
 

 

Some of you may recall the Lenten Journey series I did in 2019, I believe it is time for us to 

renew or for some to learn a bit more about the life and times of the Mediterranean peasant. 

One of the difficulties in understanding the Bible in our American society and time is the vast 

chasm of language, culture, and geography that separates us from people of the Old and early 

New Testament times.  Even considering only first century Israel, the differences are enormous.  

Nonetheless, the better we understand them, the better we will understand Jesus, and so studying 

daily life in that era is vital. 

New Testament Israel was first and foremost an agricultural society.  Lacking good ports, it 

could not be a maritime power and benefit from high levels of seaborne trade, but being on the 

Europe-Asia-Africa land bridge, Israel did benefit from overland trade.   

There wasn’t much in the way natural resources such as iron, gold and precious stones, as such 

the local community could not make large amounts in exports.  So the average Jew was a farmer, 

holding a small plot of land and obeying the timeless rhythms of the seasons and knowledge of 

the weather for his daily life.   

The early Jew rose before the sun, dressed in a simple woolen or linen tunic and leather sandals, 

and tilled the fields for several hours before returning home for his morning meal of vegetables 

and bread.    

His home was no more than a few rooms, with walls of stone and mud and a roof of 

beams/branches and mud.  After eating he returned to the fields, using hand tools and perhaps an 

ox.   

Occasionally he went to market to buy the items needed for his farm and family.  After his toil, 

the New Testament Jew would return home to his wife and children for an evening meal, a little 

teaching of the Scriptures and perhaps singing and dancing, and an early bedtime.  The man’s 

neighbors in the same village, or perhaps even sharing the same courtyard, had similar 

schedules.  Taxes were exorbitant, up to 50% of a farmer’s salary, and the cause of financial 

destitution in many and indentured servitude in some. 

A Jewish man’s wife, meanwhile, prepared meals, made and washed clothing, kept house, and 

cared for children.  Women usually became pregnant shortly after marriage, and midwives and 

women in the village helped with the delivery, rubbing the newborn with salt and wrapping him 

tightly in cloths.  Babies were breastfed, and weaned after 18 months to 3 years.  Maternal and 

neonatal mortality were high. 

Friday night, the beginning of the Sabbath, was a feast to be enjoyed by family, friends and 

neighbors alike.  Also on the Sabbath, most of the community went to the synagogue for reading 

of the scriptures, prayer and a sermon.  Travel was by foot or donkey over land, and by rowed or 

sailing boats over water. 
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As the sons in the family reached 13, they entered adolescence and learned a craft.  Daughters 

continued their domestic work and at 12 entered adolescence and were eligible to marry.    

Marriages were usually arranged, and the prospective groom brought a bride price in accordance 

with her father’s wealth and social standing to make up for his loss of a worker in his house.   

After the contract was signed, the couple was betrothed, but consummating the marriage waited 

until the first night of the wedding feast, which lasted 7 days.  Afterwards, the bride moved in to 

her husband’s house, collocated with his family. 

When someone died, family members would mourn the deceased, and professional mourners, 

usually women, joined the procession.  Palestine is a hot, dry, country, and lacked refrigeration, 

so bodies were buried as soon as possible after death.  Much of Israel is covered by hills and 

mountains with plentiful caves, and these caves were used to bury the dead, covered by a large 

stone to discourage entry.   

Family members went back after three days to ensure that the person was actually dead, since 

mistakes sometimes occurred.  On the first anniversary of a death, the family might return to the 

cave to take the bones, put them in an ossuary, and place the ossuary back into the grave.  This 

allowed one cave to serve many people in a family. 

Not everyone in Judea farmed.  Others were merchants, religious and business leaders, country 

landowners with large estates, artisans such as carpenters, and professionals such as 

physicians.  Gentiles were plentiful in Galilee.  These groups had different lifestyles and living 

conditions, but most were united, more or less, by a common faith. 

Rome, by contrast, was a Greek-cultured, urban center with a great location for maritime trade.  

Houses were also centered about the courtyard, but houses sometimes had plumbing (often lead) 

and other luxuries.  Slaves were much more common in Rome, and not only domestic help and 

agricultural labor but even teachers, administrators and physicians could be slaves.   

Religion was pluralistic, with worship of renamed Greek gods, the Emperor, and various mystery 

cults comingling in the city.  Streets were paved and roads carried armies and trade all over the 

empire.  The Mediterranean was a Roman lake, dominated by the Imperial navy.  Entertainment 

in Rome included mortal combat between gladiators, races, and all manner of other public 

games. All of these factors made Rome far different than Judea, and even different than urban 

Jerusalem. 

Though thousands of years have passed, much about 21
st
 century American life is the same as 

life in Ancient Judea, Rome, and everywhere else at every other time in history.  People are born, 

grow, learn, marry, reproduce, contribute to society, and die.  We are a diverse country in race, 

lifestyles, religion, and in many other ways, similar to Rome and to a lesser extent, Galilee.  By 

understanding Judea, Galilee and Rome, modern Christians can better understand the Bible 

which they hold dear. 
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DAILY LIFE IN ANCIENT ISRAEL     

As it did everywhere else in the Ancient World, an Israeli woman’s life was centered in the 

home.  For the majority this was a small wattle-and-daub or baked clay and straw brick house in 

a village constructed around a spring or well.  There were walled towns but apart from Jerusalem 

these were not that much bigger.  An outside staircase to a flat roof might add to the living space, 

for the climate was mild and much of life was lived in the outdoors.  

Larger houses were built around a central courtyard.  With space at such a premium inside the 

walls of a town, even a small tree or bush would have been a rarity, but most of the women who 

lived in a village would probably have had some sort of garden as a source of food, flowers and 

pleasure.  

Needless to say, the homes of the rich were more spacious and made of better material.  A poor 

woman would have swept a beaten clay floor, while a rich woman would have had a servant 

sweep a tile floor.  Only the richest would have been fortunate enough to live in a stone house 

despite the parable stressing the importance of stone for the foundation.  The less wealthy would 

have had to do without a fireplace, but a simple brazier supplied all the heat that was necessary 

in such a pleasant climate; except for the supper rich all cooking was done in the outdoors. 

The market was located just outside the walls of the town.  Unless she were rich enough to have 

servants, every woman would have to pay regular visits to buy the necessities.  Civic business 

was conducted there also, but unless the woman herself was involved she would have no reason 

to be present. 

Having children was, of course, the ultimate aim of all the women in Israel.  Everyone felt very 

sorry for any wife who failed to deliver at least a daughter if not several sons.  Children of both 

genders were loved equally, but boys were preferred for the simple reason that girls left home 

when they got married; sons were permanent assets while daughters were temporary.  Even 

mothers, then, would prefer to have a son who would remain part of her family forever than a 

daughter who would eventually have to leave and become part of another household.  While 

there may have been greater rejoicing for a son, particularly a first-born, daughters were 

cherished just as much while they were growing up. 

            While having children was a woman’s most important achievement, the bulk of her day 

to day life was spent in raising them, keeping the house clean and cooking meals.  The Jews were 

by and large light eaters, but they enjoyed their food and were happiest when guests were 

present.  Bread was a part of every meal.  Without modern preservatives, fresh loaves had to be 

baked every second day or so.  Since flour did not come in a bag from the supermarket it had to 

be freshly ground between two stones every time new loaves were desired.  Whether it was 

barley bread for a poor family or wheat bread for a well off one, it was the woman’s job to grind 

the grain and knead the dough.  The loaves were usually round and placed directly on the coals 

of an open fire.  The best flour was mixed with oil, mint, cumin, cinnamon and even locusts to 

make a cake.  A sort of honey doughnut was made by frying it in a pan.  



            Cow’s milk was known but it was not used very much.  Sheep and goats were preferred 

and their milk could also be used to make butter or cheese.  Honey was the most common 

sweetener, but juice from grapes or dates could also be used.  A special treat was a meal of 

locusts.  When boiled in salted water they tasted somewhat like shrimp.  If dried in the sun they 

could be kept for use at some other time of the year, when they would be ground into a powder 

and mixed with wheat flour for biscuits or simply moistened with honey or vinegar. 

            Dinner was expected to include lots of vegetables, beans, lentils, cucumbers and onions 

being the most common.  Middle-income families might supplement their bread and vegetables 

with some fish, kid or lamb.  Chickens were rare but pigeons were plentiful.  Only the very rich 

could afford “a fatted calf”.  Food was strongly seasoned: pepper was expensive but they used 

mustard, capers, cumin, saffron, coriander, mint, dill and rosemary.  There was almost always a 

local wine to wash it all down. 

So let us take some time to dig a bit deeper into what we have just read! 

What were typical homes like in Jesus ‘time? 
 



In Jesus’ time, the smallest homes of the very poor might be little more than a square, stone 

structure covered with a whitewashed sort of stucco. There would typically be one larger 

multipurpose room and a smaller back room for the animals. Some houses in hilly regions were 

partial cave dwellings, built up against the limestone rock face, perhaps with the front section 

built onto it. The traditional site at the house of the Annunciation in Nazareth seems to have 

employed this strategy. However we need not conclude from this that Joseph and Mary were 

destitute. Many homes employed the “hillside strategy” that made use of hollowed out caves. 

Such structures were easy to build and there was a certain natural coolness to them. 

Another sort of house, also common among the working poor and typical village-dwellers, 

was one built around a central open court with small rooms opening onto it. This kind of building 

had the advantage of needing only short beams for the roof structures, since the central court had 

no roof. The open concept retained the coolness by allowing air to move freely through. Cooking 

could also be done in the open central court, when the weather permitted. 

If the family had some animals, they were often kept in part of the house at night. 

Families, sometimes including several generations, tended to live under one roof and had little or 

no privacy. 

The roof was of real importance in everyday life. It was a flat roof with just enough slope to 

drain off the rainwater. Rainwater was carefully collected into cisterns or large containers, for in 

the more arid climate of the eastern Mediterranean every drop of water was precious. The roof of 

the house was flat and sturdy, enabling people to venture up on it. Since the roofs were used so 

often, the law of Deuteronomy required guard rails to be installed to prevent falling. 

The roof areas in effect provided an open second floor. On the roof, tools would often be 

stored, laundry would be put out to dry, and people would often gather to talk, especially in the 

evening. Scripture also speaks of it as a place to retire and pray. In the evening when it was cool, 

people sat and talked, and in the better weather would often sleep there. The climate of the 

Mediterranean provides a rather perfect setting for this at most times of the year. Some also 

placed tents and other coverings on the roof. 

Except for the roof structures, which included wood timbers, the basic building material in 

Palestine was stone. The limestone provides excellent building material and as the stones were 

fashioned into a wall, they would be coated with a flat, fixed stucco-like material and smoothed 

over. Foundations were dug with great care as Jesus also said to build upon rock rather than 

sand. The mortar was used to bond the stone that was made of clay mixed with shells and 

potsherds. 

As for the structure of the roofs, wooden trusses were necessary, since the roof would be used 

as a kind of second floor. Then a kind of wattling or firm lattice of straw mats would be covered 

over and smoothed with hard clay. Yearly repairs were made just prior to the rainy season. Most 



of the inner doors were narrow; only the door facing the street was wider and had a hinged door 

that could be secured. 

In poorer homes the floor was simply pounded earth. The more affluent might have pebbles or 

baked clay tiles. Wooden floors could be afforded only by the very wealthy. 

Only the very wealthy could afford to have water piped to their houses. Ordinary people 

went to the well or spring-fount, or perhaps a local stream, and collected water with skins, jars, 

and all kinds of pitchers. Some larger towns did have conduits or aqueducts that brought the 

water to certain public areas. The washing of clothes was done away from the main house lest 

water run back in. 

Generally there was no need for a lot of heating, except in the cooler months of the year. Most 

of the houses therefore had no fireplaces. If it did grow cold, there were charcoal braziers where 

small fires would be kindled. 

Lighting was not very abundant. Small oil lamps were used. It will be recalled from above 

that much time was spent out-of-doors so interior lights were less necessary. 

Furniture was extremely simple. The chief object in the home was the chest. There were chests 

for provisions and chests for clothes. For the poorest families, chests doubled as tables. Since 

clothing was simple, there was little need for many different sets or changes of clothing, and thus 

there was less need for numerous chests and the sorts of insanely large closets many have today. 

Most moderately well off families did have a low table at which to recline and eat. People in 

this region and time reclined on their left elbow and ate with their right hand. Sitting on chairs at 

higher tables to eat was rare. 

The kitchen as we know it did not exist. In small houses cooking was done out back on an 

open fire or in a fire pit. Utensils were kept in a chest. In larger houses the courtyard might be the 

place of the cooking fire and kitchen items were kept in a storeroom.  Only the largest homes had 

a dedicated area with a fiery oven. 

Bedding was rolled out on the floor; the bed as a piece of furniture off the floor, as in our homes 

today, was largely unknown at that time except among the very wealthy. Family members 

stretched out on mats, covering themselves with their own cloaks. Many slept on the roof in 

the warmer months. 

Many even smaller houses seem to have had a bath of some sort. The ancient Jews were 

conscientious about cleanliness and saw it as related to holiness and ritual purity. The usual bath 

(often called a mikveh) was narrow and one stepped down into it. Bathing was for hygiene to be 

sure, but there were also ritual baths that the Jews took. In the Holy House in Nazareth, a mikveh 

is located in or near the house and adjacent to the carpenter shop of Joseph. 



Latrines were more likely outhouses and were situated away from the main dwelling. They may 

have been shared facilities between several domiciles, depending on the size and layout of the 

town or village. There is an excerpt in the Torah in which Moses instructs the ancient Israelites 

to “build your latrines outside the camp.” It further states, “When you go to the toilet, take a 

paddle or a shovel with you and use the toilet and then cover it up,” suggesting that some sort of 

lime was thrown in after the use. Other directions about latrines were that they should be located 

in discreet, private locations. Certain archeological digs have uncovered the presence of latrines 

that consisted of a pit dug into the ground and of an enclosed, roofed chamber; basically an 

outhouse. 

It was a simpler time to be sure, but still with all the basic needs of a home. 

What Sort of Clothing Did People in Jesus’ Time Wear? 

 

Determining what clothing was worn in Jesus’ day is surprisingly complex.  

First of all, there are many presumptions we make based on how many dress in the Middle East 

today. The typical form of clothing there now (the women in veils, and both men and women in 
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long, flowing robes) seems very traditional and ancient to us, so we assume that this is how the 

people of Jesus’ time dressed. Even if many of the basics are the same, the details are difficult to 

determine. 

This difficulty emerges from two basic problems. First, archeology unearths little evidence of 

ancient clothes, since they do not last like rocks, pottery, and some bones. Second, the Jews 

almost never represented human figures in their art, so we have nothing comparable to the 

Egyptian frescoes, or the artwork found from the ancient Greeks and Romans. 

We are left to glean details from scriptural references to clothing and descriptions of what was 

required and forbidden. Although they do not paint a complete picture, they at least provide us 

with some rudimentary descriptions. 

In everyday life, men and women alike wore garments often referred to as “tunics.” A tunic was 

a simple, one-piece robe, usually belted at the waist, with a hole for the head and two holes for 

the arms. People wore both an inner garment and an outer garment, each with a similar shape. 

 

The inner garment resembled a long, loose-fitting T-shirt or a kimono. It was made of linen, 

cotton, or sometimes soft wool. For penitential reasons some would occasionally wear inner 

tunics made of sackcloth or camel hair. The earliest of these garments were made without sleeves 

and reached only to the knees; later the garment often extended to the wrists and ankles. A man 

wearing only this inner garment was said to be naked (e.g., 1 Samuel 19:24, Isaiah 20:2–4). 

Nothing at all was worn underneath the inner garment (except by Essene men, who wore a close-

fitting loincloth). 

The belt (also called a cincture or girdle) was a band of cloth, cord, or leather that could be 

loosened or tightened. It was worn around the inner and/or outer garment. Its use prevented the 

flowing robes (often long) from interfering with movement.  

The biblical expression “to gird up the loins” meant to put on the belt, thus freeing the lower 

legs to permit work and easy walking. The expression signified that the person was ready for 

service; it is largely equivalent to the modern expression, “roll up your sleeves.” 
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The outer tunic, also called a mantle or robe, was worn over the inner tunic. It consisted of a 

square or oblong strip of cloth with a hole for the head. Sometimes it had sleeves and sometimes 

was more like a poncho, with the area for the arms cut back.  

It was worn as a protective covering; people did not go out in public without some sort of outer 

tunic. Jewish men had tassels (called tzitzit) attached to the corners of their mantles, reminding 

them of the constant presence of the Lord’s commandments. Because the outer tunic was large 

and flowing, it was usually drawn in with a belt. The outer belt was often decorated with 

embroidery or even precious stones. 

A bag or purse was often attached to the belt, fastened with a buckle. 

While most Jewish men and women wore long (ankle-length) tunics, short (knee-length) tunics 

were worn by slaves, soldiers, and those engaging in work that required mobility. 

The cloak – In cooler weather, a cloak might be worn on top of these tunics. Cloaks could be 

designed either with sleeves or without. 

Sandals were worn on the feet. They had wooden soles and were fastened with straps of leather. 

Jews did not wear sandals indoors; they removed them upon entering the house and washed their 

feet. 

In terms of the basics, men and women dressed much alike. However, there were clearly 

differences because Scripture warns, A woman shall not wear man’s clothing, nor shall a man 

put on a woman’s clothing; for whoever does these things is an abomination to the LORD your 

God (Deut 22:5). 

For women, the inner garment was largely identical to that for men. However, the outer garment 

was longer, with enough border fringe to largely cover the feet (Isaiah 47:2; Jeremiah 13:2). The 

outer garment was cinched with a belt similar to that used by men, but it was ornamented 

differently (and usually more elaborately). In some regions, women’s outer garments were made 

of different materials and/or sported different patterns than those worn by men. In addition, a 

woman might don an apron on top of the outer garment, in order to protect it and to enable her to 

carry things. The apron was usually attached to the belt and covered the lower half of the body. 
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The veil – There is debate as to how widespread the wearing of the veil was for Jewish women 

in Jesus’ day. It is certain that they wore them in the synagogue and the Temple (cf 1 Cor 11:15). 

It is also quite certain that unmarried women wore them. However, it is less evident that Jewish 

women wore them all the time, especially at home; some of them didn’t even wear them in 

public. It would seem that Jewish women in Roman Judea (i.e., the south, around Jerusalem, 

Jericho, and Bethlehem) wore hairnets, examples of which have been discovered at sites such as 

Masada. 

So perhaps women did not wear a veil at all times as is now the custom in much of the Middle 

East. Other sources speak of the head covering being typical for both men and women and 

describe it as a length of cloth around the shoulders that could be pulled over the head and tied at 

the forehead, falling over the shoulders. Perhaps the veil or head covering was something that 

was used strategically, such as when one needed protection from the sun or wished to pray. 

The Bible first mentions women’s jewelry when Abraham’s servants present earrings and 

bracelets to Rebecca (Genesis: 24:22). Jeremiah also observed, “Can a maid forget her 

ornaments?” Isaiah 3:16-23 features a detailed description of the fashionably ornamented 

woman of the Old Testament. As a general rule, Hebrew women wore bracelets and earrings. 

Less frequently they might have nose jewels and/or wear a necklace. 

Bracelets – Bracelets were usually made of precious materials such as gold and were typically 

worn around the wrist. However, royal women often wore them above the elbow. Most bracelets 

were one solid piece and were slipped over the wrist; more rarely two pieces were fastened 

together and were open and closed at a hinge. 

Anklets – Women wore anklets as often as they did bracelets. Anklets were made of much the 

same material (Isaiah 3:16 – 20). Some anklets were fashioned so as to create a tinkling, musical 

sound when the woman walked. 

Earrings – Among the Jewish people, only women wore earrings (Judges 8:24). They were less 

common long ago than they are today. Generally, Scripture suggests that they were round or 

hoop-like. However, the law prohibited all mutilation of the body, so neither ears nor nose could 

be pierced to hold such ornaments. Thus earrings were clipped on or worn around the ear with a 

small chain. 

Nose Jewels – Although some evidence exists of Jewish women wearing small jewels on or 

about the nose, there is little evidence that the wearing the nose rings was widespread. The 

practice was more common farther to the east, mainly among the Assyrians and Persians. 

Rings were worn not only on the fingers, but also on the toes. 

Cosmetics and perfume – Generally, Jewish women looked at cosmetics (such as painting the 

eyes) with disdain (Jeremiah 4:30; 23:40). There is some evidence that Jewish women dyed the 

nails of their fingers and toes with henna. 

Perfume – Jewish women used perfume in much the same manner as today. Common sources of 

perfume in biblical times were frankincense and myrrh, aloes, nard, cinnamon, and saffron. 



Hairstyle – Most Jewish women wore their hair long and braided. The Talmud mentions that 

Jewish women also used combs and hairpins. It would seem that they generally eschewed the 

more elaborate hairstyles of the Greek and Assyrian women. 

 

The people of Nazareth 

 
 

First of all, what did the people of ancient Nazareth (like Mary and Joseph) look like? 

They would have been shorter than modern people, about five feet tall for women and a bit more 

for men. They were robust, sturdy, with strong brown hands callused from work, and glossy 

black hair. 

Peasant women often painted a line of red or purple dye down the center parting of their hair, 

and wore modest pieces of jewelry. Their clothes were homespun wool or linen, loose fitting, in 

one of the soft colors of natural dyes – cream, a deep faded pink, or a soft grey. Both sexes wore 



leather ankle-length boots in winter, sandals in summer, and cut their dusty toenails with a sharp 

knife. 

The 19th century photograph of a Bedouin girl at right gives some idea of the clothing and 

decoration of a Middle Eastern woman from a nomadic tribe. Of course, Mary lived in a village 

surrounded by good farm land, and would have been slightly more affluent than women of 

nomadic tribes. But there were similarities. The girl in the photograph wears a garment that is not 

only handwoven but homespun as well. Women in the biblical period made their family’s 

garments from scratch. 

What work did Nazareth people do? 

 

Joseph was a builder – not a carpenter, since there was little need for a carpenter in a small 

village, and wood was a luxury item.  

He probably had to travel to get jobs outside Nazareth, but there was plenty of work at the time, 

since Herod Antipas had recently redesigned and rebuilt the nearby town of Sepphoris. 

Mary was a junior member of a large Jewish peasant family, always surrounded by other 

people. She did the traditional work of women – preparing food, washing, fetching water from 

the well, working in the fields owned by her family, helping other women raise their many 

children. 

If you were a young Jewish woman like Mary of Nazareth you lived with your extended 

family, or with the family of your husband. Your home was made of stone and mud-brick and 

though it might not have been beautiful on the outside, inside it was cool, comfortable and 

pleasant. For images and information, see Women’s Work or Bible Archaeology: Work 



As far as we know, Jesus’ family lived a normal life in Nazareth. They were devout, traditional 

Jews, travelling often to Jerusalem for the major religious festivals.  

Their son Jesus was taught building skills by his father Joseph, and was expected to carry on the 

family trade. Their lives were simple, ordinary, humdrum. 

Shepherds and their sheep 

Shepherds and flocks were a common feature of everyday life in biblical times. A 

flock depended utterly on its shepherd for safety, food and daily care, so the shepherd 

became a common symbol of God’s care for humanity and all creation. 

The two most famous uses of this symbol are in Psalm 23 and in John 10. Both of these passages 

link the good Shepherd with divine care: 

“The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want. 

He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still waters; he restores my soul. 

He leads me in right paths for his name’s sake. 

Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me; 

your rod and your staff – they comfort me.” Psalms 23:1-4 

“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. 

The hired hand, who is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and 

leaves the sheep and runs away – and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. 

The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not care for the sheep. 

I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, 

just as the Father knows me and I know the Father. 

And I lay down my life for the sheep.” John 10:11-15 

 



Women’s work 

A woman in 1st century Nazareth performed all the small tasks expected of any woman in a 

farming community: 

 she washed clothes in an open-air communal water-trough; these wash-troughs all over 

the Mediterranean world were scenes of camaraderie and gossip 

 she carted water from the ancient spring that served everyone in Nazareth 

 she cooked food – steaming bread cakes were a daily item. A primitive sort of popcorn, 

made by putting fresh grain on a hot metal plate, was popular 

 

 she preserved food; at certain times of the year the women were swamped with the task 

of drying grapes, dates and figs. Olives were eaten fresh or pickled. There was a wide 

range of vegetables, eaten fresh or dried: beans, lentils and peas, onions and leeks, 

melons and cucumbers. These were made into spicy soups. Goat cheese and yogurt were 

eaten fresh because of the heat. Dried fish and eggs were sources of protein, with 

chicken, mutton and lamb for special occasions. The food may have been simple, but the 

taste was strong, seasoned with rock salt, vinegar, mint, dill and cumin 

 she made clothes; the clothes of the day were simple, but they are made from scratch by 

the women of each family 

 she tended the goats and sheep who grew the wool, clipped the animals, carded and 

spun the wool, wove the cloth, shaped and sewed the clothes, mended them when they 

showed signs of wear….. Each house was a thriving little production center 

 Every Jewish woman, young and old, knew the small tasks involved in caring for the 

elderly, and for family members who were ill – sponging their face and hands, 

combing their hair, keeping the room where they lay as quiet as possible. 

The work may have been shared among all the women, but it was still heavy work, and Mary of 

Nazareth probably ate her food with a hearty appetite at the end of the day. 



 

The spring of the Virgin in Nazareth, 19th century photograph 



Farming 

Almost everyone in Nazareth, men and women, 

were farmers. They had to be, since very little was imported from outside the village. It was 

heavy, continuous work, and Jesus was certainly familiar with it. He probably even worked in 

the fields as a boy, judging from Luke 8:5-8, the Parable of the Sower: Ancient ploughs and oxen 

5 “A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path; it 

was trampled on, and the birds of the air ate it up. 6 Some fell on rock, and when it came up, the 

plants withered because they had no moisture. 7 Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up 

with it and choked the plants. 8 Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up and yielded a crop, a 

hundred times more than was sown.” When he said this, he called out, “He who has ears to 

hear, let him hear.” 

Ploughing was done in the wet season, from October to April. This was also the time for sowing 

seed, harrowing and weeding. Flax and barley were harvested in April and May, then wheat. 

Vines had to be pruned and tended during the growing season, then the grapes picked from July 

to October. Grapes were used as dried fruits, and for making wine. Most people also grew fig 

and olive trees in their plots of land. 

 



Entertainment in Nazareth 
Women in rural communities like Nazareth did not read, since it was unnecessary. Instead, 

stories were memorized. 

 

Mary of Nazareth was part of an oral society that gloried in story-telling. The great enemy in 

ancient societies was boredom, and clever talk kept boredom at bay. People in the ancient world 

told stories and acted them out for pure enjoyment. There is, after all, more sex and violence in 

Scripture than in anything that has come out of Hollywood. Read Judges 19 (a husband 

indifferent to the gang rape of his wife) or Genesis 38 (seduction and deceit). It was not only the 

handing-on of traditional stories, but a challenge to the audience to make judgements about what 

was right and wrong. Scrolls of the Torah 

Mary almost certainly knew the five books of Torah by heart. It was a woman’s 

responsibility to teach her children about Yahweh and Judaism until the age of seven. Boys were 

then handed over to a male teacher at the synagogue, and taught to read. A former queen of 

Israel, Alexandra, had mandated that all Jewish boys should be able to read the Scriptures. 

I hope this short feast of information has helped you recall or perhaps better understand some of 

the homilies I have given and provided you with another meal to enjoy as food for thought. 

I must give credit to the many sources that provided insight for the articles that help us better 

understand and appreciate the life of Jesus and to help us stay humble by the way we live as 

compared to the people then. A special thanks goes out to Msgr. Pope’s works that made putting 

this together so much easier,  

 

Deacon Hicks 


