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Lower Galilee

 

PROLOGUE: AD 67: 

 

It looked like a small oil lamp sitting perhaps just across the room, a tiny light, a spark, in the otherwise total darkness. Only when his eyes focused and his mind took over, did he realize that it was a human being on a fiery cross set on a hill. Then there were two, then three, then four. On it went into the hundreds. Horrible illumination. 

He cursed the day fire was discovered. He cursed the light.
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Part I



[image: ]





“Let the day I was born vanish . . . 

let darkness and impenetrable gloom take it away.” (Job 3:1, 5)
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CHAPTER 1: 
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THE VILLAGE OF SHIKHIN IN LOWER 

GALILEE, ISRAEL, AD 48; DUSK

Elazar sat on a mat in a dimly lit room of his two-room house.  As he stroked his short, black beard, he stared blankly at the mud plastered wall in front of him. He glanced up at the wattle and daub ceiling.  He had built the house himself only three years ago when he was preparing to marry at age eighteen.  Well, he did not build it entirely himself; he had the help of the village.  A master carpenter from a neighboring village guided them and they just did what he said.  Of course, many older men had already helped build similar houses for others.  

But it is a good house, thought Elazar, solid and warm in winter.

“Stay out of that room Susanna,” Elazar called to his toddler.  

“Mommy hurt.”  Susanna cried.  

“Mommy is fine.  Stay in here with me.”

“Mommy cry.”

“Just stay with me and be quiet.”  

Elazar never knew how to handle the girl.  She is so emotional.  He contemplated for a few seconds her tiny face and her dark hair. She looks a lot like her mother. 

Elazar both worried and exulted on this night.  The moaning coming from the adjacent room both scared him and excited him. His second child was about to be born.  He loved his little girl but yearned for a son.  As the forefathers said, “A girl is only trouble and worry; a son brings true glory to the family.” 

He needed a son. With a son his father would be proud of him and he would pass on to him the precious family heirloom, the token of his valiant warrior ancestor, the mark of a true heir to the family’s name.

His mid-wife stuck her head out of the back room and whispered, “It shouldn’t be long now.  The baby is almost here.”  

He had used this mid-wife before.  She saved the life of his first child, his two-year old girl, Susanna, who was born breech.  Elazar did not understand what the problem was and was not very interested anyway.  He only cared that his child was a girl.  A man must have a son.  If this one is not a son, the village might question his manhood.  

These midwives seem awfully calm about these matters, thought Elazar. I do hope she knows what she is doing this time.  When I think of my sixteen-year old wife, Hannah, in there in pain—but when I also think of my child coming into the world.  

Elazar let his mind dream about the praise he expected to receive from the village if his wife produced a son for him on this night.  Many will gather around the child in eight days for its circumcision and marvel at how strong he looks and how handsome he will be someday.  It will be a glorious day for Elazar. 

. . . . . .

On this same night, Samuel, a man in his mid-forties, sits in a dimly lit room. He has lived alone since his wife died and his children grew up.  Usually, a son would live in the same house as the patriarch of the family, perhaps in a small room on the roof.  But when his son, Elazar, married, both father and son seemed to prefer a new residence on the other side of the village. It was the talk of the village for a while but neither one paid any attention.  It became clear that they both preferred to live apart.

Smiling, Samuel slowly rose from his mat. He went to a wall, scraped away the mud plaster in a spot known only to him, and pulled out a stone. Behind the stone a knife wrapped in a woolen rag hid. He pulled out the ornate weapon.  The blade was silver with an ivory handle inlaid with gems, red carnelian stones, blue sapphires, and green emeralds. 

He chuckled lightly speaking to himself: “Tonight, maybe I will pass you to my son if, God willing, my daughter-in-law has a boy. Only a man with a son is worthy to possess this trophy.”

While Samuel admired the dagger, a solitary figure strode quietly through the village.  The traveler had wrapped his keffiyeh or headscarf completely around his head and face revealing only tiny slits for his eyes.  Our traveler wanted to remain unrecognizable. He moved as quietly as the terrain allowed, twisting along alleys, always looking ahead. 

As he walked, dogs barked and off in the distance jackals whined. The stars cast only a dim light on the streets as the retreating sun left the village bathed in darkness.  Still the solitary figure walked through the village.  He could hear the crunch of small stones under his sandals and the soft scampering of lizards escaping from his path.  He went on.  He heard husbands and wives arguing as he passed courtyards.  Someone saw him walk by and called out, “Shalom!”  He waved a greeting without saying a word or turning his head and continued on.  He wove around the alleys of the village avoiding the courtyard gates where possible.  Finally, at the southern edge of the village he arrived at his destination.  He entered Samuel’s courtyard and stood quietly at the opened door to his dwelling.

The traveler watched silently as Samuel admired the knife, a symbol of bravery and strength to his family. Samuel’s face showed a combination of admiration and fascination.  His eyes were wide and almost glassy.  He presented the look of someone obsessed, mesmerized. The dim light of his single oil lamp made a reflection on the silver blade which slightly illumined Samuel’s fascinated eyes. 

Samuel smiled broadly and spoke to himself: “My ancestor captured you in battle in the days of Yehudah Maccabee. I must remember the story. I will practice the story to tell it in the morning to the synagogue. I need to remind the village of my family’s glory.” 

Samuel lifted his head and recited as if to an audience:

“We read in the book of the Maccabees . . . 


‘Then Apollonius brought together the pagans from Samaria, a great army, to make war against Israel. Yehudah knew this and went out to meet him. He struck him and killed him. And Yehudah captured the sword of Apollonius and used it in battle the rest of his life.’ 





“They wrote this tale, but there was another story no one wrote—except on the hearts of my ancestors.  Someone else took a battle trophy that day. Among the men fighting with Yehudah that day was our ancestor, Elazar, the same name as my son—would that my son, my weak son, were more like his namesake!  He was a mighty warrior who led his own company of men in the battle. 

“But before the battle in which Yehudah Maccabee killed the Syrian general, our valiant ancestor, Elazar, came forward and challenged the champion of the Syrians to a duel. Let me see. What were the words he said? I tell this story so rarely. I think they were something like this: 


‘Let your bravest man come out and fight me, one on one.  Don’t keep hiding behind your lines like an army of little girls!  Are you afraid of this Jewish man? Can’t you fight a real man? Would you rather send out your women to fight me?’ 





“So challenged my noble ancestor, Elazar, those Syrian dogs. Then a warrior of the enemy, a champion of many battles, raged at the insults that Elazar threw at them and dared to come forward from his battle lines and charge at Elazar with spear and shield. Elazar blocked the spear thrust with his shield, and then with a single thrust of his own, he brought his sword through his enemy’s throat nearly decapitating him. He took spoils from the dead Syrian officer including this ornate, jewel encrusted knife. 

“People said that the finest Greek craftsman in the city of Antioch of Syria had made the knife as a gift from general Apollonius.  It has ever since been an heirloom of God’s blessings on our house. It testifies to our family’s honor and valor.  My ancestor, Elazar, was a man.

“I received you from my father when my son, Elazar, was born.  A man must have a son to be worthy of this trophy. Now, if my daughter-in-law gives birth to a boy, I will pass this token of bravery to my son.  It will continue to bring glory to our family.”

. . . . . .

Elazar sat patiently on his mat occasionally looking at his tiny daughter. She played with a little clay doll Elazar had fashioned for her. Then the mid-wife came from the side room and spoke to Elazar.  “Your wife has just given birth to a son!” 

Elazar grinned, showing white teeth behind his dark skin, and offered a berachah: “Baruch atta adonay, I give you praise O LORD because you have fulfilled my fondest dream.  You have given me a son to bring glory to our house.  What more can a man want from this life than to leave his good memory in the hands of his son?  Now all the village will congratulate me, and my descendants will sing my praises.  I am a true man.  My name truly belongs among the heroes of our clan.”  

But Elazar did not notice the frown on the face of the midwife.  Perhaps it was the darkness of the room; perhaps he was too full of excitement to notice.

“Your wife is doing well, in case you are worried,” called out the midwife.  “The son seems. . . uh, healthy.”  

But Elazar did not listen.  His relief and happiness overwhelmed him. He imagined all the praise he would receive from the village—and he hoped from his father—because he had sired a son.  

. . . . . .

Still standing unobserved in Samuel’s doorway, the traveler watched him, after his soliloquy, put down the knife on a small table and turn to replace the stone in the wall.  The stranger moved as silently as possible toward the table. 

Samuel heard a slight sound behind him and turned around.  Now for the first time, Samuel noticed the traveler and that he had entered his house.  

Samuel offered, “Shalom, brother. Peace.  Have you come to see the knife?  It is a remarkable trophy, is it not?  Do you know of the family tradition?”

From the other side of the table came a whisper, “Yes.” 

“Do you know the family’s story?  Have you heard about our mighty ancestor who wrested this battle token from the enemy?” Samuel spoke with merriment and eagerness to tell the story. 

“Yes.”

“Should I repeat the story for you?  Have you heard of the valiant combat of my ancestor?

“I have heard it,” growled the solitary figure.

“Then you also probably know that if my daughter-in-law—from that thieving family in our neighboring village of Reina—gives my son a boy tonight, I will pass it on to my son, Elazar.”  

“Yes.”

“Who are you, brother?  Come closer so I can see your face.  Take off your keffiyeh. Sit on my mats and fellowship with me. How do I know you? Are you from our village or a neighboring village?”

Unknown to Samuel, when he had turned to replace the stone, the man had picked up the knife.  He now approached Samuel—as if to make himself known—but plunged the blade repeatedly into Samuel’s abdomen.  

Samuel grunted in pain three times, one for each stab wound, collapsed to the floor, spat blood from his lungs, and lost consciousness.  As he lay on the floor, Samuel’s face showed excruciating pain, then a blank stare, then nothing.  He bled out. 

. . . . . .

Elazar entered the side room eager to see his new son.  It was very dark; they had not yet lit a lamp in this room.  His wife Hannah lay on a mat holding the child wrapped tightly in a blanket.  Only the tiny bundle’s eyes showed from the swaddling clothes. Elazar smiled at his wife and his son.  

“God has blessed us today, Hannah,” said Elazar. 

“Yes, our second born is a son.”

Elazar’s face was radiant when he uttered the holy scripture, “O taste and see that the Lord is good.” 

“Blessed is the young man who seeks refuge in him,” answered Hannah.

“Just think of it Hannah!  A Son!  Now all the village will consider me a true man.” 

Hannah smiled a weary smile. 

“I must now go and tell my father.  I only wish my mother were alive to see our son.  Father will be so proud of me,” said Elazar. “And he will give me the family token.” 

“Who will watch little Susanna while you are gone?”  asked Hannah.

“She will be fine,” Elazar replied over his shoulder as he exited the house into the courtyard. 

Elazar left the gate of his courtyard.  Lack of moonlight made the village very dark. He ran through the twisting alleys of the village, careful not to trip over sleeping dogs, but also making a little more noise than usual to alert the other villagers that he had important news.  The very dim lights coming from each house barely illumined his way through the alleys. As he approached his father’s house, he spied a dark figure walking away from him into the night.

Elazar in his excitement shouted, “Peace!”  

No answer.  

“Peace brother!”  

No answer. 

“I have some good news for the village!  Perhaps you want to stop and hear it?” 

The figure slinked away. 

What a peculiar fellow, mused Elazar. He must have visited someone’s wife and doesn’t want me to know it.

Elazar entered his father’s house.  The dim light of the single oil lamp showed Samuel lying in an unnatural heap on the floor, face down. Elazar could make out a dark pool of blood on the floor.  He turned his father over to find him dying, a large dark circle of blood coalescing on the front of his tunic from several abdominal wounds. 

Confused and horrified, he saw the woolen rag which once held the knife.  He glanced at the hole in the wall and knew the dagger had been stolen. 

“My trophy! My token! Someone has stolen my heirloom!”

Elazar stumbled in a panic and rage out of his father’s courtyard. “Help!  Robbers! Thieves!”  

Elazar knew he should have protested first his father’s assassination instead of the theft of the knife, but those were the first words that came from his mouth.

People began to emerge from nearby houses carrying small oil lamps. Some carried staves to ward off a thief; others stuck their heads out of their courtyards cautiously in case of danger.  Many had already been asleep and seemed unable to comprehend the situation.  

Some of the men of the village, living close by, entered Samuel’s house with Elazar to see if he was still alive.  

“What happened?” one of the elders, Eliyahu, asked.  

Elazar mumbled, “I found him like this, and our family heirloom gone. Someone cruelly stabbed my aging father and stole our family’s token of battle.”  

Eliyahu examined Samuel and the expanding pool of blood and shook his head.  “He has bled a lot.  I am afraid his wound is mortal.”  

The other men knelt around Samuel helplessly and sadly watched his life’s journey end.  Eliyahu offered a prayer.

Elazar, stunned, stumbled home to tell his wife the terrible news of his father’s murder. Rage and grief filled his mind.  He thought of revenge on the murderer-thief.  He wanted his wife, Hannah, to console him in his terrible state of mind. 

But the mid-wife met him at the door.  She was carrying a lamp.

“I could not tell you at first about your son. You were so happy I did not have the courage.  But now I must show you. There’s something—"

Elazar responded, half consciously, “What? What is it?”

“You need to see his face.”







She led him into the side room. Hannah lay sleeping holding the baby. The mid-wife pushed back the blanket from around the son’s face and held a lamp near it. 

The baby was hideously deformed on the left side.  The jaw was twisted sideways and the lower mouth visible from the left side of the jaw.  
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IN FRONT OF THE FAMILY 

TOMB NEXT DAY

Some of the older women in the village washed the body of Samuel during the morning.  Elazar paid for a long linen cloth and also a smaller cloth. They then wrapped his body in the long burial linen, put a coin in his mouth—it is tradition—and placed the smaller cloth over his face. 

Some men carried the wrapped body on a funeral bier from the Samuel’s house and brought him to the family’s tomb.  Many men and women from the village followed the bier to the tomb and the women uttered loud cries of mourning. The men marched silently with heads downcast. 

The funeral process was now met by a large crowd of men and women surrounding the entrance to the tomb. Mourners chanted the kadish.  

Eliyahu, friend and contemporary of Samuel, and elder of the village stood before the group.  “Samuel was my friend,” Eliyahu began.  “He was a trusted counselor of the village. Many times we met in the synagogue to settle village matters.  I valued and needed his wisdom.  His loss is a terrible one for us all. We will find the robber and punish him.”

Levi, a contemporary of Elazar, now spoke, “Samuel was like a father to me and Elazar has been like my brother. When I grew up without a father, Samuel often guided me.  We will hunt down the dogs that did this. The Bedouin often do these things. Those worthless
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