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A Harvest of Sadness

Azubah1 awoke before dawn after a fitful sleep. Her heart was pounding. She looked

round and her eyes were greeted with the familiar clay walls of the family house. She

looked to her left  and saw Dathan2, his chest  rising and falling  in a slow rhythmic

motion. He was still in a deep sleep, and would naturally awake just before first light.

Her mouth pursed into a half smile as she tried to forget the thoughts that had visited

her in her dreams that night. It was customary for women to arise early,  before the

men of the house in order to prepare food for them to take out for the day ahead in the

fields.3 The  summer  months  were  fast  approaching,  when  the  fruit  would  be

harvested.  Azubah  enjoyed  the  longer  days  of  springtime  that  allowed  her  more

natural  light  by  which  to  perform the  day’s  tasks.  Summertime  was  marked  by

oppressive  heat and plagues of locusts that threatened the crops. She could barely

believe how quickly this year had passed. The spring equinox had been heralded by

the  spontaneous  arrival  of  daffodils  and  crocuses  that  carpeted  the  surrounding

country. It seemed only minutes ago that preparations were being made for Passover4,

which signalled the beginning of the ingathering. It was late April and the last day of

the barley harvest. Tonight, there would be a celebration.

Azubah retreated to the lower level to prepare food for Dathan and their son Jesse5,

who  at  eight  years  old  was  mature  enough to  watch  the herds  of  goats  on  the

mountainside. She took the oil lamp that had been burning by her bedside and lit the

small clay bread oven. Taking some of the dough that had been left  to rise the day

before she fashioned small circular loaves from it. The clay was hot in seconds and

she left  the dough rounds to cook. Meanwhile  she fried  patties in  an earthenware

griddle that she set atop a small fire made from a heap of coals. This time she added

honey,  locusts and a mixture of spices6 to the dough, kneading the ingredients and

moulding them into small flat cakes. She knew the men liked the sweet taste it left in

the mouth, and although it wasn’t regular fare, it was a feast day and a treat was in

1 Azubah means “forsaken” in Hebrew.
2 Possibly meaning “fountain” in Hebrew
3 See Proverbs 31:15
4 Passover was an 8 day festival in early spring that commemorated the Israelites exodus from Egypt
5 Possibly meant ‘gift’ in Hebrew 
6 For example mint, cumin, or cinnamon. Herbs spices and vegetables would have been grown outside
the family home in small patches. Foods that could not be locally grown may have been purchased at a
market in the nearest city (or outside the city gates)
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order. She used her hands to fry them lightly in olive oil – there were implements for

doing this but the skin on her hands was thick and hard, and years of food preparation

meant she had all but forgotten the sensation of heat on her fingertips.

She  could  hear  that  her  husband  and  son  had  arisen  from  the  muffled  sounds

emanating from the second story. Before long they were hurrying downstairs, Dathan

hastily performing his morning ablutions and rituals to the dead. Jesse half-heartedly

emerged from behind his father who had turned now to washing his son’s face, who

stood there indifferently with his hands held limply by his side. Azubah smiled and

thought that although he was beyond his years, Jesse was still  a little boy in many

ways. It would take him time to readjust his body to support waking before daybreak.

Azubah handed them their lunch, and filled some goatskins with water while Dathan

adjusted the belt on his tunic and untied one of the donkeys.

Dathan and his son walked together with the donkey in tow towards the fields, and

already  a  sweat  was  forming  on his  brow.  The  recent  rains  combined  with  the

increasing temperatures meant weather conditions were hot and humid, and Dathan

thought that they would need to take a longer siesta today to escape the suffocating

sun at the peak of the day. Dathan was headed for the threshing floor to thresh and

winnow the last batches of barley that had been reaped the previous day. Jesse was to

be in the pastures level with the barley fields further up the slope in a north-easterly

direction, so Dathan left him with one of the field hands, an adolescent named Aaron

who occasionally assisted him with agrarian activities. 

The threshing floor was located on a natural bedrock plateau at the foot of the slopes.

It was surrounded by a low level wall with an opening large enough for an animal to

enter. It was exposed to the wind which aided the winnowing process. When Dathan

arrived some of the men were there already arranging the sheaves along the ledge.

Dathan collected the threshing sledge, and instrument with sharp iron protrusions7 on

the underside designed to separate the kernels from the husks, and fastened the animal

to it. The other men had brought oxen or a failing that, a wooden stick for the task.8

As the sun emerged from behind the mountain, the men began the monotonous task of

7 see Amos 1:3
8 see Isaiah 28:27
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threshing  the grain.  Dathan led  the donkey  across the floor,  allowing  it  to tread

carefully to ensure a thorough job was done of it. The men told each other stories to

alleviate the boredom, and when the last of the barley was threshed, with a knowing

look they tied up their animals and headed over to collect their lunch. They sought the

shade of a  nearby tree since the sun was reaching  its  zenith now,  and to expose

oneself  to  the midday  sun would  be  insanity.  They  sat  down to lunch  initiating

conversation between mouthfuls  of raisins,  flatbread and water. Dathan laughed at

how some of the men ate as though the meal  would be their  last,  and when their

stomachs were full and their appetites satiated they settled down for a reinvigorating

nap. 

With the men gone and Sherah9 still sleeping, Azubah’s thoughts inevitably returned

to her mother. Naamah10 had been suffering from a debilitating disease now for quite

a while. When Azubah thought about it, it was around the barley harvest a year before

that  she  had  first  started  noticing  changes  in  her  mother’s  behaviour.  She  was

becoming forgetful, and became frustrated when she couldn’t recall simple facts and

memories from Azubah’s childhood.11 Naamah was the sort of person whose energy

knew no bounds. She seemed to radiate happiness which rubbed off on those around

her and Azubah idolised and was inspired by her  love and fortitude. It was all the

more distressing then that her mother had since become brooding and melancholic

moving about clumsily here and there. She had also developed lesions on her hands

and feet, which Azubah attributed to her increasing negligence of the regular cleaning

routines associated with personal hygiene. 

Others in the village thought differently. They suspected she was demon possessed,12

and spread malicious rumours saying that it had rendered her mute and invalid due to

past transgressions.  Azubah knew it was a lie,  because Naamah had not committed

sins  worthy  of  the  death  of  a  newborn  child13 let  alone  a  curse  on  her  life.

9 Sherah means “kinswoman” in Hebrew
10 Naamah means “pleasant” in Hebrew
11 Mental illness would have been harder to diagnose and treat in Ancient Israel 
12 With no rational explanation, the villagers may have concluded that mental illness was a divine curse
(see 1 Sam. 16:14ff). Naamah would have been suffering from what we now define as Alzheimer’s
disease.
13 It was not uncommon for mothers to lose children particularly in infancy to disease. 
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Nevertheless, she and Dathan had consulted a priest who used the Urim and Thurrim14

to try to divine the problem. Thankfully,  the oracle revealed that Naamah’s illness

was not associated with any wrongdoing, but she was never cured of it all the same.

Azubah could not forget the dream. In it her mother was her cheerful self and repeated

to Azubah  her  obligation  of honouring  her  name.  The fear  that  accompanied  the

dream told Azubah that it was the invocation of Naamah’s memory beyond the grave

to which she referred.15

She awakened Sherah and dressed her  hurriedly.  She could  not  rid  herself  of the

dreadful feeling that gripped her. Taking Sherah in her arms she walked quickly and

then accelerated  to  a  sprint  across  the  compound  to  her parents’  house.  As  she

entered, her father’s face told her of her mother’s death and he confirmed it without

ceremony. She had passed away in the early hours and looking at her now, the serene

expression on her  face belied  the truth of the matter and gave  the appearance of

Naamah being in a deep dreamless sleep. 

Azubah had only ever known death in the form of a newborn niece who had died from

pneumonia  before  her  first  birthday.  The loss  of her  mother  by  comparison  was

unbearable. It was funny to think that premature death was not uncommon, and that

death was the only event that the Israelites had the assurance would befall  them at

some point, and yet  Azubah wondered at the seeming indiscriminacy and pain that

accompanied it.

Sherah, aged only five, did not understand why her mother was crying and as Azubah

made  her  way  across  the  open  courtyard  she  joyfully  played  amongst  the  other

children of the village. When the women at the grindstone enquired as to the matter

Azubah informed them of her mother’s passing. A hushed silence was followed by

expressions of consolation and an offer to join them but Azubah motioned toward her

house since all she wanted now was solitude.

14 The Urim and Thurrim was a device that helped solve contested matters. It may have involved
casting lots that produced a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer
15 Regular invocation of one’s ancestors was commonplace and was manifested in different ways e.g.
gatherings (marzeah – a bit like a wake see Jer 16:5ff), or a memorial monument (see 2 Sam 18:18).
For a detailed commentary on post-mortem practices and beliefs, see Bloch-Smith, 1992
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When she returned Azubah made her way to the second level of the house. All the

menial  tasks that usually  formed part of her daily chores seemed so pointless.  She

tried to busy herself spinning but she felt  restless, and became lost in her thoughts.

She went to her loom16 which was set up against the wall of the room which bordered

the far side of the house, furthest from the courtyard. She began weaving the thread

into cloth. She thought that the monotony of the task would allow her to escape into a

daydream.  She noticed  how the rain  had  loosened  the  roof  covering  which  was

constructed from sticks and reeds that  supported wooden beams and overlaid  with

mud plaster. The gaps allowed the midday sun through which cast parallelograms of

light on the floor below.

Azubah ventured  up  to  the roof to survey  the extent  of the  problem.  It  was her

favourite  place  to  be.  She  heard  one  of  the  women  from  the  village  call  her

affectionately. They were all related here somehow. Azubah’s two brothers lived in

the compound with their wives and families, and Dathan’s extended family was also

in the village.  She wished,  now that her mother  was gone that she had a sister to

console her. She would make her brothers aware of her death tonight, if they didn’t

know already. If they were upset though, they would not show it, at least not in front

of her. There were seven main families in the village. They were all however related

to a distant patriarch and considered each other kin.17 

Azubah resolved to meet with the women of the village. Family was everything to all

of the inhabitants. Azubah’s female friends would understand and comfort her in her

grief. She took some grain from the storage pit and went over to the millstone. They

comforted her and told jokes and tales to try to induce laughter. Azubah began to tell

the story of how she met her husband. 

As a girl, one of her duties was to collect water from the well downhill.  She relished

the opportunity to have time with her girlfriends without any adult supervision. They

would idly chat and steal illicit sidelong glances of the young farmhands in the nearby

16 See Proverbs 31:13
17 Kinship networks (mišhpāhāh) were the fabric of ancient near eastern societies. For a more detailed
conversation on kin groups and their claims to ancestral land see Meyer, in Families in Ancient Israel,
1997 (see bibliography)
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vineyards.18 The boys  in  return would  noisily  tell  anecdotes in  earshot  of female

company in an attempt to outdo each other’s bravado. 

She had known Dathan since they were only infants but it was only in adolescence

that she began to realise the love she had for him was more than platonic. The other

girls chuckled as she stood transfixed while he plucked the grapes and mashed them

to a juicy pulp at the wine press.19 She remarked his  strong arms that clutched the

ropes so as to prevent a fall, which were perfectly offset by a sleeveless tunic, and his

striking features framed by his beard and cloth headdress. 

Azubah  had  never  thought  it  was  possible  for  her  to  attract  such  a  handsome

charismatic man as he. For one, she had never rated her looks, considering her facial

features to have a crowded appearance. In time she came to appreciate her big hazel

eyes and felt  blessed that  both their  parents were enthusiastic  about their  possible

union. She had seen a lot of loveless marriages in her 23 years.20 

Azubah abruptedly returned to reality.  Why did her mother have to die today of all

days? It  was meant  to be a celebration!  Tomorrow she would have witnessed the

circumcision21 of her fifth grandchild! Azubah’s sister Tirzah had just given birth to

Reuben,  her  first  son after  two daughters22,  and  today would  have been a double

celebration.  In  no  mood  to  talk  now,  and  mindful  of  her  housework  and  the

preparation of tonight’s food Azubah returned home. She was raised attentive of the

woman’s role in the home23 but at times like these she felt it was a prison, constructed

for her the moment she was born and it saddened her further to know that her mother

never knew life outside the walls of the compound.

18 Their fictitious meeting is inspired by  Isaiah 5:1 The Song of the Vineyard
19 See Is 16:10; Jer 25:30; 48:33
20 Marriage was primarily a social contract and love did not enter the equation. See Blenkinsopp in
Families in Ancient Israel, 1997 & Van der Toorn, 1994 (ref. bibliography)
21 circumcision was commanded by God Leviticus 12:3
22 Daughters were cherished but ultimately they would marry into another family for the purposes of
procreation. Boys continued the family lineage and were more of an asset since they did not move
away. 
23 For more on the roles of all family members see Families in Ancient Israel by Blenkinsopp et al,
1997  (see bibliography)
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Dathan’s land in the hill country of Israel was his pride and joy.24 Generations before,

his forefathers had etched out fields and vineyards in the mountain sides. The natural

contours of the  land  lent  themselves  to their  creation and the soil  was  rich  and

hospitable  for  agricultural pursuit.  No wonder they saw fit  to build  watchtowers25

along the periphery to guard against  would-be thieves,  but  if  he  was honest  they

served now mostly as a deterrent since they were frequently unmanned. The terraced

slopes spanned the length of the mountainside and it was a short but steep walk back

to the village. The ascent every morning was arduous, and perilous in winter when the

weather was unforgiving and the granite sky emitted little light. He appreciated the

journey home though, since a gentle downhill stroll was the perfect antidote to a hard

day’s toil.  The foothills  concealed a scattering of settlements, whilst  further uphill,

monolithic  structures hewn in rock were a monument  to dead ancestors. When the

time came to perform rites in honour of them, he would take the opportunity to survey

the surrounding landscape. The frequency of his visits had not dampened the senses,

and every time he was astounded at the beauty of the place. Much of the hillside still

had a thick covering  of woodland, which was bisected here and there by watered,

fertile  valleys.  Only the hilltops were bald,  and he fancied  he could make out the

shape of a  giant  recumbent  creature,  a god, or a fallen  soldier,  in  the  undulating

shapes of the terrain.  On the eastern slopes of Mount Ephraim the red soil was no

more hostile,  but precipitation was rarer, and as a consequence, crops suffered and

yields were low.

Dathan had prayed to the gods for a good rainfall. His prayers were answered and the

rains came at frequent intervals, and replenished the moisture in the soil. It was just as

well,  as it  was warmer than usual for this time of year.  He said  a silent  prayer  of

gratitude as he lifted his eyes heavenward. The grain was a staple in the family’s diet

and thus the lifeblood of their existence. The men remained at the threshing floor until

dusk, making the most of the remaining sunlight, and began to hastily load the barley

into sacks. The atmosphere was jubilant  and the men sang songs in canon, getting

louder and faster as they went along. The last batches of barley had been threshed and

winnowed and with a profound sense of satisfaction, Dathan tossed a load onto his

back and retrieved his  tools and wineskin.  Summoning  the other men,  they began

24 Deut 8: 7-9 God had promised an agriculturally rich country
25 See Isaiah 5:2
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their descent back to the village. The walk home was curiously introspective, given

their earlier  euphoria. There was an air of expectancy as the men contemplated the

feast that would await them on their arrival home. Dathan contemplated the warmer

months. He hoped that the favourable weather would continue. Good fortune thus far

meant the wine harvest would start earlier than usual. He looked forward to it  with

fervour, and the recompense that the grapes offered, and thanked god he didn’t have

to survive the hostile conditions of the Negev26 further south.

As he approached the compound he recognised his house which was on the northern

edge of the compound. It was no mean feat, since the houses all had essentially the

same construction. The houses were built of sun-dried mud bricks and the foundations

were made from limestone which was then covered with a kind of mud plaster. He

made a mental note reminding himself to reapply the mixture, which had deteriorated

following the recent rainfall. The compound was about 30 strong. Even though it had

been his home since he was born and would remain in the family for years to come he

had never bothered to count. The sun had disappeared from sight, but the fire burning

from within the house produced a glimmering light that resembled a halo and gave the

house an ethereal look. An intoxicating smell of incense and food filled the air, and

Dathan was in good spirits. 

He was surprised because he was accustomed to Azubah coming and greeting him in

the courtyard on his return. Yet there was no sign of her. He entered the house, which

was composed of a long corridor flanked by several rooms, and a long broadroom at

the back. The animals, which were usually tethered outside to a post during the day

were stabled  at  night  in  these lower rooms.  The long passage led  to the sleeping

quarters at the back where Azubah, Dathan and the two children slept. His parents’

broadroom had seemed so much larger by comparison. But then, most things do in

childhood, and in truth his mother and father’s house which was opposite theirs in the

ring of houses had the exact same dimensions. 

Pillars lined the hallway and supported a second mezzanine style level27 that covered

the stables. Dathan scaled the ladder that was made from wood from the dense forest

26 A hilly desert region in Israel’s south.
27 Biblical evidence of two story houses: 1 Kings 17: 19, 23
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in the hill  country district and strung together crudely with plant fibres. He noted it

too would need replacing soon. He shouted to Azubah and began to eagerly recount

his day in the fields. He found his wife silently preparing the food and she did not lift

her  head  to  acknowledge  him  when  he  entered.  Mild  anger  turned  to  intense

compassion when she finally looked up and he saw her eyes glistening with tears.

She recounted  the day’s  events  without  interruption  and then slowly  inhaled.  He

listened and realised how little chance he had to talk to his wife. Theirs were separate

existences, but it wasn’t uncommon for married couples to live their lives in parallel

with but brief intersection. But this did not diminish the love they had for each other.

They  had  known each  other  since  childhood and their  union  withstood the long

periods of absence. Dathan now took Azubah and consoled her. She felt calm and safe

in her husband’s arms. 

Inspired by her mother’s courage in life, Azubah motioned to Dathan and set about

preparing the spread for dinner. It was the end of the harvest and the feast would still

go ahead. Azubah had planned to invite one of families that lived in he compound, but

given the circumstances she decided it would be best  if  it  were just close relatives.

Dathan’s parents would be guests so it would be a family affair. Her own parents were

to be joined by Tirzah and her family,  including the new addition to the family.  Of

course, now it would only be their father joining them. Tirzah still looked pregnant. It

was her third child, and it had been a long and painful labour. She would not have

been able to prepare the food for the harvest  day without their  mother, so Azubah

wondered whether help in the form of extended family would have been available to

her. She was sad that the event of her mother’s passing would taint a day that was

meant to be one of collective joy at the end of the ingathering.

Azubah laid out earthenware bowls for each member of the party. She purposely left a

table setting where her mother28 would usually be as she recalled her instruction in the

dream. She had prepared a feast of spiced vegetables, bulgur wheat, butter, flatbread

and  stewed  mutton.  It  was  usually  a  vegetarian  menu  but  a sheep  had  been

slaughtered for the occasion. There was milk and wine to wash it all down. She laid

these each out now on a straw mat in the centre of the room. She greeted Dathan’s

28 libations and food offerings would usually be taken to the burial chamber
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parents who used the footbath by the stairs before entering. She ushered in Jesse and

Sherah who were still playing in the yard and went over to a recess in the wall where

she lit  some incense and said a devotional prayer  to the teraphim29, more poignant

than her usual hurried prayers. 

Her father-in-law blessed the food and they began the feast. At  dinner  the family

talked of Naamah as if she were still alive. The festivities were muted but everyone

made an effort to muster the positivity demonstrated by Naamah in life. Dathan teased

Jesse, who devoured his food in record time for someone his size, enquiring why he

“buried his hand in his dish”30 with such fervour and even Azubah laughed out loud.

She had forgotten how enjoyable it was to have the whole family assembled.31 

The wine was taking effect and Azubah felt  light-headed. She thought again of her

mother’s strong, generous nature and thanked God. As she thought about tomorrow’s

circumcision ceremony32 she felt happy that her mother had seen the birth of her fifth

grandchild. She thought about her mother’s interment. Naamah would join the rest of

the ancestors33 in the family plot at the top of the hill, but her father would have to go

about  it  quickly  if  he  hadn’t  already34 since  corpses  decomposed  quickly  in  the

warmer weather. Azubah resolved to maintain  the intimate bond she had with her

mother in life in her existence after death.35 

She pondered the fragility of life, and the cultic treatment of the dead. As a girl she

had wondered what all the fuss was about and her mother had gently told her that the

rituals performed were in memory of the dead, and as a way of assuaging the gods.36

It sounded morbid to say it now but she superstitiously wondered whether it wasn’t

rather an act of propitiation toward the dead37…

29 The ‘teraphim’ were small idols that were household gods. For example the goddess Asherah, a
fertility deity is depicted as holding her breasts. Cultic paraphernalia such as these was very common
and formed part of domestic worship
30 A Hebrew idiom meaning to idle away time. 
31 It was a rarity for women to be present at meals with men apart from festival times
32 Circumcision marked the entrance into God’s covenant established with Abraham in Gen 17:1-14
33 The deceased were gathered to the ancestors e.g. 2 Kings 22:20
34 Corpses should be buried on the day of death, to prevent them becoming carrion See Deut. 21:23
35 A close sense of community and association with the dead persisted beyond the grave, e.g. Gen 23: 3
36 Gods that may have included Mot, god of death and Baal the god of heaven. 
37 Funerary rituals suggest an ancient Israelite belief that the Rephaim (shades of the dead i.e.
ghosts/spirits) could effect the living benevolently or malevolently. 
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After cleaning the terracotta bowls used at dinner, she and Dathan retired to the roof.

It was unseasonably hot, and they decided that tonight  they would sleep out in the

open. Dathan too loved the aspect from the roof which offered beautiful vistas over

the surrounding valley. Azubah lit an oil lamp and preceded Dathan who brought the

sleeping mats from the broadroom and arranged them side by side.

Azubah looked up to the cloudless sky at  the stars which  resembled  the glittering

jewels  of  a  king  or  queen’s  royal  robes.  She  imagined  them to  represent  not  a

monarch but each one a distant forefather.38 She gestured to the brightest and most

vivid star. This one, she decided, would be named Naamah. 

38 It was a popular belief in Ancient Israelite that kings became stars after they died.
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