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To my friend Bruce for his time-consuming efforts in editing this book.

1 Corinthians 4: 14-16 tells us, “I do not write these things to shame you, but as my beloved children I warn you. For though you might have ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet you do not have many fathers; for in Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the gospel. Therefore I urge you, imitate me.” (NKJV)

This book explores the question, by way of a fictional narrative based on real Biblical events, ‘what it means to be a Father and why we need Fathers?’.
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I BEGAN WRITING THIS book as a theological discussion and quickly realized that the subject could be explained easier by example rather than theory. I have taken the man called Othniel, mentioned in the book of Joshua as the son of Kenaz, the younger brother of Caleb, and embellished the story of his life demonstrating how the father figures in his life shaped who he became.

Othniel was born in the wilderness where the children of Israel wandered for forty years. He grew up in a period during which all the generation that had enrolled in the initial census died off. At the time they crossed the river Jordan to enter the Promised Land there were only two men aged over sixty – Joshua and Caleb.

Somehow, even though Othniel was born as an outsider, he drew from the experience of the fathers in his life which won him his cherished bride and allowed him to go on and become the first of the Judges of Israel after they had conquered the Land.

The references to Othniel in the Bible are sparse and scattered. However, when these verses are studied collectively and in context a fuller picture emerges. We are told in Joshua Chapter 15 that Othniel was the son of Kenaz, the brother of Caleb (one of the 12 spies). In Judges 3:9 it suggests that Othniel could be Caleb’s younger brother, yet it also says that Othniel’s father was Kenaz while Caleb’s father was Jephunneh. The Bible is not clear on the origin of Kenaz but the Hebrew word here for brother is ‘awkh’, which also means kin or kinsman, so he may not necessarily have been a blood brother of Caleb. There is also doubt that, in accordance with the Law of Moses, Othniel would not have been allowed to marry Caleb’s daughter if indeed they were blood brothers, since she would be a close relative.

Whatever the actual situation I have made a conjecture that Kenaz was a descendant of the Kenites and was simply named Kenaz after his ancestor’s heritage. It’s interesting to see that Caleb’s father Jephunneh is also called a Kenite in Numbers 32:12 and in Joshua 14:6 and 14. For this reason I have assumed the possibility that Kenaz and Jephunneh were both of the Kenite clan from the Midian region and, therefore, Kenizzites.

The Kenites are first mention in Genesis 15:18-21 as living in Canaan in the land God promised to Abraham. They are later mentioned living in the land of Midian as one and the same.

It is assumed that the Kenites where the descendants of Esau’s son Reuel (Moses’s father-in-law Jethro is also called Reuel). The family of Reuel broke away from Edom (Esau), moved South and lived in the land of Midian. They multiplied to a clan but, while tolerated by the Midians, they never integrated and became known as the Kenites. Reuel remembered Yahweh the God of his ancestor Abraham and taught his offspring in His ways. Jethro followed Yahweh as much as he knew and was known as a priest to Yahweh. This status gave him reverence by the Midians but perhaps not acceptance. They lived east of the Gulf of Aqaba in the north-western regions of the Arabian Desert.

Moses spent 40 years in voluntary exile in Midian after killing an Egyptian. There, he married Zipporah, the daughter of Midianite priest Jethro (also known as Reuel).

During the Baal-Peor episode, when Moabite women seduced Israelite men, Zimri, the son of a Simeonite chief, got involved with a Midianite woman called Cozbi. The couple were speared by Phinehas and war against Midian followed. Perhaps Moses, with forty years of living in Midian, didn’t require a lot persuasion to carry out the Lord’s command to destroy the Midianites?

The following are the scriptural references I’ve based this story on.

Exodus 2:15-21, “When Pharaoh heard of this matter, he sought to kill Moses. But Moses fled from the face of Pharaoh and dwelt in the land of Midian; and he sat down by a well. Now the priest of Midian had seven daughters. And they came and drew water, and they filled the troughs to water their father's flock. Then the shepherds came and drove them away; but Moses stood up and helped them, and watered their flock. When they came to Reuel their father, he said, "How is it that you have come so soon today?" And they said, "An Egyptian delivered us from the hand of the shepherds, and he also drew enough water for us and watered the flock." So, he said to his daughters, "And where is he? Why is it that you have left the man? Call him, that he may eat bread." Then Moses was content to live with the man, and he gave Zipporah his daughter to Moses.” (NKJV) [Emphasis added]

Judges 1:16, “Now the children of the Kenite, Moses’ father-in-law, went up from the City of Palms with the children of Judah into the Wilderness of Judah, which lies in the South near Arad; and they went and dwelt among the people.” (NKJV) [Emphasis added]

Numbers 10:29-33, “Now Moses said to Hobab the son of Reuel the Midianite, Moses’ father-in-law, “We are setting out for the place of which the Lord said, ‘I will give it to you.’ Come with us, and we will treat you well; for the Lord has promised good things to Israel.” And he said to him, “I will not go, but I will depart to my own land and to my relatives.” So, Moses said, “Please do not leave, inasmuch as you know how we are to camp in the wilderness, and you can be our eyes. And it shall be, if you go with us—indeed it shall be—that whatever good the Lord will do to us, the same we will do to you.” So, they departed from the mountain of the Lord on a journey of three days;” (NKJV) [Emphasis added]

Joshua 14:6, “Then the children of Judah came to Joshua in Gilgal. And Caleb the son of Jephunneh the Kenizzite said to him: “You know the word which the Lord said to Moses the man of God concerning you and me in Kadesh Barnea.” (NKJV) [Emphasis added] Kenizzite here is taken to mean ‘of the Kenite people’ in the same way as we speak of one of the children of Israel as an Israelite.

Joshua 15:13, “Now to Caleb the son of Jephunneh he gave a share among the children of Judah, according to the commandment of the Lord to Joshua, namely, Kirjath Aruba, which is Hebron (Arba was the father of Anak). Caleb drove out the three sons of Anak from there: Sheshai, Ahiman, and Talmai, the children of Anak. Then he went up from there to the inhabitants of Debir (formerly the name of Debir was Kirjath Sepher – the city of Sepher the main person/founder of the city). (NKJV) [Emphasis added]

And Caleb said, “He who attacks Kirjath Sepher and takes it, to him I will give Achsah my daughter as wife.” So Othniel the son of Kenaz, the brother of Caleb, took it; and he gave him Achsah his daughter as wife. Now it was so, when she came to him, that she persuaded him to ask her father for a field. So, she dismounted from her donkey, and Caleb said to her, “What do you wish?” She answered, “Give me a blessing; since you have given me land in the South, give me also springs of water.” So, he gave her the upper springs and the lower springs.” (NKJV) [Emphasis added]

Judges 3:9, “But when they cried out to the LORD, he raised up for them a deliverer, Othniel son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother, who saved them.” (NKJV)

Judges 3:10, “The Spirit of the LORD came on him, so that he became Israel’s judge and went to war. The LORD gave Cushan-Rishathaim king of Aram into the hands of Othniel, who overpowered him.” (NKJV)

Judges 3:11, “So the land had peace for forty years, until Othniel son of Kenaz died.” (NKJV)

1 Chronicles 4:13, “The sons of Kenaz: Othniel and Seraiah. The sons of Othniel: Hathath and Meonothai.” (NKJV)

Finally, I have used the name Yahweh when referring to God as that was the Hebrew name for God in common use during this time period. 
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THERE IT WAS AGAIN; Kenaz leaned over the thicket bush defences and peered into the eerie darkness. He hated this late-night watch, especially when there was no moon, the darkness was all absorbing and nothing could be trusted. Because of the prolonged summer drought Hobab and Kenaz had wandered far from their normal grazing grounds that day while searching for food for their thirty-five goats and fifty-five prized lambs. Arriving near dark they were forced to make camp in the thickets around a faithful watering hole. They’d cut down some of the thicket to shore up the ageing perimeter fence and counted in their prized livestock.

“Lions! I hate those monsters”, Kenaz muttered, “always hungry and always ready to nab a cheap lamb meal, if the opportunity presented.” Kenaz strained his ears to hear the sound again but he needn’t have bothered, the night silence was shattered by the noise of a screaming rider-less camel suddenly not two metres in front of him. “What on Noah’s ark is a Camel doing out alone at this time of night?” Kenaz shouted to no one in particular, his heart rate slowly retreating from its dizzying heights. He quickly raced to the fence entrance and prized it open a little and ventured out into the darkness towards the source of the commotion.

Despite its distress the camel seemed pleased to see human company and took no exception to Kenaz approach. Bizarrely it was fully saddled as if someone had just dismounted. He quickly grabbed the reigns and called out to locate its rider. No answer was the firm reply and as the intense darkness made a search impossible Kenaz led the Camel into the safety of the enclosure, firmly closing the entry behind him. “We’ll make a search at daybreak,” he told himself.

Kenaz led the animal towards the fire to take a better look while he picked up some fresh sticks and built up the fire. “What a magnificent animal,” he exclaimed as he surveyed it and the ornately crafted saddle and bridle. Just at that moment the fire burst into life and crackled loudly. The jittery camel spooked; then screaming loudly it raced off into the darkness straight across a sleeping Hobab and ninety slumbering sheep and goats, closely followed by a now very stressed Kenaz. Seconds later the sleeping hoard instantly scattered to ninety-one separate directions, as they too amped up their startle vocals.

Kenaz found himself face to face with a very angry and shaken Hobab. “What the heck are you up to, Boy?” He shouted. Hobab wasn’t renowned for his pleasant conversation at the best of times, least of all when he’d just been dragged out of pleasant dreams by a rampant camel. “Where did that animal come from? Get that mongrel out there and herd those sheep back, now! - you crazy idiot.” Hobab barked. To emphasize his point, he administered a sharp wallop to Kenaz’s head and stormed off into the thicket.

Sometime later order was restored, the flock was accounted for and Hobab and his bleepy friends returned to slumber. As ordered, Kenaz had securely lashed the camel’s bridle to the largest tree he could find. He didn’t have any experience with camels but he’d seen the traders make them sit by using the command hoosh. Kenaz repeated the term as authoritatively as he dared and miraculously the creature got down from all fours and casually began chewing its cud. With serenity restored he reluctantly went back to his fence watching duty.

Peering into the dark nothingness his thoughts drifted back to childhood. To say the past twenty years had been eventful could be termed an understatement. He would be twenty next spring and, as Hobab told him, seemingly daily, that age brought maturity – Kenaz however believed he was already quite mature. Hobab had spent his entire life tending sheep in deserted places and now at forty-five he had more affinity with his flock than his human counterparts. Even though Kenaz had been his assistant for the past eight years he still treated him more like his sheep dog than a fellow shepherd.

As for his parents, Kenaz’s memories were non-existent. He’d been told the story often enough but he had no actual recollection. It was always just referred to as the storm, - a dust storm that is. Although they weren’t directly related Hobab and his parents were all Kenites and therefore looked out for each other. 

Their ancestors, descendants of Esau’s son Reuel, had moved to Midian after a severe drought in Canaan about a century ago. Much of Midian was desert but springs of water and wells were relatively numerous which made sheep herding possible, just. It was a hard life but the choices were sparse. His clan were outsiders although the Midianites tolerated them, simply labelling them as Kenites. 

Kenaz parents, so he’d been told, were Shammah and Timna and like him they were nomadic shepherds. Apparently, they had wandered into a particularly volatile region of the Arabian Desert in search of an obscure oasis. Night fell long before their mission was realised so they made camp in an exposed area and quickly built a temporary brush enclosure for their few sheep, pitching their tent at the entrance. 

Kenaz was about a year old and as the camp fire burned low he quickly fell asleep secure in the trusty ox skin tent his parents had brought from a trader of Canaan. During the night, as was common in the area, an extreme wind arose. Shammah went out to check the temporary perimeter hedging only to discover much of it missing and all his precious few sheep scampering for the hills away from an advancing sandstorm. Shammah weighted up the situation; the storm was advancing quickly and his sole livelihood was racing for the hills. Timna was summonsed, there was no time to lose. Kenaz was left sleeping securely in the tent.

What happened that night nobody knows for sure? It was Hobab that found their lifeless bodies a couple of days later, both of them partially buried in the sand, overcome by the dust gathered up by the violent wind as it raced across the many miles of proceeding open desert lands. Hobab had found the safety of the watering hole which ironically was only about a couple of hours away and was returning with his flock when he made the grisly discovery. 

Recognising them as his kinfolk he’d made a hole on the sand and laid the two to rest, said a few kind words and hurried off not keen to get caught in the area and suffer the same fate. That was when he heard it, a faint cry drifting across the desert now still and scorching in the morning sun. Although tempted to quickly abandon the place something made him go and check the source. To his amazement he discovered a sturdy tent still standing and containing one very thirsty and hot young child.

Every instinct told Hobab to run as fast as he could and leave this child to its fate. The last thing he needed was an infant to care for as he journeyed home. He was old enough to marry but he liked the nomadic carefree lifestyle – no commitments necessary. Whether it was the dry croaky cry or those wide-open tear-filled eyes he wasn’t sure but something in his humanity stirred and he scooped up the young child who quickly devoured some water followed by copious gollops of goats’ milk. 

Kenaz was startled back to the present as a large hand slammed on his shoulder. “You sleeping on your feet, Boy,” Hobab bellowed. Kenaz nearly leapt out of the enclosure, he’d been so deep in thought he’d not heard his approach. “Some watchman,” Hobab continued sarcastically. “Anyway, it’s the end of your shift. You go and get some sleep while I do the job properly. We all know the hungriest hunters come round just before dawn.”

It seemed like just minutes that later Kenaz was being woken by a grumpy unloving Hobab. At least he’d made breakfast, Kenaz thought. “We’ve got to get moving early this morning Boy,” Hobab blurted. “On account that we have to find an owner to that lousy camel you stole last night!” 

“I didn’t steal it, it found me,” Kenaz blurted to no avail. Hobab didn’t bother to answer but did find the time to begin dismantling their trusty tent despite Kenaz’s attempts to finish dressing inside it.

Like a well-oiled machine everything was quickly packed away and lashed onto their faithful donkeys. “We’ll leave the sheep in the enclosure for a bit while we search for our camel-less man,” Hobab barked. “Unleash the mongrel, we’ll take him with us.” 

“Can’t that man ever do anything pleasantly,” Kenaz grumbled to himself.

The camel trotted happily along behind Kenaz like he’d been his master all its life as the they set off to search for its owner. It took about an hour but there they found him. Propped up against a large rock was a well-dressed man devoid of his sandals. Oh, yes and dead as a dodo. The pair rush up to check for any sign of life then quickly retreated repelled by the smell. The camel stood at bay as if saddened by the sight. 

“Look at how swollen that leg is,” Hobab proclaimed to no one in particular. “I bet he got zapped by a sand viper. Poor sod, what a horrid way to die.” Hobab continued in an unusually compassionate mood. “Nothing we could have done for him anyway. Come on, let’s see if he’s got anything worthwhile on him.”

Quickly the two men donned makeshift masks and set to their task of rifling through his belongings. “Can’t find anything that says who he is,” Hobab finally declared. “Judging by his large gold earring I’d say he was an Ishmaelite.” Satisfied they’d left nothing of value the pair hurried off to rescue their flock and lead them to their morning pasture. “You’ve got to turn that animal loose now, Boy,” Hobab demanded. Kenaz began to protest but knew arguing with Hobab was pointless. Reluctantly and sadly, he untied the reins, removed the saddle, and loudly told it to scamper. Strangely the bewilder creature just stood as if saying, “You’re the only human within a hundred miles, where on earth do I scamper to?” 

Hobab and an unenthusiastic Kenaz rounded up their sheep and set off to their next targeted grazing area and watering hole. Hobab for all his faults knew the desert like the back of his hand and somehow automatically navigated the shortest route to the next stop. Assuming he was now a sheep the lonely camel plodded along aimlessly at the back of the flock. And so it was, at that night’s camp that Hobab begrudgingly agreed to Kenaz’s eager request to adopt it for his own. “On one condition, Boy,” Hobab decreed. “If that thing ever spits at me, I swear I’ll cut its throat.” Kenaz knew he wasn’t joking but for now he didn’t care. He had a magnificent animal to take care of. Finally, he had something that he really could call his own. Despite the fact his parents’ tent, which Hobab called his own, technically belonged to him, this camel was a living creature capable of loyalty, an emotion Hobab seemed completely incapable of. As for a name, he decided just ‘Camel’ would do.
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Just Kenaz
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Hobab would’ve happily stayed in the desert all year, he loved the nomadic lifestyle and saw no real need for human contact or the comforts of home. Kenaz however was delighted to see the small settlement appear and the spritely figure of eighty-five-year-old Jethro marching out to greet them. “Praise Yahweh you’ve returned,” Jethro exclaimed as he hugged his uncaring son. As Kenaz received his welcome Jethro continued excitedly. “Moses left us a couple of months ago. He saw a vision of a burning bush round behind Mt Horeb, over there,” and pointed in the direction of the nearby rocky mass. “He claims Yahweh actually spoke to him, telling him to go back to Egypt so he left the very next day taking with him Zipporah and my two grandsons,” Jethro concluded almost in tears. “Right at the start of the lambing season too! Thank Yahweh He’s bought you two home now to help with the shearing.” 

Hobab had tolerated Moses as he was about the same age as his father, but as it was with most, he never enjoyed his company. Being the youngest in his family he was strangely quite fond of his oldest sister Zipporah, especially her cooking. Her savoury lamb stew was to die for. Secretly he was quite pleased Moses had gone but knew better than to share that with his father. Right now, there was stew to be eaten and wine to be consumed.

Kenaz lay back in the luxury of his surroundings, he had a full stomach, a skin full of wine and a camel of his own in the yard – life was good.

[image: image]

Location of where Jethro lived in Midian

AFTER HOBAB HAD RELUCTANTLY rescued that crying baby, nineteen years ago, he had quickly returned home to discharge his unwanted cargo. With seven sisters and only one married surely they’d be keen to take care of this young bundle of nuisance. It was Jael, the second eldest who took up the charge. Jael, while not blessed with the beauty of her elder sister was, however, a very motherly sort and saw the youngster as filling the void of jealousy created by Zipporah’s marriage to Moses and the birth of her two sons in quick succession. “What is his name,” Jael asked as she lovingly admired her new found charge. 

“Dammed if I know,” Hobab quickly responded uncaringly, “He didn’t have a tag on him when I found him hollowing in that beautiful tent.”

The ensuing silence was broken by Moses greeting the family on his return from the flock. “My, my, what have we here? I hear Hobab has found a son to care for? Wonders never cease.” Moses exclaimed with a strong hint of sarcasm. He too tolerated Hobab but, as did most others, he found him brash, uncaring and hard to get close to. He was genuinely surprised that Hobab had actually taken the time to save the life of another human being. 

“What shall we name him, father?” Jael asked that evening, as the family sat relaxing in the cool of the late evening, their chores done for the day. Jethro had no more knowledge of the child’s name than Hobab but since he has the patriarch, he was expected to make a ruling on the matter. Jethro sat contemplating for some time then turned to Hobab. “You found him in the tent of Shammah, did you son?” 

“That’s right, father. There was some stuff in the tent that seemed to be their belongings. I tell you it was a great tent. Never seen one like it,” Hobab replied. 

“Never mind the tent, son, that belongs to the child,” Jethro stated. “So, you’re certain he was Shammah’s child?” Jethro concluded in summary.

Hobab didn’t reply and the family sat in silence regurgitating various potential family names as the young child played happily on the large sheepskin rug on the ground in front of them. Finally, Jethro broke the thought fest. “Here’s what we know.” He began slowly and thoughtfully. “His father was Shammah and we know that Shammah was a Kenite of the same clan that we are. He is a male child and he’s about one year old, wouldn’t you say, Jael.” Jael nodded and knew her father’s words were a statement not a question – The boy was a year old. “It is certain that Shammah would have already named the boy by this age and declared his name before Yahweh therefore we can’t call him something he isn’t. This is a quandary,” Jethro concluded, rubbing his chin in thought.

Again, silence ensued until Jael desperate to link a name to her new found charge, blurted in excitement, “Since the only thing we know about him is that he’s a Kenite, let’s just call him Kenite until we hear of the name that Shammah decreed.” The family’s heads turned in unison to their Patriarch to hear his decision. A prolonged pause followed, then Jethro spoke. 

“I have decided that because the only thing we know about the boy is that he is of the clan of the Kenites then he should be known as Kenaz – a person of the Kenite clan.” His words were final, any further discussion, pointless. 

Jael picked up the child with loving arms from the floor skins and exclaimed proudly, mostly to herself, “I think it’s time for Kenaz to go to bed.” 

Despite asking every member of the Kenite clan they met nobody knew the given name of Shammah’s son therefore as the years progressed the title of Kenaz stuck. Kenaz son of Shammah.

Kenaz was awake at first light next morning keen to get his chores done so he could focus on his recently acquired camel. The sheep were released to their pastures near the main watering hole not far from the homestead. He knew the routine well as these had been his chores since he was about five years old. That is until Hobab demanded the boy help him with his wilderness droves. For the past eight years Kenaz and Hobab had wandered the desert for the summer months, leading their few sheep and goats between pastures and watering holes. The four months of winter at home, which always culminated with the shearing time, where a sheer joy. It was a time to relax a little and savor the few small pleasures that life occasionally brought. Chores always first, mind you.

Today that pleasure was Camel. First, I’ll ride him, Kenaz decided. He retrieved the saddle and reins which adorned it the night it arrived and quickly set off to untie his prize. Placing the reins, while taking a little more time than expected, was straightforward enough. Mission accomplished, now for the saddle. Kenaz picked up the saddle assuming it would simply slip across its back similar to the way he strapped the donkeys. It was then he noticed, as if for the first time, the large hump smack in the centre of its back right where the saddle should go. Undeterred Kenaz flung the saddle anyway assuming it would somehow find its natural position. Unfortunately, no such position was to be found and the saddle slid ungracefully down the grazing camel’s neck and wacked the poor unsuspecting creature hard on the back of the head.

At that point Kenaz’s camel knowledge grew a level as he learned first-hand that a camel’s expression of displeasure is expressed as a spit. Well actually, more accurately not a spit as we know it but more like a very large open mouth sneeze. A trait that Kenaz discovered, as time progressed, was not uncommon to this particular camel! The fact that the camel had a lovely mouthful of fresh grass at the time of its ‘spit’ didn’t seem to deter it. Moments later a large boisterous laugh rang out from not five metres away. Kenaz covered in copious amounts of saliva and partly chewed grass turned to the direction of the bellow. “Don’t you have anything better to do, Hobab,” Kenaz yelled.

After a quick clean-up Kenaz figured that for now a saddle may not be a necessity since he only wanted a quick ride. Remembering the hoosh command the animal was quickly at a level Kenaz could easily climb aboard. Effortlessly he scampered into a position of relative comfort just in from of the large hump and the camel, sensing Kenaz’s eagerness to ride, sprang to its feet with as much grace as a charging rhino – back legs first. The fickle grip Kenaz had instantly vanished and he found himself thrust through the air at great speed, again much to the delight of a pitiless Hobab. Kenaz landed some distance away, fortunately unhurt and, more importantly, out of spitting range.

Let’s say it took time and lots of practice but in due course Kenaz did master the delicate intricacies of camel etiquette together with the ability to mount, dismount and ride with ease. Life was good with a camel.

Hobab observed Kenaz’s exploits with his camel and came to the conclusion that judging by size a single camel should be able to carry a substantially greater weight that his humble donkeys. One afternoon while Kenaz was otherwise occupied Hobab led the camel over to a pile of goods and through more good luck than good management finally got the animal to sit. Quickly he began to load the creature with as many objects as he could find a position for. Finally, with the load stacked and lashed Hobab tugged at the reins and began shouting commands he believed the camel would comprehend as, “get up and go.” 

After some time with zero movement Hobab disappeared into his tent, reappearing with a large staff which he immediately used to first prod, then beat, the hapless animal. Camel for some reason took exception to this and with great care it mustered the largest amount of saliva and regurgitated grass it could and ‘spat’ with full force all over an unsuspecting Hobab. That action unfortunately did little to calm the situation and Hobab flew into a rage beating the sitting camel with great fury as he angrily brushed aside the partly digested grass and sticky saliva.

Eventually the camel had had enough and while it was unable, or perhaps unwilling, to stand because of its massive load, it could roll. And this it did, quite symmetrically in fact, directly onto a still wildly flailing Hobab, pinning him beneath the load he’d bestowed on the poor creature. Fortunately, the panicked camel bellowed like a trapped tyrannosaurus, almost drowning out Hobab’s screams of obscenities which quickly alerted everyone within a few kilometres that something was not right with the world.

After normality was eventually restored Kenaz in no uncertain terms decreed that under no circumstances was Hobab ever to go anywhere near his camel again – ever. Strangely both Hobab and Camel completely agreed. “You might have saved my life nineteen years ago, Hobab but a father to me you have never been,” Kenaz shouted back at a limping Hobab, as he led his precious Camel away.

Winter and spring ended all too fast. The rains had passed and the days grew hotter. Soon the grass would wither and the long search for fresh pastures would begin, the single trait that Hobab was very good at. 

Exodus 2:11-21, Exodus 3:1-14, Exodus 4:18-20. 
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IT HAD BEEN KENAZ’S task that afternoon to give the animals their afternoon drink at the watering well. He’d taken Camel along, not because it was far but rather to add a spot of amusement to a somewhat menial task. As he closed the well something caught his eye, a small patch of dust far on the horizon. “What in Noah’s ark is that,” he said aloud despite being alone. Quickly he climbed onto Camel’s back and carefully stood to gain a better view. “I swear that’s a small group, heading this way. Visitors!” he shouted in excitement. Living in such isolation visitors could be months apart and even if they were only Midian traders, they were a welcome relief. Without hesitation he jumped into his saddle and gave the command for Camel to run. 

Camel seemed to sense the excitement and within minutes Kenaz was at the location of the small dust cloud. “Hello Kenaz. How did you manage to obtain such a splendid animal?” Zipporah asked. 

“Long story,” Kenaz replied. “You came back? Where’s Moses?” 

“Yes, my long story,” Zipporah answered sadly. Kenaz quickly dismounted and demanded his older de facto aunt take his place. Kenaz led her home while her two sons, Gershom and Eliezer, both in their thirties, controlled the pack donkeys.

The celebrations were energetic and colourful as the family reunited around an evening of feasting. “Now Zipporah,” Jethro demanded, “tell us all, how was Egypt and where is your husband? Why did he desert you? I thought he was a better man than that!” 

“Nothing like that father,” Zipporah explained. “He’s become a big name in Egypt and through the power of Yahweh he has brought down huge plagues on Pharaoh and the Egyptian people. He told me that Yahweh planned to destroy all the firstborn in Egypt during the night of the fifteenth day of Nisan. He said it would be too dangerous for me and the boys to stay there and I was to return home and stay with you, father.”

Jethro stamped his staff on the ground. “This will not do,” he decreed. “It is not right for a man to abandon his wife and family even if he is devoting his service to Yahweh. Yahweh will protect His servants and their families. You will have to return,” Jethro concluded. “But not tonight, first you must rest.”

Sleep evaded Kenaz as he lay in his bed sack that night. “The fifteenth of Nisan, that was about two weeks ago,” Kenaz reasoned. "I wonder what happened? Fancy old slow speaking Moses now a leader of a nation.” Kenaz chuckled to himself as he envisaged Moses engaging with a mighty Pharaoh. “Couldn’t be a nicer guy,” Kenaz recounted, “but eloquent he was not!”

Kenaz didn’t have to wait long for his answers. The very next morning a caravan of Midianite traders stopped by the small settlement. They had just come from Horeb not more than a days’ journey away and explained that Moses and a vast army of Israelites are camped there. They recounted all the details about what had happened in Egypt. How Pharaoh had virtually pushed the children of Israel out of Egypt only later to chase after them but finally drown in the Red Sea.

The men sat around the fire drinking a refreshing sour liquid called qom. It was a watery by-product left behind in the process of making afiq, a dry type of cheese. Their accounts went on for hours. Finally, Jethro stood bringing the meeting to a close. “I have heard enough. Yahweh is indeed the greatest. I have served Yahweh as a Priest in Midian for more than seventy years and He has never failed me once. He is indeed well able to protect His people. Tomorrow I will take Zipporah and her sons and return them to Moses. Hobab and Kenaz you will accompany me.” That one statement was about to change Kenaz’s life dramatically.

The small troop rounded the pass that rose above the plains in front of Mount Horeb and there before their eyes appeared a vast mass of people that Yahweh had named the Children of Israel. “Look at that waterfall pouring out of Mt Horeb, Hobab.” Jethro exclaimed in amazement. “I never knew there was water in these parts?” 

“Well, it certainly wasn’t here last year,” Hobab answered, “and why is it pouring straight out of sheer rock? Where’s it coming from? Look at all those sheep,” Hobab continued, clearly distracted by the expansive scene stretching out in front of him. 

“How on earth am I going to find Moses among that multitude,” Jethro muttered. 

He needn’t have worried. No sooner had they reached the outskirts of the camp, there was Moses striding out to meet them. “I just got your note from the traders saying you were coming,” Moses explained as he greeted his old friend. His greetings continued onto Hobab, Kenaz and his two sons Gershom and Eliezer. Finally, he turned to Zipporah giving her an affectionate pat of the shoulder and with a warm smile said, “You go with my assistant Joshua. He’ll show you where to set up your tent.”

“Thanks for returning my sons Jethro. Come into my tent and I’ll recount all the incredible miracles Yahweh has performed to get us here.”

The men sat and listened for hours as Moses explained their dramatic departure from Egypt, their supernatural escape through the parting of the Red Sea which resulted in the destruction of the entire Egyptian army, including Pharaoh himself. Kenaz was enthralled. He’d heard about Yahweh from Jethro but thought He was just a God to be feared. But this description of Yahweh showed Him real, living and active. Someone who cares and protects. “I’d like to learn more about this God,” he decided.

Sometime later Moses called for Kenaz to come to his tent. “Ah Kenaz, there’s someone here I want you to meet.” A tall, lean, bronzed man of about sixty years stood up and walked over to Kenaz, gave him a great bear hug and kissed him on both cheeks. “Kenaz this is Jephunneh,” Moses explained. “He was a Kenite as you are.” Kenaz was puzzled, he thought he was among Israelites not members of his father’s clan.

“Pleased to meet you Kenaz,” Jephunneh said. “This is my son Caleb.” A younger man, perhaps in his late thirties, jumped to his feet and rushed over to also bear hug and kiss Kenaz’s cheeks. He wasn’t as tall as his father but he had a friendly face, a calm voice and a positive air of confidence about him. Kenaz liked him instantly. “Come to our tent Kenaz and eat some bread with us. I think we have much to discuss,” Jephunneh requested.

The three men walked off in the direction of their tent quite relaxed, like they’d been best friends forever. “I have a camel,” Kenaz blurted excitedly. 

“Then you must show us,” Caleb responded enthusiastically. 

“Here he is,” Kenaz announced as the trio rounded the side of his tent. 

“What a magnificent animal,” Jephunneh remarked as he strode over and slapped it affectionately on its shoulder. 

“Ah, be careful not to startle it...,” Kenaz began. It seemed Camel didn’t appreciate being woken out of a long daydream by a firm pat of the back so Camel turned and delivered a large sticky spit directly into the face of its master’s new-found friend. Kenaz secretly hoped the ground would open beneath him and swallow him whole. Sensing Kenaz’s embarrassment Caleb quickly threw his father a long cloth he had draped over this shoulder, and changing subject asked, “Where did you get it from?” 

“Actually, he found me.” Kenaz explained. “His previous master died after being bitten by a sand snake and Camel came to our compound during the night. I’ve had him ever since.” 

“You’re a blessed man, Kenaz,” Jephunneh said as he handed the cloth back to Caleb. “My mistake, son,” Jephunneh continue and gave Kenaz a comforting pat on his back. “You see it’s a very long time since I’ve had any dealings with a camel and I quite forgot their reflex is to spit.” What a remarkable man Kenaz decided. The contrast to Hobab was night and day. He could get used to being around people like this.

Back in their tent the men sat while the women served drinks and delightful snacks. “In case you’re thinking the food measly,” Caleb explained, “this isn’t the main meal, we’ll have that later when we’ve talked some more.” And talk they did. 

“So, who was your Kenite father?” Jephunneh asked. “Shammah,” Kenaz replied. Jephunneh’s face lit up like he’d seen an angel. 

“Never! Shammah? Of the sons of Reuel?” Jephunneh’s gaze was now transfixed on Kenaz, a tear rolled down his cheeks as his eyes begged for more. 

Kenaz replied in the affirmative, “Yes that Shammah, that’s my father. I never actually knew him as I was only one when he died.” 

“He was my very best friend,” Jephunneh explained. “We were bought up together in the same village in Midian.”

“How old are you Kenaz?” Jephunneh ask. “I was twenty last month,” Kenaz replied. 

“Ok so I would have been a touch older than you when I was taken,” Jephunneh continued. “About forty years ago when Moses fled from Pharaoh, after he’d murdered some obscure Egyptian, that was a tough time in Midian.” Kenaz nodded his interest, eager to get the back story on Moses. Moses had told him snippets but never the full story. “Pharaoh didn’t take too kindly to Moses’s desertion and sent bands of warriors out into Midian where Moses was last reported. Of course, not many of those heathens knew what Moses actually looked like so they just rounded up any young unmarried man that they thought might be about his age. I was captured and dragged back to Egypt in chains. Somehow your father Shammah, managed to elude them, but I never saw him again.” 

Jephunneh took a moment to compose himself then continued. Back in Egypt Pharaoh’s henchmen quickly decided I wasn’t Moses but instead of releasing me back to Midian they made me a slave and added me to the Hebrews who were being forced to build the supply city Rameses, in the Goshen region. It was there I met Hezron. He was a descendant of Judah’s son Perez; a true nobleman, full of dignity despite being a fellow slave. After a few years I asked him if I could marry his daughter Aria. However, in Israel it’s not allowed that a Hebrew daughter could marry a foreigner. There was a solution fortunately. Hezron adopted me as his son therefore I’ve been gifted his name and heritage and will inherit in the Promised Land when we’ve arrived. I am now one of the children of Israel as is my son Caleb and his descendants after him. Some still call me a Kenite but that’s just a nickname now, it’s not my identity,” Jephunneh concluded and seemed relieved to have passed on his life’s story to his close friend’s offspring.

Kenaz had a lot to ponder on that night as he lay in his tent. There was something different about these people and their ways. Jethro had always been kindly to him but Hobab was a monster compared to these people. The affinity he felt with Jephunneh was so comfortable, like he’d known him for years. This wasn’t clan, he decided, this was kinship and it felt good.

Exodus 18:2-3, Exodus 1:8-11, Exodus 2:11-15, Joshua 14:6, Exodus 18:1-7, Exodus 17:6.
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NEXT MORNING JETHRO again sat across from his son-in-law listening to the full account of all that Yahweh had done for His people. Something was stirring in him; he’d served as priest to Yahweh in Midian and now he’d come face to face with those He called His children. This called for a response. Jethro stood and placed his hand on Moses’s shoulder. “Blessed is Yahweh, who has rescued you from the Egyptians and from Pharaoh. Yes, He has rescued Israel from the powerful hand of Egypt! Now I know that Yahweh is greater than all the gods; He rescued His people from the oppression of the proud Egyptians.” Jethro stood and walked to the tent opening then turned and said, “Moses bring me a lamb so we can make an offering to our mighty God.”

Joshua was quickly dispatched to find a perfect lamb while word rapidly spread. What had begun as a small response of worship quickly escalated. Before long Moses’s brother Aaron had gathered all the elders of Israel; all those who were the heads of the various tribes and senior members of the larger clans. It was quite an impressive gathering that stood behind Jethro, Moses’s father-in-law, who watched as the young men hastily prepared a small stone altar and piled it high with wood.

Joshua appeared proudly leading a fine looking, if not a somewhat reluctant, two-year-old ram. Jethro stepped forward and began to slowly inspect the animal from head to tail. “You have selected well, young man,” Jethro declared. As if from nowhere he suddenly pulled a large knife from its sheath beneath his belt and in a well-practiced swipe the animals throat was severed from side to side and it fell to the ground.

Jethro, as he’d done many times before, quickly skinned and dissected the now lifeless ram and carefully placed the various parts on the makeshift altar. “Please bring the fire, now,” he demanded and a young man quickly handed him a burning torch. “Great is Yahweh, the God of Israel who does great miracles,” Jethro shouted as he ceremoniously lit the corners of the altar with the flaming baton. 

Jethro stood back as the blaze took hold and all the assembled patriarchs stood, raised their staffs and cried, “Great is Yahweh the God of Israel.” 

As the fire crackled and the carcass slowly turned to charcoal, mats were arranged in a large circle and all the men were seated. Moses and Jethro sat on seats behind a table at the head of the group. Then, seemingly choreographed to perfection, women appeared carrying baskets of bread, savouries and nuts and began serving them to the men. As the eating began the crackling fire was drowned-out by the sound of tambourines and singing of countless young women colourfully dressed who energetically danced as they circled the group. The occasion quickly transformed from solemn to festive.

Kenaz, Hobab, Joshua, Caleb and numerous other young men were added as a second tier to the group sitting behind the Elders. This was a time to celebrate and welcome the visitors.

Again, Kenaz found himself deep in ponderous thought, later that night as he lay in his tent. What a welcome! The things that were so different about these people and their ways were easy to accept. Was he really beginning to like it here?

Next day Kenaz spotted Jethro sitting by himself watching a line of people standing outside a small tent over to the side of the main camp. Kenaz wandered over out of curiosity to see what was captivating him. Jethro looked up as Kenaz approached, “I can’t find Moses anywhere. Go and find Joshua and ask him why all these people are standing here in this long line all day in the hot sun waiting to get into that tent?”

“You had a question for me Jethro?” Joshua asked as he approached a short time later. 

“Is Moses in that tent over there?” Jethro said pointing in the direction of the lone structure. “What’s going on with all these people waiting out in the hot sun like this from daylight to dusk?”

“Moses is holding court there,” Joshua replied. “He does that most days,” he added. 

“Didn’t he learn anything during his forty years with me? Jethro questioned. “The man is crazy. He’ll burn himself out in no time. We can’t have that.”

As evening approached Joshua cleared the crowds away and as Moses made his way back towards the camp Jethro called him over to where he’d been seated for most of the day. “What is it my father?” Moses asked as he took a seat on the ground beside his father-in-law. 

“Why are so many people waiting in the hot sun for so long all day to meet with you, Moses?” Jethro asked. “What are you really accomplishing here? Why are you trying to do all this alone while everyone stands around you from morning till evening?” Jethro continued.

“Okay, one question at a time,” Moses began. “You see the people come to me to get a ruling from Yahweh. When a dispute arises, they come to me, and I am the one who settles the case between the quarrelling parties. I inform the people of Yahweh’s decrees and give them His instructions,” Moses explained.

“This is not good!” Jethro exclaimed.  “You’re going to wear yourself out—and the people, too. This job is way too heavy a burden for you to handle all by yourself. Now listen to me,” Jethro continued, “let me give you a word of advice, and may Yahweh be with you. You should continue to be the people’s representative before Yahweh, bringing their disputes to Him. Keep teaching them Yahweh’s decrees, and give them His instructions. Show them how to conduct their lives. But please do this also. Select from all the people some capable, honest men who fear Yahweh and hate bribes. Appoint them as leaders over groups of one thousand, one hundred, fifty and ten. They should always be available to solve the people’s common disputes, but all the major cases they’ll bring to you. Let the leaders decide the smaller matters themselves. They will help you carry the load, making the task easier for you. If you follow this advice, and if Yahweh commands you to do so, then you will be able to endure the pressures, and all these people will go home in peace.”

Moses sat for a time quietly considering what his father-in-law had advised. Finally, he said, “It’s been a long day and I need food and sleep now. Tomorrow I will hear what Yahweh has to say.”

First thing the next morning Moses began to implement his father-in-law’s advice and followed his suggestions exactly. He chose capable men from all parts of Israel and appointed them as leaders over the people. He put them in charge of groups of one thousand, one hundred, fifty and ten. He instructed them to always be available to solve the people’s common disputes. “You take care of all the smaller matters yourselves,” Moses instructed them “but all the major cases, bring them to me.” 

It took a few days but soon a very ordered hierarchy was in place and Moses found a small resemblance of normality return to his life. “My work here is done, Moses,” Jethro advised. I’ve returned your wife and sons, take good care of them for me? It’s time I retraced my steps back to my home and my household.”

“What of Kenaz and Hobab?” Moses asked. “Can you please allow them to stay? Hobab has his sheep with him but we have ample pastures. They can return later if they wish.”

Kenaz didn’t like the thought of leaving. Hobab, however, couldn’t wait. “I prefer the company of sheep to crowds of people,” he bragged. Kenaz wandered aimlessly through the massive camp contemplating his future. Here, he felt alive and part of something, it was the closest thing to true kinship he’d ever known. Without any particular thought he eventually found himself outside Jephunneh’s tent. 

The next sound he heard was, “Come on in Kenaz, sit and tell me what’s on your mind.” Jephunneh listened carefully to Kenaz’s personal debate asking questions for clarification but offering no direct advice. 

Having unloaded his dilemma, Kenaz felt somewhat pacified but still with no clear answers. “Sleep on it,” Jephunneh advised, “things will be clearer in the morning.”

Next morning a small group gathered around Jethro as he said his goodbyes. “Hobab?” Jethro asked, not feeling the need to express the question. 

“Actually, if I may,” Moses answered. “Hobab you’re the best desert tracker I’ve ever seen. You know the lie of the land and where all the watering holes are. We desperately need a man with your skills to point out the way we should travel and where we should rest.”

Hobab secretly flushed with pride at Moses’s glowing description of his skills. He paused momentarily, desperately searching for a nondescript response to mask his true feelings.

“But I’ll have to keep my sheep with me here,” Hobab stated nonchalantly. 

“Well, that’s settled then,” Moses declared. “You can pitch your tent to the side of the main camp and graze your sheep as you please. But just be ready every time we start to move camp. You’re our chief scout.” 

‘Chief Scout,’ Hobab repeated to himself, that sounded important. “Okay I’ll stay,” he answered.

“And you Kenaz?” Jethro asked. Kenaz didn’t have time to answer before a voice he didn’t even know was there arose from behind him. 

“I’ll vouch for the boy, Jethro. I’ll keep my eye on him,” the voice said. Kenaz knew that voice even without looking – Jephunneh. Now it was his turn to fight the glowing pride he felt envelop him. Unlike Hobab, Kenaz didn’t try and hide his joy. 

“Actually, that will be perfect,” Kenaz blurted.

The small group said their long goodbyes, unsure if they’d ever see the old man again. Eventually, as the sun became warmer, Jethro and his faithful pack donkey began the climb over the side of Mt Horeb to his homestead on the other side. He would be home by evening.

Kenaz quickly settled into life in the Israeli camp. Jephunneh insisted Kenaz set up his tent within his family compound among his people of the tribe of Judah. Camel slept out beside his tent and an instant routine evolved, taking the animal each day to find pasture and drink water as needed. Donkeys were plentiful in the camp but camels not so much. Before long Kenaz found he had a nice little camel hire business developing. It seems there was an endless requirement to haul various packages around the camp or pick up supplies that had been delivered by the passing traders. Already he was booked solid for the next several times they moved camp. 

As his silver shekels accumulated, he determined a few upgrades were in order. A new tent, a change of wardrobe and new bedding were just a few of the home comforts he indulged in. His transformation from a Hobab trained nomadic shepherd to a tent-dwelling clansman was rapid and dramatic.

Most evenings Kenaz spent sitting with Jephunneh, Caleb and the family listening to the history of their people. How Jacob had come to Egypt with a small clan of sixty-seven souls and how Joseph was second to Pharaoh but after many years the Children of Israel had grown so numerous the Egyptians feared them so, they overpowered them and made them slaves. How Moses, through the power of Yahweh, had with incredible plagues and miracles led the people of Israel out of Egypt with great dignity. And finally, that Yahweh had opened up the mighty Red Sea leading the Tribes of Israel through on dry land but when the Egyptian army followed, He closed the sea over them and destroyed them forever. Kenaz soon knew all the history off by heart but something was missing. He was a Kenite and not of the Children of Israel with no obvious bridge to change that.

“I wished I was an Israelite,” Kenaz admitted to the men one evening. Nobody answered Kenaz’s musing and the conversation quickly changed to a more uplifting topic. A few mornings later Kenaz was about to lead Camel off to pasture when Jephunneh appeared and asked if he could come with him. Somewhat puzzled at Jephunneh’s sudden interest in Camel, Kenaz instantly agreed, welcoming the company. The two sat in the shade as Camel made his fill. Around them vast flocks of sheep and goats grazed on the now lush plain, watered from the tower of water constantly gushing from the rock at Horeb.

The pair sat drinking in the scene that played out in front of them until finally Jephunneh broke the silence. “Kenaz,” he said solemnly, “I would like you to become my son and take up an inheritance with me and the tribe of Judah in the Promised Land.” His words were a statement, not a question. Kenaz said nothing, he was completely choked up inside, totally unable to speak. All his life he’d been constantly reminded, mostly by Hobab, that he was the outsider, tolerated but never family, never to share an inheritance. Now here was this incredible man whom he’d only know a few weeks that wanted to take him as his son. Finally, Kenaz gained enough composure and simply asked, “Why?”

Jephunneh seemed prepared for the question. “You and I are very similar, Kenaz. I’ve experienced a little of what your life has been. Remember I came to my people as a Midianite slave so I know exactly what it’s like to be an outsider. You have two options in accordance with the traditions passed down from Abraham, either you remain among us as an alien or you become one with us. Remaining a foreigner will restrict who you can marry and certainly it will make it difficult for you to inherit in the Promised Land. Besides all that, Kenaz, I see something in you that is of value, something that will enhance my family and strengthen my inheritance. Caleb is a fine son and has a strong understanding of Yahweh but he is my only son. If something were to befall him then my name could die out.”

Kenaz stood, tears rolling down his cheeks, he didn’t need time to ponder this offer. Jephunneh stood and the two hugged for what seemed an eternity. Finally, Kenaz uttered the words, “I have never called anyone ‘father’ but I would be delighted to call you ‘my father’!” Kenaz broke free, did a little dance as he let out a very loud “Yippee!” Camel startled by his master’s cries of delight reacted in its usual manner by delivering a large grassy spit in the direction of the noise. Despite some of the mass finding its mark, Kenaz didn’t care, this was a time of joy.

Later that day Kenaz found himself seated at the head of a large circle of men, all heads of families, senior members of the tribe of Judah. “Brethren and fellow Hebrews,’” Jephunneh began as he rose to his feet. “Today I need you all to witness a momentous event with the addition of a son to my family. From today, this man who is sitting on my left hand here,” he continued as he pointed to a beaming young Kenaz, “is to become my son. Just as my firstborn son Caleb, here on my right hand is, so shall Kenaz be. He shall be my son, a son of the mighty tribe of Judah and from today he will be an Israelite, free to live among us and marry a daughter of Israel. He will inherit with Caleb, a possession in the land flowing with milk and honey that we’re about to take hold of, just as Yahweh has promised.”

Jephunneh bent down and took off one of his sandals and handed it to Kenaz. As he did so he said, “Let all those here now witness that I give my sandal to this man Kenaz who is now my son. Through it he will walk in my steps and walk in my ways and is now part of my family forever as Yahweh is my witness.” Kenaz quickly stood and embraced his new father as the rest of the gathered Elders surrounded them, eager to formally kiss the newest member of the tribe of Judah.
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