Hills and Valleys - Eli's story
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On that day the order went out from the top of the hill in Jerusalem. Send out men. Order them to go to every town, every village, every hovel in this rebellious country, and demand that they present themselves in the town of their birth, four weeks from now to register for their tax.
So the men descended the hill of Jerusalem to the valley of the Kidron, and fanned out. In clashing armour and with military precision, with maps of the hills and valleys, lists of the people and places, they scattered to the four corners of the Land of the Israelites. In each town and village, at each isolated hovel the soldiers shouted out their message to everyone who gathered in trepidation to hear what they had to say. Then the legionaries, shielded by their protective armour took out their nails and their hammers, and they drove home their message, nailing paper and parchment to post and tree, to well and wall, with a resounding echo that rumbled down the years.
Then the people gathered, fearful, and whispered; 
     ‘Do I have to go?’ 
Those who could read, read the paper held by the cruel nails. Then they turned with amazement on their faces to tell their companions; 
     ‘All of us whose family lines are not of this place will have to put down their tools, put down their daily lives, put down their friends. No excuses will be accepted. Leave the hearths cold, carry the sick and the young, support the infirm, do what we must, but on pain of death we must go.’
The soldiers marched back to their barracks, back to their hill, back to the order of their military lives; in ones and twos, then threes and fours, then tens, then hundreds, gathering reforming, the silver armoured men gathered, and marched, clashing their way home across the land their duty done.
For one young man the news that he must return to his own home town was very unwelcome. As he stood in the crowd around the notice, the voices around faded, and all he could see in front of him was the contorted face of his father shouting at him yet again, telling him that he was useless, a waste of space, and the world would be a far better place without him. Then the whip came out and his shirt was torn off, and his back was bruised and bloody before his father's rage had burnt itself out. It didn't matter that he was only eight years of age. When he looked up he saw his mother's face behind his fathers, looking sad. But she never did anything to stop the beatings he regularly got. 
On the first Shabbat after his thirteenth birthday, Eli was taken, as was the custom, to the Rabbi for his Bar Mitzvah. In the synagogue he read from the Holy Book, carefully and clearly. When he was done his father stood up, and in the traditional words proclaimed his gladness that now his son was a man, he was no longer responsible for him – and to the horror of the gathered people, he added 'and good riddance to bad rubbish'. 
The folk of the village had always known that his father did not treat him well, so his best friend's mother had invited him to share celebratory Bar Mitzvah food at her house. Late in the evening, when the food was all gone, and the moon was high and clear in the sky, Eli returned to his home, collected his spare robe and a small model donkey his mother had given him when he was a child, attached them to a stick, slung it over his shoulder and set off out of the village. 
He walked all night, and when daylight came he found a small cave by the roadside. He crept in and slept all day. When night came again he set off across the fields and away from the roads in case his father should be trying to find him. As the night progressed and he became colder and more hungry, he was relieved to see a fire on a hillside beyond him. When he reached the fire and stepped into its light, he came face to face with the men who would change his life for the better.
The shepherds, guarding their flocks safe in the cave behind them, listened to the boy's story as they gave him a hot drink and food. They gave him a bed of straw to sleep on with their sheep, that night and many more. He listened to their stories as they travelled moving their flocks from green pasture to green pasture always searching out the best for their sheep, nurturing them, and Eli, as they went. At the end of the travelling season, they put their heads together, and decided that Eli would best be served by living with one of their friends who was a carpenter.
So Eli found himself a gentle father figure in Joseph the carpenter, who taught him with patience and humour the tricks and skills of his trade. In his loving care he grew and developed and matured into the kind of young man any father would be proud to call 'son'.
Now with the arrival of this small piece of paper, his peace of mind had been shattered. He was going to have to return to his home town; to be in the same place as his father. Joseph standing behind him as he read, understood what was going through his mind. Holding on to him, he extracted a promise that he would not run off again Reluctantly Eli promised, and later agreed that that he would travel with him, and his pregnant wife Mary, for Joseph was, like him, of the house and lineage of David.
Eli did his best not to think during the journey, about what he would face at the end, but since much of his time was spent helping Mary and Joseph, that was not so difficult. Just as they nearly reached the town of Bethlehem, Eli recognised some of the shepherds sitting under a tree watching the world pass them by, as they guarded their flocks. After promising to meet up with Mary and Joseph the next day so that they could go to register together, Eli joined his friends under the tree. 
They all had much to catch up on, and they were still talking late into the night when one of the shepherds pointed out to Eli that he should not fear his father any more, he was no longer a child, and could defend himself. Before Eli could pass any comment on this, it seemed as if the sky above them was struck by lightening, and a jagged rent was made in the velvety blackness holding the stars. Through the tear came a choir of angels singing the glory of God, and announcing the birth of his son, down the hill in Bethlehem.
When the angels had gone they all sat stunned, and shook their heads as if to clear something from them. Then they looked at each other, shrugged, and all got up, leaving their flocks and their fire and heading down to Bethlehem to find the baby. They found there Mary and Joseph, and their new born son wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger, in a stable. Eli stood open mouthed as he realised the enormity of the situation he was now faced with, his friend and mentor's child, being proclaimed the Son of God. When he had finished admiring him, along with his friends, he did not go back to the fields with them, but straightened his shoulders and walked up to the door of the Inn, next to the stable, opened it and walked in, to confront the father he had left all those years ago.
Joseph and Mary did not return to Nazareth with Eli, they took the donkey and left travelling south. What with the angels, shepherds and the Magi who had also turned up, it was not safe for the baby to be taken back to Nazareth. Over the four days of the journey back to his home, Eli mulled over all that he had seen and heard, as he contemplated life, at least temporarily as the carpenter of Nazareth.
