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Chapter One

 


It was perhaps two hours ‘till dawn. She had
been lying awake listening to the distant howl of a wolf somewhere
near the cliffs of Arbela. She turned to look at the man lying next
to her. Who was he really? She carefully lifted his arm off her
shoulder and slid off the bed. His intermittent snoring continued
in rasping grunts as she dressed, slipped a piece of dry bread into
her mouth, took a sip of water and unlatched the door. She peered
out, as was her habit; usually to be sure the street was deserted
before her patrons ventured into public. A cool breeze off the sea
caressed her face. It smelled like freedom. It beckoned her to go
somewhere quiet, somewhere she could be alone with her thoughts.
She lifted her shawl over her hair and stepped out into the
semi-darkness of predawn light. The flickering light of oil lamps
shone from a few high windows casting moving shadows on the trees
near her small house.

Turning left and towards the cliffs, she
walked silently through the town center, past the well, and up the
slight rise towards the fork in the road, her sandals making soft
padding sounds on the Roman cobbles. Behind her, a voice called out
somewhere on the sea, a fisherman giving orders to lift a trammel
net out of the water. Fishermen always worked in the deep waters
during darkness, and as she continued her journey towards the
mountains Mary stopped and looked back at the small bobbing lights
of lanterns fastened to the masts in the center of the boats which
were bringing the ends of the net together. She crossed the Roman
road that branched beneath the dark shadow of the cliffs. To the
south, a few miles away lay the new city of Tiberias established by
Herod Antipas only seven years ago and named in honour of the
Caesar.

Leaving the road she carefully made her way
upon a narrow goat track towards the cliffs, climbing past outcrops
of rock, careful not to touch the briar thorns which grew on either
side. Dew from the dry broken grass dampened her feet and the smell
of sage reached her as she wound her way towards a low shelf of
rock facing the east and across the Sea of Galilee. She stepped off
the beaten track and through the grass until she was beneath the
shadow of the cliffs. Choosing a flat rock, she sat and gazed out
over the water as the gray light of dawn began to illuminate the
world. Beneath her lay the small fishing village of Magdala, its
streets, houses and inns nestled together against the shores of the
fresh water lake that contributed so much to its economy. A thin
sickle moon ran from the sky as if chased by the rising sun, and
began to drop beneath the cliffs behind her. Deep within her heart
she felt a stirring of joy, or was it just a fleeting memory from
long ago when life had its happier moments. They seemed few and far
between these days.

From the corner of her eye Mary spied a young
female deer, a roebuck, its yellow-brown coat making it almost
impossible to see against the stark landscape. It was watching her
as it chewed the damp grass, seemingly unafraid, and then suddenly
it leaped away, bounding over small rocks and plants, pursued by a
pack of wolves which appeared clumsy in comparison. They paid her
no mind in their pursuit and within a few seconds all were out of
sight. The scene brought contrasting thoughts.

If only life were so simple; if only I could
have such freedom. To run, to jump, to escape the dogs that chase
me.

She watched the sun begin to rise above the
hills on the far shore of Galilee. As it rose, a golden path
stretched across the waters and seemed to lead directly to the port
of Magdala. A cock crowed to announce the new day, its cackling
voice echoing off the cliff walls behind her. The town was coming
to life, people moving about, drawing water, loading carts, and
walking out to the fields to harvest the first crops of grain which
were a few weeks late in the middle of May. The scene before her
looked so idyllic, so peaceful, and yet even where she sat she was
reminded that many souls had fallen to their deaths, their bodies
broken on the rocks.

Few people visited this lonely place. It was
considered bad luck by those who held to superstitions or had lost
loved on that dreadful day almost a decade ago. The caves above her
had witnessed the end of many lives. Herod’s military elite had
been lowered in baskets to slaughter the families and rebels hiding
in the cliffs some seventy years ago. Some say that wolves or
jackals never lived in this land until the scent of blood; the
blood of Jews who were dashed upon the rocks, drew them to the
cliffs of Arbela. Judas Galilaeus, their leader, a man who
considered himself a true patriot, had convinced his followers that
paying taxes to Caesar was a violation of Moses’ Law. The Romans
couldn’t have cared less, and Herod cared more for currying favor
with Romans than for the covenant of the Law.

Mary rose to leave. With darkness gone she
had begun to feel exposed. She wanted to be back indoors and out of
sight. Her guest would have placed coins on the table and left by
now; it was time for the blessed silence of sleep. She turned and
looked up at the cave mouth, that same mouth that had seemed to
spit its inhabitants out like something distasteful. She bowed her
head for a moment and shuddered against the memory, squashing
emotions with habitual control, the survival instincts of a woman
who had learned to live with pain.

If only you had listened to me. If only you
were here. You trusted in a fool and a fool’s God, and drove me to
be what I have become.

She shook her head quickly, stifling the
thoughts, lifted her robe and started down the hill.

 


~~~~

 


Abdeel was used to waiting. The journey from
Thessalonica to Joppa was often interrupted by storms and
unscheduled stops. Last night there had been such a storm and the
captain of the merchant ship had taken down the sails. The loss of
time meant they were now sitting beyond the fabled reef at Joppa
waiting for the tide. The sailors were impatient to be ashore and
enjoy the many entertainments the old city had to offer travelers
with little or no moral restraints. The captain was a bearded Greek
with a raucous voice, protruding belly, pleasant nature and
reputation for honesty, not to mention a love of good wine. Abdeel
had known him for many years and between them they had dozens of
stories to tell about storms, mermaids, and the demons which lurked
beneath the waves of the Great Sea.

For five hours they had waited in the dark at
the southern end of the natural port, judging their distance by the
lantern which was hung on the three meter rock splinter that
protruded from the reef. Legend had it that Andromeda had been
chained to this rock in order to be devoured by a great monster of
the sea in order to appease the wrath of Poseidon; however, he had
been rescued from the very jaws of death by Perseus. Alexander the
Great had established a coin mint here, but this ancient city had
changed hands violently many times since his death.

At the captain’s orders the anchor was
cranked on board, sails were hoisted and the old ship creaked into
motion, slowly crossing the reef through the narrow straight and
entering the port. The sailors lifted a cheer to the gods of the
sea and Abdeel said a silent prayer of thanks to the Lord of
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

He was a godly man, a Jew circumcised on the
eighth day according to the custom, and raised to know the Torah
and Prophets. He was tall for a Jew, and with his short gray hair
and trimmed beard had the look of a scholar rather than merchant.
He always kept the Sabbath or Shabbat in the old tongue and his
love for the Scriptures was legendary. His father had been a
merchant and had taught him the ways of trading. But of all the
places he had seen throughout the empire there was nothing to
compare with the beauty of his native Galilee. His employees waited
on the docks, ready to load the camels and head for their
destination. They were going up to Jerusalem, the City of David. As
a boy Abdeel would count the thirty-five mile stones from Joppa,
but this day they would travel only as far as Modein, staying in
the safety of the Roman outpost situated about sixteen miles from
the Holy City.

The ship moved against the side of the dock
and lines were flung, orders barked and a gang plank secured to the
side. The sailors began to unload the cargo from the hold, eager to
finish their work, leave the ship and partake of the many taverns
that offered nocturnal entertainment. The captain moved toward
Abdeel and clasping his wrist in the fashion of a Roman soldier
smiled affectionately at his friend.

“Thank you for the wine my friend, and as
always for the pleasure of bringing you to your native land.”

Abdeel held his wrist tightly and placed his
left hand on the captain’s shoulder. “It was a good wine and a
waste to see this land lover spill half a glass over his chest,”
Abdeel replied, his dark eyes sparkling.

The captain laughed in genuine joy at the
memory of Abdeel trying to make a toast at the height of the
previous night’s storm.

“We are here. Neptune will have to do better
than that to bring me to his watery jail, or Sheol as you Jews call
it. I will see you in a month or two, or are you really serious
about giving up your traveling ways? In any case, enjoy your
beloved Israel my friend.”

“I shall, and perhaps I will be back.
Shalom,” Abdeel replied and stepped across the gang plank and onto
the dock.

It was good to be back. He always felt a deep
sense of peace whenever his feet felt the Promised Land. There was
nowhere like home especially for a people whose history was so
closely tied to this beautiful country. Once the camels were loaded
Abdeel and his small caravan joined a larger group who were also
making the journey up to Jerusalem. Although the traveling was
slower, there was safety in numbers, safety from the bandits who
found the caravans with their foreign goods too tempting to pass
by. With fifteen mounted mercenaries protecting the travelers they
would have second thoughts. Merchants were one thing; armed
professionals quite another.

Abdeel rode alongside his trusted friend
Gaius, a young but experienced Roman citizen with a natural
instinct for administration. Gaius served the Roman governor until
Abdeel had requested his services from the recently appointed
Pontius Pilate. Now he served both. Although the procurator himself
had little more than contempt for most Jews, Pilate’s wife had
distinctive tastes in cloth and perfume, tastes which had made
Abdeel a welcome guest in her husband’s presence, however, Gaius
was still duty bound to report to Pilate himself.

“What news from Judea?” Abdeel asked.

“We Romans are looking towards Britannica
while you Jews look for a Messiah my friend”, replied Gaius with a
warm smile. His dark short-cropped hair, stocky build and broad
face betrayed the possibility of Spanish blood. He was a lively
character and his friendly countenance made him a man who found it
easy to make friends.

“So nothing has changed in the past year and
a half,” laughed Abdeel as he turned in the saddle to observe the
camels following them.

“Actually we have a new prophet in the
region. He seems to have come down from Galilee. Perhaps he is the
one you are always reading about. He’s been causing a bit of a stir
lately, insulting Herod in public places,” replied Gaius.

“Insulting Herod? Who is this prophet and how
is he insulting Herod?” asked Abdeel.

“He is a wild man from the desert, totally
unsociable and uncouth at first impression. He dresses like a
beggar and roars like a lion. He’s called John and he spends his
time calling people to repent. He lives along the Jordan and
sometimes comes within walking distance of Jerusalem.”

“So how has he insulted Herod?” Abdeel
enquired again.

“He called Herod an adulterer, challenged him
about taking his brother’s wife while Philip is still alive.”
explained Gaius.

“And what has Herod done about it.”

“Nothing as yet, but you know Herod cannot
let something like that go unchallenged. I can’t see Herod either
repenting or allowing this prophet to embarrass him in public,” he
laughed, “ A man like his father is our esteemed Herod, not in name
only.”

“Well, whoever he is, according to the Law of
Moses this John is right. A man can only marry his brother’s wife
after the brother is dead and Philip still lives.”

“I am sure Herod prefers Roman law when it
comes to such matters,” chuckled Gaius.

“So what else can you tell me about this man
John?”

“Well”, continued Gaius, “they say he has
attracted quite a following further north and that he baptizes
people in the Jordan, indeed he is also known as ‘the Baptist’. But
I know what you’re thinking my friend and he is not the one. He is
often heard to say that he is not the Messiah but that he has come
to prepare the way for this King.”

“Have you heard him speak for yourself ?”
asked Abdeel

“Actually yes, but only for a moment. We were
taking a small shipment to the garrison at Tiberius a few weeks ago
and saw a large crowd near the Jordan. He was standing on a rock.
He looked like a crazy man; staff in hand, long wild hair and beard
and dressed in camel’s hair cloth. We stopped and listened for
about twenty minutes. He is a powerful speaker, passionate.”

“Sounds like he made quite an impression on
you,” said Abdeel smiling with amusement.

Gaius hid a wry smile and answered in a
serious tone.

“To be honest, he seemed like someone not of
this world. There was an air of power and authority about him that
belied the way he looked. There was a moment when his eyes met
mine, a moment when he was saying something like ‘I am the voice of
one crying in the wilderness, prepare your heart for the Lord’ or
words to that effect.”

“He was quoting Isaiah,” explained Abdeel.
“‘A voice of one crying in the desert, prepare the way for the
Lord, make straight paths for him.’

“Yes that was it, I remember now. So, tell me
scholar, what does it mean?” chided Gaius.

“It is a prophecy about the coming of the
Messiah who will bring good news to Zion, to Jerusalem. He will
come with power and as a shepherd.”

“With power you say?” asked Gaius. “Powerful
prophets are not usually welcomed by Rome master Abdeel, and
shepherds are not welcome anywhere,” laughed Gaius.

The older man was quiet for a moment
pondering what had been said. The steady clipping sound of shod
hooves on the cobbled stones declared the promise that he was
coming closer to home. Gaius kept watching the progress of the
camels as they trod the well worn track at the side of the
road.

“There is other news also my friend,” said
Gaius interrupting Abdeel’s thoughts. “While we are on the subject
of long-haired prophets, there is another I should mention. No
doubt you’ll hear about and see him soon enough.”

“Really?” enquired Abdeel, “and why is
that.”

“Because he is causing quite a sensation in
Galilee and in Jerusalem. According to rumour he is doing
miraculous deeds, healing the sick, driving out demons and some say
he even healed a leper.”

“A leper you say? Only God can heal a leper,”
Abdeel replied, his voice seeming to break slightly.

“You are too serious my friend,” said the
Roman smiling. “A friend of ours from Cana went to a wedding where
this man was; it must have been a few months before you left. He
told me a ridiculous story about the wine running out and this
Nazarene ordering the servants to fill about sixteen jars with
water. When they served the water it had turned into the best wine
he had ever tasted. I think he simply had too much,” he said
laughing.

“A Nazarene you say?”

“Yes, Jesus of Nazareth, a carpenter’s son by
all accounts, but certainly becoming popular for more than making
tables and chairs eh? A handy man to bring to a wedding”, chuckled
Gaius.

Abdeel also smiled. “We shouldn’t believe all
we hear my friend, but this story of a leper being healed is worth
looking into.”

“He is not so popular in Jerusalem. He was
there for your spring festival, the one you call Passover. He
caused quite a scene in the temple. I was speaking to our mutual
friend Joseph who said that this Jesus got very upset about the
merchants trying to earn a living under Solomon’s Portico. Drove
them out with a whip; sheep, goats, cattle and money everywhere. In
any case, I am sure that you’ve said this Messiah of yours must
come from David’s city, from Bethlehem Ephrathah, not Nazareth, or
am I wrong.”

“No, you are right. The Messiah must be born
in Bethlehem, however the Scriptures don’t tell us He will grow up
there.”

“Well, I am sure you’ll hear a lot more when
you return to your home-town my good friend. Perhaps you will get a
chance to see this Jesus for yourself. Speaking of home Abdeel, did
you wish for my personal escort to Tiberius or will you make other
arrangements?”

“There will be no need to escort me thank you
Gaius. Most of the produce will be staying with my people in
Jerusalem. They will take care of the details. I am looking forward
to getting home, to seeing my beloved Galilee and Magdala.”

They traveled on towards Modein. Abdeel was
deep in thought about the conversation. It had been hundreds of
years since anyone reported the healing of a leper. According to
the best interpretations of the law, only God could heal a leper.
For this elderly Jewish man that was a personal issue. Leprosy
didn’t discriminate between the good and the bad, the righteous and
unrighteous, although lepers were seen to be cursed by God for
those who considered themselves righteous. He had known a good
woman, a very good woman, a woman who had longed to be a mother,
who had long sought the face of God to change her barrenness, a
woman who had discovered the dreaded disease had chosen her. She
had died amongst lepers, unable and unwilling to be held by the man
she loved for fear of infecting him. She had taught him to accept
God’s will, to understand that ‘the Lord gives and the Lord takes
away’, and to continue saying ‘blessed is the name of the Lord’.
Abdeel’s heart was heavy as he thought of her, the woman who had
tried to bear his children, a woman who died not knowing a dark
secret he held in his heart.

Gaius moved back and forth through the
caravan ever watchful over his charges, ever thoughtful that the
governor would not be pleased if this ageing Jewish merchant and
his produce were not safely delivered to Jerusalem.

 



Chapter Two

 


It was almost noon. The sun was shining on a
bowl of water near the shuttered window, creating beautiful
patterns on the ceiling of the small room. Mary watched, like a
little girl, spellbound. She had slept throughout the morning as
she often did in order to avoid those who shared the courtyard
outside. The sneers of the wives and sniggers of teenage boys
angered her, but she had only a small house with no private
courtyard of her own. All of her cooking could be done indoors as
she had an adequate oven with a brick chimney, but she still needed
to venture to the common well to draw water.

Today she needed to visit the market on the
outskirts of town. Nowadays the markets sold most things, even
common goods such as flour. Times were changing. In years past
everyone harvested grain or gleaned in the fields, but the Romans
had brought commerce and even wealth to some. Mary sometimes went
to the fields to glean but usually in the heat of the day when
others were resting. Having the money to buy grain wasn’t a
problem, it was the feeling of open fields that she liked, the
gleaning was merely a good reason to go, a reason to do a chore
which was a handle to reality, a lifeline to an every pressing
darkness she was slowly succumbing to.

Life in a small town wasn’t easy. She was a
woman despised, but also feared, especially by those who saw her
brazen attitude as a threat. Often she would refuse to cower
beneath her shawl. She would walk in public with her brightly
braided hair sparkling in the sun, turning heads and raising
comments. But more often than not, she hid in the darkness, ashamed
and dirty, a woman longing for love, longing for sincere human
touch and drowning in the memories of a broken past. At times she
would leave her house in the middle of the day with a ‘devil may
care’ attitude, only to have her courage betray her, fear grip her,
shame overtake her, and a compelling desire to hide, carry her
home.

The stares and mumbled criticisms of her
neighbors were nothing compared to the voices which invaded her
mind without welcome or warning. They knew her intimately, her
private thoughts, her troubled past and pathetic hopes. Her wrong
choices had opened the door to them, a door labeled anger,
rebellion and ultimately, sin. Sometimes they mocked her, sometimes
they encouraged her to hate, sometimes her thoughts were as old as
time itself; the thoughts of those who lived before time, who had
rejected perfection and embraced evil. She felt their evil and
without invitation their hatred became hers, their blasphemy her
blasphemy, their disgusting thoughts, her thoughts.

But when their voices were silent her self
hate came back to haunt her. Did she enjoy their lust; enjoy the
insatiable evil which filled them with hatred towards the Creator?
Perhaps she did. Perhaps they had chosen her because she was so
evil in herself. And yet a small and screaming part of her longed
to feel freedom, to feel clean, to feel the arms of her husband,
strong and tender, to feel like a woman that she could respect.
Those days were gone. The present often found her as a broken child
cowering in the corner of her room, an adult in body, but child in
mind, a woman who could not see herself as a woman, as a widow;
those memories were buried beneath a mountain of pain and regret.
The child longed for a new life, the life of a child with a
laughing, loving father bouncing her on his knees, kissing her
cheek, tickling her and making her laugh. Oh how she missed her
father, missed love, real love. There was one who loved her as a
daughter, but she was too afraid to let him love her, afraid that
what she was would somehow spread and contaminate him.

She crossed to the table and studied her
reflection in the small silver mirror which had been given as a
gift. She was naturally beautiful, as men count beauty. Her high
cheek bones, olive complexion, and deep brown eyes complemented her
full lips and long neck. She had a natural grace when she moved,
and the sight of her thick long hair moving as she tossed her head
had turned many an eye. She covered her hair, grabbed a small
leather purse and left the house. Few people were about. She turned
right and started down the narrow cobbled street beyond the
courtyard to the edge of town and the docks.

Magdala was a thriving village although much
of the traveling trade had shifted to the new town of Tiberius a
few miles away. Northern travelers often stayed at the many inns
and enjoyed the fresh fish and produce of the rich Galilean valley.
Mary could not imagine a more beautiful place anywhere in the
world, albeit this place had witnessed many horrors of human
cruelty in the past and had taken the lives of some she had loved
dearly.

A warm afternoon breeze touched her face as
it reached out to land from the sea. It threatened to take away her
shawl, to expose her. She came to the market. The smells of drying
fish and fresh fruit tempted her, but she only gave a casual glance
to the many wares on display in the seller’s tents. She purchased a
small vile of olive oil, half a seah of flour and one medium sized
tilapia, her favorite Galilean fish. She handed over a silver
denarius, that which held the image of Tiberius Caesar, and
received twenty copper putrot in change. An expensive meal with
fine wine could cost a traveler one denarius or 190 putrot in
Magdala these days, almost the equivalent of a day’s wages.

She had once been offered three hundred
denari as a widow’s bride price, three times the normal amount, but
she would be no man’s slave, never again. She had learned the power
of Eve, the power to seduce and coerce. Men were so easily
controlled by their lust, were so quick to whisper words of love
which evaporated with their passion. Mary knew the ways of men and
she had promised herself to never willingly submit to their control
again.

Speaking of which, it was the fourth day of
the week, dies Mecuris or Mercury day by the Roman calendar and she
had a regular guest in the middle of the week. In truth she
despised him. He had frequented her house for nearly two years, a
man with one wife and two sons, a man who took his turn to teach
his children in the synagogue, who was welcomed in Simon the
Pharisee’s house and who lived a double life. She placed her goods
in a small basket and turned away from the market heading back
towards her house and the local synagogue. She used to visit the
synagogue, years ago when life was simpler, when she was but
another woman from Magdala, but now she hated the place.

She hated the hypocritical ideas that taught
that she was forbidden to enter such a holy place whilst those who
made her unholy were welcomed. She hated the teachings that claimed
a married woman who slept with any man was an adulteress, that she
should die for the offence, and yet a married man could share the
bed of any unmarried woman without committing a crime.

Man-made religion disguised as righteousness;
hypocrites who teach that a woman is the legal property of a man
and able to be disposed of at a whim.

As she past the synagogue on her way back,
she heard the voice of a local man instructing the young boys in
Torah. She paused and as she heard him expounding the Levitical
law, her thoughts reached down into a well of unhealed pain and
exploded inside her head.

What kind of god created such laws? A male
god perhaps? What kind of god made life unbearable for one gender
while rewarding the other merely through an accident of birth? What
kind of god created societies which oppressed and destroyed the
lives of women and then cast them out like filthy dogs for choosing
the only way of life in which they could survive? I have chosen to
live, I have risen above their man-made rules and now they submit
to my power, my rules and my price. They can have their pretty
synagogue and their religious laws, my law is real, it is the law
of nature, the power of Eve, the power of survival.

And there were other thoughts as well.

And what of love Mary, what of real love?
What about that idea, that dream you so often seek to crush beneath
your pain? Don’t lose your heart because of what you have seen and
experienced. There is goodness Mary, there is hope, there is real
love.

Mary drew her shawl tightly around her
shoulders and hurried up the cobbled path towards her house and
security. She must prepare. She would pour water into a basin and
bathe, she would burn incense, comb her hair, and leave the small
wooden handle on the door latch adjacent to the dark colored knot
in the wood, the sign that all of her customers recognised, the
sign that said she was alone, she was open for business. She would
act her part for the money, play with him as a cat toyed with a
mouse; she would play him for a fool, like actors in a twisted
Greek tragedy. She could play her part, she would play the
harlot.

 


~~~~

 


Within the walls of the room fifteen men sat
quietly listening to him outlay his plan. They had come from all
over the province at the call of a man considered to be something
of a leader. After the meeting they would return to the small
groups waiting for them and then join the crowds of people who were
protesting near the temple area. Pontius Pilate had made a
political error, one that they hoped would trigger a wave of
nationalism that the Roman governor could not quash.

Barabbas sat on a wooden stool and addressed
his fellow zealots. They listened to his stifled rhetoric with
respect for they knew that he had done more for the movement than
most and of course he was the son of a famous zealot who had given
his life for the cause. He wore a short tunic, cut off at the
shoulders and tied with a wide leather belt. From the belt he wore
a sicae, the trade mark weapon of those who were often referred to
as the sicarii, the ‘dagger men’. He was a powerfully built man
with well muscled arms and tanned chest. His chiseled features were
highlighted by a trimmed beard and he wore his hair pulled back and
tied with a thin leather thong. His men loved him, albeit some had
the opinion that he was slightly overzealous on occasions,
especially when dealing with those Jews he considered to be Roman
collaborators.

He had ordered the death of a wealthy
Sadducee and his family, and when no one had volunteered to carry
out the killing, he had done it himself without so much as a hint
of remorse. The man had a wife and three children. Victims of the
cause for justice he had called it, but many thought he went too
far. This night he was in good form, and obviously excited by what
he hoped the outcome would be.

“Ever since our brother Judas of Galilee
stood against the Roman dogs we have fought for the cause of God.
My father died in that war and we are all ready to die now. The
puppet of Rome has stolen sacred temple funds to build his aqueduct
and this time he has made a grave mistake.”

Heads nodded as the other leaders grunted
their agreement.

“The people are out there. They are angry,
they want justice. They want to see God act and God waits for us to
lead them. Tonight the Romans will learn that they cannot steal
from our God. We will bring His wrath upon them. You know the plan
and you know exactly where to place yourselves. When the people
begin breaking down the stones the Romans will act. When they act
we act. Tonight Roman blood will run in the streets; tonight we
lead Israel into a glorious future.”

They rose and left. Barabbas quietly cursed
himself for forgetting to lead them in prayer. How often did he
forget? Prayer! He had all but given up on it. He often lay awake
at night and wondered if he wasn’t fooling himself and those who
followed his leadership. His father had taught him to be zealous
for God, but he sometimes felt that his passion was for the cause,
for Israel, for independence. He hated the Romans, hated being
under their rule, obeying their laws. He hated watching a Jewish
man carrying a Roman’s bag the legal mile when ordered to do so,
and his hatred had brought him to a place where he enjoyed the feel
of warm blood flowing over his knuckles when his dagger had
penetrated the neck of his enemy.

Within the hour the zealots were scattered
through the crowd of protesters, but where were the Romans? A few
armored auxiliaries stood on the perimeter of the crowd, however,
Barabbas could only see less than twenty. They wouldn’t stand a
chance against the hundred freedom fighters who had come to lead
their brothers in the revolution. He gave the signal to the group
near the building works. Several men climbed onto the foundation
stones of the aqueduct and began to shout over the noise of the
crowd. They shouted about money, sacred money stolen by the Romans.
They shook their fists. And then, bending down they took iron
hammers and began to smash the well cut stones to pieces.

Barabbas could not understand why the
soldiers did not look overly concerned. In his long experience
there was usually swift action, violent and bloody. And then the
strangest thing happened. A horn blew, a roman horn, and suddenly
dozens of men in the crowd threw off robes and showed themselves as
Romans armed with clubs and sheathed swords. They began clubbing
those nearest the instigators. The zealots were slow to respond at
first confused at the appearance of the disguised men. The Romans
clubbed people to the ground. Many fell with bloodied heads. People
were screaming. Barabbas signaled to his men and with a shout of
‘down with the Romans’, charged at a club wielding soldier and
plunged his dagger into the unprotected neck.

But the anger that had motivated the
religious crowd dissipated in the disorder and fear. There was
total confusion everywhere. Less than half of the zealot leaders
had reacted in time to cause much damage and all could see that
this was not going to end well. They signaled their men to retreat
with the people, to make themselves disappear, but Barabbas found
himself surrounded by Romans who had dropped their clubs and
unsheathed their swords as one of their own fell to the ground, his
life’s blood draining from his body. He dare not be taken. Charging
towards an auxiliary he slipped sideways as the soldier tried to
plunge his sword into the zealot’s belly. Roman soldiers could
almost always be counted on to stab first, a habit of training. The
last thing he remembered was spinning around, with his dagger in
hand, and then everything went black.

 


~~~~

 


Abdeel awoke to the sound of raised voices in
the courtyard outside his room. Someone was cursing a camel which
didn’t wish to be loaded. By the amount of light pouring through
the high window on the east he judged that he had indeed overslept.
Sleep had eluded him for hours. Words from prophetic books bounced
around in his head. He was a good scholar, a man who could have
been a leading theologian but had chosen a life of travel instead.
This news of a leper being healed was something which could not be
ignored and for such a healer to appear immediately after this
desert prophet was cause for further investigation. He was excited
and at the same time a little sad. For years he had spent hours in
the synagogue asking God for mercy, asking that his wife be healed.
Last night he had dreamt of her; a ghastly dream of darkened caves
and clothes like rags, of covered faces and rotting flesh. How
cruel life could be.

It was she who had taught him to be humble.
He had allowed his prosperity to make him arrogant, independent. He
had become increasingly bitter towards God when his wife could not
conceive. He wanted an heir, for what was the point of a fortune
without an heir.

He rose and washed his face with water from a
bowl on the small table. There was fruit, cheese, some barley cakes
and watered spiced wine. Abdeel turned towards Jerusalem and spent
a few moments in prayer before he satisfied his hunger and stepped
out into the sunlight. The dew on the acacia trees had almost gone,
but a few small droplets sparkled in the early morning sun as the
trees gently swayed in a light breeze. He loved the smell of these
hardwoods; however, even the most discerning nose would struggle to
catch their scent with thirty camels kneeling nearby.

They left Modein some fifteen minutes later
and began the sixteen mile journey up to Jerusalem. He had turned
down Gaius’ invitation to arm himself with a roman sword, the
younger man’s insistence ceasing only after showing him the short
dagger he kept within the folds of his robe. Sometimes Gaius seemed
over-protective of him, like a hen with small chicks, however, all
travelers knew it could be a dangerous road. The journey to
Jerusalem climbed into the hills, through rocky valleys that
offered ample hiding places for bandits. At this time of year it
was a road well traveled and regularly patrolled by groups of
mounted soldiers, so Abdeel had no doubts that their short trip
would be uneventful.

The road from Joppa to Modein was very
straight, a typical characteristic of Roman roads, designed to get
legions from one point to another in the shortest possible time.
They were mostly built by the legions themselves and needed little
maintenance when government engineers were supervising
construction. Without supervision, the soldiers were tempted to
take shortcuts, omitting the important first layer of large stones
at the bottom of a trench which was notoriously difficult to dig in
Israel. The second layer was packed sand and only then were the
cobbles cut and fitted together with lime and broken tiles as
cement. The centre was always slightly raised to shed water, and
drains lay on either side.

For much of the journey they would travel on
the sandy track beside the road, a safe-guard against damaging the
large callous soles of their camel’s feet upon the roman
cobblestones. The sixteen miles to Jerusalem wound through the
valleys. Trees grew wherever life giving water gurgled to the
surface and small villages provided a place to rest and water
animals along the way.

They arrived in Jerusalem in the middle of
the afternoon and approached the city by the Eastern Gate,
sometimes referred to as the Joppa Gate by the locals. Outside the
walls were street merchants and villagers selling their wares,
everything from live animals and fowl, to fresh fruit and
vegetables. Dozens of tents lined the road and the sounds of
haggling buyers, bleating sheep and crowing roosters filled the
air, the former standing impatiently in hastily erected pens behind
the tent, the latter in cages or sitting on roosts with leather
cords attached to their feathered legs.

Closer to the gates were the beggars. The
blind and crippled sat on mats, dry thin hands extended to the
passers-by, hopeful of enough small coin to survive. Abdeel
dismounted and after letting his fellow travelers pass him into the
city, gave to each in turn as was his custom, enough to keep each
soul for at least a week. Many grunted their thanks to him, others
were too anxious to count the coins, dismissing the giver with a
nod of their heads. Gaius waited under the arch of the gate,
watching this man he respected deeply share some of his blessings
with his fellow man. He knew that neither race nor colour, creed or
religion made any difference to the old merchant’s generosity. He
saw Abdeel bend down and touch the hand of a blind man, placing
several coins into his hand. The man was smiling and speaking with
the old merchant. Gaius guessed that Abdeel knew the beggar from
past experience.

The two men said farewell and Gaius took both
mounts and left to supervise the delivery of the goods. Abdeel
stood in the centre of the road, a soft basket on his shoulder
bearing gifts. He gazed to the end of the street and the walls of
the temple before him. It was a truly magnificent structure
covering almost a quarter of the city. From where he stood he could
see the southern stairs which led up to Solomon’s Portico with its
two hundred Corinthian columns. As he walked towards the temple he
passed the densely populated area of houses on his left, the homes
of tradesmen, laborers and widows. People were going about their
business on the busy street, and young boys were returning home
from studies.

When he reached the stairs he climbed, and
passing under the columns which rose some fifteen times the height
of a man, he entered the Court of Gentiles. Groups sat under the
portico discussing theology, trade and politics. To the right was
something of a market area where the unscrupulous profited through
the selling of essential offerings for various sacrifices. The
haggling over prices threatened to destroy the sense of awe,
replacing it with a marketplace mentality. To his right a group of
schoolboys fidgeted and took notes as a rabbi expounded the Law of
Moses. They were eager to finish for the day, eager for play. He
turned and left, not willing to venture closer to the holy place
without first visiting one of the many public baths to purify
himself.

Abdeel descended the stairs and turned right
towards Herod’s Palace on the west side of the city. Although he
owned a small house in the city, tonight he would stay with one of
his oldest and dearest friends, a man who was a respected member of
the ruling council in Jerusalem, a member of the Sanhedrin. The
Jewish ruler, Joseph by name, had come to live in Jerusalem years
before, leaving his native Arimathea, a small town some twenty
miles east of Joppa. He had been a leading member of the synagogue
there and his reputation for integrity, knowledge of the Law, and
position of wealth had opened doors for him in the Holy City.

The presence of Roman soldiers on the streets
was significant for this time of year. There were no major
festivals or holy days at this time as Passover had finished two
months earlier so Abdeel wondered why there seemed to be so much
tension in the air. He arrived at a small bathhouse which was
frequented only by Jews. After disrobing he entered the tepid water
and wasting no time washing, dressed and left, walking through the
narrow street towards the west. There were no beggars here, the
rich had them removed as a rule and Herod would not allow them to
stay close to his palace.

Abdeel arrived at Joseph’s home and
entered the small courtyard. It was a beautiful place with trees
and hanging flowers. In the centre was a small fresh water pool,
the piped stream coming through the city system from the Gihon
Springs located on Jerusalem’s eastern slopes. Bright colored carp
moved lazily about and small birds began their evening song in the
branches above him. A servant had witnessed his approach and
moments later Joseph appeared. He was a man of average height and
slight build, with rather hawk-like features.

“Shalom my friend” greeted Joseph, clutching
Abdeel’s shoulders and kissing his cheek. Abdeel returned the
greeting and the kiss, holding his friend tightly.

“It is good to see you my traveling pilgrim,
good to see that the Lord has kept you safe on your many journeys.
Come, let’s raise a cup together.”

They entered the dining area of the large
house. A low wooden table sat in the centre surrounded by various
mats and cushions, some bearing distinctive designs of foreign
tastes. The two men reclined and a servant bearing a large bowl of
water proceeded to untie Abdeel’s sandals and wash his feet. He
said a word of thanks, a thing not required of him, but such was
the character of the man.

Joseph clapped his hands and a servant
appeared carrying a tray of glass cups, wine, and a selection of
fruit and nuts.

“You look tired my friend”, enquired Joseph.
“A difficult trip perhaps?”

“The trip was uneventful Joseph, just a
restless night and nothing a good night’s sleep won’t cure. The
city is quiet and there are too many soldiers. Is there
trouble?”

Joseph let out a sigh. “You know that Pilate
ordered an aqueduct built from Solomon’s Pools near Bethlehem to
the city some months ago?”

Abdeel nodded as he sipped his wine.

“A week ago he appropriated a hefty sum of
money from the temple funds in order to finish the project. Of
course the water will be brought into the temple area and Pilate
believes he is justified to use the money because of that fact, but
his actions have caused much discontent and we fear that riots may
break out.”

“Surely Caiaphas can settle things down with
a word to the people,” suggested Abdeel.

“Caiaphas! He is the main instigator of the
riots. You know how legalistic and stubborn he can be. He is not
one to compromise. He sent a delegation to Pilate protesting
against the use of temple funds although in principal he agreed
with giving money. Pilate sent back word saying that if our Jewish
God wants water in His temple, he can pay for it with His own
money. ”

“Pilate will not stand for any rioting or
anyone trying to sabotage the work. If there is rebellion there
will be bloodshed. He has a point you know,” said Abdeel, a look of
concern on his weathered face.

“Yes, I agree with you, and I said as much to
Caiaphas. I see no problem in using temple funds for the project.
The problem is that Pilate didn’t bother to ask, and that has
injured our beloved high priest’s pride. He has organized citizens
to slow down the workers by standing in their way, but I fear the
zealots will use this to cause trouble. In the past Caiaphas has
often been accused of being too supportive of Roman policies, but
if his pride is bruised he can be hopelessly difficult to work
with. ”

Abdeel nodded. “Why is it that such men so
often seem to get themselves into places of authority? On another
topic, I have the items you asked me to get for you.”

The merchant reached into the basket he was
carrying and brought out several packages. They were wrapped in
silk for protection and as Joseph unwrapped them he smiled and
looked back at his friend with thankfulness. There were two vials
of expensive ointments and a beautiful white burial shroud.

“The work on my new tomb is almost finished
my friend. With these items you have brought me I can feel ready to
meet my end. I know that you insist on giving me these as a gift,
but really Abdeel, this is the most exquisite quality cloth I have
ever seen. These gifts are fit for burying a king, indeed a king of
kings”

Abdeel reached out and held his friends arm.
“May you not need them for many years, and may the Lord grant you
to exercise your wisdom in the council for a long time yet. We need
you there.”

“How long will you stay with us,” asked
Joseph.

“Only for tonight I’m afraid, I am anxious to
get back to Magdala so I’ll be leaving in the morning.”

Later that evening Abdeel knelt in prayer
beside his bed in the guest room. He prayed for Jerusalem, for its
people, he prayed for the leaders of Israel and for Pilate, and he
prayed for a woman he loved as a daughter, a troubled woman he was
longing to see again. Then he slept.

 



Chapter Three

 


Abdeel woke to the sound of shouting. He rose
and moved to the door as Joseph knocked and entered.

“We have a riot out there my friend. I knew
this would happen and I warned Caiaphas. I have sent for Gaius and
an armed guard as some may be angry that I was seen to be against
the high priest’s actions.”

“You think that our fellow Jews may attack
this house?” asked Abdeel surprised.

“I hope not, but there are zealots and
extremists in the city who will use every opportunity to attack the
Romans or anyone who tries to work with them. Don’t misunderstand
me, I don’t agree with Pilate’s tactics, and he can be a very
brutal man, but in this business with the pipeline I think the
temple treasury should have contributed.”

Abdeel moved closer to his friend. “We must
all live by our conscience. Come, let’s pray.”

The two men stood together with hands
upraised and asked God for protection and wisdom. The sound of
sandaled feet and clinking armour interrupted them and they moved
out to find Gaius and six armed Romans standing in the courtyard.
Gaius greeted them in the Roman fashion and asked Joseph’s pardon
for entering the outer courts of the house uninvited. Outside the
walls of the house screams could be heard and the sound of shod
horses galloping through the narrow streets towards the home of
Pontius Pilate.

“My dear Gaius, welcome. Can you give us a
report?”

Gaius bowed his head and after motioning his
troops to stand nearer the door came closer to the two elderly
men.

“Tonight, I am somewhat embarrassed to be a
Roman,” he said in a low voice. “I learned today that our esteemed
governor dressed Roman soldiers in civilian clothes and stationed
them at various places throughout the city, concealing swords and
clubs. The rioters were led by a well known zealot by the name of
Barabbas who was being watched by Pilate’s spies. The rioters were
vocal but non-violent until this Barabbas stabbed a Roman
auxiliary, killing him. The act instigated the Jews…I’m sorry, I
mean the rioters standing there. Confusion broke out and Pilate’s
men arrested Barabbas and then started beating and stabbing the
rioters. There are many lying dead or wounded in the streets”.

“I feared something like this might happen,”
Joseph replied. “Pilate will not allow riots. It’s not so many
years ago that some of our people protested outside of his palace
in Caesarea after he had his cavalry carry standards with carved
images of Caesar into Jerusalem. That was a peaceful protest and
yet Jews died before he relented.”

“Our governor has much to learn about the
people of this province,” admitted Gaius.

Joseph called a servant to bring food and
refreshments and the three men moved to a small table. The noise
outside was beginning to abate. The riot had lasted only a few
hours. The efficiency of the Roman’s military might crushed the
resistance and those who escaped being beaten or stabbed had fled
to their homes when the violence erupted.

“There is other news Abdeel,” the young Roman
began. “You remember our conversation about the Baptist, the wild
man, John by name?”

“Yes of course,” replied the merchant, “what
news of him?”

“He has been arrested by Herod, just as you
suggested would happen. I understand he is being held in the
fortress at Machaerus. He is charged with inciting the people
against Herod or some such thing. I am sorry to bring you such news
my friend.”

“You know of this man Abdeel?” asked
Joseph.

“Only what Gaius has told me, but I have been
meaning to ask you what you have heard of him.”

“He is quite the mystery man that one,” began
the Pharisee. “Caiaphas sent a delegation out near Bethany just a
few weeks ago to question him. It is the responsibility of the
council to question those who seem to be spiritual leaders and are
attracting such a following. The report was both strange and
disturbing.”

“In what way?” asked Abdeel.

“He was asked who he is. He said that he was
not the Christ, nor Elijah, or a prophet, but he quoted your
favourite prophet Isaiah, saying ‘I am the voice of one crying in
the desert, ‘Make straight the way for the Lord.’”

“Is that all he said?” enquired Abdeel,
hoping to hear more from his learned friend.

“No, he said some very disturbing things as
well. Some of the Pharisees asked him why he is baptizing and he
told them that there was one coming after him whose sandals he was
not worthy to untie. Tell me my friend,” he asked Abdeel, “have you
also heard of this Jesus of Nazareth?”

“Yes indeed, Gaius has told me a little of
him.”

“Well,” continued Joseph, “the next day this
Jesus was also near Bethany. According to two witnesses John called
this Jesus the ‘Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world’.
John said that he came to reveal this man to Israel.”

“Interesting,” interrupted the old
merchant.

“Wait my friend, that is not all. John
claimed that the one who sent him told him that he would see the
Spirit of God come upon a man as a dove, and that this man would be
one who would baptize with fire. He claims that this Jesus is this
man, that he saw this anointing of the Spirit, and even called him
the Son of God.”

“The Son of God?” asked Abdeel
astonished.

“As I said, this John said some disturbing
things.”

“Come now,” chided Gaius, “we Romans have new
sons of gods all the time. Why so serious”.

Joseph looked a little annoyed at the remark
and turned to Gaius. “We Jews believe that to call someone the Son
of God is paramount to claiming the man is divine. Israel has only
one God as you know, so to claim a man is God is blasphemy, a crime
punishable by death under Mosaic law.”

Gaius bowed his head. “My apologies Joseph, I
meant no disrespect.”

“There’s no need to apologize Gaius.” Joseph
was watching Abdeel and said with a smile on his face. “Look at our
merchant scholar. I swear I can see passage and verse flying
through his mind like carp through water. Tell us what you are
thinking my dear Abdeel.”

The old man smiled. “Who am I to teach you,
but since you asked.”

“Micah, when he prophecies about the birth of
the Christ says his origins are of ancient times, eternal times,
and Isaiah says of him that he will be called, amongst other names,
Immanuel, Mighty God, and Eternal Father. Is the almighty himself
going to visit us in human flesh?”

“Ah…we are back on this debate again. Come,
it is too late in the night for a theological discussion. It seems
quiet now, so I suggest we get back to our slumber.”

“If you don’t mind, I will leave two of my
men here until morning,” suggested Gaius, “Pilate would be upset if
something happened to one of the few members of the council who
tolerate him.”

“As you wish Gaius, but I doubt it is
necessary,” replied Joseph as he rose to leave.

Gaius bowed slightly to the two elderly men
and after leaving instructions with two young soldiers, left the
home.

“Quite an evening my friend,” said Joseph as
they stopped beside Abdeel’s door. “Why is there always so much
violence? I can never understand why it seems to be so difficult
for peoples of different races to live together. What is it about
human nature that makes us want to dominate each other?”

“Perhaps the Prince of Peace has finally
come,” said Abdeel.

“Still quoting your blessed Isaiah,” chuckled
Joseph to himself. ‘How does it go again’, ah yes… “For unto us a
child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on
his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace”.

“You know your Scriptures my learned friend,”
said Abdeel with respect. “And Isaiah goes on to say that he will
reign on David’s throne with justice and righteousness forever.
Could this Jesus of Nazareth be the one we are waiting for? It
would seem that this Baptist thinks so.”

Joseph placed his hand on his friend’s
shoulders. “Go to bed my dear Abdeel. Everything will be revealed
in the Lord’s good time, but right now, we need our sleep. By the
way, I have documents and reports for Jairus and Simon if you
wouldn’t mind taking them with you, mostly signed reports for their
respective synagogues.”

“Of course. I will be seeing both of them in
the near future. How is Jairus daughter? She had fallen ill before
I left and the doctors were puzzled as to the cause of her
condition.”

“I am afraid to say she has become very ill.
The doctors seem to be able to find no cure for her. I am so sorry
for Jairus. He is a godly man and he has been a wonderful synagogue
ruler in the region.”

“The Lord gives and the Lord takes away.
Everything is in His hands,” said Abdeel, a look on his face that
showed he was no stranger to losing a loved one.

They parted and Abdeel went and knelt beside
his bed. He prayed for those who had lost loved ones on that night,
he prayed for Jairus, his wife and daughter, he prayed that God
would reveal himself to Israel, and he prayed that God would no
longer be silent. It had been over four hundred years since a
prophet’s voice had been heard in Israel, the same length of time
the Almighty had been silent when the chosen people were enslaved
in Egypt.

The next morning he ate breakfast with his
guest and went to the merchant’s guild in the north of the city. As
he passed the square near Pilate’s house he saw women dressed in
black, kneeling and wailing beside dark red stains on the cobbled
stones where the riot had taken place the night before. They faced
the temple, lifting hands and hearts to God, crying out for justice
and answered questions. Soldiers stood nearby, their impassive
faces unmoved by the sight. Life under Roman occupation was often
brutal, death was common, human life was often bought and sold at a
cheap price throughout the empire. He arrived at the guild and
found a group who were traveling north. He hired a camel, although
he preferred mules and horses, but it was best to blend in.

They left Jerusalem mid-morning, climbing the
Mount of Olives overlooking the Holy City, and took the Jericho
road. Abdeel was reminded of a prophecy that suggested the Messiah
would enter Jerusalem via this old road. According to the
calculations of learned men, that prophecy was due to be fulfilled,
even within a few years. But men were often wrong, presumption,
wishful thinking, and misinterpretation had fooled many before.

Soon they were passing through the dry hills
of white rock and bleached grass towards the junction in the road
to that ancient city where Joshua had begun the conquest of the
Promised Land so many years ago. He would not turn left to Jericho
on this trip, although many of his party would leave them at that
point. As they traveled he observed shepherds moving their flocks
of sheep and goats about, seeking feed on the slopes. Sometimes he
saw small groups of wild donkeys grazing in the valleys and the
scent of brush and sage wafted to him on the morning breeze, the
smells of Israel.

 


Abdeel was deep in thought about the events
and news of the past few days. He was glad to be heading home, glad
that tomorrow he would be beside his beloved Galilee. Although he
was loathe to admit it, this life of traveling was becoming
tiresome to him. He had made arrangements in Thessalonica to have
goods shipped regularly to his people in Jerusalem, and the
experience of his buyers meant that he was scarcely needed for his
business to function efficiently. He had also made arrangements for
a friend to receive regular payments, and for this same friend to
inherit a third of his business after his death.

She would not be happy about the inheritance,
but he knew that her love for him was such that she would not
refuse an old man his request. He smiled in expectation of her
reaction. She had a fiery temper, and was disliked by most, but
Abdeel saw beneath her dark exterior to the broken child within, a
child he loved as the daughter he never had. He knew she had dark
secrets and he knew that she fought against powers that sometimes
controlled her moods. He was determined to see her free, to see her
happy. He had lost one dear friend, impotent to change her fate, a
wife who bolstered his flagging faith as her life slipped away. Now
it was his turn to help another. The money would help, but she
needed help of a kind that he could only hope to find in one with
the power of the Almighty.

 


~~~~

 


The small leper colony was situated in two of
the lower caves in the hills of Arbela, a respectable distance from
the road that wound through the Valley of Robbers to the North and
the ancient city of Hazor. The valley was so named for its steep
hills and cliffs which afforded bandits ample opportunities to
ambush caravans traveling through. The Roman garrison at Magdala,
under the supervision of a Centurion resident in Capernaum, was
usually enough to deter robbers these days, but occasionally the
brave or stupid attacked caravans. Those who were caught were
sometimes crucified and left hanging beside the road as a deterrent
to other would-be bandits, their bodies mutilated by carrion birds
until they were grotesque reminders that crime didn’t pay.

But neither robbers nor Romans ventured too
close to the place of the living dead. The community had both men
and women who lived in separate caves. A short distance from the
road was a place for meeting, a circular area with a large flat
stone in the centre which served as a table. Upon this table
relatives could leave food and other items for loved ones. Stones
for sitting were placed on either side of the centre stone, but
these were at least four steps apart to protect the visitors from
infection. Both table and seats were shaded by a large sycamore fig
which stood alone in the otherwise barren landscape.

Mary had spent the latter half of the morning
in the market place buying dried fish and fruit, nuts and ointments
made from fig sap. She had risen early and set about making bread,
seasoning the simple dough with garlic and onions, and sprinkling
sesame seeds on the flattened loaves before cooking. She had also
made something special this day, a recipe handed down from long ago
and known locally as Gideon’s barley cakes. She had mixed the
barley and wheat flour with goat’s milk and honey, added a pinch of
salt and a gull’s egg. They had been a favourite of her father, but
today they would be enjoyed by those who had to cry out as they
walked on public roads, or carry small bronze bells to ring when
their throats no longer allowed for human speech. ‘Leper, unclean’
was a cry that froze the blood, that cleared a path, that announced
the arrival of one of God’s least fortunate children.

Mary headed out of town toward the hills and
took the northern road. It was but a mile or so to the meeting
place. She had noticed a steady stream of people leaving the city
during the morning and had wondered where they might have been
going. To her right she saw harvesters gathering grain and tying it
into bundles for transport to the threshing mill near Capernaum.
They were working quickly, fearful that the clouds gathering in the
humid conditions might threaten rain later in the day, causing them
to hang the bundles of wheat to dry before the grain could be
extracted from the husks and ground into flour. An overseer was
barking orders at four young boys to load the low cart which was
being pulled by an old donkey which was lazily flicking flies from
his back and completely unconcerned about the weather.

She arrived at the small path which lead
towards the cliffs and turned left. On either side of her the
thistles grew almost to her shoulders and the air was full of the
white fluffy seeds as they sought out a place to die, sprout, and
grow. She crossed a small trickle of water fed by an artesian
stream which was the community’s only source of water and moments
later reached the place of meeting. From beneath the tree ahead of
her a small lone figure rose, picked up a basket and turned to
leave. Mary recognised the visitor, a young woman of seventeen from
Magdala she had often spoken to in this place.

The girl recognised Mary and the two stopped
on the path.

“Elizabeth, how is your mother?”

The young women bit her lip and turned her
head towards the hills, tears filling her eyes. Mary’s heart filled
with compassion and she reached out to her friend touching her
arm.

“She is worse, much worse. She won’t let me
help her Mary, I came….to…to help her...to take her to the
teacher...but…but…she refuses to go”

Tears flowed freely down her cheeks as she
tried to explain her distress. Mary took her arm more firmly and
beckoned her to come back to the stone seat. The girl was crying
freely now, Mary’s touch of compassion had opened the floodgates of
emotion. Through her sobs she tried to make herself understood.

“Mary, you don’t understand…Nathaniel’s
gone.”

Mary’s heart sank.

“Elizabeth, what are you saying…just two
weeks ago I was here and he was far from ready to…he was still
alright.”

“No, you don’t understand, he’s gone Mary, he
has left here… he’s gone home to his family.”

What kind of ridiculous story was this?
Lepers didn’t just get up and decide to go home one day. Mary
wondered if the distraught girl was beginning to take leave of her
senses.

“Elizabeth! Get a hold of yourself. You’re
not making any sense. I understand you are upset about your mother,
but we have talked about this before and you know that you have to
accept her future.”

“But Mary, Nathaniel is well… he’s been made
well. The teacher healed him.”

Now it was the young woman’s turn to shake
the other’s arm. The girl was smiling, she was excited. She was
staring straight at Mary, the tears drying on her face, a look of
desperate hope reaching out to be believed.

“I want mama to go to the teacher but she
refuses. She says there is no hope for her now, that no-one can
help her. She won’t try. I know he can heal her Mary, I have seen
him do things.”

Mary’s own mind was beginning to whirl. What
was this talk of healing, a teacher, a leper going home. Sounded
like child’s fantasies, perhaps the fantasies of one who couldn’t
accept the horrid sights of a beloved mother wasting away slowly
before her eyes.

“Stop girl…you’re confusing me. Now answer me
slowly. Nathaniel has left the colony and gone home to be with his
family. You are saying that the disease has gone from him? How can
you expect me to believe you Elizabeth? There is no cure for the
wasting disease.”

The young woman looked intently into Mary’s
eyes demanding her attention. Her voice was steady, solemn, a tone
which refused to be contradicted.

“I have seen Nathaniel. He has been to the
priest. He is clean Mary, completely clean, it is a miracle. I have
been begging mama to come and see the teacher but she refuses to
go.”

Mary was quiet. This was too much to take in.
Nathaniel had been in the community of lepers for almost four years
and she had brought him, amongst others, regular food. He had a
family, two teenage boys and a younger daughter and had worked as a
blacksmith. He had been such a strong man, full of life, a simple
genial character who never looked down on others. He had prepared a
special latch for Mary’s door once and although she suspected he
knew her occupation, he had treated her with respect and dignity.
When she discovered he had succumbed to leprosy her heart went out
to him. She still remembered hearing the wails of his wife as she
scrubbed the mould and mildew from the walls of her home until her
fingers blistered and bled. Whether there was any connection
between the fungus and disease no-one knew for sure, but one thing
was certain, the body could not be cleaned as easily as whitewashed
walls.

The girl interrupted her thoughts, tugging on
her arm. “Mary, Nathaniel is looking for you. I saw him this
morning near the synagogue and he told me he wanted to come and
speak to you, to tell you what has happened.”

“Alright Elizabeth, I will find him.”

“Please talk to mama; perhaps she will listen
to you.”

If your mother knew who I am she would never
even allow you to talk to me child, let alone speak to me
herself.

“I will try, but only after I see Nathaniel.
What of the others here. What do they think of what has
happened?”

“One or two of the men have left to find the
teacher, but the others don’t believe for themselves. When
Nathaniel came to the stone they were confused and some became
angry. One man said Nathaniel didn’t have leprosy at all. He asked
them to go with him to the teacher but they refused and went back
into the caves.”

“Elizabeth, I don’t know what to say to you
right now. I must go and find Nathaniel. Would you like to walk
back with me?” The moment she made the offer Mary knew it was a
mistake. Elizabeth didn’t know where she lived and had no idea of
how she lived.”

“I have to meet my brother at the synagogue,
but we can walk together as far as that.”

Mary moved to the centre table and unpacked
the items she had brought with her. On the far end, attached to the
table by a thin leather cord was a tube of hollow iron and a piece
of smooth stone. Mary lifted the stone and hit the iron with it
five times. The sound resonated around the cliffs informing the
lepers that someone or something was waiting under the tree. From a
cave in the hill where smoke was lazily drifting upward, a stooped
figure ventured out, eager to see what had been brought to ease his
suffering existence.

The women left and walked purposefully back
towards the city. As they approached the Roman road to Capernaum
they saw many hundreds of people returning to the city from the
eastern town at the end of the lake. Many were laughing and waving
their arms about, completely absorbed in relating what had happened
during their day. Mary noticed people carrying empty stretchers, a
strange sight. Was it possible that those who had once been upon
them no longer needed them? In that instance two opposing thoughts
with accompanying emotions rose up within her. Compassion for the
sick, and hatred for humanity.

“They’ve been to see the teacher Mary. He has
been staying near Capernaum.”

Mary said nothing. She had heard from one of
her guests that a holy man was doing amazing things in the
vicinity, but she had laughed and ridiculed the stories he was
telling. As they approached the synagogue Mary pulled her shawl
over her hair. They parted company and Mary continued south towards
the dock and tradesman’s shops. She would visit the ‘nappah’, the
metal worker, and try to find a man she had come to care about over
the past two years.

The blacksmith’s shop was open to the street,
its smoke-blackened walls making it easy to find amongst the
carpenters and other trades. Piles of ore lay beside the walls.
Although iron of reasonable quality was mined in Jordan, the smithy
here used only the finest ore shipped from the east to make weapons
for the Romans. Carts of coal were being unloaded by a young boy
and smoke from the furnace rose into the air. The hissing sound of
heated metal being thrust under water reached her ears as she
approached the door and spied the man she sought beating a red
glowing sickle into shape on his anvil. He was wearing a long
leather apron looped over his head and tied at the back. His arms,
upper chest and back were exposed, and apart from the smudges of
soot where dirty gloves had wiped his sweat, his skin looked like
that of a sixteen year old boy. She had known this man for over
five years. She had seen him deteriorate from a healthy middle aged
father to a dying leper.

She was staring at a miracle, a miracle who
was pounding the metal on his anvil with a look of sheer joy on his
face. Beside him another lad pumped the bellows with his foot and
watched the master at work. Nathaniel saw her as he turned to speak
to the boy, and immediately dropped his hammer and approached
her.

“Mary, oh Mary, I’ve been wanting to see
you.” He approached her, peeling off gloves and apron, and then,
somewhat embarrassed, signaled his apology and disappeared into a
side room. He appeared a few moments later with wet hair, clean
hands and face, and wearing a robe. Mary smiled at him, an
excitement rising within her that she couldn’t explain.

“Come with me Mary…down to the docks…I want
to tell you a wonderful story. Oh Mary, look at my face, my
skin…I’m clean Mary, healed. I feel like a teenager again, and look
like one as well, except for the gray streaks in my hair.”

He was laughing, excited, tripping over his
words, overwhelmed with joy at seeing her. He almost reached out
and embraced her, but stopped himself in his exuberance. He was a
faithful Jewish man and husband and would never intentionally touch
a woman other than his wife. They came to the water’s edge and sat
on a small bench, a working place for fishermen to mend their nets.
They were alone as few people were about in the heat of the day and
it wasn’t proper for them to be seen together in public. Nathaniel
took a deep breath and as he turned to speak clouds collided and
thunder boomed, drowning out his voice. Seconds later it began to
rain.

They returned to the forge to shelter from
the rain and later Mary accepted an invitation to dine with the
family. Nathaniel’s wife Naomi was a loving soul, a woman, who had
never questioned her about her life, nor even hinted her
disapproval of her. They had become good friends and had often
walked together to the colony over the past four years. This was a
friendship Mary treasured in a world where mothers, wives, and
sisters scorned her as one who was a destructive influence on the
men in their lives.

During the meal Nathaniel had spoken
excitedly about the man he called the Lord. Mary missed most of
what he said, her thoughts were far away, but later she would
recall a phrase that Nathaniel kept repeating. ‘Only God can heal a
leper’. During the meal she felt as if a great empty hole had been
exposed within her soul. She could feel pain there, years of pain,
years of loneliness; years of regret, excuse and rejection. She
also felt twinges of anger, jealousy, and hatred fighting to rise
to the surface of her being, fighting to get her away from this
place of love, laughter and family.

Later in the evening she joined Naomi in the
small room where she did her spinning and weaving. She had
developed a small industry here, spinning thread and wool, creating
various garments and small carpets which she sold to support her
family after Nathaniel had been declared unclean. Mary watched her
as she worked, her nimble fingers threading the different colors on
the loom.

“I was there when it happened Mary”, she
began. “I was there when Nathaniel met the teacher… I was the one
who told him about the healer and he decided to go to him without
telling me.”

Mary sat quietly listening. She had wanted to
ask exactly what had happened. Naomi continued to watch her work as
she spoke but Mary sensed a tremor in her voice.

“The children and I had helped a friend to
take her sick son on a cart to see the teacher. He had finished
speaking and helping the sick and my friend’s son had been healed.
We were all so happy. There was a large crowd there. Some had
already started walking down the mountain to their homes and we
were following the teacher on the dusty road. It was then I saw my
husband.”

Naomi’s voice began to break as she recalled
the event. Her hands stopped working the loom and began to shake,
emotion seizing her as the memories flooded through her mind.

“He was sitting in the middle of the road…the
dusty road. The crowd had moved away from him, some yelling at him
to go away, calling him horrible names and some boys were throwing
stones at him. When the teacher approached, Nathaniel bowed his
head right down to the ground. He called out ‘Lord, if you are
willing, you can make me clean.’ My heart was breaking apart Mary,
to see my beloved groveling in the dirt of the road. I was so
afraid for him. I had no faith that he could be healed and I prayed
I hadn’t given him false hope. And then the most incredible thing
happened. The teacher went straight up to Nathaniel and placed his
hand on his head…He touched my Nathaniel.”

Naomi’s voice broke and for a few moments the
only sound was her quiet sobs filling the room. Mary felt a strange
power reach within her, a power which seemed to hammer with fists
against the gate which barricaded her heart. She waited for Naomi
to continue, the atmosphere in the room was beginning to threaten
her.

“Nathaniel raised his head to look upon the
teacher’s face and the teacher kept his hand on his head. The crowd
was in awe Mary. People behind us were murmuring about the teacher
touching a leper, saying that my husband had made the teacher
unclean. He held Nathaniel’s face in his hands and looking into his
eyes said the most beautiful words I have ever heard.”

Her voice broke again as she tried to
speak.

He said ‘I am willing, be clean’.” Naomi’s
tears flowed freely from her eyes and she rose from her loom and
sat beside her friend.

“He healed my Nathaniel Mary; He gave me back
my husband and my family. I watched his skin change before my eyes.
The teacher had such incredible love. He helped Nathaniel get up
from the ground, and my simple blacksmith started pulling away his
robe to look at his body. Then the teacher sent him to the
priest.”

Naomi’s tears changed to a broken laugh, a
delight in what she had freely received. The gratitude upon her
face was the most pure thing Mary had ever seen, a look of such
love that it threatened to break down every wall that this tortured
woman had constructed around her heart. Suddenly she felt as if she
must run away, away from this place of love and thankfulness.

“I am so very happy for you all”, she managed
to say.

Naomi reached out and touched the other’s
hand. “Thank you Mary for helping us, for helping my man, for your
compassion.”

Now she was beginning to panic. She could
feel cracks beginning to appear in the walls of her inner fortress.
She must get away and now. She was biting her lip, forcing the
emotions to withdraw, suppressing feelings she had kept under tight
control for many years. Naomi saw what was happening and gave her
friend some room, moving back towards her loom. Mary rose to leave,
her hands clenched tightly together to control their shaking.

“I must be getting home Naomi, it is late,”
she said.

She turned to go and Naomi followed her to
the door. The boys were playing with their father in the courtyard
and waved goodbye. Naomi touched Mary’s hand and smiled softly.

“Shalom my friend. Please visit us soon; you
are most welcome in this home”.

Mary nodded her thanks and moved quickly to
the small gate. The floodgate broke and tears streamed down her
face as she ran along the street holding her shawl tightly around
her face to cover her head. She was a leper running to her cave,
one of the unclean going to her hideaway, afraid to infect the
undeserving.

You are not like them. They are lepers by the
gods of fate and destiny, a cruel joke. But you are a leper of your
own making, an unclean wretch who created your own hell. You don’t
belong with people of love. Get away from them.

When she reached her house she didn’t bother
to light a lamp, it was darkness she needed now, darkness and a
place to hide. She wept until her anger rose up to drive her tears
away. Then she slept.

 


~~~~

 


Barabbas woke to the sound of an iron door
banging shut and heard a locking pin being hit into place somewhere
in the distance. He turned to see the cause of the noise and let
out a cry as a fiery pain exploded from his chest and back. He lay
still and on his side trying to determine in what shape he was in.
There was the iron taste of blood in his mouth and something felt
strange as his tongue moved about. There was a huge hole. They had
knocked out at least one of his front teeth. On the back of his
head was a lump the size of a goose egg, painful, but not life
threatening, but when he touched the area under his shoulder he
realized that he had several broken ribs. On a stone bench against
the wall and through the bars he saw a man staring at him, a man
with long filthy hair and a grey beard.

“So you’re finally awake,” his neighbor
commented dryly. “Thought maybe you was dead until you started
grunting in your sleep. You been here for two nights. There’s a
flask of water in the corner, but don’t be expectin’ anything fancy
‘cos the horses get to use it first.”

Barabbas crawled slowly and painfully towards
the back of the cell and sat leaning against the bench on his side
of the bars. The water tasted foul but better than nothing. As his
head began to clear he took in his surroundings and began to
evaluate the situation.

“So,” he asked, I’ve been here for two
nights?”

“Is what I said ain’t it. When they dragged
you in it was night. You had blood running down your back and face.
You been sleeping like a baby ever since. They say you murdered a
Roman or two during the riot.”

“I murdered no one,” Barabbas replied. “I
killed an enemy on a field of battle.”

The man smiled, obviously amused. “Didn’t
know we was at war with anyone,” he gibed.

Barabbas had had this conversation before,
many times. He wasn’t in the mood to preach nationalism on this
day; his head was too sore to think properly.

“So what brings you to the hospitality of
Pontius Pilate?” he asked.

“Got caught thieving. Could give you some
story about my wife and kids starving and needing food, but the
truth is I ain’t got no wife or kids. I like money and robbing rich
people. Wall didn’t seem so high on my way in, but with a loaded
sack I was a bit slow making my escape.”

“You don’t seem too upset about it,” Barabbas
commented.

“Not much point in getting upset. Ain’t
nowhere out of here, not even for someone with my skills.”

“How long have you been here,” Barabbas asked
the thief.

“Well, I ain’t one for countin’ days, but I
would say about two months.”

“Two months! Why haven’t they just taken you
out and put an arrow or a spear into you?”

The man smiled again. “Well, you see, it
wasn’t just any rich man I stole from. It was one of the high
council, one of those who are best friends with Pilate himself.
They be saving me for a special occasion I reckon.”

“Did you have a trial,” Barabbas enquired,
gingerly rubbing his head and trying to change his position to ease
the pain in his ribs.

“Yeah…if you could call it a trial. They
dragged me before the high council and witnesses said they saw me.
I still had the gold tied around my neck…wasn’t much point in
denying the fact,” he replied dipping a clay cup into a bucket of
water.

Moments later a guard arrived and peered into
the cell.

“So you’re awake you murdering mongrel.” The
guard stared at Barabbas with hatred in his eyes. He turned and
yelled to another down the gloomy corridor where oil lamps burned
and blackened the stone ceiling of the underground jail. A hefty
looking man arrived with a club and whip in his hands.

“Feel like some exercise,” he said waving the
items in front of the guard. The man turned back to Barabbas. “I
just ate…let’s wait for a few hours and then give him a taste of
Roman justice. Give him something to look forward to.”

They left chuckling to themselves.

“Them guards don’t seem to like you. Chances
are they were helping with the riot when you killed that soldier
boy.”

“You got anything to eat over there?”
Barabbas asked the thief. “I’m a bit hungry.”

“Sure…I got barley cakes, figs, salted fish
and Persian wine. What in Hades do you think this is, the best inn
at Jericho?” he laughed. “Here,” he said throwing a crust of stale
bread from inside his robe. “Don’t break your last teeth on it and
don’t leave it lying around. The rats are faster than Spanish
horses.”

Barabbas let out a cry of pain as he threw
out his hand to catch the bread, forgetting about his broken
ribs.

“Thanks,” he said and proceeded to maneuver
the morsel to the back of his mouth where his saliva could soften
it up a little.

He looked up at the tiny hole near the
ceiling which opened onto the street close to the square where
public announcements were made. A small cloud passed over the patch
of blue and then disappeared. He turned his head away. He knew it
was senseless to think of what lay outside. He wasn’t getting out
of here in a hurry. He knew the risks. Any zealot caught was
usually questioned, tortured and then tied to a wall and shot with
arrows or spears. Serious offenders were crucified. He had watched
men crucified. It was a sight that dissolved the courage of any
man. He had seen the faces of the bravest of men turn to terror as
the excruciating pain seared through their bodies during
crucifixion. The sight had only fueled his hatred of Roman
imperialism rather than dampened it.

He looked around the cell for a bucket or
other container in which he might empty his bladder. There was
nothing. From the smell emanating from a hole the size of a man’s
head in the corner of the outside wall, he guessed that this was
where he should attempt to crawl. He tried to get to his feet,
using the bench to lean against. A wave of dizziness overwhelmed
him and he collapsed onto the bench and onto his broken ribs. The
intense pain shot through him seconds before he slipped again into
unconsciousness.

 



Chapter Four

 


The journey to Magdala took two days. They
traveled the northern road past the mountains of Gerizim and Ebal,
pausing for rest where the road to Shechem turned left and through
the valley. They arrived at Beth-Shan in the evening, the ancient
city which sat on the opposite side of the Jordan River to Pella in
the Decapolis. Beth-Shan was the domain of the Egyptians in times
past, the place where the Baal god Mekal and his female
counterparts were worshipped and revered. Like many cities which
were built in locations of economic and strategic importance, it
had seen many wars and peoples of various nations walk its streets.
Now it was a city where both Jew and Gentile lived together in
peace.

Abdeel stayed at an inn run by a Jewish
family, located beside the River Jalud which flowed through the
city to the Jordan. After sunset a group of Pharisees, who were
also traveling north, entered the dining room. The merchant greeted
them as was the custom and before long they were discussing their
reasons for being on the road.

“It is easy to see you have been out of the
country for a while,” said one of the group called Eleazar. He was
a rather overweight man with a red nose and bushy beard which shook
as he spoke. His eyebrows joined between his eyes when he frowned
and he seemed to be very self-confident and opinionated. He
explained that the group was assigned to follow and report on the
activities of the Nazarene called Jesus. During his continuous
monologue he went on to explain that in his educated opinion Jesus
was something of a troublemaker.

“This Jesus had the audacity to cause a scene
in the holy temple, and even referred to it as ‘his father’s
house’. When he was questioned he made a ridiculous remark about
destroying the temple and that he would raise it again in three
days.”

“But I understand he has been performing
miraculous signs,” suggested Abdeel.

“There are claims to that extent,” explained
Eleazar, “and such is the reason we are investigating him.”

“Are the claims untrue then? I heard that he
had turned water into wine not far from here, and even healed a
leper,” asked Abdeel enjoying the exchange.

“Can you imagine a Nazarene making wine?”
laughed the Pharisee, the folds of fat beneath his chin causing his
beard to look somewhat like a moving sea of hair.

“No-one claimed he had taken a Nazarene vow
forbidding him to have wine Eleazar,” interrupted one of the party,
a younger and pleasant man in his mid thirties who seemed a little
embarrassed by the way his fellow Pharisee was conducting
himself.

“Any fool can make wine Daniel,” said
Eleazar, his voice rising to something of a shriek, “but only the
Almighty can heal a leper. One thing is certain,” he continued,
turning again to Abdeel, “this man is a law breaker. He allowed his
disciples to pick grain on the Sabbath, and there are reports that
He does his so-called signs on the holy day as well.”

“However,” interjected the younger, “there
are some in the ruling council who consider that Jesus of Nazareth
has done many genuine miracles, but in their wisdom they are
waiting to see if the Almighty is truly with this man.”

Eleazar’s complexion was beginning to turn
into a system of red patches as his temper began to rise.
“Beelzebub also performs so-called miracles, and a man who breaks
the Mosaic Law cannot be working through the power of the
Almighty,” he announced.

“And as you said my learned brother, only God
can heal a leper.” replied the younger man. He turned to Abdeel and
in a firm but pleasant tone said, “we are intending to speak with
the man who was allegedly healed of leprosy and the synagogue ruler
who examined him in Magdala.”

“You will find him a genial and honest
character. I have known Simon for many years and he has served the
synagogue in Magdala well,” suggested Abdeel hoping to soothe the
situation which was looking like becoming a war of words.

Abdeel decided that it was time to make an
exit, and on top of that he was tired after the days travel. He
excused himself and went to his room. He knelt facing south towards
Jerusalem and prayed, committing the events of the day to God. Then
he slept.

The following day the merchant caravan left
early. The sky was blue and a slight breeze came down from the
north. Abdeel was excited to be going home. They traveled beside
the Jordan, its slow moving waters reflecting the various shades of
the surroundings. Fields of ripe grain were being harvested and
orchards of young unripe fruit grew alongside the river. Willows
dipped their branches into the milky green waters and the white
bark of gums drew crooked lines on the surface. To the left were
vineyards, some of them watered by small aqueducts which were fed
from the river, the water hoisted up in a skin bag attached to a
long swinging pole and poured into the clay pipe which was extended
into the air to allow gravity to send the water to the vines.
Beyond the vines were dry hills where shepherds managed to find
sufficient feed for their flocks. It was a land of contrasts, and
beautiful for that simple fact.

By midday they reached the southern shores of
Galilee. The sight of its aqua blue waters contrasted against the
dry hills towards the desert on the eastern shore, and fertile
plain on the west, made it easy to believe the expression a ‘land
flowing with milk and honey’. For this travel weary merchant there
was no more beautiful place in all of God’s creation than this
valley he called home. As they journeyed alongside the shore Abdeel
watched the gulls skimming the water for food and elegant white
cranes standing ankle deep as they plucked tadpoles and small fish
from the water’s edge. He felt as if the strains of travel were
evaporating with every step of his camel’s soft toes upon the dusty
track beside the road.

They arrived in the new city of Tiberius in
the mid afternoon. It was a magnificent place without a doubt, the
pride of Herod’s architects. They entered the city along a wide
Roman cardo, a street lined with shining marble columns which
supported the roof of the covered market-place. The animals were
unloaded near the entrance so as not to soil the cobblestones or
taint the air further in. Small caged animals were sold near the
outer market, and all manner of goods were on display. Hundreds
shopped and haggled over items from all over the Roman Empire and
beyond. Further up the street, the wealthy shopped, dressed in
purples and greens and keeping to the inner market nearer the
centre of the city. Here, no animals were allowed, nor fish was
sold, and only the smells of incense and sandalwoods, perfumes and
spices filled the air.

Under the shaded roof were businesses of
various kinds and bath houses which were fed through underground
cisterns. Within the bath houses one could enjoy water of different
temperatures within tiled pools, some of them heated by unseen
furnaces and the natural thermal activity under the surface of the
region. The walls and floors were covered in exquisite mosaics of
intricate patterns, the work needing thousands of tiny pieces set
together by master craftsmen. Bathers could enter a courtyard
beyond the pools which in themselves were small exotic parks. Trees
from around the empire grew here and birds from various countries
flittered among their branches in special areas which confined
them. There would be time for bathing another day, but for now
Abdeel was anxious to complete the five miles to Magdala.

He spent an hour or so catching up with
merchant friends and enquiring as to trade. Part of his income was
generated in this city, and although he trusted those who sold his
goods, it was always prudent to make an appearance to ensure his
profit share was being delivered to the garrison at Magdala. He had
an arrangement there for keeping coinage and paying taxes. Those
with spare cash needed somewhere to store it, and for a reasonable
fee, money and valuables could be held in a locked chest within the
walls of a Roman keep.

Abdeel left his camel at the merchant’s
guild, and collected a young bay mare and packhorse for his short
journey to Magdala. He often rode between the cities and the Roman
garrison was happy for their mounts to get the exercise when not
needed. Within the hour he reached the crossroads, turned right
into the main street of Magdala and headed directly to his home, a
large dwelling built with a combination of white rock from the
hills of Arbela and the dark stone of Galilee. Leaving the horses
tied outside he entered the courtyard via a side gate, unlocked at
this time of the day.

“Is there anyone home to greet a weary
traveler,” he called in a voice with a mock sense of
impatience.

Within seconds the plump form of his
maidservant Millicent appeared in the doorway. Her name meant
labour and strength in her native tongue, and certainly she was a
strong woman, never afraid of a hard day’s work. On a trip to Rome
some fifteen years earlier he had seen her standing in chains
holding a small boy in her arms. Her husband had been killed in the
Germanic wars and she and her son taken as slaves and transported
to Italy to be sold in the market. His heart went out to her and he
bought them both from the trader who had considered them not much
more than a liability. Now both of them were legally free, but both
chose to stay and serve the man who had redeemed them.

She caught him in a bear hug, pinning his
arms to his sides, then seizing his arms as if she were his elderly
mother about to scold him, took a step back and looking him up and
down exclaimed;

“Master, Abdeel, you as lost so much weight.
How dare you be comin’ back to this house lookin’ like a drog,” she
chuckled, using the old Germanic name for ghost. Her intense love
for him showed in the tears of joy welling up in her eyes.

“It is good to see you too Milli,” he
replied, freeing his arms and leaning forward to kiss her on the
forehead.

She turned towards the door and shouted to
her son. “Hamen, get ye out here lad, the master’s home.” The
seventeen year old came through the door and walked towards Abdeel
smiling.

“It is good to see you master Abdeel,” he
said bowing slightly.

“And you Ham,” replied the merchant moving to
the young man and embracing him.

“Well don’t just be standin’ there boy,”
ordered his mother in her thick northern accent. “There be horses
to attend to no doubt. Put the master’s goods in the storehouse and
his private bag in his room. Then take them horses to the garrison
and give the guard some coin.”

Ham smiled again, his white teeth standing
out against tanned skin, turned and left to do his mother’s
bidding. His blue eyes and golden hair had made him something of a
novelty when he had first attended the synagogue for school
lessons, but he had been accepted by his peers, especially as he
was considered to be a Jewish convert through circumcision. Abdeel
had raised him as if he were a son; however, the boy’s mother
insisted that he always refer to Abdeel as master. Millicent was
also well loved in the city. She had been a midwife before her
capture and gave her considerable skills and experience freely to
the local women.

“Come,” she said, “you must be tired from
your journey. Sit ye-self down and I’ll be fetchin’ you sometin’ to
eat and drink.”

 


~~~~

 


The grey light of dawn began to illuminate
the deeply wooded scene. It seemed as if it had been raining
forever, at least for weeks. The overnight conditions made the
nights dark and cold, the moon’s pale light hidden behind a curtain
of gray clouds that unceasingly watered the fools who lay in sodden
tents trying to catch a few hours of sleep. In the almost-skeletal
trees of autumn, black crows watched as the army awoke preparing
for the day of taunting, skirmishes, attack and retreat. The crows,
at least, were a good omen, for they were a sign that Apollo, the
son of Jupiter was watching over the Roman army.

Artilius rolled out from under his blanket
feeling the cold damp seeping into his bones and through the oil
skin cloth which he slept on while out on these patrols. After a
few weeks in this place he had begun to question his lack of
wisdom. After all, he had been offered a position in the family
business, but the thought of collecting rental payments from
tenants who worked the vineyards, and organizing the wine
production in his father’s estates had bored him. So here he was,
lying in a dripping tent instead of walking through rows of
ripening grapes and sunshine in Southern Italy. He had chosen a
career in the army partly for the sense of adventure. Roman law
required that he sign up for twenty years and this was just his
first. At twenty three he was something of a latecomer, however the
extra years he had on other volunteers had afforded him a certain
amount of respect during his eight weeks of grueling training in
the camps prior to being sent north.

Artilius was young and ambitious, but his
ambitions were always tempered with a desire for truth. As a boy
his parents had encouraged him to study and he had found a great
passion for philosophy and mystery. His father was born on a small
farm about fifty miles north of Rome. His mother’s roots were in
Spain. Her grandparents had been taken to Rome as slaves almost a
hundred years earlier. The gods of Fate and Destiny were revered in
his family’s household and at fifteen Artilius had visited a
soothsayer in the village, a woman who had a reputation for knowing
the will of the gods and the future of those who came to her with a
sincere curiosity for the road their lives must take.

Artilius had paid her two denari, given her a
piece of his finger nail, a lock of his hair and waited for her
reply. She was a hag to look at, wrinkled skin over a long nose,
teeth missing and at least one blind eye. When she looked at him he
saw only opaque orbs staring back, eyes which seemed both lifeless
and penetrating at the same time, as though they looked into his
very soul. She had rubbed the items with her hands and then burned
them on a small metal disk, filling the small room with the stench
of burning hair. Returning to the table where he was waiting she
had sat and taken his hands.

“What do you seek,” she asked.

“I want to find the truth, to know the
purpose of my life,” he had replied, feeling the bony fingers
digging into his hands.

She had laughed softly and then stared into
his face.

“The answer lies deep into the future but it
is hidden to me. The mirror of the truth awaits you, a reflection
of the one truth. Have courage and you may find it, but there is a
long road to walk. Your journey begins in the North. Go north and
follow your heart. Speak to the gods and to the unseen One. There
are many gods but the one you seek controls them all.”

Just as the old witch had predicted, he had
been stationed in Northern Gaul. Soldiering was another family
tradition. His grandfather had loved to tell him stories about when
he was a young conscript crossing the sea from Gaul to Britannia
with Julius Caesar and ten thousand men. That was over eighty years
ago. He told stories of sailing toward towering white cliffs, a
land shrouded in fog and filled with barbarian people who
worshipped gods in ancient stone circles. His father had
accompanied a much smaller group who had visited Britannia in the
same year Artilius had been born. They had not gone as conquerors,
but as ambassadors of Rome, going to acknowledge Cymbeline, King of
the Catuvellauni tribe as the King of Britannia.

Artilius rubbed his eyes and stretched. From
the sounds of rain splashing on the tent it was going to be another
damp day. The Rhine lay just five miles away, the same river that
the famous Julius Caesar had bridged twice some eighty years
earlier in order to attack the tribes beyond this natural border.
However, those glory days were gone. After the disastrous defeat of
Publius Quintillius Varus some twenty years earlier, Rome was now
on the defensive, a position the empire was unaccustomed to. The
young Germanic warrior Arminius had returned to his Cherusci
tribesman after being trained as a Roman auxiliary and receiving
citizenship. The high taxes of Roman imperialism had caused
widespread discontent so Arminius had secretly prepared an ambush
for Varus’ three great legions. In just four days they had been
slaughtered near the Teutoburg Forest. If not for the quick actions
of generals Lucius Asprenas and Tiberius, who hurried their legions
to the forests on the Rhine, Arminius’ army would have spread south
undeterred. Tiberius was now emperor, although he was said to be
living on the island of Capri rather than ruling the empire from
Rome, but Rome was a long way from this rain drenched place.

Artilius opened the flap of his tent and
headed south to the edge of camp to take care of bodily demands.
Everywhere was mud, thick, black and sticky. There were no
established roads in this area as they were situated between two
forts in order to stop the barbarian tribesmen from sneaking
through to attack and pillage the villagers. This activity had been
going on for years, indeed, since Varus had committed suicide after
losing the legions. They would be here for several weeks, or until
the tribesmen vacated the area and crossed the Rhine upstream and
back to their villages for winter. The Roman’s mission was to halt
this attack, destroy the large wooden barges the enemy used to
cross the river, and if possible stop any of the barbarians from
escaping back to their homeland.

Artilius had been involved in several small
skirmishes with the enemy, both on foot and horseback. He had begun
to realize how ill prepared and stubborn Rome could be at times.
They had been fighting these people for decades, albeit with some
success, however, until Rome changed its military tactics and
equipment they would always be on the defensive. The long swords of
the tribesmen gave them a distinct advantage both on horseback and
in the forest. The long rectangular shields of the legions were
efficient on the open plains where they could be locked together to
protect the heads and sides of soldiers, while the short swords
could impale a close enemy easily. Trying to wield such a shield in
knee deep mud was quite another thing. Many soldiers had cut the
shield in half or resorted to using the small wooden shields of the
cavalry, whilst others had been training with long swords taken
from fallen tribesmen. Hand to hand the Romans were a match for
anyone, but you couldn’t kill a man your sword didn’t reach, and
fighting your way through trees and bracken gave no opportunity to
use the linking devices on the long Roman shields.

The enemy archers were yet another problem.
Artilius and others often walked through camp with a cavalry shield
resting on their heads. One would scarcely hear the whine of the
arrows before they fell out of the rain to claim another
unprotected soldier. The tribesmen were excellent archers and
employed longbows which could launch a heavier arrow to greater
heights so that it fell with high speed. The fledging feathers kept
the missile from turning so that when it hit its target, the
sharpened iron penetrated armor or bronze shield. Only the small
round wooden shields of the cavalry offered real protection,
although these had been known to split apart under the impact.

Scouts had indicated that the barbarian band
was about seven hundred, at least three hundred more than the
Romans who were there to halt their raiding activities. In the
afternoon several detachments were ordered to a large clearing near
the rear of the camp. It had stopped raining. One of the commanders
was standing in the center of the clearing wearing clothes which
made him look distinctly barbarian; brown breaches, a green cloak
and soft leather belt over his armor. Beside him was a large bronze
pot filled with a dark colored substance and a pile of old woolen
blankets and breaches of various earthy hues.

With hands on hips he spoke to the men. “I am
tired of this rain drenched bog and I want to go back to my warm
keep, warm women and spiced wine. What about you?” he asked the two
hundred soldiers standing there. They let out a cry of
approval.

“It is time for a change in tactics, time to
send these painted barbarians to whatever afterlife they believe
in.” He reached into the pot and taking a handful of black mud,
proceeded to spread it on his face and to make dark blotches on his
clothing. Then he took a young soldier by the arms and led him to
the end of the clearing to stand beside him in front of the trees
and undergrowth. Compared to the soldier with his white legs, shiny
armor, metal buckles and bronze helmet, he was almost
invisible.

“I want all of you standing here before dawn
tomorrow dressed as I am, your swords under one of these robes, and
your bows and quivers strapped to your backs. Tomorrow we will give
our enemy a surprise, and then we will head home to roasted venison
and spiced wine. Tonight we offer our prayers to the gods of
Rome.”

With that, he left.

 


~~~~

 


Their relationship had ever been one of
enmity. Mary’s closest neighbour despised her and made no secret of
the fact. She was a plain woman, small and haggard to look at. Her
life had been hard and she had become bitter through the
circumstances which had seen her give birth to a crippled child.
Her husband was a man too fond of wine and barley ale, and too
often in the presence of women who sold their bodies for a price.
He was neither Jew nor Gentile, but a mixture of both, and this
despised Samaritan managed to make a meager living working for the
Romans doing odd jobs at the keep on the edge of the city. Hardship
affects people in different ways; he had turned to self-pity at the
birth of his son, and she, although she loved the boy dearly, had
turned her anger on her husband, and then on the neighbor who
reminded her of the company he now kept.

They lived close, too close for Mary’s
liking. Sometimes she heard the shouts coming through the stone a
few walls away. Sometimes she would hear an angry wife yelling at
her drunken husband about the cause of their crippled son, accusing
him with the Scriptures because ‘the sins of the fathers are
visited upon the children to the fourth generation’. On occasions
they would bring the boy out to the courtyard carrying him on a
woven mat. He would lie on his side, bent legs drawn up to his body
and hands twisted so that they turned back to touch his crooked
arms. He had never held an object, never fed himself and never
moved from one place to another on his own. In a world where sons
were prized and daughters often only tolerated, many saw him as a
burden and the self-righteous as a sign that Fate and Destiny,
those merciless gods of the Greeks, were displeased with this
family.

It was mid-afternoon when Hamen came to her
door. She did not invite him to enter and had sent him back with a
message that she would indeed come to his master’s house at sunset.
It would be good to see Abdeel again. She loved him deeply for he
had become the father she had lost to the Romans, one of the few
men who saw her as a human being, a friend, rather than an object
of desire. And yet she was also afraid of him. His love
continuously bashed against the doors of her inner castle, the
place where broken dreams, broken promises and unhealed pain had
turned to anger, bitterness and rebellion. What would he see if she
ever let him enter that dark place? She knew she was not alone
there, for deep within her soul, in the dark dungeons of rage and
self-pity, lived others who claimed this space as their own. She
still remembered the day they had taken up residence, the day she
had cursed the Creator and opened the door, and now they shared
control of her thoughts and emotions. Now they refused to
leave.

After Hamen had left she prepared olive
relish. It was a favourite of Abdeel’s which he enjoyed with fresh
bread. She split the olives into quarters, and finely chopped
cilantro, mint, and rosemary leaves into a small clay bowel. She
then crushed coriander seeds and mixed them with olive oil and red
wine vinegar. She left it to one side and set about making pita
bread flavored with grape juice. Mixing flour, salt and oil she
added crushed grapes and juice, kneading the dough into fist sized
balls. She would take the dough to Millicent who always kept her
oven hot, and this night Abdeel would enjoy fresh bread and relish,
eaten while it threatened to burn his fingers, a habit he had
acquired on the streets of Rome.

She entered the courtyard at sunset. Hamen
took her to his mother and she handed over the dough and relish. It
seemed to Mary that the older woman tolerated her for the sake of
Abdeel, however, a part of her hoped that she could be friends with
this gentle soul who acted like a centurion barking orders and
organizing everybody. Abdeel had been napping; the strain of days
of travel washing out of his weary body now that he was home in his
own bed. Mary helped with preparations, albeit under the ever
watchful eye of the master of the kitchen. A short time later Hamen
came to get the women, announcing that Abdeel was waiting for them
in the inner court beside the dining room, a small covered garden
where they often sat after meals and talked over glasses of watered
wine.

He came towards Mary with his wide smile
betraying his deep affection for her.

“Mary, welcome and thank you for coming,” he
said, touching her arm. Mary smiled back at him. This was one man
she dared to allow herself to love, albeit within strict unseen
boundaries. She clasped his hands, and feeling like an embarrassed
teenager, blushed slightly and thanked him for his welcome.

“He’s lost ‘is weight Mary…tin as a willow
bow he is,” interjected Milli, seeing the younger woman’s
difficulty in the moment and successfully drawing attention away
from her.

“Don’t you start that again,” Abdeel replied
joking, “she would have me looking like a bull fit for slaughter if
she had her way.”

They all laughed and Abdeel ushered them to
sit around the low table on which he had placed different wrapped
items. They were used to this ritual, for he never returned without
gifts. Hamen sat excitedly, but it was Abdeel who perhaps enjoyed
this moment the most, his passion for giving and making others
happy showing in the twinkle of his dark eyes.

He passed a large object to Hamen, wrapped in
a smooth skinned case purpose-made to hold the contents inside. The
boy opened it, his eyes bright with anticipation for he suspected
he knew what the case contained. It was a twelve stringed harp of
exquisite beauty. The base was made of polished oak, curving
gracefully to a perpendicular neck. The wood was inlaid with pearl
and the tuning pegs of copper hardened gold. Hamen stared at the
instrument with wide eyed wonder, almost afraid to touch it.

“You will continue your lessons at the
synagogue Hamen. The master will be happy to teach you on your own
instrument, and soon you will be good enough to join the others in
worship.”

The boy was speechless, but his mother just
sat with her hand touching her mouth. In days past she had
sometimes made objections to Abdeel’s extravagance, but she knew
better now. She had learned to know the depth of joy he received
from giving, so she dared not take it away.

Hamen sat the harp on the table and went and
knelt beside Abdeel’s chair.

“Thank you master Abdeel, it is the most
precious thing I have ever seen.”

He was overwhelmed and unsure how to show his
gratitude, being scarcely able to imagine that such an instrument
was his. He had been learning to play with some of the other boys,
using the plain practice harps kept at the synagogue.

“Hamen, come now, get up. With this gift
comes responsibility. Although we may use whatever we have to
worship the Almighty, this instrument will one day draw His
children to worship. I know you have talent, Daniel has said as
much, and he tells me you practice longer than all the other boys.
This gift is not just from me, but from Him who has blessed this
family.”

Hamen kissed the merchant’s hand and went
back to his seat, an unmovable grin on his excited face. Abdeel
passed a gift to Millicent. It was all she could do to hold her
tongue. It was difficult to accept gifts from this man who had
given her back a life, had raised her son and shared his home with
her. He had redeemed her from the slavery yards and his generous
love seemed to know no bounds.

From within the folds of wrapping she drew
two objects. One was a long bolt of purple cloth, its quality seen
in the depth of colour, the dye extracted from the secretion of sea
snails. This cloth, when exposed to sunlight, turned a luminous
blue, displaying its expensive nature and separating it from the
imitation cloths of a similar color which were dyed from the
pigment of hyacinths. She turned it over in her hands feeling the
texture as tears welled up in her eyes.

“It is fit for a queen…not for a cook
master.”

“You are the queen of this house Milli,”
Abdeel replied, enjoying this moment.

As she unwrapped the second object she gasped
in surprise. It was a gold hair tie of her own people, engraved
with beautiful patterns and inlaid with green gems. She couldn’t
speak. She sat it down upon the purple cloth and held her hand on
her mouth, looking from the gifts to Abdeel with love.

“We should never forget our roots Milli, nor
should we be ashamed of where the Almighty chose for the place of
our birth.” He reached over and kissed her head and she held his
hand, nodding her head to thank him, the words had stuck in her
throat.

“And something small for you dear friend,” he
said turning to Mary. She was afraid to unwrap the gift for now she
was the centre of attention, although the other two recipients were
still absorbed in their own moment.

From within the wrappings she withdrew an
exquisite alabaster flask, the stone polished as smooth as silk.
The stopper had a thin thread of gold wire cleverly wound into the
stone. It was a flask made to hold the most expensive of perfumes,
a delicate mixture of oil, myrrh, cinnamon and cassia. This was not
the powdered scent so many wore for public occasions, but rather
that which should be used as a bride on her wedding, or to anoint a
king. Even with the stopper in place the aroma seeped through the
soft alabaster stone.

“It is beautiful Abdeel…too beautiful
for…”

“Mary,” he interrupted her, anticipating what
she was going to say. “This was made for you. It called to me as I
walked past it. I don’t know for what purpose dear girl, I only
know I felt compelled to give it to you.”

Mary managed to look up at him. His smile was
somehow serious as he recalled the moment he had purchased the
gift. She reached over and touched his hand. “Thank you,” was all
she said, but her moistened eyes said all that her heart was
feeling.

“Well,” said Abdeel rising to his feet and
clapping his hands together. “I think it is time to eat. I suspect
we may be having something special tonight.”

Mary rose to help Millicent but she insisted
that she and Hamen would serve the meal. Mary and Abdeel moved into
the dining room and sat at the low table on woven mats covered with
soft cushions. Within minutes the table was laden with steaming
bread, various dips and freshly baked fish stuffed with chopped
lime and spices. In front of Abdeel she placed a small bowl and he
smiled broadly when he recognised Mary’s famous relish. After
Abdeel gave thanks, this family of friends enjoyed their meal and
the old merchant began to tell them of his travels.

Later they went back to the garden and Abdeel
asked Mary what she knew of a leper being healed.

“You remember the blacksmith?” she began.

“Yes I do, Nathan wasn’t it?”

“Yes, Nathaniel, the husband of Naomi. I went
to the colony with food a few days ago and met Elizabeth there. She
told me about Nathaniel so I went to see him. I had dinner with
them. He is completely clean, even the ends of his fingers have
returned. It is as though he was never a leper.”

“It has been hundreds of years since a leper
was healed,” said Abdeel, thinking out loud. “This is the hand of
God.”

Mary felt anger rising within her. She fought
to control it. Not tonight, not on this night when she had shared
love, real love. They had talked for over an hour, laughing at
Abdeel’s humour and listening intently as he recalled the riot in
the Holy City. She didn’t want the atmosphere to change now. But
the anger threw her wishes aside, her feeble barricade was pulled
apart and stepped over. Then something called accuser spoke from
her mouth.

“Wasn’t it God who cursed him in the first
place?” She regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth. It
was as though she heard herself speaking rather than speaking her
own words.

“What does God know of suffering Abdeel? Has
God ever suffered?”

The old man sensed the presence of a
rebellious spirit, but he also heard the cry of a broken woman, the
channel through whom this voice was challenging the Almighty. At
these times He usually just listened and silently prayed, but on
this occasion he ventured an explanation.

“There are many reasons for suffering Mary,”
he replied. “Sometimes it is through the evil of others, sometimes
because of our own sin, as when we give in to temptation. Perhaps
also our suffering is God’s righteous judgment.”

Mary was beginning to shake. She felt the
anger building. She wanted to stop it, but she also wanted to
explode, to vent her anger at God. But was he listening? Instead
she poured out her wrath on His servant, on this man who held the
Almighty in such high regard.

“Judgment! Who is He to judge? What does He
know about sin and temptation? I was taught that God cannot be
tempted, yet He makes laws which He has never tried to keep
Himself. What does He know about being a human? How can He sit on
His throne untouched by suffering and pain? Has he ever lost
someone He loved? Has He ever had to stand and watch someone beaten
and crucified to fill the Romans lust for blood? He never lost a
father…He never lost a husband…or a child.”

She was sobbing, her head in her hands. The
anger was gone but she felt no better. Abdeel had remained quiet.
He put his hand on her shoulder and then removed it. He sensed it
was not welcome.

“Perhaps he has become human Mary. Perhaps he
does know what it is like to be human. Isaiah says that a child
will be born and that His name will be Immanuel, God with us.
Perhaps He has come to save us, to show us who He is and to heal
the lepers.”

She rose. The sobbing was gone and fire
burned in her eyes.

“Then He came too late for some didn’t He,”
she said with a vehemence that shocked Abdeel.

Then she rose and left.

As she walked her anger fell like leaves into
the depths of a well, back into the dark dungeons of her soul. Why
did she say that? Why had she tried to hurt this person who had
never tried to hurt her? She should go back and apologize.

No…have no pity…he is a fool to love the
Creator. You spoke the truth. God doesn’t care for anyone, He plays
with us. God created this world, He is responsible for suffering,
He took everything away from you. It is He who should
apologize.

She walked on through the almost deserted
street, came to her house and locked the door.

 



Chapter Five

 


Early in the morning Abdeel called at the
Roman garrison and collected a mount. He would travel to Capernaum
and deliver the reports to Jairus. A number of people were already
headed in the same direction. Some carried the sick and crippled on
carts and there was a sense of excitement in the air. As he neared
the junction in the road that led to the lake and the city he saw a
large crowd gathering on a flat area of ground to his left. He
turned right and into Capernaum, and after leaving his mount at the
stable on the edge of town, came to the synagogue. Jairus was in.
They greeted one another and Jairus took the merchant into a side
room to give him refreshments.

“You’re not the first visitor I have had
today my friend,” Jairus began. “A group from the Sanhedrin arrived
this morning. They are here to investigate a remarkable man who has
the entire area in an uproar.”

“Was their leader a man named Eleazar by any
chance?” asked Abdeel

“Yes indeed, the same group.”

“I met them at Beth-Shan on my way home. It
would seem this Jesus has made both enemies and friends
Jairus.”

“Not here in Galilee. They told me of an
incident in Jerusalem, but here He has done nothing except produce
marvel upon marvel. He is an amazing speaker as well. I was about
to go and hear Him and I’d welcome your company…would give me an
excuse to keep away from that rather belligerent Pharisee.”

“I would love to, but Jairus, first tell me
what news of your daughter?”

Jairus looked at Abdeel with deep sadness in
his eyes.

“She is not well my friend and the doctors
have forbidden her to be moved. She has a strange illness, but we
have hope that the Almighty will have mercy.” His face showed
months of strain. “There is little more that can be done.”

He was young for a synagogue ruler but had
shown a gift for administration early in life. He had a long face,
short dark hair and closely cropped beard with only a sprinkling of
gray, a color that had only begun to appear with the illness of his
child.

“Come. Let’s go and find the teacher,” he
said, taking Abdeel’s arm and leading the way out of the building
and towards the edge of town.

The crowd had swelled considerably. There
must have been several thousands of them. All manner of people;
young, old, the sick and disabled and some who had followed their
neighbor out of curiosity and the chance to see the supernatural.
Some were standing, whilst others sat on the flat ground, having
spread mats around a small hill. There were sycamores and fig trees
further out and many were taking shade from the sun which was
rising higher in the morning sky. As Abdeel and Jairus came nearer,
the scene began to take on a life of its own. A group of men were
assisting the sick as crooked lines of people were moving towards
the centre.

As they reached a vantage point Abdeel
watched as a child being carried on a woven frame was laid on the
ground. A figure in a plain white robe knelt down and touched the
child’s head, and immediately the child stood, and turning, ran to
its mother who had been waiting behind. From where they stood they
could not hear the words, but it was obvious that the centre was a
place where joy abounded. All who entered there afflicted, returned
whole.

Suddenly a commotion broke out near the
centre. Six large men were trying to restrain a boy who was
writhing violently in their arms. His body was lurching and lifting
into the air in an unnatural way as if he would fly away were they
not holding him tightly. The teacher turned towards them and
lifting his arms spoke. Abdeel could not hear him for the shrieking
noises coming from the boy. His small body arched upward, he
convulsed, and then slumped down and became limp. The men holding
him placed him on the ground and he was hidden from sight. A few
moments later he stood and walked towards one of the men and
embraced him. A murmur ran through the crowd and beside him Abdeel
heard Jairus utter a word of thanks to the Eternal One.

He turned to the older man and touching his
arm nodded towards the scene.

“I know that boy. I have been trying to help
him for years. The elders and I have prayed for him, anointed him
and tried to exorcise a demon out of him but to no avail. I believe
I just witnessed his deliverance.”

Abdeel sensed a strange feeling within him.
He felt that the teacher knew he was there. He watched as this man
touched and healed all who were taken to him regardless of their
condition. There was an atmosphere of celebration and reverence, a
strange mixture of jumping for joy and bowing to pray. As he looked
around the crowd he found the group from Jerusalem. Their body
language betrayed them. Eleazar stood with hands on hips, his belly
extended and head bobbing as he talked continuously. He looked
agitated and was in a debate with another man who seemed to be
trying to convince him of something, pointing to various people who
were walking back from the centre laughing, jumping on feet which
had previously been painful, stretching backs which had previously
prevented them from walking freely.

And then he saw her. She was standing under a
tree some distance from his right. Although her hair was mostly
covered, his eye had caught the glint of silver braiding as a ray
of sunlight reached through the branches. She was holding her shawl
and watching the teacher intently.

When the lines finally came to an end the
teacher went to the centre of the small mound. He raised his hand
to quiet the people and then in a voice that somehow carried
clearly to all who listened, He began to teach them.

 


~~~~

 


He had arrived at her house late. She had
forgotten that he would come, as his usual appointment was hours
earlier, and at the sound of his soft knock she let him enter. Her
anger had gone, replaced by a self-loathing that she could have
attacked one of the few people who loved her genuinely.

“Mary, I need to talk to you,” he said,
standing with his hands together in front of him and looking
decidedly uncomfortable.

“Since when did you ever come here for talk
Rufus,” she replied with a sarcastic tone. “But talk is all you
will find here tonight. I am tired and wish to sleep.”

I didn’t come here for…for that,” he
stammered nervously. “I won’t be back Mary,” he began. “A few days
ago something happened that has changed my life. You know that my
son has been ill. I took him to the man Jesus and He healed him.
Then He spoke to everyone in the synagogue and his words touched my
heart. When His disciples called people to repent and be baptized I
felt that I must. Mary, I am sorry for using you and betraying my
wife.”

Mary turned away from him and released a
vehement retort.

“So now this teacher is ruining my business,”
she said. “Did this holy man tell you how sinful you are and that
God will judge you Rufus? He will be just like all the rest.”

“No Mary. He is not like other teachers. He
doesn’t look down on sinners but reaches into their hearts. He
accepts everyone who comes to Him.”

“Everyone? No holy man welcomes people like
me Rufus.”

Her anger was rising up again. She had heard
the words of Naomi, had seen the evidence in the life of Nathaniel,
but it had driven home to her the depth of rejection she felt.

“Women like me cannot enter the synagogue
Rufus or had you forgotten?” She spat the words out as if they were
something putrid she had put into her mouth.

“You have come here every week and then run
to your God on the Sabbath. What does that make you?”

“It makes me an adulterer and a hypocrite
Mary,” he replied, with a sincerity which almost managed to make an
impression. “I hope you can forgive me. Mary, Jesus can forgive
both of us.”

She sneered at him and laughed. “Am I looking
for forgiveness Rufus? And who is this Jesus that He forgives sins.
As far as I know, only God forgives sins.”

“He is the friend of sinners Mary. One of His
disciples was a tax collector from Magdala. Levi. Levi was baptized
and then held a feast at his house and Jesus attended it.”

“Levi! Yes I know who he is. What kind of
holy man would go to the house of Levi?” she asked, genuinely
surprised.

“One who is a friend of sinners and outcasts
Mary; go and see for yourself.”

Rufus turned to go. He tried to leave some
coins but she pushed him out of the door. She was too confused to
think.

The next morning she decided to go and see
the teacher. As she opened her door she saw her neighbours pushing
their son up the cobbled street on a small wooden cart. She
followed at a distance, mixing with the large throng of people
heading towards Capernaum. When they reached the place where the
crowd had gathered, she rested beneath a sycamore at the edge of
the large circle of people and watched as they took their sick to
the white robed man in the centre. He was not unusual to look at.
Long dark brown hair and tanned chiseled features with the build of
a tradesmen rather than a scholar.

She sensed his presence. It disturbed her.
She felt naked and exposed, like a child who has just been caught
stealing. She pulled her shawl tightly around her, covering her
hair and her shame. The voices within were frantic, rising up to
her mind, bringing a choking sensation to her throat. But she was
determined to stay, determined to see for herself. She saw a man
who was obviously blind being led to the teacher. Jesus took a step
towards him and spoke. The man nodded his head approving of what
had been asked him. Jesus then touched his eyes and instantly he
raised his hands and started turning around and clasping the face
of the one who had been leading him. He turned back to Jesus and
holding his hands over his heart he fell to his knees in an
attitude of thanksgiving. Then he stood and began to run about
touching people, touching the grass, crying out, and laughing.

“I can see you, and you,” he shouted.

And then her neighbors were near the centre and some men were
helping to pull the cart over the ground to where Jesus was
waiting. The couple was standing together. He was sober and holding
his wife, his unshaven face dark and expressionless. She was
holding her hand to her mouth. She looked terrified. At that moment
Mary’s heart began to melt as she saw the unmasked hope in these
people who dared to bring their son. Jesus went to the cart. She
saw his face. His expression was full of determination and
compassion. He placed his hand on the boy’s head and then for a
moment lifted his gaze to the watching parents. His face softened
into a slight smile and his eyes sparkled with sheer joy as the boy
straightened his crooked limbs. The mother gasped and cried out as
her husband held her for fear her legs would collapse beneath
her.

Jesus took the boy’s hand and helped him to
turn towards him. Then the boy sat up and looked directly at his
parents. He was stretching out his arms and legs, and making little
circles with his hands.

“Come,” Jesus said to them gently, “behold
your son.”

The boy’s father lifted him off the cart and
stood him on the ground. He was taller than Mary imagined he would
be. He was a little shaky on his legs at first, his thin limbs
taking weight for the first time. With his father’s help he began
to walk. People were raising their hands in prayer and calling out
praises to God. His mother rushed to her son and lifted him in her
arms, tears of pure joy streaming from her face. She hugged him
tightly, looking past him to Jesus and nodding her thanks. The boy
was almost as tall as her.

Mary wept. She felt both joy and sorrow and
she couldn’t explain why. They were walking towards her, slowly,
hand in hand with their son who was becoming more and more
confident on his new-found legs. Mary moved around to the other
side of the tree until they passed. They were laughing, full of
love and thankfulness.

Sometime later she witnessed another boy
being carried by several strong men who were struggling to hold him
down. Within her the demons screamed as if they were being
confronted by the one who was controlling their kind a short
distance away. Mary clung to the tree as their raw power threatened
to overtake her. She pushed them down with her mind. This was
daytime, her time. The teacher spoke words of power and the child
was delivered. Then the lines of people ended, the crowd sat on the
ground and she listened as He began to teach.

“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is
the kingdom of God, blessed are you who weep now, for you will
laugh, blessed are you when men hate you, when they exclude you and
insult you and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man.
Rejoice in that day and leap for joy.”

His words were not condemning. She had never
heard such words. She felt as if He were speaking to her, disarming
her, reaching out to her.

“But I tell you who hear me: love your
enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you,
pray for those who mistreat you, do to others as you would have
them do to you. If you love those who love you what credit is that
to you? Even sinners love those who love them.”

His words pierced her heart like a sword. She
stared at the ground, afraid to lift her head as she was sure He
must be pointing at her.

“Do not judge and you will not be judged. Do
not condemn and you will not be condemned, forgive and you will be
forgiven. Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s
eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye. No good tree
bears bad fruit and nor does a bad tree bear good fruit.”

She felt panic. Was He speaking only to her?
Was everyone staring at her? Could they see her hatred, her
bitterness? Could they see how she despised the hypocrites who left
their wives to visit her in the night? Did they see the evil that
lurked beneath her fragile walls?

Run Mary…run before he sees you…you are
filthy and unclean…you do not belong in this place…there is no one
else like you here….He will never accept you.

She turned and ran down the path towards the
road, not realizing that loving eyes had been watching her from the
other side of the crowd.

 


~~~~

 


The guards emptied the contents of his water
bucket into his face after throwing his prone body off the bench
and onto the floor. This was a game for them. For days now they had
entered the cell and beaten him to unconsciousness only to be
revived again with the only water he had to drink. His ribs were
black and the rest of his body was taking on the same hue under the
blows of the light clubs his tormenters used.

They had taken away his robe to save them the
task of ripping it off him whenever they wanted to use the soft
leather bullwhip. When they grew tired, they would simply kick him
in the ribs until he passed out. This day was different. It began
the same with the water, but then they ordered him onto the bench
and told him to put on his clothes.

“We’re going for a nice little walk today
murderer. You have an appointment,” one of the guards said, a man
with a long scar which ran the length of his left cheek. His arms
were chained and he was told to stand. He was weak, but his hatred
fuelled his resolve as he determined to show these Romans that he
was more than their equal. He was led down the corridor past rows
of cells, up a flight of stairs and into a small room with a wooden
stool in the center. They pushed him onto the stool.

Into the room stepped a man who had an air of
authority about him. He walked around in front of Barabbas and
grabbing his chin lifted his face and stared into his eyes.

“I am the man who will oversee your execution
murderer. I am the man who will make sure that you stay alive on a
cross for days, lifting yourself up and down on an iron spike
driven through your ankle bones, trying to scream in agony as you
take another breath. I can keep you alive for days praying to your
god to let you die.”

He released Barabbas’ face and stepped back,
clasping his hands behind his back.

“Or, I can make it quick. I can order my men
to give you something for the pain and order them to send you to
hell in an hour or two. The choice is up to you. If you do
something for me, I will do something for you. I want names and
locations. The names of your pathetic resistance, and the locations
of your meeting places. Give them to me and your passing will be
easier, refuse, and die slowly trying to scream. Think about it. We
will meet again.”

He left the room.

The guards ordered Barabbas to stand and walk
back to his cell. They didn’t touch him, didn’t kick him or punch
him. He descended the stairs into the gloom and entered his cell.
They left and returned a few minutes later with a warm robe, a
fresh bucket of water and a small bowl of bread. He began to eat
hungrily and then tossed a piece to the thief watching from the
nearby cell.

“What did you promise them?” he asked.

“Nothing, and I will give them nothing,” he
replied. “They want me to betray my countrymen, but I will never do
that. They will crucify me in any case.”

“Well, give them a little hope in the
meantime. We could both use the extra bread before we die,” the
thief exclaimed. “I ain’t got anything to barter with. The only
reason these sons of dogs are keeping me alive is because that
Pharisee wants me to suffer before they crucify me. A real man of
God he is, tooth for a tooth, eye for an eye.”

“Death comes to all men,” remarked Barabbas.
“But we can choose to die well or not.”

“It doesn’t matter how well you die. No one
remembers you anyway. You got anymore of that bread or you looking
to fatten yourself up before the slaughter?” he said joking.

Barabbas threw him another piece, put on the
robe and lay down on the stone bench. He thought about his family,
his wife, sons, and daughter. They would know what had happened by
now. He let out a sigh. If the Romans discovered who they were they
too would die for the cause. The zealots would protect them; it was
part of the oath. They had land, crops and support. They would be
alright. He hoped they would be proud of him. He ate the last of
the bread and watched a cloud pass across the window slot.

 



Chapter Six

 


Artilius woke to the sound of snoring.
Through the small crack in the flap of the tent he could see that
dawn was just beginning to emerge as the sun found its way towards
the horizon. He kicked his companion, who gave a grunt, reluctantly
waking up, and pulling on his boots slipped out of the tent to use
the latrine and then find something to eat. Since coming to this
place he had discovered a thing called stew. Pieces of boiled meat
and vegetables thrown into a pot, and thickened with flour.
Although strange for most Romans who wouldn’t usually have eaten a
lot of meat, it was both tasty and nourishing and he had developed
a liking for it. The cook, a large women with red hair and a fiery
temper, used any meat she could get, and rumor had it that she
would even carve up a horse if nothing else presented itself. Those
slaves who became cooks were afforded a degree of respect; one
didn’t want to be poisoned after all.

This morning it was rabbit. Artilius joined
the line of hungry soldiers, bowl in hand, and approached the
scowling cook who was ladling stew as if she was handing out
punishment rather than feeding the army of Rome. His tent-mate
arrived, wiping sleep from his eyes.

“About time you got here dunderhead,”
Artilius jibed. “Was starting to wonder if you’d gone off
sleepwalking.”

“At least it’s not raining, I hate the
stinking rain all the time. I’ve almost forgotten what sunlight
feels like,” grumbled Lucius as he turned his small clay bowl
around in his hands.

They ate standing, washed their bowls in a
barrel of cold water and headed for the clearing where the others
were gathering. Men were dressing in the dirty robes which had been
provided and covering their faces with mud. Others, realizing the
reasoning behind the strange attire, had broken off branches and
threaded them into their clothes so that they resembled two-legged
shrubs. The general arrived and outlined the plan.

“You have been chosen for this mission
because you are the best archers and hand to hand fighters we have.
Today we will send these uneducated dogs back to their mothers or
whatever hell they believe in. Whilst the main body of our army
present an attack from the front, you will quietly move behind the
enemy, burn their camp, and cut them down from the rear. Follow
your group commanders and wait for the signal to attack.”

There were three groups, two of twenty men
and a larger group of forty. One of the smaller groups took the
lead and moved with great stealth into the trees in a direction
which would take them towards the side and back of the enemy camp.
A few minutes later they heard the usual sound of the Roman army
beating their swords upon shields in order to get the enemies
attention. The barbarians would leave their camp and assemble at
the edge of the forest facing the main army of noisy Romans while
the three groups would crawl around and get behind and to the sides
of their camp. They heard the sounds of the small portable
catapults, or ballistas as they were also known, beginning to fire
their loads into the forest where the barbarians were grouping in
anticipation of a Roman charge. The catapults were loaded with
large rocks, about the size of a child’s head. A direct hit on an
enemy’s head could easily kill, however, their purpose was more to
unsettle and break up an organized charge.

Artilius and Lucius were in the last group.
They were almost crawling on all fours as they came closer to the
enemy camp. The stealthiest of them had gone ahead to take care of
any sentries who might be watching. The first group had already
passed behind the camp and taken up position on the far side within
the trees. The largest group had placed themselves directly behind
the tents, a position which cut off any attempt the barbarians made
to get to their horses. Artilius and Lucius crept closer to the
edge of the clearing. Their position was also on the side, with the
Roman army on their left and the enemy’s tents to the right. The
three groups now lay in an ambush surrounding three sides of the
camp in the shape of a horse shoe. They crouched and waited.

They watched as several enemy soldiers moved
about tending small fires, which were placed between the black and
brown animal skin tents. As hoped, almost all of the barbarians
were busy watching the Romans who were making more noise and
calling more threats than actually initiating a real battle. This
kind of standoff had been going on ever since they arrived, as each
group knew that to leave the cover of the woods to cross the open
ground would mean being cut down by the archers of either side.
Artilius crouched, face smeared with mud. Two barbarian soldiers
were standing before a fire, laughing about something. Suddenly one
of them sank to the ground, an arrow protruding from his chest, and
almost instantly the other joined him. Then, out of the woods came
what looked like human trees with black faces carrying animal skins
filled with oil. The Romans threw the oil over the rear tents along
the entire row of approximately twenty in number. Then they torched
the tents which immediately burst into flames.

Out of the tents came a few soldiers, some
women and even a small figure which Artilius expected was a child,
but the smoke from the burning skin tents was making it difficult
to see clearly. The archers cut them down regardless of age or
gender. The commander had waited until the breeze was blowing
directly back towards the frontline. Arrows with oil soaked cloths
attached were fired into the next rows of tents and most began to
burn with the fetid smell of singed animal hair. Within minutes the
thick black smoke had reached the back of the main group of
barbarians who were facing off with the Roman army.

Artilius waited, his bow ready. Out of the
trees to his left and towards the burning tents came the barbarian
soldiers, running to investigate the burning camp. Suddenly a
volley of arrows exploded from the trees to his right as the main
group fired into the approaching barbarians who were struggling
with the thick smoke stinging their eyes. That first volley, coming
out of the smoke, brought down dozens. Those behind, being almost
blinded by the screen of smoke stumbled onto their dead companions,
and met a similar fate, a wall of arrows fired at short range from
the trees.

Realizing that they were running into a trap
many of the barbarians moved towards the edge and directly towards
the smaller groups. Artilius’ commander stood beside a tree on his
right, his bow ready. As the barbarians reached the trees he fired,
the signal for the small group to attack. Artilius’ first arrow
thudded into a soldier who was running, sword in hand towards the
back of the camp. Seconds before Artilius’ arrow struck him in the
side, he was hit in the neck by another. He was dead before he hit
the ground and Artilius was reloading. The wind began to swirl
around, changing direction and taking the smoke towards the small
group on the opposite side of the trees.

At that moment he heard the sound of the
Roman battle horn being blown and knew that the main group was now
attacking the barbarians who remained at the front line. His
commander signaled them to move and they began to run through the
trees to approach the rear of the barbarians who were now caught
between too lines of Romans. The catapults were silent, their rain
of rocks ceased, allowing the Romans to approach the enemy
lines.

Artilius’ group was soon upon the enemy
soldiers who were trying to stem the Roman advance with little
success. They had approached in typical Roman fashion, large
shields locked as they moved across the open ground, the enemy
arrows having little or no effect. The barbarians waited in the
trees, knowing that the Romans would have to drop their shields as
soon as they reached the woods. Looking to his right Artilius saw
around fifty other black-faced men preparing to fire on the
barbarians. Dropping to one knee he loosed an arrow which found its
target, ending the life of a young man who had turned to see his
attacker moments before he died.

Total confusion broke out. The remaining
barbarians didn’t know which group to attack and while they were
stumbling over each other they were cut down. The main Roman army
knelt behind their shields until a second horn was blown, signaling
the archers from Artilius’ side of the barbarians to stop firing.
At once they dropped their large shields, and brandishing swords
rushed the confused barbarians. Artilius’ heart was pumping with a
mixture of fear and excitement. He slung his bow and took out his
short sword and charged towards what was left of the barbarian
army. With each step of his charge he felt his fear ebbing away. He
leaped over the bodies of dying men, their yellow hair braided and
tied, their faces covered with strange markings.

Suddenly, he heard Lucius yell his name and
turning saw a yellow haired warrior with raised battle axe charging
towards him. The man had been lying still, pretending to be dead.
The warrior was half a head taller than Artilius and intent on
cutting him down like the small tree he appeared to be. The axe
swung in an arc and Artilius ducked beneath it thrusting forward
with his sword as he had been taught. His blow merely glanced off
the other’s side as the warrior turned and kicked Artilius in his
forward leg. The blow forced the young Roman to his knees, but he
had the presence of mind to roll away as the screaming barbarian
slammed his axe into the ground where Artilius had been a second
before.

Artilius rose to his feet and stood in a
crouch. He felt a surge of power enter his heart and at that moment
sensed that an unseen presence was with him. The axe swung and
Artilius parried, striking the back of the warrior’s arm as it went
by. Artilius lunged and sunk his sword into the other’s belly. The
warrior’s gloved fist struck the Roman in the face and then the
blade he had drawn sliced into Artilius’ arm. The warrior was
weakening, blood oozing from his stomach wound. He had dropped his
axe and held his gut with his left hand as he continued to approach
Artilius with the long dagger. Artilius could not help but admire
the man’s courage. They circled one another as the blood seeped
between the barbarian’s fingers, his life force draining away.

The warrior lunged forward in one last
attempt to kill Artilius, but his legs gave out and he went to his
knees before the waiting Roman. Almost by instinct Artilius raised
his sword and brought it down on the barbarians neck. The yellow
haired warrior died instantly. Artilius breath was like fire in his
lungs, a combination of running, fighting and smoke. He felt the
warm wet crimson running down his arm where he had been wounded. It
would heal. The battle was all but over; few of the barbarians
remained alive. The wounded were finished off as the command was
that none would return to their homeland to report on the new Roman
tactics. A mounted party equipped with oil left to search the river
bank for the barges used by the barbarians to transport their
horses. The rafts would be burned and set to float down the river,
a sign for any who were watching that it was futile to attack the
might of Rome.

Lucius approached his friend. They looked at
each other and Lucius smiled, his white teeth standing out against
the blackened face. He began to laugh.

“Never saw a little tree fell an axe man
before. You fought well for a country boy.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Artilius replied as
his breathing slowed. “A second later and this little tree would be
only fit for firewood.”

“Well look here,” exclaimed Lucius seriously,
standing over the warrior Artilius had slain. “It seems your yellow
giant was not a mere warrior.”

Lucius pulled a golden circle from the
warriors head and passed it to Artilius.

“What is it?” Artilius asked turning the
beautiful object around in his hands.

“It is a torc, the everyday crown of their
princes. You killed a prince today my friend. The gods have smiled
on you.”

The torc was made of pure gold and had been
twisted into various forms and shapes. At the ends two hammers
almost touched.

“How do you know so much about it Lucius, I
thought your knowledge extended only to swords and horses,”
Artilius laughed.

“There is more to me than meets the eye my
black-faced friend. My father once rode with the infamous Arminius
and learned a great deal about their traditions. This torc has the
markings of Thor, their war god, son of Odin. Like us, they have
many gods,” explained Lucius.

“Then their gods fell to the gods of Rome
today,” Artilius replied as he sheathed his sword, “their warriors
fell to the power of the true god of war, Mars.”

“And to his servant Artilius,” replied Lucius
with a mock bow. “Come, you need to see about that wound on your
arm. You’re bleeding like a stuck pig. Bring the torc, it’s
yours.”

That night they piled the bodies of the slain
barbarians, covered them with oil and offered them to Mars. They
took their slain companions, only twelve in number, split the
barbarian’s valuables and horses between them, and returned to
their respective keeps.

 


~~~~



Nain was only a town really, small compared
to Magdala, and situated on the North Western side of the hills
between Gilboa and Tabor. In the Hebrew tongue its name meant
pleasant and delightful, perhaps a reference to the beautiful view
across the Plain of Esdraelon, and to the ever-flowing spring which
provided life-giving water to the many bounteous groves of olives
and figs. Abdeel had decided to travel towards the town as he had
been told that the man Jesus had left for that area two days
before. As he rode slowly he reflected on what had happened.

After the day he had spent near Capernaum he
had been deeply moved by the Teacher’s words. Had ever a man spoken
like this before? His words opened the Scriptures as if He was
explaining something He had written Himself. Abdeel felt as if he
understood for the first time, as if a Master Teacher had come to
show the ignorant that they had been misunderstanding His message.
Confusion seemed to disintegrate and vanish as He spoke. He and
Jairus had spent the evening together talking, and as it had grown
late he had accepted the younger man’s invitation and stayed the
night, sleeping in a small but comfortable guest room in the
house.

Early the next day, as Abdeel and Jairus were
sharing breakfast, a group of elders had come to the synagogue to
speak with the synagogue leader. They explained that a well known
and loved citizen of Capernaum had asked them to find the Teacher
and ask Him to come to his house. He was a Roman centurion, a man
who had contributed generously to the building of the local
synagogue and won the hearts of the people for his genial nature
and love of Israel. Jairus knew him well and immediately gave his
consent to the request. The elders left, and after a short
discussion, he and Abdeel had decided to go along. There was quite
a crowd near the Northern end of the town, so guessing this was
where they would find the man they sought, they ambled up the
street. When they arrived the elders had agreed to lead Jesus to
the centurion’s house.

As they approached the house, a large man
dressed in Roman uniform came to meet Jesus on the street,
accompanied by several soldiers. He was a man in his sixties, with
graying short cropped hair and clean shaven face. He had a
weathered look, a man used to the elements, and this day he wore
the face of a worried man. He removed his helmet, and holding his
hand across his chest in the Roman language of submission, he spoke
to Jesus of Nazareth.

“Lord,” he said, “do not trouble yourself,
for I do not deserve to have you come under my roof. That is why I
didn’t even consider myself worthy to come to you. But say the word
and my servant will be healed. For I myself am a man under
authority, with soldiers under me. I tell this one, ‘Go,’ and he
goes; and that one, ‘Come,’ and he comes. I say to my servant ‘Do
this,’ and he does it,”

When Jesus heard the Roman’s words he had a
look of amazement and delight on His face. He turned to the crowd
and told them He had not found such faith even amongst the people
of Israel. Then He turned back to the centurion, who was still
standing with his hand across his heart. Jesus touched his hand and
told him, “go home, your faith has healed your servant.”

The centurion touched Jesus hand expressing
his gratitude and respect and then turned to leave. He had only
walked a short distance when a young man came running from the
house shouting, “master, master, your servant is healed, he is
well.” The centurion stopped and looked back at Jesus who was
smiling at him. His joy and that of his companions spread across
their faces as they turned and ran into the house.

Abdeel and Jairus had remained silent as had
the rest of the crowd. They felt a wonderful sense of unity, as if
there was someone and something here which transcended boundaries,
who destroyed cultural divides and brought love between enemies.
Was this what He had been speaking of the day before; was this a
practical demonstration of loving one’s enemies? Abdeel felt a
powerful feeling welling up in his heart, like the emotion of a
child waiting to open a present, an excitement that something
incredible was happening and about to happen on a larger scale. He
took Jairus’ arm and almost dragged him back down the street, eager
to talk about what he had witnessed in the past two days.
Throughout the rest of the day they had searched the Scriptures in
the synagogue, seeking the references which spoke of the coming
Messiah and asking themselves if this Jesus was the one who was to
be the promised King.

Abdeel traveled back to Magdala and took his
mount to the garrison. Some of the soldiers were talking about the
day’s events. The regulars knew the centurion well and that his
servant had been ill. He was a much loved leader, fair and honest,
never willing to take a bribe and never allowing any soldier under
his command to mistreat the locals. But he was not loved by all, as
there were some in their ranks who considered their race to be
superior, and Jews hardly more than a nuisance. Many Romans refused
to mix with Jews. Perhaps for some of them it was a reaction to the
knowledge that Jewish people considered them unclean gentiles. The
thought that their commander and chief would consider himself
unworthy of having a longhaired Jewish miracle worker in his house
brought anger to the malcontents, after all, they reasoned, the
Romans were the ones in charge here, not the Jews. Abdeel left his
mount and said he would be back in the morning for another. He went
home, retold the events of the past two days to Milli and Ham over
dinner, and then tried to suppress the many Scriptures running
through his head as he meditated on the person of Jesus.

The next morning he collected a mount and
rode towards Nain. In the early afternoon he caught up with the
last of a large crowd who were following the Nazarene. He
recognised the Pharisee group and decided to join them about two
miles from the town. Avoiding the red faced sweating Eleazar, he
greeted the young man Daniel, dismounted and walked with him
towards the city gates. They spoke in general terms about the
events of the past few days. As they were near to the gates the
crowd was forced to stop and move to the side as a burial party
were coming out from the town carrying a coffin. Two men led the
party to clear the road, explaining that this was the dead son of a
widow. Leading a large crowd from the town was the open coffin
being carried by a group of men, and directly behind woman, dressed
in black and weeping, supported by mourners, stumbling along as she
cried out from a broken and crushed heart.

Jesus was standing in the middle of the road,
his intimate group of disciples directly behind him. He stepped
forward towards the coffin, and addressing the woman he told her,
“don’t cry.” Then He stepped up to the coffin and those who were
carrying it stopped. It was a plain wooden box, hired for a few
coins to transport the body with dignity to a tomb beyond the city
gates. A young man, his features deadly white, lay within. Jesus
looked to the mother and back to the dead boy, His moist eyes
betraying a deep compassion for this widow’s grief. There was
confusion on the faces of the casket carriers, but as Jesus
beckoned them, they lowered the coffin to the ground.

Jesus reached out his hand and touched the
coffin saying, “Young man, I say to you, get up.”

Immediately the young man sat up, the colour
of life returning to his face. He looked into the eyes of the
Nazarene, and taking his hand Jesus helped him out of the coffin
and brought him to his mother. The grief stricken woman had been
standing there watching in confusion, held on either side by
friends. She and the hundreds standing there gasped in
astonishment. As the boy came within reach of her she broke free of
those who were supporting her and clasped her son’s face, shaking
her head in disbelief, unable to speak.

She began kissing him as he bent towards her
smiling, his hands resting on her shoulders. She continued to kiss
and embrace him in a frenzied passion, almost as if she feared he
might be taken away again, and then she stopped. She released the
boy and looked past him to Jesus, and with her hand to mouth nodded
her head, still unable to find the words, and yet her face revealed
a gratitude that words could never express. The Teacher smiled at
her, His pleasure at seeing her joy showing in His sparkling eyes,
His hand stretched out towards her in a gesture that said this was
His gift to her.

People began to praise God, and someone
called out, “a great prophet has appeared among us, God has come to
help His people.” Daniel was clutching Abdeel’s arm and turning to
the group with a quivering voice said, “who is this man who brings
the dead back from life?” Even Eleazar was silent, visibly moved by
what he had witnessed, unwilling and not wanting to speak a word
against such a display of raw compassion, power and love. There was
nothing to say, but everywhere throughout the crowd one could hear
the words “praise be to the Almighty.”

And then, as if His work here was finished,
the Teacher and his disciples turned to the left and took the road
towards Nazareth. Abdeel stood there on the road watching Him go as
many of the crowd followed after Him.

“Abdeel, we must continue to follow the
Teacher,” said Daniel. “You are welcome to accompany us.”

“It would be my pleasure, however, I must
return to Magdala as I have a meeting with Simon in the morning,”
he replied.

“Yes, he’s expecting you. We saw him a few
days ago to discuss the claims about the leper being healed. It was
he who inspected the man, the local blacksmith as I understand
it.”

“Yes I know,” exclaimed Abdeel. “I heard the
story in more detail from a friend, and I am looking forward to
speaking with Simon about it.”

Eleazar stepped forward and suggested in a
tone more humble than usual that they must also be leaving. They
parted and Abdeel turned his mount and headed back towards Magdala.
That same feeling of wonder and excitement he had experienced at
Capernaum returned, filling him with a strange sense of joy. Had
God really come to help His people after all these years? How long
had it been since a true prophet had walked the land of Israel? At
least four hundred years, perhaps as many as four hundred and
thirty, the same amount of years that God’s people lived in Egypt,
and for most of those years as slaves.

Abdeel wondered if there was a reason for
that. He wondered if there was a hidden message there somewhere,
for he knew as well as all good scholars, that there were no
coincidences with God, indeed the Almighty moved the world to show
His glory and to show that no matter what people said, to the
contrary, He was in control.

 


~~~~

 


Abdeel arrived at Simon the Pharisee’s house
in the morning of the next day. It was the middle of the week, some
three days away from the Sabbath. Simon’s home was a large but
plain building as was common for rulers of the synagogue. It was a
local custom for those who attended worship to meet at his home for
refreshments and fellowship. The large courtyard often became a
place for such gatherings and up to a hundred people could sit or
recline for food, drink and chat.

The old merchant liked Simon, even though he
often found the man to be somewhat self-righteous at times, one of
those who considered himself to be holier than others. Simon
measured his own righteousness against the unrighteousness of
others, rather than the strict and absolute tenants of the Mosaic
Law, for there were none who could keep all six hundred rules, laws
and commandments. People tended to fall into three categories.
Those who through spiritual pride convinced themselves that they
were righteous, and yet hid their sins in public, those who knew
they were sinners and tried to make themselves righteous through
sacrifices and observance of the law, and those who were considered
sinners by everyone else, by reason of their profession or way of
life, those who were not welcome in a holy place.

The two elderly men greeted one another and
reclined at a small table. Abdeel was quietly sipping watered wine
as Simon looked briefly at the reports he had brought him from
Jerusalem. After a short time the old Pharisee placed the scroll on
the table and looking up exclaimed; “I understand you have met our
delegation from the Holy City?”

“Yes. Twice actually. I just returned from
Nain yesterday after witnessing a truly amazing event,” Abdeel
began.

“Imm, I heard about that. This Jesus of
Nazareth brought a young man back to life by all accounts. Did you
see the whole thing my friend?”

“We all saw it, Simon. I was standing near
the front of the crowd with the group from Jerusalem. The burial
procession just came out of the city as we were arriving. There is
no doubt in my mind that the young man was dead. We were all
astonished, even our friend Eleazar had little to say.”

“Truly remarkable, the raising of the boy I
mean, not that Eleazar was short of words, although that in itself
is something of a miracle,” Simon commented, letting out a small
chuckle. “This is a serious business,” he continued, checking
himself. “You know that I examined Nathaniel. He came to me
claiming that Jesus of Nazareth had completely healed him. I had to
go to the synagogue to check the procedure laid down by Moses for
lepers as no one has had cause to examine a leper for centuries. Oh
I get plenty of men coming with skin problems, and of course there
are the terrible times when I have to announce someone
unclean…indeed, I still remember the day I sent Nathaniel to the
colony.”

He paused from his story, recalling the day
when Nathaniel’s family had watched their beloved father and
husband walk out of the city and into the caves of Arbela.

“I never thought I’d see the day Abdeel,” he
said, looking across at his guest and holding his hands up before
his eyes. “Nathaniel is completely healed. Even his fingers have
grown back. Can you imagine that? He was standing before me as I
checked his body, holding his hands up in front of me. ‘Look at my
fingers Simon’ he was saying, and then it dawned on me. I don’t
recall how many digits he had almost completely lost, but his hands
are like new. I honestly don’t know how I am supposed to react to
these events my friend,” he said. “I have been the ruler here for
many years, and in many ways it is a lonely task Abdeel. There are
few people I can confide in, and you are often on the road. I
haven’t yet met this Jesus, and between us, I am unsure of how to
approach Him or address Him. Who is He Abdeel, what is He?”

Abdeel remained silent. Both men knew that
the obvious had not been spoken here. To speak of a man acting as
only God could act was to step onto the edge of a precipice called
blasphemy, a precipice which could collapse under the weight of
God’s Law and bring death to those who spoke such words.

“Eleazar seems convinced that the Nazarene is
a law breaker, and yet how can any man do the things He has done
unless the Almighty is with him?” asked Simon as he stood and began
to pace around the table.

“Eleazar may have a slightly different
opinion after what he witnessed yesterday,” suggested the merchant.
“I got the impression that he was just as impressed as the rest of
us.”

“Abdeel, there are many forms of power in
this world,” replied Simon as he stopped walking. “We Jews worship
the One True God, but as Moses discovered in Egypt, there are
demonic powers that can work miracles. The Romans do mighty acts in
their mystery cults, baptizing people in bull’s blood, making
incantations. We must be careful.”

Simon’s wrinkled hands stroked his long grey
beard as he expressed his concerns. “I have heard about what
happened in the temple, and there are other reports. If this man
allows His disciples to break the Sabbath laws then what are we to
think? No true prophet would disobey the Law of our fathers.”

“Simon,” Abdeel began. “I have heard this
Jesus speak and I felt lifted out of myself. It was as though a
veil had been taken off my eyes. I have traveled far and wide as
you know, and I have seen many things and heard many speakers. The
Romans and Greeks are famous for their oratory and I have enjoyed
their reasoning. But I never heard words like this man spoke. You
speak of the law my friend. Jesus quoted the law and in His voice
was a passion for its truth as I have never heard from any other
man. He surely didn’t sound like a law breaker to me. And there is
one other thing we must consider,” he continued as Simon sat back
down opposite him. “What reason would demons have in doing the
things that Jesus has done, and why would the Almighty allow them
to deceive? I have seen demons cast out by Jesus of Nazareth, as
has Jairus. Why would Satan cast out his own?”

Simon leaned over and touched his friend’s
arm, his affection for the merchant showing in his sparkling
eyes.

“You are a wise and dear friend my traveling
wanderer. I have missed having you around to counsel me. I suppose
me must wait for the Almighty’s hand to be revealed. Perhaps you
would read this Sabbath Day? It has been a long time since we had
your presence at worship.”

“I would be delighted to,” replied Abdeel
with gratitude. He sensed that it was time for him to go. He rose
and made his way to the gate and the two men exchanged well-wishes
and parted. As he walked towards his home he mused about the
strange feeling which had come over him as he had spoken about the
man Jesus. He had felt as though someone or something was guiding
his words, an experience he had never known before this day. He had
felt a strong desire to defend this man who crossed the line from
the world of the living to the dead with a word, who commanded
demons as if He had always done so, and who healed people as if He
was a carpenter repairing the table that He had created with His
own hands. But two questions Simon had asked had been in his own
mind as well. Who was this man, and what was He?

 



Chapter Seven

 


She cowered in the darkened corner of the
room, afraid to sleep, afraid to rest on her bed for fear she would
lose consciousness and be at their mercy again. She had awoken
choking, firm hands around her throat, trying to rip the life-force
from her. She searched for her attacker but he was not clothed in
human flesh. She had writhed in pain and terror; hands clutching at
her neck, desperate for air when unbidden words of desperation had
come to her mind:

Jesus help me, please help me.

Instantly the hands let go and the one who
sought to destroy her retreated to its own dungeon deep within the
recesses of her mortal soul, joining the others to wait for another
chance to take the life of their servant and slave. Air rushed into
her lungs as she took deep breaths. She glanced at the bed from her
prone position on the floor. She hated that bed. It was defiled,
unclean, a mockery of love; a counterfeit of all that was good.

 


How did I come to this? How did I let my life
become so wretched? There is no escape from this.

 


She closed her eyes tightly, reaching deep
into her memories, remembering faces, laugher, and strong arms
around her. She remembered pleading with him to simply pay the
Roman taxes. She remembered him repeating the rebel leaders words
as if they were his own, and she remembered seeing his bloodstained
and pale body unloaded off a cart, an arrow protruding from his
chest.

 


Why didn't you listen to me.

 


She remembered standing there beside the cart
holding her swelling belly in her hand, holding a life soon to
breathe air, as her other hand stroked the face of one who had
breathed his last. And she remembered the look on the midwife's
face as she wrapped the child completely and took it away, shaking
her head and sobbing.

Mary lay there on the floor, her legs drawn
up to her chest, her throat moaning in pain that refused to let her
go. The memories drained her of strength for life, they darkened
the sun, they were a night which never saw the dawn. As she lay
there she heard rain. She remembered how some had come to lend her
support, give her coins. She remembered foraging for grain to make
bread, daily bread to keep herself alive when the well wishers had
finally stopped visiting. She remembered that night when her
resolve had broken after months of struggle, that night when she
had let another's husband comfort her, hold her, and leave a few
coins, and she remembered how and what it had become.

She felt a sense of absolute hopelessness,
trapped within this body of sin, a slave to all that she despised
about herself. It seemed that she stood on the edge of a precipice,
cornered, and on the very brink of total despair. There was nowhere
to turn, nowhere to run. And then there were other voices, voices
which called and coaxed.

Come Mary, come and be free. End it and put
yourself out of this misery. A moment of pain and then oblivion,
nothingness, sweet soul-sleep. Come and be free.

Outside a savage storm was pounding against
the house. She rose and left, scarcely waiting to close the door
behind her. She walked as if dragged along by an unseen guide,
unthinking, stumbling, determinedly towards the cliffs of Arbela.
The moon shone intermittently through the fast moving storm clouds,
its silver light guiding her path, the path she had taken many
times before. The path led upwards towards the heights. This night
she would climb higher, she would climb above the caves to that
place where her knees trembled to venture forward and peer over the
edge to the white rocks so far below, the rocks which had claimed
the lives of those thrown there by unmerciful Roman soldiers. She
climbed hurriedly, driven by an unseen force, devoid of thought and
without emotion, her senses temporarily unattached to reason.

Come and be free Mary, rid yourself of this
hatred, come and sleep, come and fly to freedom.

She drove herself upwards as if time itself
would run out and rob her of a chance for freedom and peace. Her
hands and knees were bleeding. She climbed and stumbled, the wet
rocks causing her to slip. She was oblivious to the pain, lungs
gasping for air, but she didn’t take pause for breath.

A little further Mary and then freedom. Your
family are waiting for you, you father is here calling. He misses
you Mary. He wants you near. Come and be together again.

She reached the summit and lay flat against
the rock for a few moments, her drenched robe clinging to her; her
hair sticking to her face. She looked like a discarded rag doll,
tossed aside on a dirty road, left to rot in the harsh elements of
reality. The wind driven rain slashed at her face as she scrambled
to her bloody feet and stood upon the flat rock. The force of the
storm struck her squarely in the face, threatening to throw her
backwards and away from her intended purpose. She removed long wet
strands of hair from her face and moved forward towards the edge,
the wind and rain stinging her eyes. She came to the edge and
looked down without fear, a feeling of intense hatred welling up
within her heart, a rebellion towards the very life-force that
flowed through her. She hated herself and her life with such
passion that her hands longed to dig beneath her breast and rip the
heart from her body. The moon moved behind a cloud plunging her
world into total darkness for a few seconds.

Life is not a gift, it is a curse Mary. Life
is cruel; destroy it, take it, make Him suffer. Look down. That
rock gave your father freedom; the Romans threw him there. They
gave him freedom from this cruel world. He has peace now. Come to
us, come and join the ones who wait for you.

A cloud raced across the sky and it was light
again. She thought she heard a voice upon the wind, carried to her
from across the sea. Through a momentary break in the rain she
could see that Galilee was in turmoil; the white shining tops of
sharp waves thrashing in all directions created by the storm. And
then she saw it. A fishing boat on the sea, being lifted and tossed
about, helpless against the fury of the storm. The small lantern
attached to the mast was moving about as if a drunken fool was
swinging it in all directions. The boat moved into the centre of
the moonlit path which shone across the lake. Mary could see the
shapes of bodies crouching on the floor of the boat, but a lone
figure was standing with his hand on the mast. He let go of the
wooden pole and lifted His hands.

Instantly the wind died, and the waves
reluctantly disappeared and almost immediately all was clam.

JUMP NOW! WE COMMAND YOU. COME TO US, AND BE
FREE.

The voices within her head sounded desperate
now, not beckoning as if they had something wonderful to offer her,
but rather a hint of panic betrayed them. The wind and rain had
fled, the sky was clearing. Mary was spellbound. She could catch
slight sounds coming from the small craft sitting still upon the
calm waters. What had happened to the storm? It was as if it had
never been, only her drenched clothes and shivering body remained
to testify of its existence. She knew with an overpowering
intuition that the person in the boat had calmed the storm. She
sensed that He was looking towards her, looking up at the cliffs
watching her, and she remembered His gentle gaze. She suddenly felt
as if He were standing right there in front of her, standing
between her and death, slowing dissolving an infinite feeling of
hopelessness. And then she heard another voice.

I can calm the storm in you Mary. I can set
you free and give you life.

The words completely annihilated her resolve,
melting the icebound coldness in her heart and smashing down that
unassailable wall of hopelessness. She slumped to the ground and
holding her head in her hands wept bitterly. And as she wept the
hatred began to pour from her eyes, run down her cheeks and fall to
the ground. The voices within her had become silent, their fury
spent, their chance taken away by one who held the power over life
and death, over sea and storm, over all things created and
uncreated. Mary’s body heaved in uncontrollable emotion as the
hardened granite memories of pain and anger began to dissolve
within her. She sobbed and heaved for almost an hour, and then lay
back spent upon the rock watching the slow clouds move silently
across the early gray of dawn.

Her strength returned as she saw the sun
rising across the Sea of Galilee. She stood on shaking legs and
began the steep descent to the valley below, feeling different,
lighter in spirit, but physically exhausted from the events of the
night. She came to her home and taking a mat and blanket lay down
upon the floor. Before she slept she said a silent prayer, her
first for many years. She asked God to protect her mind as she
slept and then immediately fell into peaceful slumber, feeling as
if unseen arms held her. She was a little girl again, safe in a
father’s embrace.

 


~~~~

 


The keep stood on a hill in a clearing beside
the Rhine. The river took a half circle to the south at this point,
putting the keep in an excellent position to defend the Roman
border and affording a view for miles. The journey to the black
stone fortress had taken but a few hours by horseback, and horses
were something they had plenty of. There would be sacrifices
tonight; sacrifices and celebrations. But first to the baths. The
Roman architect had channeled river water into baths beneath the
keep and these were heated with a furnace that served to fire the
blacksmith’s forges, the kitchen ovens, and provide hot water to
men who considered cleanliness essential for worship.

The gods were capricious. If one expected to
receive a blessing then every detail of ritual must be observed.
Offerings could take hours. The god must be addressed correctly
using every official title. Thanksgiving must be given for past
blessings, battles won, and booty taken. The sacrifice must be
killed and prepared in just the right way with spices to bring the
right aroma to the nostrils of the deity, and only after the sacred
meal was completed could a request be made. If need arose there
were shorter oblations, but the god himself knew when there was
time and the god was keeping account. Hypocrites received only
retribution.

The keep itself was surrounded by a stone
wall with a parapet and slotted holes for firing arrows at would-be
attackers. The regular soldier’s barracks were near the south wall,
close to the stables and main gate. There were four main barracks
holding forty soldiers each, and the commanders and centurion had
personal quarters within the keep proper. The slaves were housed in
large huts against the walls of the keep. Artilius lay on his cot
stroking one of the many cats which were kept at the keep in order
to control the rats and mice which were always threatening to steal
or soil the food supply. He had bathed, been to have his wound
dressed and cleaned, and was relaxing before the evening worship
began. Tonight a bull was to be sacrificed.

After sunset he joined Lucius and entered the
large hall for the ritual worship. It was quite an impressive
structure and took up most of the bottom floor of the keep. It was
used for various meetings including dining. Stone pillars supported
large oak beams which in turn supported the second floor. Fifty
sconces lined the walls with flaming torches providing orange
light, and at the end of the room a large fireplace kept the cold
at bay. Rows of wooden tables stood on flat slate and were set
along the sides leaving a large space in the centre which was often
used for entertainers to dance, juggle, or use their acrobatic
skills. Tonight there were two hundred gathered in the hall. Spiced
wine and strong beer sat in stone jars on the tables, but no one
touched the refreshments until the proper time. Earlier, a bull had
been slain and its blood drained and saved. The meat was being
roasted in the huge ovens beneath the keep.

At a given signal the priest entered the hall
carrying a bowl of bull’s blood in front of him. He was followed by
six others, all similarly dressed in white hooded robes and bared
feet. They approached a large stone altar in front of the fireplace
and began the invocation. The names and ancestry of the god Mars
were recited and thanksgivings offered. Upon the table a large bowl
of burning coals sat smoldering and at regular intervals one of the
priests threw incense onto the glowing embers. The sweet smell soon
filled the room, a smell which Romans associated with worship.
Prayers were offered for the slain warriors, and the high priest
dipped a tiny thimble sized ladle into the bull’s blood and threw
it onto the coals for each dead soldier, releasing his soul into
the afterlife.

From a door to the left came another priest
carrying portions of the meat which had been left uncooked. The god
must first be given his share, and the large heart of the bull was
lifted high, words were spoken, and it was placed upon the glowing
coals to be consumed by Mars. From the same door came still another
priest carrying wine for each of the hooded priests ministering at
the altar. They each took a cup and in turn all those present
lifted their cups. They toasted the god, they toasted their fallen
companions, and then the feast and celebrations began. Servants
brought tray after tray of roasted meat and vegetables, fruit nuts
and cheese. Wine flowed, laughter boomed through the hall and beer
was consumed in large quantities. Male and female slaves moved
through the soldiers identifying those who would enjoy partaking of
sexual favors. Their lives belonged to the armies that captured
them. Jugglers, tumblers, and fire breathers entertained, and as
the hours drew long, tongues were loosed, and bawdy songs filled
the air.

Artilius stumbled half drunk to the barracks
in the first shift after midnight, and proceeded to sit on the
large cat which had taken to sleeping on his cot. He slept like a
dead log until roll call, the sound of the horn piercing his ears
and rattling his brain. He dragged himself to a breakfast of beef
stew, the leftovers of last night’s feast having been turned into
one of cooks famous concoctions. He was beginning to wonder where
Lucius had disappeared to, presuming he had spent the night alone
as was his usual preference. The Spaniard was one of the few
soldiers who never participated in any sexual rites or rituals,
even declining to visit the temple prostitutes. Lucius was a
private man in that regard, a man who had decided that his only
mate would be his mate for life. Artilius looked up as Lucius
appeared at the door looking freshly bathed and very official. He
marched, rather than sauntered in his usual way towards Artilius,
and stood opposite him as he delivered his message.

“You are ordered to attend the centurion as
soon as you have finished your meal,” he demanded in a flat and
formal tone.

“Sounds serious,” jibed Artilius, spooning a
mouthful of stew into his mouth.

Lucius didn’t smile. “When the centurion
demands your presence Artilius, it is always serious.”

Artilius quickly finished his meal. He had
found it difficult to adjust to taking orders, having lived on an
estate where slaves would lower their eyes whenever he passed by.
He wiped his face and rose from the table, beckoning Lucius to lead
the way. They moved through a solid oak door and ascended two
flights of stairs which seemed to wind around a large tower with
small windows placed at regular intervals. Coming to a door at the
top of the stairs where a corridor began, they were met by two
armed guards. With a nod from Lucius they stepped aside. Artilius
was bewildered. He had never thought of Lucius as someone with
authority before, but he seemed to be wearing power as though he
had always done so.

Coming to another oak door Lucius knocked
twice and entered. The centurion sat behind a small table sipping
something hot from a silver cup. He was a stocky man in his late
fifties with bushy eyebrows which met between his eyes. As he
looked up those eyes met Artilius, and for a brief moment the young
soldier felt a sense of panic. Lucius led Artilius to the front of
the table and then stood aside. A small chair was brought by
another soldier who had materialized from the side of the room. The
centurion motioned for Artilius to sit, and then standing, he moved
around to the side of the table and sat on its edge.

“Your name is Artilius. Your father has
several vineyards in Southern Italy and you chose a career in the
army because you desire power and authority. Two days ago you
killed a golden haired man and claimed the torc he was wearing as
your own. That was your right. Three days ago the seer spoke on
behalf of a great god about a man who has been chosen for a special
task. He said that the man would be the one who held the golden
torc. You are that man.”

Artilius mouth had gone suddenly dry but he
managed to spit out a few words. “I am honored sir, honored that
Mars would call me into his service.”

The centurion gave a slight smile and slowly
shook his head. “It was not Mars who spoke to the seer Artilius,
but one who is far more powerful. Perhaps you have heard of him.
His name is Mithras. It is he who has called you into his
service.”

Artilius was stunned. He had heard of the
mysterious god and cult which worshipped Mithras, and he had been
excited when he had learned from a woman of the keep that there
were disciples of Mithras in his company. There were many stories
of soldier/disciples who had powers and protection when they went
to battle. He had hoped to find a contact and to enquire about the
cult, but to be called was something else again, something beyond
his wildest imagination.

“You cannot simply enter the service of
Mithras,” continued the centurion as he rose and walked around to
sit on his table directly in front of Artilius’ chair. “You must
first be tested. If you succeed you will then be initiated and
receive power from the god himself. Only then will he reveal the
task you are called to perform. If you should fail the testing,
another will be chosen. It is a great honour to be chosen, but it
comes with a risk.”

As Artilius looked into the centurion’s eyes,
it seemed to him that they had begun to glow with a strange
luminosity. His fear was beginning to dissolve and a strange
excitement kindled within his mind. He had a deep desire for power,
a desire to be more than other men, and in that short space of time
his fear had vanished and his ego had grown in leaps and
bounds.

“I am willing to hearken to the god; I am
willing to be tested.” He replied.

“Do you wish to know the risk?” the centurion
enquired.

“The risk does not matter my Lord. The honour
requires that any risk be undertaken. I am willing to die
trying.”

“If you fail Artilius, you will die. You may
reject the calling and walk from this room and never speak of this
meeting again. But if you choose to be tested know this. None can
carry the knowledge of Mithras and walk away from the god. Once you
are his you are his forever, in this life and the next. He may make
you a ruler, but he rules all. Do you still wish to begin the
testing?” he asked.

“I am willing my Lord, and willing to die if
I fail,” Artilius replied. He had a deep sense of strength within
him, a strength driven by the expansion of his egoism. He would not
fail, he knew it. Lucius was suddenly at his side and lifting him
to his feet. The centurion rose and pressed his closed fist to his
chest.

“May the god be with you then,” he said in
salute.

With that, Lucius led the would-be disciple
from the room.

 


~~~~

 


For two days she had been fighting malevolent
forces determined to rip the life from her body. She lay upon her
makeshift bed rolling about on the hard floor. She had learned to
pray again, not the spiritual prayers of habitual worshippers,
those memorized verses spoken in rote, but the cry of a desperate
soul clinging on to the edge of an abyss by the tips of her
fingers. Sleeping brought nightmares; it let down her guard and
allowed them access to her unconscious mind to torment her. Several
times she had dozed off and awakened with a scream stuck in her
throat as unseen hands tried to choke the life from her. The hands
which sought her throat were real, were powerful, full of hatred
and determination. Red streaks and broken skin covered her neck as
she had tried to grasp the claws that had no flesh. She could see
them in her mind, feel excruciating pain as her lungs gasped for
air, but only consciousness gave her control over the inhabitants
of darkness.

Only one name brought her release. His name
had helped her once before and now it was a champion in her fight
for survival. She would force it into her mind and plead for mercy
and freedom. Sometimes she couldn’t tell if she were experiencing a
nightmare or struggling through semi-consciousness, but then His
name would enter her mind and the hands would release her. When
sweet breath entered her lungs she sat on all fours like an animal,
gasping, vomiting and clutching her chest as pain coursed through
her body. She had no idea what to do, but one thing was certain,
she would eventually lose consciousness and maybe lose the
fight.

There were other moments as well, moments
when she heard laughter coming through the walls which once were
witness to curses and anger. And a new voice, the voice of a young
man set free, free to enjoy using his hands and feet, and to watch
a mother full of joy, a family made new. It gave her hope and
despair at the same time. Who was she to hope that she could ever
know joy again, and yet hadn’t He spoken to her as she stood on the
edge of the cliffs. Perhaps she only imagined it, but within her
heart she felt – no, more than feeling - she knew that He had
called to her.

She rose from the floor and went to a basin
of water, splashing her face. Her silver mirror lay on the small
table and she turned it over with a sense of disgust. How often she
had gazed at her reflection, enjoying what she saw, admiring
herself. Now she was becoming her own judge, her struggles were
breaking down the pride and rebellion, sweeping away excuses.

Yes, you vain harlot. God gave you beauty and
what did you do with it? Others have suffered: others have lost
those dear to them; others have learned to live with pain greater
than yours, but you took the easy road, the road of self-pity. You
knew exactly what you were doing; no one forced this life upon you.
Be honest with your self; you enjoyed sin, relished in it, and it
dragged you into its own filth. Had you been born plain, even ugly,
you may have rejected sin. But you took the gift of God and used it
to enthrone your anger, enthrone your self, and now your pride and
its companions refuse to let you go.

She drew her shawl closely around her head
and quietly opened her door slightly to peer outside. There was no
one in the courtyard. She drew the cloth up and held it just
beneath her eyes and walked towards the sea. People were preparing
for Sabbath. The sun would set in a few hours and worshippers would
go to the synagogue for the evening meeting. She often went to the
waters edge at such times. She passed the docks where fishermen
were securing their boats and laying out nets to dry. There would
be no fishing tonight, not on the Day of Rest. Cats lay in the sun
licking their paws, contented after dining on the scraps of fish
and bones which were discarded and tossed their way. She turned and
walked towards the south along a narrow path on the shore, picking
her way across the black stones that lined the beach at
Magdala.

Coming to a secluded place behind thick
bushes, she chose a large flat topped stone, sat down and slipped
off her sandals. If felt good to let the cool clean water wash her
feet, and the warm evening breeze caressed her face. The gentle
lapping of the tiny waves began to sooth her weary heart, and as
she gazed out across the turquoise water she saw again in her
mind’s eye the man standing in the boat, arms outstretched rebuking
the storm. She remembered the scene at Capernaum, the writhing body
of a child possessed, lifting and heaving like a storm, and the
Teacher raising His hands and releasing him, calming the storm in
his soul.

Mary began to cry. Her body shook as she held
her head in her hands, bent forward until her face was almost
buried in the cloak around her legs. She wept and wept; her body
beginning to heave as memories flooded into her mind, memories of
pain and agony, buried alive within the soil of her heart. They
rose to the surface, still alive, pleading to be set free, to be
allowed to die and sleep. She had kept those memories alive to fuel
her hatred, and now she desperately wanted to let them go; to let
them rest in peace.

Oh God, help me. I want to be healed, to be
free, I want to be clean inside, I want to feel forgiven. Help me…
I don’t know what to do. I don’t know where to go.

Behind her the sun slipped below the cliffs
casting Galilee into shadow as the red hues of the setting globe
cast beautiful colors on the still waters. She watched a flock of
white cranes making their way south; their elegant necks moving to
the rhythm of their wings as they skimmed the water. In those few
moments it seemed to her that the world moved and breathed as if
unaware of the foolish humans who walked through time tormenting
each other. The natural world existed in harmony, each day
beginning and ending with the glory of God, whilst those He had
placed as lords of creation floundered about lost within their own
private hells. She dipped her hands into the cool water and wiped
her face as darkness began to fall, heralding within a sense of
doom.

She tied her sandals and rose to go, making
her way back towards the docks. Walking up the rise along the shore
to the street she came to the market place, quiet now except for
the animals which stood in pens behind the tents. Camels and
donkeys watched her passed as she walked quickly up the almost
deserted road towards her house. As she approached the synagogue
she heard the sound of a psalm being sung. A beam of golden candle
light shone out onto the street and she paused in front of it,
standing close to the building on the opposite side and hiding in
its shadow.

It was a psalm of David; one she had loved
when she was a little girl sitting with her father on the wooden
seats against the wall on the right side of the synagogue. The
words reached out to her.

 


‘Praise the Lord, O my soul; all my inmost
being, praise his holy name. Praise the Lord, O my soul, and forget
not all his benefits. He forgives all my sins and heals all my
diseases; he redeems my life from the pit and crowns me with love
and compassion.’

 


The beauty of the words brought a deep
longing within her. She knew how lost she had become, how far from
home she had run, and now, although the door was opened, she could
not enter there. She was no longer that innocent child holding her
father’s hand in the house of God. Now she was an outcast, beyond
hope, no longer considered one of the children of Israel by those
who sung the words. But for the first time in many years she felt
no hatred for those who worshipped. They were not responsible for
her actions. The Law of Moses stated that Jewish girls who turned
to prostitution should be stoned to death. Roman law protected her
from God’s law, but to her countrymen, she was as good as dead.

 


‘The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow
to anger, abounding in love. He will not always accuse, nor will he
harbor his anger forever; he does not treat us as our sins deserve
or repay us according to our iniquities. For as high as the heavens
are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him;
as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our
transgressions from us.’

 


The words were like a cry transported through
the years of time, reaching out and opening the doors which held
her memories captive. Mary stepped across the beam of light which
stretched across her path and hurried towards her house. Tears were
streaming from her eyes, the tears of a lost child who cannot find
her way home. She turned into the courtyard, raced across the
cobblestones and in through her door. She stood with her back
against that door in the darkness, the verses of the psalm echoing
in her mind. The words had opened the pages of a life she had tried
to forget, a time of innocence, purity and joy. Crossing to the
table she lit her lamp and flopped into a chair beside the table.
She felt more alone at that moment than she had ever felt before.
There was no way back, no forgiveness for those who were already
considered dead. The tax collector might repay the money he had
stolen, but she was the one who defiled the sons of Israel, and
even if the Almighty could forgive her, they never would.

Why so sad Mary? Life is not so bad. Come
away from the light, it will only hurt your eyes. You are no worse
than those who judge you. Without their consent you can’t play the
harlot; they came to you, you gave them what they wanted. There are
other temples Mary where you can be worshipped, where you can serve
the goddess.

She stood, walked around the room once and
sat again, her hands against her temples as a look of pain and
anguish framed the face that had seduced so many.

GET OUT OF MY HEAD. I WANT TO BE FREE, I WANT
TO BE CLEAN.

She was too tired to fight, and too afraid
not to. She walked to her mat and got down upon her knees. She held
her hands together as she used to when she prayed with her father
and lifted her eyes towards the ceiling to pray.

No, not that way, not looking up. I have no
right to have Him look upon this face I have used to destroy the
sons of Israel.

She put her face to the ground, nose touching
the floor. There were no tears, for she feared that tears were
pity, and she had no time left for self pity.

Get up Mary. He doesn’t want to hear your
stupid words. It is His Law that says you must die, must be stoned
to death. He has already condemned you, so why waste your words on
Him. It is our temple that protects you, the sons of Babylon keep
you alive. They would welcome a beautiful women in the temple. Come
to us, enjoy your flesh, live for yourself, live for your father
Baal and mother Asherah. There is no forgiveness on this floor.

She continued to kneel there, silenced by the
voices in her head. Perhaps they were right; perhaps they had
always been right. There was no way home, no way to stand upon the
golden light that beckoned from the sanctuary without being burned
by its holy fire. She fell to one side and pulled her legs up,
holding them tightly in her arms like a child still unborn within
its mother’s womb. There was pain in her head and pain in her
chest, but the despair in her heart eclipsed any physical torment.
Before she collapsed exhausted into sleep she uttered four simple
words.

Jesus, please help me.

 



Chapter Eight

 


It was almost dark inside the small room in
the bottom of the keep. One short thick candle burned. It was
covered with a thick red substance, a dye by the looks of it, and
placed on a small shelf. On one wall was a fire place, where dry
brush, small sticks and logs were arranged, ready for anyone to
touch a flam and flood the room with warmth. This was the
underground storeroom, a place to keep salted meats and vegetables
in the winter. Here, although the temperature outside was bitterly
cold, it would almost never drop to a point where water would
freeze, or produce would spoil. The fireplace was a safeguard for
those rare occasions when water froze within these thick stone
walls. The room was completely empty, but a faint smell of apples
and salted pork filled the air, as if they had recently been
removed.

Artilius stood naked in the center of the
room, hands clasped together between his knees, teeth clattering
against each other. He could not go near the small candle, for to
touch it would be to mark his skin with the red dye. That would
prove he had failed the first test. This was a test of temptation.
Survive the cold until the candle burned down. It was cold, very
cold; not cold enough to freeze water, and perhaps not cold enough
to kill a man, but cold enough that his bones were beginning to
ache and his shaking was completely uncontrollable.

He tried not to look at the candle. To look
was to invite temptation. He knew that he could light the fire and
be warm in a matter of minutes, but he was determined to pass this
initial test. This test would either prove he was strong enough to
be trusted with information, or so weak to be rejected as a son of
Mithras. His feet were numb. He had been standing for hours on the
stone. The candle had burned down to half its size. When he looked
at it he tried to conjure feelings of hatred, hatred for the weak,
hatred for this light that tempted him. He would fight this weak
body even if he died. At times his thoughts were incredibly clear,
indeed, he had a powerful feeling that Mithras was watching him,
and even helping him. He would make the god proud that he had been
chosen.

In a moment of clarity he decided to pray to
this god he didn’t know. He looked upwards towards the black
ceiling, but when he opened his mouth the words sounded like a
bumbling lunatic; he couldn’t control his jaw long enough to frame
a single word. He gave up; if Mithras was as powerful as he hoped,
then let him read his thoughts. Another hour passed, even two. He
had begun to feel a strange warmth in his body. He knew from
experience that this was not a good sign. He walked about the room
and slammed his arms around himself to get his blood flowing again;
he was determined to be standing when the door opened to release
him. He had seen men collapse in the cold, freezing to death when
they thought they were warm. He kept moving, around and around the
small room, and then the door creaked on its hinges as Lucius
entered the room carrying his clothes and a blanket.

 


~~~~

 


She awoke to the chirping sound of a small
bird perched in the high window on the east side of her room. Was
she still alive? They had not come for her in the night. She had
slept like one without a care, a dreamless slumber. There had been
no attack, no hands trying to rip the life from her body, only deep
untroubled sleep. She remembered her prayer.

Surely He cannot hear my prayers. He is but a
man… no… not only a man…but what is He then…who is He? He has kept
them from me and I don’t know how. Perhaps the power is in His
name…yes, His name… no man has such power, the power to command
demons and calm the storm…it is His power that stands between them
and me.

Mary rose from the floor and fetched a large
jar from the corner of the room. Then she remembered it was
Sabbath. There would be no fresh water drawn this day, not until
the sun went down. She went to the door and peered outside. Often
someone left a jar of water at the well on the day before Sabbath.
She could take her cup within her robe and find something to drink.
She left the house and walked across the courtyard to the well.
There was a jar of water and the street was all but empty as it was
time for the morning meeting at the synagogue.

She drank her fill, tucked the cup back
inside her robe and stood to go. The door of her neighbor’s house
opened and the woman stepped outside. Mary panicked. The woman was
between her and the door. She had woken with a faint sense of hope
in her heart but now it would be ripped away, she would be abused
and taunted, she would be reminded of what she was. Here was a
person who hated her intensely. She stood frozen on the spot. A
week ago she would have gritted her teeth, walked straight at her
door, glared at her, and dared her enemy to speak, but now that
part of her was broken, the pride that fueled her rebellion had
been drained away.

She stood there uncertain. Should she walk
away, to the market perhaps, the docks? And then her neighbor was
coming towards her. She came and stood directly in front of Mary,
staring at her face, her red swollen neck, and her shaking
hands.

“Mary, the Teacher healed my son. He gave me
back my son. He can walk and talk Mary, Jesus healed him.”

Mary stood there, her feet rooted to the
ground. She had been ready to flinch under a barrage of abuse, like
a dog that knows it’s about to be hit, but standing before her was
a woman who looked exactly like her neighbour, whose voice was the
same, but rather than hatred there was love in her eyes. She was
looking at Mary with compassion, seeing the bloodshot eyes, the
bruised and scratched neck and pallid complexion. But she wasn’t
there to mock, to gloat or to abuse.

“Mary, He is wonderful. He has changed my
life, my family’s life. My husband and son are at the synagogue,
praising God. He has stopped drinking. Jesus changed our lives
Mary.”

Mary felt emotion welling up within her
heart, rising up to her throat and finally reaching her eyes. Warm
tears began to roll down her cheeks. Her arms hung motionless at
her sides like broken branches on a wind-strewn tree. And then she
felt warm hands on her arms, loving hands. Her neighbor was
touching her, touching the unclean, touching the defiler. She
looked at her neighbor through wet eyes and saw compassion and
love. The love broke down her last small piece of resolve and she
dropped her head to her chest and began to sob, unable to find a
defense for this beautiful act of kindness.

“Mary, please forgive me for all of the
things I have said to you. You poor girl. Mary, I know what is
happening to you...and what happened to you…and…I have…I have heard
things from your house…you must go to the Teacher. He will help you
Mary, He loves you Mary...let me take you to Him.”

Mary began to shake. She stepped backwards,
afraid of what was happening here. Gentle hands were moving up and
down her arms, trying to calm her anxiety, but the more love she
received, the more terrified she became.

“I’m sorry, I…I need to go…I am sorry…please
I must go…”

The woman let her go and as Mary stepped past
her, her neighbor reached out and grabbed her arm again, holding
her back. Mary was gently turned. Her neighbor spoke, her voice
betraying a mixture of compassion, worry and hope.

“Mary, the Teacher is in Magdala, He is at
the synagogue. You can go and…no…no of course…you can’t go
there…but…but wait,…He will be at Simon’s house today. You must go
and see Him Mary...He will help you. He loves everyone Mary, no
matter what we have done…please Mary, go to Him, let Him help
you.”

Mary tried to nod her head in thanks as words
had fled from her lips. Her neighbor released her and she stepped
away, slowly at first so as not to offend her, and then she ran the
last few steps to her door. Once inside she sat on the ground, head
in hands weeping. She could not understand what had just happened;
could not believe how much her neighbour had changed. And yet why
shouldn’t she believe? Had she not seen it with her own eyes, the
twisted limbs of the woman’s son straightening; the useless muscles
coming to life as healing power surged through his body. But not
only had the boy been healed; his parents had become as new people,
free to love, free to live with joy and unafraid to reach out to
one such as her. Oh how she longed to be free as they were free.
She thought about what the woman had told her.

Simon’s house? But there will be many people
there and Simon hates me. I cannot go there…so many people staring
at me…laughing…gloating over me…I am an unclean wretch…how could
this holy man love me?

She stood and paced around the room fingers
in her mouth. She felt like a caged animal, trapped in a cage of
her own making, held a prisoner and yet not alone in her cell. They
were still there. She could hear them coming to the surface, trying
to rise up even in this daylight hour. She knew why they were
coming. They wanted to control her body, control her mind and drag
her soul into their own tormented existence. She remembered the
prayer:

Jesus, please help me.

And then they broke through her defenses.

HELP YOU…stupid girl…you are filthy and
unclean like us…you belong to us and we to you. We are one and the
same Mary…your body is our body…God doesn’t want you, He rejected
you…he wants you to die Mary, to be stoned. DO NOT GO TO HIM!

And there were other thoughts, clear thoughts
which strengthened her resolve in this hour of decision.

I asked Him to help me. He touched my heart
at seeing Nathaniel, I saw His mercy at Capernaum, he stopped me
jumping from the cliffs, He spoke to me, a promise...I heard it...I
know I heard it…and His name, the beautiful name that kept them
from taking my life…and now my neighbour’s love…how can she love
me…how can she be so changed from within…Oh God…I want to be
changed…I want to be made clean…I want to be forgiven and be a
little girl again…Oh God give me the courage and the strength…
Jesus, please help me.

She felt a strength flow within her and the
voices fell silent.

I must go…it is my only chance…what does it
matter what people think…if I do not go there may be no other
opportunity for freedom, for forgiveness…nothing else matters now
but to be made clean…but I must take something…I cannot simply walk
into Simon’s house…I must take an offering…father told me we must
always bring an offering.

She looked around her house thinking of what
she could take with her as an offering…there was nothing of value
here. And then her eyes fell upon the alabaster flask sitting on
the table within the silk wrapping. Abdeel’s words came to her
mind,

“This was made for you. It called to me as
I walked past it. I don’t know for what purpose dear girl, I only
know I felt compelled to give it to you.”

She picked up the flask and held it to her
breast. Had He planned even this? It was the perfect offering. It
was worth more than ten slaves and it was all she had to give, not
something she had earned, but given her by the grace of God to
offer Him. She felt sure now, so sure that He was calling her. It
was as a fact so clear in her mind and as a feeling more powerful
than the impulse of life itself. There was a lump in her throat,
fear in her flesh, but her soul was crying out to be saved, to go
and throw herself on the mercy of the one who could save her from
herself, the one who acted as if He were God Himself.

She walked to the door and opened it, not
bothering to peer outside.

 


~~~~

 


On the previous night wolves had been heard
in the forest near the keep. It was strange that they would venture
so close to human habitation. Tonight the moon was full and high,
its silver light making the entire clearing shine with an eerie
glow. Artilius was standing beside a tree. It was a large beech and
into its trunk at regular intervals thick metal spikes had been
driven, making it easy for a man to climb quickly to the safety of
the branches above. He was standing within a small circle of white
salt which marked the borders of where he was allowed to step. To
step out of the border and climb the tree was to fail the test; to
stand and face whatever attacked him was to prove that he could
control fear, and more importantly, trust the god who was calling
him into its service.

The reason the wolves had been within such
close proximity to the keep had immediately become clear. They were
being fed. Pieces of fresh mutton had been hung from ropes in the
trees, close enough for the wolves to jump and grab. The fetid
scent of ram’s blood had brought them to the keep, but last night
they had been rewarded with a live lamb staked to the ground in the
centre of the clearing. Its wool had been drenched with blood, and
from the evidence of gore near the metal peg in the center, it was
obvious that the pack had made quick work of the defenseless
animal. Artilius looked like a two-legged sheep. He had been
clothed in a sheepskin, but for his breaches and sandals, and fresh
blood rubbed into his wooly garment.

He stood waiting. He knew that others were
watching also, watching from the safety of the trees. The pack came
silently, noses raised as they sniffed the air. The stench of fresh
blood which had been placed around the clearing was disguising the
human scents in the trees. There were 13 of them, large and gray in
the silver light. The leader was a huge male. He sniffed the blood
on the ground at the far end of the clearing and didn’t even bother
to lick it, leaving it for the weaker males behind him. He trotted
confidently into the center of the clearing, standing amid the
pieces of bloody wool strewn across the ground. His yellow eyes
never left Artilius who was standing in a crouched position waiting
for the attack.

The wolves came closer; no longer interested
in the little that was left of last night’s meal. It had satisfied
many of them, but one small lamb was not enough to fill the bellies
of thirteen mature wolves. The leader edged towards Artilius. It
was obvious that it sensed that this was no defenseless lamb. The
pack moved around until they stood in a semi circle in front of
Artilius, fangs bared and salivating, deep growls emanating from
hungry throats that sensed an easy kill. The fresh blood excited
the carnivores, their instincts telling them that this was a
wounded animal, a simple prey.

Artilius heart was pounding in his chest. The
tree was but two steps behind him, and the gap was closing as the
wolves moved closer and around him. He had prayed before the test
asking the god Mithras to give him the courage to stand. He wanted
to make the god proud. The lead animal ventured closer, its golden
eyes glowing, but yet it was wary of this two legged sheep that
wasn’t cowering in fear as the lamb had done. At that moment
Artilius heard a voice near his shoulder; as if someone was
whispering in his ear. It was a silken voice, seductive yet
authorative.

Use my power Artilius…send your hatred to the
wolf…speak into its mind…forget the twelve; it is only their leader
you must control…you have power Artilius, use it…burn with hatred
Artilius, let it flow through you, purify you from weakness…let it
consume you…learn from me.

Artilius felt a wave of power come over him
like an indestructible force. He mentally reached out and grabbed
it, and centering it in his mind he sent it towards the leading
wolf picturing it as a mental spear. He hurled the spear through
the air and guided it into the chest of the leader. The wolf reared
back onto its hind legs and fell into a smaller animal behind it.
It let out a whelping sound. Then it was back on its feet and
coming at Artilius again, but there was confusion among the pack
now. Their eyes darted from Artilius to their leader. It moved as
if wounded, unable to move its legs correctly, picking them up as
if it was standing on hot coals. It was snarling vehemently,
furious at not being able to rip the throat out of this thing
before it. Artilius continued to stare directly at the creature,
centering his hatred into its chest, and speaking words into its
mind. He pictured his hands digging into the wolves’ eyes,
squeezing its head and crushing the bones of its skull. He felt no
fear now, only an incredible exhilaration of raw power unlike
anything he had ever experienced before. It was all-consuming,
seductive and primal, like a kind of madness that made him feel
that he could crush a god with his bare hands. He felt like a god,
not a man.

Careful Artilius…do not offend me…this is but
a taste of what I have for you…Now, finish with this beast…kill the
leader and scatter the twelve.

Artilius crouched and beckoned the wolf to
come to him. The pack was moving backwards, still snarling, but
without conviction. The leader dropped to the ground whimpering.
Artilius reached out mentally and pulled it towards him. The silver
beast crawled towards the edge of the circle of salt as Artilius
drove his hatred into its mind. He ordered it forwards. It was in
pain. It lashed out at thin air to bite the thing that was
brutalizing it. And then strong human hands grabbed its head, and
with a sharp twist broke its neck. Artilius hefted the wolf into
his arms and threw it at the frightened pack. Then he stripped off
his woolen clothes and tossed them at the twelve fleeing
wolves.

You are not a sheep Artilius, you will never
be a sheep…There will be other packs to deal with…I am pleased.

 


~~~~

 


It was a beautiful morning. A fresh breeze
was blowing off the Sea of Galilee and the faint cry of gulls could
be heard on the wind. There would be no scraps of boned fish for
them today as this was a day of rest, a day to remember the
commandment to keep the Sabbath day holy. Many people were walking
to the synagogue for the morning meeting, and the family of Abdeel
followed them. Ham was excited at the prospect of playing for the
first time. His teacher had decided that he could play in the third
row, a backup musician. Abdeel had sat him down and given a short
lecture about the reasons for playing, encouraging the boy to focus
on worship and to try and forget about himself. The words of the
wise merchant had helped to take himself out of the center of his
own world, and to see that he and his instrument were called to a
higher purpose, not to glory in his own egoism, but to give
pleasure to the Creator.

When they arrived at the synagogue a large
crowd had gathered. There were no available seats around the walls
and on the floor people had cast mats on which they were sitting.
Simon saw Abdeel arrive and moved to his side, whispering in his
ear; “The Nazarene is here with his disciples and He has been
teaching about what he calls the Kingdom of God. It is interesting.
Come and listen.”

Jesus was seated in the center on the raised
platform where the Scriptures were read. He was asking the people a
question;

“Do you bring in a lamp to put it under a
bowl or a bed? Instead, don’t you put it on its stand? For whatever
is hidden is meant to be disclosed, and whatever is concealed is
meant to be brought out into the open. If anyone has ears to hear
let him hear. Consider carefully what you hear, with the measure
you use it will be measured to you – and even more; whoever does
not have, even what he has will be taken from him.”

Abdeel had missed the first part of the
message and from the nods of the crowd he could see that they were
beginning to understand something that had been said earlier. A
group of Pharisees were sitting in a prominent place and he
recognised some of them, although there were some new faces as
well. There was a presence about Jesus which was compelling.
Physically He looked like his contemporaries, but His voice seemed
to reach out and touch every person. It seemed impossible to ignore
Him; it was as if He spoke to each person individually, face to
face.

At the end of the meeting Simon invited
Abdeel to his home, explaining that Jesus and His disciples were
also to be his guests along with as many of the town’s people as
could fit in to the large space he used for such occasions. Abdeel
explained that he would be along after he had seen Ham and his
mother home. An hour later he was sitting in Simon’s house near his
host who had reserved a place for him. On the opposite side was
Jesus, reclining beside the center table in the usual fashion with
his feet behind him towards the door. The place was crowded and
noisy until a lone figure with long braided hair walked into the
room.

 



Chapter Nine

 


She knew exactly where the Pharisee’s house
was. Mary tried not to think about what she was going to do and
with every step she gained strength and determination, as if an
unseen hand was gently guiding her along the street. She was
walking half blinded at times, stopping for a few seconds to
squeeze her eyes tightly shut as she forced herself to keep the
door of her subconscious mind closed from the entities which were
trying to smash it down to take control of her. She was at the end
of despair. There was nowhere else to run. She had peered over the
dark abyss of death where all must one day look, and now she must
face herself, her past, and her future, in her enemy’s home.
Perhaps they would bar the entrance when they saw her approach;
perhaps she should disguise herself, cover her hair, hide her
face.

No!

If He was calling her then she must go as she
is. If He was calling her then He called her in her present
condition. She would be a liar to cover her shame. How could she
hide that which she knew must be exposed? She was done with hiding
in the shadows, cowering in the darkness. She was tired of guilt
and filth. She had stood upon the cliffs and stared into the face
of death; now it was time for her present life to die so that a new
life could be born. She believed that He could do it. She didn’t
know how, she just believed.

She rounded the corner of the street and saw
the entrance to Simon’s house a few steps away. She faltered; lost
her concentration. They screamed at her from within, exploding with
such a ferocity that she could almost feel them clutching her body
and trying to drag her backwards down the street. Their voices were
indiscernible, just a babble of threats, promises and pleadings
mixed together, seven crazed voices; dark angels which were about
to face the one who had expelled them from paradise and confined
them to the dark, cold reaches of the cosmos. She could sense their
fear, and it gave her strength, but she also knew instinctively
that someone unseen was leading her here, willing her to come, and
making it possible.

Within the folds of her robe she clutched the
alabaster flask, her small fist squeezing the vial which she hoped
would be a suitable sacrifice, a suitable offering for the One
whose grace she sought to receive. Pain shot through her insides as
she stumbled forwards, stopping to lean against the rugged stone
walls of buildings that lined the street. She almost turned to go
back, without thinking about what she was doing, a habitual action
of the hunted.

A women with two small children moved to the
opposite side of the street as she approached Mary, recognizing
her. Mary hardly noticed her as she leaned against the stone
waiting on strength to move her feet. She bowed her head, clutched
her stomach and said a silent plea for strength. She wanted
desperately to be forgiven for walking the path she had taken. Hope
lay ahead, a solitary light in the storm beckoning her to reach out
and trust for life. Rounding a corner, she saw Simon’s house. The
sight froze her, took away her breath. Clinging to the wall, she
pushed away from it, forcing her feet to catch up with her will to
move.

Moments later she found herself standing at
the door. She saw Him. He was reclining in the very center of the
room, his back to her. People were turning to stare, recognizing
her, but most were too busy eating or watching the Master. An
unseen hand pulled her forward. She turned to the right and walked
between men towards the place where Jesus reclined, approaching Him
from behind. She felt as though her legs had turned to water; she
felt that she might stumble before she got there, and then she was
standing behind him and all eyes were upon her as voices were
silenced by her presence. She felt as though she was naked and
exposed, unclean and unwelcome. They were all staring at her as if
they could see every foul thing she had done, but none of them
could despise her as she despised herself at that moment.

She heard the murmurs, the words, the
names…she felt the hatred of those who considered themselves
righteous. Her heart gave consent to their words and thoughts, and
then within her a dam burst apart, and like an erupting volcano of
grief and pain, her unhealed emotions rose up, and poured from this
broken woman. She tried desperately to control herself and failed
completely, His very presence smashed down the walls which
surrounded anguish, bitterness, and shame. She surrendered all. Her
body heaved as wave after wave of pain dissolved into the tears
which fell like rain from her eyes, splashing down upon the feet of
the Master. She stood in front of the entire assembly shaking
uncontrollably, a quiet whimper of release sounding from her voice.
She no longer heard those who watched her, no longer saw their
faces; they had disappeared in the presence of the Holy One. She
fell down to her knees and clutched his wet feet with her hands,
her body heaving with the release of emotion.

The crowd had fallen silent, but for the
murmurs of those who recognised her; some of whom knew her better
than they should. Several stood and left, fearing that they may be
exposed by this woman who looked as if she had taken leave of her
senses and was about to confess to the world. Simon was in shock.
That this woman would come to his house! That this man would allow
her to touch Him. Surely, if He was a prophet, He would know that
she is a sinner, unclean and defiled. Should he have her thrown
out…but how…she was clinging to the feet of Jesus. Others just
stared, their hearts beginning to turn from self-righteous
indignation to compassion at the display of absolute humility
before them.

She could hardly speak for her sobbing. Her
face was touching His feet, and she kissed them as she whispered,
“forgive me Lord, please forgive me, please make me clean.”
Memories flashed before her eyes. A man’s body lying still and pale
upon a cart, a child’s shape wrapped in swaddling clothes, the
yearning to hold and suckle the child he had never seen, the child
neither of them would ever hold, a child silent as the grave, never
to cry, never to laugh. Mary remembered and wept. In those moments
it was as if time itself had ceased to exist. She saw herself and
what she had done with her suffering. She felt no sense of excuse;
she knew in her heart she had rejected God, despised Him as cruel
and unfeeling.

She remembered the gifts of those who desired
to care for her, she remembered allowing her anger to turn to
rebellion, bitterness and actions which opened her to those who had
rejected Him before her. She remembered enjoying power, the lovers,
the clients, the easy money. And she remembered the shame, the
guilt and the hopelessness of knowing she had crossed a line with
no way back. Her body shook as she wept and wept, and within her
she began to feel as if the ocean of anger and guilt was draining
away into a river of life. When she was unable to speak she called
out to Him in her mind.

I know what I am, what I have made myself to
be. I don’t deserve your mercy. I know you can make me clean, make
me whole; Jesus, please forgive me… Jesus, please help me.

She felt a hand upon her head and thought she
heard a voice. There were voices screaming within her and for a
moment she recognised their words. They were frightened, terrified,
calling Him the Holy Son of God. And then she felt them rise to her
mouth as if they were vomit. She began to convulse, but the hand
upon her head held her gently, yet controlled. She heaved and
heaved, and then heaved one last time, and they were gone, and the
empty place they left behind was beginning to fill with love. She
knew that He had forgiven her; she knew that they were gone. She
felt love pouring into her and over her, a holy pure love washing
her within and without; it was the most beautiful thing she had
ever experienced. Peace rose up within her for the first time,
silence and purity, love and joy. She thought she heard a distant
sound of exquisite voices, perfect pitch and harmony, the voices of
those delighting in this scene before them. She felt His love, His
acceptance, and His mercy, and she thought her heart might burst
again with pure innocent joy.

Oh Lord… thank you…thank you… for forgiving
me... for calling me, for loving me. Thank you for setting me
free.

She dried His feet with her hair. The hair
which had lured many to sin against God, had also been made clean,
and for the first time in many years it served another purpose, a
divine purpose, to dry the feet of the Holy Son of God. She reached
within her robe and took out the flask. She looked up into His eyes
and saw the most pure joy. She knew that she was sitting at the
feet of a King; she knew that she had the honour to anoint Him to
the only proper place in her heart. He smiled at her as she pulled
the stopper with shaking hands and poured the perfume onto His
feet. The room was filled with the most beautiful scent. The
murmurs increased as those who disapproved began to express their
opinions, but they were few in number, the majority had been awed
at a mighty presence of Holiness which had spread throughout the
room like the perfume itself, reaching out to the hearts of those
who understood their own imperfections, causing all but the hardest
to examine their own hypocrisy.

Many had seen the blind, the crippled and the
deaf healed, but this was something else. They knew a healing was
taking place, but it was on a dimension outside of human
comprehension, a healing some sensed that they too needed. There
was a divine presence here which some of them recognized; that
presence of Divine joy, when a child of creation came before the
Holy of Holies in total humility. Her act opened the gates of
heaven, a gateway into the very presence of the Creator. God was
here, and all but the dullest of heart could feel His presence, the
presence of Immanuel.

And then Jesus turned towards his guest to
speak, and total silence filled the room.

“Simon, I have something to tell you,”

“Tell me, teacher,” he said. Simon had been
observing this scene with a look of confusion and disgust.

“Two men owed money to a certain moneylender.
One owed him five hundred denari, and the other fifty. Neither of
them had the money to pay him back, so he canceled the debts of
both. Now which of them will love him more?”

Simon replied, “I suppose the one who had the
bigger debt canceled.”

“You have judged correctly,” Jesus said.

Then He turned towards Mary again placing His
hand on her bowed head and speaking to Simon said, “Do you see this
woman. I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my
feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her
hair. You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, has not stopped
kissing my feet. You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured
perfume on my feet. Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been
forgiven – for she loved so much. But he who has been forgiven
little, loves little.”

Then Jesus lifted her face from the ground
and looking into her eyes said, “Your sins are forgiven.” She wiped
her face as she looked into His eyes, brushing wet hair from her
face.

The Pharisees and others in the crowd began
to speak among themselves asking the question “who is this who even
forgives sins?” Jesus ignored them. He held her face in His hands
and smiled at her. “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”

There was singing within her heart, a joy so
powerful that she had no way to contain it. Tears flowed from her
eyes, tears of joy; the tears of a grateful heart overflowing into
praise. Love was pouring from her very soul, her eyes, and her
lips, as she bowed her head and whispered, “Thank you Lord, oh
thank you Jesus my Lord.”

She rose unsteadily on her feet and then
another was at her side, taking her arm. She looked up and into the
face of the father who had, for all intents and purposes, adopted
her. He too had tears in his eyes and a smile which threatened to
split his face. He led her to the door and when she looked back at
the Lord she saw that He was still smiling. When they were outside
Abdeel took her in his arms and lifted her feet from the ground.
She was laughing and crying. She was a little girl again, full of
joy and love. He put her down and she hugged his chest as his hands
smoothed her hair. He was praying; praising the Almighty for
answering his prayers, thanking the Lord of all creation for giving
him his heart’s desire. The woman he loved as a daughter had become
his little girl.

“Come daughter, let’s go and celebrate.”

She heard the title and it was natural to her
ears. She wanted to dance, to twirl, and to rush back inside
Simon’s house and thank the Lord again. She felt as though she was
a child who had just finished her bath, washed her hair and put on
her favourite clothes, fresh and clean as a spring flower in the
morning dew, but more than this, she knew that within, her soul had
been swept clean, washed as white as new snow on the mountains
sparkling in the sun. She could never have imagined that she could
feel as she felt at that moment, completely healed, completely
clean, completely free, as if heaven itself had taken residence
within her heart.

They walked arm in arm as the sun set behind
the hills of Arbela, marking the end of Sabbath for another week.
She glanced up at those ominous cliffs and for the first time she
could see their beauty as if they too had been transformed. They
had witnessed the death of her father and those she loved at the
hands of evil men, and they had witnessed the salvation of his
daughter at the hands of the Son of God. She smiled. Nothing would
ever look the same again.

 


~~~~

 


Millicent was busy preparing a room. This
night had been one of such joy as she had never experienced in her
life. It was like a dream, unreal, like something supernatural that
only happened within the imaginations of those with time to invent
such beautiful stories. The transformation was so profound that it
was difficult to imagine that this young woman was the same person.
After the initial excitement, with hugging and dancing, they had
enjoyed a meal together. Mary had helped her to tidy up and then
asked her for a favour. She joyfully agreed and then spent two
hours unraveling the silver braids and other ornaments from Mary’s
long hair.

When they were finished Abdeel entered the
room and proclaimed to Mary, “You are beautiful daughter, so very
beautiful, a true child of the Almighty, a daughter of Israel
adorned with the grace of God, I am so proud of you.”

He had asked her to go to the garden to speak
and there they had discussed the future.

“I want you to come and live with us,” he
said. “We have extra rooms and it would be such a joy for me to
have you here.”

“I would like that,” she replied smiling.

“There is something else I want to tell you,”
he continued. “I have made arrangements with Gaius and my people
overseas. They will handle most of my trading affairs, but I will
need someone to keep an eye on things. I have also left documents
with Joseph in Jerusalem, and Simon here in Magdala confirming my
will. You, Millicent and Ham are my family Mary. I love you all
dearly and all that the Almighty has given me is yours.”

“Abdeel, it is too much,” she protested.

“Mary, I believe it is His will. For years I
have been putting away money and other things in your name. They
are stored in a chest at the garrison on the edge of town. The
money is safe and Gaius keeps close accounts so that nothing
happens to it. Also, he has instructions to divide everything into
three when profits are brought to Magdala. You will have far more
than you need for whatever you decide to do in your future.”

She leaned over and kissed his cheek, knowing
that words were simply inadequate to thank him.

“I want to be His disciple. There are a group
of women who accompany Jesus and His disciples as they travel. I
want to ask if I may be one of them. I want to be in His presence
Abdeel, to hear His words and serve Him.”

“Then perhaps my traveling days are not quite
over yet, daughter,” he replied, chuckling as he spoke. “I would
enjoy joining you when I can. I want to hear Him also. There has
never been anyone like Him in Israel.”

“In the entire world Abdeel,” she said. “He
is not simply a man; He is the Son of God. I am sure of that.”

“I also want to spend more time with Ham,”
Abdeel said, “He has shown an interest in the merchant business and
he is old enough to learn these things. Perhaps he will want to
take over completely one day. In any case, the Almighty has been
planning all of this for a long time, of that I am sure. But for
now, it is time for bed. Your room is ready.”

He stood and opened his arms, silently
requesting her to embrace him. Mary lay her head on his chest and
then looked up into his eyes.

“Please forgive me for all the pain I have
caused you my dear Abdeel…I…I…just.”

“Shhish, daughter,” he interrupted her. “You
have brought me much joy. I only wish Ruth could have been here to
see this, to see you,” he said speaking of his wife.

Tears came to Mary’s eyes. “Perhaps she has
seen it, perhaps she sees us now. She loved the Almighty Abdeel, to
the day He took her away. Never did I see such courage and faith.
While I was hating Him for my life, she was blessing Him for
hers.”

“She was an amazing woman and servant of the
Almighty,” he said. “She taught me faith, taught me to love in the
face of suffering, and if ever there was one whom He would desire
to have in His presence, it was her. Her love for me was more than
any man deserved, but her love for Him was boundless. Sleep well
Mary.”

She touched the old man’s face, went to her
room and knelt beside her bed to pray. She thanked her Creator for
her new life, her eyes misting up as she spoke the words. She
thanked Him for Immanuel, for Jesus, telling God that although she
didn’t understand how, still, she knew in her heart that He was the
Almighty’s Son, that they acted as one. She asked Him to guide her,
to help her and thanked Him again for forgiving and making her
clean. She climbed into bed, a childish smile upon her face. As she
lay back within the clean linen she knew that strong wings covered
her, protected her. She slept.

 


~~~~

 


Artilius was summoned to the centurion’s
rooms late in the evening.

“You have done well so far Artilius,” the
centurion suggested, getting to his feet to perch himself on the
edge of the table in front of the young soldier. “Mithras is
pleased. He has given you a taste of what awaits you, but keep a
cool head young man for the power you have experienced doesn’t
belong to you. It is given and taken at his command. If you pass
the final test you may receive power for yourself, a gift from
Mithras, but until then, just learn. And a warning,” he continued
to say, the hair between his eyes appearing to bunch into a small
bush as he frowned. “Mithras does not take kindly to sharing glory.
What happened in the clearing was his power channeled through you.
It may have felt like yours, but it was not. Don’t try to use
something you don’t yet have, or there will be consequences. Do I
make myself clear?”

“Perfectly my lord,” nodded Artilius, feeling
like a school boy who had just received a reprimand.

“Go then and be strong. I am encouraged by
what I hear about you, so do not fail now. Remember where the power
comes from and you will survive; try to take it before it is given,
and you will die. May good fortune be with you,” the centurion
said, standing and placing his fist over his heart in the
salute.

Artilius stood and did likewise. Lucius met
him at the door. After they had descended the stairs and moved
outside Artilius ventured a question.

“Did I do something wrong Lucius?”

“Nothing most of us haven’t done at one stage
or other,” he replied with a slight smile on his face. “When I was
tested Artilius, I had a similar experience to you. I was put into
a ring with a bull in Spain and during the test Mithras spoke to
me…”

“He spoke to me also,” said Artilius
interrupting and grabbing the other’s sleeve.

“He speaks to all during the tests, so don’t
get a big head about it. That was the point of the meeting
Artilius. Some initiates get so carried away by the power that they
let it deceive them into thinking it was something they always had
which was simply lying dormant. Then, when the third test comes
Mithras refuses to help them and they fail. The failures die
horrible deaths. I have seen men rot away like meat left in the
sun, and others become full of worms like autumn apples, just
because they decided that Mithras can be controlled by them. He
destroys those who challenge his authority Artilius. You cannot
pass the third test without his help my friend. It is a test of our
loyalty to him. He doesn’t take kindly to those who try to cheat
him of his power.”

“The centurion said that those who pass the
final test receive power of their own,” ventured Artilius,
listening intently to what his companion was saying.

“Yes they do, but it is never independent of
Mithras. He directs us to do his will, but if you pass the test you
will learn these things then. I cannot say more than that.” Lucius
stopped and faced his friend. “Mithras gives those loyal to him
incredible power and privileges. They say he rules this world
Artilius, and that he is preparing to bring his Ruler here in human
form. Never betray him. He doesn’t forgive or forget. Those who
betray him die, they die slowly. Remember that and you will do
well.”

They went about their daily chores, cleaning
and polishing armour, grooming horses and sharpening weapons.
Artilius battled within his own mind about the warnings he had
received. He remembered the words of Mithras in his mind as he had
used power to destroy the leading wolf. He had never experienced
such ecstasy like the surge of energy that coursed through him as
he had sent his hatred into the animals mind. Mithras has told him
there would be other packs to deal with. He wondered if those who
warned him had really felt what he felt. He believed that the god
had a special task for him, that he was not just another initiate.
He smiled to himself. He was not one to fear either gods or men,
and he suspected that the god held similar ideals.

 


~~~~

 


Mary woke to the sound of birds. She slid out
of the soft bed, knelt beside it and thanked God for her life,
wondering for the first time if this is what the birds were doing
every time they sang. She went to the kitchen and Milli embraced
her. “Oh child, ‘tis so wonnerful to have yee here in our home, an
ti know that you be staying with us.”

“I may not be here very much Milli. I want to
follow Jesus; I want to serve the Lord.”

“Well lassie, I was thinkin you might be
finding a good man and startin a family. But you follow your heart
girl. The Almighty would be havin His hand on yee, that is for
certain.”

Ham entered the room and greeted both women
with a kiss.

“So what be your plans for today,” Milli
asked her.

“I have a house to clean out Milli.”

“Ham here can help you with that can’t ya
lad?” The smiling teenager nodded his approval.

“Thanks for the offer, but this is something
I need to do myself,” Mary replied, “I will be back this
evening.”

The sun was barely lifting itself above the
hills east of Galilee as she made her way down the cobbled street.
Her hair was tied back on her head and her face was completely
devoid of coloured powders. She stopped in the middle of the street
and lifted her hands in the air. She felt so free. She wondered if
she flapped her arms, her feet might leave the ground. All around
her the world seemed to be so fresh and new, as if she were
visiting this little city for the first time, rather than walking a
street she had trodden most of her life.

She came to her house and entered, shutting
the door and leaning against it. She had work to do and she knew
exactly how to go about it. She lay a blanket on the floor and then
methodically began to throw a pile of items onto it. She stripped
the bed and threw the linen into the center. She threw away her
incense, her cosmetics and hair ornaments. She threw away the
flimsy robes and jewelry, perfumes and other items she had used to
lure and charm. She took a cord and bringing the corners together,
tied the bundle. It was quite heavy, but she would find the
strength to drag it to the edge of town where the fires were kept
alive to burn the city refuse.

She opened the door and dragged the bundle
outside. Her neighbour Dinah was drawing water and saw her. Dinah
dropped the bucket which fell back into the well, twirling the
cranking handle with great speed and hitting the water inside with
a splash. She ran to Mary who was standing there smiling, the two
women embraced, squeezing each other and turning around.

“Oh Mary…look at you…Mary, I was at Simon’s
house when you came.” Her eyes were wet. “I am so happy for you.”
She could scarcely contain her excitement.

“He healed me Dinah,” Mary replied, using the
woman’s name for the first time. “Thank you for helping me, and for
not hating me.” Now it was Mary’s turn to cry. “It was seeing what
He did for you that helped me to have hope. He changed my life
Dinah; He made me whole again and forgave me.”

“I know Mary, I saw with my own eyes. It was
a miracle same as my boy. Come and eat with us. What are you doing
with this great bundle here?” she asked, noticing the tied heap
lying at Mary’s feet.

“I am cleaning out my house,” Mary said.

Dinah smiled, a look of understanding in her
eyes. “You look beautiful today Mary, like the first flower of
spring. I’ll fetch one of my men to help you with your load.”

“No Dinah, but thank you. This is something I
need to do myself.”

Dinah nodded in understanding. “When you are
finished, please come and take refreshments with me,” she
asked.

“I will,” Mary promised.

She bent, lowered her shoulder and dragged
the large bundle onto her back. She looked ridiculous, like a fool,
and it gave her pleasure to do so. She didn’t care who saw her,
indeed if people understood what she was doing it would only give
proof to her changed life, and she was glad for all the world to
know. After forty minutes of dragging and lifting she came to the
burning place outside of the city and stood on the edge of a deep
ditch. A bucket of old oil sat near the edge, used to pour onto the
carcasses of dead animals to make them burn. Mary dipped the metal
ladle into the oil and poured it over her load. She looked at it
with contempt, the sum total of a life of sin, the accessories
which accompany bitterness, guilt and shame. They would be cast
into the fire and destroyed. She lifted the bundle and threw it
onto the burning refuse below her. It landed on the fire with a
whooshing sound and immediately burst into flames. She stood and
watched it burn, watching her old life turn to ashes in the fiery
grave, and when the flames died down to a smolder, she turned to
walk home.

Standing on the track before her was a pack
of wolves. It was uncommon to see them in daylight, especially so
close to the town. She stood between them and freedom, the narrow
path she was on did not provide for much space from the thick
briars and sharp thorns which grew on either side of the track.
They were snarling at her. They looked at her and then looked away
growling and yapping. Mary’s initial fear suddenly evaporated; she
felt herself full of courage and strength. There was something
unnatural about this meeting and in her spirit Mary sensed it was a
moment predestined for her. She turned away from them for a moment
and stared into the ditch where dead carcasses and all manner of
filth lay rotting away to destruction. They wished to be there, and
she wished to walk away from death and despair into her new
life.

She took a pace towards them feeling a
strange sense of invincibility. The wolves moved to the side and
lay down, trying to crawl beneath the briars. She walked through
them without fear and as she turned to watch, they jumped up and
ran over the edge of the ditch and out of sight. The words of a
psalm came to her mind as she walked towards the town.

'…even though I walk through the valley of
the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me, your
rod and your staff they comfort me.'

She was almost skipping like a little girl as
she walked down the now crowded street. She went back into her
house and into another bag collected those things which she would
take with her. There was little left save for some cooking things,
jars of herbs and seasonings, old furniture, a basin, lamp and
mats. Gathering up the few things she wanted to keep, Mary went
outside and knocked on Dinah’s door. The older woman appeared
almost instantly and beckoned her to come inside.

“Dinah,” she began, “I have no use for my
house now and you have two men taking up space, so I would like you
to have it.”

“What do you mean girl, you would like me to
‘have it’?”

“I want you and your family to have my
house.” Mary replied.

“You can’t just give me your house Mary;
where will you live,” she asked.

“I am going to stay with people who are like
family to me, and also I suspect I’ll be traveling quite a lot as I
want to follow Jesus and serve Him. I don’t need my house Dinah and
it is more like just a room anyway. I want you to have it, your son
to have it. I will leave a document with the synagogue ruler.”

“Well, we surely need the extra space, but
dear girl; we will pay you for it, or at least for the use of
it.”

Mary crossed the room and standing in front
of the older woman took her hands and said to her, “You helped to
save my life Dinah, and your love drove me to Jesus. Please accept
this gift from me.”

“What am I going to do with you girl,” she
said smiling, “your always making me cry. You owe me nothing Mary,
it is He who changed our lives; I was only sharing a little of the
joy He has given me. Thank you for your gift. My son will be so
grateful to have a place. He will want to be married one day and he
will need a cozy place to prepare for his bride.”

They drank cold water
flavored with slices of
citrus fruit and ate fresh honey cakes. At one point they both
began to laugh, and then, looking at each others eyes realized they
had been thinking about the same thing. How incredible that two
women, who had despised one another for years, could be enjoying
each others company and laughing together like sisters. Yes, that
was the only way to describe it, as though they had both become
members of the same family.

“This is such an exciting time to be alive
Mary,” Dinah exclaimed. “My husband and I think that Jesus is to
become Israel’s king. He must be the one spoken of by the prophets,
the one who will sit on David’s throne and put all His enemies
under His feet.”

 


“I believe He is the Son of God Dinah, but I
don’t think he sees the Romans or anyone else as His enemy, in fact
He teaches that we must love our enemies. There have been many who
claimed to be the Messiah and tried to raise armies, but I think
Jesus loves Jews and Romans alike.”

Dinah nodded her head. “He healed the
centurion’s servant. He was even ready to go into his house.
Imagine that Mary! A Jewish prophet going into a Roman’s house! And
you know Matthew the tax collector…well…he doesn’t work for the
Romans anymore…but …but anyway…Jesus went to his house as
well…Simon was speaking about it. Our leaders don’t know what to
make of Jesus. I only know that I love Him. Every time I look at my
son I see the Master’s eyes. He looked up at me just before he
healed him…I felt like He was asking me again if I believe...I
wondered if He was asking my permission…but there was such love in
His eyes...it was as though my boy was His son.”

Dinah stopped speaking as tears came to her
eyes. She took a cloth and began to wipe them away. Mary sensed
there was something more she wanted to say.

“What is it Dinah?”

She was looking down at the floor and then as
courage gave her the will to speak, she looked up at Mary.

“When Jesus looked at my son and then looked
at me, it was as though time stopped for a moment. I remembered all
of the terrible thoughts I had had in my anger.” Her lips began to
quiver as memories flooded back. “So many times I wished my son had
never been born…I…I think sometimes I even hated him…my husband
started drinking and going to…to other women…I was so bitter
Mary…so angry with God.”

She was sobbing between her words. “I knew
that at that moment His eyes were saying, “I forgive you, I love
you.”

Mary had moved to sit beside her new friend
and Dinah took her hand.

“He healed me too Mary, He healed my stony
heart. He didn’t reject me. I felt so ashamed of my lack of love
when I saw His love for my boy, but He never condemned me...He
just…He just…loved me and forgave me.”

Mary hugged her.

“Dinah…you have always been a good mother
living under terrible circumstances. I have seen you carry him out
to the sun; I have seen your love. Don’t condemn yourself for
moments of anger, for moments when life became too hard. I am so
glad that we are friends. It is a miracle.”

Dinah rolled up some honey cakes as Mary rose
to leave. They hugged each other, a genuine love created through
the power of forgiveness and healing.

“Goodbye sister,” Dinah said. “May I call you
that.”

Mary hugged her again. “Yes, of course you
may. Shalom.”

She turned right and walked towards the docks
carrying her small bundle with her. She couldn’t stop smiling and
she felt that at any moment her feet may leave the ground and her
body soar above the clouds. She could sense powerfully the Spirit
of God upon her, enveloping her like a cocoon. But she was not the
caterpillar trapped inside waiting to have wings to fly; rather,
she was the beautiful butterfly, her wings dried by the Son so that
she was free to enjoy the creation all around her.

She stopped at the blacksmith shop and stood
near the door. Nathaniel saw her and came over, not bothering to
wash his hands or wipe his brow.

“Mary, I heard what happened to you. I am so
happy for you.” He was staring at her, looking her up and down.
“You look so different, so young, fresh.”

Mary handed him the honey cakes. “A friend
gave these to me, and I thought you might enjoy them. I didn’t get
a chance to thank you for your hospitality...I kind of rushed away.
But all of that is behind me now Nathan. Jesus changed my life and
I am going to follow Him. Please greet your family and I will come
and visit sometime soon.”

“Shalom Mary, and the Lord be with you.”

“Oh, He will be Nathan…every day.”

She smiled, turned, and walked to the docks.
The fishermen were packing their nets and folding them into their
boats ready to go out for the night’s work. The sun would go down
in half an hour. Mary walked back towards the market and stopped to
buy some fresh fish. At times she noticed people staring at her, or
asking each other questions in whispers. She knew what they were
asking and she wanted to shout with laughter, ‘Yes, this is me…the
woman who walked your streets with braided hair…but now I am just
Mary of Magdalene, a follower of Jesus of Nazareth...forgiven,
delivered, saved, and changed forever.’

She glanced up at the cliffs of Arbela. They
too seemed to be smiling, to feel her joy. It was so good to be
alive. She walked towards the synagogue and waited for Ham to
finish his lessons. As the sun went down he appeared at the door
with the other boys. They walked together, Mary’s arm through his,
not bothered about public opinion or cultural conventions; this was
their world too, their life. They walked with their common
interest, unspoken, but understood, two former slaves, both
redeemed by love.

 



Chapter Ten

 


The doctor had been with her for over an
hour. In the past he had prescribed various diets, he had consulted
other physicians and tried to find cases with similar symptoms. She
had only grown worse day by day. On this day he had tried to help
her shallow breathing with salts and spices and rubbing ointments
onto her chest. He had tried all of these before and sometimes they
had seemed to bring her relief. But not this time. This time she
seemed to be past the point of no return. He was frustrated at his
own impotence to help this little girl, the daughter of his dear
friend and spiritual leader; a child of only twelve who it seemed
likely would never step across the threshold from child to woman.
Her face was the color of bleached linen; he knew he had lost the
battle but he didn’t know how to tell Jairus and his wife. He
doubted that she would last the hour.

The couple entered the room and came to stand
beside him, looking down at the pale little girl that was their
precious only daughter. His silence told them everything they
needed to know and the child’s mother began to weep quietly. Jairus
placed his arm around her and fought to control deep emotions
rising within him. The doctor turned to them both and took their
hands.

“I have done all that I can. I am sorry, but
there is nothing to be done for her. She is in the hands of the
Almighty now and only He can save her.”

They prayed together, Jairus lifting his
hands in a gesture of pleading, asking the Creator to have mercy on
him and his wife, asking for the life of their only child. Jairus’
wife just sobbed and sobbed, the months of trying to keep hope
alive surrendering to utter despair as her frail daughter slipped
away. There was a soft knock on the door and a servant, hands
across his chest in a symbol of apology, beckoned for Jairus to
come outside the room. Jairus left his wife in the hands of the
physician and followed the servant.

“The Teacher is in Capernaum master. He and
His disciples just landed at the beach beyond the synagogue.
Perhaps he will come and…”

Jairus understood the inference in the
servant’s words and cut him off before he finished.

“I will come,” said Jairus interrupting him.
“Take me to him.”

There was a small crowd gathering outside,
friends of the family and many who simply respected and loved this
man of God who had been a leader in the synagogue for years. There
were also professional mourners, uninvited guests who, like
vultures gathering around a carcass, seemed to know when someone
was about to die. Some of them were beginning to moan and wail for
her, thinking that she had already died when they saw him come out
of the house. It made him angry for a moment, but he had no time to
rebuke them, he needed to find the one person who he believed could
save her life. He had heard so much about the Nazarene; had been
skeptical at first, and why shouldn’t he be. This was not the first
time healers had walked these shores. His servant barely kept up
with him as he moved swiftly down the street lifting his robe, a
thing undignified for a man of his position.

The two of them ran towards the sea and found
themselves on the edge of a large crowd. Jairus was desperate. He
knew in his heart that his child would be gone at any moment. He
pushed his way through the people who had completely blocked the
street, and as they recognized him they parted to let him through.
The people were discussing why Jesus had been eating with
tax-collectors and sinners. Then he heard Jesus’ voice. The Teacher
was telling them that it was not the healthy who needed a doctor,
but the sick.

“But go and learn what this means,” He
continued, quoting the Scriptures. “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.
For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”

As he was pushing his way through the crowd
toward Jesus he heard someone call out a question about fasting and
Jesus began to speak about a bridegroom, and putting new wine into
old skins. Jairus was too distraught to hear the details, he only
knew that his daughter was sick and she needed a doctor with the
power to heal. Finally, he had made his way to the opening where
Jesus stood surrounded by his disciples. Someone recognised him and
he heard them saying ‘the synagogue ruler is here, Jairus has
come’. Jairus came up to Jesus and without a care for his dignity
knelt down upon the road in front of Him. Jesus turned to look at
him.

“Master, my daughter is dying; in fact she
may already be dead. But come and place your hands on her and I
know she will live. I beg you Master, have mercy, please come and
save her.”

Jesus took Jairus hand and helped him to
stand, His eyes full of compassion for this man of God. “Take me to
her,” He said.

They began to walk back up the road at a
quite leisurely pace. Jairus felt as if he wanted to grab a hold of
Jesus and drag Him quickly. The crowd was so slow to part and let
them through and he felt a growing sense of desperation and
frustration at the slow progress they were making. What if they
arrived too late he thought, did he really believe that a man could
bring his child back from the dead, raise her out of the shadow
world of Sheol?

And then Jesus stopped and turned around.
Looking around the crowd He asked, “who touched me.” It seemed a
strange question to Jairus as there were people touching Him from
every side. People were murmuring, but no one admitted they had
purposely touched Him.

Why is He asking them this? Doesn’t He
realize that my child is dying, that she may die at any moment?

One of the disciples, a large bearded man
that Jairus recognized as Peter, a fisherman who regularly attended
the synagogue, spoke to Jesus. “Master, the people are crowding and
pressing against you.”

“Someone touched me,” Jesus replied looking
from face to face, “I know that power has gone out from me.”

He continued to survey the people waiting for
the culprit to appear and confess. Suddenly, from out of the crowd
came a small woman, pressing her way between the people. She was
trembling like a leaf, terrified of what may happen to her and
obviously embarrassed by the crowd. She fell down on her knees
before Jesus and began to make her confession.

“Lord… forgive me,” she began, “I have been
subjected to a woman’s bleeding for twelve years…I have gone to
every doctor…used all of my money and none could heal me...I
thought to myself…if I can just touch the hem of His garment then I
will be healed, and so I waited until there were many people so
that I wouldn’t be noticed. She looked up at Him, tears in her
eyes. When I touched your garment, I was instantly healed.”

Jesus bent over towards her. “Daughter, your
faith has healed you. Go in peace.”

At that moment a man pushed through the
crowd. He came up to Jairus and in front of them all reported to
him, “I am so sorry Jairus, but your daughter is dead… Don’t bother
the teacher anymore.”

Jairus felt as if a large rock had fallen on
his heart and his knees began to give way under him. Jesus turned
and touched his arm and looked into his eyes. “Don’t be afraid;
just believe, and your daughter will be healed.”

Jairus looked at the woman who was getting up
from the ground; he looked at Jesus and in that moment he felt the
presence of the Almighty as he had never felt before. He was
challenged to believe. He saw the face of the healed woman, a face
full of gratitude, and when he looked back into the face of the
Nazarene he knew in his heart that he believed; yes, he believed
that his daughter would live. Jesus led the stricken father to the
edge of the crowd. Behind him the servant was mumbling something
about how it was impossible for anyone to heal the dead.

The crowd outside Jairus’ home were wailing
and mourning for the dead child, making a loud and deathly noise.
Jesus walked to the door and told all but three of His disciples to
wait outside and beckoned the child’s parents to come with Him.

Before entering he turned to the crowd in the
courtyard and in a firm voice ordered them outside saying: “Stop
wailing, she is not dead but asleep.”

Some began to laugh at him for they knew the
child had been proclaimed dead by the physician. Ignoring them, the
disciples, parents and Jesus entered the room and closed the
door.

She lay upon the bed covered with a linen
cloth. The room was as still as a tomb, even the birds outside
seemed to have silenced their voices in mourning for the child.
Jairus held his wife. In his heart he wanted to tell her everything
was going to be alright, but he waited, afraid that his faith may
not be enough for the both of them. She held his arm tightly,
shaking with grief, trying to hold back tears and to muster courage
and faith in this man that people claimed could heal the sick. The
disciples, Peter, John and James stood near the door, silent. Jesus
crossed the room and removed the cloth from her face, revealing
skin which had lost all sense of life; only the chalky pallor of
death emanated from the lifeless body. Someone had laid her hands
across her chest, one on top of the other and the Lord placed His
hands on hers and said, “Talitha koum, …my child, get up!”

Instantly, color rushed into her face and her
chest rose as her spirit returned and she began to breathe. She sat
up and opened her eyes and turned towards her parents. Jairus and
his wife gave a cry of astonishment from behind Him, the synagogue
ruler immediately raising his hands to heaven muttering a prayer of
thanks to the Almighty. Jesus took the girl’s hand and helped her
to stand. He gave her into the arms of her mother whose tears of
joy were flowed freely as she looked from her daughter to Jesus and
back again, her words of gratitude sticking in her throat, but
displayed in her loving eyes. She lifted the little girl off the
ground, hugging her as Jairus joined her in holding their precious
child between them.

“Give her something to eat,” Jesus told them,
“and you are not to tell anyone what you saw in this room
today.”

Jairus turned to Jesus and bowed his head,
tears of pure gratitude in his eyes as he acknowledged the
indescribable gift that the Nazarene had given them. When Jairus
opened the door and his child stepped into the courtyard people
raised their hands to their mouths, shocked at the sight. The white
gown which they had been so eager to dress her in was the only pale
thing about her. She smiled richly as she held her mother and began
to bite into a piece of bread and cheese. Some of those watching
began to praise God and others to ask the obvious question. The old
physician answered their query, emphatically stating that the
little girl standing before them had passed away only an hour
before. “This is a miracle, plain and simple,” he stated. “The
Almighty has given her back.”

Later that evening as Jairus was in prayer,
thanking the Almighty for giving him back his child, he thought
about the events of the day. On his search for Jesus he had found
Him speaking about coming for those who needed a doctor. The woman
had slowed their progress to his house, claiming that doctors had
tried everything to help her but in vain, just as he and his wife
had. Jesus had known how urgently he wanted Him to go to His house,
but He had lingered to speak to the woman about her faith. Had He
purposely waited for his daughter to die so that he and his wife
would see the power of God? And why had He told the crowd she was
only sleeping, and forbidden them to speak of what they saw?

He was the synagogue ruler, and until today
he had the opportunity to stand back and presume to be objective
about Jesus of Nazareth. Some of the Pharisee group had made it
clear that in Jerusalem this man was considered to be something of
a rebel, outside of the normal bounds and levels of Jewish
authority. He had been warned about supporting a man who healed on
the Sabbath, ate and drank with sinners, and seemed to break so
many time held traditions. He had seen many pretenders come and go;
radicals who claimed to be the one to sit on David’s throne and
rule Israel.

But this man seemed to be completely
disinterested in earthly thrones. He had proven that again today by
banning him from speaking of bringing back his daughter. It was as
if He wanted people to think she had only been asleep. If He didn’t
want to rule Israel then what did He
want? Jairus knew the Law which had been given to Moses, and like
all good Jews considered the former prince of Egypt to be the
greatest man of God. But Moses never did the things that this man
Jesus did. Moses parted the sea, but Jesus healed the blind, healed
the lepers, and brought back a child from beyond the boundaries of
death itself. Was there one in Israel who was greater than Moses,
one who had power over life and death?

He had so many questions and only one answer.
He was convinced that Jesus was in complete control of the entire
situation. Jairus didn’t believe in coincidence. The teaching about
a doctor, the display of the healed woman, and all that had
followed were part of one continuous lesson for him and the
thousands who would eventually come to hear about this day. He
still had many questions, especially about why he had been
forbidden to speak, and why Jesus had said that his little girl was
only sleeping. To Him, perhaps death had no more power than sleep,
and if that was the case, who was this man, if it be proper to call
Him a man. One other thing he knew for sure. The Almighty had given
him back his child, the Almighty had answered his prayer and the
sound of laughter and singing in his home was witness to the grace
and mercy of the God he served and loved.

 


~~~~

 


The entire Galilean valley was talking. Jesus
seemed to be everywhere, going from village to village, healing the
sick. Mary took a few personal items and with a note from Abdeel
went to the garrison. She was admitted to a guarded room, and after
the registrar checked his documents, she was escorted to a large
chest on which a seal had been placed. She was given a key and
after they left she broke the seal, opened the chest and gasped.
The wealth within was more than enough to keep a large household
for many years. She filled a small leather pouch with silver and
gold, locked the chest and left the garrison.

Leaving Magdala, she turned left at the
crossroads and joined a crowd who were traveling towards Tiberius.
They passed the city and towards evening caught up with Jesus and
His disciples as they were making camp on the shore of Galilee,
just outside a small village on the southern shore. There were two
fires burning in the camp. Some of the men were preparing fish
while at the fire to the left were a group of women preparing other
food, bread and vegetables. Two donkeys were tethered under the
trees, and one of the men was rubbing them down with a wet cloth,
removing the drying sweat which had gathered under the load they
had been carrying.

Mary stood for a moment not knowing what she
should do, when a young man approached her. He had black hair and a
short beard with a pleasant and gentle face.

“Your name is Mary I think,” he said smiling.
“I was in Magdala and recognise you.”

“Yes, my name is Mary. I want to join your
group…I want to be His disciple and to serve Him.” She thought she
sounded stupid but the young man just nodded and continued to
smile.

“I am John. You are most welcome here. The
Lord is resting now; let me introduce you to the women.”

They walked to the edge of the group and two
women met them. One of them was Joanna, a well dressed woman who
had an air of aristocracy about her. Her husband Cuza was the
manager of Herod’s household. She welcomed Mary and introduced her
to Susanna, a woman of about Mary’s age. The other women nodded a
welcome and continued with their chores.

“Have you traveled far today?” Joanna asked
her, offering a drink of cold water.

“I came from Magdala,” Mary replied, feeling
a little unsure of how she was going to fit in with this group.
Joanna sensed her discomfort and began to tell her about the
group.

“We are one big family here Mary. Sometimes
there are nearly a hundred of us, and sometimes this smaller group.
We are never sure where we will be tomorrow; we just follow
wherever the Master takes us.”

“How long have you been traveling with Him
Joanna?”

“About a year, however, not all of the time.
My husband and I met Him when He was in Jerusalem. We witnessed
amazing things and decided that we wanted to support his
ministry.”

“I would also like to support His
ministry,” Mary said. “I owe Him my life, and I have recently
received an endowment from a dear friend.”

“I was at Simon’s house Mary and witnessed
what you did. It touched my heart. I hardly recognised you when
John introduced you. You look ten years younger, a new woman. This
is not an easy life Mary, but something tells me you are called to
be here. Come sister and meet the others.”

Joanna was right about family. She was
immediately accepted as one of them. That night the moon rose over
Galilee. She lay awake watching as it cast a silver road across the
water. Down near the lake a solitary figure knelt in prayer. Mary
rose and went to the fire, placing wood to bring it to life. She
watched Him for nearly an hour, silhouetted against the shining
water. Susanna also woke and came to sit with her.

“He often does that,” she said. “Sometimes He
goes into the hills for hours. There are many who do not like Him
Mary, and even many of His own family have been influenced by some
of the teachers of the law. They are frightening people by telling
them that Jesus is possessed by Beelzebub, the prince of
demons.”

“Why would they not believe in Him?” Mary
asked.

“We were in a crowded home a short time ago
and some teachers of the law were accusing the Lord of being
possessed. He had been to Nazareth and the Pharisees had followed
Him there and convinced His brothers that they should come and take
Him home. They arrived with His mother, thinking He was out of his
mind.”

“How could they think such a thing? Don’t
they know what He has been doing and all of the people He has
helped,” Mary asked incredulously.

“They don’t look at that. The people hear of
Him eating with sinners, healing on the Sabbath and other things,
and when Israel’s leaders are against Him they are afraid to go
against them.”

“So,” interrupted Mary, “What did He do when
His mother and brothers came to take control of Him?”

“He asked everyone a question,” Susanna
explained, recalling the occasion. “He asked us all, ‘Who are my
mother and brothers?’ And then He looked at those of us who believe
in Him and said, ‘here are my mother and brothers! Whoever does
God’s will is my brother and sister and mother!’

She turned to Mary and explained. “We are His
spiritual family Mary as are all who love Him and believe in Him.
All who reject God’s will are not His family, even if they are
related by bonds of blood.”

Mary looked past the fire to Jesus. He had
stood and was walking back to the group of men when He turned and
looked at them. Mary saw a faint smile touch His face as the fire
lit His features. He knew why she was there, that her gratitude
overflowed to Him. She and Susanna went back to their blankets.
Mary was soon asleep, content in the knowledge that she was where
she was called to be.

 



Chapter Eleven

 


Abdeel entered the kitchen as Ham was asking
his mother a question.

“Will she be away long mother? She only
stayed one night in the room we prepared and then she was
gone.”

“She’ll be back when the teacher comes this
way again,” answered Abdeel.

“Did yee ever see such change in a woman?”
Milli asked, a broad smile on her face. “Like a caterpillar to
butterfly she was…like a rose bush never bloomed before…now a
beaudiful flower…I miss er too lad.”

“I’m going down to the synagogue to speak
with Simon and will be back later. Do you have lessons today Ham?”
Abdeel asked the boy.

“Yes master Abdeel, I’ll walk with you if
it’s alright.”

They ate a light meal, chatting happily about
recent events which had affected their family, then the two men
left together. There was a cold nip in the air that morning, coming
across the sea from the Decapolis. Sparrows were busy eating every
spare grain and seed they could find, putting on weight before the
winter months when food was difficult to find.

“Not so many boats on the sea today master
Abdeel,” Ham observed.

“With some of the fishermen leaving to follow
Jesus of Nazareth, I’m not surprised,” Abdeel answered.

The shadows of the early morning sun
stretched out behind them and golden light kissed the tops of the
trees which were beginning to show the rusting colors of autumn.
People were busy bringing in harvests, storing food in cellars dug
deep into the ground. Even after months of winter, vegetables
stored in the darkness away from frost and light would be fresh to
eat. They parted company at the synagogue, Ham going off to his
studies and Abdeel to the priest’s private rooms. He found the old
Pharisee leaning over a table, long gray beard rubbing against the
stone which was covered in scrolls and Scriptures.

“Shalom Simon. Are you busy my old
friend?”

Ahh…Abdeel, just the man I need,” exclaimed
Simon, recognising the voice without turning around.

“Looks like you’re trying to find
something…what are you reading,” asked Abdeel.

Simon stopped and turned to his visitor. “I
had a visit from Eleazar, Daniel, and their group a few days ago.
They followed the Nazarene to His home town at Nazareth and
reported some interesting things.”

“I met them at Nain actually,” Abdeel
ventured. “We all witnessed a truly amazing miracle as I mentioned
before.”

“The raising of the widow’s son? Yes they
told me about it as well. They are much divided about Jesus of
Nazareth.”

“Well Simon, they were not divided at that
particular moment. Even Eleazar was sufficiently amazed to keep his
mouth shut, a minor miracle in itself.”

“He’s reverted to his original position now
and with a greater fervor than before,” explained Simon, picking up
a large scroll and continuing to look through it. “Can you remember
the passage in Isaiah which begins ‘The Spirit of the Sovereign
Lord is upon me?” he asked.

“Yes, it’s in the last part of the scroll,
why do you ask?”

Simon rolled the scroll towards the end and
finding the passage he was seeking exclaimed, “ahh yes…here it is.
The Teacher read it when He entered the synagogue in Nazareth and
then claimed that this prophecy had just been fulfilled in the
presence of the hearers on that very day.”

“What exactly did he read?” asked Abdeel,
with obvious curiosity.

Simon spread the scroll before him and began
to read.

 


"The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on me,
because He has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has
sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the
captives and release for the prisoners, to proclaim the year of the
Lord’s favor…"

 


“You didn’t finish the line my friend,”
Abdeel commented.

“Because He didn’t read it Abdeel. Daniel
noticed that specifically. He didn’t read the line about the day of
vengeance of our God.” The old Pharisee rolled the scroll and
leaned on his elbows over the table. “This is a very serious claim
Abdeel. It is the same as to claim Himself as the Messiah, for all
Jewish boys are taught from youth that this passage is Messianic.
The Nazarene’s words caused something of a riot according to
Eleazar. His own people accused Him of blasphemy and tried to throw
Him off a cliff.”

“Jesus obviously escaped as He was here after
His visit to Nazareth.”

“Yes, yes, He just walked away according to
the witnesses. Just turned His back on them and left, claiming that
a prophet is never accepted in His own town. But there’s more”, he
continued, a deep frown appearing in his forehead between bushy
gray eyebrows. “A fellow from across Galilee arrived here yesterday
with a truly remarkable story. He was herding swine near the tombs
when Jesus arrived in a boat and was confronted by the demoniac who
lives there among the dead.”

“I have heard much about him,” commented
Abdeel. “A very dangerous creature than one.”

“Yes he is,” agreed Simon. “He has abnormal
strength; enough to break chains and shackles as if they were made
of dry bread. He often attacks any who venture to the tombs and all
attempts to subdue him have failed. The visitor claims that he
heard the demoniac cry out “what do you want with me Jesus, Son of
the Most High God. Swear to me you won’t torture me.”

Simon looked directly at his visitor, his
deep concern etched upon his aging face. “Abdeel, that man was
possessed by demons; there is no doubt about it. But why would the
demon address the Nazarene in that way?”

“What happened then? You said was possessed
by demons.” asked Abdeel.

“Jesus demanded the demons to come out of him
and to give Him their names. ‘Legion’, they replied and begged Him
to allow them to enter into the swine. The entire herd of pigs
rushed over a bank, into a lake and drowned, about two thousand of
them according to the report.”

“Do you believe this story,” asked
Abdeel.

“There were many men tending the swine. To
gentiles, two thousand pigs are very valuable. There were many
witnesses, and after the event half of the town came out and asked
Jesus to leave the area.”

“And what of the demoniac Simon, what
happened to him?

“Completely healed! Jesus sent him back to
his family.” Simon stood and placed his hand on Abdeel’s arm.

“Abdeel! Who is this Jesus? This is the
second time it has been reported to me that demons have called
Him…have called Him the Son of God. Eleazar claims it is proof that
He is possessed.”

“And how does he come to that conclusion,”
asked Abdeel, not surprised to hear some twisted idea from the
overweight Pharisee.

“He claims that the demons are referring to
their own master, their god, the prince of darkness.”

“That’s absurd Simon, it’s ridiculous. It
makes no sense at all. The demons are surely crying out because
they fear His power to exorcise them.”

“Eleazar claims that this is all part of an
elaborate deception by Satan,” offered Simon, sitting down
again.

“The man is simply full of his own
foolishness,” suggested Abdeel, showing his growing dislike for the
opinionated leader from Jerusalem. “Some people watch Jesus with
the intention of learning about Him. That man is only seeking to
find something to condemn Him, and in doing so he pours contempt on
every good thing that Jesus does. Why on earth would Satan want to
help so many of God’s creatures? He hates all beings made in the
image of God.”

“He would use the same argument about
deception my friend. I agree with you Abdeel, however, if he is
wrong, and I believe that he is, then the alternative answer to
this mystery is serious in the extreme. Consider this,” he
continued, “We have witnessed many miracles, including Nathan the
leper, the widow’s son, and Jairus’ daughter also raised from death
just a short time ago, for I have no reason to doubt that she was
dead. All of these are messianic signs Abdeel. With but a few
exceptions, such as the miracles performed by Elijah and Elisha, no
ordinary prophet ever did such things. And then we also have the
demons claiming that He is the Son of God, and alongside that, we
have His own claim in the synagogue at Nazareth. And all of this is
only a small amount of what He has done; I only mention these
because of their messianic status.”

“Are you saying that you believe He is the
Messiah Simon?’

The old Pharisee stared at the wall for a few
seconds considering the import of such a personal question. He
walked around the table and began to pace the floor, holding his
hands together in front of his chest as he searched for the right
words to a question that could change his future.

“Despite all of the objections of members of
the Jerusalem council, for me the evidence is mounting. Word has
reached me from another source in the Holy City that those who
stand with Jesus of Nazareth may find themselves on the outside, if
you know what I mean. In all honesty, I cannot say exactly what I
believe, but I pray daily for wisdom to know where I must make my
stand, for I believe that we all will have to make a decision about
where we stand concerning Jesus of Nazareth. And I believe that
those in Jerusalem who make veiled threats are perhaps blinded by
their own ambitions or egos.”

Abdeel nodded. He knew exactly what his old
friend meant. The mix of power and religious politics often threw
truth aside in order to hold onto its place of self importance.
Simon stopped pacing and stood before his friend.

“Abdeel, there is something else I need to
say. You were here when your young friend came into my house. I was
angry and shocked that she would dare. I considered her as unclean,
cast out of the family of Israel, a sinner beyond redemption. But
now I realize that I was the greater sinner.” He looked away, deep
in thought, the memory of what happened in his house still alive
and burning within him. “I was sitting there judging her and then I
witnessed a child of God being transformed and delivered from evil
before my very eyes. Jesus saw my stony heart, my judgmental
attitude. I saw the mercy of God on display, the power to restore.
When he told the story of the two men who owed money, Jesus’ words
struck me like a lightning bolt, and I saw how much I had become a
hypocrite.”

Abdeel placed his hand on his friend’s
shoulder. “If you were as you say my dear friend, you are that no
longer. I see a humble man of God before me, one who can recognize
a mistake. I am proud and honoured to have you as my leader
Simon.”

The two men embraced and then Simon asked,
“Tell me Abdeel, how is she?”

The merchant’s eyes began to glaze over as he
thought about the beautiful things he had seen in the past few
days.

“You read it to me before in Isaiah my
friend,” he said. “She has been touched by the anointed one, she
has heard the good news, He has bound up her broken heart, He has
proclaimed freedom to a captive woman, and released a prisoner from
her darkness. She has heard and experienced the year of the Lord’s
favor.”

Simon was silent, the truth of the Scriptures
filling his heart with light, opening his eyes. His joy in seeing
Mary’s deliverance showed on his face, a testimony to his own
change of heart and right to leadership.

“What am I to do my friend,” he asked
Abdeel.

“I don’t know that you have to do anything
more than you are doing Simon, but I am sure of this…I am sure that
you are ready, and being guided by the Almighty.”

Abdeel left the synagogue and turned north
east towards the hills. Coming to the crossroads, he took the road
towards Tiberius for half a mile, and then right and under the face
of the cliffs of Arbela to where his wife lay in a tomb cut from
the rock. There were stone seats here, some trees for shade, and
small gardens of flowers that he brought and planted. He was alone.
In the past week he had felt the need to come here. He had watched
Mary being transformed before him and the power of that moment had
cracked open a tomb within his own heart. The sun was going down
behind him as he sat before Ruth’s tomb and began to speak.

“I don’t think I ever told you why I was so
difficult to live with, and I never asked your forgiveness. I don’t
know if you can hear me, but God can, and perhaps He will somehow
tell you what I want to say…need to say. When I was a boy my father
always spoke of my brother and me as his most precious possessions.
As you know, my brother died even before he married; our father
expected me to provide him with many grandsons. After a year we
were childless and my father would question me. After two years the
pain of being childless began to sour my heart, and I blamed you
for my father’s unhappiness. I threw myself into being a merchant
and prayed often…we both prayed…but Ruth…I began to resent
you.”

In that moment something broke inside of this
man who had buried his pain for years, buried it beneath a pile of
guilt and shame. His face contorted as the extremity of emotion
rose to the surface. He couldn’t speak as his body began to heave.
His head was between his knees as he sat before her tomb uttering
gasps between the sobbing releases of emotion.

“At first…at first I had felt pity for
you…but then I wanted a son so much…I wanted to please my father
and please myself…I considered divorcing you. Oh Ruth…please
forgive me…I wanted to find a new wife…a wife who could give me
children…give my father grandchildren…but I couldn’t send you
away…I loved you…loved you too much…” Another wave of pain wrenched
itself free of the chains within his soul, rose to the surface and
was released through his gaping mouth as he heaved in grief.

“I went to Rome…I went to the markets…Ruth,
my precious Ruth, how can I tell you…I bought a woman…a concubine,
and put her in a house with a servant girl. She too remained
childless…I bought another concubine…Ruth, I bought three women,
and none of them gave me a child in as many years. I gave them
their freedom, and one of them married a few months later and
immediately conceived with her husband.”

The wrenching stopped and he sobbed quietly
as the guilt began to wash away.

“It wasn’t you who couldn’t conceive my
dearest wife, it was me…it was me who caused you so much pain…me
who kept you childless…and you who the world blamed for my lack of
an heir. When you got leprosy, I was too afraid to tell you what I
had done…I am ashamed Ruth…so terribly ashamed…I have sought the
Almighty for forgiveness, and I know He is merciful, but it is you
who I sinned against…my Ruth…my precious Ruth.”

Abdeel wept openly again, tears of release.
“You bore the brunt of guilt, you faced the sneers of those who
believed you were under God’s curse, and when you got leprosy some
believed that His curse was confirmed. Oh how you suffered. You
taught me to love…taught me to accept whatever He gave, and in all
of those years you looked at me with gratitude for not divorcing
you…Oh Ruth…please forgive me for letting you believe a lie…I was a
coward, but I saw Mary changed, and her courage gave me strength…I
miss you so much…I love you so much.”

He wiped his face and looked up at the cold
stone that sealed the tomb. He wasn’t sure if she had heard his
plea, but he hoped that if those who lie beyond the veil of death
cannot hear the living, that the Almighty would take His plea to
her. Then he rose and walked home as the last colors of sunset
faded to darkness.



~~~~

 


Artilius was no stranger to torture. He had
witnessed countless slaves being brutalized for one reason or
other, in fact, under Roman law a slave’s testimony was illegal
unless it had been obtained by torture. It was believed that slaves
only told the truth while under extreme pain. On his father’s
vineyards were hundreds of slaves, purchased for almost nothing in
the markets at Rome. The quaestor ran the markets and took the bids
while the slave stood on a catasta with a label or titulas around
their neck describing their age and qualifications, if any.
Agricultural slaves were cheap, unlike musicians, artists and
virgins.

Disobedient slaves were often whipped to
death, a sure way to ensure the obedience of the rest. Artilius had
witnessed such punishments throughout his life, and in recent years
had participated in discipline. Tortures were seldom very
sophisticated. Cutting and burning was simple and effective. The
cuts were made with a sharp instrument and then cauterized with a
red hot brand. This way the slave didn’t die from loss of blood,
and the torture could be continued for hours if the owner deemed it
necessary.

Artilius was taken back to the storeroom
beneath the keep. It was often used for punishing slaves and
prisoners as the screams of the tortured were silenced, if
necessary, by the thickness of the stone walls. A rope hung from a
pulley in the ceiling. It was there the last time he was here,
although it had been tied to an iron hook out of the way. It was
used to winch heavy sacks of produce to different parts of the
storeroom. Those accompanying him wore masks over their faces; it
was best that, providing he survived this test, he not know the
faces of those who were about to inflict pain. He was stripped down
to his loin cloth and hands tied behind his back with a leather
thong. A hook on the end of the rope was attached to the thong and
his arms pulled up behind him.

He had never witnessed this form of torture
before and didn’t know what to expect. As the rope was drawn
tighter he felt pain rising in his shoulders. The masked men pulled
very slowly, lifting him with a small cranking handle tied into the
wall. He was on the tips of his toes, but as his arms took more of
his weight the pain became excruciating bolts of fire throughout
his shoulders, arms and torso. He was lowered back to the ground,
and then the slow lift began again. The anticipation was deadly,
even worse perhaps than the pain itself. He tried to hold his arms
close to his body, so as to take the weight and lessen the pain,
but he failed, and his arms moved out and away as the rope was
pulled tight. He braced himself as his feet left the floor,
clenching his jaw tightly so as not to scream in agony as tendons
tore and muscles ripped. He was sure his arms must have popped out
of his shoulders. He was lowered again as beads of sweat dripped
from his contorted face.

Then he remembered Lucius’ words. He closed
his eyes and called on Mithras to help him. In his mind he spoke to
the god who he was certain was watching this scene and evaluating
his performance. He didn’t beg for mercy, but rather for the
strength to command his weakness. His thoughts were interrupted by
the same voice that had spoken in the clearing.

Use your hatred Artilius…hatred can dissolve
fear and deaden pain…focus your mind on those who torture you…send
your hatred towards them; let it fill your mind. Your pain is your
own…use it.

Artilius found strength in knowing that his
new found god was there to guide him. He opened his eyes and stared
at his tormentors. He envisaged the pain in his shoulders as a bolt
of white lightning he was conjuring within himself. As his feet
left the ground, and his voice choked a scream, he clenched his
teeth tightly. Concentrating with all his strength, he drew the
pain from his shoulders into his mind, and picturing it as a ball
of fire, sent it towards the man turning the handle. He could
almost see it leave his body and hit his target. It felt good. The
masked man was suddenly jerked backwards and fell to the ground
clutching his chest. The rope went slack and Artilius fell to the
ground, landing on his feet like a cat. Another took the fallen
torturer’s place and pulled the rope again.

Artilius almost welcomed the pain as a
catalyst to performing the same feat as before, but this time he
was hoisted more quickly and held above the ground. Another man put
coals from the fire into a large bowl and placed them beneath his
feet. He was trapped, and the thought made him begin to panic. If
he knocked the rope holder down, then he would fall into the coals.
His panic brought back the pain with such fury that he almost
screamed a curse towards Mithras himself.

So…now you hate me as well…good…very good. I
do not require your love Artilius, just your obedience…focus your
hatred once more and swing the rope…enjoy your hatred…let it
consume you and nothing will defeat you.

Artilius clenched his teeth and focused his
mind in such a way as to surround his own pain. He saw himself as
if he had two hands in front of his body. He gathered the pain
towards himself, white hot energy sucked into a ball between his
fingers. He held it there and the sensation made him smile. He
could feel no pain in that moment. The soldier holding the pulley
handle tied off the rope and began to move away towards the stairs.
He had never seen a tortured man smile before and the sight
terrified him. He had the distinct impression that he was about to
die. The rope began to swing as Artilius threw his fireball at the
pulley handle with invisible hands. Sparks flew from the iron
showering the floor like falling stars and the rope broke. He
dropped to the ground beside the coals as the rope fed through the
pulley and dropped beside him. He felt infinitely powerful in that
moment, as though he could accomplish anything he desired. He
turned to stare at the masked man he had sent to the floor and
ordered him to come and release him. The man got slowly to his feet
clutching his chest and stood staring at Artilius in fear.

“Come, release me. There is nothing to fear.
The power is gone. Come.” He repeated again.

At that moment the door burst open and Lucius
entered the room.

“You two get out,” he ordered. He approached
Artilius and began to untie the leather thong. In frustration he
drew a dagger and cut the thong.

“Remember my words Artilius,” he warned in a
low voice. “Remember whose power you used tonight. Don’t steal from
him.”

“You were watching?” asked Artilius.
“How”

Lucius smiled at him. “The walls have eyes my
friend. That was quite a display you gave. I was impressed, and so
were others who were watching. Be careful; watch your back. You are
not an initiate yet and there are some who may be envious of your
calling. Here, put some clothes on, we don’t want half the slave
girls chasing you to the barracks.”

Artilius’ shoulders had a dull ache, a
sensation that somehow gave him comfort rather than discomfort. His
body was sweating profusely and he decided it was time for a cup of
wine and a long soak in the hot baths. They left the storeroom and
headed for the heated water beneath the keep. Artilius knew that he
had passed the tests; he knew that he had pleased the one who loved
hatred more than love. He suspected that few others had learned
what he learned that night, and he decided that this was just
between him and the one who had called him.

As they entered the baths Lucius spoke again.
“Get a good night’s sleep Artilius. Tomorrow we leave.”

 


~~~~

 


They were an interesting group Mary
thought observing the men that Jesus had called as his disciples.
The one who seemed to be something of a leader, Simon by name, wore
the clothes of a fisherman, his dark colored outer robe reaching
just below his knees, woven from dark wool it acted as a blanket on
cold nights. His other garment was wrapped through his legs,
hanging loose in the style of those who needed a shorter form of
clothing in their work. Simon could bark commands in one breath,
and laugh out loud in another, a man who wore his emotions on his
sleeve. His brother Andrew dressed in a similar fashion; however,
he was a quieter man, reflective, like John who had greeted her
when she first arrived.

She was at home with this group. The women
treated her as a sister, a genuine love that she had not known from
other women. It was a joy to help with the chores of cooking, and
sometimes she spent time with the few children that accompanied
them.

On the second day she was with them Jesus
called the Twelve together and sent them out with instructions to
drive out demons, heal the sick, and preach that the Kingdom of God
had come. He also told them they could take nothing with them, no
staff, no bag, no bread, money or extra clothing. Mary sat with the
women and other disciples, men who had chosen to stay with them.
Jesus spoke for thirty minutes. He was telling them that on the one
hand they had the power to bless those who welcomed them, and at
the same time they were going as sheep among wolves. As He spoke He
seemed to reach far into the future, speaking of persecutions, of
being on trial before kings, governors and rulers.

“Do not be afraid of those who kill the body
but cannot kill the soul,” He said, “Rather, be afraid of the one
who can destroy both soul and body in hell.”

He was speaking to them all now, and
sometimes it seemed to her that He looked into her heart, not with
condemnation, but with love.

“Whoever acknowledges me before men, I will
acknowledge him before my Father in heaven. But whoever disowns me
before men, I will disown him before my Father in heaven.”

Sometimes His words disturbed the listeners
and Mary sensed they didn’t understand.

“Anyone who loves his father or mother more
than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter
more than me is not worthy of me; and anyone who does not take up
his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Whoever wants to save
his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and the
gospel will save it.”

She understood now. She had allowed her love
for those close to her to drive her away from God…they had been as
idols to her. She had faced her own death and through the
illumination of the fires of death she had seen the truth.

Only when we are ready to die, are we ready
to live, ready to be changed, for change comes through the death of
self, the death of self-pity and the rebellion that fuels it.

She had put family before God and when family
was gone she hated Him. Now she knew the truth. Flesh and blood are
fading flowers, here today and gone tomorrow. Death to self brings
spiritual life which is lived in the flesh now, is confined to the
body for a season, but will one day throw off the shackles of flesh
and take on immortality. She felt the presence of the Eternal, God
was here.

After He had finished speaking Jesus laid his
hands on the Twelve and they left. This was to be an exercise in
trusting God, in learning the rules of the new Kingdom. Some of
them seemed a little reluctant, however, they each chose a
companion and in pairs disappeared in different directions to meet
in Capernaum at a later date. For the next few days they traveled
towards Capernaum. Jesus spoke in each village and then would go to
a quiet place alone. As they came to Magdala, Mary turned to the
right and into the city, promising to rejoin them in a day or two
at Capernaum. She was eager to visit Abdeel, Ham and Milli again,
and to share some of the things she had seen.

 



Chapter Twelve

 


Herod’s fortress at Machaerus served a duel
purpose for the puppet monarch. It was a place to escape from the
palace in Jerusalem where demands on his time came thick and fast,
and it was away from the ever watching eyes of the Romans. It was
from here some thirty years before that his father had given the
order to send soldiers into Bethlehem to destroy all of the male
children under two years old. He had been a young man himself at
the time. His overweight father, red-faced and livid, had prowled
through the castle barking orders and demanding the deaths of the
children. He had learned from a group of foreign monarchs about the
birth of a Jewish king and they had failed to report to him as
promised. The power crazed Herod had little doubt that a child of
prophecy had been born and he was determined to snuff out this life
before it had a chance to grow and later challenge his authority.
The younger Herod had taken a lesson from his father, a lesson on
how to use power to control.

Tonight the overweight monarch was throwing a
party. He would enjoy the power he had inherited as his subjects
bowed and scraped in order to earn his favor for one reason or
other. He had prepared well. Although on a practical level the
fortress had all the elements of a defendable keep, on the other
hand he had spent considerable wealth to make parts of it luxurious
and comfortable, even though compared to the palace in Caesarea it
was modest to say the least. He had decided to celebrate his
birthday here. Guest rooms had been prepared, and the great hall
had been newly decorated with wall hangings and tapestries
depicting scenes of war, portraits of nymphs, and landscapes.

Herod was a man of insatiable appetites. What
he wanted, he took. Thus, when his brother’s wife had shown an
interest in him, his ego was overcome with desire to have what he
was forbidden to have under the Law of Moses. Herodias divorced her
husband and him his wife, and now they were married, despite the
religious scandal the union had generated.

Herod’s niece Salome also lived with them, a
teenage princess of considerable beauty who enjoyed using her
seductive powers to gain the attention of lustful eyes. She dressed
to impress and spared no expense on beauty treatments, jewelry and
clothes. Her mother was a woman without scruples, a woman who
desired other forms of power now that her beauty was fading. Her
marriage to Herod fulfilled her purposes. She knew he was a weak
man easily manipulated through the lusts and passions that ruled
his fragile ego. She had often caught him watching her daughter
with greedy eyes, but unlike some who might feel jealousy, she
considered this situation as a possibility for further development.
Herod’s lust might prove useful to get something she wanted.

Deep in the dungeon was the man who had dared
to challenge her and Herod in public. The wild man who had called
them adulterers was chained to a wall with only a thin shaft of
light coming through a small window at the top of the stairs which
led down and into the darkness. He was an untamable prophet. His
long hair and beard had never seen a comb, and his camel skin
clothes and intense eyes may have frightened small children, but
the sheer power of his words cut to the heart of anyone with a
conscience healthy enough to hear the very words of God. Starving
rats eyed his flesh hungrily, hardly prepared to wait for him to
die. On the few occasions his disciples were able to gain access to
him through the stables at the rear of the fortress, they paid the
guard a small entry fee and brought John food and water. They held
little hope for his release. John was much more than a mere public
embarrassment to the adulteress couple, his popularity among the
common people made him a political threat as well. If Herod were to
lose favor with the people, then he may also lose favor with the
Roman occupiers whom he served.

Herodias saw the seriousness of the
situation, was pleased that her new husband had taken her advice in
arresting the prophet. They were also in agreement in wanting the
man dead; however, John was still too popular to kill. Herod
reckoned on giving him a year or two in prison, believing that no
one would remember him, for out of sight is out of mind. In any
case, there was this other longhaired prophet in Galilee taking
attention away from the Baptist.

The guests began to arrive early in the
afternoon bearing various gifts. The great hall was ready. Foreign
musicians from Spain and a team of Egyptian drummers would provide
entertainment and background accompaniment for the Ethiopian
dancers. Fire-eaters, tumblers, jugglers and magicians would ensure
that no one was bored and the wine would flow ceaselessly for all.
The smell of roasting lamb and hot mint sauce wafted through the
spacious dining room.

By evening the two hundred guests were loud,
and well on their way to being drunk. On those brief occasions when
there was silence between forms of entertainment, a voice could be
heard from deep within the fortress, crying out for the partygoers
to repent and turn to God. But although his voice was soon drowned
out, he had drawn attention to himself, and a dark plan hatched in
the heart of the woman who hated him with a passion. Herodias
slipped out of the room to speak with her daughter, and later
reclined beside her husband and watched the dark and oiled dancers
from Ethiopia moving, stomping and clapping, half-naked against the
torch light as the drums pounded out a fast rhythm.

“You like the dance beloved,” she asked him,
her bony fingers stroking his thigh; “their bodies are beautiful,
yes?”

She didn’t need an answer; Herod’s lust
glowed in his eyes. As the drums suddenly stopped and the dancers
ran from the room, Salome approached the couple, walking
seductively with her body cast against the light for effect. All
eyes watched the princess as the light caught the sheer, filmy
fabrics which moved around her body as if they desired to caress
her. Herod was spellbound. The Ethiopian’s black sweating bodies
had aroused his passion, but Salome’s approach enflamed this man
who had no knowledge of self-control. She stopped in front of him,
the gold and silver braids in her long hair sparkling as she
flicked the locks from her face. Her make-up had been expertly
applied. Two shades of kohl, black and green, accentuated her eyes
and contrasted the whitening powder used on her cheek bones. Her
darkened lashes fluttered as she leaned towards the spellbound
monarch.

“And what gift would you desire from me
uncle,” she asked in a silky voice. Herod swallowed hard, unable to
hide his animal lust at the sight of the young seductress. Herodias
stood to her feet and ushered the princess to the centre of the
room. She turned to the musicians and motioned with her hand.

“Play,” she commanded, “the princess will
dance.”

It soon became obvious that the dance had
been prearranged. Servants bearing torches assembled behind the
girl as the music began a slow seductive rhythm. They waved the
fire brands slowly, casting shadows and illuminating the form of
the girl as she began to move with the beat. As she turned her
flimsy gowns moved away from her body bringing a gasp from the male
guests who watched the scene intensely, but none were more
captivated than the man who shared his bed with her mother. The
servants followed her movements, tossing rose petals into the air
which filled the room with a heady fragrance. The music quickened
as the princess twirled, lifting her feet to reveal more flesh than
was appropriate for one of her station, and the faster she spun the
more her garments flashed around her. Her hands moved up and down
her form, stroking her neck, reaching lower; the music quickened,
the breathing of the spellbound audience matching its pace.

As the dance reached a climax she leaped into
the air and rolled across the floor coming to her knees, back
arching, head flashing back and staring straight at Herod in a
seductive challenge. She rose slowly to her feet, hands moving
gracefully in front of her, stepped sideways and turned, flicking a
robe from her shoulder and sliding to the floor directly in front
of her greatest admirer as the music stopped. The crowd cheered
their approval and Herodias smiled from her position against the
wall in the shadows. Herod had sat up during the dance, and as the
cheering stopped he lifted his hand and moved it in an arch before
him.

“Ask anything you want and I will give it to
you,” he said to the panting girl.

“Anything?” she enquired.

“Anything you ask I will give you,” he
replied, “up to half of my kingdom.”

Many of the crowd gasped at Herod’s words. To
offer half of his kingdom was to offer her a royal marriage. The
moral values of most of his guests were hardly worth considering,
but even to such as these it was considered scandalous for a man to
share his bed with a woman and her daughter. The Law of Moses
forbade it, but even in Gentile culture such a thing was considered
distasteful in the extreme. Herodias heard the king’s proposal and
hated him at that moment. Salome rose carefully to her feet and
walked to where her mother stood in the corner of the large room.
They spoke and she returned to stand before the king.

“I want the head of John the Baptist, right
now, on a platter,” she stated in a loud voice.

Herod sank to his knees, a look of
disappointment and distress bringing clarity back to his eyes as
his lust began to dissolve. His guests were murmuring. Herod felt
panic rising in his chest as the realization that he had been
completely deceived dawned on him. Although he hated John, he knew
that the prophet was a holy man. To kill a man was one thing, to
kill a prophet of God was quite another. Herodias approached,
walking down the center of the room. Herod sat on his haunches
shaking his head; the guests whispered among themselves, wondering
what the monarch would do.

“My Lord”, said Herodias, “you gave your
word. Would you have it said that Herod does not keep his promises.
Does the life of this unwashed madman mean more than the word of
King Herod?”

Herod knew he was cornered. He met Herodias
eyes and she sensed that any love he had had for her was dissolved
in the acid of hatred. He rose to his feet and motioned for the
captain of the guard to attend him. He gave orders, the soldier
left, heading straight for the dungeon. The room was deathly
silent, but as the door to the stairs was opened John’s voice broke
the atmosphere, booming out a warning with intense clarity and
conviction.

“Repent you sinners. Turn from your
wickedness and seek forgiveness. Prepare your hearts for the Lord,
and make straight paths for Him. The ax is already at the root of
the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be
cut down and thrown into the fire.”

There was a sound of clanging chains and a
soldier grunting as he slammed the man of God to his knees on the
filthy stones. The captain barked an order and a sword fell upon
the neck of the prisoner, silencing his voice. Herodias could stand
the silence no more. Her hands were shaking; the sense of power and
pure evil flowing like a fire in her veins. She turned to the
musicians and ordered them to play; she commanded the servants to
pour wine, and intercepting the soldiers returning from their
ghastly task, she led them from the room before the sight of the
Baptist’s head completely destroyed what little of the frivolous
atmosphere remained.

 


~~~~

 


They left the keep beside the Rhemus River
early after breakfast. They rode south towards the city of Bonna
just thirty miles away. The road, which ran close to the slow
moving river, was primitive, not much more than a wagon track. The
fighting along the river had meant that work teams had been unable
to extend the road north of Bonna. In Bonna itself, construction of
a large wooden castle had been completed some years before and now
a thriving community was emerging. A full legion of five thousand
was stationed in the area, Bonna being the central staging point
for the present defense. They would call at the Castra Bonnensis
and deliver documents and reports from the centurion before heading
south towards the mountains.

Over the last few days Artilius had sensed
some tension between him and Lucius. He wondered if the latter was
jealous of him. Knowing that Lucius and others had witnessed his
display of power pleased him, indeed, his thoughts had become
increasingly inwards since the last test. He had been summoned and
given orders. He would travel to his initiation. Where it would be,
he didn’t know, that information would be provided later.

“You’re rather quiet this morning my friend,”
Artilius inquired, turning in his saddle as he rode beside
Lucius.

“Just enjoying the peace of the morning
Artilius,” he replied. “It is good to feel the warmth of the sun
and to see the end of endless rain.”

“I’ve known you long enough to see when
there’s something on your mind Lucius. What’s worrying you?”

Lucius spurred his chestnut gelding closer to
Artilius and laid his gloved hand on the others arm.

“Alright, I will tell you. I am concerned
about you Artilius. In the past few days you have been acting as
though you are close to becoming the emperor himself. There is an
air of arrogance about you.”

“I am a soldier of Rome; it is my duty to be
proud of what I am,” Artilius replied, pulling his arm away and
trying to force a smile.

“But that is all you are Artilius. In this army, where you come from means
little. You may have descended from wealthy parents and be older
than some of those you serve with, but this is still only your
first tour of battle, and soldiers judge by honor and performance.
I see you looking down your nose at war veterans. Some of those men
will not tolerate disrespect from one with little or no
experience.”

“Sounds like you’re jealous to me,” accused
Artilius, pulling the head of his gray stallion around as the
animal threatened to bite the gelding.

“Jealous! Why should I be jealous?” demanded
Lucius moving away as his gelding flattened its ears and tried to
turn its hind legs into the stallion to deposit a kick.

“You know what I’m talking about Lucius. You
know about the calling.”

Lucius was quiet for a moment as he got his
horse under control and applied his spurs to its unprotected
belly.

“We are all called to the god Artilius; some
for one purpose and some for another. That does not give you cause
to walk around with an air of superiority. Do you think Mithras
will protect you from those who have served him for years if they
feel you need to be humbled?” he asked him frowning.

“You saw the power Lucius; you were watching.
You were none too pleased at what the god did through me. Perhaps
you have never wielded such power.”

“Now you sound arrogant and like a fool. You
don’t understand the nature of Mithras Artilius. He will not
tolerate insubordination from you. He is said to be the greatest of
the daemons, the father of them all. You and I are mere humans. You
speak as if that power was yours by right, or birthright. You have
no power in yourself soldier and you need to understand that!”

“Perhaps it is you who do not understand him,” argued Artilius, a surge of anger beginning to
rise up in him. “He has spoken to me several times now. I have
thought about this a lot Lucius and come to the conclusion that
Mithras hates weakness. He seeks those who have the courage to
wield real power. He is teaching me how to channel that power
through emotion. What you call arrogance may be the key to knowing
Mithras.”

“Artilius! I have seen this before. Power is
seductive and there are many forms. Both hate and love have power,
but the power of hatred blinds the mind to those around it; it sees
only itself in the centre.”

“We are the centre Lucius,” said Artilius
moving his hand in a wide arch. “We are born to rule this world.
Look what we did to those barbarians. We cut them down like dogs.
The fools thought they could usurp the might of Rome.”

“Those ‘fools’ as you call them, destroyed
three entire legions a few years ago,” countered Lucius, “but you
are changing the subject.”

Artilius shook his head. “Rome trusted them,
showed them weakness and look what it cost us. Rome was punished
for showing love Lucius. Does a slave serve willingly when shown
love. No! Slaves only understand the whip; they are lesser
creatures, born to serve.”

Artilius turned towards Lucius and challenged
him with his eyes. “I was not born to serve Lucius. You know that
my father is a wealthy man, but my calling is not in wealth, but in
power. I will follow Mithras where he leads and wield the power he
gives. But he doesn’t call me to cower like a slave beneath his
foot. He calls me to learn the might of power and that power does
not have its roots in mercy and love.”

Lucius met his challenge and offered one of
his own.

“Don’t run before you can walk then. Be
careful who you exercise your new-found power on Artilius, for
there are human institutions, human ranks of power. If you stand on
the wrong foot you may wake to find a blade between your ribs. Some
people choose to kill those they fear. Take my advice. Don’t make
enemies of your allies. Mithras does not control all things.”

Artilius’ temper had cooled and he saw the
wisdom in Lucius words.

“You’re right my friend. I am not even an
initiate and you have much more experience. Forgive me for my
ignorance,” he said with as much sincerity as he could muster. But
deep in his heart he had begun to despise Lucius. He was sure that
the younger man had never felt what he had experienced with
Mithras, and he believed that spiritual ranks far outweighed those
humans who were ignorant of them.

“Let us not argue Lucius. We have a long road
ahead of us and we are brothers in arms. Come, let’s stretch the
legs of these frisky brutes and put some miles between us and this
damp place. The Castle is just ten miles down this weak excuse for
a road.”

With that he spurred the gray into a gallop
and sped along the grass road with Lucius in pursuit.

 


~~~~

 


Jesus disciples had returned from their
mission work full of excitement. They were sitting with Jesus on
the shore of Galilee telling Him stories of their travels when
several of John’s disciples arrived and gave them the news of the
prophet’s death. A somber mood moved among them all and Jesus
ordered them to get into a boat and head for a remote place away
from the crowds. Many of the disciples were openly distressed. Some
had stayed with John before Jesus had called them to follow
Him.

The gentle lapping of the water upon the bow
of the boat soothed their hearts as they shared stories and paid
tribute to the great man of the desert. They smiled at the memory
of him standing upon a large rock, staff in hand, eyes flaring as
he spoke, demanding repentance from the children of Abraham. It was
good to spend this time together, a quiet time to honor a man who
had indeed prepared the way for the Lord. Simon Peter stood at the
front of the boat, working the sail as the wind picked up, and his
brother Andrew was steering from the back. There were but a few
clouds in the sky, and the hot wind off the Decapolis cooled to a
warm breeze as it passed over the clear blue waters of Galilee.

Andrew steered them towards a solitary place
near Bethsaida, a normally quiet town at the foot of the hills, but
as the boat approached the shore it became increasingly obvious
that the crowd had anticipated where they were going. Up to twenty
thousand lined the shore covering the large open area a few miles
from the town. Some of the disciples began to object openly,
imploring Andrew to turn the boat around and get away. They wanted
time alone, time to reflect. There had been weeks of moving from
town to town healing the sick and preaching the good news. They
believed that they were deserving of a rest, and more importantly,
time to mourn the fallen prophet.

As Andrew began to wheel the boat around
Jesus simply shook His head. He had begun to stand on His feet,
staring at the large crowd as the boat drew near to shore. There
were thousands strewn along the beach on mats and make-shift cots.
Some were crippled, some had twisted and broken bodies, some were
simply so sick that they were too weak to walk. Jesus was staring
intently at them. He was visibly troubled as he looked upon the
desperate condition of many gathered there. He scarcely waited for
the boat to land before He climbed over the side. He was overcome
with compassion for them, and to those looking on, Jesus portrayed
a mixture of powerful emotions. His eyes were wet with sorrow for
the condition of these people, but His determination and the way He
ordered demons to flee, demonstrated an inner anger at the violence
and crippling effects that sin had wrought in those who had been
afflicted by Lucifer, the god of this world.

The Nazarene moved from person to person,
touching, healing, lifting, and straightening. As He moved through
the crowd it was like a path of light opening up, for everywhere
behind He left a trail of joy and laughter, of rejoicing and praise
to the Almighty. The disciples watched in amazement. Even those who
had been so depressed at the death of the Baptist saw this as a
fitting way to mourn his death. Had he not said that 'he must
decrease and Jesus increase'; had he not said that this was the
‘lamb of God who had come to take away the sins of the world’. John
the Baptist would have rejoiced to watch this day, and they would
rejoice for him.

Simon Peter and John were standing
together.

“What are we watching Simon?” John asked.
“What are we witnessing here? Sometimes when I watch Jesus I have
the strangest feeling come over me. I feel as if I am watching God
Himself. I…I know how that sounds…I know that a man should never
say such words…and …and I don’t know how else to put it…but…but I
think that you know what I mean.”

“We Jews know that there is only one God
John,” Simon replied, “but there was never a prophet like this.
Look at the way He touches the people. He looks as though He is
healing His very own children…so...yes, I know what you are trying
to say, and I don’t understand it…I just feel it in my heart. I
feel that He knows my every thought…that…that there is nothing He
doesn’t know…and then there are times when I watch Him eating, or
sleeping, smiling or washing and I see a man, a brother, an
Israelite.”

As the day wore on Jesus worked tirelessly
healing all who had come to find Him. People were dancing, weeping
with joy and singing songs in praise of the compassion of God. The
blind received their sight, the deaf heard for the first time, the
dumb were making sounds of praise and cripples were dancing for the
glory of God. In the distance, watching from a small hill were a
group of Roman cavalry, armed and mounted, a constant reminder that
large crowds were considered a possible threat to peace.

Off to one side stood Judas Iscariot, a
strange light in his eyes. Under his cloak his hand toyed with a
bag of coins. It was he who carried the money used to buy food for
the disciples. He was watching the reaction of the Romans, gauging
them, and it was obvious to the discerning that his mind was full
of plans and schemes. Judas was so caught up in his thoughts that
his lips sometimes moved slightly as his mind framed his words.

The days of you Romans are numbered. This is
the new King of Israel, the descendent of David. Look at the power
He has. He can even raise the dead. How will you destroy an army
that keeps coming back to life; how can you defeat soldiers who can
be instantly healed by their King. He will rule Israel and the
world. He has chosen twelve of us. Twelve thrones, twelve kingdoms.
I will also be a king. Nothing can stop us. Jesus of Nazareth will
be the King of the Jews and king of the world just as the
prophecies foretold.

It was late afternoon and the sun was
dropping towards the hills in the west. Jesus had finished healing
the people and was resting. Some of the disciples approached Him
and asked Him to send the crowds away.

“Lord, there is no food here in this remote
place. The people are hungry and there is nothing to feed
them”.

“They do not need to go away,” Jesus replied,
“you give them something to eat.”

The disciples stood for a moment and then
started to wander through the crowd searching for food. Judas kept
his hand on the money bag and argued with another disciple that the
amount he had wouldn’t feed a fraction of this crowd.

“In any case,” Judas reasoned, “what village
has the food for this quantity of people. It is impossible to feed
them. There must be five thousand men here, twenty thousand if you
count the women and children. Just send them away.”

A small boy came to Peter and offered his
entire lunch. He had forgotten to eat it during all of the
excitement, and had been off playing with other boys. Peter
accepted it gracefully, and taking what else he had found, returned
to Jesus.

“Lord,” he said, “this is all we could find,
just five loaves and two fish.”

Jesus ordered the disciples to have the
people sit in large groups upon the grass and to bring him baskets.
When they returned He stood, and looking up to heaven, gave thanks
for the food. He then broke the loaves and placed pieces of them in
the baskets with the fish.

“Go; feed the people,” He commanded them.

The disciples were reluctant, murmuring about
there being so little, but Simon glared at them, saying “do as He
says” and grabbing up a basket, went to the closest group. The
others followed His example as Jesus stood there, hands lifted in
thanks to the Almighty. Judas dropped his basket among a group of
people, telling them to share the little there was, when a man
exclaimed,

“What do you mean, ‘there’s only a little,
the basket’s full.”

As the people thrust their hands into the
baskets an unseen force seemed to push live fish and fresh bread up
from the bottom, until the food was overflowing. All manner of fish
and fresh bread were passed from hand to hand. Every person there
knew that this was no trick or illusion; this was a demonstration
of the Creator’s power. He who made the world from nothing was
feeding His children.

The fish were placed on fires and soon the
aroma of fresh fish and bread filled the air. The disciples stood
with hands on heads totally unprepared for the sight they were
witnessing. People were shouting for joy, and the words miracle,
power, and King moved around the entire encampment. People were
asking ‘How did He do it?”, and to exclaim that there was nothing
He couldn’t do. ‘He is our King, the new King of Israel’. Someone
suggested than even the great Caesar could never feed the people in
such a way; that compared to Jesus of Nazareth, he was a powerless
despot. Jesus ordered the disciples to gather the food which was
left over, and the disciples formed a small group with twelve full
baskets in the centre. They cooked and ate, and spoke among
themselves, barely able to contain their excitement.

Judas knelt beside the fire and quietly ate.
The Romans were also watching from their small camp on the hill.
Judas chuckled at the thought of taking them some bread and fish as
a warning of what was to come. After witnessing this event he was
filled with the heady wine of power, imagining his own position as
one of the twelve rulers of a new world order. No Roman army could
hope to defeat the King of Israel. Here was a King with God’s
eternal power, a King who could feed an army, feed a city, feed the
world. Perhaps the Romans themselves would simply submit to His
rule, and the words of the prophets would see the descendent of
David rule from Zion. He began to shake with laughter.

“Why are you laughing Judas”, asked one of
the twelve as he wrapped broken pieces of fish into bread.

“I was thinking of taking some food to the
Romans, and asking them if they would like to come and pay homage
to the true King of Israel.”

Judas began to explain to them what he had
been thinking. His logic seemed infallible, his rhetoric
compelling. They had all witnessed the miracles, and as Judas cited
the prophecies about the messiah ruling from Zion, they began to
nod in agreement.

“There has never been one like Jesus,” he
insisted excitedly. “We all know that He is the one. It is time He
went up to Jerusalem and proclaimed Himself the King of the Jews
and King of the world. We know He has total power over death and
nature. We have seen it. There can be only one conclusion, and that
is, that He has finally come, God has finally sent us the promised
ruler. The people will all agree, maybe even those Romans on the
hill will agree after what they have just seen.”

Judas was becoming caught up in his own
oratory and as his voice raised, the people around him heard his
words and began to get caught up in the wonder of the moment. Some
began to shout the name King, and some said He was the new manna
from heaven. Someone suggested that no one would have to work again
because the ‘Kingdom of Heaven’ had come. Jesus would take away the
curse of work that fell upon Adam, and food would leap onto the
table when He was King of the world.

“We must take Him to Jerusalem, and make Him
our King,” a man shouted. “What are we waiting for? Down with the
Romans! Their time is over! Hail the new King of Israel.”

What began as a whisper moved throughout the
crowd like a tsunami. People began to stand and shout. The
disciples and many of the crowd moved towards where Jesus was
sitting. The crowd was becoming a mob, a mob driven by a strange
mixture of joy, anger and hope. Joy in what they had witnessed,
anger at the oppression which many had endured under Roman
occupation, and hope that finally there was a power among them that
no human oppressor could dare to challenge. They saw in Jesus a
liberator, a conqueror; a shepherd with both staff and a sword. The
disciple called John waited. He tried to slow the others down as he
sensed in his heart that what was happening was wrong, that this
scene was a contradiction to what had happened that day, rather
than proof of a political revolution coming to fruition. The Romans
sat on their horses and watched with renewed interest.

When the people reached Jesus they didn’t
stop to ask His opinion or pause to let Him lead them. Rather, they
began to try and lift him up in order to carry Him; to take Him by
force to Jerusalem. They pushed upon Him from every side, full of
enthusiasm. What if this day was the end of oppression, the end of
Roman rule and the last day that the bodies of Jews would be nailed
to trees or the walls of Jerusalem? Jesus raised His hand and the
crowd felt a force which moved them back and away from Him. Great
strain was etched upon His features as He stood praying. He opened
His eyes, and in a voice which portrayed His profound authority, He
ordered the crowd to dismiss, to go to their homes and rejoice in
the grace of God they had received. The people were reluctant, but
they obeyed. They had seen enough of His power to know that it was
foolishness to disobey. The disciples huddled in a group. Judas was
objecting to the others; John was telling Him to quiet his voice
and listen to the master.

Jesus approached them. His eyes scanned every
man there, and each one lowered his gaze in reply. He ordered them
to get into the boat and go ahead of Him to the other side. Then He
turned His back on them and began to walk up into the hills and
away from the scene. The disciples moved slowing to the boat, many
of them feeling ashamed that they had misjudged the situation so
badly. Judas, on the other hand, was visually frustrated. He was
murmuring about lost opportunities, and questioning whether or not
Jesus understood that this was the time to take over Israel.

Simon took care of the practical arrangements
and soon the small craft was heading out towards the middle of the
Sea of Galilee. The sail was useless, as a strong breeze had picked
up and was pushing against them as they rowed. The figure of Jesus
disappeared over the horizon as the sun set behind the hills and
darkness began to fall. Simon raised the lamp he had lit while
still on shore and hung it on the mast as they ventured into deeper
waters. The waves stirred up by the wind tossed the boat about,
splashing over the bow as each of them took their turn to row.

 



Chapter Thirteen

 


Gaius never felt completely relaxed in
Pilate’s presence, however, the governor enjoyed his company and
often sought him to be a sounding board for his love of philosophy.
Gaius had brought gifts, and a few selected goods to Pilate’s
residence in Jerusalem, and watched as his wife swooned over items
which were rarely seen in the province. Pilate had expressed
disappointment that Abdeel could not be with them to share a meal
and conversation, for he always enjoyed to challenge the quiet
wisdom of the learned merchant. Pilate was willing to overlook the
obvious fact that Abdeel was Jewish, both for the sake of having a
happy wife, and secondly, because the old man seemed to at least
have the capacity to intelligent conversation.

This night, Pilate was waxing lyrical about
his favourite subjects, myths, fate and messiahs. His guests
politely nodded agreement, but knew all too well that it was
prudent to softly disagree on occasions as well.

“Jews know plenty of fate, but nothing of
real myth, my friends. That is why they are such impossible people
to govern. They understand clearly that wrong-doing brings guilt
upon a person or a nation; that is fate, it is what the Greeks so
impressively portray in their plays of tragedy, but what do they
know of myth?” Pilate asked.

“They do have myths governor, such as their
creation story,” ventured a man named Marcus.

“That is not a real myth Marcus,” countered
Pilate. “Real myth is the whole essence of the mystery of life. It
is in the circle of life. Life has to die to grow, as demonstrated
in seeds. In all cultures that we Romans have conquered we witness
barbarians practicing myth. Autumn is a time of dying, winter a
time of death, spring a time of awakening to life and summer the
richness of living. But Jews are afraid of life. They are even
afraid of sex,” he chuckled.

“They are a peculiar people, of that there is
no doubt governor,” replied Marcus. “Perhaps they are so single
minded because they have only one God. Surely the richness of Roman
society, and the reason for our success, is in our recognition and
worship of all the gods. As for sex, my lord, they do seem to have
no problems in producing children,” he joked.

“Yes Marcus, but surely you state the
obvious. The Jewish God despises living my friends. He allows no
others, and He doesn’t allow the basic celebration of life. Look at
the Jews. Oppressed, stubborn…oh how stubborn they are…and they
refuse to accommodate our gods even though it is painfully obvious
to them that we are their lords. Other nations come to accept Roman
rule, but not these stiff-necked Jews. What is your opinion
Gaius?”

“I wish our mutual friend Abdeel was here to
speak on behalf of his own people my lord. However, I think he
would tell us something like this. The myths of most peoples are
earth-bound myths. They begin from below and try to reach the
heavens. Barbarians, as you rightly pointed out sire, celebrate
life from its most basic elements. But you also mentioned fate.
What is guilt unless there is knowledge of right and wrong? The
Jews would point to contradictions in our gods. Some of our gods
call for purity and some like Dionysius for what Jews would call
debauchery. They would say that guilt is tied to their claim of
humans being made in the image of their one God, and that people
must live according to Him.”

“Are you suggesting that we Romans worship
something that is not a true god Gaius?” asked Arilius, glancing
sideways at the Roman Procurator with the hope that his question
pleased Pilate.

“I am saying that Jews would say so. Jewish
religion begins from above. It begins with one God, that which
Plato called the Logos, the uncreated one. Perhaps they have an
overgrown sense of guilt, but that may be tied to the fact that
they are under Roman rule governor. They believe that we Romans,
like the Greeks before us, are God’s instrument of punishment for
their past sins. They wait for their deliverer.”

“Deliverer! Yes a deliverer who embodies the
empire. Empire Gaius, that is the end of myth,” interrupted Pilate.
“The end of myth and the fulfillment of fate is in empire. The
Roman Empire is the fulfillment of fate because it unites, and it
will unite under the Ruler, the god-man. Virgil wrote for the glory
of Rome and its Ruler saviour. Horatius also speaks of the one who
will end the curse of life and death my friends. It is we Romans
duty to prepare the world for him.”

“That at least is one thing that Romans and
Jews share in common my Lord,” suggested Gaius. “Jews wait for
their King, their messiah as you know. Only, they believe that He
will rule the world as a Jewish king.”

Pilate began to chuckle, almost spilling his
wine, his broad face beginning to take on a rosy glow as the
alcohol took effect. “Well, He better be more powerful than the
dreamers they’ve been producing for the past few years. They
couldn’t take over a decent sized village, let alone the world. The
world doesn’t need another self-proclaimed messiah, whether such be
Roman or Jew, but the true Ruler, the one who comes down from the
heavens, the Logos Himself. He will rule with real power.”

Marcus also began to laugh and Gaius just
smiled. ‘Why
does it always come down to power?’ he wondered.

 


~~~~

 


The days Mary spent with Abdeel, Milli and
Ham were full of joy. Milli told her that she had begun to develop
crow’s feet around her eyes because her smile was permanently fixed
to her face. Scars of joy would be a pleasant change Mary pondered.
Within her changed heart she simply felt the laughter of freedom,
an unfathomable peace which rose up and filled every void. She
sensed the presence of God around her like a blanket. But there
were often difficult days also, days of self-doubt, but she had
learned to simply fall to her knees at such times and renew her
reliance on God. Milli kept a constant stream of food and drink
flowing from the kitchen to Abdeel’s private library, where she and
the retired merchant poured over passages from Isaiah, Jeremiah and
other prophets.

She had spent several weeks reading and
discussing the words of the prophets. A hunger to read the Holy
Scriptures had developed within her, a hunger to find Him in the
words, a hunger to understand who Jesus was. In her heart she felt
as if she believed something almost impossible, an idea that Jewish
people could never speak of openly, the idea that God Himself was
here in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. She and Abdeel had spoken
for hours about the implications of such a thing, and they had
discovered much Scriptural support for their theory, but there were
so many unanswered questions.

On his return from lessons at the synagogue,
Ham told them that Jesus had returned to the Northern shores of
Galilee. Mary and Abdeel set out the next day to find Him. On the
way they walked with some people who had witnessed the miracle of
bread and fish. They found Jesus and his disciples among a large
group of people. Jesus was speaking with a rabbi and the man was
asking Him what God requires of a man to do. Jesus replied, “The
work of God is this: to believe in the one He has sent.”

Then they asked Him to give them a sign so
that they could believe in Him. A voice from the crowd called out
that they should believe in the miracle of the fish and bread, for
many of those standing there had witnessed the miracles. The rabbi
started to speak about the bread that God had provided their
forefathers in the desert, and then Jesus spoke to them. He told
them that it was not Moses who gave the bread from heaven, but His
Father gives the true bread from heaven, “for it is the bread of
God which comes down from heaven and gives life to men.”

Someone in the crowd called out, “Sir, from
now on give us this bread.”

Then Jesus declared to them, “I am the bread
of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and He who
believes in me will never be thirsty.” He reminded them that even
though they had seen, they did not believe, and that all who look
to the Son and believe in Him shall have eternal life, and He will
raise them up on the last day.”

Many who had not seen the miracle of the
bread and fish began to grumble among themselves. How could Jesus
as much as say He was the Son of God who had come down from heaven.
“Isn’t this the son of Joseph and Mary”, someone asked. Abdeel and
Mary were standing together. They looked at each other in that
moment, a smile on both of their faces. On the way to Capernaum
they had discussed again the prophecy of Isaiah which spoke of a
son being born, a child given whose names among others was Mighty
God. Although they could not understand it, both felt certain that
somehow Jesus was the Son of God who had come down from heaven.

Jesus continued to speak. He was explaining
that His flesh is real food and His blood real drink. “This bread
is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.” Some of
the Jews began to argue aggressively. “How can this man give us His
flesh to eat?” Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, unless
you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have
no life in you, for my flesh is real food and my blood is real
drink… whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood remains in me and
I in Him…This is the bread that came down from heaven. Our
forefathers ate manna and died, but he who feeds on this bread will
live forever.”

Many of His disciples began to complain about
what He had just said, and some began to leave shaking their heads
in disbelief and confusion. Jesus turned to those who remained and
asked them. “Does this offend you? What if you see the Son of Man
ascend to where He was before! The Spirit gives life; the flesh
counts for nothing. The words I have spoken to you are spirit and
they are life. Yet there are some of you who do not believe.”

As more people began to leave, Jesus turned
to the Twelve and asked them if they too wanted to leave. Simon
answered Him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of
eternal life. We believe and know that you are the Holy One of
God.” Jesus looked at them and replied, “Have I not chosen you, the
Twelve? Yet one of you is a devil!?

Jesus turned and walked away towards the
crossroads. Turning to the right He set out towards the region of
Phoenicia and those still loyal to Him followed. John saw Mary and
Abdeel standing together and invited them to walk with him. Abdeel
declined the invitation, and after thrusting a fat purse into
Mary’s hand, hugged her and left towards Magdala.

“You will travel with us Mary?” John asked
her.

“Of course John! As Simon said, where else
can we go?”

John smiled and began to follow Jesus north
at a leisurely pace. Mary asked John to share what had been
happening since they last met and told him of the study that she
and Abdeel had done. She found John easy to speak with, a man
without hidden agendas, pure of heart and wise in thought. He
shared about his journey to the villages and the exhilaration of
seeing people healed when he evoked the name of Jesus. He shared
how even demons had feared his association with the Lord. He shared
about John the Baptist and the day they had gone to the quiet side
of the lake.

Mary asked about the great miracle and John
did his best to give her details.

“It must have been truly amazing to see that
John. I wish I had witnessed it,” Mary told him. “It is surely the
greatest thing anyone has ever seen.” Ahead of them Jesus had
stopped for a rest under a tree as the sun was rising higher in the
sky.

John took Mary to a shady spot where they
could speak together. “Actually Mary, it is not the greatest thing
anyone has ever seen. The twelve of us who He sent away from Him
saw something, which for me, is the greatest thing I have ever
seen.”

Mary was silent; hanging on John’s every
word.

“We had left Him in the late evening, and
there was no doubt in my mind that He was disappointed in us, and
also needing us to leave Him alone. We were stupid and immature
Mary. For some reason we left reason behind and decided that we
knew that Jesus must go to Jerusalem and proclaim Himself the King
of the Jews. He was standing there praying, a look of pain on His
face. I felt that He was praying directly against what we and the
crowd were suggesting. When He opened His eyes we were about to
take Him by force to Jerusalem, but no one dared to touch Him when
He looked at us. He sent us away. Judas in particular was angry,
almost rebellious. Jesus left everyone and went into the hills, to
pray I suspect.”

“As I watched Him go, I was reminded of the
time I was with John the Baptist and Jesus had come for baptism.
Immediately afterwards He had gone into the desert, and His
determination at leaving us was similar to that day of His baptism
also. Anyway, it was in the middle watch, a few hours before dawn.
We had taken turns at rowing as the wind was against us. Simon was
steering and the little lamp on the mast had almost gone out. The
waves were quite big, and now and again one splashed across the bow
making sleep very difficult. Suddenly, someone saw something
approaching us on the surface of the water. It was just a small
light in the distance and some of us though it was just another
boat.”

“As it got closer it was obvious that it
wasn’t a boat. It was glowing as bright as the sun and was in the
shape of a man. Some of the disciples began to scream about a
ghost, a spirit of the sea. It was moving straight towards us,
walking like a man, but on the surface of the water. We were all
terrified, and some of the disciples hid below the edge of the boat
and began to pray. Some of us thought we were going to die and a
few of the men were crying out loudly. Then the figure called to
us. He called Himself the holy name of God, the name spoken to
Moses, ‘I AM.’ We recognized His voice, but not His appearance. It
was Jesus, and He was glowing like a phantom, alight with the glory
of God, the Shekinah glory.”

“Then Simon stood and asked Jesus to call him
to walk on the water to where He was standing on the waves. Jesus
told Simon to come and he stepped over the side and onto the water.
We watched in pure amazement as Simon stood on the rolling water, a
look of fear and wonder in his eyes. Jesus came towards us, and
when Simon took his eyes off Jesus, and took notice of the wind and
waves around him, he began to be afraid and to sink. He cried out
“Lord save me” and immediately Jesus reached out His hand and
caught Him. Jesus asked Simon why he had doubted, and then they
both got into the boat. Immediately the wind died and Jesus stood
there before us.”

“What did you do then John,” Mary asked.

John looked over to where the figure of Jesus
sat back against a tree resting.

“Mary, this is difficult to explain. You’re a
Jewess so you can understand the dilemma. Every man in that boat
was with Jesus when He created fish and fresh bread out of nothing.
Every man was with Him when He ordered us to leave Him and go.
Every man saw Him walking on water. No man can walk on water Mary.
Only God could have such power over nature, only the Creator
Himself. Jesus called Himself ‘I AM’, and when He was standing
before us we did the only appropriate thing to do. We fell down on
our faces and worshipped Him. We who believe in the One True God
fell on our faces and worshipped Him. We had seen Him heal
thousands, seen Him feed thousands, changing their bodies and then
creating food out of the air. We had seen Him walk over the water
shining like the sun. No one hesitated, for we knew we were in the
presence of God, not a prophet or a teacher, not a ghost or angel,
but the Creator in human form. We all know that it is to break the
Law of Moses to worship any God besides the One God, but we all
felt as though it was both our duty, privilege, and the right thing
to do. Jesus accepted our worship.”

Mary felt a single tear roll down her cheek.
She felt a powerful conviction of pure truth erupt in her heart and
rise to the surface where human emotion manifests thought. She
steered past John to the man reclining under the tree and began to
recite the words she had memorized over the past weeks. Her
incredible love was evident.

“Immanuel, God with us. For unto us a child
is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on His
shoulders. And He will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of His
government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on David’s
throne and over His kingdom, establishing and upholding it with
justice and righteousness from that time on and forever.”

“You know the Scriptures Mary?” John asked
her, delighted to hear her quoting Isaiah.

“I have been studying with my friend,” she
replied. “Especially Isaiah the prophet. I have a copy of the
scroll. My friend and I were reading those words when we both saw
something that comes before the names of the child, something my
fiend had always overlooked before. It reads,

'Nevertheless, there will be no gloom for
those who were in distress. In the past he humbles the land of
Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honor
Galilee of the Gentiles, by the way of the sea, along the
Jordan'.

Mary stared at the figure reclining under the
tree. "It is this One who is the child to be born, the one who is
also called Mighty God. But there are so many things which are
confusing and unanswered John. Sometimes Jesus seems to discourage
people to follow Him, as today when He spoke of His body and blood.
Look at the crowd who left. It seems to me He is not interested in
governments and establishing a kingdom.”

“I feel exactly the same Mary. Some, like
Judas are convinced that Jesus needs advice on how to fulfill His
mission. His own brothers tried to give Him that advice, telling
Him not to do anything in secret. I believe that He knows exactly
what He is doing, and that He will reveal and explain everything in
His own time.”

Mary reached into her cloak and drew out the
purse which Abdeel had given her. “Please give this to the Lord. It
is for the group, for whatever they need,” she said. John accepted
the money and the two of them got up to follow Jesus who was
heading north again.

As they drew near to the region of Tyre and
Sidon a Syrophoencian woman, whose daughter was demon possessed,
met them on the road and cried out to Jesus, “Lord, Son of David,
have mercy on me. My daughter is suffering terribly from demon
possession.” It was strange indeed to hear such titles coming from
someone to whom Jesus was a total stranger. The woman followed
them, unwilling to be denied the help she sought.

Jesus did not answer the woman immediately,
and some of the disciples encouraged Him to send her away, for her
persistence was annoying them. Why, they wondered, should a Gentile
woman, a Canaanite - the traditional enemies of Jews - expect to
receive something from Jesus? Mary watched from a distance. For a
moment she feared that Jesus would reject this woman, but in her
heart she suspected that He would test her.

Jesus turned to the woman and said “I was
sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” She looked at Him and then
came and knelt at His feet in an attitude of humility. “Lord, help
me!” she pleaded. Again she used a word and posture which implied
Jesus’ Divinity. Mary could see the woman’s heart laid bare. She
could read the guilt in her voice. This woman was a demon
worshipper and she was responsible for the condition of her little
girl. She was seeking forgiveness for herself as much as healing
for her child. No doubt the priests of her pagan temples had been
impotent to help her, and now her child was a victim of her
sin.

“It is not right to take the children’s bread
and toss it to their dogs”, Jesus said. Mary heard the words, but
sensed in her heart that Jesus was telling this woman what she
expected to hear from a Jewish man. Did she have any understanding
that He was the bread of life offered to the children of Israel?
Had news of His words reached here? In her heart Mary was secretly
urging the woman not to give up. She was not disappointed.

“Yes, Lord,” the woman agreed, “but even the
little dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’
table.”

Mary felt the presence of God in that moment,
a presence that often filled the air when human beings humbled
themselves and claimed in faith the mercy of God. She had called
Him Lord and Master; she had confessed her willingness to accept
any small gift from Him, and in doing so she confessed her belief
that God was willing to help even her, a traditional enemy of His
chosen people. She wanted to eat even the crumbs of Him who was the
bread of heaven. Jesus looked at the woman with joy in His eyes,
moved by the faith that He so often sought to find in His Jewish
people.

“Woman, you have great faith!” He exclaimed.
“You request is granted.”

She thanked Him, hand covering her heart as
she rose. She didn’t need proof; she knew that her child had been
healed from that very hour. And then, as if it had been for this
encounter that they had journeyed this far, Jesus turned and headed
back towards Galilee and the Decapolis.

 


~~~~

 


For weeks they brought him bread and water
and on occasion a small bowl of barley porridge. No one had beaten
him and his ribs had finally healed. The thief next door had been
joined by another of the same ilk, a man foolish enough to try and
rob the purse of a tax collector. Barabbas had also received a
message from outside. One evening near sunset, he had heard his
name called from beside the tiny hole which allowed light and air.
A tiny piece of parchment had fallen through with five words
written for him. He had read it in the dim light and then chewed it
into pieces and swallowed it.

Be strong! Family safe! Shalom

He understood the Roman tactic of softening
him up. He understood it, but it was still difficult to fight
against. Constant pain had been a comfort and ally to his hatred.
He dare not get used to having no pain for fear that he would fall
under its persuasion, for pain could be a powerful persuader of
men. They had given him time to heal, time to get used to the idea
that life without pain was something to cling to. He also knew that
soon they would call for him again and ask questions, and if he
refused to give answers, the pain would begin, just a little at
first as a reminder of what he had experienced, and then more as a
taste of what he would experience. He hoped, and even considered
praying that he would have the courage and determination to stand
on his convictions.

He wondered what his children were doing at
that moment. Thinking of them gave him strength. He missed them,
and his wife. She had sacrificed a lot for the cause of Israel,
even though she didn’t fully agree with the path he had chosen. And
he knew that when he was gone she would try her utmost to keep
their sons from following the same path. She still believed that
God rather than the zealots would change the situation. He had
often heard her argue with her brother, a man who had left his life
to join the group of Essenes near Qumran. He and Barabbas sometimes
spoke a common language regarding the Romans, but they had
different ideas regarding the solution. They were too tolerant in
Barabbas’ opinion, but it was common knowledge that many of the
Essenes who lived in groups outside of the cities were becoming
more influenced by zealot ideals. Perhaps one day they would join
forces against the Romans. Barabbas felt a sense of regret that he
would never live to see that day.

 


~~~~

 


They stayed only one night at Bonna. After
giving the smithy orders to check their horse’s shoes, the two
Romans found a good meal and some spare bunks in the soldier’s
barracks. The next morning they set out towards the mountain passes
to the south. They continued to follow the river along the Rhemus
valley road until they arrived and camped at Bingium. The forest
was old here, the tall trees almost blocking out the sun during the
day. At night, the moon failed to shine through the dense foliage
and there was a distinctive lack of the usual night sounds from
small animals. They ate a light meal beside the comfort and warmth
of their fire, checked their horses, rolled out blankets and lay
down to sleep. Neither suggested they take turns as sentries as
neither of them felt that there was any danger this far from the
border.

Artilius woke to the sound of the horses
whinnying. The fire was still burning, casting golden shadows on
the trees surrounding the small clearing. He sensed danger and
rolled sideways grabbing his sword as he came to his feet. He heard
the thud at the same time as he saw a crouching figure deliver a
blow to Lucius head with a large club. But there was no time to
worry about his friend as he caught the glint of a blade from the
corner of his eye. He dived to the left, rolling across wet grass
and came to his feet to face his assailants. There were three of
them. The man who had bludgeoned Lucius approached him, club in
hand. Both he and the man who had tried to knife him were
relatively short and slight, but at the edge of the clearing stood
a tall figure leaning on a long sword, watching as if he was amused
and bored at the same time.

He spoke to his companions in a strange
dialect, motioning for them to get on with the job. The two circled
Artilius as the taller watched impatiently. Artilius was not
amused. He crouched on the balls of his feet, watching as his
attackers continued to circle him, looking for an opening. The club
bearer lunged at him, swinging wildly at the Roman’s head. Artilius
had anticipated the attack. In training he had been shown how
ineffective a club could be. It could only be swung rather than
plunged, and there was always a moment during which the swinging
arc came to an end that would give a swordsman an opportunity. He
was ready. He ducked as the club swung, rolled forwards into the
man’s legs bringing his blade upwards and into his unprotected
stomach. The blade opened him as he turned with the force of his
swinging club. With wide eyes he fell to the ground clutching his
gaping belly. Artilius was quickly on his feet again and facing the
man who had tried to stick him.

The tall one at the edge of the clearing
yelled. The knife wielder crouched, moving his weight from one foot
to the other, an arrogant smile on his face. His knife was almost
as long as Artilius’ sword and he flicked it from hand to hand as
he watched for a way to catch Artilius off guard. As he turned into
the firelight his features portrayed a man who was no stranger to
battle. He carried many scars including one which had disfigured
his upper lip. His almost toothless grin began to anger Artilius.
The man lunged and withdrew, unwilling to commit his weight forward
after seeing the demise of his friend who was groaning in pain.
Artilius felt hatred rising like bile in his throat, burning like
fire. He stared into the eyes of his attacker and threw his hatred
into those eyes. The laughter left them, the smile evaporated,
replaced by a nervous licking of his lips.

Artilius felt the power going out of his
body. He stared at the man’s eyes imagining them burning within
white hot flames. The man raised his hand to his eyes, a look of
excruciating pain on his face as he released a scream. Artilius
turned full circle, his sword arm outstretched, guided by an
instinct not his own. It hit his assailant full in the throat,
brushing aside his arms and removing his head from his body. He
fell like a rag doll to the ground. Artilius turned towards the
warrior who watched him from beyond the fire. His hair was long and
yellow, almost golden in the firelight and tied in a braid. There
were strange markings tattooed on his face and arms. He continued
to lean on his sword in a casual manner as if bored by the entire
proceedings.

Artilius felt a raging torrent within
himself, an anger so powerful it felt as though it may explode. He
sensed that he was becoming bigger, growing taller and stronger
with every passing second. He stared at the warrior and threw a
bolt of hatred towards him. The other lifted his head and returned
the gaze. His eyes met Artilius, hatred meeting hatred. His lips
curled back in a sneer as he hefted his sword into the air holding
it above his head two-handed. His eyes began to glow with an opaque
luminosity, and within his throat came a growl that was not human.
Artilius felt fear. This creature before him was something other
than a mere human.

The warrior lowered his sword and held it in
one hand, holding his hands out in a gesture of invitation. His
head moved slowly from side to side like a man who is stretching
his neck after sleeping the wrong way. He stepped over the prone
body of Lucius and stopped before his groaning companion. Reaching
down with his free hand he hefted the man off the ground. The
club-bearer was holding his innards, his arms a mess of blood and
dark coloured ooze, his face a pale white. The warrior lifted him
one-handed, displaying incredible strength while the other
screamed. He lowered his sword arm until the tip rested under the
man’s chin, and then dropped him, impaling him upon the blade.

He was so intent on his task that he failed
to hear Lucius stagger to his feet behind him, sword in hand. At
the same moment the club-bearer ceased to scream, Lucius’ sword was
thrust into the warrior’s lower back. The warrior was temporarily
unarmed as his sword was laden with the body of the club-bearer.
Artilius lunged forward to assist and brought a chopping blow down
upon the man’s neck as he was turning to attack Lucius. The warrior
screamed in anger and slashed out with his freed sword almost
scalping Lucius as the Roman fell backwards onto the edge of the
fire. The sword continued its path as the warrior turned, but
Artilius had anticipated the move and brought himself close against
the warrior’s body. At this range the long sword was all but
useless.

Artilius grabbed the warrior’s sword arm as
the man turned towards him. Their eyes met as they struggled in a
deathly embrace. The warrior ripped his arm free, dropped his long
sword, and pulled a dagger from his belt, but he was too late in
changing weapons. Artilius short blade was designed for close
fighting and quickly found its way between the other’s ribs and
into his heart. He stared at Artilius, eyes glowing with unnatural
power, and smiled. With his left arm he found Artilius throat and
threw him backwards as though he was a child. Artilius hit the
ground weaponless; his sword was still protruding from the
warrior’s chest. The man stood and drew Artilius sword out of his
heart and tossed it to the ground. His eyes were beginning to fade,
as the power within him dissipated. Lucius approached him again
from the side, preparing to deliver a final blow, but the warrior
turned towards him and held out his arm to stop the Roman. Lucius
stopped. The man sank to his knees and lifting his hands to the sky
spoke in a strange tongue. Then he smiled, fell forward and
died.

 



Chapter Thirteen

 


Raisa had lived in or near Jerusalem most of
her life. She was the only daughter of Jewish socialites, pretty,
intelligent, and raised to believe in the boundaries of class. She
had never known hunger or hardship, and like all Jewish girls, rich
or poor, she had learned the arts of weaving and spinning at a
tender age. Her father was a merchant of high standing with
connections to many of the most powerful men in Jewish political
circles. He was a man in love with his own importance who saw his
daughter as a stepping stone in a political game.

Her father sought the trade of the rich and
powerful, and the door which opened to such status was a potent
mixture of religion and politics. Her marriage to the right man
would ensure a family tie to political influence among the
Pharisees and Sadducees, and even influence in the Sanhedrin
council itself. Raisa had known from an early age that she would
have no say in the choosing of her husband. When she was only
thirteen her father began to negotiate with various men, and at
fourteen she was betrothed to an outspoken and overweight man of
thirty five years who was steadily climbing the ladder of political
power.

She never saw Eleazar before the betrothal
ceremony, and he almost spat the words of the ketubah, “behold you
are consecrated to me.” She learned later that the usual
bride-price or mohar had been a form of exchange. It was usual for
the groom to offer a substantial amount to the girl’s parents as
compensation for the loss of her work in the family, but instead,
Eleazar had demanded a substantial amount of money to be paid to
him in exchange for the political connections his standing among
the Pharisees afforded her father. Before the wedding her father
had lectured her on the importance of this marriage to the welfare
of her greater family, and warned her not to give her husband any
excuse for divorce.

She had two servants, one who had become a
close friend and confidante, but her life had become drudgery. She
was little more than a slave, albeit a prized slave, and one who
was brought out on occasions to be paraded as Eleazar’s prize. He
was an intolerant and impatient bully who thought nothing of
striking her for the tiniest infringement. She lived under the
constant threat of divorce, and in the full knowledge that if her
husband threw her out, she would have little chance of finding a
man who would take her in.

Eleazar often entertained others of the
council in their home and she would dress as she was instructed.
Eleazar was a walking contradiction. He tithed everything in the
house, but when it came to her he wanted other men to covet her, he
wanted others to want what only he could have. He would order her
to serve the guests as they reclined in the main room, and he would
get a strange satisfaction of watching as other men leered hungrily
at his wife.

Raisa longed for love. She dreamed to be held
by a man who saw her as a treasure to be cherished, she longed for
the touch of real love. After five years of marriage she felt as if
her spirit was all but broken. It was at that time that her
fantasies about love began to take human form. She had often
noticed him watching her while she served meals to the council
members who came to discuss matters of religious interest.

Tobias was a ruggedly handsome man with a
short-cropped beard rather than the customary unshaved look of
other Pharisees. He was an influential person with a gift for
scholarly pursuits, especially within the area of law. Eleazar
tolerated and propagated his presence because he had the ear of
Gamaliel, one of the most respected members of the Sanhedrin, the
council of seventy one who decided matters of law and justice.

She well remembered the first time that she
recognized his interest in her. She was standing dutifully behind
her husband as he reclined and Tobias was lying opposite. She was
used to men watching her; however, there was a longing in Tobias’
eyes that stirred a longing within her. At first she had lowered
her eyes, as was proper for a wife, but after a time she had dared
to hold his gaze just for a second or two. At nights, as Eleazar
lay near her, unconscious from excessive wine and snoring like a
bloated boar, she would remember those eyes.

One day Tobias arrived with documents for
Eleazar while he was not at home. The servants had brought him into
the house and she had gone in to serve him wine and refreshments as
the custom dictated. She had never been in a room alone with him
and she feared she may betray her feelings, that he may somehow
discover her private thoughts, thoughts that she knew she had no
right to have. Her heart was pounding in her chest as she lowered a
tray onto the table before him. He was sitting, rather than
reclining, as this was not a formal meal. He asked Raisa to sit and
speak with him, an unusual request for a man alone. She was
terrified to look into his eyes, terrified of what she might find
there. Often at nights she had fantasized about an occasion just
like this; her husband being away and Tobias alone with her, but
the reality was something altogether different.

She sat, hands resting in her lap, eyes
lowered. He reached out his hand to offer her some documents in a
small leather satchel he had been carrying. She had never heard him
speak her name, and when he did something in her changed. All of
her life she had been taunted by father and brothers, and even her
mother had commented that they had named her well. Raisa, the rose.
Beautiful as a flower, but be careful of the thorns. The very fact
of being told she had a thorny heart had planted thorns there, had
planted a bitterness for life.

“Raisa, would you be so kind as to give these
documents to Eleazar?”

She was stunned for a moment and feeling like
a fool. She never realized how beautiful her name could sound.

“Raisa, are you listening to me?”

She looked up. She had heard those exact
words a thousand times before, but always with the hiss of a snake.
Tobias said them as a plea and they touched her like a caress.

“Yes of course…I am sorry…my mind was far
away,” she managed to say.

As she reached out for the satchel their
hands touched for the briefest of moments on the handle at the top.
She felt a tingle of passion stir within her, a feeling she quickly
squashed. He didn’t let go of the bag and then reached out and
covered her hand with his own.

“These are important documents Raisa, but I
am sure you are as responsible as you are beautiful,” he said as he
slowly released her.

And there it was, a subtle appeal, an
admission of his interest in her. She dared to look into his eyes
and held his gaze for a few seconds. Was it only lust she saw
there, or was there something more, a warmth, a longing, a seed of
love which could find no fertile ground to grow?

“I will see that he receives the satchel as
soon as he returns home,” she said as she rose.

She regretted her action as soon as she had
done it. Some instinct within her had forced her to stand and
dismiss this man before she gave him the incentive he was seeking.
She was a married woman, desperately unhappy, but married
nonetheless.

“Thank you Raisa,” he said, rising also.
“Thank you for allowing me into your home and the pleasure of your
company. Shalom.”

Raisa bowed slightly then turned and left the
room as the younger servant girl followed Tobias to the door and
let him out. Raisa left the satchel on the table and went into her
private chamber to be alone. Never in her life had she felt such a
mixture of conflicting emotions. Tobias was a powerful man. Was he
trying to seduce her, she, a married woman? Had she given him the
impression that she could be anything less than completely faithful
to her husband and the Law of God? If he couldn’t have what he
wanted, would he accuse her of flirting with him, of trying to
seduce him?

There was so much she didn’t know about this
man. And there were other emotions which she knew she was forbidden
to entertain. Had she seen love in his eyes or lust, or was it pity
for her? He knew her husband, knew the arrogant man that Eleazar
was. Perhaps Tobias simply saw her as a pretty woman in an unhappy
political marriage. But no. He called her beautiful and
responsible, and the way he said her name meant much more than
pity.

Raisa felt a strange mixture of terror and
pleasure. She was terrified of the consequences of her thoughts and
the fact that she had returned his gaze. She felt pleasure at the
thought of the possibility that she could have been more than a
political prize, she could have been a woman loved, loved in the
way Solomon had expressed in the Scriptures. And then she mentally
chastised herself for her foolish thoughts. She was a married woman
simply and finally, and here she was thinking as though Tobias had
proposed to her as a single marriage prospect. She took control of
her thoughts, crushing them beneath a pile of grim realities and
went to her loom to work.

 


~~~~

 


They awoke somewhat bruised from the attack
the previous evening. Neither had spoken much about what had
happened. They had dragged the bodies away from the camp, leaving
them unburied for the wolves, and returned to sleep, this time with
one of them keeping watch. The lump on Lucius head had all but
disappeared; he was counting himself lucky to have escaped the blow
from the club without a broken skull. They ate a breakfast of bread
and cheese, packed and prepared to ride towards Danuvius. Artilius
strolled to the site of the dead bodies to examine them in the
light of day. There was nothing remarkable about the first two to
die, but the tall warrior was different indeed. His face was
youthful, unlike the hardened faces of his fallen companions. Last
night he had looked like a hardened warrior, eyes glowing, and lips
sneered into an almost animal growl. But what lay before Artilius
was a young man of no more than twenty two, a soft face with an
almost serene expression. The transformation could be partly due to
seeing him in firelight, but Artilius knew instinctively that what
he had killed last night was not exactly what was lying here.

He turned, mounted his horse and joined
Lucius. At Danuvius they crossed the river at a ford which was
barely to their horse’s knees, and started their journey on the
Claudia Augusta, the new road that led through the mountains, along
the Lech River finishing at Venezia on the coast. It would take
about three weeks, at a reasonable pace, a week of magnificent
mountains, beautiful golden valleys, crystal blue lakes and quaint
villages. The people were renowned for their hospitality. They had
been Roman for decades and had embraced the empire better than
most. Artilius was looking forward to the rich beer that was so
plentiful in the region, but at that moment his mind was not on
beer.

“So…Lucius. In the name of the gods, what was
that last night? That was no ordinary man that tried to take our
heads off, so what was it?”

Lucius was quiet, had been all morning. He
glanced at his companion and then back at the road.

“What do you think it was?”

“Why do you always answer a question with a
question Lucius? What do I think? If I knew what I thought I
wouldn’t be asking you,” he replied getting agitated. “What I do
know is that people don’t have eyes that glow in the dark. When
that thing looked at me I felt like he was staring into my soul,
and when he threw me he had the strength of ten men. And what about
that smile? At the moment he was about to die his eyes stopped
glowing and he smiled; it was as if he was pleased to be dying. I
took a look at the bodies before we left. Last night that warrior
had the appearance of a forty year-old veteran, and this morning he
looks like a dead man of no more than twenty. His face looks
serene, at peace, as if he has been released.”

“Yes,” replied Lucius, “I agree with you. He
seemed to be pleased to be dying. I have never seen such a thing. I
don’t know the answer to your questions Artilius. But I am more
interested in why they were attacking us. We aren’t carrying
anything of value, so why risk your life just to kill a couple of
Romans?”

“I too have wondered about that. Perhaps they
are people from beyond the Rhemus; enemies of Rome. But here is
another question for you Lucius. You once told me that Mithras is
the prince of daemons. That creature last night was not completely
human; unless I am mistaken there was a daemon inside him. So… if
Mithras is the prince of daemons, why is a man with a daemon trying
to kill me…to kill us…are we not serving the same god?”

“We are still alive Artilius…he is dead. What
does that tell you? I agree that he had unnatural power. Perhaps he
was trying to kill us against the will of his master and Mithras
saved us.”

Artilius rubbed his chin as he thought about
what Lucius was suggesting. “So he had a daemon of less power, he
disobeyed that daemon and ultimately disobeyed the prince of
daemons and paid the penalty? If that is true Lucius, then he was
glad to be free from the binds of his master. Lucius, tell me. When
were you initiated in the ranks of Mithras?”

“Me!” Lucius replied startled. “I am still an
initiate Artilius; I am on my way to be initiated just as you
are.”

“But I thought…”

“You thought wrong then,” Lucius interrupted.
“I finished my testing weeks before you, but they never send an
initiate alone in case something happens to him on the way and he
shares secrets of the testing. Hush now, we have company.”

Approaching them was a small covered wagon
drawn by a chestnut gelding. It was being driven by an old man,
hooded and stooped, and was laden with all manner of goods.

“Greetings travelers,” he said as the two
Romans moved their horses to the side of the road.

“Greetings old man,” replied Artilius. “You
are a brave man to be traveling this road alone with so much
merchandise.”

The old man removed his hood, revealing a
full head of long gray hair. He smiled mischievously at Artilius
and replied, “What makes you think I am alone young soldier? The
trees have eyes and ears. My companion hunts and will join me
shortly.”

“Farewell then”, said Lucius reining his
horse around.

The old man ignored Lucius and gazed as
Artilius. “Things are not always as they appear young soldier. It
is wise sometimes not to trust the eyes.”

As he spoke his left hand slowly slid the
sleeve of his cloak up as he seemed to be scratching an itch. On
the bronzed skin of his outer right arm was a tattoo, a Roman
military insignia. Artilius noticed the mark and offered a
salute.

“You are no stranger to battle I see. A
veteran no less,” remarked Artilius pointing to the tattoo.

“I have seen a battle or two young soldier, I
have been tested and lived to tell the tale.” he replied with a
glint in his old eyes. As he spoke he let his arm turn over,
revealing a small round brand on the white flesh. Within the circle
was a symbol of the Unconquered Sun. Lucius, who had been listening
casually to the exchange, caught the old man’s eyes and nodded his
recognition of the brand.

“The tests never end young man,” he said, as
he looked intently into Lucius eyes, and then his face relaxed as
he addressed Artilius. “I thank you for the warning, but you need
not to be concerned. I do not travel this land alone. I bid you
farewell. May the god be with you.” he said as he flicked the
reigns on the gelding’s rump.

“You didn’t notice it did you?” Lucius asked
as they resumed their journey.

“Are you speaking of his insignia? Of course
I noticed it.”

“No Artilius,” said the other with a sigh,
“you didn’t notice the small brand that he showed us on the under
side of his arm, the small round symbol of the Unconquered
Sun.”

“I saw nothing of consequence Lucius.”

The younger soldier stopped his horse and
wheeled around to face Artilius.

“Sometimes you are too damned arrogant and
because of it you miss the signs in front of you, you miss the
answers to your questions. Put your pride away for a while and you
might learn something. The old man was a soldier yes, but he was
also a disciple of Mithras. He casually turned his arm over to see
if we would recognize it.”

Artilius lowered his eyes, feigning
humility.

“So…your nodding head was not to him as a
soldier. And his statement that the tests never end was some kind
of prophecy. Are you saying that he knew we were initiates?

Lucius voice softened. “Yes he knew, and he
knew what happened last night. Artilius…Mithras is not some human
idea, and the power we have experienced has never been our own.
Sometimes I think you forget that. We only borrow his power until
we are initiated. If Mithras is the most powerful god then he does
what he wants. Last night we were tested again, not by a wolf or
some other animal, but by something far more dangerous.”

“You are wise brother,” Artilius admitted
offering his arm. “I have much to learn. But tell me. Do you doubt
that he is the most powerful god?”

Lucius looked up at the light filtering
through the trees and spoke solemnly. “I want to know truth
Artilius. For some reason the truth of life seems to be hiding from
me. I feel this emptiness within and whatever it takes, I will not
stop searching until it is satisfied. If Mithras is the embodiment
of truth, the ‘logos’ which the Greeks spoke of, then I know that
after the initiation I will know truth.”

“And if not?”

Lucius looked at Artilius with resignation.
“If not, then I will continue to search. I believe that all of the
answers to life are hidden behind the veil that is death. In the
instant of death a man learns the truth about life, and the mystery
is gone as he enters the afterlife. It is strange. We spend our
lives seeking the truth about life after death, seeking for the
answers, and yet we believe that the moment we die those mysteries
will be revealed. Then we fight like demons to stay alive and send
others to their deaths as we did last night. In death our enemy
finds truth, in killing him he is enlightened and receives that
which we seek. He sees the light, while we remain in darkness. How
very strange life is.”

“Do you fear death Lucius?”

“I fear dying in ignorance,” he replied
instantly. “My instinct tells me that there is a truth I must find
before I leave this life, and that those who don’t bother to seek
it, will regret their inaction.”

“And what of the underworld, of Orcas and
Pluto? Do you fear that they may be waiting for you?

“We have both seen men die Artilius; seen
them scream in fear at what they saw as the breath of life left
their bodies. Yes, I believe that the underworld awaits, but I
believe that it waits for those who do not treasure truth. Hell is
that place where the gods destroy the refuse of the world.”

They rode out of the forest into a beautiful
valley, framed by mountains. That night they stayed at an inn in a
large village, drinking beer and eating roasted venison with dark
colored bread. They were thankful to get a good night’s sleep
without the need of setting a watch. Over the next few days they
road south through the mountains. The scenery was breath-taking,
white capped monoliths rising up into the clouds. The signs of the
coming autumn were everywhere. Golden trees lined crystal blue
lakes and the banks of the rivers, and small birds spent their time
eating frantically as they prepared for colder weather. As they
passed through the mountains into open country Artilius began to
sense that the weather was becoming warmer as he rode towards his
homeland. He was looking forward to seeing family again, if only
for a few days of drinking old wine with seasoned cheese.

Eventually they came to the crossroads at
Tridentum in the province of Venetia. One road lead to the coast
and the east, and the other, through the centre of the country
towards Roma. Strings of slaves bound with shackles passed them on
their way to the markets of Roma. These days common country-bound
slaves fetched as much as two denari, as new slaves were in short
supply. City slaves, those with education or cultural skills, could
only be purchased for up to twenty denari, depending on the level
of those skills. They continued towards Venetia and through
Cispadane Gaul to Florentia where they stopped for supplies and
reported to the local garrison. Everywhere throughout the region
people were busy bringing in the final crops and storing food in
barns and storehouses. Wagons loaded with various produce traveled
towards the Roman capital, hoping for higher prices in the markets
there.

Three days later they came to the outskirts
of Roma, the city that was the pride of every true Roman. The roads
were lined with merchants and traders selling everything from
eastern spice to human flesh. Carts of prisoners in wagons drawn by
oxen moved slowly towards the slave markets, their angry eyes
staring at the more fortunate levels of humanity who lived in
relative freedom. Prisoners of war, who had surrendered to the
Roman armies, were often sold to the gladiator schools on the
outskirts of the great city. Here they could have the chance to
regain their honour, and for the skilled few who survived, the
possibility of fame, freedom, and fortune.

Lucius and Artilius moved through the western
part of the city towards the common garrison. The Praetorian Castra
in the eastern sector was being loosely guarded by a legion camped
not far from the fort. In the past year the Praetorians had come
under much suspicion from the Emperor Tiberius, who had recently
executed their prefect Sejanus. Rumor had it that Sejanus had
played a part in the murder of the emperor’s son and heir Drusus.
Sejanus’ relationship with Drusus’ wife Livilla was also under
suspicion, but it was Sejanus’ obvious ambition to place himself on
the throne, that had led to his ultimate downfall. In his years as
the prefect of the Praetorian Guard he had made the elite soldiers
a political force in Rome. With Tiberius spending all of his time
on Capri, Sejanus was virtually ruling the empire as a proxy
emperor, a situation which appealed to his arrogance.

Now Sejanus and his family were dead, victims
of the prefect’s schemes and an increasingly paranoid Tiberius. The
legion was there to ensure that the new prefect Macro, and the
powerful guard he controlled, were faithful to the emperor.
Throughout Roma, anyone who had aligned themselves too closely to
the rising star of Sejanus, now found that they were under
suspicion and threatened by execution. Macro was zealous to prove
that he was loyal to Tiberius so he hunted Sejanus political allies
ruthlessly. Word on the street was that Sejanus’ daughter Junilla
had been executed just a day before Artilius and Lucius arrived. As
a virgin, she could not undergo capital punishment under Roman law.
In his enthusiasm to please his emperor, Macro had her raped
moments before she was hung, destroying her virtue in order to take
her innocent life.

The soldiers arrived at the southern
garrison, reported to the commander and found bunks. The next day
they were given new orders. They had two months to report to the
docks in Misenum, a military port south of the capital. Here they
would board a ship bound for Caesarea via Alexandria. After recent
riots in the Judean Province, soldiers with military training were
needed to swell the Roman presence in the region. Artilius and
Lucius parted company, one to his father’s estates, and the other
to find some sleep.

~~~~

 


Jesus led the group along the East of
Galilee, a remote and hilly region. They camped near the sea and a
large crowd of people gathered. Some walked, some rode on donkeys
and others were dragged on carts. Still, many more arrived by boat
from various towns along the shores of Galilee. For three days they
stayed in this place. The crowd grew to ten thousand souls
including women and children. With little rest during those three
days Jesus moved throughout the crowd healing all of their sick,
crippled, blind, dumb and diseased. At nights He would walk deeper
into the hills to pray, returning hours later to catch a little
sleep.

Simon and his brothers caught fish and Mary
found that she was beginning to lose her appetite for her favourite
Galilean delicacy. There was little vegetation here and the meager
supplies that people had brought with them soon began to run out.
Mothers fed children and people shared what little they had, but
there was such an atmosphere of sheer joy everywhere that for the
first two days eating seemed like an unimportant task.

Throughout the days and long into the nights
people danced, sang psalms of praise, laughed and prayed. Mary was
completely overwhelmed. Never had she laughed and cried so much.
One evening after sunset, as she was cooking fish, a man came near
to the fire. He almost stepped into the flames as his attention was
focused entirely on the night sky and the moon’s silver path upon
the calm waters of Galilee.

“Careful where you step friend,” Mary
cautioned as she rose and led the man around the fire. He continued
to gaze up at the stars as if he was still unaware of Mary’s
presence. He was in his late sixties, a small man with a balding
head and straggling beard which looked as if it had seldom been
trimmed in recent times. He took Mary’s arm in a way that betrayed
he was used to this form of human contact. Holding her arm linked
within his own he gestured towards the stars. “They are so
beautiful”, he said. There were tears in his eyes and a look of
sheer wonder on his face.

“All of my life I stared into blackness,
never seeing a point of light. I would strain to see, but there was
nothing, even my dreams were black. I would hear the sound of sheep
and horses and had no idea what they looked like. I longed to see
the faces of children, to look upon the different things I could
smell and touch, and to know what I was eating.”

Mary stood in silence watching the tears
touch the corners of his mouth. He was smiling.

“I used to spend much of my time with the
scribes,” he continued. “They would often read the Scriptures out
loud as they were copying the manuscripts. I loved the sound of the
words, but I knew in my heart that there was some marvel that I
didn’t know. I loved the psalms of David, but until now I had no
idea what he meant when he wrote, ‘when I consider your heavens,
the work of your fingers, the moon and stars, which you have set in
place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that
you care for him’. My good friend tried to explain that the stars
were like pin holes in the blackness. Now I understand.”

He turned to look at Mary. “Forgive me for
not introducing myself. I am Judah, son of Benjamin. Born blind
into a wealthy family. And what is your name?”

“I am Mary of Magdalene, a disciple of
Jesus.”

“Do you know the Scriptures Mary; do you know
the story of Job?”

“I don’t know it well Judah,” she replied,
“but I do study the prophets, especially Isaiah.”

“All of my life I have read the story of the
great sufferer who was tested by God, and I have held onto a hope.
Today my hope and faith in the Almighty was fulfilled beyond my
imagination; today my favourite Scripture has come to be. Everyone
believed that Job’s suffering was a punishment from God and he bore
that pain alongside the loss of his children and property. I
understand what it is like to hear the whispers of the
self-righteous questioning the actions of my parents that God would
curse them with a blind child. One day as my friend read to me, the
Lord spoke out of His word and into my heart. I have held onto His
promise for forty years and today He kept His word.”

“What was the Scripture Judah, please tell
me.”

And then the old man turned and pointed in
the direction of Jesus who was returning from prayer and walking
towards a group of His disciples who were huddled around a
fire.

“Job said these words, and the Almighty
promised them to me,” he began, his voice shaking with emotion.

 


'I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in
the end He will stand upon the earth. And after my skin has been
destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God. I will see Him with my
own eyes – I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me.'

 


“I had heard those words many times and held
onto a hope that after this life is over, I would see God. But when
the Spirit of the Lord spoke to me, I knew that I would see God
walk upon the earth and that my dead eyes would behold His glory.
There, over there He stands upon the earth. My Redeemer lives, in
my flesh I have seen God.”

Mary felt the presence of the Almighty as the
old man spoke, that unseen witness which speaks into the hearts of
those with ears to hear. She held Judah’s arm tightly and began to
quote the words which had raced into her mind as clearly as if she
was reading them off a page.

 


“The people walking in darkness have seen a
great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a
light has dawned.”

 


“You quote the prophet Mary,” Judah said,
recognizing Isaiah’s words. “Isaiah speaks of the Root of Jesse
coming to judge this world, a mighty warrior, and he speaks of the
suffering servant. Which of these is He, the one who sits near the
fire?”

“Perhaps He is both,” Mary ventured. “But for
me He is both Saviour and Lord, the one who saved me from
myself.”

“You love Him deeply,” Judah observed, “but
not in the way that men and women usually love.”

“No one could love Him in that way after
knowing Him,” Mary replied. “He cannot be owned by one, joined to
one. He is not a mere man that He should marry and bear children,
indeed, if He is the suffering servant that Isaiah speaks of, then
He has no descendants, no natural children. I do not understand
exactly what He is, but in my heart I know who He is. I am sorry if
that sounds like the foolishness of an uneducated woman.”

Judah turned Mary towards him. “Follow your
heart then Mary of Magdala, for your heart sees the truth. I am
returning to my friends to search the scriptures, for there is a
great desire in me to read for myself and to see the wonders of
creation with my own eyes. It has been a joy to speak with you Mary
of Magdalene. I sense you are a truly blessed woman.”

His hand touched her cheek as he turned to
leave and almost stepped back into the fire which was quickly
destroying what was left of the fish.

“I think I have ruined your meal Mary,” he
chuckled. “Shalom.”

 



Chapter Fourteen

 


Tobias arrived at the house again two days
later, once again claiming to be the bearer of documents. Raisa had
put his first visit out of her mind, convincing herself that she
had read the situation wrongly. She had spoken confidentially to
her dearest friend, her eldest servant Taliya. The girl, whose name
meant daughter of Baal, had formerly served as a temple prostitute
in the city of Corinth. Eleazar had purchased her through the
connection of a friend and she spent much of her time trying to
avoid him.

Taliya knew men. She had told her mistress
that she believed the young Pharisee was in love with her, or at
the very least wanted her. Raisa had giggled like a teenager and
then reality had caused her to dismiss the dangerous ideas. But now
he had returned, and with the knowledge that her husband was not at
home. Could he not have left the documents at the temple
administration buildings? She sent Taliya to make her guest
comfortable, and for reasons she would later question, raced to her
private room to change into one of the garments that Eleazar found
most attractive. She dismissed Taliya as she entered the room.

“My apologies for keeping you waiting Tobias,
but I was not expecting guests and had duties to attend to. Oh…and
I have just realized that I should run and change as my gown is
somewhat inappropriate,” she ventured, making as if she would
hasten from the room.

“No, please don’t bother yourself on my
account,” replied Tobias, staring intently as Raisa made the best
possible use of the light behind her to show the contours of her
body. “I believe I have seen you in this gown before, but never in
daylight.”

“I am amazed that you would remember such a
trivial thing,” suggested Raisa, looking at the floor as if
embarrassed, and feeling an intense thrill of sensual tension at
the dangerous flirtation she and Tobias were engaging in. She moved
slowly towards a seat, keeping herself framed in the light behind
her and noticing how much the young Pharisee was enjoying her
display. She felt suddenly powerful, and at the same time as if the
excitement of his attention would cause her to fall.

She sat opposite Tobias and began to pour
watered wine into small cups which sat on the table between
them.

“I came to deliver some documents to Eleazar
for him to sign, but I see he is still away. They are quite urgent
really, divorce certificates which need the signature of at least
one member of the lower council.”

“Is there no one else who can sign them,
Tobias, if they are so urgent?”

“Yes of course, there are many who could bear
witness. I suppose you have caught me out Raisa. I must admit that
I enjoyed your company and hoped to see you again. I will be able
to get another signatory when I return to the temple.”

“Is arranging divorce one of your duties
Tobias? It must be a very unpleasant business,” she said, probing
him for more and deliberately ignoring the compliment. The hours
she had been forced to act out the dutiful wife, to be shown off
like a prized animal had left her angry and later broken, but this
encounter was incredibly exhilarating. She felt like the cat with a
mouse, and yet, a warning sounded in her head that perhaps she was
the real prey here.

“Many of my colleagues divorce their wives as
you know Raisa,” he began to explain. “People marry for the wrong
reasons, or something happens within the marriage.”

“It is always the women who suffer though
don’t you think?” she asked.

“Unfortunately that is one of the realities
of the times we live in Raisa. But it isn’t always the case.
Sometimes if a woman is divorced from a difficult marriage she
finds a man who really loves and cherishes her. I know of such a
case where one of the high council divorced his wife and a Pharisee
from the administration council married her. They are very happy
together.”

“But most women are put out of their homes
and onto the street Tobias, left with nowhere to go. The threat of
such a life makes marriage almost unbearable for many women.”

It was somewhat incredible to be having this
conversation. Their only contact had been the touch of his hand a
few days earlier, but it seemed to Raisa that, unless she was
mistaken, there was an offer hidden in his words. She stood and
moved around the table towards the door she had entered, giving her
admirer the opportunity to watch her from his seat.

“A married woman has many duties to perform
Tobias and I must return to mine,” she said turning towards him,
and standing where he would have to come very close to pass her.
She wasn’t sure why she was dismissing him. Perhaps it was a
feeling that she was being pushed too fast in a direction which
could lead to her ultimate destruction, or perhaps it was because
she wanted to be in control. Tobias stood to leave, and as he began
to brush past her, he took her hand, and lifting it to his lips
kissed her fingers.

“My apologies for interrupting your duties
Raisa,” he said with a slight smile on his lips. “Thank you for
your company again, and I pray my visit was not too uncomfortable
for you.”

“My door is always open Tobias, feel free to
call again.”

She turned and left him standing and staring
at her gown flowing around her legs. She knew she was expected to
speak of the home as ‘my husband’s house’ but she had deliberately
said ‘my door’ as she felt a reckless urge to step over a forbidden
line. She ran away to her room and threw herself on her bed. She
felt a feeling of ecstasy flood through her at the memory of his
lips on her fingers. She had never felt such a sensation before.
There had only been Eleazar’s rough hands, sweaty and lustful,
always taking pleasure selfishly whenever he came to her room to
satisfy himself. She had never been kissed gently, and that small
but powerful gesture had changed her world forever.

Taliya knocked at the door and entered, a
devilish grin on her face.

“You were listening weren’t you,” laughed
Raisa as she rolled over onto her stomach. “You heard
everything.”

Taliya swayed her hips and stepped purposely
in front of the light coming through the high window. “My door is
always open Tobias, feel free to call again,” she purred, copying
the voice of her master and friend, and showing that she knew Raisa
had used the light for all it was worth.

“He wants you mistress,” she stated, “he is
after you.”

“Do you really think so Taliya? I wondered if
he was just playing with me, but then why would he visit twice in
three days.”

“It’s only two days mistress, and his speech
about young Pharisees marrying divorced women sounded like a
promise to me. And why not! Look at you. You’re young and beautiful
and he was absolutely spellbound by your performance.”

“Performance, what performance?” giggled
Raisa, pleading her innocence.

“Mistress Raisa, even from behind you,
without the benefit of the window light, you looked like a goddess
today. Even the women of my old profession would be jealous of the
way that man stared at you licking his lips.”

“Taliya!” she scolded mockingly, “I am a
married woman.”

“Married to a pig who can’t keep his hands
off me when he has a woman like you,” Taliya spat out vehemently.
“Give the grunting fool good reason to divorce you, and after some
time has passed, marry your not so secret admirer. But take it
slowly mistress. Give him a taste only. Don’t give him everything
he wants until you have what you want.”

“Taliya! Stop it.” She was serious this time.
“This is a dangerous game Taliya. My husband may be a pig and a
fool, but he is a powerful pig. Tobias may want me, but I don’t
want just another man’s lust, I want to be loved. And don’t forget
that I am a Jewess. There is the Law of Moses to consider.”

“A law written by men and for men. At least
in my religion women have some power. Your religion needs a goddess
or two mistress. But Tobias is about more than mere lust Raisa. He
used the word cherish when he described that marriage. And the way
he kissed your hand was more than lust,” insisted Taliya. “But you
are right. This is a dangerous business.”

They hugged, something they never did in
front of others as their friendship would have been considered
inappropriate in Eleazar’s circles. Servants were servants, never
friends. That night Raisa dreamt of being held in the arms of a
loving man, a loving embrace, but the dream became a nightmare
which ended as the door burst open and a red-bearded devil crashed
into the room and dragged her by her hair and onto the dusty
street.

 


~~~~

 


They met by chance on the Appian Way about
ten miles short of their destination. Artilius had stopped to buy
late season figs, a delicacy he had missed in the North. Lucius
found him standing beside his mount stuffing the fruit into his
mouth.

“Still feeding your face brother”, commented
Lucius laughing and offering a friendly salute as he dismounted.
Artilius took his arm and offered him a fig.

“They are good, if not a little over-ripe,”
he said handing Lucius the fruit. Artilius pulled his cloak around
his shoulders. “The weather has turned cold since we last met my
friend; winter will soon be upon us.”

They rode together through the province of
Campania on the well used road enjoying the last day of their
official leave. Large wagons loaded with pink sand trundled down
the road from Puteoli on route to Roma. The sand would be mixed
with lime, various aggregates, and water to make concrete.
Prisoners and slaves peered through the iron bars of cages mounted
on ox-drawn wagons, on their way to be shackled within the hold of
a warship. Prisoners and slaves provided the power that drove the
ships, dragging the long oars through the water stroke after
endless stroke.

As they approached the natural harbor that
was Port Misenum they stopped on a rise which afforded them a view
of the small peninsula with its solitary hill reaching out to the
sea. A small garrison was housed there as a lookout, however, one
could be forgiven for thinking it was totally unnecessary in view
of the number of warships dotted over the aqua blue bay. Gone were
the colossal vessels which had gained Rome total control of the
Great Sea. Now, only small fast ships remained, used mostly to
guard precious convoys of merchants from the many pirates who dared
to attack. Although Misenum had been used mostly as a military
port, a fair number of merchant ships loaded here. To the left of
the port were rows of barracks, some for the marines who were
stationed on warships, but mostly for the hundreds of rowers who
were condemned to the galleys for years.

They left their mounts at the garrison
stables on the western end of the bay and walked along the crowded
and busy dock. Everywhere were wagons and carts being loaded and
unloaded. Slaves hefted large bags of grains, casks of wine and
whatever else was being transferred from ship to shore or visa
versa. They were assigned to a small grain ship. They would
officially be on duty as marines throughout the journey and
expected to fight if boarded. The fact that they would be part of a
twelve ship convey with two small and well armed warships in front
and rear, made the likelihood of an attack minimal. The captain
gave them a curt nod as they stepped off the gangway and motioned
for them to find a place to sit near the stern, a place they would
be out from under the feet of those who manned the two sails which
powered the vessel. Only twenty oarsmen sat chained to benches
below. They were used mostly to maneuver the ship while close to
the dock, and of course to help steer into the path of a pirate in
order to ram the attackers if needed.

“Haven’t been on a ship for about four years
Lucius. How about you?” asked Artilius as he stowed his bundle of
clothes and weapons and sat down.

“I returned to Spain three years ago, but I
prefer to have my feet on dry land or to have a fast Spanish horse
under me,” Lucius replied.

“Well, if you intend to be parted from your
breakfast,” said Artilius holding his stomach and pretending to
vomit, “please aim in that direction and feed the fish.”

“As long as the weather holds I’ll have no
problems. The last time I traveled the captain told me to stop
staring at my feet and to stand and look out to sea. It helped a
lot. What about you Artilius…you enjoy traveling on these creaking
lumps of wood?”

“Indeed yes. I have traveled on the Great Sea
many times; accompanying my father with shipments of wine from the
estate. Have been in a few big storms as well, but lived to tell
the tale. My advice is stay away from strong drink or cheap beer,
and don’t drink that black muck the sailors hand around. It will
likely kill you,” he advised with a wicked grin on his face.

An hour later the gangplank was pulled back,
orders barked, and the ship pushed away from the dock to give the
oarsmen room to start steering her out to sea. The soldiers stood
and watched as the dock became smaller. They headed for open waters
following a line of ships ahead of them, accompanied by the cries
of expectant gulls and the splashing of oars as the blades slipped
into the water. They rounded the end of the peninsula, the sails
were hoisted, and the ship headed due south. On their left, rising
out of the plain stood Mount Vesuvius, with its rich vineyards and
gardens stretching from the coastal towns of Herculaneum and
Oplontis, to the straight streets of Pompeii. The citizens of
Herculaneum revered the mountain, believing it to have been pulled
out of the ground by Hercules himself. Vesuvius had thrown fire
into the sky some eight hundred years ago as the son of Zeus
dragged it up out of Hades, and many believed that the pink sand
that covered much of the area was a gift from the gods to help in
the construction of the empire, but apart from the occasional
rumble and shaking of the ground, these days the mountain was
generally quiet.

They approached the island of Pharos a few
days later and passed the great Alexandrian lighthouse. The
recently installed reflective mirrors, made from polished silver,
sent out dazzling light in the daytime, and at night fire burned
from the very top reaching through the darkness to guide ships to
the port of Alexandria. Lucius stood spellbound on the deck of the
ship as they passed the island, completely dwarfed by the beautiful
building which showed them the way.

“It is an awesome sight for the first time
young soldier,” commented the captain who had come alongside Lucius
on the deck.

“I cannot imagine how they managed to set
stones so high upon one another,” Lucius replied.

“You will see grander things than this if you
travel about Egypt and beyond. The Pharaoh’s of old built tombs
that take hours to walk around; great stone pyramids that make a
man feel like a mouse. We Romans are not the first to build great
things. In the city of Ephesus there is a temple to the goddess
Artemis which would make you want to change your religion,” he said
smiling, his white teeth a stark contrast to the dark beard and
tanned skin of his face.

“Perhaps I will see such places one day,”
Lucius pondered.

“Is this your first trip to Alexandria and
Judea young soldier?” the captain enquired.

“Indeed yes.”

“Well, Judea also has a charm of its own. We
will be in Caesarea tomorrow evening if the winds favor us. There
is much for a young man to enjoy in that city. We leave in the
morning, on the tide.” The captain left and went to bark orders for
the ship to enter the harbor safely, and Lucius stood and enjoyed
the salt air and exhilaration of new sights.

The city of Alexandria was nothing new for
Artilius, but Lucius was wide-eyed at the size of the harbors in
this city which had been properly established three hundred and
fifty years before by the twenty five year old Greek conqueror
whose name it bore. This was the very center of trade, a city which
branched out in every direction. The library Alexander had begun
was thought to be the greatest in the world; its sheer size and
collection of six hundred thousand volumes lured scholars from
every nation that valued knowledge. The two Romans had but a day to
walk its streets and to enjoy the shade of the tall palm trees
which lined the lanes.

They spent the night on the deck of the ship,
and left on the tide early in the morning. Sailing throughout the
day the ship approached Caesarea early in the evening. A small
pilot boat met them off the entrance to the harbor in order to
guide them to their assigned destination. As the sun rose directly
behind the city Lucius took in the view of the Roman capital of
Judea. Herod’s magnificent palace seemed to almost float on the
water as it sat on the small peninsular jutting out into the sea.
It was here for the first time that Herod’s builders had created
concrete that hardened under water. The result was the magnificent
harbor built in honor of Rome’s emperor. The palace was surrounded
by tall trees, but these were themselves dwarfed by the
amphitheatre almost directly behind. The stretched animal skin roof
which provided shade for the ten thousand spectators, was bleached
white, and drawn as taught as an Ethiopian drum.

Artilius went to stand beside his friend and
pointed to another entertainment area.

“Do you see the long hippodrome on the left
my friend. I must take you there and let you watch your beloved
Spanish horses race. Over three thousand can watch at one time, and
there are plenty who will take your wager.”

“What is that long thin line reaching off to
the north towards the mountain,” asked Lucius pointing, his hand
shielding his eyes from the sun.

“That is the aqueduct which carries fresh
water from the place the Jews call Mount Carmel,” explained
Artilius, enjoying his role as guide. “I visited this place with my
father some five years ago. We were invited to the palace, however,
I didn’t meet Herod. In the center of his garden he has a long pool
with fresh water carried from the mountain. It is a fine place to
rest.”

“I don’t understand why you gave up such a
life in order to become a soldier Artilius,” asked Lucius. “Many
soldiers join the army to see the world, but you have already seen
much of it.”

Artilius stared out towards the beautiful
port where upwards of two hundred ships were anchored or docked,
some waiting, as they were, for the tide.

“Some men are satisfied to be the sons of
their fathers Lucius, inheriting fortune and fame. My father is
such a man, but I am not. I am thankful for my inheritance, but one
cannot inherit destiny. A man can be made or he can make himself.”
He turned and looked into Lucius eyes. “I will make myself what I
am destined to be, I do not wish to remain in my father’s
shadow.”

Lucius sensed that he had broached a
sensitive subject. “Every Roman man has the right to find his own
path brother. I am sure you will find yours.”

“I already found it Lucius; I am walking it
now.”

“You two get yourselves out of the way,” the
captain roared as the ship began to move again. Sailors were
hoisting the small forward sail as the oarsmen took up their role.
Within the hour they had followed the pilot boat to their place
alongside the dock, ropes were secured and they stepped off the
ship. They reported to the garrison commander and were assigned to
join a party of soldiers bound for Jerusalem.



~~~~

 


Two armed soldiers stood near the door while
two prison guards placed iron shackles on his wrists and feet. They
led him down the dimly lit corridor to an iron door with a small
window and a stool in the center. He was ordered to sit. The
interrogator came into the room and stood in front of Barabbas.

“You consider yourself a soldier, but Rome
considers you to be a murderer. In any case, a Roman auxiliary died
by your hand, his throat cut, and there will be no trial for you.
There were many witnesses to your crime and the governor has
already passed sentence. You will be crucified at the time you Jews
call Passover.”

“Get to the point. Why have you been feeding
me? Are you looking for information? Do you really believe that I
will betray my brothers? Even if you offered to set me free, I
would never betray them.”

“We are feeding you because we cannot crucify
a dead man,” the interrogator said coolly. “Tell me Barabbas, have
you ever witnessed a man being crucified, or only seen their dead
bodies hanging on crosses?”

Barabbas looked up at the man who stood with
his hands on hips directly in front of him. He was clean shaven, a
thing quite common among Romans, but there was not even a hint of a
beard, as though he had shaved especially for the meeting. Barabbas
smiled at him, his gapped visage looking somewhat hideous.

“Let me ask you a question. Have you ever
driven the nails yourself, or only ordered others to perform the
task.”

“They will be casting lots to see who has the
privilege of nailing you to the cross Barabbas. The man you
murdered was well known. Your question is irrelevant. Listen
carefully. When a man is crucified, he expects to feel pain, but he
really has no idea of the pain he will endure. He can be roped to
the cross and suffocate. That is painful, but bearable. Or, we can
drive a metal spike through his ankles, through the center of his
bones, so that the only way he can breathe is to lift himself up on
that single spike. The pain is unimaginable. I have seen seasoned
veterans, men who were as hard as iron nails scream like women,
release their bowels and plead for mercy. I have also seen men
given a draft before the execution which deadened the pain until
they suffocated. I get to choose which way you will end your life,
and you may even persuade me to use a rope.”

Barabbas looked at the man with narrowed
eyes. He had seen the same things he described. Crucifixion in
general was a hideous torture to behold, but crucifixion with iron
spikes was excruciating beyond description. He had seen an
incredibly tough and brave man break under the extreme and plead to
be killed quickly. Once nailed to the cross, even suicide is
impossible. When a man hangs himself he swings helplessly until his
life is choked out of him, but when crucified, the body will
involuntarily do anything to get air, even push against the raw
flesh and crushed bones where the iron spikes have impaled him to
the wood. The arms are all but useless, being spread so wide, and
yet the will to breathe will force the agonized man to attempt to
pull onto the nails.

“Take him back to his cell,” he ordered, and
as Barabbas passed through the door he called to him, “think about
it. We will talk again.”

 


~~~~

 


After Jesus and the Twelve headed north to
Caesarea Philippi Mary returned to Magdala traveling with a larger
group. Autumn had arrived and as she traveled she passed fields of
grain being harvested, the wheat and barley tied into sheaves and
carried to the threshing mills. She saw the poor gleaning out in
the fields, picking up the grain which was left for them under the
Law of Moses. The grain in the corners of fields was also left
standing so that those who were without land could harvest, thresh
and make flour. The scene always reminded her of the story of the
Moabite woman Ruth in the Scriptures. It was a beautiful story of a
woman who married a Jewish man who had come to her land with his
parents and brothers. After the death of all of the men Ruth had
chosen to leave her family, friends, security and gods to stay with
her mother-in-law Naomi. Ruth had traveled to Israel a poor woman
with no real possibilities for the future, but she had chosen to
give her life to the God of Israel and He had in turn gave her a
righteous husband of social standing. Ruth’s descendents included
Israel’s greatest king, the one who was said to have the heart of
God. The Messiah would come through that same blood line, a ruler
who would sit on David’s throne forever.

Mary had been discussing these things with
John. They had become close friends and she found that they shared
a great deal in common when it came to their understanding about
Jesus. They often talked about the growing opposition of some of
the Pharisees who followed Jesus’ every move.

“They are completely missing the point Mary,”
John would say. “In fact, even those of us who are closest to Him
are missing the point I think.”

When Mary would ask John to explain himself
he inevitably talked about Jesus’ love. “Jesus is showing us God’s
love. Ever since that day when we tried to make Him a human king I
have realized how much we have got Him wrong. He isn’t here to take
over the world, but to demonstrate God’s love to us.”

Mary walked towards Tiberius. She was just
six miles from Magdala. There were people with her returning from
being with Jesus on the far side of Galilee. She had decided to
take the southern road so that she could visit people she had met
from a small town situated where the Jordan flowed from the
beautiful lake. Along the roadside were people selling every kind
of fruit, vegetable, herb and fish common to the area, so she
bought a few things in preparation for a meal with Abdeel, Milli
and Ham.

She arrived in Magdala in the evening to the
surprise and delight of her dear friends. After a meal together she
sat and shared with them about her travels, and later that evening
she and Abdeel retired to his study to pour over old scrolls. Mary
had been looking forward to telling him what she had learned from
John and Jesus’ family about Jesus birth and early childhood.
Abdeel was excited. He shared with Mary the conversations he had
been having with Simon and Jairus.

“So Jesus was born in the city of David and
then went to Egypt,” Abdeel remarked. “It all makes sense now. But
what I cannot understand Mary is why He doesn’t just come out and
tell everyone who He is. There must be a piece of this puzzle which
is missing, or a part of all of this which we do not understand
correctly. What are your thoughts daughter?”

She loved when he called her that. Sometimes
she would go up and cuddle into his chest and just enjoy being a
little girl.

“There is a disturbing thing which The Lord
has spoken of privately to the Twelve. Every now and again He talks
about ‘going up to Jerusalem to die’, and He has even said that it
is for this reason that He has come into the world. One of the
reasons I came back here is to go through Isaiah’s scroll again
with you. I think we have missed something very important.”

“Then let’s begin first thing in the morning,
it has been a long day and these old bones need to rest.” Abdeel
came up to Mary and put his arms around her. “I am so glad to have
you back daughter. Ruth would have rejoiced to see these days. She
loved the scriptures, loved the Lord. I miss her.”

He bent down and kissed her forehead, then
left to go to bed. Milli walked into the room just after sunrise to
find the pair of them scribbling down references and surrounded by
pieces of parchment. She had been out most of the night delivering
a child. The woman was the wife of a Roman guard, one of the men
who lived within the garrison.

“And just what would the two of yea be doin’
at this time of the day then?” she asked with a tone of amusement
and curiosity. “As if I be needin’ to ask.” She disappeared for a
short time and returned with warm diluted wine, barley cakes, bread
and cheese. “If you two are to be solvin’ all the mysteries of the
world yea better be having something to keep ya alive.”

“And if you are going to be out all night
bringing children into the world, then you should get yourself some
sleep dear woman,” replied Abdeel.

“Not ‘till I be feedin’ that boy oh mine,”
she said, standing with her hands on hips in a show of
defiance.

“He ate an hour ago, and left for the
synagogue to practice with Daniel,” Abdeel informed her. “They are
preparing some special music for the Feast of Tabernacles. So!
There is no reason for you to stand there Milli, go and get some
sleep.”

“Thank you for the meal Milli,” said Mary
looking up from the scroll.

“Your welcome child, just don’t be wearin’
ye-selves out on all that study.”

Mary smiled at the retreating figure of Milli
going off to her room for some much deserved rest.

“Do you know the prophecy about the virgin
from the early part of Isaiah’s scroll?” Abdeel asked.

“Actually that is exactly what I was looking
for,” Mary replied. “John mentioned it to me after telling me how
Jesus mother Mary became pregnant while she was betrothed to Joseph
the carpenter. Only, John says that she remained a virgin until
after the child Jesus was born.”

“How did Joseph take the news that his bride
was pregnant?” Abdeel asked.

“He was going to divorce her secretly until
an angel appeared to him and told him that Mary had conceived by
the Holy Spirit of the Almighty.”

“Ah, here it is, the verse you were looking
for.

‘Therefore the Lord Himself will give a sign:
The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and
will call Him Immanuel’. Mary, Immanuel means ‘God with us’ as you
know. Micah says the one born in Bethlehem is from eternal origins,
and then there is this passage just a little further down in the
Isaiah scroll. Let me read it to you.”

 


Mary sat and listened as Abdeel continued to
read.

 


' For unto us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the
government will be on his shoulders. And He will be called
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of
Peace. Of the increase of His government and peace there will be no
end. He will reign on David’s throne and over His kingdom,
establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from
that time on and forever. The zeal of the Lord almighty will
accomplish this.'

 


“Abdeel. John told me that Jesus spoke of
Himself using the Sacred Name, the I AM. If we understand this
correctly, then somehow Jesus is the Wonderful Counselor, Mighty
God and Everlasting Father. I do not understand any of that, but I
believe it. I believe that Jesus is God with us, He is the Son of
God who is one with God.”

“All of the signs certainly point to what you
are saying Mary, but how can we understand a man being Mighty God
or Everlasting Father? How can He be both Father and Son? And who
is the Wonderful Counselor? There is so much we don’t
understand.”

“Can we really expect to understand who God
is?” asked Mary. “If I have learned anything in these past months
it is that I know almost nothing. I have seen things only God could
do and I have heard Him speak to my heart without words, calling
me. I believe Abdeel, and I do not try to make the Almighty fit
into my tiny thoughts.”

“You are wise my daughter. I pray the
Almighty will forgive me and others for thinking of Him in terms of
human families. We do the Lord a great injustice when we try to
create Him in our image.”

“Abdeel, do you remember what I said last
night about Jesus dying in Jerusalem?”

“Yes of course,” he replied.

“I want to read the section in Isaiah about
the suffering servant, in light of what I have learned since the
last time we looked at it.”

They found the passage and Abdeel began to
read. It spoke of a man being lifted up, of people being appalled
at his appearance because his body had been brutally disfigured. It
spoke of Him sprinkling the nations, of suffering for the sins and
transgressions of the people, and how He was slaughtered like a
lamb but did not open His mouth against His oppressors. It spoke of
Him having no descendents, of being associated with a rich man in
His grave, and of dying with the wicked. It was the Lord’s will to
crush Him and to make His life a guilt offering, so that he could
justify many people through His death. It ended with speaking of
Him seeing again the light of life after He had poured out His
blood to bear the sins of the people.

Mary had tears in her eyes and her hand
covering her mouth.

“John told me that the Baptist called Jesus
the ‘Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world’.”

Abdeel hadn’t noticed the tears; he was too
adsorbed in the text.

“Mary, if this passage is speaking of a man,
then that man is referred to as a sacrifice, like those which are
performed every day in the temple. Is Jesus God’s sacrifice for His
people’s sin? The word sprinkling is only used to cover the
people’s sins by the sprinkling of blood. Does God intend to
somehow sacrifice Jesus in the temple like a lamb? It is too absurd
Mary, it must be an analogy. God is appalled at human sacrifice, it
has been a plague of Israel all of our history.”

Just then Abdeel looked up from the scroll
and saw the tears in Mary’s eyes.

“Daughter, why do you weep?”

“I think I understand, but I don’t think I
can explain.” She had taken a small linen cloth from inside her
robe and was wiping her tears. She sat down, and resting her hands
on her knees tried to explain her thoughts.

“The day I went to Simon’s house was the
final part of a long battle. I wanted to be made clean, to be
forgiven.” The words caught in her throat as the tears again rolled
down her cheeks. “I couldn’t go to the synagogue, I couldn’t travel
to Jerusalem and offer a sacrifice; I was dead, condemned to death;
but Jesus called me to come to Him. When I stood before Him my sins
were like scarlet blood on fresh snow. I despised myself more than
death. But when he touched my head…He cleaned me inside…He told me
my sins were forgiven. Since that day I have known that the
Almighty has forgiven me, and yet no sacrifice has been made on my
behalf, no lamb has been offered in the temple. I have never been
punished for my sins Abdeel, no lamb has shed its blood to make me
clean.”

Mary sobbed as she spoke, and as emotion
overtook her, she placed her head in her hands. Abdeel came and sat
beside her his hand resting on her shoulders. She looked into his
face and wiped her tears.

Abdeel leaned over and kissed her hair.
“One thing I am certain of
daughter. The Almighty is at work here, and He will accomplish His
perfect will. And also, I am sure that He delights in the
unfathomable depth of your love for Him. ‘He who is forgiven much
loves much’, I think He said to Simon.”

“He saved me Abdeel, in more ways than you
know. He is my Lord and Saviour, my Redeemer and friend. I love Him
because He loved me, and I sense that I have yet to see just how
much He loves every one of us.”

“You are a wise and discerning woman
daughter. Listen. I am planning to go up to Jerusalem for the Feast
of Tabernacles. I know that Ham will be playing here, and I hate to
disappoint him, but I have spoken to him about it and seen him
playing on the Sabbath, so he insists that I go. I would very much
like you to join me if you would.”

“Of course I will come. I haven’t been to the
Holy City for a long time, and also Jesus is planning to be there
for the feast.”

“Well, there is something to look forward to. Tonight Ham will play a
solo at the synagogue. He has become a fine musician you know, and
it might surprise you to know that you have been a great
inspiration to him”

“Me! Why me?’

“Because he has seen what the Lord has done
for you, and he is very grateful, but also, he feels that he has
gained a wonderful gift from God, a sister.”

“Are you trying to make me cry again?” Mary
chided, putting her arms around the old man’s neck. “Thank you for
all the years you prayed for me. Without your prayer I fear I would
have been lost forever.”

He stroked her hair.

“We all prayed for you, and look what we
received.”

Over the next week they prepared to leave for
Jerusalem and Mary spent many hours with her friends in Magdala.
She kept her thoughts about the Suffering Servant deep in her
heart, for she knew that all would be revealed in the Lord’s
time.

 


~~~~

 


She lay on her soft bed in the late afternoon
a light warm breeze blowing through the high window to the west.
Hers was the bed of the rich, raised from the floor and luxuriously
covered with stuffed pillows, unlike the hard mats that many used.
She was day-dreaming. She imagined herself working at her loom, an
activity she enjoyed, and the soft feet of her husband coming up
behind her, kissing her neck, placing his arms about her waist, and
lifting her up to embrace her. She imagined reclining together in
winter firelight, sharing a meal, the fire flickering like small
sparks in his eyes as he enjoyed observing her beauty. She imagined
their bedroom, soft light, incense perfuming the air, having
retired after putting their children to bed, kissing them goodnight
together. She imagined them laying in each others arms after
sharing the most intimate of God’s gifts, gifts sacred to those who
were made one-flesh in His sight.

Raisa desired above all else to know love, to
know the very fundamentals of God’s purpose for His children. She
dreamed of being loved, but the face of her dreams was Tobias, a
man who was not her own, a man forbidden to her by the Law of God
and Moses, and she knew in her heart that to even covet this man,
to desire his love and attention were forbidden to her. And at that
moment she was struck by a powerful sense of conscience. She rolled
off her bed and knelt, her hands together with the fingers raised
towards heaven, as she used to do when she was a child. She knew
deep within her heart that her desire for love had also become a
desire for sin.

She wanted to pray, but then the words stuck
in her mouth. She wanted to be right before God, but an inner voice
began to cool her need of forgiveness. A feeling of rebellion began
to rise within her trapped and love-starved soul. Should she ask
forgiveness for desiring something that she didn’t regret desiring?
The things she desired were good things. She wanted what God wanted
for all of His children, but she wanted them with a man who had not
been given to her by God. Whose fault was it that she had been
given to a man who cared nothing for the heart of God’s desires, a
man who desired power rather than righteousness? She had been born
a woman, a woman with few or no choices about her own destiny in
this world.

She knew that there was no way of winning
this mental argument, no way of justifying herself. She was little
more than her husband’s property, a human being with few or no
rights; hers was a woman’s lot in life. She reached out to the Lord
silently, knowing that He would hear.

God, I want so much to be loved. I don’t care
for the riches; I just want to know love. I know that it is wrong
to entertain thoughts of another man, but my heart is weak and
driven by powerful emotions. Help me Lord to stay within your will.
Please change my husband’s heart…change my heart so that I can love
him, and perhaps he will respond to my love.

She stopped praying and shook her head at the
words she had just now sent heavenward. She rebuked herself for her
stupidity. She suddenly realized that the only reason she had been
able to pray such words, or to entertain the possibility of loving
Eleazar, was because Tobias had begun to open her heart to love.
Until Tobias had given her attention which seemed to be more than
lust, she had harbored nothing but resentment for her husband, but
some of her walls had been shaken by the possibility of real love.
She believed that Tobias wanted her for more than her body, that he
might actually value her as a human being. The idea made her feel
alive, gave her the courage to hope that the cage that bound her
might be broken.

She went to the small cupboard that sat
against the end of the room on a shelf to keep it off the floor.
The front of the cupboard was covered with a bright red linen cloth
with beautiful patterns resembling guardian angels sown into the
fabric, just like the inner curtains of the temple in Jerusalem.
Within its double doors were copies of some of the scrolls of
Scripture. Raisa selected one her favorites, the Proverbs of the
Kings, and began to read King Lemuel in the very last section. She
was sometimes quoted parts of this ancient text when her husband
was angry, impatient, or simply desiring to be mean, but he never
quoted the parts she loved and cherished in her heart.

The text spoke of a wife of noble character,
a woman of far more worth than rubies, a women whose husband
respected her trading skills, her generous heart, her creativity
and wisdom. The king spoke of a women who gave to the poor and
clothed her children in scarlet robes, whose maidservants loved and
respected her because of her godly heart. Her children and husband
arise and call her blessed, her husband praises her as the one who
surpasses all others. Tears came to her eyes.

Raisa read the words and in her heart she
longed to be that woman, she longed above all else to hear a word
of praise from her husband’s lips. She had tried desperately hard
to be all that Eleazar had ordered her to be, but no matter how
hard she tried, he always abused her verbally, and struck her if
she dared to meet his eyes. She had tried hard to love him, but she
had swallowed the bitter gruel of betrayal so many times that she
had often lain beside him and dreamed of his death. She knew the
way he touched her servants, and she knew where he went when he
left their home. At times she had tried to convince herself that
his behaviour was her fault, and she had cried out to God with the
agony of guilt and self condemnation. But now the agony came from
the hopelessness that there could never be an end to this life she
lived, a butterfly trapped in a box, a luxuriously decorated
box.

She would gladly have nothing, if only she
could know love and freedom from the hatred she fought against
every day. She would rather live in a tiny village, in a poor man’s
house, being the woman of the Scriptures, than the rich accessory
to a loveless tyrant. She returned the scroll to the cupboard,
closed the doors and replaced the linen cloth. As she turned Taliya
appeared at the door, knocking gently on the frame.

“Master Tobias is here again. He is asking
for you.”

Raisa felt a powerful mixture of emotions.
Panic and fear, exhilaration and excitement. She was afraid to go
near him, and afraid to lose him; she was afraid that her dreams
were foolish fantasies with no real foundation in reality. She sat
down upon the bed as Taliya came to her side. Taliya held her
opinion to herself, for she knew when her mistress had been reading
the ancient scrolls that her own pagan ideals were unwelcome. Raisa
was a child of the covenant, the legacy of her Jewish history was
more than just tradition, it was the very fabric of what kept her
life together. At that moment in time all that she knew as holy and
proper was challenged by the rebellion which had been sown in the
soil of injustice, and watered by the betrayal and cruelty of her
self-righteous husband.

“Shall I ask him to leave mistress,” she
asked sensing the confusion in her friend.

There was silence for a time. Raisa sat
staring at the small cupboard on the wall, the cherubim guarding
that which was sacred. She decided to step back from this precipice
of temptation.

“Tell him I am busy, and ask him the nature
of his business,” Raisa replied.

Taliya left the room to carry out her
mistress’s orders. She approached Tobias and gave him the message.
He in turn gave her a small piece of papyrus, rolled and sealed,
and asked her to give it to her mistress. Taliya showed him to the
door and returned to Raisa’s room. She had been watching the scene
through a crack in the heavy curtains which separated the rooms. As
soon as Taliya had disappeared with her message she had been
overcome with a great sense of panic as if the jailer had offered
her a key and she had handed it back.

“What did he give you,” she asked Taliya.

The maid held out her hand and passed Raisa
the scroll. “It is for you, it seems he came prepared for
anything.”

Raisa took the small tube and went to her bed
to sit. She broke the seal and saw written there words which made
her heart leap into her throat. There was an address and meeting
time, but it was the words ‘with love’ that caught her eye. She
felt a sense of wild excitement at the words, an excitement which
completely obliterated her desire to step back from temptation. She
read them over and over, memorizing every letter, and then, going
to the kitchen, she opened the iron door of the fire grate. She
reached out her hand to push the little scroll into the flames and
stopped. This was the first time in her life that she had held such
a letter in her hands. It seemed too precious to destroy. She
turned and left for her room, a mixture of fear and exhilaration
rising within her.

Taking a needle and thread she made a small
pocket under the bottom hem of her robe, and after touching it to
her lips, there she placed the scroll. She felt a sense of daring
and hope. She began to believe that she might one day know the joy
of love in her life. She raised her hand to her mouth and
unconsciously bit on her knuckles, totally absorbed in thoughts
which were racing around in her head. She had two days to decide
what to do, two days in which to decide her fate.

 



Chapter Fifteen

 


Joseph sat near the pool in the centre of his
garden watching the carp swim lazily among the leaves and flowers
which grew within the waters. He was waiting for a friend, a friend
he had first met in his native town of Arimathea many years ago.
They had both attended a meeting of the council today, a meeting
which had become heated in debate about the man Jesus of Nazareth.
The Galilean had both friend and enemy on the council, and issues
which were at the very heart of Jewish history and culture had been
left unanswered. Joseph had asked his friend Nicodemus to visit him
as he had sensed that the old man knew something he was not
telling.

As punctual as always Nicodemus arrived. He
wore the traditional dress of a Pharisee, yet without the many
tassels and prayer boxes which some of the council members wore in
public. Nicodemus was a true son of Israel, a man whose passion for
God shone from his sparkling brown eyes whenever he quoted the
Scriptures. He entered the garden and greeted Joseph who noticed
that the old man was walking with a slight stoop in his shoulders.
Joseph called for refreshments and the two sat down to barley
cakes, figs and cool watered wine.

“You look tired my friend,” said Joseph
passing a plate of dried figs to Nicodemus.

“It has been a very long day Joseph, and I
feel as if my very essence was drained out of me in that meeting
this afternoon. I am not as young as I used to be, and these old
bones don’t take kindly to sitting on those hard benches for four
hours at a time. My back is taking revenge for subjecting it to too
much gardening I fear,” he said with a smile.

“Let me get straight to the point of my
invitation then, so that you may get home and relax. I have known
you for much of my adult life Nicodemus, and today when you were so
skillfully countering the extremists on the council, I had the
feeling you knew more than you revealed.”

Nicodemus raised an eyebrow and leaned back
in his chair pretending to ignore the remark.

“I wanted to tell you that I received a
letter from Daniel a few days ago,” Joseph continued. “As you know
he has been traveling with the group led by Eleazar.”

“You never mentioned a letter today Joseph,
indeed you were rather quiet for the entire meeting.”

“Let me be frank Nicodemus. The past two
years have seen Jesus of Nazareth debated in our council meetings
more than any other subject. I fear we are losing our objectivity.
I asked Daniel to report to me privately because I know he is a
godly young man who cares for the will of the Almighty rather than
political agendas. People are afraid my old friend. Caiaphas and
others have made it clear where they stand, and I have heard the
word death too many times in the past six months.”

“What did Daniel report?” asked
Nicodemus.

“His letter fundamentally contradicts almost
everything Eleazar is saying about Jesus. He speaks of incredible
signs and changed lives and says he has seen nothing to warrant
fear of Jesus of Nazareth. What he said about Jairus’ daughter and
Simon’s reports from Magdala, are all consistent with what both
synagogue leaders have said.”

Nicodemus lifted his hand gesturing for
Joseph to stop. “Joseph, we both know the real issues involved
here, so let me ask you as a friend who holds your confidence; what
is your opinion about Jesus of Nazareth?”

“You have a way of coming to the point. In
short, I just don’t know. I have no doubt that God is with Him, but
we have always understood that idea to be connected with prophets.
From the reports I have had I think it would be false to call Him a
mere prophet or teacher. I want you to know something Nicodemus and
I trust you implicitly. Daniel has become a friend of one of Jesus
disciples. He won’t say which one, but he trusts this man. The
disciple has confided events known only to those closest to Jesus.
Daniel says that Jesus walked upon the water, and called Himself
the Ancient Name, the name ‘I AM’.”

Joseph was watching the old Pharisee’s face
for his reaction. Most people would have considered what he had
just said as absurd, but Nicodemus showed no sign of surprise at
all.

“You don’t seem surprised by what I just told
you,” Joseph enquired.

“I too have something to confess, as you have
already discerned my friend,” Nicodemus replied. “About two years
ago I met with Jesus when He came to Jerusalem. You will no doubt
recall the scene he made at the temple. I met with Him in secret,
at night, hoping to ask Him some questions. I began by telling Him
that I believed God was with Him, and immediately He told me things
which I am only now beginning to understand. I have been intending
to confide in you, but I wanted to wait and observe for a while
first.”

“What did He say that He hasn’t said to
others,” asked Joseph taking a sip on his wine.

“Firstly He told me that unless a man is born
again he cannot see the Kingdom of God. I had never heard of such
an idea and asked Him what must have seemed like a stupid statement
now that I look back on it. ‘How can a man be born again when he is
old?’ I asked, ‘it isn’t as if he can enter again into his mother’s
womb’. Jesus then told me things which filled me with awe and
wonder, words which refuse to depart from my mind, words which have
sometimes filled me with joy, even though I still do not fully
understand them. He said that to be born again is to be born of the
Spirit; that we are born of flesh and can also be born of the
Spirit. He said many other things including that He had come down
from heaven, and that just as Moses had lifted the snake in the
desert, so too He must be lifted up, so that all who believe in Him
may have eternal life.”

Joseph was listening intently. “Do you know
what He meant Nicodemus?”

Nicodemus lifted his hand again.

“Wait my friend, that is not all. He said
that God had sent His own Son into the world to save the world
through Him, and that those who refuse to believe in Him will stand
condemned. ‘Light has come into the world’, he said, and ‘whoever
lives by the truth will come into the light.’ Joseph, Jesus told me
that He is the Son of God who came down from heaven to save
us.”

Joseph sat in silence for a few moments
digesting the words. He took another sip of his wine and looking up
at the old teacher said, “I can understand your silence Nicodemus.
There is no ambiguity in those words. If you gave that report in
the council there would no longer be any debate. To say such a
thing has only two possibilities. He is either the Son of God, and
in that case, the Messiah and Anointed One, or He is a blasphemer
who should be put to death. I know which way the majority of the
council would vote, and where Caiaphas stands.”

Nicodemus reached across and took Joseph’s
hand.

“Joseph. I confess to you that I believe in
Jesus of Nazareth and that He is the promised Messiah, the Seed of
Abraham. I have spent two years researching the Scriptures, and
other material, and believe that I have absolute proof of who He
is. But I dare not bring these matters before the council. I am not
afraid to say what I have found my friend, but there are those in
power who hate Him so much that they would try to destroy Him and
the evidence entirely.”

He released Joseph’s hand and sat back in his
chair, a strange glow on his face as if some bound thing had just
been released within him.

“What evidence do you have Nicodemus?” Joseph
asked, staring at the look of joy in the old man’s eyes. Tears were
beginning to roll down his cheeks.

“A moment please Joseph, I am somewhat
overwhelmed with emotion.” He lifted his hand to wipe tears from
his eyes and looked up as if to see God. “That is the first time I
have ever confessed my belief in Jesus, and I feel as though the
Holy Spirit has just spoken a confirmation to me, yes, a
confirmation, a revelation to my heart.”

Joseph saw the manifestation of joy and
waited in respect.

“Evidence,” said Nicodemus, smiling at his
younger friend. “Yes of course. I have heard the arguments about
the Scriptures. ‘The Messiah does not come from Nazareth”, etc. I
did some investigating of my own. Jesus was born in Bethlehem
Ephrathah, and then was taken to Egypt for a time to escape Herod.
Do you remember Herod’s attack on that town thirty years ago when
the soldiers murdered so many children. They were sent to find
Jesus and to kill Him.”

“You are speaking of Herod’s father of
course?” said Joseph.

“Yes, the despot who now sits on his throne
and had the Baptist murdered was only a boy at the time” replied
Nicodemus. “After a few years Jesus’ family moved to Nazareth and
He was raised there.”

“How did you learn these things,” asked
Joseph, his mind beginning to wander in the direction of ancient
prophecies he knew his friend Abdeel would quote to him.

“I had a close friend talk to Jesus’ mother
and brothers, and also, I searched the Roman’s records of the
census which Caesar Augustus took during his reign. Jesus’ father
Joseph, a carpenter by trade, if indeed it is right to call him His
father, went to register in the city of David.”

Joseph’s eyes betrayed his excitement.

“So, He fulfills Micah’s prophecy about the
one born in Bethlehem, the ruler whose origins are eternal.”

Joseph’s voice had dropped to almost a
whisper. “No doubt you have studied other prophecies concerning Him
as well. What are we to do with this information Nicodemus? What
are our duties before God as members of the council?”

“That is the very question I ask myself every
day. Mothers and brothers can be silenced Joseph; records can be
lost, changed or destroyed. Some of the people who hold power in
this country are ruthless men. I have prayed earnestly about this
situation and have come to this conclusion. I offer advice to the
council without revealing specific sources. I make suggestions
without endangering innocent lives, but this is what I believe with
absolute confidence.”

The old Pharisee leaned forward and opened
his hands palm upwards, raising them to shoulder height and looking
towards the heavens.

“The Almighty is putting His plan of Israel’s
salvation into practice. There is nothing that men can do to stop
His plan, indeed, as we have seen in our history through men like
the righteous Joseph, and unruly Samson, the Lord can use both the
evil plans and desires of men, and the righteous faith of others to
fulfill what He has ordained.”

Joseph was quiet. He looked over at a friend
whom he loved and respected a great deal.

“You are a wise man my friend and I believe
you are right, however, from what I hear from Daniel, it would seem
that Jesus has come to save more than just the children of
Israel.”

 


~~~~

 


Artilius felt as though someone or something
had crawled inside his head, found a hammer and taken to trying to
force their way out by smashing a large hole through his temple. He
and Lucius had been given a day before setting out for Jerusalem,
so he had decided to take the younger less-traveled warrior for a
tour of Caesarea’s’ entertainment spots. They spent several hours
watching a group of gladiators annihilate poorly trained slaves in
the amphitheatre, and growing bored with the bloody spectacle,
headed for the hippodrome.

There were five teams racing in the main
event of the afternoon, and after losing five denari on a hilarious
camel race, Lucius was keen to win back his hard-earned cash on the
horses. As expected, one of the teams were beautiful white Spanish
horses, driven by a dark-haired women, the only driver without a
whip.

“Will you bet on the whites Lucius,” asked
Artilius. “Did you notice that the driver has no whip? How will she
get the brutes to charge the line, will she sing to them do you
think? Horses need to be mastered Lucius, so take my advice and bet
on the chestnuts. Granted, your Spanish beauties could out-run
those camels you lost your money on,” he said laughing loudly, “but
the northern horses are tougher.”

“I know horses Artilius. She has no whip
because she needs none. They will run because they love to run, and
yes, perhaps she will sing for them.”

Lucius walked to the end of the row, and
handed 25 denari to the dealer. His bet was recorded on a dark
colored tablet. Artilius had already won a substantial amount
earlier in the day, which was partly to blame for him being
partially drunk. They sat down on the stone seats and waited for
the race to begin. The hippodrome was a long U –shaped track, wide
enough for six teams to stand side by side. The chariots moved
slowly towards the end, rounded to the coastal side and took up a
formation with those on the outer edge slightly ahead of the others
to compensate for the ground lost in turning the first corner.
After that corner they were on their own. There would be ten laps
to complete the race.

As they neared the starter the horses sensed
the crash of the cymbal which started the charge towards the first
corner. The drivers were straining to hold them back. The symbol
crashed and the race began. The dark-haired girl held back her team
as the others charged to be first around the corner. She had judged
the situation well as three of the six teams collided on the
dampened sand, damaging two of the chariots beyond repair. Slaves
ran from doors in the wall, slashed the harness of the broken
teams, and dragged the chariots from the track as the other four
continued to race.

“She’s afraid to drive Lucius, the stupid
girl is losing the race through her fear,” yelled Artilius, trying
to be heard over the rising noise of the crowd.

The chestnuts were leading after the fifth
lap, and another collision had seen a team of grays removed from
the arena. With room to spare the young driver started to give the
whites their head. It was obvious to the trained eye that the
Spanish horses had been held back up to this point, whilst the
others were beginning to tire from too many short sprints to gain
ascendancy.

Lucius smiled as the young driver leaned
forward, urging her horses to run. Their ears were back and
flattened against their heads as they listened to her voice.

“The maiden may not be singing to them
Artilius, but she surely is calling them to run,” yelled Lucius as
he watched the whites respond to her voice.

As they crossed the line for the eighth time
the chestnuts were side by side with a team of black mares driven
by an equally dark man from the south. The chestnuts were tiring,
and as the two leaders glanced over their shoulders and to the
right, the whites drew up behind and close to the outside of the
track. They came towards the second last turn and the leaders tried
to cut each other off too close to the inner wall.

The young girl was waiting for such an
opportunity, and as they went wide she flicked the reins, yelled a
command, and steered her stallions towards the inside, passing both
of the leading teams to the sound of a huge roar from the crowd.
Even those who had betted against her were cheering at the skill in
which she guided the beautiful animals into the lead. She gave
herself room to take the last corner and crossed the line a full
chariot length ahead of the others.

Artilius turned to the smiling Lucius and
slammed him on the back. “Remind me to never bet against the
Spanish”, he said, “You’re better with horses than camels”.

Lucius found the dealer and offered the
tablet for his money. The man didn’t argue, but briskly handed over
two hundred denari, about six months wages for a Roman auxiliary.
They left the stadium and headed for the stables as Lucius wanted
to meet the driver. They found her helping to rub down the sweating
horses. She was dressed as a warrior with leather armour and
breeches. They watched as she moved from horse to horse speaking to
them, patting and congratulating them as if they were children
rather than horses. The animals responded with small knickers and
nudges.

“They are beautiful horses, and you drive
them very well,” offered Lucius.

The girl turned and looked the pair up and
down, wary of soldiers who were celebrating some thing or other.
She was beautiful. Her long dark hair was braided and pinned, and
her face revealed a wisdom and guile beyond her years.

“They are easy to drive; they love to race,”
she replied. “Did I cause you to lose your money soldier?”

“On the contrary, you gifted me a handsome
reward. May I ask your name? I am Lucius, and my not always quiet
companion is Artilius.”

“I am called Vita, and I am pleased that you
bet on my horses. They are brothers, born of the same mare and
stallion.”

“Lucius is also from Spain Vita,” Artilius
interrupted, “and he knows nothing of camels. Thanks to you he
regained the money he lost earlier in the day.”

“Would you join us for a celebration Vita,”
Lucius asked, ignoring Artilius’ weak attempt at a joke. “I would
enjoy sharing my winnings with a fellow Spaniard, especially one
that brought me such good fortune.”

The girl smiled and continued to rub down her
horses.

“Take a seat over there until I finish
attending to my friends,” she replied, pointing to a wooden crate
against the wall of the stable.

The three went to a crowded market, found
food and strong drink, and spent much of the evening laughing and
getting drunk. Lucius and Vita left together as Artilius stumbled
his way home with the help of another soldier who had taken it upon
himself to share in Lucius’ generosity. Around dawn, Artilius
rolled onto his stomach, got to his knees and found a clay basin
full of fresh water. He splashed his face and went to find
something to eat. He had a vague recollection of the night’s
activities, but couldn’t for the life of him remember what he had
done with Lucius. He had hardly found himself a seat in the
barracks mess hall when Lucius walked in looking a whole lot better
than Artilius felt.

“You look as though Cyclops chewed you up and
spat you out brother,” commented the younger man as he sat down
opposite Artilius. “The mulsum here is not watered down and goes
straight to your head.”

Artilius looked up from his bowl of wheat
porridge and rubbed one bloodshot eye.

“If I ever ask for honeyed wine again hit
me,” he said, “and last night’s leftovers would crack a poor man’s
teeth,” he continued, pointing at his breakfast. “How about you,
have you eaten anything Lucius? And where in the name of Mars did
you sleep last night?’

“I spent the night near Spain, and dined on
figs for breakfast brother. You should quicken your pace, the
others are almost ready to leave”, replied Lucius.

They threw their belongings over their
shoulders, fastened leather riding armour and swords, and made
themselves presentable as soldiers of Rome. Their horses were
saddled and waiting as were twenty other cavalry and auxiliaries.
They were handed lances after they mounted their horses. Their
commander led them out of the city and inland towards Samaria.

 


~~~~

 


Raisa bathed in the morning lingering within
the scented water. She had been unable to sleep most of the night,
tossing and turning on her bed. She had fought a battle between her
conscience and desires, and even now in the broad light of day she
wasn’t sure which had won. She had no doubts about why Tobias had
asked her to meet him in a private house on the edge of the city.
She had tried for hours to go over all of the implications of the
meeting in her mind. Apart from the obvious violation of her
wedding vows there was the future to consider. She needed to know
Tobias intentions, and she had decided to heed Taliya’s advice in
making Tobias wait before submitting to any physical
relationship.

She had often taken advice from her friend
and hand maiden. Taliya had a great deal of experience with men and
had been instrumental in a secret plan to stop her becoming
pregnant until she was ready to give Eleazar a child. If she was
thought to be barren, then her father would consider it his duty to
take her back, and Eleazar would give her a more honorable means of
divorce. Taliya had used her extensive knowledge and contacts to
acquire the juice of the silphium plant which grew only in Cyrene,
a city on the north coast west of Egypt. It was considered to be an
effective form of keeping her womb empty, and to date, her taking
it once a month had kept her without child.

Other woman used all manner of potions which
were both unpleasant and obvious, so Taliya’s help had been
invaluable. She had kept her husband ignorant, indeed she suspected
that he may even blame himself as he had been unsuccessful in
impregnating any of the women in the household even though, as they
reported to Raisa, he made no attempts to avoid them conceiving. In
his mind Raisa’s handmaidens were his concubines, but to Taliya at
least, they were simply slaves. The younger girl Fabia, who had
lived a similar life to Taliya, kept to herself. To both Taliya and
Raisa’s surprise and appreciation, she often volunteered to amuse
Eleazar when he demanded to be with a woman.

Raisa moved a flower petal around the bath
with her toes as she tried to convince herself that she was in
control of the situation and that nothing would happen that
effectively broke her vows. Yet, when she thought about being in a
room with Tobias alone and knowing his intentions, she felt herself
become almost completely overcome with feelings of passion. She lay
in the scented water indulging her fantasies. She imagined herself
as the sultry seductress, cool and in control, playing with her man
as a cat toyed with a mouse, teasing him with her charms until he
was a mindless puppet.

She was holding the small pocket that held
Tobias letter, feeling the little scroll in her fingers,
visualizing the words on the page, when she jolted out of the
day-dream as Fabia entered the room to advise her it was after
midday. She dropped the scroll, feeling suddenly guilty. Perhaps
the girl hadn’t noticed. The maid wrapped and dried her and applied
scented oils to her body before helping her to dress. She was
uncertain if she should apply any color to her face and neck, and
in the end Taliya came to her rescue and put on the slightest
amount as a form of compromise.

The meeting time was mid-afternoon, that hour
of day when few people were out on the streets, preferring to take
a nap in the hot hours, although the autumn weather was beginning
to cool. She knew exactly where the place was as Tobias had
selected a location close to the market where the wealthy perused
the best goods from selected merchants. She wondered if he had done
that on purpose, as a woman walking to the market would never
arouse suspicion. Raisa fetched a basket from the kitchen, covered
her hair with a shawl, and left the house about two hours after
noon. It was hot; a cloudless day. There were few people on the
street as she made her way down the hill towards the eastern slopes
of the city. The temple rose up majestically to her right, and she
could see a few worshippers ascending the southern staircase which
led to the temple courts.

She turned left at the end of the street
putting the temple view behind her and out of sight. She had found
it difficult to look in its direction. It was as though God Himself
was watching her from the mount which dominated the entire
Jerusalem vista. She passed a small garden and watched as children
picked up ripe walnuts from the ground and crushed them with a
stone to extract the nut inside. Ahead of her, a group of men had
turned into the street. They were wearing the traditional gowns of
the Pharisees and were heading to the temple for prayer. Raisa
moved her shawl to cover her face, fearful that she might be
recognized if one of the group had been a guest in her house.

Near the end of the street she turned left
and into the covered market, where trade continued despite the time
of day. It was cool here, under the thick thatched roof, and Raisa
felt less conspicuous in the shadows the shade provided. Passing
stalls of fruit, roasted grains, spices and herbs, she pretended to
be inspecting various items and purchased a few sprigs of mint and
dill. Here, she was just another woman in the market. She began to
feel quite confident as she continued towards the city wall, where
close-packed houses, inns and rental properties provided ample
lodgings for the thousands of travelers who came to the Holy City
for the various festivals and feasts in the Jewish calendar. The
Pool of Siloam lay near the wall, not more than forty meters from
where she was coming to the end of the market place.

She felt his arm before she saw his face. He
had been waiting near the entrance watching her approach. Raisa
turned and looked into the eyes of Tobias whose lower face was
covered in the style of a traveler. He took her arm near the elbow
and guided her down a narrow aisle to the right, past stalls of
linen and various cloths. Raisa’s heart was pounding in her chest.
She felt as though Tobias was almost dragging her along, and she
began to feel a panic rising in her throat. She was terrified that
she might be discovered in public with a man touching her arm, but
more than this, was the oppressive feeling that she was plunging
toward a precipice from which there was no return.

Tobias stopped before a door and placed a
wooden key with small brass pins into the groove which held the
simple but effective mechanism. The door opened and they stepped
inside. He locked it from the inside to secure their privacy. It
was a large traveler’s room, beautifully furnished with wall
hangings and plants growing towards the filtered light coming
through the high windows. The floor was covered with richly colored
carpet, and a low table surrounded by large soft cushions sat in
the centre. There were flowers growing in small clay pots hanging
from various places, filling the room with a delicious fresh scent,
and on the table were various refreshments, wine, water, fruit,
breads and cheese.

In a small alcove against one wall incense
burned, and a small scented oil lamp provided light like dancing
shadows upon the white linen which was suspended like horizontal
sails on the ceiling. On the other side was a large canopied bed,
its fine sheer curtains draped elegantly around each side. This was
a room which only a wealthy merchant could afford.

Raisa felt as if her feet had forgotten how
to move. She stood, taking in the beauty of the room and was
overwhelmed by the heady seduction of the private luxury. Tobias
led her to the center and she dropped down onto a cushion. Her
breath was coming in short gasps as she took a sip of the cool
water he had poured into a glass cup. She kept the cup pressed
against her lips and watched Tobias over the rim. She was
frightened; it was all she could do to continue sitting on the
cushion. She glanced back at the door and almost leaped to her feet
to run away. Tobias moved around to the end of the table in order
to give her some space and began sipping on a cup of spiced
wine.

“Thank you for coming. I didn’t think you
would,” he said, breaking the silence between them.

Raisa continued to watch him, unwilling to
take her lips off the rim of her cup for fear she would have to
make a reply. She had no idea what to say. The reality of being in
this place was so incredibly unlike the fantasies she had had about
this meeting. She was not the experienced seductress, a woman like
Taliya who knew the ways of men and how to use the power of Eve.
She had known only her husband, and she had never been given any
choice in matters of intimacy. He spoke, she obeyed. At this moment
she needed time to think, time to find her courage. As she sat
there, she dug deep into her memories, desperately trying to
remember the rationale behind her being here. Tobias passed her
bread and cheese and she suddenly realized she felt quite hungry.
In any case, the food would give her an excuse to remain silent
until she found something to say.

“I am not sure what to say to you Raisa,” he
began awkwardly. “I am sure you know that my reasons for coming to
your home were not to see Eleazar, but to see you…I…I’m sorry”, he
stammered, “I shouldn’t have mentioned his name…you are nervous to
be here as it is…I just,”

“But we must mention his name Tobias,”
interrupted Raisa, suddenly finding her voice. “I am a married
woman...it was foolish of me to come here.” She suddenly realized
that she was attacking him, as if he had dragged her here against
her will. “Forgive me Tobias…I am feeling afraid…I...I really am
like a fish without water here.”

“As am I Raisa,” he replied, leaning towards
her and taking her hand. “I really didn’t think you would come here
today…so…so I am not sure what to do or say now as I haven’t
planned that far ahead…and I don’t want you to think that I have
wrong ideas about you.”

“What ideas do you have about me,” she said,
allowing her hand to be held but afraid to look into his face. “My
situation is not unknown to you Tobias. You probably know more
about my marriage contract than I do…indeed you probably filed it.
And you know my husband and what kind of man he is. But he is my
husband, so what can there be for me.”

“Raisa…yes, I know your situation, but that
situation can change. Ever since I saw you I cannot stop thinking
about you…thinking about being with you…I know it is forbidden, but
I have no power over these feeling I have for you…I want to be with
you, and I try to find every silly excuse to come to your house.
Raisa” he said lifting her hand to his mouth and kissing her
fingers. “I believe I am in love with you.”

Her heart beat even harder than before at his
words and she dared to look at his dark eyes. She had never seen
him this close before. She felt that she would melt completely; she
sensed that any possibility of resistance had gone, and when he
leaned forward to kiss her, she simply closed her eyes. When their
lips met she expected an onslaught of frenzied lust, indeed she had
never known anything else, but Tobias’ kiss was short and hardly
sensual at all.

He embraced her, holding her gently in his
arms, running his fingers through her hair. There was no attempt to
disrobe her, but just to hold her. She was captivated by the
moment, feeling masculine love for the first time. She wanted it to
last forever. Tobias leaned back and looked at her. He noticed a
tear fall down her cheek and he wiped it from her face.

“Why do you weep Raisa?” he asked, and then
wished the words had never left his mouth, for the single tear
became a river flowing from her eyes. He took her again in his arms
and held her as she sobbed against his chest.

“I must be getting back Tobias,” she said
suddenly getting to her feet. Her eyes darted a glance at him and
then back to her feet. She drew a small cloth from her robe and
wiped her face as she turned towards the door.

“May I see you again,” he asked as he led her
to the door and fumbled with the key.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I need to
think…need to...oh…I just don’t know what to think Tobias…I just
need to go for now. And then she turned towards him, placed her arm
around his neck and kissed him deeply. “Thank you for your
words…and for your love.”

“I will be here at the same time tomorrow and
every day until you come back,” he told her.

She lifted her shawl, opened the door and
peered outside. Then she slipped under the portico and into the
lane beside the market, quickly becoming just another woman at the
market, but not the same women who had tread this path a short time
earlier that day.

 


~~~~

 


The soldiers passed through Samaria towards
Jericho. The roads were packed with pilgrims on route to Jerusalem.
Large groups of families traveled together with small carts laden
with provisions and tents. As they passed through small towns they
saw hundreds of tiny shelters and tents erected outside of homes,
on top of houses, and even beside the roads. In the fields farmers
busied themselves planting wheat and barley. The autumn sowings
would be ready for harvest in late spring, in the first month Abib,
and ready for the Passover celebrations. The soldiers stopped at a
small inn situated at an intersection where the road turned right
towards Jerusalem. Surprisingly, there were few people stopping at
the inn, especially Jews. Most people lowered their eyes and
children were pulled closely to mothers as the soldiers dismounted,
removed their helmets and went inside. Their lathered horses were
taken around behind the inn to be watered and fed.

The commander, a veteran from the southern
armies, was an informal man. He ordered the soldiers to store their
long weapons and shields against the wall, to place four long
tables into a rectangular shape, and then he took the place at the
head where he had a view of all sixteen of his charges. Food and
cool drinks were brought and after a few minutes the commander
motioned for silence.

“Most of you have never been to this province
before, or at least not as soldiers of Rome. I have lived among
these people for many years, and there are things you need to know
about them so that you don’t start a revolt and bring the wrath of
our procurator down on your sorry heads. These Jews are unlike any
other people in the empire, and for that reason Caesar has allowed
them certain privileges for the sake of peaceful administration.
The first thing you need to know is that they don’t like Romans. To
them we are an occupying force in their land. According to them, we
are only here because they are being punished by their God for
disobedience. We are the instrument of that punishment. They have a
long history here and believe that their God rules over them. These
people refuse to acknowledge the gods of Rome or of anyone else.
For them, there is only one God, and to worship other gods is the
greatest sin in their eyes.”

There were murmurs among the soldiers and the
sound of muffled laughter.

“You find that amusing soldier,” said the
commander. “For Romans, such an idea is absurd, but to Jews it is
the very essence of their existence. A short time ago there was a
revolt in the beautiful city we have just left. The revolt was over
the procurator displaying Roman standards. For a Jew, to create
such a standard and display it is to create an idol. Such a thing
can cause a war here, and we don’t need another war with these
people.”

He looked around at the soldiers sitting
before him, sipping wine and eating late season fruits.

“We are going up to Jerusalem, the holy city
of these people. One quarter of that city is covered with a temple.
It is the only temple in Jerusalem and Caesar is willing to leave
it that way as long as the Jews stay quiet. The Greeks lost a war
to these people; a war that was started because a stupid man
violated their temple. These people do not consider themselves to
be Romans or part of the empire. That may anger you as soldiers of
Rome, but understand this; you are not ordered to respect these
strange people’s beliefs, you are here to keep the peace. Follow
orders and learn. You have two ears and one mouth. Use them
proportionately.”

Two hours later they collected weapons and
horses and rode to the small military encampment on the outskirts
of Jericho. There was little more than a shelter and water for
animals, a way station on the road to Jerusalem. Artilius and
Lucius were assigned to first watch along with two others. They sat
alone at the edge of the camp under a tree on a small rise
overlooking the camp.

“What’s on your mind Lucius,” asked Artilius
leaning back against the tree and scratching the stubble of his
beard. “You still dreaming about that girl back in Caesarea
perhaps,” he chuckled.

Lucius smiled. “Why not? I like her,” he
said, turning to his companion. “But tell me, do you know why these
Jews choose to live in tents and make-shift shelters rather than in
their houses.”

“Every year they celebrate certain festivals.
This time of year they have their Feast of Tabernacles. According
to their legends, they were slaves in Egypt for hundreds of years,
and when their God delivered them, they lived in tents for a while.
So, they remember this event once a year for about a week,”
Artilius explained.

“How do you know all this Artilius?”

“Years ago a Jewish merchant used to visit
the estate to purchase wines. He and my father would talk for hours
at a time, so I heard a lot of things about Jewish history and
culture. He stopped coming to the estate when he stopped purchasing
wine and went into different merchandise. He was a wealthy man, and
had influential friends, both Roman and Jewish. Abdeel was his
name.”

“I cannot imagine a people believing in only
one god,” Lucius commented looking upwards. “It is like believing
in only one star.”

“I don’t understand why Caesar permits them
to reject the gods who have conquered them Lucius. Rome is in
charge here, not some god that no-one else recognizes.” He turned
to Lucius, and pointing to the lights of Jericho, continued to
speak.

“According to their legends this ancient city
was the first one they conquered when they came here from Egypt.
They carried their God in a golden box before them, marched around
the city and the walls fell down. Then they conquered the land, a
land they say was full of Nephilim.”

Lucius began to laugh. “Are you trying to
tell me that these pathetic people managed to conquer the sons of
the gods, the sons of Poseidon and Atlas? They appear too timid to
conquer anything.”

“For once we agree brother. The Nephilim were
brothers of Hercules; powerful, strong and full of the knowledge of
the gods. They built great structures and no-one was their equal.
No mortals could destroy such a people.”

“And yet these Jews have survived and still
dwell in the land.” He turned to Artilius and offered him some
dried fruit he had brought along. “Perhaps there is more to these
Jews than meets the eye.”

“They are waiting Lucius…waiting for a
Messiah, a ruler who they believe will conquer the world. We Romans
also wait, but the difference is that we have prepared the way for
the Ruler…he will be a Roman, the leader of the entire world, Jew,
Roman and Barbarian…all will bow to him and him alone, including
these people who consider themselves to be the chosen ones of the
most high God.”

“The what?” asked Lucius.

“Oh yes Artilius…that is the one thing I hate
about these people. They believe that their one God chose them
above all other people…the rest of us are mere cattle…and here they
are wandering around a tiny province of almighty Rome, while Rome
conquers the last corners of the world. I call that blind
stupidity.”

“And yet Caesar allows them to continue in
this fantasy…I wonder why?” Lucius asked staring at the twinkling
lights of the ancient city before them.

Artilius rose as two soldiers walked towards
them and gave the salute. “Quiet as a snake in a tree tonight,”
Artilius reported. “See you two in the morning.” They walked back
to camp, reported to the duty guard, and retired for the night.

 


~~~~

 


Raisa lay awake staring at the pale light
coming through the high windows. Sleep eluded her. Over and over
the events of the previous day raced through her mind. She could
still feel the taste of his lips and the smell of him. She had
mixed feelings and emotions, some passive, and others that rose up
with such passion that she could barely restrain them. She had
tried to convince herself that all of her intentions were good, but
the truth was that she found herself fantasizing about forbidden
pleasures. Her body ached and yet she felt no pain.

Love has been released in me and I just want
to experience what is natural for people in love.

She could hardly wait for the light of day.
She had made a decision; she would go to him and let nature run its
course. A tiny voice within her conscience beat against the door of
her morality, trying to be heard, but she turned her back on it,
drowning it out with the memories of his soft words and the beating
of her heart as she let fantasy overtake her.

Fabia prepared her bath as usual while Taliya
chose what she should wear this day. She trusted Taliya to keep her
confidence, and after the younger maid had left, they spoke quietly
for a few minutes.

“Do you think Fabia suspects anything
Taliya,” Raisa enquired.

“She is a strange one that mistress. I think
she actually misses Eleazar. There were many women forced into the
life I used to live mistress, but that one chose to be a shrine
woman. She enjoyed it.”

“Well, she can keep him busy when he returns;
I have other things to do,” she said with a wicked smile.

“Be careful mistress; remember that this is
still a dangerous game.”

“This is no longer a game Taliya…this is…my
fate as you call it. I am no longer a child. I will take want I
desire for a change. I want to feel like a real woman.”

She rose and dressed, applied perfume and
powders and left for the markets. Taliya said farewell to her at
the door. Moments later Fabia appeared dressed and carrying a
basket.

“Where are you going girl,” Taliya asked.

“I must stock the kitchen mistress,” she
replied. “We need herbs and other things.”

“Don’t be long then. The mistress will be
hungry when she returns. Do you have coin?” Taliya asked.

“Yes mistress. I won’t be long.”

Fabia left the house in time to see the back
of Raisa’s robe turn a corner at the end of the street. She moved
in the same direction, towards the markets; not the usual market
where she purchased goods for the house, but close enough. She
pulled her shawl beneath her eyes and made herself unidentifiable
as she followed her mistress under the market canopies, past the
busy merchants to a door. The door opened, and a man she recognized
pulled her mistress inside, barely able to conceal his passion
before he closed the door. Fabia smiled behind her shawl. She knew
that look. Then she turned and went to find some herbs.

She arrived back and immediately went to the
kitchen to prepare a meal. Taliya was also absent. Fabia’s
curiosity was more than she could bear. She went quickly to her
mistress’s room and found the robe she sought. She carefully
unpicked a thread and took out the little scroll, read the words
and put it back.

“What are you doing girl,” came a gruff voice
from the door. She turned to find Eleazar standing there watching
her.

“I…I…you startled me master…I was tidying the
mistresses clothes my lord,” she replied, alarmed by his
appearance.

She had no idea how long he had been standing
there watching her, but she guessed he had not seen the scroll in
her hands.

“Where is my wife and Taliya,” he demanded to
know. “A man’s wife should be waiting for him to come home.”

Fabia was tempted to tell him everything she
knew. She had no loyalty to Raisa, or the whore Taliya who
considered herself more than a servant. They never confided in her,
indeed, she believed that they laughed behind her back. This
morning she had wondered if her life might change. She had
overheard the conversation and knew exactly what her mistress had
gone to do. She saw the possibility of becoming more than a mere
slave. A man betrayed was a man who could be easily manipulated by
the right woman.

“I understand that the mistress went to the
market a short time ago my Lord…I am not expecting her back until
later. I don’t know where Taliya is,” she said, deciding that the
time was not yet right to reveal anything.

“Why would she go to the market when she can
send Taliya or you? A woman’s place is in her home!” he barked.

“Perhaps she is choosing cloth for a new robe
master, or some such thing,” Fabia suggested. “But…but I am
here…are you hungry master… perhaps I can prepare something for
you.”

Eleazar stood looking at her, sensing
something hidden in her words. She was beautiful in a wild sort of
way. Her skin was too dark to be considered by many to be elegant,
but she had skills which his wife knew nothing about. He walked
towards her and began to loosen his robe.

“Come here Fabia,” he asked in a softer tone,
“you can bring food later; right now I am hungry for something
else.”

The maid smiled seductively and went to him,
slipping the strap from her shoulder as she went.

“It is good to see you master…good to have a
man around the home again.”

Eleazar closed the door.

 


~~~~

 


She was on her hands and knees trying to
force herself to crawl upon sharp broken stones. Two of them stood
between her and the person she was trying desperately to reach. Her
tormentor’s faces were grotesque, skeletal and black like wet
obsidian. They watched her mockingly; their oval eyes, blood red
and piercing, held nothing but cruelty and contempt. Thin lips
scarcely closed the salivating mouth and when they sneered at her
helpless condition, they revealed sharp yellowed teeth. As she
tried to move forward they blocked her path. It was as if the very
rocks that tore into her soft flesh obeyed them. Their dark
muscular bodies had the shape of humanity, albeit larger, but their
flesh was of a different race, alien to the children of earth.

She raised her head and looked over at the
one she was trying to reach. He was as a Son of Man except for one
blatantly obvious fact. Holiness emanated from him; from every part
of his being. He looked at her with compassion, even pain, totally
aware of her helpless situation. His look betrayed gratitude
towards the prolonged attempt she made to reach him against such
overwhelming opposition. He was standing on terra firma in a small
garden which was beautiful in itself, yet this piece of creation
showed the dark influence of those watching him with awe, fear and
contempt.

Directly behind Him the ground disappeared as
thin acid smoke rose into the sky from a bottomless pit of
sulfurous fire and death. Suspended in the air above the hellish
place was a throne; it was bathed in flame. Arrogance, pride and
palpable hatred emanated relentlessly from the one who sat upon it.
He watched the scene with satisfaction; this was his domain.

The Son of Man continued to watch her
struggles to reach Him. He moved towards the edge of the cliff
seemingly unafraid of what lay beyond, indeed, it seemed to her
that He was allowing the black creatures to move Him towards it.
This was confusing for her, as it was obvious from the way the
creatures covered their faces when he glanced at them, that they
had no power over Him at all. She was powerless to prevent Him from
going to His destruction, and she felt intense panic and guilt, for
somehow, she knew that He was standing where she should be, that He
was paying the one on the throne a ransom for her. But then He
looked straight at her and slowly shook His head and smiled as if
to reassure her.

Mary woke and realized instantly that she was
no longer lying on the thin travel mat, but kneeling on her hands
and knees. She looked around quickly to convince herself that this
was reality, and at the same time stared into the emerging light
expecting to see the creatures standing over her. She was alone.
She let out a deep breath and allowed herself to lie down upon the
mat. There were feint sounds coming from the next room, and judging
by the grey light filtering through the high windows, she guessed
that she was hearing Abdeel offering his morning prayers.

As her breathing returned to normal she
reflected on the dream, if indeed it was a dream. There was
something strangely real about it, something which had the ability
to shift from the semi-consciousness of sleep into her conscious
awareness. It was one of several similar dreams she had had in
recent times, and they were beginning to erode the peace she had
begun to take for granted. She was experiencing a growing sense of
incompleteness. Mary knew she had been freed from the insidious
creatures who had invaded her body like parasites needing a host,
but when she wasn’t near the one who had exorcised them, she felt
the powerlessness of her sinful nature trying to exert itself over
her desire for godliness.

In her heart she desired nothing more than to
once again be in the presence of Jesus, to feel the purity and
power of His holiness. When she was near Him, hearing His words,
the essence of her fallen humanity was silent; the nature of Adam
was simply dwarfed.

She rose, stretched her back and neck and
splashed water from the large bowl onto her face. The water cleared
her head. She returned to her mat and knelt there to pray. Prayer
was still difficult for her. Deep within her heart she found it
hard to reconcile the loving one who had called her to come and be
set free, from the one she had been convinced, had condemned her to
a life outside of Israel. For weeks she had listened to Jesus’
words about being sent from the one He called The Father; His
Father. Jesus claimed that His words were not His own. She had been
so content to listen to Him that she didn’t feel the need for
prayer, but she also felt that she was ignoring the One that Jesus
Himself spent so many solitary hours praying to. She sat upon her
feet, leaned forward with her head on her hands, nose almost
touching the floor. She tried to pray to a God she had despised for
years.

God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob; I don’t know
you and I am so confused about who you are. Forgive me for thinking
wrongly of you, for blaming you for my bitterness. Jesus says that
you are His Father and He even seems to say that you and He are
one. I don’t understand it, but I know that I cannot live without
His presence in my life. I am slipping, I feel it. They are
taunting me and trying to find a way back to me. In my dreams they
keep me from Him. Sometimes my old thoughts try to come back; try
to confuse me about Jesus. When I am near Him my thoughts are pure
and the evil ones stay away. Jesus speaks about dying. How will I
survive if He dies, if He is no longer here? Please help me to
understand, and please tell Him to stay, to care for us and to be
our King.

She rose and went to the door. Abdeel was
waiting outside, sitting at a small table with food he had brought
for them to break their night’s fast. Within half an hour they were
back on the road. Both of them were mounted on donkeys, although
Mary’s preferred mode of transport was walking. Abdeel of course
preferred a docile horse, but riding a donkey was always preferable
to walking when one needed to travel longer distances, or carry
food and clothing.

They turned at the metallic sound of shod
horses behind them. Such a sound usually meant Roman soldiers and
one was expected to clear the road for the occupiers of Israel. The
group were not traveling especially fast, and as Mary and Abdeel
joined other pilgrims moving to the side of the road, the soldiers
trotted past, ignoring them. As they passed Abdeel turned to Mary
and pointed to a soldier near the rear of the column.

“I think I know that soldier. I seldom forget
a face. I haven’t seen him for years, but if I am not mistaken his
name is Artemis…no… not Artemis but Artilius. His father owns a
large and prosperous wine estate south of Rome. I still remember
Artilius saying he wanted to join the army, but I thought it was
just the youthful boast of a spoiled son. How strange that he
should be in Israel.”

“Why is it so strange Abdeel?” Mary
enquired.

“Because most soldiers are auxiliaries here;
they are recruited from various countries and join the army in
order to gain Roman citizenship. Artilius was born a Roman.”

“I take it you don’t like him,” Mary said,
recognizing the tone of Abdeel’s voice.

“Some men are born to power and some are born
with it. Some men love to use power in order to reassure themselves
that they are above their fellow man. There are hundreds of slaves
on his father’s estate, and many handlers, but Artilius is feared
by them even more than the most intolerant foreman. He has a cruel
streak and a love for power, but I have always thought that he has
the potential to be a good man as well.”

Mary smiled at the words. “You live with hope
for all people my dearest Abdeel. You see hope where others see
none.”

He smiled back at her. “People can change
with the right motivation. It was she whom the Almighty gave me as
a wife and friend who taught me hope. In all her sufferings she
never once had a hard word for Him, and she always held hope for
every man.”

They moved on down the road, heading for the
holy city of David. They would stay with Joseph this night; each in
a small tent on top of his large house.

 



Chapter Sixteen



Artilius and Lucius were called to a secret
meeting two weeks after arriving in the city of David. They were
asked again about their commitment to join the cult of Mithraism,
and then told the procedure that must follow. That night they were
placed in different rooms, and soldiers came for Artilius about the
time of the second watch. He was blindfolded and led away. A short
time later he was descending stairs and at times his guide pushed
his head down, supposedly so that he didn’t hit it on a low piece
of ceiling. As he descended he noticed that there was a rank smell
and other smells as well. He thought he heard an animal snort, and
he had the distinct sensation he could smell the fetid odour of
fresh dung.

His blindfold was removed. He was standing at
the end of a long room carved out of the rock. There were no
windows at all, but a chimney like vault in the ceiling allowed air
to enter and smoke to ascend. The air was cool, even damp, and he
recognized the source of the smell as a young black bull was
standing in shackles at the end of the room. It was obviously
nervous, its head rising up and down and its bowels letting go
regularly. Its legs had been shackled to four large rings so that
it was quite incapable of moving away. Along the sides of the walls
were seats, most of them occupied by men in various clothes and
masks which portrayed their rank in the order. Standing beside him
were several other young men, including Lucius, all making
themselves familiar with the surroundings. Tonight they would be
initiated and join the first of the seven ranks, the Corax or
raven.

Behind the live bull stood the tauroctony,
the statue depicting the god Mithras killing the bull which had
changed the course of the stars. Mithras was riding its back with
his sacred knife in its neck, and a scorpion attacked its testicles
helping him shed its strength. Tonight, Artilius would offer his
life to Mithras the Unconquered Sun, the one who moved the cosmos
from the age of Taurus the bull to the age of Aries the ram. His
old life as an ignorant soldier would be replaced with a new one
under the control of the angel and god of light. His new life was
the beginning of a climb towards the secret knowledge, and the god
who could give him immortality.

He and the other initiates were stripped
naked and then led towards the front, walking between the rows of
seated members. The bull snorted as they approached, its eyes wide
with anger, defiance and fear. Under its chest was placed a large
iron bar which would serve to stop its head from crashing onto the
initiates when it dropped to its knees. The would-be members had to
lie in sunken trenches in front of the animal, trenches which
represented graves. Tonight they were to symbolically die. Blood
would be shed.

The stone floor was cold and hard, but
nothing compared to the extreme discomfort of some of the tortures
they had endured to get this far. They lay on their backs under the
reeling head of the young bull, its eyes rolling with fear, and
saliva flying like silken threads as it tossed its head above them.
From his place at the top of the order the Pater, or father as he
was known, came to the front and retrieved the sacred knife. Two
others of lower ranks walked to stand on either side of the bull,
and yet another moved to the back of the animal holding a large
instrument with closing pincers in the form of a scorpion.

The Pater began to recite the sacred liturgy
as a strange light began to glow on the edge of the knife. Artilius
felt a presence then, an unseen power, brutal and malevolent. His
skin began to crawl and his courage fled. He had submitted to the
whip, been starved, burned and frozen. He had withstood the torture
chamber and held fast against the wolves. His ability to withstand
physical torture had impressed his testers, but this was something
else again. There was something in this cave which wasn’t of this
world. In his fantasies the feelings of being near the god Mithras
were warm, even loving, but there were no such feelings here. The
evil in the cave was palpable, and yet it had another quality, a
seductive impulse that reached out to quiet his fears and draw him
close.

The Pater held the knife aloft and stepped in
front of the initiates. The entire blade glowed with an orange
light as if the sun itself had infused its power into this sacred
instrument. The Pater’s hand swooped low so that the shining blade
almost touched their skin. He hadn’t been told of this part of the
challenge. There was heat in that blade, heat and power. And then
the Pater was reciting an ancient oath, an oath to bind their lives
and souls to Mithras forever.

 


“By your blood and the blood of this bull do
you swear fealty to Mithras both in this world and the next?”

 


When he had asked about the initiation, he
had been informed that he would know the words to say. His position
in front of the bull placed him as the last man the Pater would
confront, so he listened carefully so as to know how to react. He
heard the words, “I bind my life and soul to Mithras by my blood
and the blood of the bull.”

The Pater asked each man individually and the
men lying beside him gave their oath. He thought he recognized
Lucius voice at the far end of the row of naked initiates. As they
spoke their bodies lurched upwards unnaturally for a few moments,
and the Pater plunged the knife between their ribs. Their blood
flowed for but a moment, and then the intense heat of the blade
cauterized the wound. Artilius felt panic. For the first time he
was unsure. The Pater was standing in front of the man beside him.
The man was swearing the oath and the knife hovered above his heart
as his body involuntarily lifted towards it and its brightness
entered him.

And then the Pater was standing before him
speaking the words. On his robe was an image of Saturn, the symbol
of the highest rank within the order. Artilius knew instinctively
that he should run. He also knew that if he did his life would end
this day. And yet he felt that death at this moment was to be
welcomed rather than to meet the force he sensed in that cave. Did
the others not feel it as well? He glanced quickly to his right.
The man lying next to him was smiling, indeed, the look on his face
was of extreme pleasure. Was this just another test, a test to see
if he was worthy of the name of Mithras?

 


“By your blood and the blood of the bull do
you swear fealty to Mithras both in this world and the next?”

 


He wanted to say no, wanted to scream the
word as if that small word had the power to hold his soul for all
eternity, but another thought challenged his fear, rising up
through his ego, promising power, wealth and position. He was
communicating with the god; its thoughts were in his mind, calling
him to become a god himself, to rise above the mundane and common,
to be a ruler among men. He thought he saw an angel standing over
him, an angel clothed in light. In that brief moment he lived a
life-time, and he made his decision. The words came easily to his
lips.

 


“I bind my life and soul to Mithras by my
blood and the blood of the bull.”

 


An unseen hand lifted his body from the
centre of his back. The knife entered between his ribs, warm
caressing and seductive. He had expected pain, but he felt as if a
warm golden oil had entered through the wound and was moving
through his body, filling every cell. Falling back to the floor he
lay there feeling an intense sensation of ecstasy flood through him
for a moment. He wondered if he was floating above the ground.

The Pater moved to the head of the bull. The
knife continued to glow with naked power, as a resonating pulse
emanated from its tip. The Pater was speaking in a strange tongue
as he mounted the bull’s shoulder, a language that had no human
origin. As the man standing at its rear applied the pinchers to its
testicles, the animal let out a tortured bellow and sunk to its
knees, its strength rushing away like a broken dam. Those standing
on either side kicked its legs behind the knees and the bull
crashed down into total submission bellowing in pain. Its cries
would never be heard this far below ground, the rock walls of the
cave muted every sound.

The Pater raised the knife and plunged it
into the neck of the sacrifice. The bull’s head fell down onto the
bar as its blood gushed out and over the new members lying in their
graves. Within seconds they were bloody from head to foot, the
essence of the bull’s life, warm, scarlet, and metallic spraying
over them. Artilius lay beneath the dying animal’s head watching as
the light of life began to drain from its eyes. As the blood hit
his body, the ecstasy vanished away. Suddenly he felt dirty and
unclean, as if he had been thrown to the ground, his face pushed
into the dirt and then his body raped by a demonic spirit. He
thought he heard an echo of laughter, a haunting alien sound coming
from somewhere behind him, but no, not behind him, but within his
own head. He felt dizzy, hot and then cold. He turned his head and
saw a ghastly sight, a young man covered in thick blood, its color
beginning to change already as it congealed on his skin. Artilius
moved his hands over his own chest feeling the mess ooze between
his fingers, and in that moment he questioned himself for the
wisdom of what he had just done.

The Pater held a golden cup beneath the last
of the oozing flow and filled it with the young bull’s blood. He
stepped off the back of the dead animal, and moving to the front,
motioned the initiates to stand. He took a sip and then offered
Artilius the cup first. The new disciple of Mithras swallowed the
warm liquid. As the cup was passed to the next man, Artilius, half
blinded by the drying sticky mess covering his face and body, felt
strong hands take his arm, and then a hot searing pain as he was
branded with a tiny hot iron, leaving a permanent sign of the
Unconquered Sun on his body.

He was then led out of the room to a wall
where water, clean and sweet was flowing out of several perforated
cisterns. He washed, enjoying the feeling of becoming clean and
using the cool liquid to take the sting out of his arm. He moved
aside to allow another to wash, and a white robe with a large black
raven woven into the front was placed on his shoulders. He stood to
one side waiting for the other men to complete their tasks. He
caught Lucius’ eye in the dim light, but the other lowered his eyes
and took his place in line. There was movement in the cave as men
were removing the bull and preparing some of the meat for a feast.
They would share this meal of flesh and blood in memory of Mithras
victory in the cosmos. They were now reborn, and when this life was
over, they would ascend to the realm of Mithras, the realm of the
Unconquered Sun and immortality.

When the last of them were dressed they
waited a few minutes and then were led back into the cave, past the
statue of Mithras slaying the bull. All of the members had removed
their masks; they now stood with only their robes depicting their
rank. At the end of the cave stood the Pater, difficult to see
clearly in the dim light, but as Artilius walked through the rows
of members, clasping each arm in the greeting which covered the
brand, his eyes came to rest on the Pater who stood in the centre
of the room. When he had greeted all of the other men assembled, he
finally reached the Pater. His arm was outstretched in greeting and
a forced smile touched his lips. Artilius bowed slightly, somewhat
unsure of how to approach. The Pater grabbed his branded limb
tightly, like a brother in arms, as the young man lifted his head
and looked into the cold eyes of Pontius Pilate.

 


~~~~

 


Raisa returned from the market empty-handed
to find Eleazar enjoying a meal in the company of Fabia. The girl’s
full hair was untied as was not fitting for a slave, a sign that
she had been with her husband. Eleazar wiped food off his mouth
with the sleeve of his robe and turned on her, his eyes flashing
anger.

“Where have you been woman?” he demanded to
know. “Your maid says you have been in the market. Why were you not
here to greet your husband?”

Raisa lowered her eyes in habit.

“I was seeking new cloth for a robe Eleazar;
something to surprise you,” she lied. “I found nothing
suitable.”

Eleazar pointed to a bundle of documents on
the table in front of him. “Where did these come from woman?”

“They were brought for you by one called
Tobias my Lord,” she replied, and felt heat rising in her cheeks at
the sound of his name.

“Why did he bring them to me knowing I am not
in Jerusalem, and are you unwell woman?” he asked noticing her
anxiety.

“I…I am quite well, just…just angry at myself
for not being here to welcome you home husband,” she said trying to
compose herself.

Eleazar stared at his wife. She was acting
oddly and he couldn’t put his finger on it. He was a suspicious and
discerning man, one who made it a priority to read people.

“Where is the whore?” he demanded, “where is
Taliya?”

“She went to find a good seamstress my Lord,”
Raisa lied, and then realized her mistake.

“A seamstress for the cloth you didn’t buy
Raisa? Tell me…why were you on the streets alone today; why were
you not with your maid?”

Raisa began to panic. Had he seen her walking
alone or was he fishing for information. How did he know that
Taliya was not with her.

“Taliya accompanied me to the market
Eleazar,” she said, trying to sound convincing. “She walked me to
the house, and then went to find a seamstress in case I decided to
buy some cloth that we saw in the market. I was not sure if I
wanted to buy it or not.”

Eleazar rose from his seat and lifted the
bundle of documents. He walked over to Raisa and kissed her cheek.
“You are happy that I am home wife?” he asked. He gave her no time
to answer, but left the house and headed for the administration
rooms of the scribes in the temple grounds. As he turned into the
street he saw Tobias a short distance ahead. The young Pharisee was
heading to the same building. Eleazar caught up to him near the
door and they stepped inside. Tobias leaned forward to greet his
fellow Pharisee with a traditional kiss and to welcome him
back.

Eleazar accepted the greeting and offered the
documents to Tobias. As Tobias was opening the seals a powerful
recognition hit Eleazar between the eyes. Tobias smelled exactly
like his wife, the perfume was strong and unmistakable, something
she only wore when ordered to look her best for his guests. It was
very expensive and rare. The shock of the recognition made him
stagger on his feet for a few seconds and he found himself a
chair.

“Are you alright Eleazar,” Tobias enquired.
“You look unwell…perhaps we should look over these documents
another time.”

Eleazar had no words. He sat there stunned;
sipping water and breathing deeply. He needed to get away from
there; he needed time to think, to remember, to find out what was
happening here. He needed answers.

“We will speak later Tobias,” he said rising.
He feigned to fall and Tobias caught him, bringing him close enough
to get another opportunity to smell the perfume.

“My apologies Tobias…I am a little unsettled
on my feet…I think it best that I return home and rest…perhaps the
journey took more out of me than I realized. Shalom.”

He stepped through the door and onto the
shaded street in the alley. Turning left he walked towards the
southern stairs to the temple and entered the outer courts. Finding
a place to sit beneath the portico, he began to put the facts
together. This young Pharisee had been to his home while he was
away, at least once and maybe more. His wife returned home alone
smelling of her best exclusive perfume and lied to him - he had
sensed it; the maid Fabia was perhaps seeking something when he
discovered her, and the young Pharisee smelled of his wife’s
perfume the very same day. He had at first felt a deep sickening
feeling at the thought that Raisa may have betrayed him, but his
anger began to rise up and drown such weak emotions. But how to
proceed; how to learn the truth, and what to do with it?

He returned home and rested in his room. That
evening he went to Raisa’s room and pretended to want her. She
begged him to allow her to prepare herself properly for him,
claiming that it was the wrong time of month for her. He knew she
was lying. She always broke out in small spots days before her
cycle, and her face was as clear as a child’s. As he left her room
he ordered her to send Fabia to him. The maid arrived at his room a
few minutes later with wine and fruit.

“You want me again master,” she said smiling
seductively.

“Come here Fabia,” he said, using her name
with a degree of affection. The young woman sat on the edge of his
bed and began to disrobe.

“Wait girl…not yet…for now I wish to
talk.”

“You wish to talk to me master,” she asked
surprised.

“Fabia,” he said, stroking her hair and neck.
“You know that I like you. You have always been loyal to me. I
reward loyalty and I want you to be loyal to me now. Something has
been going on while I have been away. I want you to tell me what
you know.”

Fabia looked at her feet, afraid of the
consequences of revealing what she knew. He placed his fingers
under her chin and turned her head to face him.

“If what I suspect is true Fabia,” he said,
looking into her eyes and smiling, “this house may need a new
mistress, a mistress I can trust. I know Tobias has been here, and
I know that my wife went away today. Did she go to meet him?”

The girl nodded slowly. She knew who held the
power under this roof and she needed to be on the right side of
that power if it were to explode. Eleazar leaned forward and kissed
her cheek. She began to grow in confidence. Raisa had never treated
her as she did Taliya; she had always been on her own, had always
been the one who had to bear the brunt of Eleazar’s drunken lust.
She owed her mistress nothing. She decided it was time to make a
stand, to place her bet and wager for her future.

“Tell me what you know Fabia,” he urged her,
smoothing her hair.

“The one called Tobias came here several
times master,” she began. “The mistress even dressed for him.”

“What do you mean dressed for him,” asked
Eleazar, his voice beginning to quiver with his rising anger. Fabia
flinched at the sound of his voice, recognizing the temper that had
often been extinguished with blows upon her slight body.

“It’s alright Fabia, I am not angry with you.
It is difficult for a man to learn that his wife is an adulterer.
Continue.”

“She put on that robe you like her to wear,
and let him see her in it in the daylight. And then he gave her a
scroll master. I was looking for it when you came home today, but I
was too afraid to betray my mistress.”

“You are a loyal servant Fabia,” he said,
using a word that was several steps above slave. “Where is the
scroll now?”

“It is sown into the hem of the robe, the
cream one she wears on Shabbat.”

“She sewed a letter from her lover into her
Sabbath robe,” he asked, temper beginning to flare.

“The scroll contains an address and time
master. She went there a few days ago, but I don’t know if she went
there today,” Raisa said, becoming more confident.

Eleazar stood and walked about the room,
pacing. His anger was obvious, but under control. He was thinking,
scheming how he could turn this situation to his advantage. Her
father was a powerful man. To have his daughter branded an
adulteress would surely hurt him where he hurt the most, his
pocket. He moved over to Fabia and lifted her chin.

“You have been very helpful to me Fabia. I
shall not forget it. Say nothing of what you know. Let her think
she has outwitted me. I will reward you.”

“Do you want me now master,” she asked.

“Not tonight Fabia, go and rest. Tomorrow
will be a busy day.”

She kissed him, rose and left for her small
room. She heard muffled voices through the wall, Raisa and her
favourite maid discussing their deception. She smiled to herself,
walked through the kitchen to her room, and lay on the bed. That
night she dreamed of sleeping in a beautiful bed with rich covers.
Taliya was filling her bath, sprinkling rose petals into the water.
In his own bed, Eleazar lay awake thinking of revenge; he wanted
blood, he wanted her to suffer for humiliating him, and he wanted
her lover to know his vengeance in full.

 


~~~~

 


The city was full of pilgrims from every
corner of Israel and beyond. Everywhere were booths, small tents or
makeshift huts erected on the streets, on the sides of the roads,
and any place big enough. Lucius and Artilius were assigned to a
century of legionnaires, an elite force whose duties included being
the procurator’s private guard. This would mean traveling from
Caesarea to Jerusalem often, as Pilate’s main residence was in the
coastal port. The procurator made his presence felt in the holy
city, mainly at times such as the celebrations which were in
progress at present. Crowds always represented a threat, as radical
elements such as the zealots used such times to carry out attacks
against Roman interests.

Lucius was pleased with his new posting as it
meant seeing Vita on a regular basis. They had found a common
language, and although their time together had been short, they had
both made an unspoken commitment to each other. He was looking
forward to seeing her again, but there were other things on his
mind since joining the cult of Mithraism. After the initiation
ceremony, which Lucius later learned was a prerequisite to becoming
part of Pilate’s century, the new cult members, the ravens, had to
attend ceremonies of worship and instruction every other day.
Mithras was demanding, and Pilate was exacting. Each day they were
read scripts of an ancient text, translated from the language of
the Aryan race who were servants of the Great Ones, the giants who
first taught men to serve the cosmic god.

Lucius noticed that Artilius had changed
since the initiation. There was coldness in his eyes and a growing
arrogance which emanated from him. He worshipped with a zeal beyond
what was required, going through the oblations with extreme
precision and reverence, keen to please the god and win his favor.
On the other hand, Lucius was trying to hide his regret. He knew
that something dark and sinister had entered his body during the
initiation, he sensed its presence there, but even though the
ecstasy of the ceremony had been almost totally seductive, the
feeling of disgust that followed had stayed with him, and refused
to leave. He wondered if some of the other young initiates felt the
same, but if they did, they were too afraid as he was to express
it.

For the next week or two they would remain in
Jerusalem. Their main duty was simply to be a presence among the
throngs, and to watch each other’s backs. The centurion, an able
man who had served for over eighteen years, was an amiable
character. He reported to Gaius, a man whose position was something
of a mystery. Gaius was no longer in the army, having earned a
release by the request of Pilate, but he remained as a kind of
secretary and advisor to the procurator. Gaius’ knowledge of Jewish
customs and traditions, taboos and idiosyncrasies was extensive.
The century was also backed up by a larger group of auxiliaries,
but in general, the legions of Rome were too far away to be much
help in a major uprising.

They worked in shifts patrolling the streets
in full armour, a constant reminder to the children of Israel that
Rome was always watching.

 


~~~~

 


Six small round stones sat on the hard wooden
bench where he waited. He had sacrificed a few crumbs of the meager
portion of stale bread he received each day. The crumbs lay on the
floor near the shaft of yellow light which flickered, and seemed to
move, as air touched the oil torches in the sconces of the jail
walls. In his hand he held his favourite stone. It was smooth on
the surface, but the edge was quite sharp. His hand was raised
above his head, poised and ready to throw. He was tired of the
rats, tired of waking to the scratching sounds as the vermin chewed
holes in his clothes.

A dark grey visitor scrambled its way across
the floor, its lean body twice the length of his hand. His first
missile missed it, clattered against the far wall and bounced back
towards him. He let out a curse, grabbed three stones and let loose
at the whiskered head as the creature scrambled on the stone floor
towards the crack in the wall. There was a screech as a stone hit
its head rolling it over. He leapt from the seat and slammed his
bare foot down on the head of his prey, crushing the life from its
body.

Barabbas kicked the dead rat through the iron
bars. It flew through the air and fell at the feet of the sleeping
guard whose head was slumped down on the small table in the
corridor. The zealot had lost count of the days he had spent in
this stinking dungeon. He had stopped counting after a hundred and
fifty, so he guessed that perhaps a year had passed. He couldn’t
understand why he hadn’t been dragged out and crucified on the
walls as a deterrent to other patriots like himself. It was unlike
Pontius Pilate to keep a prisoner for long. They had already
decided to crucify him, so why wait for Passover? Perhaps the guard
had lied, perhaps there would be a trial after all.

He had been the only one taken alive after
the riot. The others had been executed on the spot, their blood
staining the cobbled Jerusalem street. There were witnesses to his
killing of the auxiliary so perhaps Pilate had decided to hold a
public trial. The thought angered him. He considered himself a
resistance fighter, a man at war against an invading force. They
considered him to be a murderer. Still, it hardly mattered what
title he bore, the outcome of a trial would be the same no matter
what. They would knock the last of his teeth out, break a few more
bones and nail him to the wall with iron spikes, leaving him to the
crows and elements until he died. He walked around the cell picking
up his stones and took up position again, waiting in ambush for his
next victim.

 


~~~~

 


Eleazar found Jonas resting in the council’s
private chambers beside the small auditorium where the seventy
elders of Israel met. Jonas was a powerful man, a leading Pharisee
whose ambitious nature was barely disguised beneath his veneer of
religious fervor. It was to Jonas that Eleazar reported his
findings about the Nazarene, and from Jonas that Eleazar received
specific instructions from the most influential members of the
council.

Jonas rose as he recognized the red haired
Pharisee’s plump figure coming towards him. He ushered Eleazar
towards a door on the left of the room which lead to a place where
some of the older members could take a nap in the afternoons during
long council sessions. Jonas dressed in black and white, the
tradition livery of Pharisees. His tasseled robes depicted a very
religious and pious individual to those members of the public who
recognized his position. He was middle aged and over-weight, too
fond of strong wine and rich food.

“I have need to speak to you of an urgent
matter Jonas,” Eleazar began, “a matter of a very personal
nature.”

Jonas raised his hand for silence.

“I can see that you are distressed by
something my friend, but I need first to ask you where the Nazarene
is. The temple guard and others have been keeping watch for him, as
you said in your last report that he would most likely be here at
the Feast.”

“I don’t know why he hasn’t shown,” Eleazar
replied. “The disciple who keeps me informed of his movements and
plans told me that he intended to come. Perhaps he will still
arrive.”

“We intend to arrest him Eleazar. We have
enough evidence to at least question him. Many of the council want
him dead. He is dangerous, very dangerous. The people are following
him around as if they have no real guides and teachers.”

“Jonas,” Eleazar interrupted. “I really must
speak to you about an important personal matter.”

“My apologies Eleazar…yes of course, please
continue,” replied Jonas sitting down.

“I have discovered that my wife is committing
adultery. But that is only half of the story. The man who has
stolen her is Tobias, the secretary of Gamaliel’s aid. While I was
away he has taken to visiting my home and seducing my wife.”
Eleazar’s face reddened as his anger rose.

“These are serious accusations Eleazar. Do
you have proof of them?” he asked, pinching his lips with his
fingers as his mind was hard at work.

“I have absolute proof, and even the address
of the place where they meet…I want justice,” demanded Eleazar
beginning to raise his voice.

Jonas raised his hand and then brought it
down softly on the younger man’s shoulder.

“Our position under Roman law doesn’t allow
for Mosaic justice Eleazar…and of course this kind of scandal
within those who lead Israel will only strengthen the people
against us and towards the Nazarene…tell me, does she know that you
know?”

“She suspects nothing and neither does he,”
Eleazar replied, trying to keep his temper under control as he
paced around the room beginning to pant.

A knock on the door brought the conversation
to a close as a young man entered the room. “There is news master
Jonas. The Nazarene has been seen in the city. Your presence is
required in the private chamber.” The young man disappeared and
Jonas turned to Eleazar.

“Do you want your wife punished Eleazar,” he
asked.

The red-headed Pharisee’s eyes narrowed as a
look of pure hatred moved over his ruddy face. “Yes, and Tobias as
well.”

“This is a terrible business for you
Eleazar…I am sorry that it has occurred and I will see that you get
justice…but I have an idea…are you willing to trust me and to keep
this a secret in the meantime…I need to speak to the other members
of the council, those who meet privately, so please wait for an
hour until I return.”

He rubbed Eleazar’s shoulder in a show of
sympathy and hurried out of the room towards a small chamber where
those members of the council who wanted the Nazarene dead met in
secret. A guard at the door gave him entry. There were thirty
council members present in the room, jabbering excitingly about how
best to arrest the Nazarene. Jonas moved to the center and raised
his hand for silence.

“Brothers, it is our duty as the ruling
council of Israel to guard the Law of Moses. This Nazarene perverts
the very foundations of what we believe, however, the people follow
him anyway. If we arrest him in public and the crowd protest, there
will be a riot. If there is a riot there will be blood. Pilate will
not tolerate a rowdy crowd, and we dare not be the cause of Jewish
blood being shed. However, if we could show the people publicly
that Jesus of Nazareth ignores the Law of Moses, then perhaps the
people themselves will take his life and achieve what we have been
unable to do.”

“A fine idea Jonas,” a man called from the
back of the room, “but we have been trying to do that ever since
this Galilean showed that he had no respect for the Sabbath Laws.
He always finds a way to turn the tables on those who question
him.”

Jonas lifted his hand again.

“Hear me out brothers. The people may be
swayed in matters of working on the Sabbath…the Nazarene always
invokes ideas such as what is right or wrong, however, the people
have no doubt about the rights and wrongs of adultery. If the
Nazarene is called to make a public condemnation of an adulteress
wife, and he let’s her go, the people themselves will condemn
him.”

There were murmurs of agreement amongst the
council members.

“It seems to me that the only people the
Nazarene chooses to condemn are us, the rulers of Israel,” a
Pharisee called out. “He claims to forgive every sinner he can
find, in direct contradiction to our laws and traditions. Jonas is
right. If he tried to release an adulteress wife the people would
condemn him. No-one loves an adulteress. But where will you find
this woman Jonas?”

Jonas smiled at the assembly. “If we are in
agreement brothers, then leave the details to me. Just be ready at
a moment’s notice to confront the Nazarene…I will arrange the
rest.”

He left the room and went to find Eleazar.
The young Pharisee listened as Jonas outlined his plans.

“And what of Tobias,” Eleazar asked, his
vehement emotions spilling out. “I want him punished, he stole my
property…took my wife.”

“Not only will he be punished my friend, but
there will be a position on the ruling council for you if you allow
us to deal with this matter as I have suggested.” The color of
anger began to drain from his face as Eleazar considered the offer
before him. Ruling council members shared many privileges,
including a private residence in the richest part of Jericho, but
the mere thought of prestige and power filled him with
excitement.

“Return home Eleazar and tell your wife that
you are leaving tonight to deliver urgent documents to Jericho. I
will go to the administration building and have Tobias deliver some
documents, and casually mention that you will be out of the city.
Return here and stay out of sight. I will have men watching the
house. If they decide to meet they will be followed and caught in
the act. Then we will take your wife before the Nazarene, and see
if the people help us deal with that troublemaker once and for
all.”

He turned to Eleazar. “Your reports on the
Nazarene have been invaluable brother. Your cooperation in this
delicate matter may bring about what we all desire. If we can turn
the crowd against him, then perhaps he might accidentally get
caught in the crossfire when the rocks begin to fly. In any case,
you will have your justice, and your reward, and we will hopefully
rid Israel of another false prophet.”

They parted company and Eleazar returned home
with a spring in his step.

 



Chapter Seventeen

 


Jesus arrived in Jerusalem for the Feast via
the northern road. He and his disciples made their way through the
thick crowd to the southern stairs of the temple and into the
temple courts. Thousands of pilgrims visited the temple daily,
offering sacrifices and listening to the various speakers. When
Jesus arrived His name was soon whispered through the crowd. Some
people had heard that He was a wanted man. They kept their
distance, not wanting to be associated with one who might at any
time be dragged away by the temple guards. But there were many who
crowded around to listen to His words. As He spoke His eyes scanned
the sea of faces, pausing for a few seconds to rest on those who
were seeking an opportunity to take Him. When he asked them why
they were trying to kill Him there was confusion. Some of the
Pharisee group accused Him of being demon possessed, and others
argued that the Christ would not perform more miracles than the
Galilean had done. Jesus simply stood and left. Moments later the
guards arrived, but He was gone.

He returned on the last day of the Feast and
continued to preach in the temple courts. This time the guards were
waiting for Him, standing on the edge of a great crowd who were
listening in awe. The chief priests stayed away, hoping to not be
directly associated with His arrest.

“If a man is thirsty,” He said, “let him come
to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said,
streams of living water will flow from within him.”

His words were not mere sounds carried to the
ears of His listeners. For many, they were like fingers that
reached within and touched their hearts. As He spoke His words
sought out those who were spiritually thirsty; they drank in the
words, entering the souls of those who longed for truth. People
began to debate the question of who Jesus was. About His
supernatural abilities there was no doubt; some called Him the
Christ and others the Prophet, but their confusion centered on His
origins. How could a Galilean be the Christ when the Scriptures
attested to the Messiah coming from Bethlehem, the city of
David?

The temple guards were also in confusion.
Many of them had been deeply moved by His words. They stood arguing
about what to do, but it was obvious, that although a small
percentage wanted to seize Him, the vast majority simply wanted to
listen to Him more. They decided to leave. When they arrived back
at the council’s chambers a large group of Pharisees was meeting
there, expecting Jesus to be dragged before them. Many of them knew
nothing of Jonas and Eleazar’s plan.

As the guards entered the chambers
empty-handed they were confronted by angry and disappointed priests
demanding why they hadn’t brought Him in.

“No one ever spoke the way this man does,”
the guards replied, defending themselves.

“You mean He has deceived you as well?” the
Pharisees accused shaking their heads in disgust and clambering to
speak. One loud priest was shouting and waving his hands around,
pointing at the assembled rulers of Israel.

“Have any of the rulers of the Pharisees
believed in Him? No! But this mob that knows nothing of the law –
there is a curse on them,” he claimed.

Nicodemus sat near the front bench watching
the scene and listening to the angry protests. He rose from his
seat and lifted his hand for silence, unable to hold his peace any
longer. “Does our law condemn a man without first hearing him to
find out what he is doing,” he asked.

Those confronting the guards turned on the
older teacher sneering at him. “Are you from Galilee, too? Look
into it, and you will find that a prophet does not come out of
Galilee,” they challenged.

The old man sat down. He had been prepared to
offer a defense, but he felt a strong invisible hand push him to
his seat. This was not the time. He looked at the fools shouting
and arguing and his thoughts drifted away from them.

I have looked into it, for two years I have
looked into it. The Almighty has seen fit to hide it from you, but
those who search for truth can find Him in the scrolls of the
prophets. He is the one…I know He is the one.

During the argument Jonas stepped out of the
chamber, strolled quickly down the corridor, and entered a small
room on the left. There was a table, a cot, and various scrolls
arranged in a niche in the wall. Eleazar sat reading as he entered
the room.

“Any news Jonas,” he asked. “Why are you not
questioning Jesus in the chamber?”

“The guards failed to arrest Him again. He
has a way of turning people to His way of thinking, and this time
even the guards returned convinced they should leave Him
alone.”

“Yes I have seen the Galilean do that many
times. He puts a spell on people. What of Tobias?” Eleazar
enquired.

Jonas’ eyes narrowed and a slight smile
parted his lips. “He visited your house last evening and left a
small scroll with the maid, the one who you spoke with. She managed
to read it and left the house after dark to speak with one of my
men. Tobias has asked to meet your wife in the morning. We have no
guarantee she will go, but the girl said she looked excited when
she read the invitation.”

He turned towards Eleazar. “We will be ready
brother. We will not miss this opportunity to trap the Galilean.
Your patience in receiving justice may bring about the demise of
that deceiver. He must be stopped. The crowd are divided about Him
Eleazar. We have our own people questioning His origins and
speaking the truth of Scripture within the crowds. I am certain
brother, if He chooses to claim to forgive your adulteress wife, we
can get the entire crowd to turn against Him. When the rocks start
flying, He will be in the way, and an unfortunate accident may
occur.”

Eleazar wasn’t smiling. His mouth was set in
a vicious sneer as spittle dripped into his red beard. He looked
into Jonas’ eyes and said with determination. “I want to be there
Jonas. I want to throw the first rock at the little whore….and the
last.”

“Oh, you will be there brother…you must be…we
must have the betrayed husband standing with his fellow Israelites
demanding that the Law of Moses be carried out. Your presence will
invoke the sympathy and ire of the crowd. If Jesus sides with her,
He will have no deceptive words to defend Himself, or turn aside
their wrath.” He placed his hand on Eleazar’s shoulder. “A little
more patience brother and you will know satisfaction.”

 


~~~~

 


Mary and Abdeel had enjoyed the lavish
comforts of Joseph’s home for several days since arriving in
Jerusalem, albeit they, like all members of his household had been
sleeping in the makeshift tents on his roof. He was a wonderful
host and man of God. Mary enjoyed listening to he and Abdeel discus
the person of Jesus, and she was pleased that the Almighty had such
a man on the ruling council of Israel. Each day she accompanied
Abdeel to the temple courts to hear Jesus speak. Last night she had
watched as the temple guards had argued amongst themselves. She
felt a sense of hope that Jesus was winning over even many of the
most stubborn people.

This morning she rolled her mat and left her
tent. Tonight she would sleep on something more comfortable, if
indeed she continued to stay in Jerusalem. The Feast was over and
the roads would be crammed with pilgrims returning home, even
though this morning would be crowded at the temple as faithful Jews
came to give a final prayer before departing the holy city. She
went to the small room where the women of the household bathed.
This fine house had facilities for both genders and even the water
was piped into the house. Maids had prepared warm water for her and
she enjoyed the luxury of a warm bath with exotic scent. She felt
like a queen as a young girl knelt behind her washing her hair. She
had won the hearts of Joseph’s servants, spending time helping in
the kitchen when such a chore was never expected of a guest.

She ate a breakfast of fresh fruit, diced
meats and cheese as she listened to Joseph telling Abdeel about the
guards returning to the chamber empty-handed the day before. She
and Abdeel wanted to be at the temple early this morning as John
had informed her that the group traveling with Jesus would spend
the night on the Mount of Olives and return to the temple after
dawn.

 


~~~~

 


She could barely sleep, such was her
excitement. She lay awake remembering their last meeting, a
beautiful day which was only tainted by the return of Eleazar. The
coast was clear again, the brute had left Jerusalem to parts
unknown, and in the morning she would meet her beloved Tobias and
fall again into his warm embrace. She no longer felt like a victim,
indeed, she laughed at the sight of the fat fool who claimed her as
his property standing and asking questions. The only victim had
been her conscience. Acutely guilty in the beginning, now she
easily justified her actions, she even deceived herself into
thinking that the Almighty had made an exception for her. Tomorrow
would be a beautiful day. She eventually fell asleep imagining
herself in the arms of Tobias, tasting his lips and listening to
the sound of his kisses.

Raisa awoke before dawn and bathed. She ate
nothing as she knew there would be sweet barley cakes, wine, and
fruit waiting for her to enjoy after she had tasted the fruits of
the flesh. Leaving the house an hour after sunrise she made her way
through the already busy crowd towards the market, weaving her way
between hundreds who were going towards the temple in the opposite
direction to offer up prayers to the Holy One of Israel. She
shouldered her way through the market, her heart pounding louder
with every step as she finally came to the door. The anticipation
of forbidden fruit made her almost breathless. Knocking three times
she waited only for a few seconds until it opened and Tobias pulled
her inside. She shrieked in delight as he took her in his arms, and
lifting her feet from the carpets, twirled her around and
around.

She squealed with pleasure and began to
remove his robe, as he did hers, their mouths joined together in a
long and passionate kiss. There movements were frantic as they
slowly lowered themselves onto the rich cushions seeking each
others flesh, hands exploring forbidden pleasures. Tobias began to
gently push her away, laughing as he tried to rise to his feet. She
pulled him down upon her as he whispered something about locking
the door. She didn’t care or didn’t hear what he said, pinning him
to her as they laughed, rolling over and over on the cushions in
the dimly lit room.

Suddenly a bright beam of light burst upon
them and loud voices entered the room. Raisa turned towards the
light and felt a fist knock her sideways and the iron taste of
blood in her mouth. She grabbed for her robe as she squinted
against the light, seeing the shafts of spears and a head of red
hair. There were words and shouts, ‘whore, adulteress, take her to
the Teacher, stone her,’ and then she was being dragged by her hair
and arm out of the room and onto the street. Her assailants stopped
for a moment ordering her to cover her nakedness, and barely was
the robe over her head when a familiar voice screamed the word
‘whore’ in her ear and knocked her to the ground again.

Rough hands dragged her through the market
where she had almost skipped in the opposite direction minutes
before. Now she was moving towards the light as the sun rose above
the walls of the temple, the place where humanity met divinity,
where sinners were confronted with the holiness of God. Guards
opened a path for her as her bared feet grazed the stones on the
cobbled street. She felt her robe tear and tried to cover herself.
Raisa was afraid, very afraid. People were staring at her, but
there were no compassionate faces. She was dragged like a prisoner
towards the great staircase, the strong grip of a temple guard on
her forearm. Other temple guards led the way, and an entourage of
Pharisees walked directly in front of her.

Eleazar dragged her by a handful of her hair,
unwilling to allow his flesh to come into contact with hers unless
his fist was clenched and falling against her face. Some of the
Pharisees were shouting about an adulteress, about invoking the Law
of Moses and stoning the filthy woman. They yelled about letting
the Teacher decide her fate, and about justice being done. She felt
their saliva hitting her face as they spat at the ‘adulteress
whore’. They were speaking of her, inciting the crowd, and the
crowd were with them.

They came to the great southern stairs and
her heart died within her chest. She knew she was going to die.
Behind her a group of men carried sacks of rocks for the execution,
hefting them on their shoulders up the stairs to the temple. Fear
overtook her and she began to cry as her feet refused to move from
step to step. Her strength gave out and she crashed down upon the
stairs on her bared knees, drawing blood. They didn’t wait for her
to get to her feet, but simply dragged her up the stairs and off
balance towards the top. Eleazar continued to pull her by her hair
making it almost impossible to lift her head, but she heard the
crowd, heard their voices of approval, their demands for justice to
her wronged husband. She was alone…Tobias was gone.

She was thrown to the ground upon the stones
of the temple court before hundreds of angry men. Through her tears
she could see their faces, their lips curled in sneers as they spat
at her in disgust. Then a man stepped forward and pulled her to her
feet, demanding that she stand before them. She held her robe
tightly, trying to cover her nakedness as best she could. Before
her was a Jewish man sitting on a stone bench, surrounded by a
group dressed in the clothes of travelers and fishermen. He was
watching her and the gathering crowd behind her. She heard the
sound of rocks piling upon one another as they were tipped onto the
ground and passed from man to man. She wiped the blood from the
corner of her mouth with her free hand as the man beside her forced
her to stand. Hundreds crowded around to watch as the commotion had
drew their attention. A Pharisee moved forward and raised his hand
for silence. He spoke to the one sitting before her.

“Teacher,” he said, “This woman was caught in
the act of adultery.” There were angry murmurs within the crowd
behind her and the words ‘stone her’ repeated by many. The accuser
raised his hand for silence once again.

“In the Law, Moses commanded us to stone such
a woman,” the Pharisee continued, “Now what do you say.”

Behind her an angry voice shouted “stone the
adulteress”, but Raisa’s eyes were fixed on the one before her. The
fat heaving figure of Eleazar stood beside her clutching her hair.
He whispered ‘whore’ under his breath, stepped back to the pile of
sharp rocks and chose the one he would use to begin her execution.
Raisa no longer cared what Eleazar did, her eyes were fixed on the
one they called the Teacher. For some strange reason she suddenly
felt as if her life were in His hands, as if He somehow held the
power of life and death.

But there was something else about Him that
struck her deeply and completely. Before the crowd and Pharisees
she felt caught, trapped and frightened, but this man’s eyes drove
deeply into her very soul and awoke her deadened conscience. She
suddenly saw herself for what she had become and what she had done.
In that brief moment, all excuses and deception fled away. She fell
down to the ground, her head in her hands, her conscience finally
finding its senses again as the holiness of the Teacher convicted
her heart. She began to weep, her body shaking in convulsions as
deep feelings of remorse flowed into her mind.

In front of her the teacher bent down and
started to write something on the ground. The crowd was getting
impatient, calling out for the execution to begin. They wanted
blood, her blood. Several of the Pharisees demanded an answer from
the one they called Teacher, but he seemed to ignore them and
continued to write something with His finger. Raisa lifted her head
and watched Him. Then He slowly lifted His head, sat upright, and
looked at the crowd, demanding every man’s attention. His eyes went
from man to man and to the beautiful temple building standing to
the side of them, where some were still worshipping and offering
prayers. And then He spoke, His words carrying above the clamber
and murmurs, straight to the heart of every person there.

 


“If any one of you is without sin,” he said,
“let him be the first to throw a stone at her.”

 


Then again he stooped down and wrote
something on the ground. There was deadly silence as His words
struck them. There was something in the words that made them more
than a mere argument or accusation, it was as if the temple itself
was shouting out, as if the Almighty was calling men to see
themselves for what they were. The only sounds came from the voices
of those in the distance, cleansing their souls before the temple
of God, their cries a stark reminder that all who entered this
place had a need for forgiveness. Then Raisa heard the sound of
rocks falling to the ground. She turned her head and watched as the
older Pharisees dropped their stones and moved away, looks of
extreme disappointment on their faces. The younger men followed
suit, dropping their deadly missiles and leaving the temple court.
Eleazar was livid, but the one who had spoken to the Teacher,
dragged him away, grabbing his arm tightly to prevent him from
delivering a rock to her head.

Raisa began to weep again, the released
tension within her breaking forth like a river bursting its banks
in the spring rains. The man before her straightened up again and
looked at her, His beautiful eyes full of a mix of holiness, mercy,
and compassion.

“Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned
you?” he asked her.

“No one, sir,” she said, sobbing out the
words.

“Then neither do I condemn you,” he declared.
“Go now, and leave your life of sin.”

She sat on the ground in shock, staring at
the one who had saved her life, wondering how this man could have
such power over the rulers of Israel. Then she felt gentle hands on
her arms. She turned and looked into the face of a young woman who
was helping her to stand.

“I am Mary,” she said. “Come, let me help
you. What is your name?”

“Raisa,” she replied, “but I have nowhere to
go.”

From the other side of her she heard a soft
male voice asking Mary to follow him. “Should we return to
Joseph’s?” Mary asked.

“No…not now,” the man replied. “I have a
place that will do fine.”

They led her down the steps and away from the
temple courts to a room where the merchants stayed. The older man
left them and Mary brought clean water and clothes for her as she
sat still dazed by her deliverance. When she had found her voice,
and some composure, she asked Mary about the Teacher.

“His name is Jesus,” Mary explained.

“But who is He…and how did He have the power
to change the crowd…and to…to make me feel…I’m sorry, I cannot
explain. Please forgive me for bringing this trouble on you. I am
what they said, an unfaithful wife…a sinner,” she said, the words
spilling out of her as she felt the need to confess.

“Raisa,” Mary interrupted. “There is no need
to explain. I know how it feels to be a sinner in the presence of
Jesus and to receive His forgiveness and mercy.”

Raisa started to interrupt her and Mary
gently placed her hands on the younger woman’s hand. “Jesus is not
like other men. Many believe He is the Christ, the Messiah. He has
done mighty signs and wonders.”

“He is the one they call the Nazarene?” Raisa
asked.

“Yes, He is the one,” Mary answered her.

“Then He is the one my husband has been
following and reporting to the rulers about. They would come to my
house and discuss Him for hours,” Raisa offered. “Eleazar...that is
my husband…he was the one with the red hair, the one who wants me
dead…he claims that the Nazarene is a deceiver, a law breaker and
that he is possessed by demons. How can this be the same man,” she
asked. “I have never seen such a man, such eyes, and when he looked
at me it was as if I had been allowed to enter into the most Holy
Place in the temple. My soul was bared before Him.”

“He sees the sinner’s heart Raisa…He saw your
repentance…you felt His love and His Holiness.”

About an hour later there was a knock on the
door. Mary was expecting Abdeel, but a dark haired woman was
standing there with two large bundles in her hands.

“May I help you?” Mary asked.

“My name is Taliya,” she replied. “It is my
mistress you are caring for. May I enter please?”

Taliya ran to Raisa and hugged her.

“I have brought some of your things from the
house mistress,” she said. “You cannot return there.”

“How did you find me?” Raisa asked.

“When you left this morning I heard Fabia
laughing hysterically in her room and I questioned her. She told me
to mind my own business or she would deal with me when she was my
mistress. I wondered if she had lost her mind, and then I saw her
holding a small scroll, the one Tobias gave to you. As I was going
to the address to warn you I was pushed out of the way by the
guards dragging you to the temple. I followed them, believing that
you were going to die mistress. After they let you go I followed
you here, and then ran back to the house and gathered up the things
I know you cherish and some of your clothes.”

“Thank you Taliya,” Raisa said. “What will
you do now? You must return before Eleazar discovers what you’ve
done.”

“But mistress, I belong to you, not to
Eleazar. It was your father who purchased me in your name. Fabia as
well. That red-haired pig has no claim over me.”

“I have nothing to give you Taliya…no where
to go…Eleazar will divorce me.”

“And what of Tobias…where is he…where was he
today when you needed him?” Taliya said vehemently.

“I don’t know where he was, but there was
nothing he could do in any case. Taliya, the man Jesus saved my
life today, but He also gave me a commandment. ‘Leave your life of
sin’, he told me, and that is what I intend to do. I broke God’s
laws, but was given a chance. If you stay with me you will be
without a home. I have no idea what I am going to do. My husband
will divorce me and most likely my father will disown me.”

Mary sat listening to the two women talking.
“You may both stay with me in the meanwhile. I am a disciple of
Jesus of Nazareth and I travel with a group of women who follow
Him. We often sleep under the stars but we never starve.”

“I don’t know if I could be around such a man
as Jesus and people like you Mary. You know what I am,” Raisa said,
bowing her head.

Mary came over to her and spoke to both
women. “Like you Raisa, Jesus called me to leave a world of sin.
All of us who follow Him are sinners and none will condemn you.
Please stay with us. The journey with Jesus is only beginning. You
are also welcome Taliya.”

“I am not a Jewess Mary…as you have already
guessed. I am a slave, the servant of my mistress. Where she goes I
will go…but I thank you for your kindness,” she replied.

 


Abdeel arrived carrying a large bundle of
food which he left for the women. He promised to return the next
day, and the three new friends ate a meal as Mary began to tell
them stories about Jesus of Nazareth.

 



Chapter Eighteen

 


The words of the ancient text vibrated like
tiny drums in his head as he repeated the spell. They sat in a
circle, facing the mosaic sigil on the floor of the cavern, its
symbolism marking one of the doors of the seven levels to the
Illumined One. The Raven held a planet within its claw, the planet
Mercury, the first of the seven celestial bodies to be gained and
mastered on the road to the stars. The entire sigil was overlaid on
a golden star, the Unconquered Sun to which only the god could
eventually guide the most dedicated disciple. They had been told
that the golden light which had entered them upon their initiation
was channeled from the Divine Sun, through Mithras, and into their
bodies. This light would guide them on their path and through the
tests of their loyalty.

 


Artilius could feel the presence of the god
during these sessions of worship, but during the closing ceremony
of eating and drinking the flesh and blood of the bull, he
experienced other things as well. At times he sensed that his body
was moving without his willing it so. He felt himself strangely
lifted from the ground as if he had wings. On one occasion he had
watched as the instructor, a disciple of the fifth order of
Jupiter, a Leo, suddenly begin to glow and become transparent. The
sight thrilled him. The thought that one day he might also
experience such power was a seductive elixir to the young disciple
of Mithras.

The hours of teaching prior to the ceremony
were sometimes arduous for Artilius. He understood that Mithras was
the god of light who inhabited the Middle Air between heaven and
hell, but he didn’t care for the history. He wanted practical
experience; he cared little for theoretical or philosophical
pursuits. The initiates were taught about the rites of purity and
the power of abstaining from bodily pleasures. Upon entering the
main chamber of the mithraeum they had to douse themselves from the
font, a stand filled with holy water which made them clean enough
to take their place in the temple of their god.

Artilius was dismayed at the lax attitude of
some of the initiates. They would go beneath the earth and within
the cavern, participate in the ceremonies, reciting the rites,
casting spells, and taking the sacred meal, but would then revert
to debauchery above ground. He couldn’t understand how men could
take their religion frivolously, especially those who were of
higher rank. He and Lucius joined a group in one of the inns where
almost none other than Roman soldiers met to drink. The talk was of
politics and empire. Some believed that the emperor’s life was
fading, especially since the upheaval caused by Sejanus’ betrayal.
Many soldiers wondered who would continue to hold the empire in its
stable condition when Tiberius was gone.

There were rumors that Gaius, son of the
general Germanicus might ascend to the throne, the one nicknamed
‘little boots’ or Caligula by the legions. Germanicus had taken the
boy with him on a successful military campaign, dressing him as a
little legionnaire, and he had become the mascot of the soldiers.
Caligula and his sisters had escaped the slaughter of members of
his family considered traitorous under Sejanus’ rule, and was said
to be living with Tiberius on the island of Capri. Some soldiers
claimed he was a member of the brotherhood of Mithras, and yet
others denied this and claimed that he was too immoral to be a part
of the cult. Time would tell.

Lucius watched as his companions began to get
drunk. They would be riding back to Caesarea in a few days, as soon
as most of the pilgrims had left the city. He was looking forward
to seeing Vita again even though he wondered if Artilius would not
approve. The latter knew nothing of their relationship and simply
assumed they were sharing the same bed. Artilius had taken on a
holier-than-thou attitude since the lectures they had received on
higher states of morality and consciousness. Most of the
soldier/members believed that their moral principles were a private
issue, but Artilius disagreed. He was becoming something of a
fanatic in Lucius’ opinion. They were preparing to head for the
barracks when the centurion entered the tavern and informed them
that they would be leaving for Caesarea the next day. They finished
their drinks and walked the short distance to their barracks to
sleep off the affects of the evening’s activities.

 


~~~~

 


Sabbath was usually his most profitable day,
although he usually did very well during the various feasts that
were celebrated in Jerusalem. After thirty long years of begging he
had learned to understand deeply how to take advantage of the
conscience of those who saw him sitting on the side of the walkway.
He had his favourite places in the city. The city gates always
provided a steady if rather meager existence, but on the Sabbath,
the place to be was at the bottom of the steps of the temple.
Penitent sinners would throw him coins on their way to ask
forgiveness for some spiritual crime or other, and those leaving
the temple with grateful hearts would often do the same. Some of
those who sat near him often marveled at his incredible senses. He
seemed to know when rich people were walking nearby. He claimed to
be able to smell their money and to tell from the rustle of their
clothing whether or not it was cheap or expensive. Whatever it was,
he nearly always knew when to raise his voice to ask money for the
poor blind man.

Hi name was Reuben; he had been born the
eldest son of his parents, born some forty years ago, but born
without sight. All of his life he had heard people whisper things
about his condition; their words had cut deeply in the beginning,
but now he didn’t really care. It was no surprise then when he
heard a group of people stop in front of him and begin discussing
where the fault lay in his blindness.

 


“Rabbi,” a deep male voice asked, “who
sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?”

 


He was tired of the question and the typical
answers that followed. Most were the same, blaming the sins of his
father or father’s father. ‘The sins of the fathers are visited
upon the sons’ he would hear. He had pondered that idea for years,
wondering about the justice of a God who made a child blind because
of something his father had done. The father retained his sight,
but the child never saw the light of day. Surely a child had the
right to make his own decisions, his own mistakes. Why would The
Almighty curse an innocent for the sin of another?

He still remembered the strange ideas of two
merchants who had discussed him from a short distance thinking he
couldn’t hear them. He had been begging beside the city gate when
they arrived on camels. From the smell of them, and their strange
language, he knew they were foreigners. He was good at languages,
good at listening. They discussed an idea called ‘karma’, a concept
previously strange to his ears. According to them his condition was
the result of sins he had committed himself in a previous life. One
of them even suggested that the best thing they could do for him
was kick his teeth out. By inflicting such suffering on him they
thought he would be better off in his next life. At that point he
had intervened as he heard their footsteps coming closer. He
explained that it was his father’s sin that put him there, and if
they wanted to change the look of his father’s smile they were
welcome to do so. They had found this amusing and rewarded him
handsomely with a small gold coin. He had tested it with the good
teeth he still had and found it to be the real thing. It kept him
in food for several months.

 


“Neither this man nor his parents sinned,”
another man said with a deeply resonate voice, “but this happened
so that the work of God might be displayed in his life.”

 


He had never heard such an absurd explanation
before, the idea that his sitting here in filthy rags begging for a
meager existence somehow displayed the work of God. And the speaker
continued.

 


“As long as it is day, we must do the work of
Him who sent me. Night is coming, when no one can work. While I am
in the world, I am the light of the world.”

Beautiful words, he thought, but what do they
mean?

Then he heard someone spit, indeed the sound
came from the same direction as the speaker. He raised his hand in
defense, expecting to feel the slimy filth of someone’s saliva hit
him on the face, as was usual for those who despised him. He heard
someone whisper, ‘Jesus is going to heal him’. Now there was a name
he had heard many times before. He had heard of this Jesus of
Nazareth, a Galilean who healed people. He heard a slight grinding
sound and then he felt the close proximity of another human being.
The person put something sticky on his eyes and then commanded him
to go and wash his face in the pool of Siloam.

He felt a strong arm beside him and smelt the
smell of homespun wool, the usual garb of a fisherman. The man
offered to help him to the pool, which was quite some distance away
from the temple steps, near the gate on the eastern wall. He
decided to obey; there was something in the Teacher’s voice which
gave him confidence that this was not just another charlatan
wanting to persecute him. The strong arms of the fisherman lead him
through the Sabbath crowd towards the east and to the pool and sat
him down. He stepped down to the water and wondered why immediately
after he had made the decision to stand and obey, that he had felt
a strange tingling feeling in his dead eyes. Now, as he bent to
scoop up the water, his eyes felt quite hot. He cupped the water in
his hands and splashed them onto his eyes.

They began to sting so he splashed more. He
had never been able to tell when his eyes were open or shut. He
felt the sensation of his eyelids moving, but had never felt pain
or other sensations there before.

Quite suddenly he saw something; small pins
of light in front of him. He reached out to touch it and as he did
he saw a sparkling thing on top of the water. It changed when he
touched the water with his hands. He was seeing. It was the most
incredible sensation. He splashed the water and laughed as an
overwhelming sensation of pure joy erupted from his heart. He saw
the wall and the stones; reached out and touched them, their cold
rough texture coming alive to his new sense. He looked at his feet,
running his hands over them, feeling the shape, putting the feeling
from his hands into this new perspective of what he was seeing for
the first time. He stared at his hands, turning them over. They had
been his eyes for forty years, and then looked up at a sound, a
bird chirping from on top of the wall. He began to laugh in his
excitement. The world was such an incredible place.

“Blue,” he said, “pointing to the sky”. He
had heard the words ‘blue sky’ so many times and never understood
them. He had thought of the sky like a ceiling on the world, but
the sight of this beautiful color took his breath away. People so
often used words to describe things. He understood ideas like sharp
stones and smelly camels, but green grass, tall trees, and
beautiful flower had no meaning for him.

“Reuben,” someone called to him, “is that
you?”

He recognized the voice as one of his closest
neighbors, and turned to see the bearded blacksmith washing at the
far end of the pool.

“Matthew,” he replied, “yes it is me, Reuben
your neighbor.” It was the strangest thing to watch the mouth of
his neighbor opening and closing as he spoke, his white teeth
contrasted against the darkness of his beard, and seeing his face
for the first time. He laughed at the thought of how he had
imagined people and things. Reuben stood and reached out to touch a
tiny green plant growing in a crack in the wall. The texture was
the same, the smell was the same, but the shape of the leaves as he
ran his fingers along them brought tears to his eyes. He bent
forward and kissed a leaf, the realization that blindness had
prevented him from experiencing the incredible and simple beauty of
God’s creation. He ascended the stairs and onto the street and
stood in awe. There, rising up before him was the temple, its
whitened stones shining in the sun. He was amazed and stunned. In
his wildest imagination, he had never come close to what this place
of worship looked like.

Reuben heard Matthew shouting to someone to
come and see him, but he took little notice, he was so consumed
with the sights around him. Children dressed in different colors
played on the streets, laughing and throwing a stick for a small
family dog. People walked by and wondered what he was doing, why he
was staring, mouth gaping, eyes shining. He saw different colors,
he knew the words red, green, gray and black, but which was which?
He walked past houses towards his own house and realized he had
forgotten to count the steps. He always counted the steps and he
always made it home. He laughed with joy.

“Matthew,” he called, turning around to find
his friend. “Which way to my house,” he asked laughing again at the
thought of the blind man knowing his way and the seeing man getting
lost. “Now that I can see I have lost my way.”

People stopped and began to ask their
companions. “Isn’t this the same man who used to sit and beg?” Some
claimed that he was, as they had recognized him, and others
suggested that he only looked like him. He stared back at them
nodding, “I am the man, I am the man.”

“How then were your eyes opened,” they
demanded.

He explained what had happened, how the man
called Jesus had made mud and told him to go and wash in the pool.
When they asked him where Jesus was he told them truthfully that he
didn’t know. A crowd was beginning to gather around; some were
delighted in what they saw, and others were not.

Abdeel left Joseph’s house around midday and
walked to get Mary. They had agreed to go to the temple for
afternoon prayers on this Sabbath day. Neither of the two women
staying with Mary wished to accompany them to the temple, Raisa
being too afraid to meet her husband or some self-righteous zealot
who still felt the need to dispense justice upon her for betraying
Eleazar. They left the women in the house and walked east towards
the main street which led to the southern stairs. As they came to
the end of the street and turned they saw a growing crowd
questioning a man and heard the name of Jesus mentioned. Abdeel
went to investigate, and shouldering his way through the crowd,
used his considerable height to take a look at the center of
attention. He heard the question, and the answer, and he recognized
the man who was claiming that Jesus had healed him.

A group of young priests appeared, making
their way home from the temple. They listened to Reuben’s answer
and started talking angrily about Jesus working on the Sabbath.
They came alongside him and began to lead him towards the temple
courts, insisting that he must speak with the Pharisees. Abdeel
returned to where Mary was waiting.

“I know that man Mary. I saw him not more
than a few months ago, begging outside the eastern gate. I have
spoken to him on and off for over twenty years and I believe he was
born blind. He claims that Jesus healed him today. Those groups of
priests are taking him to the Pharisees to be questioned about
being healed on a Sabbath. Let’s follow; I want to see how this is
resolved.”

They followed the crowd to the southern
stairs and into the temple court where a group of Pharisees were
preparing to offer prayers. The young priests took him before the
Pharisees who removed their prayer shawls and listened intently.
Even after hearing the account they asked Reuben to confirm what
had been said.

“Yes, he put mud on my eyes, I washed and now
I see.”

Reuben’s reply brought immediate anger to the
faces of many of the teachers of the law. They turned on Reuben and
told him, “This man is not from God, for He does not keep the
Sabbath.”

Some of the crowd called out the obvious flaw
in their reasoning. “How can a sinner do such miraculous signs?”
Within seconds people were shouting back and forth until one of the
ruling council raised his arm for silence and turned again to
Reuben. “What have you to say about him?” he demanded. “It was your
eyes he opened.”

“He is a prophet,” Reuben replied.

A red faced Pharisee turned on Reuben and
accused him of being a liar. He suggested that he had never been
blind at all, that he was just deceiving people in order to gain
their sympathy as a beggar. Some of his companions voiced their
agreement, and one man in the crowd suggested that his parents be
questioned. The Pharisees could see that there was opposition to
their sentiments, so Reuben’s parents were found and brought before
them to be questioned. They demanded to know if this was the son
they claim was born blind, and then asked how it could be that he
now had his sight.

Reuben’s parents were frightened. His mother
was a short and wrinkled woman in her late years and father was
thin with a look of timidity. They had heard the whispers in the
crowd and through the city. Anyone who claimed that Jesus was the
Christ would be put out of the synagogue, would become an outcast
of the children of Israel. “We know he is our son,” they confirmed,
“and we know he was born blind, but how he can see, or who opened
his eyes, we don’t know. Ask him,” they insisted. “He is of age; he
can speak for himself.”

Abdeel listened to the debate with interest.
He knew some of the Pharisees standing there; he knew their
reputations from Joseph. They were self-righteous and power-hungry
men who wore long tassels on their robes to indicate their piety.
He felt deeply saddened that the obvious cause for celebration, was
being totally neglected in preference for finding an excuse to hate
the one he was sure was the Christ.

The Pharisees attacked Reuben again. “Give
glory to God,” they said. “We know this man is a sinner.”

Reuben looked at their solemn faces, men who
never had to beg, who were overweight and spoiled. As they stood
there with their noses in the air his respect for them fled, if
indeed it had ever existed. “Whether he is a sinner or not, I don’t
know,” he replied, his eyes burning with a passion for truth. “One
thing I do know” he said firmly, pointing to his face. “I was blind
but now I see!”

Abdeel heard the word ‘hallelujah’ come from
the lips of those who recognized the awesome power of the Almighty
who had glorified Himself in the restoration of Reuben’s eyes. Some
of the Pharisees heard the word as well, and became even more
enraged. They demanded to know again how Jesus had opened Reuben’s
eyes, hoping again to turn the crowd against the Nazarene for
making mud on the Sabbath day.

Reuben was tired of their self-righteous
words. He wanted to give glory to God, to speak to his parents, to
tell them the words that the Nazarene had said. He stood up
straight and challenged the leaders of Israel, unafraid of the
consequences, content in his heart to speak the truth of the one
who had given him this precious gift.

“I have told you already and you did not
listen. Why do you want to hear it again? Do you want to become His
disciples too?” His suggestion, clothed in sarcasm brought some
sniggers from amongst the crowd and Abdeel began to laugh.

“You are this fellow’s disciple,” they
yelled, accusing him. “We are disciples of Moses. We know that God
spoke to Moses, but as for this fellow, we don’t even know where he
comes from.”

Reuben scanned the crowd and smiled at the
Pharisee’s spokesman. “Now that is remarkable!” he answered,
putting his hands on his hips. “You don’t know where he comes from,
yet He opened my eyes.” He looked to the crowd. “We know that God
does not listen to sinners. He listens to the godly man who does
His will.” Many listening nodded in agreement at the logic of his
words. “Nobody has ever heard of opening the eyes of a man born
blind. If this man were not from God, He could do nothing.”

Many in the crowd murmured their agreement,
but most were too afraid to acknowledge the truth of Reuben’s words
as they saw the absolute fury they were producing in the
Pharisees.

The Pharisees grabbed Reuben roughly and
signaled for the temple guards to take him.

“You were steeped in sin at birth; how dare
you lecture us!” they screamed at him. Then they ordered him to be
thrown out of the temple courts. They stood with their noses in the
air as Reuben was taken to the southern stairs and pushed out of
the temple courts. He shrugged them off and descended the stairs,
unafraid and dignified.

Abdeel and Mary stood and watched the entire
scene. They arranged to meet after prayer and then went to their
perspective areas of the temple; she to the women’s court and he to
the place where only Jewish men could offer prayers. An hour later
they met on the stairs and headed home.

Reuben found his frightened parents. They
pulled him into the shadow of a building in the late afternoon and
hugged him. They were afraid to be seen with him, afraid that they
too would be excommunicated. They were extremely excited that their
son could see. For so long it had been inferred that they were
somehow responsible for his condition. His mother wept openly, her
tears a mixture of joy and sadness; joy that her son could see, and
sadness that he had been excommunicated for receiving such a
beautiful gift. As they were standing there the fisherman arrived
and told Reuben that Jesus wanted to see him. He led him down the
street to the temple courts and found Jesus standing beside the
wall with his disciples. Reuben stood in front of Jesus and was
unsure of how he should act. Jesus looked at him and asked a
question.

 


“Do you believe in the Son of Man?”

 


Reuben was in awe of Him. His voice was
gentle, yet firm, the same voice that had claimed to be the light
of the world. His words resonated in Reuben’s ears. There was a
quality in them that was unlike anything he had every heard. He
stood there, a skinny unshaved man in rags, smelly and unclean. He
looked at the face of the One who had spoken. The eyes spoke into
his heart in such a way that a lump came to his throat. He had
often been the recipient of mercy, but this man looked at Him as
though he was something much more than a beggar.

“Who is he, sir?” he asked Jesus. “Tell me so
that I may believe in Him.”

Jesus told him, “You have now seen Him; in
fact, He is the one speaking with you.”

Reuben felt the almighty presence of God in
the words, a spiritual presence which engulfed him, which exploded
in his heart, releasing years of frustration and anger. In an
instant he knew truth, perfect and pure, offering absolute
forgiveness, even though he had barely begun to ask for it. He fell
down before Jesus’ feet, recognizing that here, in Him, was the
presence of God, here was the Christ, here was the knowledge of
Creation, the power to change creation, standing before Him as a
man. He was overwhelmed with two powerful yet seemingly opposing
sensations. One, that he was so insignificant in the world compared
to this being before him, and secondly, that this man had made him
the center and recipient of Divine love and grace. He looked up and
into the eyes of the Light of the World.

 


“Lord,” he said, addressing Jesus as Divine,
“I believe.”

 


Then Jesus looked around the crowd and to the
Pharisees who had watched His encounter with Reuben. “For judgment
I have come into this world, so that the blind will see and those
who see will become blind.”

Some of the Pharisees who had Reuben thrown
out of the temple courts were indignant at His words, recognizing
their obvious import.

“What? Are we blind too?” they asked.

Jesus looked directly at them and replied.
“If you were blind, you would not be guilty of sin; but now that
you claim you can see, your guilt remains.”

People leaving the temple stopped to listen
and before long a large crowd had gathered, including Mary and
Abdeel. Jesus spoke to them in a parable, speaking of a shepherd
who enters by the sheep gate and the one who does not. He went on
to explain that He is the gate for the sheep; that He is the good
shepherd and that whoever enters through Him will be saved. His
eyes scanned the crowd as He spoke about His own sheep, the ones
who know His voice and follow Him. He said that He would lay down
His life for His sheep, lay it down of His own accord. Reuben knelt
before him, tears of joy and recognition flowing from his new eyes
as he listened to the beautiful words, the most wonderful things he
had ever heard. The fisherman bent down and with strong hands
helped him to stand, the dark gentle eyes of the man declaring his
love for the new disciple of Jesus of Nazareth.

Mary felt that He was speaking to her, as did
all of those who loved Him and believed in Him. His eyes moved over
His sheep as He assured them,

“The reason my Father loves me is that I lay
down my life – only to take it up again. No one takes it from me,
but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down
and to take it up again. This command I received from my
Father.”

Jesus’ words caused immediate division in the
crowd. The Pharisees sneered at Him accusing Him of being demon
possessed and mad, but others disagreed arguing that, “these are
not the sayings of a man possessed by a demon; can a demon open the
eyes of the blind?”

Jesus and His disciples left. Mary and Abdeel
returned to Joseph’s house.

“You are very quiet daughter,” Abdeel
observed as they walked together. “I suspect we are both thinking
about the same thing.”

“He spoke again about laying down His life
Abdeel, and taking it up again. I am afraid to think that I know
what He may have meant.”

They arrived at Joseph’s house and Abdeel
placed his hand on Mary’s shoulder.

“After today, I am confident of many things
concerning Jesus of Nazareth. What ever it may mean, it is
appropriate to call Him Lord. I don’t understand how it is Mary,
but I believe He is God’s Son. He called the Almighty His Father
today. But daughter,” he said, lifting Mary’s chin with his hands
and looking into her eyes. “Jesus, the Lord and Son of Man knows
exactly what He is doing. He claims to have authority to lay down
His life or take it up. I am not sure what that means, but I am
confident that He does, and that He will do exactly what He is
ordained to do, no matter what evil plans men may have against
Him.”

“I agree with you; and I believe something
else as well. Today he was warning His sheep of what was going to
happen, and telling us not to be concerned,” Mary added.

They stepped into Joseph’s garden and sat
down. A servant brought refreshments and they ate and talked about
Reuben in the temple and Reuben kneeling at the feet of Jesus while
they waited for their host to return from his Sabbath day
duties.

 



Chapter Nineteen

 


Artilius was already on his way back from the
mithraeum by the time Lucius slipped off his bunk and began to
dress. He donned the lighter leather armour of cavalry, and taking
his helmet headed for the main hall to eat. His detachment would
accompany Pilate to Caesarea via Joppa today. Since the Feast of
Tabernacles had finished and most pilgrims returned to their homes,
the city had become quiet.

Lucius sat at a long stone table and enjoyed
a meal of figs, olives with bread and watered wine. Many of the
soldiers sitting there had returned from worship at the tauroctony
thirty minutes earlier. Only legionnaires ate in this room, indeed
the entire garrison was exclusively Roman born soldiers. They would
leave as soon as Pilate arrived. Their horses waited impatiently
behind the barracks, saddled and watered by slaves earlier in the
morning.

This day, like all other days when the armies
of Rome were seen by the Jewish public, they would carry only
simple standards as they rode, standards depicting the eagle of
Rome. After the confrontation which occurred shortly after Pilate
took office in Judea, the practice of carrying the long standards
displaying the divine emperor had ceased, especially in Jerusalem.
In defiance of the best Jewish advice, and that of Gaius, Pilate
had ordered soldiers from Caesarea bearing images of the emperor to
enter Jerusalem under the cover of darkness. Multitudes of Jews
protested at what they viewed as idolatry displayed in the vicinity
of the Holy Temple. Crowds protested outside Pilate’s house in
Caesarea and he refused to hear them for five days. When he finally
agreed to hear the protest, he surrounded the crowd of hundreds
with soldiers, and threatened to slaughter them all. The Jews bared
their necks, offering their lives rather than see the temple
violated. Pilate relented and had the standards returned to
Caesarea.

Artilius entered the dimly lit hall and
sitting opposite to Lucius began to break his fast. Lucius mumbled
a greeting, took his helmet and went to check on the horses. He had
no desire to listen to Artilius lecture him this morning about
missing another session of morning worship which was supposed to be
compulsory for all new initiates. The truth was that Lucius had
made a decision regardless of the consequences. He wanted out. Ever
since his initiation a feeling of dread had crept over him. He
failed to understand how he had ever been drawn into becoming a
disciple of Mithra. He felt deceived, indeed he felt as if the god
had seduced and violated him. From the testimonies of soldiers he
had believed that Mithra was a road to purity, a path to heaven.
But he felt like hell itself had taken up residence within his
soul, a dark unmovable stain.

Above all else he wanted truth; he wanted to
know the answer to the riddle of life, of fate and destiny. The
mystery cult had seemed to hold the promises of what he sought so
desperately, but when the sacred knife had entered his chest, and
the light he mistook for holiness entered him, he knew that this
was not the truth; a clever counterfeit perhaps, but a lie
nonetheless. He believed instinctively that truth would be
something clean, pure, a thing so holy it would be as an
unreachable star, but what now lurked within his soul was as dark
as pitch. Whenever he tried to worship Mithras his heart ached, his
gut wrenched, and vial vomit threatened to overtake him.

He passed quickly through the narrow arched
corridor to the yard where thirty horses stood waiting, flicking
early morning flies off their rumps. Lucius went to his gray
stallion and received a nudge in the chest as the powerfully
muscled animal flicked its mane and nickered a greeting. He pulled
a handful of olives from a leather satchel and the gray quickly
devoured the delicacy. Lucius loved horses. He had found it easy to
bond with the stallion.

Within the hour they were trotting out of the
Northern gate and descending into the valley which led to Joppa.
Pilate wished to visit the ancient port and make an appearance at
the garrison there. There would be huge crowds in Jerusalem in a
few months time, so he wanted to make sure that his limited supply
of troops was ready for any trouble that might be stirred during
Passover. Gaius had informed the procurator that there may be
trouble during the festival as the Pharisees and Sadducees were
dealing with yet another popular prophet from the Galilean region,
indeed a man from Nazareth. Pilate was aware of the revolt lead by
Judas Galilaeus a few decades earlier, a man who thought of himself
as a true teacher and messiah of the Jewish people. Judas had a
secret headquarters at Sepporis, just three miles north of
Nazareth. He called the people of Israel to refuse to submit to
Roman rule and taxes. The Romans crushed the rebellion without
mercy, Judas was killed, and his surviving supporters
scattered.

The first dark clouds of the wet season were
sweeping towards them from the coastal regions threatening to
dampen their ride to Joppa. They followed the cobbled road in loose
formation, passing shepherds tending their flocks of sheep and
goats on the parched hills of bleached rocks and dried grass, a
land parched and thirsty after the cloudless days of summer and
autumn. Rain would be welcomed by some. The shepherds always had
their flocks out of the sheep pens long before sunrise in order to
give the animal’s valuable water provided by the overnight dew,
which by now had ceased to glisten on the scant grass.

Lucius rode near the end of the column, deep
in thought and trying to enjoy the light breeze which was coming
from the coast miles away. As the column slowed to rest the horses,
Artilius reigned in beside the Spaniard.

“You got a burr under your saddle this
morning Lucius?” he asked, leaning on his saddle pommel and
removing his helmet.

“Why do you ask?” Lucius replied, using a
tone of voice that should have made it clear that he preferred to
be left alone.

“Haven’t spoken to you in days,” Artilius
ventured curiously.

Lucius glanced towards his questioner. “I
have been feeling poorly since we arrived in Jerusalem. Perhaps the
change of location doesn’t suit my health,” he offered.

“Maybe you should seek a physician.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary, I’m sure it
will pass soon.”

“Perhaps prayer would help brother,” Artilius
suggested with more than a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

Lucius was careful in his reply. To create
suspicion that he wanted out of the cult would be to invite
disaster. He knew the commitment from the start, and he was loathe
to set himself on a one-way course to destruction.

I believe that the air in the mithraeum is
affecting my health Artilius. I have never felt comfortable in
caves ‘brother’”, he offered. “Being underground can be detrimental
to breathing, at least it is to mine.”

It was a plausible explanation which avoided
the question of whether or not he desired to be worshipping
Mithras. “Perhaps you would offer a prayer for me Artilius, and in
the meantime I can offer my own above ground in other temples. I am
sure Mithras will hear me there as well.”

“I will of course Lucius, but it must be
disappointing to you that your schooling has stopped because of
your problem.”

“I am only a young man. I have many years of
soldering ahead of me, and all of my life to realize my destiny.
Mithras deals with many soldiers Artilius. I am sure he understands
the situation.”

“Mithras expects loyalty Lucius!”

And there it was, an accusation. Lucius
wasn’t in the mood. He leaned towards Artilius and glared at
him.

“Has he made you his mouthpiece and
interrogator now? Are you keeping records Artilius, taking
headcounts at meetings?” Lucius eyes burned into that of his fellow
soldier daring him to find fault.

“I am a soldier of Rome first and foremost
Artilius, like most of my brothers here on the road. You are
becoming a religious zealot, a spiritual fanatic. It was but a few
weeks ago that you were seeking my advice, and now you are judging
me. Retreat Artilius.”

Lucius lowered his voice as he leaned towards
Artilius.

“My life is my own concern. We swore to keep
knowledge secret. No one swore to become part-time priests. We wear
his mark on our arms, we worship, but we swore to serve Rome first
and foremost, and most of us think there is more to life than
Mithras.”

Artilius sensed that he was on dangerous
ground. He had seen the Spaniard in battle, indeed, he owed his
life to the dark haired warrior, and he knew when it was time to
back off and give him space. Artilius lifted his hands in a gesture
of surrender.

“I meant no offense,” he offered. “I only
speak out of concern for you and others who seem not to take the
call very seriously.”

Lucius pulled his horse to a halt and grabbed
the reigns of Artilius’ mount, swinging the beast and rider around
to face him.

“Let me be frank ‘brother’,” he said, loading
the title with sarcasm. “I, and others like me, do not enjoy being
pushed by the likes of you. If you have a complaint, ride to the
front and inform the procurator. Tell him he needs to discipline
those who prefer to spend their time training with swords and
spears rather than chants and spells. I doubt he will give you a
sympathetic ear. Now! Unless you have something else to speak
about, move on. Life is more than the sum total of your religious
ambitions Artilius.”

“You fail to see the big picture Lucius.
Rome’s military is just a tool of Mithra, not the other way
around.”

Lucius continued to hold the other’s horse.
“Tiberius rules the empire, and Pilate rules this dusty little
corner of it. I would be very careful in suggesting that they are
mere tools of Mithras. Remember Artilius. Rome has many gods and
few human rulers. Cool your fervor before it lands you on your
rump.”

“So you don’t believe that Mithras is the
greatest god?” Artilius countered, betraying the extent to which he
had become besotted with his place in the cult.

“I believe that great or not, it is Tiberius,
Pilate, and the legions of Rome who rule the empire; we with flesh
and blood, not Mithras. But I am not in the mood for a religious
debate. Just leave well enough alone Artilius. Mind you own
affairs.

Lucius released the horse and caught up to
the column. He had avoided the real issue skillfully, yet he feared
that he was on a collision course with the one who seemed to have
devoured Artilius. He put those thoughts behind him and dwelt on
the fact that he was headed towards Vita. He smiled. Had he ever
felt this way about a woman before? She was all he had ever hoped
to meet in one of the opposite sex. She was strong and competitive,
quick and intelligent, and her sense of humor was charming. She
could be the playful little girl and the fierce Spanish warrior
charging to victory behind her horses. She was all this and more to
Lucius, and when he was with her he felt as though he had finally
found a part of himself that had been lost since his birth. He
longed to see her again, but more than this, he believed that she
was the one to walk this journey of life with him to whatever
end.

The column passed through a small village.
People were busy grinding flour for their daily needs and carrying
water to their homes. It was getting near mid-day. Wagons carrying
grains and baskets of all manner of harvested foods lined the
roads, heading for barns and underground storage. Winter was
coming, and like the sparrows, those made in the image of God were
thanking their Creator for a good harvest that would take them
through the colder months. They paused for a few minutes at the
town well, watering their horses under the gaze of the locals.
Mothers drew their children close to themselves as the Romans
ordered villagers to draw water, and small boys played with wooden
swords in the dusty street at the edge of the cobbled road. They
mounted and headed North-west, the sounds of their horse’s iron
shoes echoing off the sun bleached houses and against the
hills.

 


~~~~

 


No matter which way he looked at it, or tried
to justify it, the fact remained that he had tried to seduce
another man’s wife, and succeeded in leading her into adultery. He
had spent a day and a night in a locked room, a prison cell for all
intents and purposes. They told him it was for his safety, and in
part he believed it. He’d had no choice in any case. After the
guards had burst into the room he had been seized and dragged to
the room by three large men. He had said nothing. Protesting would
be less than useless. The others had been so intent on dragging
Raisa before the Nazarene that he had been shoved into the cell and
forgotten about until they had time to deal with him. Several hours
later Jonas had arrived bearing documents in his hand.

“Read this and sign it,” he demanded.

Tobias read the document of confession
stating that he had stolen another man’s wife and was prepared to
make restitution. The document also stated that he would be reduced
to the status of secondary copy scribe. This meant effectively that
he was no longer a student under the teachings of the great
Gamaliel; now he was a scribe who checked another’s work.

“You cannot force me to sign this,” he
protested pushing the small scroll back to Jonas. “I wish to see
Gamaliel.”

“He does not wish to see you! And you are
right, we cannot force you to sign it. If you prefer we can deal
with you according to the Law of Moses.”

Tobias knew exactly what was meant by the
threat. Under Mosaic Law, if one were to interpret it in its
original and plainest sense, both parties of the act of adultery,
the man and woman must be stoned to death. Jonas waited while the
intended threat sunk in and then continued, a look of triumphant
satisfaction on his face. It hadn’t been a terribly successful day,
what with the Nazarene reducing them all to sinners publicly.

“Two things saved you today Tobias. Firstly,
under Roman law the rulers of Israel cannot authorize or carry out
capital punishment, although as you well know, Pilate has a habit
of turning a blind eye when a Jew or two gets stoned, especially
Jews that Caiaphas considers to be capable of stirring up the anger
of Roman imperialism.” Jonas moved about the small room, hands
behind his back as he spoke, looking more like a legal teacher
before the council than a man in conversation.

“Secondly, in this age in which we live the
Law is interpreted in a more allegorical sense regarding men. We
see Raisa as Eleazar’s property; therefore you broke the laws of
coveting and stealing. You are therefore required to make
restitution.”

Tobias knew he was right, and the smug look
on Jonas’ face showed that he knew it also. If both he and Raisa
had been stoned to death no Roman would have blinked an eye. Pilate
was loathe to upset Caiaphas as much as the Jewish high priest was
loathe to anger the procurator. The two had a political
understanding.

“Eleazar has already divorced his wife, and
her father has disinherited her. Eleazar offers you two choices.
You can pay twice the bride price to compensate his loss and keep
the woman, or remove yourself from all aspects of Jewish
government. Were I you, I would take the latter. Gamaliel doesn’t
want you back, and no one will wish to work with you. You are
finished in Jerusalem Tobias and lucky to be alive.”

“I would like to hear that from Gamaliel
himself,” he objected.

“Gamaliel has already named your replacement
Tobias. Perhaps you know him. Saul of Tarsus, a Benjamite with a
zeal for scripture and righteousness that you sadly lack.”

Tobias signed the document. Then he stood and
left. The next two days he spent trying to find Raisa. He knew that
he had paid a high price for his actions, but he also knew he had
sinned against the Almighty. There are always consequences for sin.
He had no idea what he would do; the first thing was to find Raisa
and see to her welfare.

 


~~~~

 


Raisa was beginning to feel cooped up. After
several days of living in the small house, she decided that risk or
not it was time to get out of the room provided by Mary and Abdeel.
She had learned a great deal about Jesus of Nazareth in the last
few days, fascinating stories which moved and convicted her.
Taliya, to Raisa’s surprise, had also listened intently, especially
when Mary had shared with them about her former life and the
changes Jesus had effected in her.

“I cannot believe that you were such a bitter
woman as you describe Mary,” Taliya had commented. “You seem like
such a gentle and loving soul.” Mary had smiled, even laughed a
little, and her eyes had moistened at the words. “I am so pleased
to hear that Taliya.” The three of them had become good friends in
a short time.

In mid afternoon they donned full head
coverings and warm robes and headed for the market. If any of them
spotted a red-headed overweight thug they would quickly warn the
others, however, with their faces half covered the chances of being
recognized were slim. They bought dried fruit and bread and Raisa
began to feel less tense as they walked through the crowded stalls.
There was little chance that Eleazar would be there; after all, he
never frequented such places. A strong wind was dragging rain
clouds over the city as the afternoon faded away and the women
started to turn back towards the house.

 


It was Taliya who first recognized Tobias. He
was walking around the market, peering over people less tall than
himself, and looking like a man who had just had his purse stolen
by a runaway thief. His eyes were everywhere scanning the crowd. He
had almost managed to knock the entire load off a small donkey that
was covered in boxes of chickens when Taliya spotted him. Taliya
placed her arm on Raisa’s hand and pointed to him.

“Now there’s a man who appears to have lost
something, or someone. Do you wish me to speak to him
mistress?”

Raisa’s heart leapt in her chest. She had no
idea what had become of Tobias; no idea if he had fled, and no idea
if he loved or hated her. The sight of him searching gave her
hope.

“Mistress, he is moving off,” Taliya warned,
her voice being drowned out by a roll of thunder as the clouds
crashed together overhead.

“Speak with him Taliya. If he wishes to see
me, tell him where we are staying,” and turning she said, “if that
is acceptable Mary?” Mary nodded her approval, and pulled her
woolen robe tightly around her shoulders as the temperature
continued to drop. Taliya returned and they walked quickly up the
street as the first large drops of rain began to fall on the dusty
cobbles.

That evening Raisa went to the roof of the
house and watched the sunset. The air was filled with the smells
left by the rain. Hints of orange transformed to livid red as if
painted onto the dark clouds. The sun dropped below the horizon,
marking the end of another day in God’s timetable.

 


~~~~

 


Blood-red orbs were mere inches from her
face. A fetid breath croaked sulfurous fumes into her nostrils as
its teeth dripped acidic saliva onto her. With one clawed hand it
held her by the throat, pinning her to the ground like a rag doll
discarded by a spoiled child. She tried to raise her head but the
grip was vice like, its owner regarding her prolonged resistance
and level of strength as amusing, as nothing at all.

The eyes stared into her terrified face.
“When He is gone you shall be ours again,” the creature said. There
was no sarcasm or threat in the words; it was simply stating a
fact. “We will enjoy your flesh once more, once the Holy One is
taken. He will die, they all die, and you will live for us.”

Mary woke. She was lying on her back on the
thin mattress. Her hands reached for her throat and the pain of the
creatures grip subsided. She tried to sit up, feeling relieved when
she accomplished this simple task. She crossed the room quietly to
the silver mirror hanging on the wall near the oil lamp which was
still flickering. What time was it? She inspected her neck. Not a
mark. Was it just a nightmare or something else? Perhaps in the
semi-consciousness of sleep they found a way to enter her mind, to
communicate with her. But it was different to before; different to
before He had commanded them to leave her body. Back then they had
had the power to hurt her physically; then they were inside,
controlling her with an authority granted them by her sinful
life.

Now they waited. They knew His power
prevented them from entering her flesh, but once He was gone they
would once again have unlimited power within the domain of those
who succumb to death. They were the rulers of death, the princes of
death. Since the time of the Great Destruction when the Creator had
destroyed all flesh in the flood waters, only two had escaped
death, the law giver and a prophet. He had taken them. Their plan
to populate the world with their own children had seemed
unstoppable. They had built great ziggurats and offered the blood
of humans to increase their power; their children the Nephilim
ruled the world without resistance, without equal, the hybrid
progeny of gods and women. But He had destroyed their plan. The two
hundred and fifty brothers who had changed their flesh and taken
human wives were now chained with unbreakable shackles in hell,
awaiting the judgment.

The master was sure that the Nazarene was the
Promised Seed, the one the Creator had warned him about in Eden,
the one who would crush his head. But the master was cunning. His
plan to destroy the Holy One was working to perfection. It was only
a matter of time. Even now one of His own disciples was ready to
betray Him.

Mary glanced over at Raisa and Taliya. They
lay in peace, sleeping soundly, renewing their strength for another
day. Today the three women would have a visitor. Tobias would
arrive midmorning. Last night Raisa and Mary had spoken freely
about some of the possibilities. Raisa insisted that she loved him
deeply, but just as strongly she confirmed her commitment to honor
truth. She was a forgiven adulteress with a commandment to ‘go and
sin no more’. She intended to stay that way.

Tobias arrived as planned, just a few hours
after sunrise. He was dressed in a plain woolen robe. The dark grey
and white prayer shawl, one of the distinguishing features of the
Pharisees, was gone, indeed, there were no religious ornaments
about him at all. Taliya grabbed a basket and excused herself,
stating that she needed to purchase goods from the market. Mary
stayed. Raisa had requested it, and Mary would have insisted in any
case as propriety was expected and necessary.

Raisa introduced Mary explaining how she had
taken her in and given shelter. Tobias thanked her for her
kindness, sounding somewhat like an appreciative husband or
concerned parent rather than the object of desire that had brought
about her demise. They sat.

“You must despise me…both of you,” he began,
when the introductions were over and something needed to be said.
“I came firstly to seek you forgiveness Raisa. My selfishness
almost caused your death. My heart ran before my head and my
conscience dissolved. Please forgive me for destroying your
life.”

Raisa sat with her hands resting on her
knees, her hair covered by a light shawl to hide her femininity.
Her eyes began to moisten as she listened to Tobias. She raised her
head to look into the eyes of a man she loved deeply.

“I too ask for your forgiveness Tobias. I
knew what I was doing and I tried to seduce you. Your tenderness
made me dream of having a loving marriage. I knew I was sinning and
fear that I have destroyed your life also.”

There was a quiet moment.

“What has happened to you Tobias?” Raisa
asked.

“It doesn’t matter for now,” he replied.

“Please…tell me…I want to know.”

Tobias was quiet for a few minutes. He had no
desire to add to her pain. “I will begin a new life Raisa. I didn’t
really care for politics anyway,” he said trying to smile. “My life
as a Pharisee is over and I will be replaced as a student of
Gamaliel.”

“I am so sorry Tobias.”

He lifted his hand to interrupt her.

“Raisa, I have other news. You are no longer
married to Eleazar. He has divorced you legally. But also, your
father has disinherited you before the elders of Israel. I am
sorry.”

Raisa felt her heart lighten at the words.
She smiled at Tobias and let out a laugh.

“Don’t be sorry about that Tobias. It was for
money; for riches and power that my father forced me to marry
Eleazar. I was just something to bargain with. They can have their
money and power. I am free. I am deeply sorry before God for what I
did, but losing my husband and wealth is…is like a reward for
penitence, not a consequence of sin.” Tobias looked at her. His
heart was swelling in his chest. “Eleazar must be the greatest fool
ever to be born. One real word of affection, one gesture of real
love, and you would have totally rejected my sinful seductions. He
had a treasure, and even when he could still keep that treasure he
threw it away.”

Raisa heard his words and her eyes moistened.
She knew that he loved her deeply.

“What will you do now Tobias?” Mary asked,
when the conversation reached a difficult impasse.

“I’m not sure, except for two things. I wish
to learn more about the man the Pharisees want so badly to kill.
This Jesus is a remarkable man.”

“Yes He is,” Mary said. “And He will welcome
you.”

“Then Tobias leaned forward slightly and
looked into Raisa’s eyes. “And I am sure of this…even though I am
not sure of how appropriate it is, I love you Raisa, and if the
Almighty is willing, I want to live with you and cherish you all of
my life.”

A single tear escaped from Raisa’s eye.
Tobias didn’t reach out to her or try to touch her. She dropped her
head to wipe the tear, and then raising her eyes she looked deeply
into his loving face.

“And I love you also, and if the Almighty is
willing, I want to live with you and cherish you all of my life,”
she said repeating the words like a vow.

They stared at each other for a long moment
as love crossed the distance and wrapped itself in an embrace
deeper than the body’s sense of touch. Tobias then rose and went to
the door. “It is time for me to go,” he said reluctantly. “Whatever
happens Raisa, whatever we do, it must be in the will of God. He
knows how we feel, He knows all things and He will lead.”

Raisa rose but didn’t move closer to the
door. “Shalom Tobias,” she said smiling. The look of love in her
eyes said everything else, and there was nothing left to say. Both
knew that they dare not indulge a love that had begun so far from
the will of the Almighty, and both knew that the God of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob is a forgiving, merciful, and loving Creator.
Tobias left and the door closed.

Mary turned to Raisa. “I am proud of you. Of
both of you.”

“There is nothing to honor in me Mary,” Raisa
replied.

“On the contrary! You might have rushed to
his arms claiming to be the husband of no man, but you have chosen
to wait and test the will of God.”

Raisa sat again. “Is it hopeless Mary?” she
asked, her heart suddenly crying out with suppressed emotion.

“Who can know the will of God in such things
Raisa? David took the wife of Uriah and she conceived. Then he
murdered Uriah to cover their sin. They lost the child that
Bathsheba bore, the child whose existence motivated the king to
murder. They were heinous crimes, but David threw himself on the
mercy of God and received forgiveness. Bathsheba remained his wife
and God blessed them with Solomon, one of Israel’s greatest kings.
So yes…there is hope.”

Mary took Raisa’s hand. “I am proud of you
because you have chosen the path of the true penitent as David did.
I have learned through my own difficulties that humility opens the
door to His heart. And I have learned why God called David a man
after His own heart since I met Jesus. Do you know the expression
Raisa?”

“Yes Mary. I have heard Eleazar quote it to
others, though I never really understood it, and I doubt he did
either.”

“Neither did I until recently, but I believe
that it refers to humility and truth. He knows we cannot live
perfect lives, He knows how weak we are. It seems to me that when
we humble ourselves it opens the door to His heart, opens the door
to truth, opens the door to His unfailing love.”

There was a knock on the door and Taliya
entered carrying food and wine. Outside on the busy street people
went about their business, and a man named Tobias went in search of
Jesus of Nazareth.

 



Chapter Twenty

 


Eleazar was enjoying both his newly
established appointment in the ruling council, and the attention he
was receiving as reporter and critic of the Nazarene. He held the
floor of the council chambers, strutting proudly, if not a little
ungainly, like an overweight rooster before his peers. He had
almost finished giving an hour long report on the activities of
Jesus from Galilee, while including much of his own opinion as to
the theological implications of various healings, and especially
Sabbath events. His voice boomed loud and strong as he paced up and
down with his hands held behind his back, more like one who had
been a member of the council for years, rather than a mere novice.
He had tried to choose his words carefully, aware as he was that
the Galilean had quite a number of secret supporters within the
council, however, to those who were all but slow of mind, his
hatred for Jesus was blatantly obvious.

Eleazar’s hatred was now personal. The
teacher had not only managed to see his wife escape the stones
which would have terminated her life, but even worse from his point
of view was the fact that the Nazarene had made every man standing
with a rock in his hands profess to being a sinner before the
entire crowd. He, like all the rest, had been forced to drop the
rocks or assume to be sinless. The crowd had enjoyed it, but
Eleazar’s fury had taken hours to dissipate after he was led from
the temple courts devoid of revenge and empty handed. He had wanted
to see blood, her blood, but now he desired to see the Nazarene’s
body broken and bleeding more than anything else.

“This man pollutes the very essence of
everything we believe,” he was saying. “The law demands that we
keep the Sabbath day holy, and yet He harvests grain to eat, He
does the work of a doctor, and He spits on the ground of the holy
city and makes mud to put on a liar’s eyes. He claims to have lived
before Abraham, and that He is greater than Moses.” Eleazar paused
for effect and his angry eyes scanned every face on the sloped
seats before him, staring out at them under his bushy red eyebrows.
He wiped his sweaty face and continued.

“But brothers, rulers of Israel, you have not
heard the worst. This man claimed to be the Son of God.” Some of
the members muttered and nodded in agreement, testifying to the
truth of the accusation. “He makes himself equal to Almighty God,
and He has even had the audacity to use the Ancient name as if it
were his own. He used the name ‘I Am’ to refer to himself, not
once,” he shouted raising a finger to indicate quantity, “but
twice.”

“How can you be sure that this is true
Eleazar?” came a challenge from an older council member. “Have you
heard this from His own lips yourself?”

“No I have not, but just a few days ago at
the Feast of Dedication I know that some of you heard Him trying to
explain His way out of an accusation of blasphemy. He claimed that
He and the Almighty are one,” he replied. “Some of our brothers
were ready to stone Him because of His claims, but He escaped and
left the city again.” Several members attested to the claim.
Eleazar raised his hand for silence and the meeting quieted again.
The feeling of power was exhilarating in the extreme; he continued
his assault.

“One of the Nazarene’s closest disciples, a
godly man who is extremely concerned about where the Galilean is
leading them, has disclosed much information to me. I trust him
implicitly. His name has been kept secret for obvious reasons, but
he has agreed to be recognized by this council at the right time.
He joined the group with high hopes, and he can attest to most of
the miracles claimed by others, but now he has serious doubts about
the intentions of Jesus of Nazareth, especially after hearing Him
claim to be equal to God.”

Eleazar’s voice rose as he sensed his
audience moving with him, riding on a wave of self-righteous
indignation. “Hear oh Israel,” he quoted, “the Lord our God, the
Lord is One”. We worship one God, the One True God, and he has set
rulers over His people Israel. Who is this demon possessed Nazarene
to publicly question the judgments of this holy assembly.” He spat
the words out as if they were poison. “God Himself has called you,
my brothers and teachers, to lead this nation in these perilous
times and to prepare His people for the Messiah. This man comes to
destroy Israel and to pervert the very nature of our religion.
False prophets have forever been a plague in Israel, and we must
stamp them underfoot like a man crushes a scorpion.”

He stopped, his hands seeming to clutch his
heart as his performance came to a close. Nicodemus sat close to
Joseph. He was tempted to clap, as he recognized the theatrical way
Eleazar had manipulated the assembly’s emotions, but like his
brother beside him, he recognized that at this moment Eleazar had
touched a cord, a cord of hatred at the memory of how Jesus had
demeaned them in the temple courts.

Joseph stood slowly and moved towards
Eleazar. “I and the council thank you for your report Eleazar, and
the passion by which you guard the reputations of the council.”
Then he turned towards the seventy and addressed them.

“Brothers, our laws do not condemn a man
without first hearing from his own mouth what he believes. We must
speak to Jesus of Nazareth and ask Him clearly about His mission.”
Then he turned to Eleazar. “Do you know the whereabouts of Jesus
and His group at present?”

“They passed through Bethany a few days ago
and then crossed the Jordan at the Bethabara ford. They are in the
Perea region.”

“You are well informed Eleazar”, he said.
“Perhaps we could get word to Jesus and arrange a meeting before
the assembly. Passover will soon be here and most likely He will be
here with His disciples. If it pleases the assembly I propose that
we try to meet with Jesus of Nazareth as soon as He returns to
Jerusalem.”

There was a general agreement amongst them.
Many wanted to ascertain truth, whilst the majority wanted an
opportunity to deal with the radical teacher once and for all.

 


~~~~

 


The cold and rainy days of winter had all but
surrendered to the coming spring. In the countryside the fields
were green with young barley and wheat, and everywhere various
fruit trees were bursting with blossoms of white and pink. Abdeel
arrived to see Mary early in the morning looking somewhat upset and
out of breath. He sat down.

“A messenger arrived at Joseph’s four days
ago with news about a prominent citizen of Bethany whom he has
known for years. The man’s name is…or perhaps I should say was
Lazarus. He died very suddenly Mary, and he was still a very young
man, unmarried and seemingly full of life. Joseph is deeply
sorrowful,” he said, holding his chest as his breath came in
wheezing sounds.

“Lazarus is dead?” Mary said, shocked at the
news. “Had he been ill for long?”

“No…that is just it. A week or so ago he
seemed to be in perfect health, and then he became violently ill.
Joseph also told me that Lazarus was a close friend of Jesus and
that a messenger was sent to get the Teacher several days ago.”

“It is strange then that Jesus didn’t heal
him Abdeel…I’m sorry Abdeel. I have met Lazarus and his sisters
Martha and Mary. They are disciples of Jesus and He often stays
with them. They have a large house in Bethany. But I don’t
understand why Jesus didn’t heal Lazarus.” She noticed his
breathing and hand clutching his chest. “Abdeel. Are you quite
well?”

“Jesus never came Mary,” Abdeel replied,
ignoring her question. “Joseph says He has been in the area of
Perea, however, a report came this morning that He was seen to be
traveling back towards Jerusalem. He is expected to arrive in
Bethany later today.”

“How very sad for Him,” Mary said. “Abdeel,
are you in pain. You are holding your chest.”

“It’s nothing. Perhaps I walked here too
quickly…it will pass…Joseph and many of the Sanhedrin are going to
Bethany to pay their respects to the sisters. This man Lazarus was
well thought of in high circles here in Jerusalem.” He paused to
catch his breath as he winced. “I suspect there will be a large
crowd in Bethany today. I am going to travel there with Joseph if
you would like to accompany us.”

“Yes of course. I can leave anytime, but are
you sure you are well enough for the journey?”

“I am fine. Perhaps I will take a
donkey.”

They walked back to Joseph’s house and waited
for a short time while he gave instructions to various people.
Abdeel sent a servant to the local market to hire a donkey for the
day. After the man arrived they followed the street towards the
Western Gate, turned north along the Kidron Valley with the great
wall of the Temple on their left as they strolled purposely towards
the Mount of Olives. Turning right near the end of the valley, they
passed a beautiful garden called Gethsemane and took the northern
road to Bethany only a mile away. It was a reasonably quiet road,
that is, until it connected with the main route to Jericho on the
other side of the hill, but this morning it was busy. Dozens of
mourners dressed in black were heading to Lazarus’ house. This was
the fourth day since his burial and they would keep up this ritual
for perhaps another two days. For many, especially those who had no
means to make a living such as widows, mourning the dead was a
lifestyle, a way to find a meal. To attend the grave of those who
died with money was to live well for a week, for the relatives of
the deceased were obliged to provide food for those who came to
grieve with them, whether or not they knew them.

A short distance ahead of them Mary saw a
head of red hair as a Pharisee pushed back his head covering for a
few moments. The man was walking with a group of Pharisees, and by
the way his hands were moving about it was obvious he was offering
his opinion on something.

“Is that Eleazar up ahead,” Mary asked Abdeel
quietly as she walked alongside the donkey.

“Yes, I believe so. I wonder why he would
bother to attend the grave of this man Lazarus?”

Joseph slowed his pace and fell in alongside
them, having overheard the conversation.

“That particular group of our most esteemed
rulers have two reasons for visiting Lazarus’ grave I believe.
Eleazar, the one you rightly pointed out, has recently been awarded
a seat on the council. As you both know, it was his wife that the
Teacher was asked to give judgment to. He is a cunning and
despicable man that one, but his political ambitions are only
dwarfed by his hatred of Jesus.” Joseph’s face betrayed the
concerns he carried about the Council of which he was a part.

“He is still bristling over having to drop
his stones and admit his sin before his wife and Israel. Sadly, he
has been rewarded for his attempted treachery and now he will use
every opportunity to try and trap Jesus. That is his primary reason
for attending. He announced at early morning prayer that Jesus
would be in Bethany today. Unbelievable that a man could stand in a
house of prayer and make notices about a man he hopes to see die.
He also has taken upon himself to evaluate the popularity of Jesus,
and he knows about the Nazarene’s association with this
family.”

Joseph turned to Mary and Abdeel. “I don’t
know what is becoming of our people, especially our leaders. God
has seen fit to send us the greatest miracle worker and teacher
since Moses, perhaps even the Messiah Himself, and the majority of
those who have the power to persuade Israel are against Him.”

“Our God has been preparing the world for the
Messiah for centuries,” interjected Abdeel. “If Jesus of Nazareth
is the Christ as some of us believe, then this is the perfect time
for Him. The Almighty knows all things; His will prevails despite
the foul intentions of ambitious men.”

Joseph looked at the old merchant and smiled
broadly. “How did you ever escape becoming a member of the rulers
of Israel my friend? How our council could benefit from your wisdom
and faith,” Joseph replied smiling. “Whenever I need a rod on my
back I have your dear Abdeel.”

“And I have you,” Abdeel replied. Mary smiled
to hear these two men talking. She admired them both, and in their
presence she felt as though all would be well in the world.

 


The small town of Bethany lay on the south
eastern slopes of the Mount of Olives a little more than one and a
half miles from Jerusalem. The town boasted quiet solitude, rather
than the bustle of the Holy City, and was considered almost as a
suburb of Jerusalem by some. Late season figs grew on the slopes in
autumn, and now, in the spring, the blossoming almond trees made a
dazzling display. They arrived at the house and entered the main
courtyard. There was a crowd gathered there. Many high ranking Jews
had come to offer support for the grieving sisters. Eleazar and his
companions waited outside the house.

Mary, Abdeel, and Joseph found Mary and
Martha. Joseph introduced his friend and Mary simply embraced the
two women. She had stayed with them earlier in the year and they
had become close friends with a common bond of love. The two
sisters looked tired and forlorn as if hope had been drained from
them. Mary sat with them and heard the story which they had told
countless times in the past few days. No one asked the obvious
question. There would be time for that later when Jesus
arrived.

They prayed together. Mary felt a little
overwhelmed that these two women who had lost their brother would
care to take her hands and pray for her and each other. While they
were praying a servant entered the room quietly and touched
Martha’s shoulder.

“Mistress, the Teacher is coming. He is
approaching the village near the tomb.”

Martha immediately left the house and went to
meet Jesus, leaving her sister Mary at home. Mary Magdalene found
Abdeel and Joseph and followed her. As usual, a crowd was following
the Teacher as he approached Bethany. Martha walked up to Him and
stood before Him. The look of compassion upon His face softened her
heart and began to fill her with a mixture of powerful
emotions.

“Lord,” she said, unable to keep her thoughts
inside any longer. “If you had been here, my brother would not have
died.” It was not an accusation, but rather the broken plea of one
who still held to hope. “But I know that even now God will give you
whatever you ask.”

Jesus looked into Martha’s eyes and offered a
promise. “Your brother will rise again,” he said.

“I know that he will rise again in the
resurrection at the last day,” answered Mary, avoiding the
Teacher’s point.

Jesus voice rose as He said to her and those
standing nearby. “I am the resurrection and the life. He who
believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives
and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?”

Martha’s face began to change as hope filled
her heart. She lifted her head and looked at Him with love. “Yes,
Lord,” she told Him, “I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of
God, who was to come into the world.”

Mary’s heart was filled with emotion as she
heard Martha make her confession about Jesus. There was no
ambiguity in her words. Jesus asked after her sister Mary and
Martha immediately left to fetch her. Mary took Abdeel’s arm as
they watched Martha’s sister approach with a large group of those
who had been at the house with her. Eleazar’s group also followed
along, mixing with the mourners. When Mary arrived she fell down at
Jesus feet, her eyes full of tears as she sobbed. Her sounds of
distress touched all who knew Lazarus, including Jesus and His
disciples. She lifted her face up and looked up at Him as she knelt
at His feet.

“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would
not have died.” There was a question in the words, the heart cry of
an innocent who couldn’t understand how the Almighty would take her
beloved brother from her. Her words brought tears to those who had
come to comfort her and Martha, and reached into the heart of
Jesus.

“Where have you laid him?” He asked.

Mary rose from the ground with the help of
two of Jesus' disciples. Mary and Martha told Him to come and see.
As He walked towards the burial site Jesus wept. They walked a
short distance on the outskirts of the village to a place of burial
in a small valley. They pointed to a cave with a large stone laid
across the entrance. Jesus walked down the hill and stopped before
the grave. Again He wept. Some who had been so touched by the tears
of the sisters voiced their questions about why this man, who had
healed the blind, had allowed His friend to die. There was pain in
this crowd, pain that such a young and vibrant life had gone. There
was confusion and grief, that strong mixture of emotion which seeks
solace in speculation. Others, like Abdeel, Joseph and Mary
Magdalene, were moved at the tears of Jesus and His demonstration
of love. Standing there before the chiseled stone that guarded the
body of Lazarus, the mortality of humanity was so blatantly
demonstrated; that sense of the inevitable death that all must
face.

Then Jesus raised his head, turned to those
standing there, and gave a commandment. “Take away the stone!”
Murmurs ran through the crowd and Martha stepped forward. “But
Lord,” she said, “by this time there is a bad odour, for he has
been in there four days.”

Jesus looked at her, the tears drying on His
face. “Did I not tell you that if you believed you would see the
glory of God?”

Martha and Mary gestured for the men to
remove the stone. Six of them moved forward reluctantly, and with
much heaving rolled it away from the grave. They moved away and
back into the crowd, some of them holding their breath against the
foul smell of decomposing flesh emanating from the open burial
place. The people watching had fallen deathly silent. Magdalene
clutched Abdeel’s arm as he glanced down at her. No one dared to
whisper what they thought might happen next. Then Jesus lifted His
head towards the heavens and prayed.

“Father, I thank you that you have heard me.
I knew that you always hear me, but I said this for the benefit of
the people standing here, that they may believe that you sent
me.”

Then He lowered His head and extending His
arms towards the tomb cried out in a loud voice, His words echoing
around the walls of the ravine.

“Lazarus, come out.”

People stared expectantly at the empty hole
before them. Some stood with hands to mouth, their eyes full of
anticipation and fear. The Pharisees standing with Eleazar stood
rigidly, their faces fixed in stony frowns. Suddenly, Lazarus
appeared in the doorway. His body was wrapped in linen bandages;
even his face was covered. The large crowd gasped at the sight. No
one moved. Standing before them at the entrance to the tomb was the
dead man they had carried and laid on the stone, wrapped and
anointed. He stood there, his head moving slightly, and his chest
moving as he breathed.

The shock of what they were witnessing began
to express itself in words as people whispered to one another,
afraid of their own voices. At that moment in time, the tragedy of
death and the solemnity of life passed each other, and from the
depths of hell a scream of rage was heard by those who dwell beyond
the bounds of flesh and blood.

Martha looked as though she might faint at
any moment and a man standing near her took her arm. Jesus turned
to them. “Take off the grave clothes and let him go,” He commanded,
his voice echoing around the small valley.

Men moved forward to obey. They approached
him gingerly as if he might not be real, as if he might be a
phantom. Lazarus hands moved to his mouth as he tried to remove the
heavy bandages himself. Seeing his natural movements they rushed
forward and began to take away the cloth. Lazarus’ face, feet and
hands were unwound. His face was full of life, his eyes sparkling,
and color filled his cheeks as he smiled at his sisters. Mary and
Martha went towards him to embrace him, and then suddenly stopped
and turned. Holding their hands before themselves in a gesture like
one who offers a prayer, they gave thanks to the Lord of life and
death, their faces a mixture of tears and laughter, of thankfulness
and joy. Then they ran to their brother and smothered him with
love.

Abdeel and Mary Magdalene, like most there,
were deeply moved by the entire scene. It was almost surreal. As
the sisters embraced Lazarus people began to cheer and cry out.
Many raised their hands to heaven and offered prayers of
thanksgiving, and others simply stood there trying to take in what
had happened before their very eyes. Many of the Jews who had come
to comfort the sisters were looking at Jesus with a profound
respect; indeed, they were quietly proclaiming their faith that
this was indeed the Son of God. Joseph nudged Abdeel in the side
and pointed a finger to the group of Pharisees on the edge of the
crowd. Eleazar was obviously enraged, waving his arms about,
pointing towards Jesus and the empty tomb. His face was turning a
bright red as he moved from one foot to another giving a short
lecture. Then he left the scene with his group of followers and
headed back towards the city.

“Not everyone is rejoicing at what we have
all just witnessed. No doubt I am going to hear a distorted picture
of what happened here today in the near future. I had better get
back to the council. There is a meeting before sunset. Will you
both join me on the walk back?”

“What of you Mary? Do you wish to stay or
will you be going back to Jerusalem and your two charges?” asked
Abdeel.

“I would love to stay, but I think I must
return with you. Perhaps I will visit the sisters and Lazarus
tomorrow,” she replied, her voice a little shaky from the emotions
of seeing a dead man walk out of his tomb. She also felt the
presence of evil in that place, a sense of chaotic confusion
emanating from beyond the hole where death had held Lazarus’ body.
They were there, they had witnessed another human soul escape the
clutches of death.

“Then I hope all of you will join me for a
meal after sunset," said Joseph interrupting her thoughts. “I would
dearly love to talk about what has happened today and report the
views of the council. I know one old goat that will want to know
all,” he said smiling at Abdeel and touching his arm with
affection.

“We’ll be there Joseph. Now, where’s the old
goat’s donkey,” he joked and began to cough violently.

“Abdeel, are you alright?” she asked,
concerned about the sudden attack.

“Can’t handle my own stupid jokes,” he
laughed as he got the fit under control. “Come, let’s get
back.”

They headed back to Jerusalem following not
far behind the group of Pharisees traveling with Eleazar. It
occurred to Mary as she watched the angry animations of the men in
front of her, and listened to the quiet joy of the two beside her,
that it was beyond comprehension that people could have such
opposing views about the same thing. Mary was quiet as she walked,
contemplating another realization that had struck her as very
simple and yet was the most profound idea she had ever had. Today
she had seen a man brought to tears at the death of His friend, a
man showing simple human emotions about the devastating gulf that
death puts between its victims and the living. And then this same
man had acted as God Himself, stepping over human boundaries into
the realm of the eternal and cheating death. She realized in that
moment that everything she had ever thought about Jesus of Nazareth
was so far from the truth of who he was. “I am the resurrection and
the life.” The words were so profound that perhaps no human tongue
would ever do them justice.

They descended the Mount of Olives as the sun
was beginning to set behind the City of David, casting it in colors
which reflected off its whitewashed buildings. God was busy with
His palette, signing off another piece of time in His eternal
calendar.

 


~~~~

 


The stay in Joppa was a short one. One night
bunking in the local garrison and then on to Caesarea via the
coastal road early the next day. The local auxiliaries at Joppa
considered the legionnaires as Pilate’s private army, indeed, the
group were gaining a reputation, albeit in reality they had done no
fighting since landing in Judea. The coastal road north was well
used, being the main artery from the rich lands of Egypt and the
port of Alexandria in the south. Caravans of camels and oxen-drawn
wagons carried goods from various places and in both
directions.

They arrived in Caesarea in the late
afternoon and were ordered to report for training early the next
day. Until then, their time was their own. Lucius wasted no time in
rubbing down his horse and stowing his gear. Weapons were checked
and sharpened regularly and legionaries were expected to keep their
leather armour oiled and shining, a task which took almost as much
time as keeping the heavier laminated iron armour gleaming. It was
said that Romans never feared to fight with the sun in their eyes,
as the thousands of reflections off their brilliant armour would
dazzle the eyes of their enemies and make them appear as gods
rather than men.

Lucius found Vita at her small house which
was situated close to the hippodrome. She was delighted to see him.
They embraced and then sat down to a light meal. Lucius enjoyed to
just sit and admire her. In her racing attire she looked like a
warrior princess with silver torc holding her black locks in place
as she raced about the hippodrome. But here in privacy, her dark
shining hair was out and falling down her back. Vita shared with
him about events that had occurred over the past months and in
particular the news that she was to be freed. Her master, a
gambling man from Spain, had purchased her when she was just a
small girl, homeless and left on the streets. He had been almost
like a father to her.

“Ricos wants to legally free me, but he says
that there is one condition,” she said playfully, her dark brown
eyes shining as she looked up at him.

“And what would that be?” asked Lucius, aware
of the sense of humor of the man who had trained Vita to drive in
the races.

“He says my freedom will only be given as a
wedding present.” Vita looked down at her food and tried to hide an
impish smile.

“What a strange coincidence my lady, that you
should be speaking of such a thing. Did you have a particular man
in mind, or are you still seeking someone to master as you have
your horses?” asked Lucius with a feigned frown on his face.

Lucius rose and took Vita’s hand.

“Come girl; let’s walk beside the sea.”

They left the house and walked north passing
under the aqueduct which supplied the city with water from the
hills, and turning west along a small path came to the beach where
Vita often brought her horses for exercise. The stallions loved to
gallop in the shallow water and to swim in the small lagoon that
held still water at high tide.

The sun was beginning to set in the Western
sky as they sat on the dunes and looked out over the Great Sea.
Ships of various sizes were entering the beautiful harbor to
unload, and the cry of gulls filled the air. Lucius held Vita’s
hand as she leaned against him. He turned to her and took her chin
in his cupped hand, turning her face towards him.

“Vita, I believe that destiny brought me to
these shores to meet you. All of my life I have longed to see you,
longed to be with the one, the only one for me. You have stolen my
heart and I want you to be with me for all of my life. I love you.
Will you be my wife, will you marry me?”

Vita’s dark brown eyes began to moisten
slightly as she listened to his words. “I love you also my warrior
Spaniard. Since the moment I laid eyes on you I have wanted to give
myself to you. You are the only man who has never tried to take my
virtue from me, either by request or force, the first man I didn’t
need to threaten. I would be honoured to be your wife.” She leaned
forward and they kissed.

They walked on the beach and returned to the
stables where Ricos often slept. The gambler/horse -breeder was
enjoying some ale as the young lovers arrived at his quarters and
gave him the news. Ricos carried a long beard and had lost almost
all of his hair to balding. The beard gave him a strange look,
almost as if his head was on up side down. He was a genial fellow
with laughing eyes and a protruding belly, a consequence of the ale
he was so fond of. Tragedy had taken his wife and child in a
shipwreck which he barely survived, but he had never allowed the
darkness of loss to change his demeanor. He approached Lucius and
took his arm in a powerful handshake.

“My congratulations Lucius. My girl has
chosen well.”

He was genuinely happy for them. He told them
to sit and left to a smaller room through a locked iron door. He
returned a few minutes later carrying two large skins of wine and a
small scroll. He called for servants to bring food and glasses. The
wine was exquisite, imported from his homeland and kept for such an
occasion as this. Ricos rose to his feet and asked the two to stand
before him. He brought their hands together and held them with his
own.

“When I first saw you Vita you were
standing with a rag doll beside a dirty wall wearing one half
broken sandal. The trader almost begged me to take you. The moment
I saw you I knew that the gods were calling me to take you into my
home, to comfort me in my loss. You have been as a daughter to me,”
he said seriously. “You have brought much joy to my life, and
you’re the best driver of horses I have ever seen. Together we made
a lot of money. I give you to Lucius. You are free to be his wife
as I promised.”

He took the small scroll and placed it in
their hands and led them to the table. He pushed their hands over a
candle he had prepared, and together, they held the scroll as it
was destroyed by flame.

“That was the only record of your past Vita.
Now you are a free woman.”

Vita released her hands from the two men and
embraced Ricos, kissing him on the cheek. “I have one request from
you Ricos,” she said, “one more thing I wish from you if I
may.”

“Anything girl, if it is in my power to
grant,” he replied.

“I ask that you would nurse my children on
your knees and teach them as you did me. I ask that you would be
their grandfather.”

Ricos turned away quickly and wiped a lone
tear from his cheek. He hugged her, lifting her feet off the
ground. “Just don’t have them all at once girl,” he said. “If they
have your fire they will burn me out,” he laughed.

Lucius smiled at the exchange and the love
between these two people whose lives had been brought together by
such a fate as the whims of the Great Sea. They spent the evening
drinking fine wine, eating choice foods and telling tales. When the
moon had risen to stand above the city, they made their way back to
Vita’s house. That night they gave themselves to each other for the
first time, two souls joined together for life. Theirs was not the
marriage of large crowds, pomp and ceremony, but the joining of two
souls like the primal couple of Eden, witnessed by God, the Creator
of man and woman.

In the morning Lucius ate a quick breakfast
and reported to the garrison. He spent the morning training with
sword and pilium. He was an expert with the long spears which bent
as they entered the enemies shield or body, effectively taking away
their protection or killing them. Combat between legionaries took
place in full battle armour and with wooden swords, blunted for
safety. Lucius was a skilled warrior, one of those soldiers who
seemed to have a sixth sense about what his opponent would do. He
was very fast on his feet and was seldom bested in combat. He loved
the art of fighting, the grace of movement, the combination of eye
and hand. After training he returned to Vita’s home. Ricos had
insisted that she stay home while Lucius was in Caesarea. The
couple had made no plans for her to join Lucius in Jerusalem, so
she would stay and race her beloved grays at the hippodrome.

They sat on the sand amongst the dunes on
that spring afternoon, a warm breeze blowing on their faces. They
spoke of love and the future, of children and the Roman army.
Lucius still had eighteen years of duty, unless he was given
permission to leave early or was seriously wounded in battle. But
there were more pressing matters he wanted to share with his young
wife before he was taken away again.

“There is something I need to tell you Vita,”
he began. He told her about his desire to know the truth and how
this had led him to seek out the mystery religion of Mithraism. He
told her that although he was sworn to secrecy, he would not, could
not have any secrets with her. And then he began to explain what
had happened at the initiation, and more importantly, what had
happened since. She listened intently as he explained the scene at
the initiation and scowled when he told of the sacred knife
entering his breast.

“I wanted to stand and run at that moment. I
knew that I was making a dreadful mistake and that this was not the
truth I was seeking. But I knew that I would have died before
reaching the door.” He took Vita’s hand and looked out to sea.

“I believe that Mithras is evil Vita. I have
never said it to anyone except you, but I feel it, I know it more
clearly than anything I have ever known in my life. And I know that
something lurks within my soul, something ugly and grotesque.” He
stood and walked around, unable to stand still as he spoke of such
things. His hand beat against his chest as he spoke. “I want it out
of me…I hate its presence. I was so stupid to allow it to enter me
and now I don’t know how to get it out. And I believe that I am not
the only one to feel this way.”

“Perhaps you need to see a seer of some
kind,” Vita suggested as she rose and placed her arms around the
man she loved so dearly. “Be patient beloved and ask the gods to
help you.”

“But that is just the problem Vita. I have
entered temples from Gaul to Spain and back again and never felt
comfortable or at peace. I hoped that Mithras would bring me peace.
I have often prayed to our gods, but they seem deaf to me. I also
pray to the one the Greeks called the Logos. He is said to be the
Father of all gods. I have asked Him to lead me to truth.”

“Believe Lucius. You are an honorable man. I
have never known a man like you. I have never known a man to reject
the temple prostitutes and wait for his wife. You are a soldier
priest, a man with a clean heart. You will find the truth my
beloved; I know it. In the meantime, be careful.”

“Don’t worry about me Vita. I can take care
of myself.” He turned to her and embraced her. “You know, I also
asked the Logos to find my true love and I ended up here. He will
help me, He will help us.”

They walked back to their small home and shut
the door.

 



Chapter Twenty One

 


Abdeel and Mary spent several days speaking
with the merchant agents who still imported goods on Abdeel’s
behalf. Each merchant had his own seal, a brand which identified
his goods while they were shipped after payment. Only two men
carried the retired merchant’s seal and Abdeel decided that they
should know Mary, and that she should meet Gaius as he still acted
as an agent regarding goods shipped for the elite of Jerusalem
including Pilate’s wife. Mary had felt uneasy in the Roman’s
presence; there was something about him that didn’t ring true to
her, a darkness which she sensed within the man.

They decided that it was time to return to
Magdala. Abdeel had developed a violent cough and she had noticed
that he often held his chest. He insisted that he was fine and that
this was just a small spring fever, but Mary was concerned. They
spent the next few days on the road. The weather was becoming warm
again as the spring was well established, and everywhere there were
signs that the first harvests would soon begin. Raisa and Taliya
traveled with them. After having long discussions about various
cloths, perfumes, spices, and exotic goods, Abdeel had become
convinced that Raisa would be the perfect person to be involved in
a small business venture he had thought about. He had decided to
open a stall in the covered market of Tiberius, the place where so
many fashionable Romans liked to purchase his various goods. He
realized that some of his casual customers there would be somewhat
upset at his plan to trade his own merchandise, but he would still
stock them with the less elite items.

On their arrival in Tiberius he wasted no
time in speaking to the local officials and securing a small corner
immediately facing onto the town square. He made arrangements for
the storage of goods and informed the manager that several loaded
wagons would be in the town within the week. The women marveled at
the ease and efficiency that he went about organizing the new
business and it was not difficult to see why this man had been such
a successful merchant.

They traveled to Magdala late in the evening
and surprised Milli who was overjoyed to see them. She welcomed
Raisa and Taliya, and within the hour the two newcomers felt as if
they had known the northern woman for years. Ham was obviously
somewhat overwhelmed to have so many women about, especially as
Taliya had a bad habit of flirting with every male she met. Abdeel
slipped out and went to the synagogue to visit Simon and report on
the latest events he had witnessed in Jerusalem. Mary, on the other
hand, decided to go to the sea.

She wandered down the street towards the
docks, passing the market which was closed before sunset at this
time of year. Three boats were being loaded with nets as the local
fishermen were preparing to head out for the night’s work. She
walked along the shore to a quiet place and found a comfortable
rock close to the water. She slipped off her sandals and let the
cool water wash over her feet. It was good to be back in Magdala.
She wondered if she should have shared with Abdeel about the
terrible dreams she was experiencing. Two nights earlier she had
woken and thought she had seen a skeletal shadow against the wall.
She knew they were close to her, knew that they were biding their
time. The lords of darkness never surrendered their victims easily;
indeed their pride was such that they desired to utterly destroy
those who rejected them.

Mary’s thoughts turned to Jesus and the
coming Passover Feast. She would go to Jerusalem and be close to
her Lord. She believed that something important was going to happen
soon and she wanted to be there when it did. She rose and returned
to the house to find Abdeel in his private study once again pouring
over scrolls. He looked up as she came into the room.

“Mary. Come here daughter, there is something
I want you to see,” he said as he began to unravel a scroll which
appeared to be relatively unused. “I went to see Simon at the
synagogue this evening and he told me something very interesting he
has been reading lately in Daniel’s prophecy. It concerns the time
when the Anointed One comes, the one also called the Ruler. Daniel
says that from the time of the decree to rebuild and restore
Jerusalem to the coming of the Anointed One there will be sixty
nine sevens.” Abdeel took out a linen cloth and placed it over his
mouth as he began to cough again.

“I am sorry Abdeel, I don’t understand what
you’re saying,” Mary confessed, not wanting to dampen the old man’s
spirits.

“Simon explained that this corresponds to 483
years,” Abdeel continued undeterred. “The declaration to rebuild
the temple came during the time of Nehemiah in the month of Nisan
or Abib by our reasoning.” Abdeel put the scroll down and looked at
Mary. He sat and coughed again.

“Simon believes that this is the year. He
says that exactly four hundred and eighty three years have passed
since Artaxerxes sent Nehemiah to rebuild the city. Do you realize
what that means Mary?” he asked her.

“I think that you’re telling me that the date
of the Messiah coming has been predicted by Daniel, and it begins
this year. But Jesus is already a man, so does Simon believe that
the Messiah has just been born?”

“No Mary, that is not what he is saying,” he
replied with a wheezing voice as his hand clutched his chest. “The
prophecy says that the Messiah prince will come. It also says he
will be cut off and have nothing. Simon believes that Daniel is
speaking of the time when the Messiah will come to Jerusalem as a
king, but will somehow also be cut off. Isaiah speaks about the
same thing but without a date. Isaiah says that the suffering
servant will be cut off as He carries the sins of the people.”

As he spoke, Abdeel noticed the negative
effect his words were having on Mary. “Mary, I think that we must
prepare ourselves. Jesus Himself has spoken of His death, and if He
is the Anointed One, then the Scriptures have already predicted
it.” Mary stood quickly and turned away. “No, He cannot die. How
can He be a Ruler and be dead. He said that He is the Resurrection
and the Life. He cannot die Abdeel, He mustn’t die…they want Him to
die.”

“He said Himself that He is the shepherd who
lays down His life.” The old man rose and went to stand behind
Mary. He placed His arms around her as he saw her beginning to
shake. “We must trust in the Almighty daughter.”

“They are waiting for Him to die Abdeel,” she
said. “If He dies they will come for me again, and I won’t be able
to stop them because He won’t be here.” She turned to face him as
tears began to form in her eyes.

“I cannot survive without Him Abdeel. They
will come back to me and make me what I was before.”

He knew what she was speaking of and he
didn’t know what to say. He held her. “We must trust in God Mary.
He doesn’t give us hope only to destroy it again. Trust Him. He
will not leave you to the mercy of such creatures.”

“I am afraid Abdeel. I have seen them; they
attack me in my sleep. I didn’t want to tell you because I don’t
want you to worry.” He released her and held her at arm’s length.
“I will pray and you will pray, and we will trust. And we will go
and find Jesus.”

Then, clutching his chest, he fell to the
ground.

Mary dropped beside the old man unsure of
what to do. She grabbed a cushion, placed it under his head, and
then ran to fetch Milli who was preparing bread with Raisa and
Taliya. Milli knelt beside Abdeel and tried to give him a sip of
water. His face had turned a ghostly pale.

“He needs to be in ‘is bed Mary. Get Hamish,
we need help.”

Ham and the four women carried Abdeel to his
room and laid him on the bed, covering him with warm blankets. His
face had turned a ghostly white, and when he coughed a thin line of
blood flowed from the corner of his mouth. Mary’s heart sank as she
felt panic begin to overtake her.

“Hamish. Go to the synagogue and find Simon
and the doctor. Tell them to hurry,” she ordered. Hamish fled from
the room, a look of horror on his face.

Mary sat beside the bed holding Abdeel’s
hand. On the floor lay the cloth he had been using as a
handkerchief. He had been hiding it, but when he fell it had
dropped from his open hand. It was covered in blood. Milli picked
it up and stuffed it within her robe. A few minutes later they
heard voices as Ham returned with two men. The doctor sent the
women and Ham from the room while he examined Abdeel. Only Simon
and Milli remained. He spoke to Milli, who was well known to him,
and she gave him the linen cloth.

Within the hour the doctor came out. He told
them that Abdeel was awake, but his diagnosis was grim. “He has
been sick for quite a time and hiding it well. He is an old man,”
he said, “and old age has caught up to him.” He advised them to say
what they wanted to say to Abdeel, and then he left. Simon asked to
be alone with Abdeel for a moment. He sat on the edge of the bed,
placed his prayer shawl over Abdeel’s head and took his hand. The
old merchant smiled slightly, a look of acknowledgment in his
eyes.

“I will miss you brother. The Almighty is
calling you home. Do not fear, for His rod and staff will guide
you, and you will dwell in the house of the Lord forever. Shalom
dear friend; shalom dear Abdeel.” He leaned forward and kissed
Abdeel.

“Watch over Mary, Milli and Ham for me,”
Abdeel croaked as he squeezed Simon’s hand.

“Of course. Be at peace son of Israel,” he
replied, and with a tear in his eyes Simon rose and left the
room.

Milli and Ham knelt beside his bed weeping
softly as Mary stood near the door. Their love for him was such
that they could find no adequate words. Ham rose and kissed him and
whispered “I love you,” beside his ear. Abdeel gripped his hand and
whispered back. “I love you also my son. I am very proud of you.”
The words brought a gasp from the young man’s lips. He kissed
Abdeel again and left the room.

Mary closed the door to give Milli some
moments with the man who had given her hope and life. She sat on
his bed and held his hand as he smiled at her.

“Thank you…for taking care of me Milli,” he
managed to say. “You have been the dearest friend.”

Milli just held his hand and wept, her
shoulders shaking uncontrollably. What could she say to this man?
Yes, it was true, they were the dearest of friends. Two people born
thousands of miles apart and brought together through war and
trade. He a merchant, she a prisoner of war. He had purchased a
slave and made her a queen. It seemed that her grief might explode
out of her heart. She lifted his hand, kissed his fingers, and
wiped them with a linen cloth. She wiped her tears and kissed his
forehead and managed to utter just two words.

“Thank you.”

She kissed him again, and whimpering like a
broken child left the room.

Mary came and sat with him. His face had lost
all color and his hands were growing cold. “Why now,” she
whispered, “not now.” He clasped her hand and tried to speak but
words were difficult for him. Mary leaned close to his mouth, her
tears running down her face like a flood.

“Mary,” he whispered, his voice labored as if
in pain. “Thank you daughter.”

“Abdeel, there is nothing you should thank me
for.”

“Mary…you…gave…me courage…courage Mary….speak
to Simon…to Simon…I will see her soon…see my
Ruth…Jesus…resurrection and the life…”

And then he sighed, a long sigh, and his hand
went limp. A wave of emotion tore a sound from Mary’s heart and she
sobbed on the old man’s chest. The door opened. Milli and Ham
entered the room and began to mourn a friend who had crossed over
the river of life. They held each other and wept throughout the
night, never leaving the room.

Milli sent a message to Jerusalem early in
the morning and then, after Simon arrived, she set about making
preparations for the many people who would visit. Simon, and men
from the synagogue in Magdala, prepared Abdeel’s body for burial.
He was washed with fresh water from Galilee, his body anointed with
herbs and ointments, and wrapped in a pure linen shroud, for such
were his wishes. Later that same morning the family and friends
carried him to the tomb in the cliffs. They cried out in their
grief, for this is proper and appropriate. The tomb was opened and
he was laid to rest beside his beloved Ruth. Then the tomb was
sealed and the moaning ceased, for now that the passed one had been
farewelled, it was time to care for those who loved him. Simon
recited prayers on his behalf, and before they left the tomb Simon
spoke to everyone sitting there.

“Abdeel knew he was going to meet the
Almighty. He came to me yesterday evening and made his peace with
God, and that is why I have not sought the Lord to forgive his
sins. He did that himself yesterday before me as a witness. And
then, he absorbed himself in the reading of Daniel’s prophecy. I
will miss my dear friend and adviser. Shalom Abdeel BarJonah.”

The next week was spent in celebration of
Abdeel’s life. It was a mixture of pain and joy. Joseph of
Arimathea and others arrived from Jerusalem, Jericho, and Tiberius.
They brought gifts and comfort. Mary waited until an appropriate
time and went in search of Simon. She went to the synagogue and was
told that the one she sought was down near the sea. She found Simon
walking back to the synagogue and he invited her to walk with him
to the tombs near Arbela. Mary wondered if she was still unable to
enter the synagogue, but perhaps Simon knew why she had come and
wanted to be near the subject of conversation.

They sat on the stone bench under the trees,
beside the flowers that were blooming. “He put these here you
know,” Simon said.

“Yes, I know. He often came here.”

“Mary, Abdeel came to see me the night he
died. He said that he was going home to speak with you, but I am
guessing that he never told you what he wanted to say.”

“He spoke about Daniel’s prophecy and then
collapsed. Later he asked me to speak to you about courage.”

Simon smiled at the memory. “Yes, he was very
excited about the prophecy. But before I tell you his story I have
something I need to say.” He turned to look at her. “I judged you
and I was wrong. Forgive me Mary. What you did in my house opened
my eyes, and I thank you for showing me my heart.”

Mary was touched by his words, but had no
idea how she should respond. Simon simply continued.

“Abdeel asked me to tell you about a part of
his life. He wanted you to know because he came here, to this spot
and spoke to Ruth about something that had been on his heart for
many years. He told me that your humility gave him the courage to
confess to her.”

“Confess to her?” Mary asked.

“You met Abdeel shortly after Ruth was found
to have leprosy. He often spoke of you as if you were their
daughter, and indeed he loved you like a daughter. But he was not
always as when you met him. He told me a few days ago that he
wanted you to know the truth, and then he told me this story.
Abdeel’s brother died before he was married and their father
expected Abdeel to produce many sons and daughters…”

 


Simon shared everything that Abdeel had
confessed. Mary felt both shock and disbelief at first, but those
emotions soon passed. She of all people knew the power of pain and
resentment to drive the desperate to wrong choices.

“…It took him many years to come out here and
confess these things to Ruth. When she got the leprosy, he was so
ashamed to cause her more pain, but her love for God, and then your
courage in coming to my home drove him to this bench to confess
everything to her before he went to meet her again.”

Mary wiped a tear from her eye. She knew more
than ever now why he had loved her. She rose to go and thanked
Simon for his time and kind words.

“Mary…please visit me when you are next in
Magdala, at my home, or in the synagogue.” He rose and touched her
hand in blessing. “Shalom daughter of Israel.”

“Thank you Simon, I will surely come.
Shalom.”

She walked home to Milli and Ham. Raisa and
Taliya had left for Tiberius, but Joseph was waiting for her.
Tomorrow they would journey to Jerusalem together. Passover would
begin in just over a week.

 


~~~~

 


Jesus, The Twelve and a sizable group of
followers camped near the city of Jericho on their way to
Jerusalem. Mary and Joseph had met the group early in the afternoon
not far from the city gates on the northern road. Joseph had gone
to stay with a friend in Jericho for the night, and Mary remained
with the group of woman including Salome, the mother of two of
Jesus’ disciples James and John. Mary and John had spent an hour
talking about recent events since their last meeting.

That evening, as they were sitting near
the fire with a larger group, James interrupted their conversation
because John was wanted by the Master. John excused himself and
went to sit with The Twelve a short distance away. Jesus told them
of what was going to happen at the Feast of Passover. He said that
they were going up to Jerusalem, that He would be betrayed to the
chief priests and the teachers of the law. He spoke of Himself as
the Son of Man, as if watching a future scene that no one else
could see.

“They will condemn Him to death and will
turn Him over to the Gentiles to be mocked and flogged and
crucified. On the third day He will be raised to life!”

As the evening wore on the disciples spoke to
each other about Jesus’ prediction. James and John came to sit with
Mary and their mother Salome, and explained what Jesus had said.
Mary sat quietly listening. Within her body two strong emotions
pulled against one another as Abdeel’s words and Jesus predictions
raced through her mind. The thought of Jesus being betrayed and
crucified brought powerful waves of nausea to her stomach, but His
words about being raised to life gave a glimmer of hope. She
scarcely heard the talk of kingdoms and authority beside her, as
Salome urged her sons to stake a claim for the best places in the
government the woman believed Jesus was going to form in the
future.

Moments later Salome, a formidable woman,
took her sons by the arms and led them to the place where Jesus was
sitting. She knelt down before Him and asked a favour. After Jesus
enquired about her request, she asked that James and John be given
the two most powerful positions in His coming kingdom. There were
shocked gasps throughout the small group as the import of her
intentions became clear. Jesus looked past the mother to her
sons.

“You don’t know what you are asking. Can you
drink the cup I am going to drink?”

“We can,” they answered.

Jesus told them that they would indeed drink
from His cup, but the positions they were asking for would be
assigned only by His Father. Within moments, what had transpired
was known throughout the group and tensions began to rise. Some of
them were indignant at the idea of these two trying to place
themselves where they would rule over the others. Some didn’t
realize that the brothers had been so strongly influenced by their
mother, and Mary was surprised that especially John had gone along
with the request. Jesus called the other ten to Him and ordered
them to sit down.

He spoke to them about how Gentile rulers
exercise their authority over their subjects. “Not so with you!” He
commanded emphatically. “Whoever wants to become great among you
must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your
slave.” One could almost see the egos of these men shrinking back
to a reasonable size as Jesus words struck them. And in the next
breath He brought them back and reminded them of His words about
what was going to happen.

“The Son of Man did not come to be served,
but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many.”

John looked embarrassed that he had allowed
himself to be seduced by the possibility of power, and James just
stared at his feet. Jesus’ words left no doubt about the route to
leadership in His kingdom. He was its one and only example. The
group broke up as fires were stoked, ground rolls spread, and
cloaks pulled close around the shoulders as the time for sleep
came. Mary lay on the edge of the group of women and watched the
stars winking in the night sky as spring clouds rolled close to the
moon which was almost full as Passover approached. She tried to
analyze everything that had been said. Jesus had spoken clearly
about dying, and also about being raised to life. She thought of
Lazarus and how he had come out of the grave, but she wondered how
Jesus could raise Himself if He was already dead. There were so
many unanswered questions.

The next morning Joseph arrived and the
entire group headed towards Jerusalem. The crowd had swollen in
size as so many people from Jericho had come out to see the
Nazarene. After a short distance they were passing a blind man
sitting on the side of the road begging, trying to make a meager
living on the well used highway. The man, whose name was
Bartimaeus, enquired as to why such a large crowd was approaching,
and after learning that Jesus was near, began to cry out loudly;
“Lord, Son of David, have mercy on me.” Some of the crowd rebuked
him, telling him to quiet his voice, but the desperate man shouted
even louder. Jesus stopped and ordered the disciples to bring the
man to Him. He asked him what it was he wanted.

“Lord,” he answered, “I want to see.”

The crowd immediately fell silent as they
anticipated that they may see the glory of God manifested by the
one this man dared to call ‘Lord’.

He stood before him and reaching out His
hands, touched his eyes. “Go, your faith has healed you,” He said.
Immediately Bartimaeus received his sight. He opened his eyes and
saw the Lord standing before him, a look of deep compassion on His
face. He stood there in dirty rags and began to offer thanks and
praise. Many in the crowd were touched with emotion as they
witnessed the gratitude of this beggar who had received his sight.
Jesus turned and continued His journey towards Jerusalem. He walked
with a sense of fortitude, as if the knowledge of what was to come
was threatening to diminish His resolve.

The news of this latest healing soon
filtered along the road ahead of Jesus and towards Jerusalem. The
closer they came to the Holy City, the larger the crowds grew in
anticipation of His arrival. Mary walked alongside Joseph some
distance behind Jesus. It was never an easy walk through the
valleys and gorges, always upwards towards the city of David. The
hills provided scant shade for travelers as the barren hills were
dotted with scraggly broom trees, a stark contrast to the fertile
valley they had left. Shepherds guided flocks of young lambs
towards Jerusalem. With Passover being so close and hundreds of
pilgrims unable to choose a lamb four days before the Feast as
instructed by Moses, the shepherds knew they would fetch a premium
price for the animals.

Mary was quiet as she walked. Her heart
wanted to sing with joy for the miracle she had witnessed that
morning, and yet she also felt anguish at what Jesus had said was
to come.

They arrived at Bethphage on the Mount of
Olives in the early afternoon, and Jesus sent two men to the
village ahead of them and told them exactly where they would find a
donkey with her colt for Him to ride. Many of the crowd went on
ahead of Him as He waited for the disciples to return. The spread
the news of His healing Bartimaeus, and by the time He reached the
city outskirts a large crowd had gathered on the sides of the road
to welcome Him. When they saw Him riding on the donkey the words of
Zechariah’s prophecy went through the crowd like wind through a
forest.

“Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout,
Daughter of Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you, righteous and
having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the
foal of a donkey”.

The air was filled with a sense of
anticipation and awe as He rode the small donkey towards the city.
People spread their cloaks on the road while others cut branches
and did the same. All around Him as He approached the gate a cry
went up, thousands of voices calling out, “Hosanna to the Son of
David!”, “Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!” and
“Hosanna in the highest!”

As He approached the city walls He paused,
staring at the walls, the gate, towers and temple of this beautiful
place. His eyes filled with tears as He cried out, speaking to the
city of David as if it had ears to hear Him.

“If you, even you, had only known on this day
what would bring you peace – but now it is hidden from your eyes.
The days will come upon you when your enemies will build an
embankment against you and circle you and hem you in on every
side.”

Tears rolled down His cheeks as His head
moved around taking in the great city before Him and then to the
crowd who had grown quieter to hear His words. He looked at the
smiling faces of little children standing with branches in their
hands.

“They will dash you to the ground, you and
the children within your walls,” and looking up at the beautiful
temple built by David’s son He stated with a sigh, “they will not
leave one stone upon another, because you did not recognize the
time of God’s coming to you.” He wiped His eyes and urged the
donkey forward as the crowd again took up their feverous cry.

It was impossible to walk along that crowded
road and not be caught up in the anticipation of something great.
Thousands of Passover pilgrims were yelling at the tops of their
voices, and also whispering that this was the king of Israel coming
to the throne of David. Some danced on the road behind him,
everywhere people were laughing and cheering and raising their
hands to God. As He entered the city and proceeded towards the
temple the uproar became impossible to ignore, and many enquired as
to who He was. “This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in
Galilee,” the people replied, as if all should have known the
answer.

Jesus walked straight towards the great
southern staircase and entered the temple area. His eyes scanned
the courts which looked more like the local market than a place of
prayer and worship. The chief priests had always allowed a certain
amount of buying and selling in the temple courts, and indeed, it
even seemed necessary for pilgrims to acquire a suitable animal or
bird for sacrifice. But now a huge area was overflowing with
animals, and merchants. Dozens of cattle and hundreds of sheep
stood to one side; some were even roped to the columns of the
temple. Bulls were bellowing, sheep and goats bleating and the
entire atmosphere was of a thriving, bustling market. Donkeys
loaded with various items for offerings were being led to stalls
under the portico. People were haggling with traders about the
exorbitant prices for the animals this close to the holy festival
of Passover. Two men looked close to blows over a disagreement
concerning the amount they had agreed to for two grey doves. The
noise was deafening. Money was changing hands and people were
changing coinage from one currency to another.

Jesus stood for a few minutes watching this
scene, and then He suddenly burst into action. Taking up a piece of
cord He started to drive the traders out of the market, clearing a
space before Him. He approached the place where dozens were
standing in line to change coins, and seized the table, lifting one
side, spilling weights, coins and papers all over the ground. The
scene was complete pandemonium, but they got the message and began
to leave.

“It is written,” he cried out to them quoting
the Scriptures, “my house will be a house of prayer’, and pointing
to the dozens of traders who were busy packing to leave, “but you
have made it a den of robbers.”

As those He had rebuked left the temple, so
too, they were replaced by those needing Him. People brought the
blind and the lame to Him and Jesus healed them. The shock at His
driving out the traders was soon replaced by the same jubilant
atmosphere of that which preceded Him into the city. People were
rejoicing to see miracle after miracle as an endless procession of
needy people received blessings from His hands. For any with eyes
to see, it was obvious that He delighted in helping those less
fortunate, and to those who had quarreled the previous night,
obvious that here was the greatest servant of all.

Children danced with those who but moments
before had been lame and crippled. They held hands and twirled
about singing “Hosanna to the Son of David”. But not all rejoiced
at the sound. Many of Jesus’ enemies were there as well, men so
full of hatred for Him that their hearts remained devoid of
spiritual sight, even as they witnessed other’s blindness being
taken away.

“Do you hear what these children are saying,”
they demanded of Him indignantly.

Jesus turned to them, the joy of the
children’s voices like laughter in His eyes.

“Yes,” He replied, have you never read. “From
the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise.”

When there were no more to heal, Jesus left
the temple with The Twelve, and went to stay at Bethany

 


~~~~

 


Gaius dispatched the rider in the evening
after learning of events in the temple. He understood that Pilate
would return in a few days for the Passover, but sensed that the
governor would want to know that there was real tension in the air.
Crowds were fickle things. This day they had welcomed the long
haired Nazarene into the city with great joy, hailing Him as a
king. Politically, that was problematic in itself. Emerging kings
needed kingdoms, and while Rome ruled Judea there was no room for
other rulers. But the more pressing problem for Gaius was that the
chief priests saw this man as a dangerous threat to the stability
of the region, and according to reports, they would like nothing
more than to stir up the crowds against Him. Two crowds of opposing
views could cause a riot in this overcrowded city, so the rider was
sent to Caesarea at pace.

He rode through the night, his path
illuminated by a moon which was close to full. Small fires lit the
road like dozens of beacons as pilgrims on route to Jerusalem
camped for the night. He rode one horse and led another, pausing to
change mounts every few miles. The iron shoes echoed loudly against
the hills as he descended towards the plains and the coast. He
stopped for an hour to rest his mounts and eat a little food. This
journey would be done in two parts and on four horses. He reached
the garrison in Joppa first, about thirty miles from Jerusalem, and
after changing mounts rode a similar distance to Caesarea. He hoped
to be outside the residence of Pontius Pilate before dawn.

Pilate was in the middle of breakfast when
the weary rider walked briskly into the room accompanied by a
guard. He gave his report.

“Did you inform the centurion at Joppa of the
situation,” Pilate demanded to know.

“Yes sir,” the somewhat nervous soldier
replied. “The mounted troops there will be ready to ride with you
when you stop for fresh horses.”

Pilate looked up from his plate. “Tell the
legionaries to prepare to leave. We ride for Joppa.”

Lucius and Artilius were in the training
quadrant when the order came for them eat a hasty breakfast and
report to the stables immediately, fully armed. They handed in
wooden swords and dressed in the barracks, donning leather riding
armour and full kit. A few minutes later they were sitting with
fifty others eating bread, cheese, and dried fruits. Wise soldiers
stuffed a little extra into a piece of clean cloth and slid it
under their armour. There would be little time for eating on this
journey. Lucius left word for his wife. She knew the life of a
soldier.

The ride to Joppa was uneventful. They went
directly to the garrison and changed mounts. Pilate gave them an
hour to stretch their legs, rub saddle sores, and find something to
eat. Fifty armed men joined them from Joppa, and within the hour, a
hundred well-armed Romans were galloping towards Jerusalem under
the command of the governor himself. One rider rode slightly ahead
to clear the way as the road to Jerusalem was crowded with
pilgrims. Passover was just days away. They rested their mounts two
miles from the city and the soldiers were ordered to take dried
grass and rub the foaming sweat from their horse’s necks. The
governor liked to impress, and flagging horses walking through the
gates made the wrong impression. They would enter Jerusalem at a
canter, one hundred armed warriors sitting tall on fresh looking
horses.

The crowds parted for them as they
deliberately rode through the city from one side to the other,
rather than circling the outer walls and using the gate nearest the
stables. Pilate wanted to make his presence felt, and he achieved
that end effectively. The governor rode directly to his house and
called Gaius for a detailed report. He was tired and saddle sore.
He entered the meeting hall and began to unbuckle his armour with
the help of a servant. A bowl of warm water was brought for
washing, and a tray of food and wine.

“What has happened Gaius. Give me a report,”
he demanded.

“My apologies for bringing you here earlier
than planned sire but I didn’t want to take any chances. I have
been monitoring the activities of a prophet from Nazareth for the
past year or so.”

“Nazareth…not another fool from Nazareth who
wants to put together an army,” interrupted Pilate, taking a sip of
wine as he placed his feet into a bowl of warm water.

“No sire. However, this man entered the city
yesterday like a Roman general returning to Rome after defeating
the barbarian hordes. The crowds hailed Him as a king. They
consider Him to be the Son of David, their most famous king.”

“A cheering crowd hardly constitutes a threat
Gaius. We don’t want people to think we charged back to Jerusalem
because a few people got excited about a prophet.”

“I assure you sire, it is more serious than
that. The man then proceeded to the temple courts and made quite a
scene. The Jewish leaders seem to be against Him but the crowd for
Him. My concern is that the leaders may use their influence to turn
half of the crowd against the other. There are tens of thousands in
and around the city for Passover, and the zealots are always
seeking an opportunity to steer an angry crowd towards we
Romans.”

“Very well! You have made your point. So…what
action have you taken today, if any, to resolve this possibility,”
Pilate asked impatiently. The servant finished washing his feet and
proceeded to dry them.

“I have spoken with several leading members
of the Jewish council,” Gaius continued. “They assured me that they
have the matter in hand, and that they will arrest this man if He
tries to cause more trouble. Caiaphas wants to ensure that this
would-be king doesn’t bring the wrath of Rome upon the people of
Israel.”

“A wise choice! The last fool from Galilee
brought a swift response from Rome and I will do the same if needs
be. I will not tolerate anyone causing trouble in this province.
Tiberius expects us to keep the peace, and we shall do exactly
that. Now…I need a bath.” He rose and left.

 


~~~~

 


Artilius had completed his bathing and was
heading for the mithraeum as Pilate entered the private baths of
the Romans. He saluted the governor and made his way to the
entrance door which was hidden and guarded beneath a tower near the
eastern wall. After descending the stairs he made his way to the
prayer room. He lit incense, kissed the sacred scroll and made an
incantation, calling the god’s presence. He took the blood of the
bull and marked his face. He moved into the larger room and knelt
before the statue of Mithras, touching his head to the cold stones.
He sat on the stones and began the invocation of surrender,
offering his body to the cause of the god. His temples began to
tingle with a resonance as he felt a rush of power flow through
him.

It was so very seductive. His ego soared as
he saw himself as a god within a god. In that moment Artilius
believed he was immortal, something more than a mere human being.
There was an alien presence within him, uniting him to another
world, a dimension outside of natural mortal perception. He knew
that the presence was using his flesh, just as he was using its
essence. The power rose up within him like a tide of hatred, a
searing energy which filled his heart with unbridled lawlessness
and rebellion against anything which would challenge his right to
be what he was. Within his mind a voice spoke.

It will be soon Artilius…the task I have
chosen you for…the one who seeks to crush my head must be
destroyed...you will know when to act.

The power drained from him in an instant,
like water flowing from a broken jar. His temperature cooled within
seconds as if someone had thrown cold water in his face, and he
felt himself fall three hand spans to the floor. He had been
suspended. His face was set as flint as he walked to the cistern
and washed. He drew deep breaths into his body and began to relax
again. Putting on his robe, he ascended the stairs and made his way
to the barracks for food and sleep. He wanted to be ready for
whatever his master commanded him to do. He glanced up at the moon
which hung over Jerusalem. There was a strange hue to it. An omen
perhaps? He smiled to himself and continued to make his way up the
cobbled street.

 


~~~~

 


In the way that men understand stupidity, he
was considered to be intelligent. He was good with money, even
though he had no conscience about dipping into the donations given
to Jesus and the other eleven disciples, but when it came to
political ambitions, he had no equal among the followers of Jesus.
Judas, a good looking man with keen eyes and a cropped beard, was
delighted that Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem had gone so well, he
even patted himself on the back for having a small part in letting
people know the Teacher was arriving. This game he had been playing
for months was getting tedious and more difficult by the day. Jesus
had no political sense at all in his opinion. One did not try and
make enemies of those who had the power to promote and support you.
On the one hand there were his contacts in the high council who
were increasingly hostile, and on the other hand there was Jesus
who seemed to have no idea of the correct etiquette used for people
in position.

All of the ingredients were here for a
successful take over in Israel, it just needed one good man to
implement and manage. He, Judas Iscariot, was that man. Jesus had
the power, oh, what power. He could heal anyone, control nature and
even raise the dead. Now that had been a successful demonstration,
and almost no one had been offended. He had been happy when many of
the council had seen Lazarus raised, and delighted that they had
seen Jesus’ human side as He shed tears, but more importantly, in
Judas view, was the fact that there had been no major
confrontation. If he could just get them all to agree on a plan to
work together for the common good. Sure, he admitted, there were
issues with the Sabbath, but these could be worked out. The main
thing was primarily that those on the council didn’t feel that
their authority was under threat, and secondly, that Jesus could
somehow be convinced to just compromise a little.

The successful entry into the city had been
triumphant. Even Jesus seemed to be enjoying it. His ordering a
colt to ride made Judas believe that finally He was beginning to
understand how to get the people on side, but His standing before
the city and weeping about some future disaster, had been the
beginning of the long slide downhill that glorious day. His heart
had sunk to his sandals when the Teacher entered the temple and
sent money and produce flying in all directions. Did He not
understand that such an action only undermined the authority of
those who allowed the practices to occur? Why couldn’t He have just
arranged a meeting and quietly asked that some of the merchants be
told to leave. Just a little compromise and respect for human
authority! There were different ways of getting things done. After
all, he chided himself, were we not all working towards the same
end here, the overthrowing of the Romans and fulfillment of a new
Jewish government that would eventually rule the entire world. With
so much at stake, why not just be a little more reasonable? There
would be enough thrones for everyone. As He followed Jesus out of
the temple courts that evening he had offered an apologetic shrug
to the Pharisees Jesus had offended once more.

And who could understand His actions this
morning on the way back to Jerusalem from Bethany. He walks up to a
fig tree and utterly destroys it with a word. It seemed quite out
of character. He had never performed any supernatural event of a
violent or destructive nature before. Judas knew it did not bode
well for the rest of the day. He did not consider himself so
primitive as to be called superstitious, but he had considered it
to be a bad omen, something akin to a black raven squawking at you
just before you stepped in something unmentionable. He was right.
The fig tree was nothing compared to what transpired throughout the
day. After arriving in the city a group of Pharisees and Herodians
had asked Him what Judas considered was a quite polite and
reasonable question. Judas had even held hopes that things were
looking up, indeed the Pharisees seemed to have a real interest in
His opinion.

“Teacher”, they said, “we know you are a man
of integrity and that you teach the way of God in accordance with
the truth.” Judas was amazed at the words, and had felt a definite
sense that here was at least one side showing some respect. Imagine
the Pharisees actually admitting that Jesus taught the truth. But
then he sensed animosity under the words as they continued, and his
hope began to fade and disappear like the dew after sunrise.

“You aren’t swayed by men, because you pay no
attention to who they are.”

Oh…yes they were right, and there in a
nutshell was the reason for their animosity.

“Tell us then, what is your opinion? Is it
right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?”

Judas shook his head in disbelief when the
question was asked. Did they really think that Jesus knew nothing
about Judas Galilaeus he wondered, or were they just plain stupid?
What a primitive attempt to have Jesus arrested as another Galilean
troublemaker. Galilaeus had revolted about paying taxes to Caesar,
and the result had been his death, and that of many of his
followers. Judas hoped that Jesus didn’t realize their now obvious
intent, but that hope vanished even quicker than the first when He
looked at them and said “You hypocrites, why are you trying to trap
me? Show me the coin used for paying the tax.” After they gave Him
a denarius He had confronted them with a question of His own.
“Whose portrait is this? And whose inscription?

They had looked at each other like fools and
replied with the obvious. “Caesar’s.”

And He had completely destroyed their trap in
one short sentence. “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God
what is God’s.”

Judas was angry! How on earth could he bring
two sides together when one group wanted the other dead, and the
one they wanted to destroy seemed to want to charge headlong
towards His own destruction? He had to make a decision, and he had
to make it soon.

That same day a group of Sadducees had
approached Him with a question. Usually, in Judas’ opinion, these
men had a well reasoned way of dealing with religion, albeit
sometimes a rather narrow one. More importantly, they were
aristocratic and rich, two qualities that Judas longed to have for
himself. But they had proven to be just as stubborn as their
counterparts the Pharisees when dealing with Jesus. They simply
couldn’t see the possibility of moulding Him into the new king of
Israel. Many of them admitted that He had raised Lazarus, indeed,
several of them had witnessed the event, having been related to the
man in question. But they still insisted that there was no
resurrection of the dead. After all, they argued, Jesus had simply
brought a dead man back to life, He could just as easily have made
a dead sparrow get up and fly.

And so they had approached Him with their
favourite topic of debate, trying to make Jesus see the absurdity
of the resurrection in light of Moses Law on marriage. If a women
married all seven brothers as each one died, then whose wife would
she be at the resurrection. Jesus had destroyed their argument as
well. He had firstly taught them that people will be like the
angels after the resurrection, but the final blow was when He
quoted the Scriptures to them where God says He is the God of
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. The answer was so incredibly simple that
the Sadducees had almost missed it; in fact, Judas had almost felt
a little sympathy for them. Why would God call Himself the God of
these men if they were now dead? God is the God of the living, not
of the dead.

And the day was just warming up. Noon came
and went. They ate and drank under Solomon’s Portico in the temple
courts, and as the day wore on Judas watched group after group of
religious leaders coming to ask the Master their questions. He
wondered if he should just slip away unnoticed, find Jonas or
Eleazar, and try and put a stop to it, but before he got the chance
another would-be opponent arrived on the scene. He was a man with
tousled hair and a slight stoop, indeed, he looked as if he had
spent too much time bending over scrolls, and writing his
interpretation of the law in bad light. The man tried to question
Him about the greatest commandment and received an answer that left
no room for debate. Judas got the distinct impression that the man
had expected a different answer, and had come prepared with a large
following of Pharisees to support him, friends who considered him a
brilliant debater. He wondered if the man wanted an argument about
the Sabbath. The debate was over before it began, there could be no
greater commandment than to ‘love the Lord your God with all your
heart, and with all your soul and with all your mind.’

He had looked almost comical with his jaw
dropping open at the answer. He was obviously wishing he had asked
a completely different question. While he and his supporters were
standing there looking somewhat disappointed, Jesus had asked them
a question about whose son they believed the Christ to be.

“The son of David,” they had replied.

Jesus then asked them how it was that David,
speaking by the Spirit, calls Him ‘Lord’? He then quoted them a
passage to prove His point and concluded by saying, “ if then David
calls Him ‘Lord,’ how can He be his son?”

It was a pivotal moment in Judas’ opinion.
The Pharisees looked foolish, standing there with nothing to say,
and the huge crowd listening were mumbling about how the Nazarene
could have such knowledge. Here were the greatest minds in Israel,
the men who claimed they were the sole authority to interpret
Moses, and here a carpenter from Galilee with a band of ragtag
fishermen and hangers-on was confounding them with simple
brilliance. But then the climax of what Judas considered his worse
disappointment in three years happened.

In front of thousands, Jesus stood up and
took the Pharisees apart. He began by telling the people that the
leaders and Pharisees sit in the place of Mosaic authority, so they
must be obeyed. Up to this point Judas had thought that perhaps
there was still hope. But by the time Jesus had finished speaking,
there was such hatred towards Him that it was almost palpable. He
told the people not to live as they lived. He pointed out their
hypocrisy and pride, the religious symbols on their clothes, and
how they love to have people honour them, call them ‘Rabbi’. He
called them sons of hell, blind guides and fools, men who would
rather have people make an oath on gold than on a God they claimed
to know.

Judas watched the scene as the Pharisees
burned with hatred for Jesus. The people listened intently to His
words and many nodded their approval, however, it was also obvious
that just as many disapproved of their leaders being exposed in
public. These were the men who had the authority to have you
excommunicated from the temple, the authority to put a wall between
you and God, between you and salvation. Should they take the side
of an itinerant preacher, a nomad who traveled around teaching, or
should they side with those who they believed that God had put in
control. After all, the Teacher Himself had confirmed that they
must obey these same men He was criticizing. He called them
whitewashed tombs and murderers of the prophets. Then He left. His
enemies also left. They left to have a meeting about Jesus of
Nazareth, a meeting to decide how best to get rid of Him.

Judas knew that no man could bring these two
sides together, not even him. It was decision time. Without the
support of the rulers of Israel, Jesus had no chance of sitting on
the throne of David, and there was no way He would ever have their
support now. Judas’ dream of power was turning into a nightmare of
desolation. If he wasn’t careful he could end up with nothing for
three years of sleeping under the stars, eating sparse food and
trying to bring about a new age. He realized with absolute clarity
that there was no way Jesus was going to compromise, but perhaps
there was still some way to salvage something from this chapter of
his life. For weeks now he had been having doubts, and a small but
persistent voice in his head kept insisting that he needed to see
to his own welfare.

They walked to the Mount of Olives and Jesus
spent time speaking about events that would happen at the end of
the world. Judas was disinterested. He considered the immediate
situation to be of much greater importance. That night they stayed
in the home of one Simon the Leper. After dinner, a woman named
Mary brought an alabaster jar of expensive perfume and poured it on
Jesus head. Judas was disgusted. What a waste of money. Some of the
disciples suggested the perfume could have been sold and the money
used for the poor, but Jesus approved of her actions. He mentioned
again something about burial, although Judas didn’t hear exactly
what it was. There had been a lot of talk about death lately, and
if Jesus wanted to end up that way, that was His business.

Judas slipped out of Simon’s house. He had
made a decision. It was time for self preservation, time to act on
his own behalf. He was tired of trying to support Jesus’ ministry;
he didn’t even believe in it anymore. If He wanted to die, let Him
die; Judas did not intend to go down with Him. He walked down the
Mount of Olives and along the road, entering Jerusalem under the
cover of darkness. He wouldn’t need to be gone for long; he knew
where the chief priests would be meeting. He found Jonas and
Eleazar sipping wine in a small room near the council hall. They
were pleased to see him. They offered him wine and he accepted.
They discussed the events of the day. Jonas was calm and collected,
whereas Eleazar soon worked himself up into a near violent fury
while recalling the insults that echoed through the temple
courts.

“The chief priests have made a decision that
the Nazarene must be arrested as soon as possible. I am sorry
Judas. You must have had such high hopes that God was going to
restore Israel through this man.” Judas nodded.

“He has performed many miracles, but if He
continues on the road He has chosen He will end up like so many
before Him,” said Jonas continuing his appeal. “Judas, as we have
said before, Israel is what is important here, much more important
than one man. This Jesus is dividing us and undermining everything
we live for. I fear that violence is coming.”

Eleazar was pacing the room, his face red and
sweating, even though the temperature was pleasant for late spring.
“Pilate brought a hundred legionaries into the city because of this
Jesus,” he spat out with venom. “He will bring the wrath of the
Romans down upon us all. He is an agent of Satan, a false prophet
who must be stopped.”

Jonas raised his hand for silence.

“We need your help Judas. We need to know
where we can find Jesus at an appropriate time. There are thousands
in the city and it is very easy to disappear. We are very willing
to reward you for your cooperation. We will need to know where He
is staying, and whenever He goes somewhere new.”

Judas lifted his head and looked at
Jonas.

“What are you willing to give me if I hand
Him over to you?” he asked them. Jonas was quiet for a time as he
considered.

“You are a wise man Judas and a great help to
the people of Israel. Perhaps in the future there will be a place
for you in governing this country that you obviously care about so
much.” He had a smooth tongue and Judas enjoyed the idea that his
contribution here could ensure his future politically. “But in the
meantime Judas,” Jonas continued, walking to a small alcove in the
wall, opening a door and extracting a leather purse, “we can offer
a reasonable reward for your invaluable assistance.”

He counted out thirty pieces of silver, the
price of a slave, and Judas put the money into his own purse. Judas
assured them he would come to them at an appropriate time, nodded
politely, and excused himself.

He walked back onto the cobbled street
clutching the bulging purse beneath his robe. He took the south
road in case he had been watched. The moon seemed almost full and
strangely orange. He walked pass the valley of Gehenna. There were
fires burning and a horrid smell as the cities refuse and animal
carcasses were doused with oil and destroyed. He recalled how Jesus
had once used it as a metaphor for hell, an eternal place of
destruction awaiting the enemies of God in the afterlife. Judas
held his nose, crossed a small bridge, and turned towards the Mount
of Olives. He hurried towards Bethany and eventually slipped into a
large court area in Simon’s house to the sound of Peter’s snoring.
When lying on his back the fisherman could make a noise which could
keep any light sleeper awake.

Judas found a spot at the far end of the
courtyard, lay out a ground cloth, adjusted the purse into a
position where the lump was not uncomfortable, and smiled to
himself. He had turned a disastrous day into a profitable one.




Chapter Twenty Two

 


Mary stayed at Joseph’s house. She had spent
the day helping the servants to prepare for Passover. The kitchen
and storehouses had been swept and wiped clean to remove all of the
yeast in the home. A lamb had been purchased on the tenth of the
month, and was kept tethered in the garden near the back of the
house. Joseph had chosen it on the same day Jesus had entered the
city, and in keeping with tradition, it was inspected every day to
ensure it was without spot or blemish. Tonight was the first night
of Passover, beginning with sundown on the 14th day of the first
month as Moses had instructed. The moon was full. Tomorrow Joseph
would take the lamb to the temple, and there it would be killed as
an offering for the entire household. Tomorrow evening they would
eat it together.

Mary had spent much of the afternoon helping
with the final preparations. She baked unleavened bread and shopped
in the market for the herbs needed for various dishes. She was
trying to enjoy this time, but within her she felt a sense of
dread. She had met John and two other disciples of Jesus in the
market near Joseph’s house. They were shopping as well, on orders
from Jesus to prepare for Passover. Tonight the Twelve would dine
with Him alone.

She wished she could be there, wished she
could have been one of the Twelve who were always near Him, hearing
His words, feeling His love, bathing in His holiness, worshipping
Him. She longed for His presence close to her. For Mary, He was the
source of life, a new life that she feared may die, but deep within
her heart was a strange knowing, a thing as solid as rock and yet
alive. She knew somehow that no matter what happened, He would
never desert those who love Him. She remembered Abdeel’s words the
night the Almighty took him. She would trust, she would believe,
she would live in the wonder of faith.

 


~~~~

 


John was a little confused as to why Jesus
had not instructed them to purchase a lamb. By tradition it should
have been purchased on the day they arrived at the city, but He
seemed to ignore them when the subject was mentioned within His
hearing. Peter had suggested that perhaps the Lord was expecting
them to share with Lazarus and his family, and until last night
that had seemed like a reasonable assumption. However, Jesus seemed
to be deliberately keeping away from Lazarus’ house. They had been
informed of a plot to kill the man. To Jesus’ enemies, Lazarus’
presence was too vivid a reminder of the power Jesus wielded.

This morning Jesus had sent them into the
city to meet a man carrying a jar of water. John always enjoyed
these mysterious instructions. They found the man exactly as Jesus
had said they would and he took them to a large furnished guest
room. He and the others had spent the day preparing for the meal.
It was a comfortable guest house, upstairs, fully furnished and
aired after winter. The disciples prepared the low center table
with cups, wine, unleavened bread, a dip of bitter herbs, and one
of sweet fruit paste. Sunset came and with it the beginning of the
first day of Passover. They gathered together in the evening, as
did thousands of families throughout Jerusalem and every town or
village in Israel.

They removed their sandals at the door and
reclined around the long table with Jesus at the head. It was
obvious that at least one detail had been overlooked. There was no
slave to wash their feet. Trying to walk through crowded and dusty
streets where animals had been driven to market made it difficult
to keep feet and sandals clean. A dispute arose about who should
sit where, and this dispute turned into an argument about who was
the greatest amongst them.

Jesus watched them, not without some sadness
in His eyes. Then, after they had eventually decided where they
should sit, He slowly rose, walked barefoot to the door, and began
to remove His outer robe. He took up a soft towel that had been
provided for drying their feet and wrapped it about Himself. Taking
a stone jar of water, He poured it into a large shallow bowl and
carried it to the disciple sitting at the end of the table, the
place considered to be the least important. He sat the bowl on the
ground, lifted the man’s feet into the water, and began to rub the
dirt from them.

The disciples were aghast, totally
speechless. Judas watched from His position near the front, a
position he considered worthy of him. He tried to hide his
feelings, but in his mind he congratulated himself on his recent
decision.

So…this is how you think a king should act.
What kind of a king acts like a common slave? You disgust me…how
could I have ever considered that you could be the king of Israel,
a man girded with a towel wiping dung and dust off people’s feet. I
am a Jew, an Israelite. I would never wash another’s feet…no
self-respecting Jew would do what you are doing. You can wash my
feet as well, but you will never rule over me!

The ceremony took some time, but all remained
silent; none knew what to say. They had never witnessed such an act
of pure humility. Judas cringed as the hands of love reached out to
wash the grime from his feet. This act of love turned disgust to
hate. Peter pulled his feet back as Jesus came close to the head of
the table. Jesus spoke to him, and then explained to them all that
He was setting an example for them to follow. They were
embarrassed. One of them could have done this task as the others
arrived, one of them should have done it, and now eleven of them
wished they had.

Jesus returned the bowl to the door, put on
His robe, and took His place at the head of the table. He told them
how he had eagerly desired to eat this Passover with them before He
suffered. They started eating the meal together, and then Jesus
said something that hit them even harder than the act he had just
performed.

“I tell you the truth, one of you will betray
me.”

They sat wide eyed in shock and began to ask
Him one after another, “Surely not I Lord.” Peter asked John to ask
Him who was the one, and Jesus told Him quietly it would be the one
to whom He gave a piece of bread.

So…you know about my plans…then I wonder why
you wanted to wash my feet…perhaps you are trying to change my
mind…oh...and now you pay me the honour of offering me a piece of
bread…there is nothing you can do to make me change my mind…you
will never rule Israel…not while I can stop you.

“Surely not I Rabbi?” said Judas as he
reached out to accept the bread from Jesus hand. He avoided Jesus’
eyes and those of the men around him, but in that moment a dark
shadow crossed his face as evil took up residence within his proud
heart. He suddenly felt nothing but hatred for all in that room,
and as he was rising to leave, Jesus told him, “What you are about
to do, do quickly.” He strolled purposely towards the door, slipped
on his sandals, and then without looking back, opened the door into
darkness. He looked up at the sky as the moon hid its face behind a
cloud, and turning to the left he set off to find those with whom
he felt comfortable. Jesus watched Him go, a look of sadness and
relief on His face. Then He took bread, gave thanks and broke it.
He passed it to the disciples and said,

“Take and eat. This is my body; do this in
remembrance of me.” They ate, not fully understanding what He
meant.

Then He took a cup of wine and holding it up
gave thanks and passed it to them.

“Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood
of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness
of sins. I tell you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine
from now on until the day when I drink it anew with you in my
Father’s kingdom.”

 


He went on to speak of His death and gave
them the commandment to love each other. He spoke of many things
which they didn’t understand, and before He spent time praying for
them, He predicted that this very night all of them would fall away
from Him as disciples. Peter was indignant, as were the others, and
all declared that they would stand by Jesus no matter what
happened. Jesus turned to Peter and told him that before the
rooster crows he would deny Him three times, but Peter, laying his
hand on the hilt of his sword, contradicted Him, and swore that
even if all others fall away, he was ready to die with the
Lord.

Jesus simply looked at him and told him to
strengthen his brothers after he turned back onto the path. Then
they sung a hymn together and left for the Mount of Olives and the
Garden of Gethsemane.

 


~~~~

 


Judas found Eleazar at his home. They spoke
briefly and left for the council rooms where they hoped Jonas would
be. He was. Judas explained that he was no longer a disciple of
Jesus of Nazareth, indeed, he was convinced that this man was not
the promised ruler. He told them of the garden where Jesus would be
that night.

“There is a garden on the Mount of Olives,
Gethsemane by name. He and the others will be staying there
tonight,” he explained.

“Yes, I know of this place,” replied Jonas as
he excused himself and stepped out of the room for a few minutes.
He was an efficient organizer. He had already arranged a person to
gather up temple guards and a servant was sent to achieve that end.
They would meet at the Southern Gate at the beginning of the fourth
watch, some four hours before dawn. Other servants were sent to
tell the council members to gather at the home of Caiaphas midway
through the watch. Judas was offered wine and food, and a place to
catch a few hours sleep. He would be needed later.

 


~~~~

 


Within Gethsemane unseen figures walked
amongst the men lying on the ground, their alien bodies making no
sound and leaving no imprint upon the earth. The moon was full, but
not quite silver. Its pale light lit the area where a lone figure
knelt within a clearing between the trees beside a flat stone. Near
Him stood their master. He watched perplexed and in deep
concentration. This night he wore his natural form, or at least the
form which portrayed his transformed being. Once, his beauty,
wisdom and power had been without equal amongst the thousand
million angels who had inhabited the Eternal Kingdom. He had used
those gifts to seduce; firstly to seduce his brethren, one third of
the total number, and they had been confined to the cold darkness
of the nothingness, whilst the haven called Cosmos and Arkasha
grew.

In his transformed being he was the perfect
antithesis of what he was before. Evil emanated from his grotesque
features with as much force as beauty and wisdom had before. He was
the complete opposite of all the Creator had made him. He had sworn
to create himself, and indeed, in a way he had. His enemy knelt on
the cooling earth of which he had become a part, as were all the
sons of dust. Why the Creator had chosen to partake of such a lowly
and powerless body was still a mystery to the Prince of Darkness,
the Lord of Arkasha. And so he watched, he tempted, and he
waited.

His minions marveled at the simplistic
brilliance of his plans. He had explained to them how he had
trapped the God/man into tasting his creation, that thing the
Creator called ‘death’. One tiny act of rebellion, one small
thought, to just say ‘no’ to the one He calls Father just once,
only once, and He would fall like all the rest. He still remembered
waiting outside the walls of Eden and watching the man creature
touch and name the animals. He had watched the one who now knelt on
the ground praying, walk in that primal garden of perfection, that
place that shadowed the Eternal Kingdom.

He had speculated that He would do to the man
as He had done to the animals, and his waiting was not in vain. The
woman was made, that perfect part of the original, and she was
perceptive to his first probing of her mind. She sensed him, sensed
his presence, and she was seducible, for she had the potential for
vanity. He understood the feeling, for it had been self-worship
that had led to his own fall from grace. He had seduced her; she
had seduced her husband, and it had been his first feeling of
contentment since his confinement to the cosmos. He couldn’t
remember joy, it was a feeling long gone; a feeling always
associated with closeness to the Creator or His gifts, but there
was still the insatiable contempt that brought satisfaction to his
unquenchable ego, and this feeling he liked almost as much as the
joy he had forgotten.

He watched the figure kneeling in prayer with
absolute contempt. One tiny ‘no’ and He would be as helpless as
that first foolish woman, He would die as she died, as they all
die. However, if this plan failed, he was determined that the
second would not, indeed, he was almost certain that he would need
the second plan, certain that the God/man would hold fast to His
perfect obedience. He had offered Him the world and been rejected.
That hadn’t surprised him; he wasn’t so stupid as to miss the fact
that he was offering the Creator something that he had only stolen
from Him through His creature’s disobedience.

Everything was in motion. The ambitious Judas
had accepted every seduction offered and even tasted the contempt
fed to him. But he was almost finished with Judas, and then he
would leave him empty. The fool was only needed to demonstrate one
final act of deceit, to offer a kiss in absolute betrayal. Then he
would be no longer required, as so many before him. Herod had
failed to kill Him when he was a child, and until now, the Father
had protected Him with His sons of light. Gabriel, Michael, and the
others were strangely absent this night. Oh, he had no doubt they
were watching, but as before, the Father was always so confident in
the obedience of this Son, that he was given unlimited access to
tempt Him.

If the temptation failed, then He would die
another way. Twice this night He had come perilously close to
falling, or so it seemed to Satan. This was now the third time He
had pleaded the same thing. Satan was growing impatient, watching
Him wrestle with His passions. Tonight, under the cover of
darkness, his servants would arrive and take him away. There were
false witnesses ready if necessary, indeed, there was hatred enough
to destroy Him forever. Satan could not understand why He had been
so foolish as to take a body of death, a body so easy to destroy in
death. He had servants ready to make Him regret that decision, for
his servants had devised the most excruciating forms of death. He
lifted his leathery wings and ascended above the trees. In the
distance he saw a long line of torches, and he released a laugh
that only the sons of darkness could hear. They were coming for Him
as planned. Sinner or not, tonight He would be taken.

Jesus stood and walked to where the disciples
lay sleeping and woke them saying, “are you still sleeping and
resting? Look, the hour is near, and the Son of Man is betrayed
into the hands of sinners. Rise, let us go! Here comes my
betrayer!”

Judas opened the small gate as the temple
guards and officials waited behind him. They were afraid! Before
leaving for the garden they had made plans. Judas had told them of
the fig tree that withered. The captain of the guard had been
cautioned about trying to take Him in a place where He had no
crowds, where He would feel trapped. They had asked him about
whether or not the disciples were armed and Judas had told them of
only two who wore swords. Judas had laughed at the thought, after
all, Peter was a fisherman, brilliant with a trammel net, but
clumsy with a weapon. Judas had a simple but brilliant idea come to
his mind. He would enter the Garden first and identify Jesus with a
kiss. Then the others would surround the group and chain Jesus
before He could take any unforeseen action. As they were coming
through the gate Jesus approached them in the moon light.

“Who is it you want?” he demanded to know.
They were caught by surprise. The plan was to catch Him unaware,
but here He was confronting them.

“Jesus of Nazareth,” they replied.

“I Am He” Jesus said. His voice echoed
through all eternity as He invoked the name of God. Power emanated
from Him, an invisible force that moved like a wave towards those
who sought to arrest Him. The wave struck them and forced them
backwards. Many fell to the ground under its force. Judas fell also
and quickly got to his feet with a look of anger on his face.

“Who is it you want?” Jesus asked them again.
Behind him the disciples stood. They were both afraid, and in
awe.

“Jesus of Nazareth,” they repeated, somewhat
less confidently.

“I told you I AM He,” Jesus continued. He
looked at the crowd and spoke with authority. “If you are looking
for me, then let these men go.”

Judas walked straight to Jesus and kissed
him, even managing to feign a smile. The guards moved forward
swiftly and bound Him as the disciples came to their senses. Peter
tore at his robe and found his sword, and stepping around Jesus
flailed it towards the first man in his path. Aiming to cleave the
man’s head in two, he missed, and only managed to remove his ear.
Pandemonium threatened to break out as the disciples were shouting.
Peter was screaming like a crazed warrior. Jesus turned to Peter
and ordered him to sheath his sword, and then, while they all
looked on in shock, he bent down, His hands bound together, and
picked up the warm ear that was lying on the dew covered grass. No
one tried to stop him as he walked to the screaming man who was
holding his face where the ear had been. Jesus touched him and the
man immediately calmed, and then put the ear back. All watched in
awe as it fixed itself onto his head, the blood stopping instantly.
Peter just stared, as did the others, temporarily shocked and
afraid of what he might do next. Jesus’ voice filled the garden as
He brought order again.

“Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and
He will at once put at my disposal twelve legions of angels.”

The demons watching felt terror at His words
and even Satan looked nervous. They were no match for the sons of
light fighting with equal numbers, but twelve legions would be a
sight to dissolve the bravado of any of the servants with him that
night. Jesus turned to the captain of the guards.

“Am I leading a rebellion that you have come
out with swords and clubs to capture me? Every day I sat in the
temple courts teaching, and you did not arrest me. But this has all
taken place that the writings of the prophets might be
fulfilled.”

He told them to leave His disciples alone, to
let them go, and no one argued. Even standing there bound they
instinctively understood that nothing was going to happen without
His permission. And then He walked towards the gate. The guards
stood for a moment looking stupid. Were they not the ones supposed
to be in control here? The captain barked orders and they quickly
surrounded him, and growing in confidence took His arms and pulled
His bonds as if they were taking Him against His will to the house
of the high priest Caiaphas.

Satan turned towards the one called Judas and
answered the voice within the man that only he could hear. The
demon that represented his master left Judas’ body; the betrayer
stood and watched as the disciples ran away, and the torch bearing
escort disappeared through the gate. Within his mind there was a
moment of doubt, a memory. Why had Jesus looked at Him that way?
Why had He said “friend, do what you came for?” The hatred he had
felt was melting away and confusion took its place.

How is it that He could be so calm, how could
he call me ‘friend’? Why did He not hate me? Why would He look at
me with love when He knew why I was there?

He followed the group through the gate
towards the city and the high priest’s house.

 


~~~~

 


Joseph was woken by a servant.

“Master Joseph, there is a man from the
council in the garden waiting to speak with you.”

“What time is it,” Joseph asked, rubbing his
eyes and slipping his feet into soft sandals.

“It is about the middle of the fourth watch
master,” replied the servant.

Joseph found the man waiting in the garden.
He was advised that he must attend an urgent meeting at Caiaphas’
house which was about ten minutes away. He ate cheese, bread, and
dried fruit hastily, changed his clothes and ventured out into the
darkness of Jerusalem with the torch wielding servant. Caiaphas
house was near the center of town, a place easily made private to
outsiders. This night a crowd stood near a fire which had been
recently lit. Many were guards who had arrived here from
Gethsemane. Joseph was ushered through the gate and into the large
inner chamber where meetings were often held. The style had a
distinctly Roman flavour, looking much like a tiny amphitheatre.
Around the walls on the stone seats were most of the council
members in various states of alertness. It was at least two hours
before dawn.

Standing in the centre of the noisy room,
between two well-built temple guards, stood Jesus. Joseph sat down
in the front row which was reserved for distinguished members.
Nicodemus sat on his right and acknowledged him as he entered.

“Since when did it become lawful for this
assembly to meet under the cover of darkness,” he said quietly to
Nicodemus.

“Since we are afraid to arrest innocent men
in daylight,” came the reply. “Caiaphas says this is just an
opportunity to question Jesus for the sake of truth. In reality, we
have a trial here. That group of misfits beside the far wall,” he
said pointing, “are all so-called witnesses.”

Eleazar moved around Jesus like a vulture,
seeking an opportunity to peck at Him. He looked at Jesus with
unmasked contempt, his hatred for the Teacher conspicuous in the
way he gloated over seeing Him bound like a criminal. Nicodemus
stood and walked a few paces to where Jesus stood. The guards gave
him room as he beckoned for them to step back. He began to untie
the bindings on Jesus hands.

“Our law does not condemn a man without
hearing him speak, and yet this man stands before us bound like an
animal.” He untied the bonds as Jesus looked into his eyes. Then
the old man glared at Eleazar, dropped the rope at his feet and
went back to his place.

Caiaphas raised his hand for silence and then
demanded that Jesus speak to the assembly about His teachings.

“I have spoken openly to the world,” Jesus
replied. “I always taught in synagogues or at the temple, where all
Jews come together. I said nothing in secret. Why question me?” He
said looking up at Caiaphas who sat on an elevated chair. “Ask
those who heard me. Surely they know what I said.”

Eleazar whirled on Jesus and with a closed
fist struck Him in the face. “Is that any way to answer the high
priest?” he demanded. Jesus turned towards him as blood trickled
from his broken lip.

“If I said something wrong, testify as to
what is wrong. But if I spoke the truth why do you strike me?” He
asked.

Eleazar was full of rage. At a signal from
Caiaphas he brought many witnesses forward one at a time, but no
two could agree. Then he beckoned to two men who were waiting their
turn.

“This fellow said, ‘I am able to destroy the
temple of God and rebuild it in three days,” said one of the men
and the other confirmed it. Jesus said nothing. Eleazar looked as
if he would strike Him again.

Caiaphas stood and adjusted his robes. His
overgrown eyebrows met between his eyes as his frown deepened with
anger. “Are you not going to answer?” he asked. Jesus remained
silent, His face impassive. The others in the room waited for His
reply. The high priest was growing impatient, He wanted to get to
the heart of the matter, to the real issue.

He waved the witnesses away as all sitting
there continued to wait for Jesus’ reply. His silence filled the
room. The high priest lifted his hand and pointed his finger at Him
and in aloud voice demanded His attention.

“I charge you under oath by the living God:
Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God?”

The silence was deafening. Jesus lifted His
head slowly and looked into the angry face of the high priest.

“Yes, it is as you say,” He replied. Suddenly
whispers broke out throughout the assembly. Jesus’ head moved as He
scanned the room. “But I say to all of you: In the future you will
see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and
coming on the clouds of heaven.”

There were gasps from every part of the room.
Only two men in the front row, and a few others, were unsurprised
to hear His words. Caiaphas stood, grasped the front of his robe
and tore it down the centre. The group closed their mouths as they
witnessed his act. He turned to them.

“He has spoken blasphemy! We need no other
witnesses. You have all heard it! What do you think?” he demanded,
seeking a verdict in this mock trial.

“He is worthy of death!” they answered as
Eleazar slammed his fist into Jesus face. One of the guards
standing behind Him brought his gloved fist onto Jesus head.
“Prophesy to us Christ,” he mocked, “tell us who hit you.”

Many others showed their indignation by
spitting in His face and slapping Him. Jesus simply stood and said
nothing as they heaped abuse on Him. The guards retrieved the rope
and bound his hands. Caiaphas lifted his hand for silence, and then
passed sentence on Him. Under the Law of Moses, the high priest
decided that Jesus must die. Outside, as the sun moved closer to
the horizon, dawn shed its gray light upon the world. A rooster
crowed.

Nicodemus stood and walked to the door. As he
passed Jesus their eyes met and Nicodemus felt a strange peace
emanating from the prisoner before Him. There was no panic in the
eyes, no hatred, only a resolute love and confident peace. Joseph
took the old Pharisee’s arm and the two men ventured onto the
street. They walked to Joseph’s house and entered the garden.
Joseph turned Nicodemus around by the shoulders and looked into his
face.

“Are we cowards brother?” he asked. “Should
we have spoken? Nobody chose to say the obvious. If He is the
Christ, then what He said is not blasphemy.”

“Joseph. I have foreseen this trial so many
times in my imagination and gone through all of the scenarios in my
mind. This night He said nothing He hasn’t said before. The problem
is not who He is, but that the council will never believe who He
is. Did you see His face as we left? He knows what is happening. We
could do nothing. He is in God’s hands.”

They sat and prayed as Mary entered the
garden. They explained to her what had happened.

“What will happen now,” she asked.

“He will be taken to Pontius Pilate,” Joseph
answered. “Under Roman Law the council has no power to kill a
man.”

They sat quietly. It was hopeless to
speculate. Mary felt a sense of dread trying to tear at her
emotions, but deep within her soul she felt that same peace. ‘We
must trust in the Almighty, daughter’ went through her mind.

In another wealthy home another woman rose
from her bed and went to a bowl to splash cold water on her face.
Her dream had been so vivid and the face so clear. Where had she
seen Him before and how could such a man wield such power. She had
heard her husband mention the man she suspected was in her dream.
She must speak with him. He would be in the mithraeum at this time
of day. She went back to bed but couldn’t sleep.

 


~~~~

 


Pilate sat on the stone floor of the
mithraeum within the room used only by those of his rank. He
preferred to be there alone. It had been a long time since he had
really felt close to his god. He performed the rituals, the
initiations and the sacred rites, but they had become forms rather
than experiences. This morning was no different. As he left the
room he found Gaius standing waiting.

“We have a situation sire which could easily
boil over into a riot. The Jewish council arrested the prophet I
told you about and are requesting that you pass judgment on Him.”
Gaius explained.

“Gaius. I am going back to the palace. Have
the Jews meet me there.”

“They are already waiting outside in the
Praetorium sire. They have been there for almost an hour.”

“An hour! Well they can wait a while longer
until after I have eaten. What is so important about this prophet,
Gaius? Why are you concerned about rioting?”

“Sire, this man entered the city four days
ago. Thousands welcomed Him as the new Jewish king. The people see
Him as a hope for the deliverance of this nation from Rome.”

Pilate smiled. “Does He have an army? Does He
speak about taking over?”

“No sire, but He does have the support of
many of the people.”

Pilate raised his hand. “Alright Gaius. I
will meet the Jews when I return to the palace. Make sure our best
soldiers are present.”

“Your private guard are already in place
sire,” he replied.

He arrived at his palace and entered the same
way he had left, from a small gate near the back wall which was
close to the entrance to the mithraeum. He washed his hands, ate
briefly, and went to the large chamber which opened onto the
courtyard. Gaius met him there.

“Alright Gaius. Order the guards to open the
doors and bring the Jews in here with their prophet.”

It was Gaius’ turn to smile.

“I am sorry sire. The Jews cannot enter the
palace because in their eyes it would make them unclean. We must go
to them.”

Pilate sighed and nodded his head. They
ascended the stairs, and walked around a large balcony covered in
white marble. Coming to a wooden door they stepped through it and
onto a platform which faced onto the large courtyard area which the
Romans referred to as the Praetorium. A flight of marble steps led
down from them, and on the platform stood a large chair where the
governor sat to deliver judgments. Pilate sat and surveyed the
crowd before him. In the center of the large yard stood a small
group of well armed guards and a man bound with ropes. Around them
were a group of Pharisees in their usual garb. The rest of the
crowd was made-up of Jews from all walks of life, both male and
female, any who were interested enough to be there at this time of
the morning. To the left of the stairs was a table which held
various instruments of corporal punishment and a whipping post.

Pilate waved to the Pharisees to come
forward. A boisterous character with a red beard was ushered
forward by the others. He acknowledged Pilate with a nod, and
half-turning, pointed to the harmless looking character between the
guards.

“We have found this man subverting our
nation. He opposes payment of taxes to Caesar and claims to be
Christ, a king.”

The accused looked up at Pilate and held his
gaze. There was no fear in His eyes, just a peace which Pilate
found a little unsettling. He was used to seeing men tremble at the
thought of Roman justice, he was accustomed to being feared, but
this man showed neither fear nor contempt. He hadn’t missed the
accusation of opposition to paying taxes and asked if the man was a
Galilean. The Pharisees readily confirmed this, hoping that Pilate
would see Jesus as a threat along the lines of Judas Galilaeus, but
Pilate simply stood and ordered them to take their prisoner to
Herod. They began to object, but he turned his back and walked off
the platform.

 


~~~~

 


Artilius had woken that same morning well
before dawn. He had walked from the garrison tower to the mithraeum
and begun his meditations. As usual, Lucius was nowhere to be seen.
Their unit had been assigned to keep a watchful eye on a possible
riot forming in the city. Partway through his first set of rituals,
he felt a powerful surge of energy deep within him which rose up
through his body. It was as though he were vibrating. He opened his
eyes and looked down at his hands. They were beginning to glow with
a strange opaqueness. Suddenly, standing before him, was a being
glowing with the same translucent essence.

 


“I am the one you call Mithras” it said, in a
soft and alluring voice. Artilius bowed his head to the ground in
obeisance. He felt fear.

“I am pleased with you. Not all serve with
such fervor. Today you must be my hands and feet Artilius. Today
you must destroy my enemy. He has vowed to crush me, but today we
will crush Him.”

“Who is he my Lord?” asked Artilius without
raising his face from the stones.

“He has many names, but in this world He is
known by men as Jesus of Nazareth. You will know what to do.”

The being moved closer, and when it was
directly in front of him, reached out and touched Artilius’ head.
Energy surged through his body as if he had swallowed warm golden
oil. It was more ecstatic than anything he had ever experienced.
Then the vision vanished. That same morning, about an hour before
dawn, Pilate’s private advisor had assembled them in the garrison.
Their commander was missing. The one they call Gaius stood before
them holding the helmet of a commander.

“Which of you is Artilius,” he demanded.
“Step forward.” Artilius moved to the front.

“Our honorable governor has bestowed upon you
the rank of commander. Do you accept this honor?”

Artilius dropped to one knee. “With my life I
accept and serve.” he said.

The helmet was placed upon his head. He stood
and faced his men. He placed his fist upon his chest.

“Strength and honor,” he said.

“Strength and honor,” they replied as
one.

Gaius took him aside and told him of the
riot. “Place your men in the Praetorium near the palace. No leather
armour today. I want shining armour and red capes everywhere. There
will be no riot on my watch.”

They surrounded the palace and courtyard
fully armed and waited for an hour with an ever growing crowd. In
the center was the man called Jesus of Nazareth. As he looked at
Him Artilius was filled with two powerfully conflicting thoughts.
On the one hand this man looked like a peaceful and simple teacher,
harmless in every sense of the word. On the other hand, within his
soul he felt an almost uncontrollable loathing and hatred for Him,
and a desire to unleash his sword and cut Him to pieces.

He walked to the foot of the platform and up
a couple of steps to get a better view of the crowd, and also, to
make sure that they knew who he was. The long crimson tuffs on his
helmet made him look taller than he was, and he enjoyed the way men
dropped their gaze as his eyes met theirs. The sun was rising above
the walls of the city and warming the day. Pilate appeared a few
moments later and gestured for him to stand behind him. It was a
position of honour. Within a few minutes, they were taking the
prisoner to Herod. His palace was but a short walk away.

 


~~~~

 


The puppet monarch made them wait outside for
almost an hour. Herod was suffering from a headache, a condition
brought on by the party he had thrown the night before. He was not
fond of religious pomp and ceremony, but being in Jerusalem for
another feast, and having his closest friends around, was a good
excuse to get drunk and indulge in a little revelry. He was looking
forward to seeing the prophet, indeed, he had heard much about this
man. He had also heard the talk of a new king in Israel. As a
caution he had sent a spy or two to check out the rumors. Their
reports had been interesting, if not a little concerning. It seemed
this Galilean had quite a following.

Standing before him was a long haired man of
ordinary appearance who had recently taken a few heavy blows. One
eye was swollen, and above the other the skin had been broken. He
had received a blow or two in the mouth as well, but one thing was
certain in Herod’s mind, this was no king. The chief priests were
telling him all manner of vehement accusations about the man, all
of which he found boring. Did these religious fools never stop
bickering about trifle things, he thought. He ordered silence and
then asked Jesus a series of questions. The Nazarene scarcely
bothered to look at him, let alone answer him, and when he ordered
Him to perform a sign for him, He just stared at the ground. There
would be little entertainment this day.

“So…”, Herod said sarcastically. “You’re the
one who says we must love our enemies and forgive them. They say
you heal Jew and Roman alike.” Herod summed Him up in short order.
A dreamer, not a king. He decided that the morning should not be
completely wasted, so he had some of his own soldiers throw an
elegant robe over the man and bow down to him in mock obeisance. It
was entertaining for him and his guests, at least for a while. They
kicked Him about, took back the robe, and sent Him and His
procession back to Pilate.

 


~~~~

 


Mary was standing near the gate to the
courtyard of Pilate’s palace as Jesus was brought back to stand
before the Roman governor. Seeing her Lord bound and led between
armed guards was like watching something completely unnatural
occurring. How could they bind a man who had healed thousands, fed
tens of thousands, and even brought the dead back to life? How
could they treat Him as a criminal? She watched the proceedings and
wondered if they were all mad. She wanted to run up onto the
platform and tell them what she knew about Him, tell them how He
had loved her even knowing what she was. She felt no fear at the
idea. And then a hand touched her sleeve. She turned, slightly
startled, and saw three women standing beside her; Mary and Martha,
the two sisters of Lazarus, and Jesus’ mother. She kissed Jesus’
mother and squeezed her hand. The woman was trembling.

Pilate came out onto the platform and sat
down on the judgment chair. He motioned for the group guarding
Jesus, and the Pharisees to come forward.

“You brought me this man as one who was
inciting the people to rebellion. I have examined Him in your
presence and have found no basis for your charges against him.
Neither has Herod, for he sent him back to us; as you can see, He
has done nothing to deserve death. Therefore I will punish Him and
then release Him.”

The Pharisees began to shout. “If He were not
a criminal we would not have handed Him over to you.”

“Take Him yourselves and judge Him by your
own law.” He told them.

“But we have no right to execute anyone,” the
Jews objected. “We have a law and according to that law He must
die, because He claimed to be the Son of God.”

At that moment a door opened to the side and
a soldier motioned to Artilius. He gave him a note and told him to
give it to the governor. Pilate took the note, read it, rose from
his chair and left the platform by the same door, entering the
inner room. Gaius and Artilius followed. Pilate walked around the
balcony and down the elaborate stairs onto the floor of the palace
hall below. He sat beside a small wooden table.

“Bring the prisoner in here…alone…I wish to
question Him without that crowd,” he commanded.

Artilius left to carry out the order.

“Gaius. There is a tradition which we
sometimes observe at Passover, yes?” he asked. “I can offer to
release one prisoner as an act of clemency. We have a prisoner; the
dog Barabbas.”

“But sire, Barabbas is a murdering bas…”

“I know what he is Gaius,” interrupted the
governor. “Who will the people choose? A murderer who may bring the
wrath of Rome, or a healer who may bring deliverance? Which would
you choose? Just days ago the crowd were shouting as the Galilean
entered the city.”

The conversation was interrupted as Artilius
brought Jesus into the hall. They stood before the man who held
absolute power in Judea. Pilate looked up at Jesus.

“Are you the king of the Jews?” he asked.

“Is that your own idea or did others talk to
you about me?” Jesus replied.

Pilate allowed himself a slight smile. He was
intrigued that this man still showed neither fear nor contempt to
be standing before him.

“Do you think I am a Jew? It was your people
and your chief priests who handed you over to me. What is it you
have done?” he asked.

Jesus looked at the governor and said, “My
kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight
to prevent my arrest by the Jews. But now my kingdom is from
another place.”

Pilate stood. “Ahh…,” he said, “You are a
king then!”

Jesus looked into his eyes. “You are right in
saying I am a king. In fact, for this reason I was born, and for
this reason I came into the world, to testify to the truth.
Everyone on the side of truth listens to me.”

Pilate looked back at Him and asked his own
question. “What is truth?”

Artilius was trying to control his limbs. He
had begun to shake. He felt as though inside of him his bodily
parts were being thrown around in confusion. He sensed that the
powers within him had become dumb, but he couldn’t decide if they
were afraid or angry. As he stood close to the Nazarene, and heard
His words, he began to feel confused. A part of him wanted to
sympathize with the man. But when He said His kingdom was not of
this world, all that changed. A voice in his mind reminded him of
the words in the mithraeum.

He is known by many names, but in this world,
He is known by men as Jesus of Nazareth.

He wanted to speak, to warn Pilate. He
couldn’t understand why the Pater had missed the obvious. This man
was dangerous, very dangerous; a cosmic being in a human body. He
must be destroyed for the sake of truth. Artilius stared at Jesus
standing there and evaluated Him in his own mind.

What kind of man orders people to love their
enemies? Love is weakness…power is born in hatred, in vengeance.
You would try to seduce us into giving up our power.

Pilate took Gaius, climbed the stairs and
went out onto the platform and addressed the crowd. “I find no
basis for a charge against him. But it is your custom for me to
release to you one prisoner at the time of Passover. We have two
prisoners. Jesus who is called Christ, or Barabbas, convicted of
murder.” He turned and left the platform, and returning to Jesus,
asked Him a question.

“Where do you come from?”

Jesus gave him no reply.

Pilate stared at Him. “Do you refuse to speak
to me?” he said raising his voice. “Don’t you realize I have the
power either to free you or have you crucified?”

Jesus looked into Pilate’s eyes and answered
him. “You would have no power over me if it were not given to you
from above. Therefore the one who handed me over to you is guilty
of a greater sin.”

Pilate stood with his hands on his hips.
Coming to Artilius he ordered him to take Jesus and have Him
flogged, and then to return with Him to the platform. Turning to
Gaius he told him to have Barabbas brought to the platform.
Artilius led Jesus back to the large courtyard and to a rectangular
area off to one side which led to the garrison stables and
barracks. He motioned for his soldiers to join him. He was
delighted to test this man who claimed to love His enemies.
Inwardly he was laughing to himself.

We will see how you love your enemies with a
whip tearing your flesh…you will beg for mercy from the one who
holds power over you. I am your enemy and I will teach you to hate
as all men hate.

The crowd was pushed back. They stripped
Jesus of His robe and brought Him to the whipping post. Today,
those of the crowd who could see, would get a taste of Roman
justice. A rope was attached to his bound hands, pushed through an
iron ring which was attached to a short bar extended from the top
of the post. The rope was pulled tight, stretching His arms above
His head until His heals were almost off the ground. He had the
appearance of being almost suspended mid air. The position gave Him
no opportunity to move away from the beating, but also, it
tightened the skin in order to cause the greatest amount of
pain.

In the courtyard Eleazar moved about speaking
to the other Pharisees there. “Tell the people that it must be
Barabbas that is released. Anyone who calls for the release of the
Galilean will be cut off from Israel and banned from the temple.
The Galilean is a blasphemer. He must die.” The message soon
spread.

 


~~~~

 


Barabbas saw the golden light of the lamps
glistening on the polished armour of soldiers as they entered the
corridor of cells within the dungeon. It was Passover; it was time
to die. He had tried desperately to bolster his courage for this
moment. He knew it would come, and while it was still far off he
convinced himself that he would be able to die well, to die with
dignity. Now he was afraid, now the vivid memories of brave men
screaming in agony flashed through his mind with constant
repetition. He would try not to scream, but he knew that they would
grant him no mercy. They wanted him to beg, they wanted him to be
an example. Four legionaries stopped before his cell door and
waited as the guard opened it and slammed shackles onto his wrists
and ankles.

“Time to leave our cozy establishment
Barabbas. The governor wants you. He wants to watch you die,” said
the guard. “And you two will be close behind him,” he said smiling
at the thieves in the next cell. “Could be quite an entertaining
Passover,” the guard laughed.

The soldiers surrounded him and marched him
down the corridor. The nervous feeling in the pit of his gut made
him wish he had used the bucket in the corner of the cell. Fear
began to grip him as they reached the stairs and made their way to
sunlight. They walked a short distance to the Praetorium and
entered through a small gate. Above and to his right was the
platform, the judgment seat, and to the left, near a trough for
watering horses, a man was being flogged.

Barabbas recognized the whip, but not the
man. A sweating soldier, stripped of his armour, was shredding the
prisoner with a cat-of-nine-tails. The nine leather lashes were
twice the length of his arms and attached to a short wooden handle.
At varying distances from the ends of the lashes, pieces of
sharpened iron and pottery had been fixed. It was said that no man
could survive the standard thirty nine lashes, especially one tied
as this man was. The Roman commander standing beside the whipping
post looked furious. He was relishing every blow. The prisoner was
completely silent, gritting His teeth and releasing scarcely a moan
each time the cruel whip slashed into His body.

The soldiers beside him began to make jokes
about how long the Nazarene would last. He heard the name Jesus,
and then he knew who was being skinned alive.

“The king of the Jews doesn’t look so much
like a king now,” one man laughed.

“Maximus boasts he can kill any man with less
than thirty lashes,” said another. “But he can’t even get this king
of the Jews to make a noise. He’s losing his touch. What is the
count, I can’t make out the counter from here.”

On a table on the far side, a soldier turned
a cup over as every five lashes was counted down. Four of them were
upside down.

“Close to twenty five,” and Maximus is
looking tired.

Barabbas watched as the man moved from one
side of the prisoner to the other. He knew exactly what he was
doing with the whip. He started each stroke with his hand behind
his head, and as the lashes wound out he extended his arm so that
it was close to Jesus body. The lashes wound around from front to
back and clung to the mutilated body as the iron and pottery shards
dug into the tight flesh. Then with a twist of his hands, he turned
the handle and pulled viscously. The body lurched sideways as the
whip tore long shreds of skin and flesh from the prisoner. His back
was a mess of bleeding lacerations, but his chest was almost
completely raw. At his feet a pool of blood had formed.

Mary had moved to the front of the crowd. She
stood there, tears falling from her face unfettered as she watched
the Lord she loved being punished. A recent memory rushed through
her mind.

I have never been punished for my sins
Abdeel, no lamb has shed its blood to make me clean.

As she stood there she felt another hand on
her arm. She turned to see the brothers John and James beside her.
They wore shawls to cover their faces. Mary just wept as the words
of Isaiah, words she had read many times came to her mind. Her lips
moved slightly as she said them under her breath.

The punishment that brought us peace was upon
Him, and by His wounds we are healed.

The soldier was tiring. He paused to take a
breath. Artilius stood close to the post and directed the flogging.
He had been ordered to return the Nazarene to the platform. He had
taken quite a risk in ordering the cat rather than the usual heavy
cane. He dare not return him dead. In frustration, he signaled the
flogging to stop. Then he turned to his men.

“Show him how we Romans treat a would-be
king,” he ordered with an evil smile on his face.

They found a purple robe which had served as
a horse blanket and threw it around His shoulders. One soldier
brought a crown of thorns and pushed it onto his head, while
another placed a staff in his hands. Then they mocked him, bowed
down to Him, and beat him. They smashed their gloved fists into his
face, knocking Him to the ground to slip and slide in His own
blood, and then ordered Him to stand again. Still, He refused to
speak against them. One soldier picked up the staff he had dropped,
wiped the blood off, and then proceeded to strike Him in the face
and on the head again and again.

Barabbas watched the sickening sight. He knew
now who the prisoner was and he couldn’t understand what this man
might have done to deserve such barbaric treatment. Three years
earlier one of his men, Simon by name, had left the zealots to join
a group of this man’s disciples. He had met Simon many times over
the next year and a half to get reports about the Teacher and His
mission. Barabbas had wondered if the Galilean might prove to be an
ally in the resistance against the Romans. But Simon had reported
that this Jesus was a man of extraordinary power and peace.
Barabbas had written Him off as useless after learning that He had
helped a Roman centurion.

Perched on walls and rooftops, hundreds of
alien eyes watched unseen. Their master stood beside the whipping
post whispering in the young soldier’s ear. His foiled wings
scraped upon his grotesque form as he moved around watching and
sneering with absolute contempt. Within the crowd dozens of lesser
demons walked between the people whispering, ‘blasphemer,
blasphemer’.

Artilius ordered Jesus to stand. As He looked
at Jesus he felt a powerful need for revenge, but in that moment he
couldn’t remember when the man had done anything to him. Within his
soul pure hatred emanated from those who dwelt there. Their hatred
became his as it attached itself to his egotistical desire to rule
and know power. Like parasites in a host body, they needed his sin
to feed upon. Gaius appeared from inside the governor’s palace. He
walked to where the man Jesus was being knocked to the ground to
lie in the crimson of His own blood.

“That’s enough!” he yelled as the robe fell
open to reveal the extent of Jesus wounds.

He turned to Artilius shaking his head. “You
were ordered to flog him, not kill him. Look at him! He will be
lucky to live out the day. The ground is covered in his blood.” He
leaned closer to Artilius and spoke quietly. “This man is not a
threat to Rome. In fact, they say He teaches to love your enemies.
Over there is the real enemy,” he said pointing to Barabbas. “What
were you thinking man? You better pray he can make it to the top of
the stairs. Bring both prisoners,” he ordered.

“Come on your highness,” a soldier said as he
lifted Jesus to His feet, careful not to slip in the gory mess.

They led both prisoners to the gate, and half
carried Jesus to the top of the balcony. Pilate arrived from his
palace and walked past them to the door. He stepped out to the
crowd and lifted his hand for silence.

“Look, I am bringing Him out to you to let
you know that I find no basis for a charge against Him,” he called
out, his voice ringing around the courtyard.

Jesus and Barabbas were led out, and as
Jesus’ robe slipped open there were loud gasps from the crowd.
Pilate also noticed his condition for the first time and frowned at
Gaius. Pilate gestured towards the hideous sight of Jesus standing
there with his broken face, crown of thorns and purple robe.

“Here is the man,” he said. “Which of the two
do you want me to release to you?”

“Barabbas… Barabbas,” they shouted as one
man. From near the front of the crowd a lone women’s voice was
drowned out as she cried out the name of her Lord. A clenched fist
slammed into her head from behind and knocked her to her knees.

“What shall I do, then, with Jesus who is
called Christ? Pilate asked.

Eleazar shouted “crucify Him” and all joined
his chorus of hatred.

Pilate looked at them. There was rage here.
This crowd were full of menace the like he had not seen since the
demonstrations in his palace at Caesarea. Satan rose up from the
ground on obsidian wings, his red eyes burning with hatred. He
screamed orders to his minions that only they could hear. They
jumped from shoulder to shoulder screaming their malevolent message
into the hearts of men, men who were so easily swayed by power and
corruption. In Eden the Creator had told Him that the woman’s child
would crush his head. He hovered above the figure on the platform
and remembered.

It is you who will be crushed. This is my
world. I offered it to you and you refused. Now you will experience
my creation…you will experience death.

“Why?” Pilate asked. “What crime has He
committed?”

“Crucify Him…crucify Him, crucify Him,” came
the reply.

“Shall I crucify your king?” Pilate
asked.

“We have no king but Caesar,” the chief
priests replied. “If you let this man go, you are no friend of
Caesar. Anyone who claims to be a king opposes Caesar.”

Pilate shook his head. He was completely
cornered now. To release this man would have serious political
ramifications. To release Jesus would make him less loyal to
Tiberius than this crowd. He must think of his own future. He
ordered Gaius to bring him water and a bowl. Moments later Gaius
stood before him and poured water over his hands in front of the
crowd.

“I am innocent of this man’s blood,” he said
to them, “It is your responsibility!”

“Let His blood be on us and our children!”
they answered.

Pilate stood and stared at the crowd for a
long moment. Then shaking his head he turned to Artilius. “Release
him,” he ordered, looking to Barabbas. Artilius signaled to a
soldier who came with hammer and pin to remove the shackles.
Barabbas stood staring at the man called Jesus. Through all of it
The Nazarene had said nothing. Barabbas descended the stairs and
into the crowd where he was greeted by men he had never known
before, Pharisees and Sadducees who were smiling at him. He was
shaking his head in disbelief. He should have felt happy, but as he
stood and stared at the bloodied prisoner on the platform he felt
guilt. Smiling faces were congratulating him, patting him on the
shoulder, but he shrugged off their hands and moved away.

“I am not one of you,” he said with disgust.
“That man is innocent…He is going to die in my place.”

Pilate spoke briefly to Gaius and left the
platform. Then Gaius came to Artilius. “Now you can finish killing
Him. There are two others in the dungeons. Send men to bring them
to the hill outside the city to Golgotha, the place they call the
skull. Dress Him in His own clothes and have Him carry the cross. I
will meet you there. I have a tablet to prepare on Pilate’s orders.
Bring rope, wine and gall.”

Artilius shoved Jesus down the stairs as
Gaius disappeared. He sent soldiers to the dungeons, ordered rope,
wine and gall, and walking to the small table took a handful of
long metal spikes and a hammer. “Bring these,” he said, thrusting
them into the hands of a soldier. He felt a sense of evil pleasure
at the thought that he was fulfilling the task given him.

They ripped the purple horse blanket off
Jesus, opening up wounds which had begun to dry. They placed His
own clothes upon Him and within seconds the blood seeped through
the garments.

“What a waste to stain such cloth,” a soldier
complained.

“Orders are orders,” replied Artilius. “Don’t
complain. You’ll get your share, stained or not.” He turned to
Lucius and signaled him to come to him. “Take support and go to the
dungeon. Bring the two prisoners to Golgotha, the hill beside the
city wall.”

Lucius left to obey. As he led three others
to the dungeons he reflected on what he had seen that morning.
There was something not right about all of this. He believed in
justice; was aware that sometimes Roman justice made examples of
men like the one who had been freed, but the end always seemed to
justify the means. He couldn’t understand why he was about to be a
part of crucifying a man who had never incited a revolt, never
killed anyone, or even spoken against Rome. But something else
troubled him almost as much. He was not envious of Artilius’ new
position as commander, indeed, he had expected that the committed
disciple of Mithras would find power both within and outside the
mithraeum.

What had shocked him today was the way
Artilius had used his new power. He had ordered the man flogged
within a hand’s span of His life, and he had enjoyed every moment
of it. Today, Lucius had witnessed undisguised evil. Artilius had
displayed unveiled hatred for the Galilean. Lucius could have
understood it if they had been flogging the murderer, but something
else was happening here, something beyond the natural. Artilius had
treated the man as if he were his own personal enemy.

When they arrived at Golgotha the crucifixion
had already begun under the watch of the local centurion. Lucius
and his group roped their prisoners to the crosses, stretching
their arms to the limit. They would die slowly, in agony. They were
hoisted up and the ends of the crosses maneuvered into holes and
packed. Lucius watched as the soldiers under Artilius’ command
drove the spikes through the flesh and bones of the Nazarene,
impaling Him to the cross. He groaned in agony when the iron was
driven through His ankles as two soldiers held His feet together.
Lucius looked away. In his heart he felt a revulsion at what was
happening here. Clouds began to cover the land as the light was
taken from this place of death.

 


~~~~

 


“They have pierced my hands and my feet”.

Mary turned to see Joseph and another older
Pharisee standing beside her. The older man was quoting the
Scriptures, quoting a Psalm of David. Mary’s body shook as she
wept, her hand covering her mouth to stifle the anguished moans
erupting from her soul. On the suicidal night in which she stood
before the precipice of Arbela she had known total desperation. But
even that moment of hopelessness was like a beacon of hope compared
to the despair she felt watching the one she loved more than life
raised up between earth and heaven. All hope had fled from her.
Here, on a hill beside the walls of Jerusalem, the light of her
world was going out. She felt the unclean presence of her attackers
all around; she sensed their unbridled lust for death; His death.
Joseph’s strong arms held her shoulders, but she could not be
comforted. All was lost.

She watched as the man she recognized as
Gaius walked forward, took a long spear from a soldier and lifted a
wooden sign onto a nail above Jesus’ head. In bold letters it
proclaimed in several tongues,

 


‘JESUS OF NAZARETH, THE KING OF THE
JEWS’.

 


All was quiet for a moment until Jesus’ voice
cried out for all to hear. “Father, forgive them, for they do not
know what they are doing.”

Artilius lifted his head and stared at the
broken form on the cross above him. His thoughts turned to
darkness.

I know exactly what I am doing. I don’t want
your forgiveness.

From the crowd some of the rulers of Israel
began to call out. “He saved others; let Him save Himself if He is
the Christ of God, the Chosen One.” The soldiers took up their cry
and mocked Him as well, calling on Him to save Himself. Barabbas
watched the scene with a feeling of unbelief. He knew both men who
were dying with the Nazarene. One had shared his bread for almost
two years, and the other had recently been arrested and convicted.
The man he had spoken to so many times turned to Jesus and hurled
insults at Him. “Aren’t you the Christ?” he spat out in sarcasm.
“Save yourself and us!”

The other man rebuked him. “Don’t you fear
God,” he called out, “since we are under the same sentence? We are
punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But
this man,” he said staring at Jesus, “has done nothing wrong.” His
voice softened as he spoke to the dying man between them, spoke
with a voice full of conviction.

“Jesus, remember me when you come into your
kingdom.”

Jesus lifted His head towards Him. “I tell
you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise,” He
promised.

Mary fell to her knees. He would be in
paradise. Her anguish at losing His presence was more than she
could bear. She sensed the darkness coming as the light continued
to fade away. It was becoming increasingly dark, unnaturally dark
as Jesus’ voice cried out once more, breaking the silence which had
settled on Golgotha.

“My God, my God, why have you forsaken
me?”

“Nicodemus, he is quoting Elijah,” Joseph
said.

“No brother, not Elijah, but David,” answered
the old man. “In this hour of darkness He quotes the
Scriptures.”

Jesus looked down and spoke to a soldier
standing there. “I am thirsty,” He said. The man brought Him wine
vinegar in a sponge, placed it on a branch and pushed it up to
Him.

In the gloom they watched as Jesus drank, and
then he lifted His head towards heaven and spoke again.

“It is finished. Father, into your hands I
commit my spirit.”

He slumped forward and died.

 



Chapter Twenty Three

 


Within the depths of the earth a deep
rumbling sound rose up. The ground began to shake violently. Women
screamed, men clung to each other, and the crosses swayed to and
fro. The terrible sound of rocks splitting filled the air as
people, Jew and Roman alike, were thrown to the ground, unable to
keep their feet. In the valley below, tombs were opened, the dead
came forth and went into the city. There was fear, uncertainty and
wonder. A short time later the rumbling stopped. People got up from
the ground, shook the dust from their clothes and gazed up at the
central cross with different eyes. In the sky, thunder boomed and,
then, as if the clouds themselves began to weep, it started to
rain.

Some began to leave, fearful of a repetition
of the violent earthquake. A young man appeared breathless from
running. He came to a group of Pharisees, who were trying to look
dignified after being thrown to the ground before the cross of
Christ. He bowed his head before them and gave his report.

“Masters, the temple…the curtain has been
torn apart…the Holy of Holies lies open for all to see. The
earthquake tore the curtain from top to bottom.” He paused to get
his breath. “And master, many holy people were seen in the city,
prophets and patriarchs.”

The centurion was standing beneath the cross
of Jesus. He removed his helmet, looked up, and proclaimed, “Surely
this man was the Son of God.”

One of the Pharisees approached the centurion
and explained to him that the bodies must be taken down before the
Sabbath began in a few hours time. He asked for the centurion to
break the legs of the living prisoners. Ending a prisoner’s life
and shortening the execution time was not something the centurion
was inclined to grant on his own. He looked around and called
Lucius to him, as Joseph of Arimathea approached him.

“I will accompany your man to the governor,
centurion,” he said. “This man’s body should not be discarded like
a common criminal; therefore I will ask Pilate if I may bury Him
and your man can report his reply.”

“I agree with you,” the centurion replied.
“Go with him soldier and report to me the governor’s wishes.”

They walked to Pilate’s palace and made the
requests. Nicodemus went also. Pilate was surprised to hear that
the Nazarene was already dead and asked at what time He died.

“Precisely before the earthquake sire,”
Lucius replied.

Pilate looked at Joseph with a frown upon his
face as his head slowly nodded. “Take His body, bury Him properly.”
He turned to Lucius. “Break the legs of the others and have them
removed.”

Lucius returned to Golgotha, but Joseph and
Nicodemus went to their homes and retrieved the necessary things
needed to bury Jesus’ body.

Lucius reported to the centurion and a
soldier broke the legs of the two thieves. As they were choking to
death, he dropped the hammer and taking up a spear came to Jesus.
The centurion understood his action and nodded approval. He raised
the spear and pierced Jesus side, bringing forth a sudden flow of
blood and water. To the side, a group of women accompanied by
several of Jesus’ disciples stood weeping. Joseph and Nicodemus
arrived with their servants. They brought linen cloth and a large
quantity of myrrh, aloes, and clean water. As the body of Jesus was
taken down from the cross, the women moved forward, wailing in
grief. They lowered Him to the ground and onto a clean linen cloth.
His mother knelt at his head, weeping, and moaning, whilst Mary of
Magdala washed His feet with a cloth, her tears falling
uncontrollably.

The rain stopped as the men lifted Jesus’
body and carried Him to the tomb. There they removed the stone and
lay Him inside. The women, John, and Simon, remained outside as
Joseph and Nicodemus lovingly wrapped His broken body in strips of
linen covered in precious spices. When they were finished, they
stepped outside and six strong servants pushed the large stone into
place to close the tomb. Joseph approached the women and spoke to
them briefly before he and Nicodemus left. Mary the mother of
James, and another woman left with him, but Mary Magdalene sat in
the garden of the tomb and stared at the stone.

Above her, dark clouds rolled across the sky
as the full moon rose above the horizon. She sat and tried to
remember all that He had said, but the words wouldn’t stay in her
mind. She felt only the immediate despair. It blotted out all hope.
After some time she rose and walked back to the city and to
Joseph’s house. He greeted her in the garden and embraced her
quietly. As they stood in the garden he whispered to her;

“Don’t lose hope daughter of Israel, the
Almighty’s plans are greater than those of evil men.”

Mary went up to the top of the house and sat
on a small wooden bench. It was late. As she sat staring towards
Golgotha, Isaiah’s words haunted her, filling her with a sense of
guilt and gratitude. She had read them so many times that they were
permanently imprinted in her memory and on her heart. Never before
had they made much sense, but here, on this night, they came alive.
Her lips moved as she whispered the sacred text which had cried out
to her consciousness throughout the day.

 


“See, my servant will act wisely; He will
be raised and lifted up…Just as there were many who were appalled
at Him – His appearance was so disfigured beyond that of any man,
and His form marred beyond human likeness…”

 


Tears rolled down her cheeks as her mind
filled with the sight of his bloodied face, His broken lips, closed
and blackened eyes, the blood in His hair making it stick to the
unrecognizable face. She placed her head in her hands and sobbed as
a picture of Him hanging on the whipping post brought Isaiah’s
prophecy to life. And she remembered the way they cried out for Him
to be crucified, men who had seen His acts of love, men who
rejected everything He stood for.

 


“He was despised and rejected by men, a
man of sorrows and familiar with suffering. Like one from whom men
hide their faces He was despised, and we esteemed Him not.”

 


But Mary was not condemning the acts of evil
or ignorant men; rather, the prophet’s words spoke directly to her.
As she had watched the scene unfold that day, she understood that
God Himself was offering His precious lamb on her behalf, while
others standing there believed that God was cursing a
blasphemer.

 


“Surely He took up our infirmities and
carried our sorrows, yet we considered Him stricken by God, smitten
by Him and afflicted.”

 


She lifted her head for a moment and opened
her eyes towards Golgotha. At that moment the clouds parted and the
moon appeared above the three empty crosses. It was blood red. It
bathed the entire scene in crimson light as God confirmed the story
of His Son in the heavenly bodies. Mary knew without any doubt that
this Passover was His Passover, the one in which He was given to
pay for her sins. Her mind filled with pictures of the nails being
slammed through His hands and feet and the spear opening His side;
all for her, to pay for her life of sin.

 


“But He was pierced for our
transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment
that brought us peace was upon Him, and by His wounds we are
healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned
to his own way; and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us
all.”

 


She felt that her heart would break, when she
thought of how He had accepted punishment for her. He had not cried
out, He had never cursed against the excruciating pain, He had
never considered His cause unjust; rather, He uttered no words as
the wrath of God against sin tore the flesh from His body.

 


“He was oppressed and afflicted, yet He
did not open His mouth; He was led like a lamb to the slaughter,
and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so He did not open
His mouth.”

 


Mary fell to her knees as the red moon cast a
crimson shadow like blood on the ground. In that moment of clarity
she had contempt for no one but herself. She remembered the way He
had looked at her, she remembered the words He said about laying
down His life for His sheep, and she knew that no man had taken His
life from Him; He had offered Himself as the Passover lamb. She had
known He had forgiven her, but she had never understood until now
what her forgiveness would cost Him. All of her life she had
understood the principle of blood for blood, life for life. Like
all Jewish children she had seen the lambs shed their blood to
cleanse the guilt of the people, and she had said to Abdeel;

I have never been punished for my sins
Abdeel, no lamb has shed its blood to make me clean.

She stood and wiped her eyes as she heard the
sound of the soldier’s feet as they marched to their posts to
change the watch. It was late. The moon was beginning to fade as
the color drained away. In the same way, the holy blood on the
ground at Golgotha had been washed away by the weeping of the
clouds. She went down the stairs to the room assigned to her and
knelt beside her bed to pray. She was silent for quite a while as
she tried to find the right words.

I know that all I have done against you has
been forgiven, and that today Jesus paid for my sins. I don’t
understand why, I don’t understand why it had to be Him, but I know
you planned this for a long time as Isaiah’s words show. I just
want to say thank you for your precious Son… thank you that He
loved me so much…thank you for making me clean.

She knelt in silence as His peace washed over
her, settling her heart.

Please protect me from them…from those who
would try to make me unclean again…and help me to live a life
worthy of Jesus…worthy of His love for me.

She wiped her eyes again, rose from the floor
and lay on the bed. She was exhausted.

That night an angel entered her room and
stood at the foot of her bed. Unseen by human eyes, He watched over
her as she slept. None of her enemies dared to approach her, a
daughter of Israel, a child of God cradled in His arms of love.

 


~~~~

 


Eleazar was looking particularly pleased with
himself as he entered the room near the council chambers on the
Sabbath morning. Jonas greeted him with a smile and offered him
wine.

“I have called a meeting of some of the
council. There is need to speak to Pilate about the Nazarene’s
tomb. The blasphemer claimed that He would rise from death in three
days, so we have to make sure that the body stays exactly where it
is,” Jonas explained.

“And where is it?” Eleazar enquired.

“Joseph of Arimathea and another older member
of the council got permission from Pilate to bury Him in a new
grave close to the city,” Jonas told him. “Like a few of the other
members, they were sympathetic towards the Nazarene. In any case,
we know exactly where He is laid and we will get a guard as soon as
possible.”

“It cannot be our temple guards,” warned
Eleazar.

“No, of course not,” agreed Jonas. “It must
be a Roman guard, and I have a particular group in mind.”

After most of the chief priests arrived they
went to Pilate’s palace and met with him. He agreed with their
request and ordered Gaius to arrange a Roman guard. Jonas asked him
for the same soldiers who had carried out His death so efficiently.
Gaius watched the faces of the priests as they made their request.
He couldn’t understand their hatred for the Nazarene, a hatred that
had not been satisfied even by the horrific death the man had
suffered. He kept his face without emotion as he went to find
Artilius. Even at this hour of the morning, he knew where the new
commander would be.

Artilius had almost finished his morning
meditations as Gaius entered the mithraeum. He had expected
something of a feeling of triumph and power from his god, but in
fact his worship had been dead in the extreme. He rose from the
floor to find Gaius waiting for him in the dressing chamber.

“Pilate has another task for you and your
group Artilius,” Gaius began. “The Jews have informed us that the
Nazarene claimed that He would rise from death within three
days.”

“A pathetic boast surely,” said Artilius
mockingly as he dressed.

“The Nazarene raised several people from
death Artilius, even in the presence of His enemies. It is wise
that you take this seriously. The Jews don’t believe He will rise,
but rather that His disciples will steal His body and then claim He
has risen. Your job is to guard the tomb for two days and make sure
it doesn’t happen.”

Artilius saluted Gaius. He knew when he had
been rebuked and it didn’t pay to ruffle the feathers of Pilate’s
private advisor and commander.

“I will get onto it at once sir,” he said.
“You have my word that the body will stay exactly where it is.”

Gaius gave a curt nod and left the mithraeum.
Artilius headed for the garrison and ordered the smith to prepare
metal seals which could be driven into the stone of the tomb. Then
he sent a small squad of men under Lucius’ command to the tomb to
wait and watch for the rest of the day. He advised them that he
would be along with the seal and replacements before dusk. Lucius
organized food and drink and set out for the tomb with ten men
fully armed. They set up a standard defense pattern and waited.

Artilius arrived before dusk with fifteen
men.

“Better make sure there is something to guard
before we place a seal on this stone,” he said, gesturing for his
men to roll back the stone. They opened a portion of the tomb and
saw the body of Jesus lying on a bench within.

“Close it,” Artilius demanded. The blacksmith
drove a metal spike into both the tomb wall and stone door and then
joined them with a chain seal. He moved to the opposite end and did
the same.

“I don’t think we’re likely to have any
trouble tonight Lucius, but set a watch at the garrison. If we
sound the horn I want reinforcements here fast.”

“From what I understand,” Lucius replied,”
the Nazarene’s disciples are a group of fisherman and
tax-collectors. I can’t imagine they would try and take His body by
force.”

“I think you’re right, but I gave my word
that this tomb will be occupied by the Nazarene’s body at least
until tomorrow evening, so be on guard,” Artilius replied.

Lucius and the other nine soldiers went back
to the garrison for a meal and rest. Lucius would be happy when
things quieted down so that he could get back to Caesarea and his
beloved Vita. He was tired of Jerusalem.

 


~~~~

 


Mary slept through much of the morning and
woke feeling refreshed. Most of the household were away for Sabbath
services. She went into the garden and found a plate of dried
fruits and a flask of watered wine on the table near the center.
She wasn’t hungry. She felt restless. It dawned on her that she
couldn’t remember waking at all through the night, and if she had
dreamed, there was no recollection of it. Sabbath would be over in
a few hours, but she would wait until early the next morning. That
evening she avoided others. She was in no mood to talk. She felt a
deep sense of sorrow and pain which she doubted would ever go away.
Before she retired to bed, she knelt and prayed, unaware that a
meesenger of the Almighty had never left her side.

She rose before dawn and woke the other women
who had agreed to accompany her to the tomb of Jesus. She waited
somewhat impatiently as they ate a hurried breakfast and then,
taking the spices she had prepared that evening, they left for the
garden tomb beyond the city walls. The grey light of dawn was
beginning to illuminate the world as they entered the garden. They
were confronted by four armed soldiers. When they explained why
they were there, the soldiers escorted them to Artilius who was
stationed near the tomb.

As they were approaching, suddenly the ground
began to move beneath their feet and an impossibly bright light
floated down from the sky directly above the tomb. They all gasped
in fear and shielded their eyes as a beautiful angel appeared
within the light and descended, snapped the seals as if they were
dry grass, rolled back the stone and sat on it. The soldiers stood
trembling in fear and most of them fainted, falling unconscious to
the ground. Artilius tried to rise, but the angel simply turned his
gaze on the arrogant Roman and seconds later, Artilius joined his
cohorts who looked like dead men after a bloodless battle.

The angel turned to the women. “Do not be
afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was
crucified. He is not here; He is risen, just as He said. Come and
see the place where He lay. Then go quickly and tell His disciples:
“He is risen from the dead.”

Mary and the other women peered into the tomb
and saw that the body of Jesus was gone, only the grave clothes
remained.

“Come,” Mary said, “we must tell the others.”
They went to the house where the eleven were hiding for fear of the
Jews. They knocked and were hastened inside. Mary gave her report,
telling them of the angel and that the Lord had been taken away.
Simon Peter and John took her arm and told the others to wait until
they returned. They began to run towards the garden tomb as Mary
tried to keep up.

When they arrived the guards were gone. John
peered inside the tomb and saw the strips of linen lying there and
the cloth folded on the stone table. Simon Peter arrived panting
and went into the tomb. John joined him and then both came outside
to where Mary was standing. Jesus was nowhere to be found. Doubts
filled Mary’s heart as she saw the bewildered faces of the men and
the empty tomb behind them. She began to weep. Peter and John left
the scene and headed back to the house, leaving Mary on her own.
She walked forward to see the empty tomb for herself, and suddenly
two angels appeared before her, seated where Jesus body had
been.

“Woman,” they asked her. “Why are you
crying?”

“They have taken my Lord away,” she said,
“and I don’t know where they have put Him.”

She felt as if hope had come and then been
dashed away. Peter and John had left disappointed, they had
expected to see more than an empty tomb. Emotion rose up to engulf
her. With tears filling her eyes, she turned to see a man standing
before her.

“Woman,” He said, “why are you crying? Who is
it you are looking for?”

Thinking He was the gardener, she said, “Sir,
if you have carried Him away, tell me where you have put Him, and I
will get Him.”

As she turned away she heard the most
beautiful voice utter her name.

“Mary,” He said.

She turned towards Him and cried out,
“Teacher.” She fell to her knees and clasped His feet as her pain
dissolved into pure joy.

“Do not hold on to me,” Jesus said, “For I
have not yet returned to the Father. Go instead to my brothers and
tell them, ‘I am returning to my Father and your Father, to my God
and your God.’”

Mary stood and stepped back, staring at Him
for a moment as she wiped her face. Hers was the face of a child, a
child who had found the most precious thing to her, something she
thought she had lost forever. She stood there, frozen to the
ground, taking in the sight of Him. He watched her, His love
showing in His eyes. She slowly moved away, almost afraid to take
her eyes from Him in case He disappeared. The she remembered His
commandment.

She turned and ran back towards the house,
smiling as she went. Inside her heart she felt her fears melting
away like frost in the early morning sun. She arrived at the house,
knocked on the door and the disciples let her inside.

“I have seen the Lord,” she said smiling at
them. “He is risen just as He said.”

There was silence in the room, the silence of
unbelief. She looked at them, slowly shaking her head with sadness
in her eyes.

“You don’t believe me,” she said. She turned
to Peter and John. “You were there, you saw the empty tomb. After
you left He appeared to me; He spoke my name.”

She stood tall and looked around the room.
“He sent me to tell you, and I have told you.” Then she turned and
left.

“Who can believe a woman?” said a disciple
who was sitting near the back of the room. “The woman was so
distraught she is seeing things.” Some of the disciples grunted
their agreement of his assessment. There was silence for a few
moments and then Peter turned to the others and demanded their
attention.

“Why don’t we believe her? Didn’t He say He
would rise again?”

“But Peter, you were just at the tomb with
John and He wasn’t there. Why would He wait for you and John to
leave and then appear to her…to her of all people…a woman…a woman
who used to be…”

“A woman,” interrupted John stepping into the
center of the room and turning on the unbelieving disciples. “A
woman who loved Him so much that she cried out against the crowd
while we remained silent. When they called for Barabbas, she cried
out His name and was knocked to the ground. And then she stood and
cried out again. I was silent, I was afraid, I deserted Him, we
deserted Him, all of us; but she stood with Him to the end. Don’t
you remember Simon’s house? ‘She, who is forgiven much, loves much,
and he who is forgiven little, loves little’. You ask ‘why would He
choose to appear to her first’…He told us Himself… ‘the first shall
be last, and the last first’. I believe her. It is exactly what He
would choose to do.”

There was silence in the room as John’s words
sank in. Peter touched his shoulder.

“I too believe brother. You are right. Men
would choose those they considered the most important to be the
first to witness His resurrection, a king or governor. He has
chosen the least in men’s eyes, but the greatest in His. She has
shamed us all with her love, especially me.”

Peter wiped moisture from his eyes.

 


~~~~

 


Gaius was outraged. “How could you let this
happen Artilius? Some of your men have already reported to the
chief priests about losing the body and I have met with them
also.”

“My Lord. We were knocked down by a power
that was not human. Several women arrived at the garden carrying
baskets full of ointments, herbs, and spices for the body. They
posed no threat to us. Suddenly a light appeared in the sky
descending towards the top of the tomb. We drew swords and
approached it. Ten of my men were instantly knocked down like they
were dead. The being stopped on top of the tomb, broke the seals,
rolled back the stone, and sat on it.”

“Was the body inside?”

“It was before we placed the seals on the
tomb! My Lord Gaius. The light from this creature was so bright I
could see nothing beyond it. As I approached it turned its gaze on
me and then everything went black. When I awoke the men were gone
and the garden was empty, the tomb also.”

Gaius turned to Lucius who had also been
called to this meeting.

“You came directly back to the barracks
Lucius. Why did those soldiers go to the Jews?”

“They were headed here when the priests met
them on the road. They were terrified. I came to report to you sir.
I tried to wake Artilius but he seemed all but dead. I came to get
help.”

“And what do you say happened in the
garden?”

“It was exactly as Artilius described,”
replied Lucius, “although, when I opened my eyes I am sure there
were two angels there. In the distance I saw a man speaking with a
woman, but the angels were barring my way.”

“You think they were angels? Why?” Gaius
asked.

“What else could they be?”

Gaius pulled a purse from his pocket. “The
Jews gave gold to the rest of your men, swearing them to a
particular story. If word gets to Pilate about this they are ready
to offer him as big a bribe as it takes. The official report will
state that His disciples stole the body while your guards were
sleeping.”

“But my Lord…,”Artilius began.

“Artilius! I believe your story, it is the
same as your men. But we have to rule this dusty province in peace,
so the official story will be as I say. I will take your name from
the records. I can’t see why your reputation as a commander should
suffer.”

“What of you Lucius? What do you want for
keeping your mouth shut?”

“I want no bribe sir. I have no reason to
speak with anyone about this business. But I would like to be
transferred to Caesarea where my wife is living, if possible.”

“You can leave in the morning. Report to the
centurion there, his name is Cornelius.”

He turned to leave and then remembered the
purse. He threw it to Artilius.

“Consider it wages.”

 


~~~~

 


As she walked towards the large house where
the meeting was she was deep in thought about the events of the
past five weeks. Jesus had appeared in many places to many people.
His closest disciples had returned to Galilee and Jesus had
commanded them back to Jerusalem to wait for the one He called the
Counselor. Then they had watched Him ascend into heaven. No one
really knew what was to happen next.

She arrived at the house and went upstairs.
There was over a hundred people there, both men and women. They
were seated on mats on the floor praying. Mary joined a group of
women including the mother of Jesus. She greeted Mary with a touch
on her cheek; the two of them had become very close over the past
weeks. There was a feeling of peace in that room, peace and
holiness as they continued to pray.

Suddenly a sound like a violent wind came
from above them, yet the air did not move. People stopped praying
and looked up as they saw a light in the form of fire descending
upon them. They gasped in awe as the light separated into tiny
tongues of fire and came to rest on each of them separately. As the
fire descended upon her, Mary felt as if someone had poured peace,
love, and joy into her body until it filled and overflowed. The
presence of the Almighty filled the room and all who were there.
Worship broke forth from every mouth, praise from souls overflowing
with wonder, a hundred voices lifted up, hands raised to heaven,
tears of pure joy and love rolling down the cheeks of those
transformed.

Mary felt His presence within and without,
that Holy love filling every empty place within her soul, every
place that once had entertained darkness, was filled with His
light. She felt reborn, a new creation, and instinctively she knew
that she had crossed forever from death into life. Her hands came
together as she clasped them in front of her, looking up to heaven.
As she began to praise, a language she had never learned flowed
perfectly from her mouth, and in her mind a passage from Isaiah
appeared like words on a page.

 


“For unto us a child is born, to
us a Son is given, and the government will be on His shoulders. And
He will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting
Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of His government
and peace
there will be no end.”

 


As the vision faded she bowed her head before
the One who had taken up permanent residence within her soul. The
first words she uttered in her own language, were echoed by others
within that room. They were as holy as Truth Himself, the words
which motivated creation, incarnation, sacrifice, and
resurrection.

 


“Lord, I love you.”

 


 


Coming Soon

 


Simon and Simon: Passion and Power

 


Simon and Simon is the second novel of the
1st century trilogy. It features two men born just a few miles
apart whose lives are dramatically different, Simon Peter and Simon
Magus. Simon Peter’s life weaves through the story and is
contrasted with Magus, the one known as ‘Simon the Sorcerer’. The
latter travels to Kashmir and studies the Rig Veda in search of
individual power. He returns to Israel where he meets Simon Peter.
Both end up in Rome: one levitates for Nero, the other is
crucified. Triarius is a Roman soldier married for only a few
months and sent to the Northern frontier. His wife is pregnant when
he leaves and believed to be carrying a son, if the witch was
correct. He sends orders to dispose of the child if the hag is
mistaken. His wife gives birth to a daughter, ‘Triaria’, and
secretly raises the child while her husband is away, not knowing if
he will return. He does, and discovers the child’s existence,
and…well that would be telling the story.

 


Slug: The Reluctant Butterfly

 


Slug wants to fly, but he doesn’t want to
die. Slug is a beautiful story about our reluctance to allow God to
transform us into what He wants us to become. Slug learns through
his mistakes that many will lead us down wrong paths, but obedience
to our Creator brings complete joy and fulfillment. Grunt, a crow
and central character in the story discovers the pitfalls of
peer-pressure, the power of forgiveness and eventual self
acceptance in his new life. (Children ages 7-11)

 


Also by Steve Copland

 


Time for Truth: A Challenge to Skeptics

 


Time for truth challenges skeptics to take a
fresh look at the supernatural qualities of the Bible. Issues such
as the existence of God, creation/evolution, evil and suffering are
discussed, and the reader is taken on a logical, scientific and
inspiring walk through world history as a story of God’s plan for
humanity. This book has been used in various forms since 1985 when
it was first written for a man dying of cancer. He refused to speak
of God. He was an ardent atheist, however, he had a spiritual
transformation just three days before he died and witnessed of his
faith in Christ.

 


Just Because: The Story of Salvation for
Children

 


Just Because takes children on an exciting
and inspirational journey through the Bible. It gives them an
exciting bird's-eye-view of God's plan unfolding as He prepares the
world for the coming of Jesus Christ. Throughout the story Satan is
watching out for the child who will "crush his head," (Genesis 3)
and he endeavors to stop God's plan from unfolding. The reader
knows who that special child is, and the story especially opens up
the insights that point to Jesus throughout the Old Testament. Each
chapter takes about twenty minutes to read and ends with a short
Biblical lesson. Children love it.

 


Contact details for conference, seminar and
book enquiries.

 


www.stevecopland.com

copland56@yahoo.co.nz

Facebook: Steve Copland

New Life Church Kiev Ukraine

 


Steve Copland is a self-supported missionary
serving the Lord in Ukraine since 2003. He lectures on Biblical
Studies and Church History at the International Christian
University and serves in the pastoral team at New Life evangelical
church.
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