
  [image: ]


  Lions of Judah, Book Four


  Till Shiloh Comes


  Gilbert Morris


  [image: ]


  
    © 2005 by Gilbert Morris


    Published by Bethany House Publishers


    11400 Hampshire Avenue South


    Bloomington, Minnesota 55438


    www.bethanyhouse.com


    Bethany House Publishers is a division of


    Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids, Michigan.


    Ebook edition created 2012


    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any meansfor example, electronic, photocopy, recordingwithout the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.


    ISBN 978-1-4412-6239-4


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file at the Library of Congress, Washington, DC.


    Cover design by Lookout Design Group, Inc.

  


  To Alan and Dixie

  You two are gifts from God to us

  both miracles of God’s grace!
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  Part One


  The Pit


  Chapter 1


  On a flat grassy slope in the midst of blue haze-covered mountains, a woman held a crying baby as she watched over a herd of goats. A little girl skipped alongside her, picking the crimson and white wild flowers that dotted the hillside. Colorful tents lay scattered on the hillside below them, adding splashes of cinnamon, light green, and bright yellow to the surroundings. In front of one of the tents, another woman steadily rocked a leather bag set in a wooden tripod, churning milk into butter. The tent flap was open behind her, revealing three men seated on a carpet, intently discussing a matter of importance to the tribe of Jacob, son of Isaac, grandson of Abraham.


  While they talked, the men watched an older girl amble freely through a flock of sheep, singing and calling the animals by name. She was the subject of their conversation, for at fourteen, Abigail was being considered as a wife by the men of Jacob’s tribe. She was tall, strong, and graceful, with long black hair that gleamed in the sunlight. Her beautiful dark eyes had caught the attention of many of the young Hebrew men.


  Now Abigail’s eyes sparkled and danced as she spotted a young man who was leaning on his staff in the midst of some woolly sheep. She grinned as an idea occurred to her. Moving stealthily across the open space so as not to make a sound, she came up behind him and tickled his ribs with her strong fingers.


  The young man yelled and dropped his staff, then whirled around with a scowl. “Abigail! I’ve told you not to do that! It’s unseemly behavior for a girl.”


  “Why, Joseph, if I didn’t know better, I would think you were afraid of me.” She smiled up at him coyly.


  The second youngest son of Jacob was three years older than Abigail and a head taller. He was not yet filled out with a man’s body, and his skin was as smooth as a girl’s, but he had rugged good looks, large expressive eyes, and hair as black as Abigail’s.


  “I’m only afraid of bears and lions.”


  With a flirtatious gaze, Abigail touched his chest with her hand and leaned closer. “I know you’re not afraid of bears, but I do think you’re afraid of girls. You never chase after any that I can see.”


  Joseph’s dark eyes turned warm as he laughed and caught her hand. “Girls are much more dangerous than bears.”


  “How can you say such a thing!”


  “Because it’s true. Think about poor Lomeer. He killed a bear last year with nothing but a spear, but then got mixed up with that awful Hittite girland now he’s the most miserable man in the world!”


  “That was his own fault. He didn’t have any business marrying a Hittite woman.” Abigail freed her hand from his grasp and stepped back a little.


  Joseph winked. “Oh, I think all girls are pretty much alike whether they’re Hebrew or Hittite.”


  Abigail flushed. “What an awful thing to say! I’m going to tell your father on you.”


  “He won’t believe you,” Joseph said.


  “Why not?”


  “Because he always believes me.”


  Abigail laughed. “That’s right. You’re his pet, aren’t you? I wish my father spoiled me like Jacob spoils you.”


  “I guess you’re not as sweet as I am,” Joseph said airily.


  “How would you know?” Abigail leaned close against him again and murmured, “You’ve never tried to find out if I’m sweet or not.”


  “You’re just a child, Abigail,” Joseph said, playfully pushing her away.


  “I’m fourteen! I’m practically ready to be married.”


  Annoyed that Joseph was getting the best of this teasing match, Abigail tried to think of a way to even the score. With a glint in her eye, she reached up and ran her hand along his jawline. “Besides, you’re no man! You don’t even have a beard.”


  “Why, Abigail, it’s not a beard that makes a man!” Joseph reached out and began to tickle her. She squealed and struggled to free herself, but he was too strong for her.


  The two were raising the dust in their scuffle when a short, broad man appeared and grabbed Joseph by the arm. “Turn that girl loose!” he said roughly. “You’ve got to learn to treat people with more respect.”


  Surprised, Joseph released his hold on Abigail, and she stepped back as Joseph’s brother Dan stood between them.


  She did not particularly like Dan, who was the shortest and least attractive of Jacob’s twelve sons. Not only was he homely, he showed little affection toward anyone, even his own mother, Bilhah, and he was bitterly jealous of Joseph.


  “I wasn’t hurting her,” Joseph protested. “We were just having a little fun.”


  “You’re too old to be putting your hands on girls,” Dan snapped. When Joseph tried to pull away, Dan cuffed him roughly. The blow caught Joseph more on the neck than on the face, but it angered him.


  “Turn me loose, Dan!”


  “You deserve a good beating!”


  “Father will give me any beatings I need,” Joseph said loftily. He struggled, but Dan’s grip was too strong. “If you don’t turn me loose, I’ll tell Father about the way you treated me.”


  Dan glared at him, his lips twisting in a snarl. “I know you run to him with every lie you can think of. You always do.”


  A shadow fell across the two, and Dan and Joseph turned to see Reuben towering over them. Jacob’s firstborn was head and shoulders taller than any man in the tribe and bulky as well. His usually pleasant expression was now clouded with anger. “Turn him loose, Dan!”


  “He’s threatened to go to Father again to tell on me.”


  “I said turn him loose. Are you hard of hearing?”


  Seeing the look on Reuben’s face, Dan dropped his grasp on Joseph’s arm. “He was hurting Abigail. I just tried to stop him.”


  “He wasn’t hurting me, Reuben!” Abigail spoke up. “We were just having fun.”


  “That’s right.” Joseph nodded. “There was no harm in it at all.”


  “You’re too hard on Joseph, Dan,” Reuben said. “He’s still growing up. You need to be more thoughtful.”


  “Of all people, you’re the one who ought to be rough on him, Reuben. After all, he”


  “That’s enough!” Reuben snapped before Dan could blurt out the story in front of Abigail. Joseph had once caught Reuben with their father’s concubine Bilhah and had revealed the outrage to Jacob. Reuben had since suffered much guilt over his behavior and was certain his father had never forgiven him for it. “You’ve got work to do, Dan,” Reuben said gruffly. “I suggest you get to it.”


  Dan flashed him a defiant look, but turned and left, muttering.


  “You run along too, Abigail,” Reuben said.


  “But we weren’t doing anything wrong.”


  “I know you weren’t. Dan’s just got a bad temper.”


  “I’ll see you later, Joseph.” Abigail smiled demurely, then turned and made her way back toward her tent.


  Joseph watched her go, then leaned over and picked up his staff with a sigh. “Dan is always giving me grief, Reuben. Why can’t he be more pleasant?”


  “You bring a lot of it on yourself, Joseph.”


  The younger brother looked surprised. Despite his sweet temper and gentle ways, Joseph was in truth a spoiled young man. His father favored him and his younger brother, Benjamin, because they were the sons of Rachel, the one whom Jacob called his “True Wife.” Naturally the six sons of Leah and the four sons of the concubines Bilhah and Zilpah had grown to resent Joseph. Benjamin was too young to draw their ire, but Joseph was guilty of constantly showing off before his brothers and bearing tales about them to their father.


  Reuben stood for a moment contemplating his half brother. He had a genuine affection for Joseph, in spite of the fact that he was spoiled. Reuben sensed that the young man shared his father’s spiritual gifts, for he had a quality about him he and his brothers lacked.


  “If you’d just try a little harder to be more pleasant to our brothers, they wouldn’t despise you, Joseph.”


  Once again Joseph was surprised. He had no idea how much his brothers resented him, and now he protested, “But I don’t do anything to them.”


  “Sometimes it’s what you don’t do that matters.”


  Joseph looked puzzled.


  “For instance, you don’t do your work as you should because you know Father’s not going to punish you for it. He lets you take off whenever you want to just sit by the stream or watch the clouds go by. How do you think that makes the rest of us feel?”


  Reuben’s remark stung Joseph, and he whined, “We’re not all perfect, Reuben. We all have our faults.”


  Reuben flushed a dusky red as he realized Joseph was reminding him of the sin he had committed with Bilhah. This happened every time Reuben tried to correct the young man. Joseph found some way to throw up to him that he had sinned terribly and had forfeited his birthright.


  Reuben shook his head and turned away without a word.


  “Thanks for getting Dan off my back,” Jacob called out. Not particularly concerned about having insulted his brother, he turned lightly away, walking among the sheep and thinking about what he would have for supper that night.


  ****


  The older sons of Jacob often ate their evening meal together. As they gathered late that afternoon to share a pot of stew, even a casual observer would have seen one characteristic that several of the brothers shared: they had red-rimmed eyes like their mother, Leah. Leah had been cursed with an eye infection that had made her eyelids red, and she had passed this affliction on to all six of her sons, giving them odd-looking red eyes. It did not affect their vision, but it enabled outsiders to easily recognize that Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun were sons of Leah. The four sons of Jacob’s concubines, Bilhah and Zilpah, were referred to by many as the “Sons of the Maids.” Jacob’s youngest two sons, Joseph and Benjamin, whose mother, Rachel, he considered his True Wife, were not welcome in these gatherings of the other ten brothers.


  Since Reuben had not joined them this evening, Dan, a son of Bilhah, launched into the story of how Reuben had once again defended their half brother Joseph. Dan’s eyes glared as he spoke vociferously and punched the air to make his points. “The pup was entirely improper, putting his hands on that young daughter of Eliza! When I tried to stop him, he gave me nothing but what he thought were clever answers. He needs a good whipping.”


  Naphtali, the other son of Bilhah, was dipping a ladle into the stew that was bubbling on the fire. He was a lean, stoop-shouldered man and spoke softly. He tasted the stew, then shook his head and gave Dan a disdainful look. “You should have known better than to say anything to him. He never listens to any of us.”


  “I would have thrashed him with my staff if Reuben hadn’t come up and stopped me,” Dan grunted.


  “If you had, he would have gone straight to Father like he always does,” said Levi, a short, muscular individual with dark eyes and a quick temper.


  “I don’t know why Reuben defends him,” added Simeon, the second oldest of the brothers. He was sitting with his arms locked around his knees, staring at the others. He was lean and quiet, and his close-set sharp eyes revealed a cruel streak. “After the Bilhah incident, you’d think he would hate him.”


  “Sometimes,” Dan said, “I think Reuben’s not very bright.”


  “Oh, he’s bright, all right,” Judah argued. “And you’re lucky that he stopped you from beating Joseph. If Father had heard about it, he would have had you whipped raw.” Of all the brothers, Judah was the most insightful. He was a proud man but sensitive, quick to weep or laugh, and he knew his father well.


  The brothers were still talking about Joseph when they were joined by Gad and Asher, the two sons of Zilpah. When they heard the story, they became incensed. “Joseph thinks he can get away with anything,” Gad grumbled.


  Asher agreed. “I say Reuben’s just too dumb to know that he lost his birthright because Joseph told Father about his affair with Bilhah.” A sturdy fellow with red, sinewy arms, Asher was forthright and honest as a rule, but, like the others, he was jealous of Joseph.


  “It wasn’t an affair,” Judah defended Reuben. “He was only with her once.”


  “Once is enough!” Gad snapped. “It was a terrible thing to do.”


  “Nobody knows that better than Reuben,” Judah said. He looked around and said quietly, “All of us had better learn one thing. Our two little brothers are the sons of the True Wife. Jacob loved Rachel better than any of our mothers. It’s just something we have to live with.”


  ****


  The brothers decided to talk to Leah about Joseph, so two of them went to her tent to ask her to join them for supper. While eating a bowl of stew, she patiently listened to Judah explain what had happened. She glanced around at their sullen faces and realized that her oldest son was not there. “Where’s Reuben?” she demanded.


  “I think he’s gone off to check the sheep in the lower pasture,” Judah replied.


  Simeon turned to his mother and said, “It’s a shame the way Father favors Joseph over the rest of us.”


  Leah agreed. She was still bitter over Jacob’s preference for her sister, even though Rachel was gone now, having died giving birth to Benjamin. She stared out into the gathering darkness and shook her head. “It’s always been that way. From the time Joseph was born, he was the favorite.”


  “Couldn’t you talk to him, Mother?” Levi pleaded. “I don’t think Father understands how spoiled Joseph is.”


  “He doesn’t realize it, and he never will.”


  “He favors those two sons of Rachel more than he should,” Judah remarked.


  “Not so much Benjamin,” Simeon countered. “I think Father blames him for causing his mother’s death.”


  “You’re right about that,” Leah said with a thoughtful nod.


  Just then the two youngest of Leah’s sons spoke up, having kept to themselves throughout this conversation. Issachar and Zebulun were the closest in age to Joseph. Together with their little sister, Dinah, they had often played with Joseph and Benjamin when they were growing up, and now they halfheartedly tried to defend the sons of Rachel.


  Leah dismissed their efforts. “You’re both fools if you think anything good is ever going to come to any of you except Joseph. All Jacob thinks about is his True Wife and her offspring.” Her lips twisted into a grimace. “He never loved anyone but her, yet I bore him six sons and a daughter.”


  “One of us ought to get the blessing from Father,” Levi insisted.


  “Yes, and it should be the firstborn,” Zebulun said.


  Simeon snapped, “But Reuben forfeited that when he slept with Bilhah! I’m the second-born. I should get the blessing!”


  Judah faced Simeon and said, “You and Levi ruined your chances when you butchered the men of Shechem.”


  Simeon stared at Judah fiercely. Both he and Levi were men of violent tempers, and when a young prince of Shechem had defiled their sister, Dinah, the two of them had taken revenge by setting a trap for the Shechemites and slaying all their men. They captured all the women and children and plundered their goods, bringing great trouble to their father among the people of the land. Levi knew that Judah was right, although Jacob had never actually said he would withdraw his blessing as a result. Levi was irritated and snapped, “I guess you think you should get the blessing, Judah!”


  “No, I don’t,” Judah said calmly. “And you can stop thinking about it. Father will see to it somehow that Joseph gets the blessing of the firstborn.”


  Judah’s words enraged all of the brothers. “It’s not fair!” Simeon shouted. “It’s just not fair!”


  “Life isn’t fair.” Judah shrugged. “Don’t forget that our father stole his own blessing from his brother, Esau, with help from his mother. They tricked the old man. I love my father, but he’s a crafty man. He knows how to get his own way, and you can depend on this: Joseph will get the birthright and rule over us all.”


  There was grumbling and complaining about this until Leah finally snapped, “All of you hush and eat!”


  Judah drew close to his mother and said quietly, “Why do they have to quarrel like that?”


  Leah looked surprised. “Don’t you resent that Jacob loves Joseph best?”


  “I have to live with it. We all do. I find the best way is just to ignore it.”


  Leah’s red-rimmed eyes flared. “I will never ignore it, and neither will your brothersand neither should you!”


  Chapter 2


  Early one morning Joseph said to his little brother, “Naphtali told me that a caravan of traders has stopped at a village north of here. Let’s go buy ourselves some fine presents.”


  Benjamin was delighted at the prospect of a day with his big brother but asked a little anxiously, “Will Father let us go?”


  “Oh, we don’t need to bother asking him,” Joseph replied with a shrug. “We’ll just bring him a present too.”


  “But he might not like it if we go without telling.”


  Joseph laughed at the boy and tousled his hair. “Don’t worry. I’ll make him think the trip was his idea.”


  Soon the brothers were well on their way, and the sun was reaching its zenith as they walked along the rough pathway. From time to time Joseph would smile down at his younger brother, for there was no one on earth he loved more. He and Benjamin were all that were left of their mother. Since she had died at Benjamin’s birth, Joseph often talked to his little brother about her, sharing all the details he could remember. The younger boy loved to hear the stories over and over.


  Benjamin was a chubby-cheeked eight-year-old with a sunny disposition. He had unusual smoky gray eyes, and thick, shiny auburn hair, which was molded to his head like a metal helmet. He walked along happily clinging to Joseph’s hand, wearing a short-sleeved, knee-length garment of rust red with a blue embroidered hem.


  Although Benjamin was usually cheerful and friendly, at times a painful sadness would overtake him. The child bore the weight of his mother’s death like a tragic burden, knowing intuitively that his father, Jacob, somehow blamed him for it. His father would often act in a reserved manner toward Benjamin, not meeting his gaze; yet at other times he would hold him tightly and tell him tales of his mother. The confusing alienation Benjamin felt with his father had brought him closer to his big brother Joseph, whom he idolized completely.


  As the pair walked hand in hand past an olive orchard that clung precariously to a steep hillside, Benjamin looked up and saw the Sons of the Maids picking olives and putting them in baskets. He did not call to them, for he knew that these four older brothers did not much like him or his brother Joseph.


  Joseph had been whistling one of Benjamin’s favorite tunes, but he stopped as they passed the orchard and went on in silence. Once they were out of earshot of their unfriendly half brothers, Joseph looked down and asked, “Are you tired?”


  “No, not even a little.”


  “Are you sure this isn’t too long a trip for your short legs?”


  “No,” Benjamin said with a quick smile. “I promise I won’t be a burden to you.”


  “All right. But if you get tired, tell me and I’ll carry you.”


  Benjamin merely shook his head and smiled up brilliantly at Joseph.


  “Please tell me a story, Joseph,” Benjamin begged. “The one about Noah and the animals.” Joseph had an endless supply of storieseither ones he made up or stories of their ancestors. The story of Noah was one of Benjamin’s favorites, and now as they strolled northward, Joseph told the story of their ancient ancestor who had gathered two each of all the animals of the world and put them on a huge boat to save them from the flood.


  After two hours of walking and several stories later, Joseph insisted they sit down to rest at a tiny spring. He slung a leather bag off his shoulder and opened it, pulling out two chunks of bread and strips of dried mutton for their lunch, which they ate along with sips of water from a flask. There were also succulent dates, and Joseph made Benjamin open his mouth and stand away while he tossed them in. Benjamin managed to catch most of them, and even those that fell to the ground he retrieved and ate anyway, brushing off the dust first.


  As they rested Benjamin asked, “Joseph, why do the Sons of the Maids and the sons of Leah dislike us so much?”


  Joseph was surprised. “I think you know the answer to that one.”


  “But I try to be as nice to them as I can.”


  “You can never be nice enough to make them like you, Benji. They’re jealous of us because we’re the sons of the True Wife.”


  The little boy knew this well but could not understand it. “We all have the same father.”


  “Yes, but not the same mother. Our father loved our mother more than anything in this world. You’ve heard him say so himself.”


  “Doesn’t he love Leah and Bilhah and Zilpah at all?”


  “Yes, he is fond of them, but he does not love them like he loved his True Wife. Haven’t you ever heard how our father worked for his uncle Laban for seven years to get Rachel for his wife, then on the wedding day he was tricked into marrying his older daughter, Leah, because they hid her face with a veil to deceive our father?”


  “That was a wicked thing to do, wasn’t it?”


  “Very wicked.”


  “But Father did marry Leah.”


  “Yes, but he never loved her like he did our mother.” Joseph regarded Benjamin curiously. “Haven’t you noticed how much better looking we are than any of our brothers?”


  “No. Are we?”


  “You foolish boy! Just look at yourself sometimesee your reflection in the water or in that bronze mirror Leah has. Then look at those red-eyed sons of Leah and the rough Sons of the Maids. Then look at you. What a beautiful, handsome boy you are!”


  “And you too, Joseph. You’re the best looking of all of our father’s sons.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that.” Joseph shrugged modestly, though in fact he could not deny Benjamin’s statement. “And we’re smarter than they are too,” he went on. “They know this and it makes them dislike us.”


  Benjamin struggled with this for a time, then said, “Father is unhappy with me because my mother died giving me life.”


  Tears sprang to Joseph’s eyes and his heart swelled, knowing that his brother spoke the truth. He bent down beside the boy and put his arms around him, holding him to his breast. “I love you enough to make up for our father and all of our half brothers.”


  “Do you really, Joseph?”


  “Never doubt it, Benjamin. You and I are all that’s left of our mother, and no matter whether the earth stands or falls or if the sun stays in heaven, you and I are brothers. True brothers.”


  Joseph saw the tears in Benjamin’s eyes and jumped to change the subject. “You’ve got to stop asking so many questions or I’ll have to put a bug in your mouth.”


  “No, don’t do that!” Benjamin said, but he only laughed because he knew Joseph would never do any such wicked thing. “Tell me more about the dream you had last night.”


  “Well, like I said, it was quite beautiful….”


  ****


  Jacob limped back and forth in front of his tent, his infirmity not so much a matter of age as a result of his encounter with an angel years earlier on the way back from Laban’s country. They had wrestled all night, and he had received a new nameIsrael. It was a name he and others in the tribe spoke with great pride because it meant “prince of God,” whereas the name Jacob had the rather unsavory meanings of “deceiver” or “usurper.” Nonetheless, he was usually called by his given name on an everyday basis.


  The head of the tribe wore a cotton garment woven with narrow pale-colored stripes. He was of medium height and stooped with age. His beard joined with the hair on his temples and fell from his cheeks to his breast in sparse strands. His eyes were still sharp, with pouches of soft skin beneath them, but his face was etched with worry. He finally stepped inside the tent where Leah was busy with the evening meal. “I’m worried about Joseph and Benjamin.”


  Leah struggled to keep her anger from showing in her face as she looked up. “They’ll be all right,” she said curtly.


  “But where are they?”


  “They’re out playing somewhere. You know how careless Joseph is. He’s headstrong, and Benjamin thinks his brother is the Almighty himself! He’d stick his head in the fire if Joseph told him to.”


  “I suppose that’s true enough, but I can’t help worrying about them.”


  Leah replied sharply, “When Simeon and Levi were lost last month for two days in the wilderness over by Bethel, you never even said a word.”


  “That’s different,” Jacob said defensively. “They’re grown men. Joseph and Benjamin are just children.”


  “Joseph is seventeen years old. He’s old enough to get married or get into trouble or do anything else a man can do.”


  Jacob gave her a startled look but knew she had spoken the truth. He also knew that he favored Joseph, and to a lesser degree Benjamin, but he went to great lengths to conceal the fact. He did so now as he tried to cover up his anxiety.


  Then he heard a voice call out, “Father!” and his expression grew relieved. “Oh, goodthere’s Reuben,” he said. “I sent him off to find them.” He ducked out of the tent to find Reuben alone. “Where are they?” Jacob demanded. “I told you to bring them back with you.”


  Reuben’s massive shoulders drooped with fatigue. “I’ve looked everywhere,” he muttered, “but I can’t find any trace of them.”


  “Well, go look some more. Don’t you care that your brothers are lost?”


  “Yes, I care, Father,” Reuben groaned, “but they could have gone in any direction. Which way should I look?”


  “How should I know! Make yourself useful for a change and go!”


  Reuben could never look his father full in the eye and could not face him now. Having disgraced himself with Bilhah, he knew he had forever lost the position a firstborn son should have. Not only had he lost his father’s respect, he knew Jacob would never give him the blessingthe most important sanction among the wandering tribespeople of the region. It was a special privilege given to the firstborn son and included a double portion of the family inheritance, along with the honor of one day being the family leader. Although it was a birthright to which the firstborn son was entitled, it was not actually his until the blessing was pronounced. Before such time, the father could take away the birthright from the oldest son and give it to someone more deserving.


  Reuben trudged away with a heavy heart. He had no idea which way to look for Joseph and Benjamin, but he determined to stay up all night if necessary.


  Jacob watched him go, then limped back into the tent. “He didn’t find him,” he grunted to Leah.


  “Yes, I heard, but you can’t blame Reuben for Joseph’s wrongdoing.”


  “I’m sure the boy didn’t mean any wrong.”


  “He never means any wrong because you always let him off the hook,” Leah said. Her eyes narrowed, showing their red, irritated lids as she stared at her husband. She had deeply loved him once, but she no longer had any illusions about his feelings for her, even though she had borne him six children. Her blind jealousy still reared angrily when she saw Jacob spoiling Rachel’s son.


  Jacob barely tasted the food Leah put before him, mostly just pushing it around in the dish, with shoulders slumped. When Leah left him alone, his mind drifted back to the difficult time when he had left his father-in-law’s house, worried sick about having cheated his brother out of his birthright. His strength had been drained that night as he waited for morning with the certainty that he would suffer his brother’s vengeance. Then he had wrestled all night with a man whose noble visage was indescribable, demanding that the stranger tell him his name. But the man had refused to do so.


  He remembered that when dawn came, he had struggled with his last bit of strength to overthrow his visitor, whom he knew was more than human, and his thigh had been thrown out of joint. The pain had never completely gone away. The stranger had asked him, “What is your name?” Jacob had finally admitted who he was and also confessed that he had cheated his brother. Before the stranger left, he said to Jacob, “Your name will now be Israel.”


  He thought then of Rachel, and he felt his grief as fresh as the day he had buried her at the place where she had died giving birth to Benjamin. Tears came to his eyes and he began to pray: “Oh, El Shaddai, let no harm come to my boys! You have been faithful to provide for me as you promised when I left my father and mother’s house. You met me on the way and gave me a dream of a great ladder reaching up to heaven, and you promised to bless me, and you have.”


  Jacob concentrated fully on God. He had heard his father and grandfather speak of their encounters with the Strong One, the almighty and everlasting Lord. Both of them had been men of great faith, especially his grandfather, and now as Jacob prayed, he sought to summon up the faith of Abraham.


  Jacob had been praying a long while when he heard voices coming, and his heart leaped with joy to hear Joseph! He got to his feet and hobbled out the tent door, ignoring his discomfort. He could see by the light of the torch Dan carried that Benjamin was sound asleep on Naphtali’s shoulder.


  “Well, we found them,” Naphtali said. “You ought to thrash them until they can’t stand up, Father.”


  Jacob was angry enough to do so and demanded of his favorite son, “Joseph, where have you been?”


  “We went to the village where the Midianite traders were passing through. We wanted to buy you a present.”


  “You went alone through the wilderness with your brother? Shame on you, son!”


  Dan and Naphtali gave each other a look. Dan shrugged, leaned over, and whispered, “He’ll bluster and shout at Joseph, but in the end he’ll wind up giving him honey cakes.”


  Such almost proved true. Benjamin could hardly stand up he was so tired, and Jacob said, “Bring him into the tent. Joseph, I’m not through with you yet.”


  Dan and Naphtali waited for their father to thank them, but he ignored them completely as he gathered his “two lambs,” as he called them, into the tent.


  “We should’ve let the wolves get ’em!” Dan snarled.


  “You’re right. Father will wind up making heroes out of them, and not give a word of thanks to us for wearing our legs out looking for them!”


  Leah brought the boys food and Joseph ate ravenously, but Benjamin was so sleepy he wound up slumping over his dish. “Take him and put him to bed, Leah,” Jacob said, pulling Benjamin to his feet. “I’ll speak to you tomorrow, young man.”


  “Yes, Father. I’m sorry. We should have told you we were going.”


  “Indeed you should.” Jacob tried to sound angry, but the woebegone, tearstained face of the lad was too much. He put his arms around him, held him close, then kissed him and whispered, “Go on to bed, little lamb. Go to bed.”


  As soon as Leah had taken Benjamin to the tent he shared with Joseph, Jacob turned and said, “Joseph, I continually think you have reached the height of foolishness, but this is the worst!”


  Joseph fell to his knees. “Father, I deserve your just punishment. I was indeed wrong. Get out the rawhide and beat me until my back is bleeding.”


  “Don’t think I won’t do it!”


  “I deserve it, Father. I was thoughtless and had no more sense than one of the lambs that wanders away from the herd.”


  Jacob had been frightened at the possible loss of his two favorite sons, and now he was filled with indignation that Joseph had been foolish enough to risk both his own life and his brother’s.


  Seeing his father’s face, Joseph sought to assuage his anger by pulling a bag out of his woven sack. “We really went to buy you a present, Father, and here it issugared dates all the way from Damascus. Your favorite!”


  “You shouldn’t have done that,” Jacob said. Nonetheless, he took the bag and sampled one of the dates. “They are very good, but you were still wrong.”


  Joseph embraced his father and said, “If only our beloved mother were alive, I wouldn’t have done such a thing. I miss her so much, and Benjamin wants to hear about her all the time. I’m such a wicked lamb because she’s not here to correct me.”


  To this day, Jacob could not speak of Rachel without weeping, and now the tears ran down his cheek. “Yes, my beloved Rachel. She would have been the ideal mother. You will never know how I miss her, son.”


  “So do I, Father. Except for you, I have no one, and little Benji has only you and me. We’re all that’s left of our beloved mother.”


  And so it was that, instead of beating Joseph with a strap as he richly deserved, Jacob found himself holding the boy, weeping, and whispering, “Oh, my dear lamb, if I had lost you, I would have lost the last I have on this earth of her, the True Wife. You must never, never take such risks again!”


  “I promise I won’t, Father.”


  With the danger of his father’s punishment over, Joseph felt a quick surge of relief, though he had never been in doubt about how the thing would turn out.


  Jacob dried his eyes and cleared his throat. “My son,” he said, “you must thank your older brothers for searching for you. They have worn themselves out.”


  “Oh, I will, Father, I will. How I dearly wished that they loved me more.”


  “It is within your power, my lamb, to make them love you more. I must say to you that you need to show more humility. They are your elders, and you need to show them the respect that older brothers deserve.”


  “You are right, and it was good of Dan to find me. He is a good man …” Joseph hesitated, then could not help adding, “…even if he does visit that Canaanite harlot over the hill.” He clapped his hand over his mouth and said, “I didn’t mean to say that!”


  Jacob stared at his son grimly. “He’s that kind of a man, Joseph, and you must never be like him. You must never be like any of your brothers.”


  “But Reuben is a good man, Father, even if he”


  Joseph broke his words off, and Jacob stared at him sadly. “I wish you had never told me about the sin he committed with Bilhah.”


  “I wish I hadn’t told you either, Father. It just came out. I love Reuben.”


  Jacob stood still, staring at Joseph as though something was preying on his mind. Suddenly he reached into his tunic and drew out an object suspended on a leather thong.


  Joseph had seen it before, but he was always fascinated by it. “Can I see the medallion, Father?”


  Jacob nodded, and Joseph inspected the gold piece shining in the light of the lamp. On one side was a lifelike lion and on the other a lamb.


  “I love to hear the story of the medallion,” Joseph said. “Tell me again, Father.”


  Then Jacob began to tell the story of how the medallion had been given to men so far in the dim past that no one could remember it. “It was handed down to those of the line of Seth, to Noah, and continued through the generations all the way to Abraham, and he gave it to me.”


  “And one day it will belong to me, won’t it, Father?” Joseph said eagerly as he stared hypnotically at the medal.


  Jacob stared at his tall young son, longing to give it to him, but he shook his head. “No one can say who receives this medallion but El Shaddai, the Strong One. When it is time, the Lord himself will tell me who will wear this medal and from whom will come the line of Shiloh.”


  “Shiloh. Who is that?”


  “It’s the name I’ve given to the One who will redeem the world. In a dream years ago I began to imagine this coming one, whom my fathers waited for, as having that name. It is simply the name of a village and it means ‘peace.’ Perhaps it is a foolish fancy of mine. I don’t know.”


  Joseph held the medallion between his fingers. He rubbed it lovingly and said, “I hope I will be the one to receive this.”


  “I hope so too, my son, but no man can know. Now, get to bed. It’s late.”


  “Good night, Father.” Joseph embraced his father, kissed him, and left.


  As Jacob stood alone in the semidarkness, he realized a terrible truth. “I’m glad that Reuben sinned with Bilhah!” As he spoke the words aloud he felt shame for thinking such a thing about his firstborn. A father should always uphold his firstborn in honor, but he had never felt that way toward Reuben. Nor had he felt that any of Leah’s sons deserved honor, although he loved them all. They were difficult boys, some of them having Leah’s fiery temper and several having the devious behavior of their grandfather Laban.


  But to be glad that his firstborn had committed such a sin! Shame washed through Jacob, and he fell on his knees and cried out, “Oh, forgive me, God, for such a wicked, awful thought! Cleanse me, I beg of you.” The old man knelt there for a long time, holding the medallion between his trembling fingers. Finally he bowed over completely, his head against the carpet that formed the floor of his tent, and cried out again, “Let me be Israel and not Jacob!”


  When he rose, he still felt a heavy burden of guilt. He realized that, despite his prayers, his fondest hope was that Josephnot Reuben, nor Simeon, nor Levi, nor any of the other brothers, but Joseph, the beloved son of the True Wifewould be the one through whom would come Shiloh, the Bringer of Peace, the Redeemer.


  Chapter 3


  As Jacob lay underneath a light covering, he was conscious of the night sounds drifting in from the outside world. Wild dogs howled in the distance, disturbing his peace of mind. He had always hated wild dogs. There was something primitive and terrifying in their cries. He loved most animals, especially his flocks of goats and sheep and cattle. But the wild dogs were different. He had fought them off after they had scattered the remains of one of his sheep or cows, and many times in his long life he had seen them in packs, pulling down a helpless lamb or sheep, tearing it to pieces and devouring it while it yet lived.


  A shudder went over Jacob at the memories. He was blessedor cursed!with an accurate memory and could recall events from when he was a mere boy as if they had just occurred. It was a blessing that he could remember so clearly the face of Rachel, his beloved True Wife. He often took refuge in the silences of the desert, thinking of her smile, her touch, or her beautiful eyes.


  But his good memory was a curse when he could also vividly remember how he and his mother, Rebekah, had robbed Esau of his birthright. As if he were watching a scene painted on parchment in living, dynamic colors, he saw himself and his mother fastening animal skins to his forearms to make the blind, unsuspecting Isaac think he was blessing Esau.


  And so Jacob lived on his memories and his hopes. His memories of Rachel and his hopes for the future centered on her child Joseph, the lamb that Jacob loved with every bit of his strength.


  The harsh symphony of the wild dogs ceased, and silence reigned over the desert. Jacob listened intently. His hearing was good, despite his age, and he began to distinguish the hum of night insects. Their tiny voices were comforting to him. They were a sound to which he was accustomed, and he liked things to remain the same, though he knew they never would. The memory of the recent days came trooping in. He trembled, even as he had when he discovered that Joseph and Benjamin were missing. It was as though a mighty hand had reached into his breast and closed around his heart with the coldness and finality of death. For in these two, especially the older, his hopes and love were imprisoned.


  “Joseph must be more careful. I would die if I lost him!” Jacob whispered the words aloud, thinking of Joseph’s face, smooth and carefree, with happiness in his dark eyes, so much like those of his True Wife. The memory comforted him, but then he thought of the animosity of the six red-eyed sons of Leah and the four Sons of the Maids. Oh, how they despised Joseph. The thought troubled the old man, and he struggled to find anything he could do to undo what the years of his favoritism had woven into the fabric of his family’s life, but he could think of none.


  He began to drift toward sleep, but he was troubled by the thought of Joseph’s dreams. He himself was a man who dreamed and put great stock into them, as had his fathers before him. Joseph, however, relied so much on his dreams for guidance that he seemed to Jacob to be like one of the so-called oracles, men or women who went about babbling wildly of dreams and visions and shouting their findings. Most of them were mad, “touched by God,” as the people of the desert called it, doing terrible things like mutilating themselves by walking about with sharp stones in their sandals, or going filthy and naked, creating fear among the people.


  Jacob made a sharp distinction between such fanatics and the dreams that sometimes came to him. He had heard enough of the tales of his forefathers and their encounters with God that he was convinced his own dreams were a legitimate word from God.


  And of all things in his life the old man longed for most, it was to hear from God. He was convinced that God wanted to communicate to human beings, and at one time or another he had tried to find God’s will by studying the entrails of birds or by observing the direction of the smoke from a burnt offering. All this was right in Jacob’s opinion, but he was troubled by Joseph’s foolish ecstasies, in which the lad shook and trembled, his eyes rolling back. As Jacob finally dropped into a deep sleep, his last thought was a cry: Elohimhelp me, O almighty Lord … !


  ****


  Under a gray sky, an old man plodded alongside a younger man who led a donkey piled high with sticks and dry wood. Jacob had had this particular dream many times before, and as always, the images frightened him. He was always a silent spectator, trying to avoid seeing what was about to happen, but he could not escape the image of the old man’s stern face, the grimness of his expression modified by the pain and sorrow in his eyes.


  Jacob knew the old man was Abraham, and the lad beside him was Isaac, Jacob’s own father. He could not help but stare fascinated at the young man, who looked startlingly like his son Joseph. He had the same well-shaped eyes and round face, the same youthful innocence and loveliness. This was Jacob’s own father and grandfather on their way to a faithful rendezvous.


  The dream was so real Jacob inadvertently cried out in a babbling moan of fear. He saw the young man bound and placed on a rude wooden altar. The sticks from the donkey had been placed under him and around him and were ready for the fire. He saw the flash of the knife in the old man’s hand. But most of all he saw the agony in the old man’s face as he stared down at this son. Jacob was aware of the miracle that had produced his father, Isaac. Abraham and Sarah had aged beyond their natural ability to conceive and bear children, but by a miracle God had touched the old man and restored to him the vigor of his youth. He had touched the dead womb of Sarah and made it blossom, and out of these miracles came a child born purely by the will and power of the almighty Lord of heaven and earth.


  Jacob watched helplessly as the raised knife caught the last rays of the sun. Beneath the hand of Abraham lay the helpless lad, his eyes closed, his face ashen with fear, but obedient to his father’s command. The knife was ready to plunge into the young boy’s heart


  Then Jacob heard himself crying out, “No, no, do not kill him”


  Suddenly the dream changed. Before it had always been the same. The voice of God had come crying out to Abraham before the final thrust of the knife: “Do not harm the lad.” The old man had dropped the knife and fallen with tears upon his son as God had commended him for his faith: “You have not withheld your only son from me.”


  But now the dream was different. The images swirled and twisted in Jacob’s mind until it was no longer Isaac who lay on the altar but Joseph, the lamb of the old man Jacob! And it was not Abraham who raised the knife but he himself, Jacob the son of Isaac. He felt the cold sharpness of the blade as he found himself looking into the face of his beloved Joseph, the son he loved more than life itself. And he heard God saying, “Strike and make your son a sacrifice to me.”


  In crazed fear Jacob cried out, “No, I can’t give him up! You can’t have him! You can’t have my only son … !”


  And then the dream was gone, and Jacob was being held by strong hands. With eyes wide open he looked wildly about and there kneeling over him was Joseph. The young man’s face was highlighted by the flame of an oil lamp Jacob kept burning at night to ward off his dreams and night terrors, and he reached out and grabbed at Joseph, holding on to him and crying, “No, I can’t do itI can’t do it, God!”


  “Father, you’re having a bad dream!”


  Jacob clung to the boy who bent over him, his hands frantically feeling the warm flesh of the boy’s body as if to assure himself that he was alive. He began to weep, and Joseph leaned closer so that his face loomed before Jacob’s tear-filled eyes.


  “What is it, Father? What’s wrong?”


  Reality came slowly back to Jacob as he lay there, holding on to the son of the True Wife. “My lamb,” he whispered, “my little lamb, my child!” He muttered these endearments over and over again, then took a deep breath and struggled to sit up. He clung to Joseph as a drowning man holds on to a floating board that might keep him from sinking. “A dream,” he muttered, his voice a thin, trembling sigh. “I had a horrible dream.”


  “What was it?” Joseph asked anxiously, for he loved dreams and wanted to know what they meant.


  “I dreamed of my grandfather putting Isaac, my father, on an altar and lifting the knife to slay him.”


  “But you’ve had that dream many times. You’ve told me so.”


  “I know, but this time it was different.”


  “Different how, Father? Tell me about it.” Joseph’s eyes gleamed, and his hands pulled at the old man, urging him to talk. “How was it different?”


  Jacob trembled from head to foot. His strength had been drained by the terror of the dream, and he knew he could never speak of this to anyone. “It was nothing, my son. As you say, I have dreamed it before.”


  “God was cruel to ask your grandfather Abraham to kill his only son,” Joseph said. “I’ve always disliked Him for that.”


  “No, no, you must not say that, my child!” Jacob grabbed Joseph’s hands and clung to him. “You must never say that.”


  “Don’t you think it was cruel?”


  “I used to think so, but now I know better. God is good. We are the ones who are evil.”


  “You are not evil, my father.”


  “Yes, I am. There is evil in me as there is in all men.”


  Joseph shook his head firmly. “No, that isn’t so. You are good. I will not hear you talk like this.”


  Jacob could say no more, and he released his hold on Joseph. “Go back to sleep, my son. I’m all right now.”


  “I will sit with you if you wish, Father.”


  “No, you need your sleep. Go to bed.”


  Joseph leaned forward and kissed his father. Jacob was tempted to cling to him again, but he forced himself to lie back down, and Joseph left the tent.


  The dream had left Jacob drenched with sweat. He threw back his cover and allowed the night air to cool his body. As sleep returned, he relived the dream against his will. He wanted it to go away, but he knew God was speaking, and he could not ignore the Almighty. He could not drown out the sound of God’s voice commanding him: “Sacrifice your only son….”


  Jacob had twelve sons, but in one sense he had only one. Joseph was the beloved son, and Jacob knew that God was saying, “You must choose whom you will love the best, me or your son.” It was the same test Abraham had physically been forced to take, and even though Jacob knew God had rescued Isaac, he could not be sure that God would do the same for Joseph. Rebelliousness rose up in his heart. “God,” he whispered, “you can’t ask me to give up Joseph. Take any one of the others, even Benjamin, but not my precious lambnot the son of the True Wife.”


  The silence of the desert grew oppressive, pressing in upon the old man, whose breath became labored. In spirit he was clutching Joseph to his breast and crying out, No, God, not my only son. Not him. Take any of the others, but not Joseph!


  ****


  Old Zimra raked his fingers through his beard, and his eyes glowed with admiration. “It is well, my boy. You have done well.”


  Joseph leaned back and smiled benevolently at the old man. Zimra had been his teacher since his early childhood. The old man had wandered into Jacob’s camp one day shortly after Jacob had brought his family back from the house of Laban. He had been half starved and was babbling incoherently, but Jacob showed him mercy and fed him. When the old man had recovered his right mind, Jacob had discovered, to his delight, that he was a scholar. He immediately made Zimra part of his retinue and assigned him the task of first educating Joseph, then Benjamin. The older sons had no desire to receive such education, their hearts having been given over to meat, drink, women, and work.


  And so old Zimra had taught Joseph many things. He had instructed the young man in the nature of the universe, teaching him that it was composed of the upper heaven, the heavenly earth of the zodiac, and the southern oceans of the heavens. He had taught him well that the earthly universe was divided into three parts, the heavens, the kingdom of the earth, and the earthly ocean. Joseph had absorbed the teachings concerning the sun and the moon, together with the five other moving stars, and as Zimra had pointed to the gleaming white heights of Mount Hermon in the distance and spoken of the Tree of Enlightenment, Joseph had learned of the wonder and the mystery of numbers. He had found order and harmony in numbers and received his training from old Zimra with delight.


  He learned that the world the Almighty had made consisted of cycles of years, each year having its own summer and winter. Joseph found all of this a most majestic knowledge, and he hung on Zimra’s words as the old man shared what he knew of the larger world outside of Canaan. Joseph learned about the Babylonian methods of measuring the length of a pendulum, which made sixty double oscillations in a double minute. He learned to measure length and distances both from his own pace and from the course of the sun. Joseph learned the weights and money values of gold and silver according to Phoenician measurements. He learned how to exchange different forms of money for animals, oil, wine, and grain. Joseph was so quick-witted that even Jacob, who often sat in on the lessons, would marvel at the cleverness of the boy’s mind.


  Jacob had little knowledge of the geography of the larger world and was pleased beyond measure at how quickly Joseph took in old Zimra’s teachings. He listened as the old man told of wild savages who dwelt in the far northern land of Magog, and how Tarsus, far off to the west, was a frightful place. Zimra spoke of these places from personal experience, for he was widely traveled. He spoke often of the peoples of Egypt, which Jacob knew more about from the tales of his forefathers than other exotic far-off places.


  For the lessons Joseph would squat with his knees apart, holding in his lap the writing tools of the day: a clay tablet on which he made wedge-shaped signs with a carved instrument, or he would write on papyrus sheets made of reeds pressed together. Sometimes he wrote on a smooth piece of sheepskin or goatskin, using a reed sharpened to a point and dipped in red or black pigment on his paint saucer.


  Joseph’s education had its downside, unfortunately, for the lad was not modest about his attainments. He let it be known to his older brothers what a great scholar he had become and would often swagger in front of them. He would even ridicule them at times, though to him it was done in a playful spirit. He would cry out to Zebulun, “My brother, have you not seen how beautiful my writing is? What a scholar I have become!”


  Zebulun would glare at him and shoot back with a curse. “All of that doesn’t feed the sheep or shear the wool. Get away from me, you dreamer of dreams and writer of books.”


  Only two of Joseph’s older brothers admired his achievements, Reuben and Judah. Although they said little about it to their other brothers, they often spoke about it to each other. “He’s got something in him that most young men don’t have,” Judah said once. He was an introspective man himself, who had some measure of discernment. However, he always seemed to carry a weight on his shoulders. He talked to no one about what it was that burdened him, but Reuben had come to believe that it had something to do with Judah’s early marriage to Abra, a young Canaanite woman, the daughter of Shua. She was a strange and sullen woman, and the three sons she’d borne to Judah were much the same.


  To a lesser extent than Joseph, but more so than his brothers, Judah also had dreams. They were frightful dreams, which he hated, but he spoke to no one about them, for he did not understand them. Now he and Reuben were speaking of Joseph’s dreams.


  “If Joseph would only keep quiet about his dreams,” Reuben said moodily. “One of these days Levi or Simeon are going to strangle him.”


  “They won’t do that,” Judah answered quietly. “But they do hate him for it.”


  ****


  Most of Joseph’s education was received in Jacob’s tent, where Jacob could listen in as Zimra guided Joseph through the intricacies of mathematics or foreign languages. The tent was made of woven black goat’s hair, stretched over nine stout poles and fastened by strong ropes to pegs driven into the ground. It was by far the most impressive and beautiful tent of any of the tribe, fitting for the head of the tribe to dwell in. Jacob now dwelt in it alone, having nothing anymore to do with Leah or his concubines. He was past all of that now and was content to spend much of his time alone in his beautiful tent. It was divided from front to back by curtains, and the floor was covered with beautifully worked carpets purchased from traveling merchants from Damascus and other faraway places. One of the rooms served as a general storehouse and supply chamber and was filled with camel saddles and traveling gear.


  The other half was the main dwelling place for Jacob and his guests, which were not many as a rule. The tent was open in front to the height of a man, and earthen lamps with ornamental bases and shallow bowls with short snouts for the wick were kept burning day and night. To one side was a tall-legged coffer with a vaulted lid, carved with intricate designs and filled with Jacob’s treasures. In the middle of the room a glowing brazier kept the tent warm when the temperatures dropped. Samples of gold-covered Syrian and Canaanite carvings decorated the interior.


  It was in this room that Joseph sat one morning listening to Zimra speak of the wonders of foreign places. But when he began to speak of Egypt, Jacob interrupted. “Speak not of Egypt, Zimra,” he said, “for it is an evil place.”


  “Evil, my lord?” Zimra said with feigned surprise, for he actually knew well the old leader’s thoughts on Egypt. “It is a place of men and women like any other.”


  “It is not,” Jacob said stubbornly. “It is a place where they go about clothed in garments made of air. You can see right through them.”


  “But, my lord”


  “Speak no more of it. Did you know that they have no word for ‘sin’ in their language?” Jacob demanded. “What place could be more evil than that?”


  Zimra had learned long ago not to argue with the old man, and he at once changed the subject. After the teacher left, Jacob turned to Joseph and gave him a hard look. “Zimra knows much, but pay no attention to his teachings of Egypt. It is an evil place.”


  “As you say, Father,” Joseph said, although he was sure that his father knew no more about Egypt than he knew about the surface of the moon. Joseph had learned to agree with Jacob in all things, no matter what he himself thought.


  “You have done well. I have a present for you, my lamb.”


  “A present! How wonderful. Your lamb is grateful. What is it, Father?”


  Jacob got to his feet and limped over to the carved chest containing his treasures, opened the lid, and took out a large box. “I have made something special … something I’ve worked on for years. I am waiting until you are old enough to take care of it.” Coming back to Joseph, he opened the box and pulled out a garment. It was an outer robe designed to be worn over one’s normal dress for special occasions. Jacob held the garment high, and Joseph caught his breath at the interwoven gold threads and colorful embroidery glittering in the lamplight. Reds, blues, olive green, and rose colors formed the background on which were depicted trees, animals, and angels.


  “How beautiful!” Joseph cried, and he reached out and took the garment, clutching it to himself. “Is it really for me?”


  “Yes, and you will have it soon, but you must be very careful with it.”


  “Be careful not to spoil it or get it dirty?”


  “No, be careful not to boast of it before your brothers. You must wear it only for very special occasions, my son.”


  “But it’s so beautiful! Lookhere is an embroidery of the face of a woman. Is that my blessed mother?”


  “Yes. That is the image of my beloved Rachel.”


  The two went on admiring the coat, and Jacob allowed the boy to try it on. Joseph strutted back and forth, his eyes flashing, thrilled with the garment, as he was with anything new.


  “Father, let me have it now.”


  “No, not yet.” Deep down in his heart, Jacob knew he was making a mistake. “Such a gift should really go to the firstborn, but I am not yet sure who will receive the blessing. Your brother Reuben fell away, and I had to take the rights of the firstborn away from him. Then Simeon and Levi became bloody menI do not know yet.”


  “Oh, but it must be mine! Surely they would not appreciate it. Especially not with this image of my blessed mother. Surely you intended it for me from the very beginning.”


  Jacob leaned back and watched his beloved lamb move back and forth with the beautiful coat as it caught the reflection of the lamps and thought of his beloved Rachel. It must be his, he thought. It must be Joseph’s!


  Chapter 4


  Of the six red-eyed sons of Leah, Judah and Reuben were the closest. There was more in their features of Jacob than the other brothers, who strongly favored their mother. Although Reuben was the firstborn and Judah was the fourth, they often drew together to talk over the problems of the tribe and especially of their own part of the six.


  They met late one afternoon out in the fields while they watched over the flocks. Reuben was aware that Judah had said almost nothing for several days. He had been especially moody, so Reuben asked him, “What’s wrong with you, Judah?”


  “Nothing.”


  “I don’t believe you. I can see that something is wrong. What is it?”


  Judah looked up with misery in his eyes. “I married the wrong woman, Reuben.”


  “Why would you say that? You have three fine sons.”


  It was true that Abra had given Judah three sons, and when he had married, Judah had fancied himself in love with her. He had been surprised indeed when Jacob had given his permission for him to marry a Canaanite woman. But now he worried about his boys. For some reason they displeased him, though he was at a loss to explain why he felt that way. For the first time he expressed his fears to Reuben. “I’m worried about my boys.”


  “Why? What’s wrong with them? They’re healthy enough.”


  “I shouldn’t have married a Canaanite woman, Reuben. They’re a bad breed. They worship Baal and Molech and all sorts of terrible idols.” Looking distressed, he moaned, “I wish I had never married at all. It’s Father’s fault. He should have forbidden me to marry a Canaanite.”


  Reuben stared at his brother, unable to form an answer. He was powerful in body but not known for his deep thoughts. He had a dumb loyalty to his own wife and children, but the guilt of his behavior with Bilhah was such a continual burden he could never look people directly in the eye. “They’ll be all right. They’ll marry and give you grandsons,” he said gruffly, trying to comfort Judah.


  Judah shook his head, then changed the subject as if it were painful. “Have you talked yet with Joseph about that coat of his?”


  “Not yet, but I will.”


  “You have to. He’s making a show of it before all of us.”


  “Father said he can only wear it on special occasions.”


  “Special occasions!” Judah spat bitterly. “For him a special occasion is any occasion he wants. He’s wearing it all the time now, and you know what that coat means.”


  “You mean it’s a sign that Joseph is our father’s favorite, the one to whom he may give the blessing of the firstborn?”


  “Yes. Oh, brother, I’ve never spoken of it, but what a terrible thing it was that you had to sin with Bilhah. Why didn’t you go off and find a prostitute instead?”


  Reuben bowed his head and ground his teeth together. “I was insane,” he said. “I don’t know what came over me. It was just the one time.”


  “The one time was enough. If you hadn’t done that, you would have received the blessing of the firstborn. But now it’s obvious that Father thinks only of Joseph.”


  “I’ll talk to him about wearing that coat.”


  “Do it now. There he is. Go on. Do it now!”


  Reuben turned and walked away, his back straight as he approached Joseph, who was indeed strutting around in his colorful coat. The sunlight caught it, and as beautiful as it was, Reuben thought, I wish Father had never given him such a thing. He should’ve known what Joseph would do with it. “Joseph, come here.”


  Joseph turned with surprise, and a smile crossed his face. He was actually fond of Reuben, even though he thought him slow of mind, and when he came over to him, he had to lean his head backward and look up. “What is it, my brother?”


  “I must speak with you about that coat.”


  “It’s so beautiful! Don’t you think so, Reuben?”


  “You should not wear it. Didn’t Father command you to only wear it on special occasions?”


  Joseph did not want to be reminded of this. He had decided to wear the coat every day, regardless of his father’s wishes. “What does it matter whether I wear it today or not? Father gave it to me, so I can decide when I wear it.”


  “I don’t care who gave it to you. Can’t you see that you’re offending all of your brothers?”


  “I’m offending you? Why should it offend you because I wear a beautiful coat?”


  Joseph had little difficulty beating Reuben at the game of words. Words flowed from Joseph in an endless stream without need for thought. He was intelligent and witty, and it was child’s play for him to speak circles around his big brother until Reuben could only stand there tongue-tied. “So don’t worry about it, my brother,” Joseph went on. “You are making this a bigger issue than it should be.”


  Reuben could not answer. He knew something was wrong with what Joseph was doing, but to put the matter into words was beyond him. Joseph had mastered the magic of words, whether spoken or written, and Reuben could only say in a brokenhearted tone, “Joseph … Joseph, can you not see that by wearing that coat you insult all of your brothers? I beg you to put it away before it becomes a snare. It has lifted your heart up with pride.” Without another word, Reuben turned and walked away.


  Joseph watched him go, troubled for a moment, but it was only fleeting. He finally turned away, laughing and saying to himself, “Reuben worries too much.”


  ****


  Jacob had not known at first what to make of the young woman named Tamar. She had joined his tribe when she was only twelve, an orphan with no one to care for her. She was half-starved at the time and either would have died or been forced to become an immoral woman in order to survive. But Jacob had felt pity for the child and had commanded his people to care for her. Levi’s wife had taken her in, and Tamar had proved to be a hard worker, never shirking any task.


  She was also clever and affectionate and soon grew attached to Jacob. She enjoyed cooking special foods for him, and the old man was pleased with her attention. She in turn loved to sit at his feet and listen to his stories of the history of his people and of his God. She hung on to his words with such attention that Jacob often said, “I wish my sons paid as much attention to our history as you do, my child!”


  Early one afternoon Tamar brought Jacob a dish of tender-roasted kid and fresh dates covered in honey. The old man blessed her, and she sat at his feet as he ate, begging for more stories of El Shaddai and of the tribe. She was eighteen years old now and had blossomed into a womanly, dusky beauty. Jacob smiled and shook his head. “Daughter, you know all of my stories.”


  “Please tell me again about the ladder reaching up to heaven, master.”


  Jacob was always willing to tell of his encounters with the Lord, and he spoke for a long time, then finally reached over and touched the young woman’s crown of lustrous black hair. “Why do you love to hear about these things, Tamar?”


  “Because they’re so wonderful, master!” Tamar’s eyes glowed, and her lips were parted in wonder. “To think that El Shaddai has chosen your family to bring a Redeemer into the world! Is this not so?”


  “Yes, it is so. I call the One who is to come Shiloh.”


  “When will He come? In our lifetime?”


  “Only God knows that, child.”


  Tamar was silent for a moment; then she asked, “Will it be through your firstborn that Shiloh will come?”


  The question troubled Jacob, and he hesitated before answering, “I do not know that either. But I do not think so.”


  Tamar knew very well that Reuben was not Jacob’s choice to receive the blessing, even though he was the firstborn. She also knew that the old man had never forgiven Simeon and Levi for their murderous attack on the men of Shechem. For a long time she had considered the sons of Jacob, trying to understand which son would be chosen to bring Shiloh into the world.


  During the years she had lived with Jacob’s tribe, Tamar had slowly developed a desire to be an instrument in the family of Abraham, the man of faith. She had soaked up the history of his family, and as the years passed, she had developed a longing to be a part of the history of the Redeemer. How she came by this, not even Tamar herself could tell, but it was now the strongest force in her life.


  By a process of elimination, she had come to believe that the fourth son, Judah, would receive the birthright and the blessing from his father. She had pondered on this for many months now, and as she sat at Jacob’s feet, she decided to make a bold request.


  “Master, I am old enough to be a wife, am I not?”


  “Why, so you are, my child.” Jacob smiled. “Which young man has been looking on you with desire?”


  “I wish to be the wife of one of your people, for I have come to feel myself as one of them in spirit.”


  Jacob was pleased that she would identify so closely with his people. “Has one of the men spoken to you of marriage?”


  “I would like to be the wife of Er, the son of your fourth-born, Judah.”


  Now Jacob was indeed amazed! “Er? But why him, daughter?” He wanted to demand, “Why would any young woman desire such a weakling for a husband?” Both of Judah’s older sons, Er and Onan, were weak men. Even worse, they were immoral men, who could not be controlled either by Jacob or by their father.


  As for Tamar, she would have tried to have Judah for a husband, for she was convinced that he was the son through which the Redeemer would come. But Judah was already married, so Er, his oldest son, would carry the seed of the Promised Oneat least so Tamar had come to firmly believe.


  “I will be a good wife to him,” Tamar said, her eyes brilliant as she faced Jacob. “Will you ask Judah to command his son Er to have me for his wife?”


  Jacob was reluctant to fulfill such a request, but at the same time, he knew that Er would not find a better wife than this young woman. And she would have children with the blood of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob!


  “I will speak with Judahif you are certain this is what you wish.”


  Tamar smiled triumphantly. “Yes, master! It is what I want most of all things.”


  ****


  At first the engagement of Er to Tamar was the subject of much discussion, but after a few days the novelty of the union passed away. Er himself had no desire to marry, but his father had ordered him to agree. Er had said to his brother Onan, “Father can force me to marry her, but he can’t make me be faithful to her!”


  Two weeks after Tamar had spoken with Jacob, the time of harvest arrived. The late rains had been plenteous, and a fine wheat crop was thick in the fields. The harvesting always began with the reaping of the barley, a task most of the sons of Jacob enjoyed. Joseph was the exception, for he was not particularly given to hard labor. He had learned to get by with as little of it as possible, but at harvest time he joined in with his brothers. They all cut the bearded grain with a sickle, then gathered the stalks together and bound the sheaves with straw. Joseph was in one of his happy moods and did not notice his brothers’ sullen looks toward him. He had laid aside his coat of many colors, it not being suitable for working in the fields. He also stripped off his tunic, working only in a loincloth, and the sun gleamed against his smooth olive skin. On one level Joseph actually enjoyed working with his brothers on the harvest because it brought him into contact with them. It was strange that a young man so intelligent in so many ways could be so blind to the fact that he had alienated himself from his older brothers by all of his boasting. For his part, he loved them and counted on their love in return, but a veil had fallen over his understanding, and he could not see what had happened to their relationships.


  They worked for several days at the harvest, their bronzed bodies tanned even darker by the blazing sun. Patches of stubble were all that was left now of the barley, and on top of a small hill, Jacob’s servants used pitchforks to separate the stalks as they threshed out the grain, then tossed the stalks down before the oxen.


  By early afternoon Joseph was tired, having worked hard in his opinion, and he lay down in the shade of a terebinth tree.


  As the brothers made their way to the next field, they eyed Joseph with disgust. Dan looked over at him and muttered, “Well, the son of the True Wife has quit on us, I see.”


  Issachar laughed. “I’d do the same if I could get by with it, wouldn’t you?”


  “We could never get by with it,” Dan grunted. “Only the dreamer there can take off anytime he pleases.”


  Ignorant of their complaints, Joseph slept for several hours, and Reuben noticed more than once that the boy was twitching and his lips were moving. “Another one of his dreams, I’ll be bound,” he muttered, then went on with his work.


  Late in the afternoon when the work was done for the day, the men were sitting around talking about new methods of harvesting the barley. Levi had seen a new implement called a threshing table. It was drawn by oxen and had pointed stones on the underside that tore the ears open.


  “It’ll never work,” Reuben said. He hated changes and was against all of them.


  “Why wouldn’t it work?” Dan insisted. “Don’t be so stubborn, Reuben.”


  They argued back and forth peaceably enough until Joseph suddenly sat up. He looked around wildly for a moment; then a smile crossed his face. He got up and interrupted Issachar, who was putting in his views about new methods of harvesting.


  “Listen, my brothers, I must tell you something important. I’ve had a dream.”


  “Surprisesurprise! The dreamer has had a dream!” Simeon laughed harshly. “Away with you, dreamer! We want none of them here.”


  “But it’s such a beautiful dream.” Joseph was quiet only for a moment; then he interrupted again. “My brothers, listen. You must hear this.”


  “Let him tell us his silly dream,” Levi grunted, “or we’ll never have any peace. What is it, dreamer?”


  “I dreamed that all of us were together,” Joseph said, moving his hands to illustrate his words, “and we were harvesting grain.”


  “Oh, that’s a marvelous, wonderful dream!” Naphtali cried out. “Wonderful! That was no dream. That’s what we’re actually doing.”


  “No, but it was a different field in my dream. We were working together to bind the sheaves after cutting the stalks.”


  Gad scoffed, “That’s what we do, boy. Have you gone stupid? There’s no wonder in this dream.”


  “But this was so real,” Joseph said. If he had looked around and seen the frowns and sneers on the faces of his brothers, he would have held back, but his eyes were still dreamy and he said excitedly, “We were in a field, and all of us were binding sheaves.”


  “Even little Benjamin?” Judah asked moodily.


  “Yes, even Benjamin. So there were twelve sheaves.”


  “Twelve brothers and twelve sheaves. What’s so wonderful about that?” Zebulun cried out. “Away, dreamer!”


  But Joseph ignored them and went on. “Suddenly my sheaf rose up in the middle and the others gathered around in a circle. And you know what?” Joseph cried, his eyes flashing. “All of the eleven sheaves were bowing down to my sheaf, which was still upright in the center!”


  A cry of anger went up from the brothers. “Don’t you see how offensive this is?” Judah said roughly. “Are all your brothers to bow down to you?”


  “That is the worst dream I ever heard,” Gad shouted.


  Simeon jumped up and ran over to Joseph, along with several of the other brothers. They shouted at him, their faces red with anger. “So we’re to bow down to you! We’re your servants now, are we?” Simeon took Joseph’s arm and began to shake it while Zebulun grabbed the other arm, tossing Joseph in the air and hurling him to the ground. “We’ve heard enough of you, and we’ve seen enough of your coat!” Simeon shouted. “I’ll teach you what happens to little brothers with big heads!”


  Reuben suddenly appeared, pushing Simeon, Levi, and Gad back. “Leave him alone.”


  “You always defend him, Reuben!” Naphtali shouted. “Why do you do that?”


  “Never mind. Just leave him alone.”


  Reuben walked Joseph out of the circle, protecting him from any further attack.


  As the two disappeared, Levi snarled, “Reuben always takes up for that puppy, but I hate him.”


  “So do I,” Gad said. “Something’s going to happen to him someday that’ll take that pride right out of him.”


  Joseph was shaken by what had happened, and as Reuben dragged him away, he said, “What have I done? Why are they so angry?”


  Reuben waited until they were out of earshot of the others, then turned Joseph around and held him by the upper arm, his hands like vises. “You fool,” he said. “You’re so smart and so stupid at the same time. Can’t you see what an insult you’ve offered to all of us? You’re so much better than we are that our sheaves have to bow down to yours?”


  Joseph stood there dumbfounded, his eyes wide, for indeed he’d had no thought of how insulting his comments would be. When Reuben dropped his hands, Joseph said, “I’m sorry, Reuben. I didn’t mean to offend anyone.”


  “Joseph … Joseph, don’t you see? You’re filled up with pride, and for all your knowledge of numbers and stars and geography, you don’t know how offensive you are to your own brothers. Wake up out of your dreams and put them away from you.”


  Joseph tried to think as he watched Reuben walk away. He thought over the dream and finally murmured to himself, “But it was a real dream. Why are they so angry?” He shook his head and went away, knowing that the rest of the harvest would not be quite so pleasant for him.


  ****


  As Reuben related the incident of Joseph’s dream of the sheaves, Jacob’s heart seemed to shrink, and he could say nothing in response.


  After a moment of silence, Reuben said, “You should beat the boy, Father. I know you love him, and he’s the son of the True Wife, but you’re letting him ruin himself.”


  “He means no harm by retelling his dreams.”


  “He doesn’t know any better because you have never brought him up short. You had no trouble caning the rest of us when we misbehaved. Can’t you see that you’ve spoiled Joseph to the point where he has no sense of wrongdoing where the rest of us are concerned?”


  Jacob had no defense, but he persisted feebly. “The boy will grow out of these things.”


  “Do you believe in that dream? It can mean only one thing, Fatherthat he’s to be elevated among all your sons.”


  “Not all dreams are from God, Reuben.”


  “Do you think this one is?” Reuben demanded.


  “I can’t say. I will speak to the boy about it.”


  Reuben stared at his father hopelessly. “One day you will regret letting him run wild,” he said harshly, then turned and walked away.


  Jacob called after him, “Wait!” But Reuben did not even look around.


  Jacob held his hands together, his heart troubled, for he knew Reuben was right. He was an intelligent man and could see how Joseph had alienated his brothers. It was now the ten of them against the two sons of the True Wife, and the thought of where that might lead frightened him.


  ****


  It was logical that Joseph could not see what was happening, for he had grown up as the favorite of his old father, given his way at all times. Being born so much more intelligent than the rest of his brothers, perhaps it was inevitable that he would think of himself as a very special person. His education had reinforced this opinion, and Jacob’s favoritism had so saturated him that Joseph accepted it as his God-given right.


  It was only four days after the dream of the sheaves that Jacob came to watch his sons and servants work. He arrived in the morning and was greeted first by Joseph.


  “Good morning, Father. Does all go well with you?”


  “Yes, my son. How goes it with the crop?”


  “You see it is well. The best crop in years.”


  “Little thanks to you,” Gad muttered under his breath, barely loud enough for Jacob to catch it.


  Jacob ignored the comment, however, and allowed himself to be shown the harvest. He spent the morning with his sons, and at noon they stopped to have a meal. For once things seemed to be going well. Jacob was pleased with the crop and said so. He had found a way to get around to each of the six red-eyed sons of Leah and the four Sons of the Maids and commend them, something he had never done before.


  Joseph watched with some impatience and finally piped up, “My father, I have had another dream you must hear.”


  “No, not now, my son,” Jacob said hastily.


  “But you must hear it,” Joseph cried. “It concerns all of you.”


  “Father, must we listen to this puppy and his interminable dreams?” Judah complained. “We’re sick of them!”


  “It would be better if you did not tell any more of your dreams,” Jacob warned.


  But Joseph was beyond correction. This dream was so like that of the sheaves he knew it must be of God. He began to move and twist in the peculiar way he had when he spoke of his dreams. “I dreamed,” he said, “that the sun and moon and eleven stars were around me in a circle, bowing down before me! It’s true.”


  Jacob could not move except for his eyes. He shifted his gaze around and saw the anger burning in the ten sons, Benjamin not being there. With all his heart he wished Joseph had not told such a thing. He could not blame his sons for being angry, for in truth it angered him as well. He could hear the gnashing of teeth, and finally he knew he had to say something. There was no defense against this sort of insolence, even for the son of the True Wife.


  “Boy, have you lost your mind? Your parents and your brothers are to bow down and worship you! I am shamed by such a dream! I will have no more of it!” It was the culmination of Joseph’s arrogance. Jacob’s anger woke him up to the realization of Joseph’s pride, and he felt terrible fear at the deadly hatred he saw in the faces of his sons. He knew that Levi and Simeon had butchered the Prince of Shechem without a moment’s thought. They were men of blood. Dan also had a fierce and ungovernable temper. There was no telling what these men would do to his lamb if he did not stop them.


  “Come, you shall be punished for this. I vow it!” He started away, grabbed Joseph by the arm, and pulled him after him.


  As the two left, Gad laughed harshly. “Punishment! He’ll never punish him. He never does.”


  “He’ll probably give him a stiff lecture and Joseph will laugh at it,” Simeon said. “Are we to put up with this, my brothers?”


  “We’ll have to put up with it no matter what,” Judah said, “because that’s just the way things are.”


  “Not if we do something to stop it,” Simeon said, his eyes redder than flame with his anger.


  The brothers stood there raving and shouting, some of them so angry they threw stones at trees and took sticks and broke them. Simeon and Levi seemed the most volatile, and finally Reuben tried to quiet them. “Don’t trouble yourselves,” he shouted over them, trying to calm them down. “This will pass away.”


  “Pass away! Why would it pass away?” Simeon screamed. “It’ll pass away when Joseph is dead, that’s when it will pass away!”


  “Don’t speak like that,” Reuben said, horrified because he feared the wrath of these brothers was being kindled to the point where murder was a very possible outcome. “Remember, he is our brother!”


  “He’s no brother of mine,” Issachar said bitterly. “He gets everything and we get nothing. I hate him!”


  A murmur went around, and Reuben’s eyes met Judah’s. Judah shook his head as if to say, There’s nothing we can do about it. Reuben’s shoulders drooped, for he knew Judah was right. He had a premonition of a terrible future. He was not a man of much imagination, but it did not require much to know that things could not go on like this without tragic consequences. He turned sadly and said, “Well, let’s get the rest of the crop harvested.”


  The men went to work, but they were sullen. Some of them continued to cry out against Joseph’s insolence, and their threats were more dire than ever.
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