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			Preface

			It has long been called the “queen of virtues.” This was an aphorism among both the ancient Greeks and of the Hebrews of the Bible, both Old and New Testaments. In a short phrase it encapsulates the importance of a quality which all but children, the habitually reckless and the grossly immature recognize in that to be successful in any endeavor patience must not only be present but a bedrock quality of one’s efforts. It is patience, an attribute to which any sound thinking person aspires, and yet a virtue most persons regret not having in sufficient quantities.

			Patience requires no scholarly treatise to prove its importance to us, for everyday in countless ways we witness its possession and demonstration as a requisite in almost all efforts, from the mighty to the seemingly mundane. We watch the remarkable patience of a young mother as she tenderly and lovingly copes with a decidedly impatient, thirsty and hungry infant. The stealthy patience of an ordinary domestic cat as he stalks his prey, real or imagined, captures our interested attention. In point of fact virtually all persons trundling about daily in their often overlooked, innocuous activities must exhibit more than a modicum of patience to get the tasks completed. Yet most of what we daily observe are examples of “short-term” patience, the patience of the moment or of the day and not necessarily the patience of which our ancient ancestors would have understood.

			To our Biblical progenitors, the ancient Hebrews, patience was most likely and more properly understood as “endurance” or “to be long” and the record of Biblical stories comports well with this interpretation. The patience exhibited in ancient times and in these ancient accounts and records is often more akin to “longsuffering”, a self-defining term which is itself often used as both a companion and a synonym for patience.

			The early stories of the Bible are replete with patient longsuffering men and women. Abraham and Sarah waited past ordinary child-bearing ages to receive the promised blessing of a son, Isaac. That son with his wife Rebekah themselves waited many years before being honored with the blessing of twin boys. Much later the entire nation of the Israelites was forced to endure over four centuries of captivity and slavery before being liberated by their Deliverer. After later falling into slavery again the remnant of the Hebrew people, the nation of Judah, suffered several generations before being freed and returning to their homeland. Even today when studied and pondered these people and nations almost compel our awe and marveling at their moral, physical and spiritual endurance.

			We may rightly praise all the above and this work seeks to examine the lives and stories of patience of many others. The foremost exemplar of patience, though, is God Himself, who in point of fact is regularly viewed not as supremely patient but rather as the opposite, supremely and even capriciously impatient. Regarding the quality of patience and God a belief, expounded, studied, and felt and propagated both explicitly and implicitly is so widely existent as to be pernicious. It is a tenet held by many that the Holy Bible is the account of not one, rather two Gods. The first God is the God of the Old Testament and He requires that His Creation grovel before Him. He is depicted as vengeful, quick to anger, lacking almost any semblance of patience and ferocious in His wrathful punishments. He orders the incineration of cities, the almost genocidal slaying of tribes and cultures and is quick to strike down in death even the leaders and priests of His own people. Any patience this God possess is mortgaged to His temper, which ultimately is destructive of earthly structures and of men and women. This, to many, is the God of the Old Testament. Yet, somehow as the last page of the Book of Malachi, the finale to the Old Testament, is turned He reappears as an entirely different God in the Gospel of Matthew, the introductory book of the New Testament.

			This New Testament God has now become a Deity of love, possessed of limitless patience, sweet, gentle, and dare we say it, even a grandfatherly figure. This God removes Himself from center stage and now is seen in the person and character of His Son, Jesus Christ. This is the Great Physician, the Good Shepherd and the Prince of Peace. He calls all to Him and possesses abundant reservoirs of both patience and forgiveness. It is indeed a beautiful image and possessed of much truth. It certainly contrasts with the almost ugly image of the Old Testament God.

			How can these two contradictory formulations and images of the same God be true? Some would aver that God’s character has, in fact, changed through the ages. On the surface these summaries appear to be caricatures of two different entities. Yet if they are caricatures, they are caricatures believed in depth by multitudes of people, past, present and likely future. To the questions of whether these two images are reconcilable the plain answer is “No”. Rather than attempt the impossible task of reconciliation the answer lies in a word employed in the previous sentence, the word being “images”.

			An image, of course, is a representation of something, be it a person, an object or even a fantasy, but it is not itself reality. God is too often viewed, now and in the past as well, as merely an image on which we project our perceptions of His reality. Too often the images are little grounded in truth or anything of substance, and most often reflect the image maker’s preconceived notions of God. It is none too severe to state that the image of the Old Testament God is that of a tyrant until He radically alters Himself into an all forgiving Divinity that wants all to do right but quickly looks away, forgives and forgets any sin or crime, no matter how heinous. Again, neither Divine personage has any acquaintance with reality. The real God shown in both Testaments is immensely more engaging and interesting than these imaginary manifestations of human thinking. So how do we come to know this real God since no man or woman has ever seen Him? Here we could forward all sorts of propositions of the omnipresence of God, but we shall forego that route. The best source of information by far remains those same Testaments by which many label God as either “Old” or “New”, but which they seldom read and upon which they perform little learned reflection. Hopefully these scriptures will reveal whether this God is a Father of patience and forgiveness or on the contrary, one of wrath and unshakeable vengeance. Fortunately, the Bible does more than merely proclaim God’s character but also shows it through a plethora of interesting stories from both Testaments.

			Likely the Old Testament group through which God was most revelatory of His character was the prophets, a noteworthy group of men so important that they, along with Christ’s apostles, are referenced as the “foundation of the Church” itself. Through this assortment of men for century upon century God spoke His desires, His love, feelings, frustration and anger. A study of these men and their thoughts is more indicative of God’s character than any other Biblical study, save the life of Christ Himself. To study them and understand theirs and God’s character we will have to penetrate a fog of misunderstanding almost as great as that which engulfs God Himself.

			If we concede that God has an “image” problem, we also must realize that it has been exacerbated by perceptions of the prophets, men who were often the voice of God on earth. As an agent is to his principal so were the prophets to God, being the almost literal embodiment of what the apostle Peter called the “oracles” of God. Although these men were as human as any who have ever lived most were highly cognizant of their roles and limitations and knew as Christ spoke long thereafter that real power and authority lay only with God. Almost all were extremely dutiful to their Divine charge, and most lived morally straight, even exemplary lives. It is not any creative imagination to state that most had a natural inclination to gentleness and a natural proclivity to mercy. They were, as much as it may be in a fallen world, the best and nearest representations of God found in the Old Testament. With the Heavenly Father they share another point of commonality. In their contemporary times and to this very moment in the twenty-first century, their nature and character has been abysmally portrayed and woefully slandered. The very term “Old Testament prophet” has in contemporary culture come to mean a wild-eyed fanatical, old man, living somewhere in seclusion in an ancient desert and springing forth occasionally to be a spiritual and cultural killjoy, stamping out the bright lights of enjoyment of the populace’s well-deserved earthly pleasures. He is usually portrayed as unkempt, wearing animal skins, with a fiery haunted look in his eyes, somewhat akin to a modern meth addict. This repulsive person seeks to pronounce curses and death sentences upon all those who not immediately succumb to the Divine Will. In short, he is to both modern and even Biblical eyes an entirely loathsome person to which no sane, sentient being would want any contact. If this is God’s oracle, the symbol of the Divine person, we want nothing to do with such an impatient and vindictive God and His crazed prophets. These images contain hints and a tincture of reality, but in the main they comprise a wildly inaccurate and misstated portrayal of God and His messengers.

			A closer reading and study of the lives and stories of these oft-slandered men will uncover many truths, in actuality that while they were heralds of God and necessarily at times plain speaking, they are more readily to be seen as the heralds of God’s almost limitless patience. Rather than hurling fiery missiles of fire and righteous indignation these prophets are more readily viewed as pleading, begging, entreating and coaxing the nations of Israel and Judah and finally all of humanity to abandon paganism and follow the one true God of love. These supposedly “hardened”, and “hard-hearted” men frequently wept over the condition of nations and people they genuinely loved. As hopefully this work will demonstrate their harshest words were reserved usually for priests, various religious officials, princes and kings and in generally the proud and the vain.

			To many still, though, in the modern age of which we live, an epoch in which vast multitudes have no perception and no religious training whatsoever any old prophet is a curiosity, a weird representation of a bygone age best forgotten. They are distasteful specters from a distant and remote past, embarrassments to an age of sophisticates which has escaped such hocus-pocus and superstition. Our current era mis-defines humanism and makes men and women the measure of all things. To many establishment minds and avant-garde thinkers those who dissent from the modern consensus of thought are pathetic and pitiable forms. To acknowledge wisdom and value in the prophets is to validate ancient rituals and nonsense. Remarkably, whether known to them or not, the modern reaction to the prophets and their Divine messages is precisely that of the non-believer three millennia past in the Old Testament. Bluntly stated the historic exchange between King Ahab and Elijah remains prescient:

			“…Ahab said unto (Elijah), Art thou that troubleth Israel. And (Elijah) answered, I have not troubled Israel, but thou…”

			The fury of God was shown on very limited occasions by the prophets. Far more often, though, did God demonstrate through these noteworthy men a patience which is grand, unexplainable and awe inspiring. It was a patience that would test and drive any human beyond human limits. It was/is a patience that is the sole property of the Creator of the universe. But what of these men who were the prophets, who were so vital to God’s eternal plans? Do they bear a resemblance to the perceptions and caricatures of both the moderns and the ancients? Only in very incidental and tangential manner would the answer be in the affirmative. The base answer to such a question is resoundingly no, and a brief study of the prophets reveals not Divine fury but Divine patience.

			In our times we praise a god which has been created by man himself, and that god answers to the familiar name of “Diversity”. The original author of diversity was God Himself. Although all the men on whom the spotlight shall be shined are Hebrew, Israelite or Jewish (the names according with the times in which they lived) race and nationality measures little with God. We will look upon the likes of Moses, living in wealth and comfort from childhood, to his rise as perhaps the major spiritual figure before Christ Himself. The prophets had among their number men who were extremely well trained and highly educated, names such as Samuel, Isaiah and Daniel coming to the fore. The humblest in the person of Amos are represented, as are the wealthy in a man such as Elisha. Reluctance, fierce obstinate reluctance is found in the persons of Jeremiah and even perhaps, especially in Moses. Likely, the two men most known and studied as prophets are Elijah and John the Baptist, and each superficially comes nearer in their approach to the cliched image of prophets then any others. Yet closer scrutiny may compel a different conclusion.

			Their characters and personalities seem to have been as varied and differentiated as any other group of people at any time; however, they did have some consistencies which bound them together. Many of them tested and tried the patience of God Himself. In moments of fear, depression and anger they could be petulant, impatient (sometimes with God) and in many instances not really the most enthusiastic participants in the roles assigned to them by God. As often (not very) that they displayed impatience towards the multitudes to whom they were directed to prophecy they more readily and more often demonstrated impatience towards God. For those wishing to see the stereotypical “Hollywood” portrayal of the prophets as the fierce avengers and the hands of God’s wrath disappointment awaits. This standard portrayal casts the typical prophet in the part of an old, bitter curmudgeon who drapes crepe upon every scene and upon every person. He finds sinners under every stone and is almost giddily eager to punish transgressors.

			To many, then and now thousands of years hence they were opprobrious wizened old men, and simultaneously objects of fun and ridicule. They were judgmental, harsh and hateful and the very antitheses to the “spirit of the times”. Let us be honest, for throughout the ages for the vast multitudes of both believers and non-believers as much as any human can be, they were the human image of God.

			It has become an axiomatic statement that “God is Love”, yet God is much more than love. Maybe, though, we could define our definition of God to love, if but for discussion, since love is a jeweled diamond of many facets. As we began this Introduction, we recall that patience is the centerpiece of all facets, and from this virtue much of the character of God radiates. The Bible is among other matters a veritable compendium of patience, shown through the lives and words of His prophets and ultimately demonstrated through His son, Jesus Christ.

			All have taxed and tried the patience of many, especially those who are loved the deepest and dearest. Before the light of day is even seen by infant eyes for nine months or so we have already taxed the patience of our mothers. Regardless of anyone’s life story he or she has challenged the patience of a wide and vast array of persons. The author of these essays claims no exception and wishes to sincerely thank all who have exhibited patience to him a patience which in some instances has made almost Divine demands upon its exhibitors. Foremost are all that have given me such love and joy in life, commencing with my beloved mother and father, the very exemplars of parental patience. My daughters, grandchildren and assorted family members deserve plaudits for demonstrating more than a modicum of patience. In this life and above all I must thank and pay tribute to the abiding and endearing patience of my treasured wife, Debbie, with whom we have made our marriage of almost five decades the centerpiece of our lives.

			Still, one other person who I never met and whose name I do not know must be the subject of a tribute. It was perhaps twenty-five years ago that one morning I was scanning the obituaries in the local newspaper. One woman’s obituary was not lacking the standard information and life statistics, but it also included a statement she herself had written. Although this is likely not an exact quotation, she left the following message to be absorbed and remembered to her children:

			“Learn to forgive each other, for we all need a lot of forgiveness in our lives.”

			Surely this gracious lady would not object to our adding “patience” to forgiveness.

		


		
			› Chapter 1 ‹ MOSES: I LED THREE LIVES

			For seemingly endless ages Egypt was the recognized political, cultural and intellectual center of the ancient world. Commencing in the third millennium B.C. Egypt slowly but surely and meticulously developed a civilization of such culture, depth and spectacle that it remains a center of study even into the twenty-first century AD. It was a culture the influence of which is by no means fully exhausted even today. Many major universities throughout the world maintain separate studies on Egypt, and scholars famous in their own realm continue to expand our knowledge of ancient Egypt through the academic discipline of Egyptology.

			In some degree the Egyptians began to coalesce politically around 3,000 B.C., and it is likely that within three centuries hence the structures for which Egypt is most famous, the pyramids and particularly the great pyramids at Giza were built, the sole representation of the Seven Wonders of the World still standing. These visually imposing and fascinating structures remain the very symbol of Egypt in the eyes of the world. They have cast such a huge and permanent shadow that much of the Egyptian culture and heritage has been seemingly dimmed. How unfortunate this has proven to the common human understanding.

			The Egyptians were creators, organizers and builders, so just who were these remarkable persons? The origins of the Egyptian people remain a continuing topic of debate among scholars, but for our purposes suffice it to say that they considered themselves a unique, distinct people. For the ancient world they were fairly tall, perhaps 5” 6” for men and five feet for women, with strong but fine features. Except for certain social castes and in contrast to most other ancient peoples, the men were smooth shaven, and even in a desert climate placed an emphasis on personal hygiene.

			It was not the pyramids alone for which the Egyptians were famous builders. They built great temples, obelisks, various memorials and still extant structures, most with slave or conscripted labor. In literature, music and art they surpassed their contemporaries in the ancient world. Along with the Hebrews but drawing far different lessons and conclusions they were among the first to seriously study humanity’s relationship to the Divine.

			The Divine employed the land, culture and politics of ancient Egypt in matters and to an extent surpassed by no other nation, other than the chosen Israel itself. The patience of God played upon the stage and theater of this ancient empire to a breathtaking extent, and it all began with something universally declaimed as bad - a famine – Circa 1900-1800 B.C. the adjacent small land of Canaan was in the throes of a deadly famine. To gather grain and sustenance the Biblical patriarch Jacob dispatched ten of his remaining eleven sons to Egypt on a mission literally of life and death. Another son, Joseph, was presumed dead, but in an extraordinary series of events this remarkable young man had proceeded them to Egypt, effectively becoming, after the King, himself, the nation’s foremost ruler and authority. An oft-told story as intense and emotional as any in history unfolded, and the children of Jacob (a/k/a Israel) migrated to Egypt where they became honored and welcomed guests. They were esteemed, they grew in numbers and prosperity until the day, the Book of Exodus recorded:

			“(T)here arose up a new king over Egypt, who knew not Joseph.”

			Now, the Hebrews, longtime guests and neighbors, were enslaved by the Egyptians, who enchained them to “hard bondage”, and bitter, rigorous slavery. Yet the Hebrew population grew to such a level that the King decreed the death of all Hebrew boy babies, thus foreshadowing Herod’s “Slaughter of the Innocents” in the New Testament. The King has his way, but more so did God.

			The events and even spectacles which comprise the core, the creative heart of the Old Testament now begin to make their appearances, and among other matters the patience of God in its depth, promise, suffering and finally its limitation play their roles. It all begins with a very small baby floating in a basket upon the greatest of rivers.

			A. Moses, the Egyptian

			The baby was born to two Hebrews of the tribe of Levi, Amram and Jochebed. Jochebed, the mother, recognized that her baby was born dead unless she could affect its rescue. With the ingenuity of a desperate mother she placed the baby in a well-prepared basket and placed the basket in the river’s banks where the King’s daughter and friends were bathing. The royal princess discovered the basketed baby and adopted it for her own, sending for the baby’s mother to nurse him. They baby, now given the name Moses, becomes the world’s most important single man before Christ, the Biblically described greatest leader of men ever known and a man whose influence is of monumental proportions even today. Yet the baby Moses is at the center of one of history’s greatest ironies. Daily, the King’s servants and soldiers are sent forth, and daily they wipe from their swords and daggers the blood of newly born Hebrew babies. Aside from the grotesque immorality of this holocaust there remains a truth that cannot be denied. The Egyptian King, the Pharaoh as we know him, was slaughtering babies with abandon. He only needed to kill one, and that one was Moses, whom he was raising and nurturing in his own household.

			To discern who, what and why Moses became the towering spiritual and historical figure we must commence an examination of his early years. Unfortunately, though, we are given but little material to peruse. The written historical accounts of the young Moses are limited to the Bible, and particularly the second chapter of Exodus. Here begins a long earthly tenure which for study is readily divided into three phases. The patience of Moses is prominent, but it is the patience of God which is paramount. The lifespan of Moses alone, when fully studied, tells a diligent student all that needs to be known not just of Moses, but of God’s patience, a patience that is Divinely profound and that snaps once or twice.

			First, though, what of Moses, the child, the growing youth and the burgeoning young man in his prime? Moses, as most well-known figures, is two persons, the perceived and the reality. No where is this more true than with this great deliverer. Artistically, Moses is one of the most honored persons in history, perhaps culminating in Michelangelo’s magnificent statue. A centerpiece of the Old Testament he is referenced another 79 times in the New Testament. Yet to multitudes of a certain age he is inextricably linked with an actor’s portrayal in the 1956 motion picture, “The Ten Commandments”. Succinctly stated, to generations the famous actor Charlton Heston is Moses. Although the faith and determination of Moses is well captured by Mr. Heston, his Moses is one of overwhelming, even intimidating, power, whereas the scriptures term him “the meekest of men”. Meek, though, he was and silent as are the scriptures we may infer that Moses lacked nothing as he grew and matured as Pharaoh’s daughter, Hebrew by birth and heritage and Egyptian be training. For the upper class (and does it get more elevated than Pharaoh’s household) the Egyptians provided education through scholars and tutors. Doubtless much was expected of Moses, and his life’s story shows that he answered those expectations.

			One day while among his fellow Hebrews he witnessed an Egyptian physically attacking and abusing a slave. With surrepetition Moses killed the Egyptian, and whether he had moral justification we may only offer conjecture, for the Bible remains silent. For Moses, though, he found the next day that his presumed clandestine killing was the subject of witnesses. He intervened in a fight between two Hebrews, and the aggressor of the two hurled into Moses face the barbed comment that no one man made you a judge over us and venomously asked Moses if he intended to kill them, as he had the Egyptian. Now, Moses being high placed in the social order drew the eye of Pharaoh himself, who sought to kill Moses.

			After fleeing across an expanse of desert he arrived in Midian at a well at which he drove away shepherds who had bullied past the seven daughters of Jethro. To these daughters Moses was an Egyptian and so they identified him to their father. Moses ad Jethro evidently shared a mutual respect, and it was soon bound by his marriage to Jethro’s daughter, Zipporah. So ended the first phase of the life of Moses, and the “Egyptian” passed into historical memory.

			B. Moses, the Shepherd

			Now begins that period in the life of Moses far away from the intense glare of the spotlight and of history, in which he settles into a successful occupation and presumed domestic tranquility, for with his wife Zipporah he has two sons, Gersham and Eleazar. Far from the groans of toil, bondage and poverty by which his fellow Hebrews endure lives of misery and degradation, Moses’s life has entered a period of respite, of learning and of patience. Yet, the patience of another has come to a juncture in time, and the Divine longsuffering is about to give way to action. The great enslaving Pharaoh dies “in the process of time,” and the agonizing cry of His people rises to God, who remains fully aware of the old covenant which He had made with the great patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob – the covenant, that their descendants would become a great nation and through them all the people of the world would be blessed. But in slavery? God’s patience bore four centuries of witnessing the debasement of his own, but this term was about to expire, for God had been patiently preparing and tutoring a great Deliverer.

			But what of Moses during this protracted middle segment of his life? When last viewed he had been a cultured, well educated privileged killer (whether justified or not), a fugitive from the unconquerable wrath of the most powerful man on earth, the Egyptian Pharaoh. Moses had been transformed into the humble role of a shepherd, an important but common occupation in the times of the ancients, but hardly one gilded with glamor or presumably a training ground for national and world leadership. Yet for such a humble trade its role of Biblical notables is long
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