SOLIDARITY IN EARLY ISRAEL
Alice Winters describes Israel's pre-monarchical, egalitarian, peasant way of life in her article, “El goel en el Antiguo Israel.”  (RIBLA 18, 1994, p.19-29)  Daily life in the Canaanite hill country was arduous, subject to droughts, insects, bandits, and loss of crops that could lead to hunger, disease, and premature death.  But the tribal peoples were able to counteract these dangers through networks of solidarity for mutual support and protection.  Extended families formed the base, living in close proximity and reaching 50 to 100 people of various generations and relations.  Access to the land was the primary basis for subsistence, identity, and self-determination.  These extended families were gathered into associations or clans for mutual support and protection at the level of villages or neighborhoods, insuring the survival of each family over against military intrusion, providing wells and terraces and communal lands for grazing, offering loans without interest, organizing work teams, and celebrating festivals.  These associations together formed tribes for mutual defense and aid at yet another level as regional alliances to protect their independence and meet internal crises, and they in turn formed the Israelite intertribal confederation or alliance.  

One of the main concerns of this alternative socio-economic system was to resist the accumulation of debts, the concentration of land in the hands of a few, and slavery.  To ensure the long-term security of the families of Israel, provision was made to rescue or restore (Hebrew: goel) their land and release family members from bond service.  As we find in Leviticus 25, not only was provision was made through Sabbath Year and Jubilee mandates for periodic cancellation of debts, liberation of slaves, and recovery of lands and homes, but also specific rights and responsibilities were established for emergency response by close relatives (goel) in the interim. 
It is not altogether clear how fully the Tribes of Yahweh were able to carry out their vision or even to what extent this vision itself was a later mythical idealization.  No doubt the Sabbath-Jubilee mandates are rooted in this vision as an ongoing challenge among the people of Yahweh.  They naturally returned again and again to this vision in the face of national oppressors and external empires and their systems of social, economic, political, and economic domination.

The blessing of Yahweh came down to this: the formation of a solidary people who sheltered and restored the needy, providing the necessary elements to maintain their integrity and subsistence.  To be an Israelite meant to belong to this solidary people, and to commit oneself to Yahweh meant to commit oneself to the solidary structures that Yahweh had established—to the point of acting as goel if needed. 

1.  What happened to Israel with the establishment of the monarchy (1 Samuel 8)?

2.  What has happened to solidarity in our country?
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