family. The first angel says, “In saving us, you saved yourself. Your decision to help us was a godly test of your righteousness. Run from the city and continue running. But remember this: Don’t look back. Never look back. No matter what.”


The angels disappear before the eyes of an amazed Lot and his family. They now stand in complete darkness, save for the light of the moon and the distant fire of a burning Sodom.


“Keep going,” shouts Lot, “and don’t look back.”


They run and run and run, their feet kicking up the desert dust as they race on to a new life. A monumental burst of lightning suddenly illuminates the sky, cracking down into the remains of Sodom. Then, in one last brilliant explosion, the city is gone. Lot hears his wife gasp. He loves her dearly, but he knows her contrary and prideful behavior. Before she can make the one mistake the angels warned them about, he pleads with her, “Do not look back!”


But her curiosity is insatiable. She absolutely must see for herself what is happening to the city she has called home for more than a decade.


Her last sight is an explosion of light. Her eyes are blinded, her body becomes paralyzed, and she turns into a pillar of salt.


A hard wind blows. Lot stares in disbelief at what used to be his wife. He watches with an all-consuming grief as gusts of air blast the pillar of salt, and pieces soon chip off and disappear into the night. That gale does not stop blowing until the entire pillar is turned to dust and carried away.
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