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History and Legend

The Jesus, whom I knew as a brother, is the same prodigy who preached in Galilee and
Judea. His victory over death transformed him from Isaiah’s man of sorrows, whom his own
people rejected, to Jesus Christ, Lord of both Gentiles and Jews. In a latter day, according to the
hermit John, he will come back to earth as a conqueror to smite the enemies of God. Not for one
moment during his childhood or ministry, however, did my brother flaunt his roll as the Messiah
or Son of God or perform unnecessary miracles and use puffed up speech. I can’t accept the
dreadful judge John made him out to be. I pray that John’s wrong. Perhaps John has grown a
little mad after being on that island for so long. The Jesus I knew and loved remained for his
disciples, as he had been in childhood, humble and without guile. When he was tempted to
exhibit his power, he was always guided by that inner voice. After his first childhood miracle, he
became illuminated with fearful visions, but nothing like the ones I read in the hermit’s scroll.
Yet his knowledge of his apparent godhood filled him with dread. Prayer guided his every move
and he was in constant communication with God, though he always had time for the simple,
mundane matters in our lives. He taught us to look at God’s creatures as miracles, in themselves.
He seemed to have a special fondness for me and protected my friends and I from our brothers,
James, Joseph and Simon’s, wiles.
In the beginning my awareness of his divinity was clouded by my misunderstanding of
his powers. I immediately wanted him to conjure me up a pony. On occasions, when it seemed
he could intervene to change the course of events, I, more than anyone else, was there egging
him on. Gradually, I would accept the fact that Jesus was not performing magic nor did his
power originate in himself, but was given to him, as he claimed, after praying to God. He
refused to act capriciously. But on that day he performed his first miracle, we, his brothers,
knew nothing of his wondrous birth or who he might be. James, Joseph, and Simon, argued over
whether he might be a sorcerer or magician. I thought he was addled in the head. I could not
bring myself to believe the miracle at first, though I suspected that my brothers were correct.
After his first miracle, Jesus tried to hold onto his childhood, but the secrets our parents
had kept for so long began spilling out. He denied his uniqueness and downplayed his gifts,
reminding us constantly of the power of prayer, but we knew better. We had seen with our eyes
and heard with our ears other wonders that couldn’t be explain by modest words. We had heard
him speak with an eloquence and knowledge far beyond his years. Though we fought the notion
growing in our heads, we knew in our hearts that it was true. . . . Jesus was not like us. He was,
if nothing else, a miracle worker—touched by God.
From the beginning, however, Jesus’ miracles were considered by many of his detractors
to be diabolical—powers given to him by Satan, not God. Already, only thirty years after his
resurrection, legends have sprouted up to compete with the historical truth of Jesus’ life. I have
learned as a chronicler how much history can be blurred, even warped, by the eyewitnesses,
themselves. Legends have sprouted up in Galilee about Jesus’ childhood that are scurrilous and
outright lies. I grew up with Jesus, and what I didn’t see my older brothers James, Joseph and
Simon would not have missed. I can remember a time when even Jesus was ignorant of his
divinity. Until the incident of the sparrow in our garden, he had been a typical Nazarene child.
My mother, who could never keep a secret for long, would have told us if he had misused God’s

power. For the record then, the rumors that my brother turned clay pigeons into living birds,
once struck a boy deaf and dumb, and raised a playmate from the dead are falsehoods
perpetuated by his detractors, who wish to sully his reputation, as well as well-meaning but
foolish admirers, who pass on these scurrilous lies as if they are God’s truth. There are many
more of these tales, which are too defamatory for my pen. Interestingly enough many of these
rural legends are variations of previous tales: alleged miracles performed for neighbors and
friends but also apparent black magic done to his enemies, whom were punished for their
misdeeds.
I, Jude, am witness to my brother’s blameless and inspirational childhood, his mission in
Galilee and Judea, in which I participated until his death on the cross, and after his resurrection
as he appeared in his glory in the clouds. To refute these spurious stories by what I’ve seen with
my own eyes would take a volume in itself. I would have to list each legend with an educated
denial, when, in fact, I was five years younger than Jesus—a young child. The stories are
numerous and continue to be woven by various camps that are hostile, indifferent or in
disagreement with the houses of worship and established dogma compiled by Paul, Mark, Luke,
and Jesus’ disciples, of which I am the least of the twelve. What is important to the believer and
those seeking the truth are the documented miracles and great deeds Jesus actually performed.
The Chronicles of Jude, which I divided into four volumes, is basically a record of Jesus’
life and mission of salvation, but they are also a record of his impact on my personal life. I was
inspired to begin writing the chronicles during my travels with Elisha bar Simon. Most of the
chronicles cover the period when I was a disciple during Jesus’ life and after his death, as an
apostle serving the risen Christ. The story of Jesus’ birth and his ministry are the foundation of
our faith, but these stories are best told in the scrolls of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. For an
understanding of the Way, the writings of Paul, Peter’s dictations, and the Acts of the Apostles
written by my friend Luke will bring enlightenment. For pure illumination or entertainment,
John the Hermit’s letters to the Churches, which he claims is revelation from the Lord, greatly
impressed (and troubled) me when I visited this strange man. Hopefully, my chronicles might
compensate for the paltry epistle I wrote at Peter’s insistence. The first volume begins when the
secrets Joseph and Mary kept from their children are unleashed by one spontaneous miracle. At
that point, a porthole opened in Jesus youthful mind. When he began to discover his godhood,
our peaceful life in Nazareth began to change. A series of wondrous events and revelations
followed that would forever change our lives.

Part I
The First Miracles

Chapter One
Moment of Truth

I would sit on a rock in our yard and watch Jesus, my oldest brother, nurse an injured bird
or other small animal, while James, Joseph, and Simon, the second, third and fourth oldest sons,
assisted him with little splints and poultices made of cooking dough or clay. Occasionally, I
would look on with alarm as they force fed little creatures or applied herbal medicine to their
wounds. I didn’t understand why Jesus didn’t play normal games with us and why I was always
left out. Had it been my age that kept me from participating? Had it been that spark of rebellion
I often showed when confronted with Jesus high-handed ways? Perhaps he sensed my disbelief
and hostility toward him. Recently, Jesus had given my brothers nature lessons. I tagged along
at times but remained in the background, wishing they would pay attention to me. As I stood in
the background, he would show his brothers nests filled with birds eggs, burrows of mice and
rabbits, an assortment of insects, intricate spider webs, and countless bushes, flowers and trees
that caught his eye. For each plant or animal he had a name, which was a miracle in itself. Even
now, with everything I have learned about my oldest brother, I wonder how a child, even Jesus,
knew so much.
I had been too young at the time to understand what happened in Jerusalem, but I
remember the commotion among the pilgrims leaving the city. After eavesdropping many times
upon my parents’ conversations, I learned, among other things, of Jesus exploits in the Temple.
It appeared as though he discussed aspects of the Torah with a group of priests and scribes and
comported himself quite well. A witness, who joined our procession home, told us about a little
tow headed boy with blue eyes, who confounded the holy men. My parents knew who this
prodigy was. Where had he learned the names and habits of creatures when he was so young?
How could he, a mere child, discourse with the learned men of Jerusalem? Who had told him
these things? As a mere child, Jesus knew more than I would learn in a lifetime, and yet, in my
childish ignorance and arrogance, I grew to hate my oldest brother for always being the center of
attention.
It would have been different if Jesus had been like the rest of us. Many times, as he
began talking strangely or stopped to stare up at the sky, we would wait until his mood had
passed. Often this tried our patience, so we shook him until he tumbled back down to earth.
Until Jesus began treating sick animals, James, Joseph, and Simon often made fun of him during
such lapses. Though they pretended otherwise, we, his mortal brothers could not understand
him. There were times our father and mother were, themselves, totally mystified by Jesus
actions. Many of our neighbors thought he was deranged.
He wasn’t normal. He could never play hide-and-seek or any of the other childhood
games, as other children did. This was, it was explained to us by our father, because Jesus
couldn’t tell a lie. When it was his turn to hide like everyone else, he would immediately show
himself when the seeker called his name. The “let’s pretend” games of Israelite versus Philistine
and Roman versus barbarian we children played, for that matter, were too devious for Jesus,
since they required pretended stabbings, playing dead, and making shrill, warlike sounds.

Because of his sanctimoniousness, none of the children wanted Jesus on their teams. When
exploring the countryside, he would lag behind us, wrapped in his thought, and then appear
suddenly in our midst to keep us out of harm’s way. He would not allow any daring-do or
mischief in his presence and might tattle on anyone who broke the rules, such as trespassing in
neighbors’ gardens or picking their fruit. He would never bear false witness, cheat or cause
another’s pain, and yet he always seemed to ruin everyone’s fun. Self-righteous and, sometimes
it seemed, without apparent fault, he nevertheless made us feel inferior, even sinful or wanting,
in his presence. Was this not wrong? Was his role as spoil sport and tattletale not a sin?
And now this, I told myself, as memories of Jesus played in my head—Jesus, the animal
doctor! When he was around, the children of Nazareth shunned us. Because of this ritual each
day, I was deprived of my brothers’ companionship. Those play times I was not with my friends
at the rabbinical school, doing as we pleased and sneering at Jesus’ antics, I would sit on my rock
witnessing, without realizing it, a prelude of what would happen that incredible day.
The list of God's creatures treated by Jesus and his brothers, I observed, included
everything from the family goat to various birds, rats, and mice. Once when they attempted to
treat an injured dog, our father returned from his carpentry shop and drove the poor beast away.
James, Joseph, and Simon, however, in utter disobedience, treated the dog anyway and searched
Nazareth until they found it a home. Jesus, who wished to do no wrong, had been torn by this
duplicity.
I still remember that day, with mirth, when Papa scolded Jesus and my other brothers for
disobeying him and Jesus’ response when he threatened to beat all four of them if they ever did it
again. “I must tend to my Father’s creation,” Jesus had replied cryptically. Even now, with all
my years of reflection and greater understanding, I am amazed at his boldness.
Jesus had, he believed, obeyed a higher will, which seemed to mock his earthly father’s
authority. With our mother’s interfering hand, however, all Papa could really do was sternly
rebuke Jesus for setting such a bad example to his younger brothers and give the four of them
extra chores around the shop.
“It is better to obey God than man,” Jesus had replied, after being handed a hoe by father
and told to, in fact, do God’s work.
Often, because I was so well behaved, Papa would walk over and pat my head. At the
same time, it was evident to the rest of us that he wanted to strike Jesus at times, but something
always stayed his hand. If it had been James, Joseph, Simon or even myself defying his will, he
would cuff us soundly when mother wasn’t around, but there was something very different about
Jesus back then. That this would prove to be a understatement in the years ahead, brings a smile
to my face...and a frown. Jesus different? On that special day, which I’ve catalogued as “the
Incident of the Sparrow,” we would begin to see just how different our older brother really was.
******
As I watched Jesus frantically trying to bring life back to a dead bird, I shifted uneasily
on my rock, partly because of the bee sting I had received on my rear the previous day but also
because I knew this time Jesus, even by his standards, was going too far. James, Joseph, and
Simon thought so too.
It was hot in Nazareth that day. The sky was cloudless and the radiance from the
whitewashed buildings surrounding our small house stung my eyes. As the morning sun

brimmed the treetops and flooded the garden, I was lulled into drowsiness, so I shut my eyes
against the light and troubling spectacle unfolding before me this hour.
“The sparrow is dead, Jesus,” Simon, the youngest of the physicians, exclaimed, “let us
bury it in our animal cemetery. What you do is unclean!”
“No, no, this is different than the others,” wept Jesus. “This one’s still alive. I can’t fail
now. I will blow the breath of my Father into him. Like the others, I’ll make him live!”
James, who had been acting as chief assistant, was taken back. “What do you mean ‘I’ll
make him live?’ We’re a team, are we not?”
“Yes, Jesus,” Joseph, our father's namesake, rose up and glared down at him, “you think
you’re so special! You said ‘my father’ before when we treated the dog. Joseph, the husband of
our mother, Mary, is our father, is he not?”
“I have two fathers!” Jesus finally confessed, a troubling expression falling over his face.
“What? What did Jesus say?” I bolted suddenly off my rock, rubbing my eyes.
I was not dreaming. It was common knowledge that one didn’t feel pain in dreams. The
pain I felt on my rear end was still quite real, and yet I could scarcely believe my eyes or ears.
Though I was just eight years old, I knew a blasphemy when I heard it. Fortunately for Jesus,
Papa was in town repairing the rabbi’s roof. Our mother, who rarely ever interfered with Jesus
experiments but would take issue with this, had not yet appeared. Unlike all the other times I sat
as a bystander and merely watched Jesus strut around, I decided it was time to take action against
my oldest brother. I wanted, as I wanted the last time when Papa threatened Jesus, to see him
beaten soundly for what he did. How could we, his younger brothers, who were jealous of Jesus,
possibly have understood who or what he was? All that we saw was an eccentric, sometimes
entertaining misfit, who was always saying and doing strange things.
That day, however, I was witness to the development of an immediate rift between Jesus
and his brothers: James, Joseph and Simon. I, for my part, was not as jealous of Jesus as my
brothers and even our little sisters were at times. We resented the special treatment he received
from our parents, but since I was the youngest son, our father had treated me special too. I,
alone, looked like our father and even had, according to our mother, some of his traits. Perhaps
because I was so young and small, I seldom had many chores other than making up my pallet
and feeding Elijah, our pet goat. It was our mother who forced our father to treat Jesus in such a
special way. Until this fateful day, we didn't really know why. Now added to my other brothers’
jealousy of Jesus was fear, but I hated Jesus for his bossy and sanctimonious airs, nothing more.
That day, after jumping off my rock, I ran straight to the rabbi’s house. I recall a certain
wicked feeling of self-righteousness puffing me up. I was going to get even with my big brother
now. Jesus was going to pay! He was going to get punished severely, maybe even beaten finally
for his efforts to bring back the dead bird. I didn’t care what our mother thought, and I wasn’t
concerned with my brothers’ change of heart. I was doing this for myself. I could just imagine
what both rabbi Joachim and my father would think when I told them what I saw. Did not the
rabbi quote Leviticus in the Torah when he cried out Suffer ye not a witch? Clearly, Jesus, who
fancied himself some sort of sorcerer, was addled in the head. Looking back over the years, I
wonder if the Evil One had not entered me, at least momentarily, that hour. Yet it appeared to
me, as a bolt of revelation, that the moment of truth for Jesus had finally come.
******

The main road in Nazareth was filled with Roman soldiers that day, so I slowed down to
a shuffle, since the Romans distrusted running Jews. Through the dust thrown up by horsemen, I
could see the silhouettes of their helmets and fluttering capes. What these several dozen
legionnaires were doing in our small town I had no clue, but even the presence of the Romans
could not deter me today. When I reached the rabbi’s humble house, I saw my father on his
ladder, pulling a rotten log from the roof.
The rabbi, a portly fellow with a long gray flecked black beard, was this minute
explaining to Papa why the Romans were in town. Except for the admiration I had for soldiers, I
could care less about the latest gossip. I listened for only a few moments until, after squirming,
fidgeting, and signaling my father unsuccessfully with my hands, I interrupted their conversation
with my report.
“Cornelius is looking for brigands who ambushed a caravan,” the rabbi chatted, while
stroking his beard. “They seem peaceable enough. Now if those fellows ambushed Romans,
they’d be here with blood in their eyes.”
Papa looked down thoughtfully from his work. “I’m not worried about the Romans,
Joachim. Cornelius is an honest man. It was much worse the last time they were here.”
“Tsk-tsk, I remember that time.” The rabbi looked up, shielding his eyes from the sun.
“That Judah caused us much trouble. Men hung from crosses throughout Galilee—some of them
from our town. It was an awful, Joseph. Many wives became widows in Galilee. I heard they
crucified a few women too.”
“Judah was a murderous revolutionary,” Papa nodded, wiping his brow. “Those men
who attacked the caravan last week killed only Jews. “. . . .Well,” he grunted, holding a nail in
place, “that’s why we need Romans. Don’t worry, rabbi. They’ll clean it up, just like last time.
Oh it isn’t pretty—a terrible sight, but those bandits will get the point.” “Then, down the road, a
new band of murderers and thieves will arise and bam!” He crashed his mallet onto the nail.
“More bandits and (bam-bam!) more crosses, until the roads are once again safe!”
Rabbi Joachim gave him a sour look and shook his head as Papa hammered in another
nail. What a dreadful subject, I thought, making a face. Though it made me shudder, my
curiosity was prickled. I had never seen a crucifixion. My parents made sure we children stayed
put at such times. In spite of their brutality, the fact that Romans were protecting Galileans
seemed important to me. I, for one, admired soldiers more than the country bumpkins in this
small town. I had heard Papa talk about Cornelius before and seen the commander upon his
great white horse, galloping majestically down the road. Nevertheless, time was running out. I
had enough of this chitchat. I wanted Papa to catch Jesus in the act.
“Jesus is blowing into a dead bird’s mouth!” I cried out in desperation.
“What?” Papa looked down from his ladder.
“Oh, hello little Jude,” the rabbi said, patting my tangled mat of hair. “Now, what is this
nonsense about big brother Jesus?”
My father didn’t think it was nonsense. The mallet fill out of his hand that moment,
barely missing the rabbi’s head. “Oh my Lord,” he mumbled frantically, “he’s at it again!”
“I don’t understand Joseph,” Joachim gave Papa a suspicious look. “Little Jude is serious
about this? Jesus is blowing into a dead bird’s mouth? That is unwholesome, Joseph. Jesus
must be addled in his head!”

Papa ignored the rabbi’s rebuke. More nimbly than I had ever seen him before, he
climbed down the ladder and, with my little hand clutched in his, practically dragged me back to
or house.
“Joseph,” Joachim called after us, “slow down. You’re frightening the boy!”
“I’ll be back soon to finish the repairs,” promised Papa, forging ahead.
Wincing in pain but afraid to speak, I looked up at my perspiring father, cringing at the
panic my words caused. Guilt for my betrayal of Jesus but also glee filled me when I considered
what Papa might do.
“Are you going to beat Jesus?” I finally asked.
“You don’t understand, Jude.” He looked down after releasing my hand. “…You’re too
young,” he struggled to explain, “… Jesus is not like you. He’s special.”
“So am I Papa,” I said, my lower lip quivering, “you said I was your favorite son.”
“I should not have said that,” my father said with recrimination. “That’s between you,
me, and God.”
“Why does Mama treat Jesus so special,” I asked him as he re-clasped my hand more
gently and led me slowly up to the house. “. . . Jesus said something funny Papa. He said he had
two fathers. Aren’t you his only father?”
“I think it’s time that we try to explain,” Papa announced just as mother peeked out of the
entrance of the house.
“What’s wrong Joseph?” her lilting voice carried only minor concern.
“Jesus is starting to know,” he said with a shrug. “ . . . He mentioned his father. He’s
trying to revive a dead bird.”
“Oh dear me!” she gasped.
Emotion was rarely displayed on our mother’s serene face. Papa once told us in
confidence that she had not allowed herself to be upset about anything since they fled to Egypt,
so her expression underscored the seriousness of this event. I know now, with great reverence,
that I was a witness to history. Jesus had been on the brink of performing his first miracle for us,
and all I could think of was the punishment he rightly deserved. I knew almost nothing of the
episode in Egypt except the fact that it had happened right after Jesus was born. Now, in spite of
our parents promise to the Almighty, something the rest of us would find our about later, the
truth was seeping out. Papa and I didn’t know how serious the matter had become, however,
until we entered the backyard garden area and spotted Jesus crouching over the dead bird.
James, Joseph, and Simon were standing several feet away wringing their hands and shaking
their heads as their older brother continued to blow the breath of God into the dead bird.
“Jesus, stop this at once!” Papa shouted angrily.
“Oh dear me,” Mama kept saying as she wrung her hands.
Out of nowhere, my twin five year old sisters, Abigail and Martha, ran to her, squealing
with delight at this funny scene. By now, after all the agitation in Jesus hands, the bird should
have been a lifeless, twisted mass, but something beyond our comprehension happened that
would forever change our lives. With the bird cupped in his large hands, Jesus giggled with
delight, looked back up to the heavens, and thanked his Father, God. That moment my brothers,
sisters, and I believed he was quite mad. In his peculiarly deep, though child-like voice, he said:
“Fly away sparrow. Fly to my Father’s kingdom and tell Him I know the secret!”

“Secret, what secret? Did you tell him Mary?” asked my father, flashing her an accusing
look.
“I told the boy nothing,” she shrugged, comforting the twins, whose mood had turned to
fear. “Jesus is playing a children’s game.”
Opening his hands now, Jesus held his palms upward, in a cruciform position. The tiny
sparrow as quickly flew away, its chirp signaling its thanks to its savior, Jesus, and as faint as
distant starlight to the world also signaling Jesus’ future mission on earth. Everyone except me,
the youngest brother, stood there in the garden area in shock. I just felt very tired of all this. I
wanted a fig and some fresh dates. I wished my older brothers would pay attention to me.
“That bird was dead!” cried James.
“Nah, it must’ve been unconscious.” Simon had come to his senses.
I tended to agree with Simon. I was not impressed in the least and looked up hopefully at
Papa, wondering if Jesus would get punished now. James, Joseph, and Simon looked back at our
father in bewilderment and dismay. The twins, who hugged their mother’s thighs, hid their faces
in terror. Mother and father exchanged worried, though knowing, looks as Jesus watched the
sparrow fly out of sight.
“Ho-ho, Simon must be correct,” Papa told us unconvincingly, “only God can bring back
the dead.”
“But he was dead,” Joseph, the third son, argued quietly. “He died in Jesus’ hands!”
At that point Jesus looked down with a frown. It seemed as if something was about to
escape his lips. “. . . Something is shaping in my mind,” he murmured. “. . . I see things. . .”
“Don’t say it!” Mama ran to him and cupped his mouth. “Dear God, you’re only a child!”
She said something else to Jesus we couldn’t hear. When Papa was at his wits ends with
Jesus, she had a way of breaking into our brother’s mental cloud and bringing him down to earth.
Suddenly, as the oldest brother’s face contorted and he began to weep, we were all reminded
that, in spite of his high-minded ways, our big brother Jesus was not yet a man. He had only
recently turned thirteen. Despite the traditional notion that boys were subject to the
commandments at thirteen, Jesus was still a child. But he was also something else that would
dawn on us slowly with each year of our lives.
“Should I tell them?” Mama looked questioningly at her husband now.
“No, let’s keep it short,” He dismissed her with a wave. “You and the twins run along and
begin our afternoon meal. After I tell the boys our secret, Jesus and I are going to have a man-toman talk.”
Jesus wiped the tears from his face and gave us all a winning smile. His moods changed
like cloud formations, Papa would often say. Three of the younger brothers were both enthralled
and fearful for this secret they hoped to hear. I was disappointed that Jesus would not get into
trouble again, but at least he would be scolded for what he did today.
Papa now sat Jesus on my rock, which I gladly relinquished. Suddenly the oldest child
looked very small to his brothers—a mere boy cringing under his father’s glare. Until I dared
speak again, our father remained silent, gathering his thoughts.
“Tell us Papa,” I said innocently, “why does Jesus claim to have another father?”
He sighed raggedly, whistled under his breath, and reached down and patted Jesus’ head.
“You don’t mind me telling them, do you?” he asked Jesus gently.
“No sir, I don’t,” he brightened, a strange exaltation in his blue eyes.

“Of course you don’t,” Papa murmured through the corner of his mouth, “you just
couldn’t keep it to yourself, could you?” “…. All right, it’s like this,” he began, looking around
at us all. “Jesus did have another father—”
“Who? Who?” James, Joseph, and Simon cried.
“Uh, that’s a secret,” he replied dubiously.
“A secret Papa?” I looked at him in disbelief.
“Yes, Jude, I adopted Jesus when he was just a babe.”
“What does ad-dop-ted mean?” Simon made a face.
A Galilean fisherman would have said that Papa was in troubled waters. I sensed his
predicament at a more elemental level. As young as I was, I knew Papa was lying. A secret
about a secret; that’s what it amounted to. It was absurd! As everyone else, I had always sensed
that Jesus was odd. Often our mother and father treated him differently than their other children.
Jesus had seemed to hold a special place in their eyes. Papa’s words filled us with suspicion, and
yet I sensed that he was hiding an even greater secret….What could it be?
“Children, there are many reasons why parents adopt children,” he tried to explain.
“Name one,” I challenged, searching Jesus’ face.
“Well, adultery is one of them,” Jesus offered artlessly, gathering together his medical
paraphernalia.
Papa’s mouth dropped and eyes popped wide. He could scarcely believe his ears.
“Oh, I heard the rabbi say that in the synagogue,” Jesus said calmly. “A man may marry a
woman to protect her reputation, especially if she was raped.”
“Jesus, shut up!” Papa whispered now, but with my precocious ears I heard his words and
drew close.
“I don’t understand.” I looked back and forth between Papa and Jesus accusingly. “Why
did Papa ad-dopt you? What does adultery mean, and what is raped?”
“I think it’s time for Jesus and I to take a walk,” Papa announced lamely taking Jesus’
hand.
James, Joseph, and Simon didn't know what to think, and like me, stood there shaking
their heads as our father and Jesus walked away. I, for my part, was greatly disappointed. Once
again Jesus had not been punished. When they were out of earshot, James whispered something
to Joseph and Simon and the three crept after the pair, while I sulked a moment on my rock.
“We’re going to find out what’s going on,” James explained simply, motioning for me to
come along. “Keep your mouth shut Jude. If Papa sees us eavesdropping, he’ll whip us good!”
“He never whips Jesus,” I snarled.
“Yes,” whispered Joseph, “and we’re gonna find out why!”
******
Our father had taken Jesus into a small clearing near the olive grove. On a nearby hillock
covered with mustard bushes, we planted ourselves. We were able from our vantage point to see
the two speakers as well as clearly hear everything they said.
“Now tell me Jesus,” Papa said firmly, looking squarely into the youngster’s blue eyes,
“what exactly do you remember of your past?”
“Why have you lied to us?” He looked at Papa accusingly. “You say I am adopted and
I’m not your son?”

“Yes,” Papa studied Jesus carefully. “. . . You really don’t know, do you?”
“Know what?” Jesus pressed. “What is the secret you don’t want us to know.”
“Wait a minute,” our father waved off his question. “If you didn’t know about your
adoption, what was all that nonsense about your two fathers?”
After studying the blank look on Jesus face a moment, Papa sighed with relief it seemed,
bent forward and kissed Jesus’ forehead. A surge of jealousy now filled me. Had Papa lied
about this too? Was Jesus, not I, his favorite son?
“Forget it, my son…” He spread his palms. “You’re too young…You wouldn’t
understand. Believe me, God does not want you to know—not yet. You must finish your
childhood. It’s not yet time.”
“Time? What time?” Jesus looked at him in disbelief. “…. I have these dreams. I don’t
understand them.”
“I have had dreams too,” Papa reached out and embraced his eldest son. “Once, long ago,
He told me that I must believe your mother, and I have believed her ever since…. The Lord shall
be obeyed!”
“What dreams Papa?” Jesus looked up through Papa’s beard. “What did he tell you and
mother?”
As I watched him look down at Jesus, we, his younger brothers, held our breaths. To my
shame now, I felt only jealousy at that point, and I sensed that James, Joseph and Simon were
jealous too. Though we failed to comprehend then, the great secret between our parents and the
Almighty was at that moment almost unveiled.
“…I cannot say,” Papa said finally, looking down into his face. “….Please trust us,
Jesus. Your mother is a simple woman. For a long time, I thought Mary had forgotten what
happened to her and only I was burdened with memories of those events. But much of those
details are a blur to me now too. It’s as if the Lord has done as the baker in town, who places his
best loaves in the back room to cool, then forgets them as he continues to bake more bread.”
“Bread,” Joseph whispered with a snarl, “now he’s talking about bread.”
“I get it,” James murmured. “...The bread is our thoughts!”
“But what does all this mean?” I muttered in bewilderment. “Why is he talking about
bread?”
Jesus grew exasperated, as did we. “What Papa?” he asked in a constricted voice “What
is in the back room?”
I began to wiggle from boredom. At that point Simon whispered in my ear “There’s
bread in the room!”
“What donkey droppings!” Joseph muttered to himself.
For a moment, as we whispered amongst ourselves, we thought we had been overheard.
Papa seemed to look quizzically up at the hillock and mustard bushes in which we hid, but then
his attention was drawn back to Jesus’ face. Suddenly, to our amazement, Jesus eyes seemed to
blaze in the sunlight and his face glowed as if from inner heat. Papa drew away, made the sign
to ward off the evil eye and pulled his cloak over his face, a custom we Galileans picked up from
the Arabs in our land. I would understand Jesus’ “magic” clearly in later years better than
James, Joseph, and Simon, but his behavior during this period had mystified me. I had no
patience with my oldest brother. If it had not been for James grimy hand on my mouth, I would
have broken into giggles at such a sight. It seemed to me that Papa had grown frightened of

Jesus’ spooky appearance. Mama would have scolded him for such superstition. This struck me
as humorous, but I saw no amusement in James, Joseph, and Simon’s eyes. They had made the
sign too. When the effect faded and the shadow of a sudden cloud rolled overhead, Papa
scanned the sky in disbelief. At that point, I made the sign to ward off the evil eye myself.
“It’s the Evil One,” we could barely hear Jesus say.
“There were no clouds in the sky today,” my father declared in a constricted voice. “
Jesus, I know you can’t lie. Why did you call upon your Heavenly Father today?”
“Heavenly Father?” I whispered into James ear. “What does this mean?”
James frowned angrily, his hand clamping back onto my mouth. Jesus took several
moments to formulate his reply. Joseph had to go to relieve his bladder, and Simon was so afraid
he would get caught he was whimpering to himself. Just when the four of us had decided that we
had heard enough, Jesus answered our father and was asked one more question that would haunt
us all for years to come.
“I remember flashes, like lightning—on and off,” he explained, pressing his temples as if
in pain. “These thoughts frighten me. I don’t know why I called upon the Heavenly Father. It
just flashed into my head.”
“All right Jesus.” Papa signaled him to stop. “I’ll have to be satisfied with that answer,
but I need to know something, my son. . . . Did you really bring back that dead bird?”
“Yes, father,” he looked unwaveringly into Papa’s eyes, “through my Heavenly Father, I
brought him back.”
“So it’s true,” Papa said, raising his eyes to the cloud. “…. It has begun!”
The dark cloud passed on and, in fact, soon evaporated in the sun. We backed away
slowly from the crest of the hillock and ran swiftly to our house.
******
This day of discovery, which made us even more confused, brought we, the four younger
brothers, closer together. James, Joseph, and Simon had taken me into their confidence and
seemed to respect me more for making a stand. At least this is what I wanted to believe. As we
ran back to our home from the clearing, we felt a bond that we had not shared before—I
especially, since I had always been excluded in the past. James, Joseph, and Simon had decided,
against my arguments, as we scurried into the yard and took up positions of workers instead of
eavesdroppers, that our brother was a magician or sorcerer, who did not know his own powers.
His confusing answers to our father had proven this. This apparent ignorance on his part made
him even more strange and dangerous in our minds. We now feared him and wondered what our
father, for his part in the mystery, was keeping from us now. The very notion that Jesus was the
Son of God and, for that matter, the Messiah had not yet occurred to us. Such revelations are
difficult enough for adults. We were children, not Pharisees, rabbis or Sadducee priests; Jesus’
ambiguous relationship to his heavenly father, was too complex for us to comprehend—too
complex, in fact, for even Jesus precocious thirteen year old mind, and yet we sensed that there
was something far more serious about this than the legitimacy of Jesus’ birth.
This we knew for sure: Jesus was either a clever trickster or he had great powers.
“When Papa returns with our older brother,” counseled James, “he will see us sweating.”
“Let us be working like so,” he made motions with the rake. “Mother’s herb garden can be one
our chores!”

“I will find the hoe,” cried Joseph.
“I will fetch the shovel,” Simon exclaimed.
“And I will use the spade,” I said, looking down and searching for weeds.
As Papa and Jesus entered the garden, Jesus frowned at the four of us but said nothing.
We understood immediately that he knew, but our father, who smiled with pleasure at our
endeavors, gave me a pat on my head, as he often did, and returned to the rabbis house to finish
repairing his roof.
I was his special son again, and yet I distrusted Jesus even more after what happened.
Let my superstitious brothers believe what they want. For me, he was a trickster. When Papa
was out of earshot, Jesus walked over to where I sat pulling weeds and handed me the spade.
My father had made this tool for us. It was fashioned especially for our small hands. I did not
believe Jesus’ act was another miracle, even though he appeared to bring the spade out of thin
air.
“Tell us,” James paused in his raking to ask, “are you a sorcerer?”
“No,” Jesus laughed softly as he sat down on my rock, “I’m not a sorcerer.”
“A magician then,” Joseph leaned thoughtfully on his hoe.
“No, not a magician,” Jesus delighted in their awe.
“What exactly are you then,” challenged Simon. “Did you really bring that bird back to
life?”
As they continued to interrogate our oldest brother, my rage at this puffed up braggart
reached its peek
“You’re a liar!” I shot up to my feet. “You’re no different than us. You just want
everyone to think you’re special, but your not. You’re not! You’re not! That bird wasn’t dead,
and you were hiding the spade behind your back! I hate you! I hate you! I wish you would go
away!”
“Someday I will.” Jesus eyes blazed and face seemed to radiate with that same inner heat.
“He did it again!” cried both Simon and James.
“Our brother Jesus is possessed!” Joseph concluded, making the sign to ward off the evil
eye.
Five signs in one day was all I could take. I ran from the garden and our house and
continued to run past the Roman soldiers riding down Nazareth’s main road. The soldiers did
not bother me as Papa had warned, and yet I grew fearful of my own flight and slowed down
when I reached the stone bridge. Where did I think I was going? I was only eight years old. I
looked down into the dried creek, distracted by this marvel: a beautifully constructed Roman
bridge in the middle of nowhere, which is where Nazareth seemed to be. Right now I needed
such a distraction to slow the pace of my mind. I stood there my head pressed forlornly against
the smoothly worn handrail, peering sadly down into the dry creek bed below.
My father had once said to me that Rome’s roads and bridges were her strength; once
established in one of their provinces such as Judea and Galilee, they restrained and enslaved the
inhabitants, since Roman legions could march freely throughout their conquered lands. But why
would they bother with this corner of the earth? Why in this dusty, out-of-the-way outpost, had
they build this beautiful bridge? As an eight year old boy, I could not understand the grand
design of Rome nor could I yet grasp the subtleties of nationalism nor the passion of our faith,
but I had my own secret desire to be a soldier like the legionnaires I had seen marching through

our land. I did not know much about Rome then, except for the armored legionnaires who rode
past us on the road. I would never have admitted it to my parents or brothers but I admired them
very much. I also wished I could travel to far off lands.
It was at this moment of reflection that one of the great events of my life occurred on the
bridge. The shadow of a horseman fell over me as I stood there looking down from the handrail
into my thoughts. When I reeled around, prepared again to run, I saw the silhouette of a
mounted Roman warrior against the sun. I could not make out his features yet until he shifted in
his saddle and I caught the glint of armor and sparkling dark eyes. Soon I realized that I had
nothing to fear. My eyes focused into the shadows upon a familiar visitor to our town. It was
none other than Cornelius, the commander of the Galilean Cohort. My father told me that he
was an honest and likable Roman. He had learned Aramaic, our language, understood our
customs and, unlike many soldiers, treated us with respect. I often thought about him when the
subject of being a soldier entered my mind, and yet I had never met him until today.
Here he was in the flesh!
“Ave, little Jude,” he called down in my tongue.
“Hello sir, I’m sorry I ran,” I blurted, feeling tears well up in my eyes.
“Why do you flee?” he asked, dismounting quickly from his horse.
I didn’t know how to answer this question. Was it simply because I was angry with Jesus
and my parents? Had I been ashamed of my actions or was I merely confused? I wasn’t sure.
As we faced each other north to south, instead of east to west, the shadow disappeared and I
beheld the tallest and strongest Roman I had ever seen. His well-muscled arms were bare,
displaying battle scars here and there, and he had a long jagged scar on his cheek. He wore
mailed armor on his chest and a red cape around his neck. His breaches also had armor plating,
as did an iron band on both of his wrists. His helmet, which impressed me most of all, had a red
plume running down its center, which indicated his rank. He was, I had been told, a prefect, who
commanded an entire cohort of men. With his short sword slung around his neck and a dagger in
his belt, he seemed ready for combat, and yet a warm, friendly smile broke his chiseled face. He
told me that I should go home and not worry my good father anymore. He handed me a silver
denarius, with (I found out later) Caesar Augustus stamped on one side, enough to buy a week’s
worth of pastries from the baker’s shop. But I would never spend this coin. I would treasure it
always, hiding it with the other curios and artifacts picked up along life’s way. I could not know
the role Cornelius would someday play in Jesus’ life or what the coin would mean to me
someday. Though I did not have a word for it then, the strength and countenance of this Roman,
even reckoned at my tender age, made him seem noble, even god-like, to me. While Jesus would
be admired, though feared, by his brothers and sisters, I would grow to admire Cornelius, Prefect
of the Galilean Cohort.
Though my father had talked about the Legionnaires to us at times and had pointed him
out to me as he road by, I had never met such a warrior before. I walked back to our home, still
upset about my brother Jesus, but with something new and inexplicable boiling inside my head.
I did not want to be a rabbi as my father expected Jesus to be or a scribe as James and Joseph
wanted to be. I was going to be soldier just like Cornelius. I would someday go to far off places
that they would never know, . . . perhaps even Rome!
******

When I approached my home, everything seemed to be back to normal. Papa was back
working on the rabbi’s roof, and I was sure my mother and sisters were baking and cooking for
our next meal. As I passed through the gate and into the garden in front of our house, however, I
could hear my brothers arguing in the backyard, so I ran to the corner of our house to eavesdrop,
my heart hammering in expectation, freezing in my tracks as I stood at the edge.
“So, you don’t deny that you are possessed?” James said accusingly.
“. . . I’m possessed by the Holy Spirit,” Jesus searched for words.
“Holy spirit. What spirit is that? God? Are you saying you’re his son? You’re
mistaken, Jesus!” Joseph said with scorn. “Admit that you are a magician. We can accept that.
Don’t try to make yourself out as holy. You’re our brother, born from our mother. I don’t care
who your other father was!”
“Can you turn bread into gold?” asked Simon with a grin.
I couldn’t help laughing at their words. Simon was half serious. Both James and Joseph
could accept Jesus being a magician, even a sorcerer but they would never accept him as having
a heavenly father as he claimed, especially if that made him the Son of God. I, for one, accepted
none of these possibilities, for I believed that our eldest brother was a fake and charlatan, who
was also quite mad. I didn’t believe he had brought a dead bird back to life. I had seen how he
put little splints on small animals legs and fed them various gruels. Many of them had lived, but
many of them had died. The dog he had saved had merely been starving, until my brothers fed it
and found it a good home. As Jesus tended the garden, swept out the carpentry shop, and fed a
stray cat, my brothers followed him around, asking him one question after another (Can you
change water into wine? . . . Can you make it rain? . . . Why don’t you turn us into blocks of salt
like Lot’s wife?). Jesus wouldn’t answer this time. After suffering my brothers’ interrogation,
he fled into the house into my mother’s arms.
“Jesus, what’s wrong?” I heard her coo.
“They hate me,” he wept. “Why am I different Mama? Why can’t I be like other
children? All I wanted to do was save one little bird.”
“Ah but Jesus,” we heard her reply softly, “soon you’ll be a man. Someday, when the
time is right, God will tell you what to do.”
This was too much for me. It appeared as though Mama, like Jesus, was soft in the head.
As James, Joseph, and Simon stood there craning their ears, in various stages of astonishment, I
yawned with boredom, picked up a stone, and tossed it at a bird flying overhead. In barely an
hour, I watched my oldest brother bring a dead bird back to life, learned that he was adopted, and
met a Roman commander on a bridge. I decided, after meeting Cornelius, that when I was old
enough I would run away from this backwoods town, perhaps even join the army, in order to see
the world. That nonsense about Jesus being God’s son was just too fantastic to believe. There
was just so much information I could digest. One of the most important episodes in Jesus and
his family’s lives, which I recorded reverently in later years—the healing of the sparrow and the
revelation of Jesus’ true father—had been dismissed outright in my childish mind. Perhaps, with
the help of the Evil One, himself, I had convinced myself that he was a trickster and fake. Deep
down in my heart, however, in that place Papa called the back room, I knew the truth. I would
spend much time trying to escape it, including those flights of fancy that took me to places far
away from home, but Jesus would not give up on me. He had planted the seed. Like it or not, it
would grow slowly in my soul.

Chapter Two
The Odd Son

Weeks passed without incident in our home, garden or in the clearing where Papa had
said to Jesus, “So it’s true…. It has begun!”
One day, after James, Joseph, and Simon brought him an injured snake, Jesus was left in
a dilemma, since he had to feed it a small animal, which ran contrary to his nature as a savior of
God’s creatures and at the same time would be helping a creature considered accursed by God.
Jesus had tried to feed the snake scraps of lamb from our Paschal feast, which seemed
blasphemous, in itself, on the Passover, but also funny, especially since a snake must have live
food. I merely stood by and watched the show. Strangely enough, I felt pity for Jesus. Jesus
was not stupid; how could he fall into such a trap? It seemed to me that they were going too far.
It was James who managed to coax the snake into eating a locust. Joseph and Simon clapped
their hands with glee. Jesus looked on in horror as the snake engorged the bug. We saw him
take the surfeited snake gingerly in his trembling hands afterwards and kiss it tenderly, then walk
to the furthest corner of the garden and set it free. Looking back now, it seems to me that the
symbol of Adam’s fall had been nurtured by the Prince of Peace.
“Explain to us Jesus,” James taunted afterwards, “how is it that you, our holy brother, can
kiss that accursed beast. Papa said you already know the Torah. Do you not remember how the
serpent tempted Eve?”
“Yes,” said Joseph, “this proves he’s possessed!”
“I’m possessed of the Holy Spirit,” came Jesus’ refrain.
I giggled foolishly. In spite of what I thought before, I jumped into the debate.
“He’s not holy, and he’s not possessed,” I made a circular motion to his head. “Anyone who
kisses a snake is mad!”
James didn’t mind implying that our brother was possessed by demons. Joseph thought
he might be a magician, and Simon, half convinced Jesus was a sorcerer, thought re-animating
the bird was black magic, but they stopped short of calling him insane. That had been left up to
me. How these thoughts appeared in my child-like mind, I will never know. I was too young to
even remotely grasp the significance of my oldest brother’s miracle, and yet, acting as an agent
of the devil, I too began taunting Jesus. My barbs stung more surely than all three of their barbs
put together. They stood there staring at me with guarded amusement, averting Jesus eyes.
Having smiled at the prospect of being possessed or a sorcerer or magician, Jesus frowned
fiercely at the charge of being mad. This state of mind, I realized even as a child, would have
invalidated his miracle and divinity. On the other hand, he seemed to greet the accusation that he
was possessed as a compliment. Instead of the glow of holiness my brothers and father appeared
to see, Jesus face darkened and his blue eyes flared from anger—a purely human emotion that
seemed to prove his quackery to me.
“What are you going to do,” I taunted, “turn me into a pillar of salt?”
This was the second time this theme had been used. After Lot and his family escaped
Sodom, his wife glanced back at the city’s destruction and was turned into a pillar of salt—one

of the Torah lessons I remembered from my first months at rabbinical school. As I expected, as
Jesus gaze intensified, James once again made the sign to ward off the evil eye, Joseph hid his
eyes, and Simon ran off momentarily to hide behind a bush. I wasn’t sure whether or not they
were mocking Jesus this time, for they were giggling—perhaps hysterically—to themselves.
“Why is it,” I cried out in a wounded voice, “that you fear Jesus, when I, the youngest, do
not?”
“Because they know the Lord shall not be mocked,” Jesus spat angrily at me.
“What?” I looked at him in disbelief. “Now you’re telling us you’re God? You better not
let Rabbi Joachim hear you say that. He’ll have you stoned!”
That should have been the final straw for Jesus. Simon, who had been shamed by my
charge, returned from behind the bush. James seemed to look at me with newfound respect.
As I stood there waiting for Jesus reaction to my insult, I knew that, like the last times, it
would never come. Instead of rebuking me, he did as he always did when he was upset; he
stared at me angrily and mumbled something under his breath. James, Joseph, and Simon
probably wondered if he was praying or attempting to cast a spell on me, yet they could not help
gloating at Jesus inability to act. God had not struck me dead at Jesus’ bidding, and I was not
turned into a pillar of salt. The strange fact I overlooked was that Jesus never tattled on me nor
did he hit me or verbally abuse me as my other brothers often did. This struck me as very
strange, since he had informed on the others before. Using hindsight rather than foresight, I
know I was spiritually, not intellectually, blind. I was in a state of denial, unwilling to accept
Jesus’ wondrous miracle and amazing claim. He was either a fake, as I preferred to believe or,
like our brothers insisted, a sorcerer. He couldn’t possibly be God’s son. I was tormented by the
truth. Jesus had never lied nor committed a willful act. He was special, perhaps even divine.
Because of my own gift of insight, I, more than James, Joseph and Simon knew better. I just
didn’t want to believe it. In the way of the mind, rather than the spirit, as I would insist during
my troubled youth, my brothers had been mesmerized, not bewitched, by Jesus, as I once saw an
Egyptian charm a snake during our visit to Jerusalem last Spring.
The short period, in which I resented my oldest brother, was significant in Jesus’ life. It
also had a great impact on me. Years later Jesus would tell me that God placed blinders on my
eyes to test him, as he had done to the Pharaoh Ramses in order to make God’s point. The other
brothers had merely teased him. Though merely a child, I was his first adversary. When not
taunting him or talking behind his back, I shunned him in our home and around neighbors and
friends. I resented the spell he seemed to have on everyone, who would listen to his ramblings,
and I was pleased when Papa put an immediate stop to his medicinal games. “There will be,” I
heard him scold Jesus, “no more miracles!” As an obedient son, now that a direct commandment
had been given by his earthly father, Jesus would try to obey his parents’ wishes.…But the word
was out. Thanks to what I told my classmates at the rabbinical school and what the boys told
their parents in town, Jesus reputation as an animal healer spread, especially among the children
with sick pets. Unfortunately, Jesus had been forbidden to practice his art, which was just as
well, since the majority of our friends and neighbors in Nazareth were not amused by this
blasphemy. It was fortunate for Jesus and our family that most folks thought he was merely
touched in the head.
The new restriction placed on him didn’t stop Jesus from talking strangely to himself or,
for that matter, disappearing from his work as an apprentice to Papa in his carpenter’s shop to

wander in the fields and orchards near our house. It also didn’t prevent Jesus from criticizing me
for shirking my duties in my mother’s herb garden and tending the family goat. After the
revelation we had in the olive orchard and what Jesus told Papa in our yard, my remaining
brothers quarreled with each other frequently and began treating me as a nuisance once more.
Though they were estranged with their older brother, they didn’t share my hostility toward him,
and, at times, looked upon Jesus, as he strolled around mumbling to himself, with a mixture of
jealousy and awe.
******
Having turned thirteen last Spring, right before Passover, Jesus was encouraged by his
permissive earthly father to begin doing the labor of a man. Though he preferred to roam the
hills of Nazareth studying the rhythm of creation, it was his duty, as the oldest son, to oversee
our chores. Because of his status, he was in charge, which was considered proper in Jewish
custom. Despite the resentment we felt toward Jesus, he took his role seriously, especially
toward me. There were times when he was only trying to talk sense into me, yet I would place
my hands over my ears and hum loudly until he walked away. Often I would stay away from
home entirely, playing with my new friends all day in order to lessen my contact with him. I’m
sorry now that I wasted this precious time with Jesus. I had felt little comfort when he told me
that I was simply fulfilling God’s plan. What plan was it that made me play all those mean tricks
on my oldest brother? Could it have been God’s design that I did everything I could to make the
children in town think he was addled in the head? Due to the blinders on my eyes and the
stoppers in my ears, I was jealous of his treatment in our household now that I knew the secret,
and I refused to believe in his spiritual powers. Even though I was the youngest son, I felt as if I
alone, among the family, had seen through Jesus’ charade.
As I look back over the years, I realize that James, Joseph, and Simon, who despised
Jesus the mystic and miracle boy, also felt jealousy toward him but for his magic not his standing
in our house. They had not minded being followers, the first such disciples foreshadowing his
ministry on earth. But if they held him in awe, I sensed that it was a begrudging, unwanted
respect. They certainly resented this slacker overseeing their work. For now their clever and
adventuresome older brother, who had a boundless love for God’s creatures, was something
quite different than he had been before.…We had always suspected that Jesus was different. He
was, as Papa and mother admitted finally, special, not like we children at all. He had, James,
Joseph, and Simon believed, brought a bird back from the dead. Jesus’ heavenly father and
apparent adoption, which mattered to me so much, could not compare to this event.
For several months Jesus went through the motions of carpentry, often gazing dreamily
into space when not wandering alone in the hills. I knew that things would never be the same
because of that one event. If anything, matters grew worse. No longer acting as Jesus assistants
as he ministered to small animals and birds, my other brothers stood back and watched him, at
times, taunting him as I so often did. Papa would come out of his shop at times, scold Jesus for
his laziness, and pull him back into his shop. James, Joseph, Simon and I were required to take
up the slack when Jesus was in one of his moods, and yet one day Papa left the shop to repair a
farmer’s plough, leaving Jesus in charge.
James was working on a piece of furniture, Joseph was sweeping up shavings, and Simon
was in the garden picking weeds. I found myself, as usual, after watering plants and feeding the

goat, on my favorite rock, waiting for lunch. Instead of overseeing our work as instructed, Jesus
stood in the garden a moment, gazing up at the sky. James, Joseph, and Simon paused in their
chores to watch him tilt his head, as if he was listening to God. It wasn’t unusual to see him in
such a state. At first I paid him no mind. After our noonday meal, I would be free to play with
my friends. Now that I was almost nine years old, I found the little wooden boat, cart, and
wooden animals Papa made for me boring. This time Jesus didn’t retreat to the backyard, which
left him open to ridicule. Waiting for the others to finish up and Mama to call us in for our
noonday meal, I watched idly as my brothers approached.
“What is he saying this time?” I asked, as Jesus laughed and murmured to himself.
James came over to him and in an exaggerated posture cupped his ear. “He says, Oh
Beelzebub, send lighting down on my youngest brother Jude!”
“I said no such thing!” Jesus placed his hands indignantly on his hips.
“It talks! It talks!” Joseph cried mischievously. “It’s not mumbling and staring at the
sky!”
“Leave him alone,” Simon offered sarcastically, “or he’ll turn you into a pillar of salt!”
I had emboldened my older brothers greatly. I could not help feeling a measure of pride.
But suddenly, inexplicably, as Jesus turned his gaze to me, I noticed that incredible change in his
face. It went from dark to light. It reminded me of that moment in the clearing, near our olive
orchard, when the cloud came over Jesus and my father. As the cloud moved on, as did Jesus
mood, sunlight radiated his face. His deep, blue eyes flashed. This time I felt ashamed. This
feeling made me all the more angry, since I felt somehow that I had been wronged. Who was he
to lord it over us with his high and mighty ways? Was he not our brother? Why didn’t he ever
get truly angry like the rest of us? Why did he put on such airs?
Once again I made my exit, but this time at a slow pace and not before I called back
mockingly to Jesus: “You don’t frighten me! If you’re the Son of God, strike me dead!”
If it had not been for James, Joseph and Simon’s gloating expressions, I would have
apologized immediately, because Jesus’ last look had shaken me greatly. It was a look of pity,
not anger or majesty, as if he felt sorry for my shameful acts.
“I’ll pray for you!” his voice was but a loud whisper. “Someday, you’ll know me for
what I am. I have faith in you, though you have none in me.”
In spite of the respect I had hoped to regain from James, Joseph, and Simon, they were
shaken by Jesus’ expression. They stood there in the front yard, staring at him in disbelief. I
thought I understood what had happened. It was, I believed, just another trick or play of light,
but they didn’t know what to make of him. Jesus was different from them. He was, as Papa
admitted, special. Once again, I was the outsider. They would not join me in my rebellion, but I
didn’t expect them to. They reminded me of jackals in the way they treated him. First they
mocked him, and then they held him in awe. There was no brotherly affection in their stares,
only envy and wonder and a desire to somehow share in his magic. I knew I had made my final
break with them today (or so I believed). But that look in Jesus’ eyes had upset me very much.
The enigmatic smile he gave me that moment would remain his trademark and would haunt me
all my life.
From the garden to the backyard, I ran, this time in the direction of the clearing where we
saw a shadow fall over our brother and father and, for the first time, that strange light grow on
Jesus’ face. The path we had taken seemed longer than before. This time I was filled with dread

as I approached the spot that had begun the transformation in our lives. I felt compelled to return
to this hallowed place, yet my motive for returning was not yet clear. What was driving me this
time: hate, fear or guilt? The look my oldest brother had given me seemed branded in my mind.
For a moment, as a dark creature crossed my path, I froze in my tracks. Had it been a rat, bird,
fox…or my imagination? My heart was beating fast, I could barely breath, and had the sudden
expectation that God would punish me for my behavior these past months.
Down passed the large bush we had hidden behind, I walked more slowly to the very spot
where my father and Jesus stood. For a moment, as I planted my small insignificant self in the
spot I thought it had happened, I looked up to the cloudless sky and searched for the errant cloud.
Had it really been the Evil One as Jesus said? What great light far above had shone in Jesus’
blue eyes? Who had been Jesus first father, if not God?
Suddenly, I found myself sobbing uncontrollably. I could not allow myself to accept
such a farfetched and unbelievable story. Yet because of these revelations, I knew my life would
never be the same.

Chapter Three
A Widow’s Secret

In Nazareth’s synagogue school, Jesus, James, Joseph, and Simon had tried to make
friends with boys their own age. Because of the rumors spreading throughout Nazareth about
Jesus, there were only a few boys willing to associate now with any of Joseph bar Jacob’s sons.
I made friends with other outcasts such as myself, which included Uriah, the rabbi’s son and
Nehemiah, a new boy, who, because his parents were both dead, was living with his aunt.
Michael, the fourth to join our small gang, didn’t attend school, unless he felt like it. He would, I
was certain, have offended the pious Jesus and certainly my mother, for he claimed to be the son
of Mariah, the strange woman on the outskirts of town. I heard Papa tell Rabbi Joachim that
Mariah’s husband had made a small fortune before he died, but many townsmen believed that
she had made her money as a prostitute. Many townsfolk also thought Mariah was a witch. I
was still not completely clear on what a prostitute was back then. Since I had such a weird older
brother and my own mother appeared to have a shady past, herself, being a witch did not impress
me very much. I liked Michael a lot. He was my age and a rebel just like me. When I realized
that the Mariah Papa spoke of was, in fact, Michael’s mother, my fondness for this strange boy
actually grew.
We were—my gang and I—a motley group of diverse personalities. Not only had I
befriended the rabbi’s son and the nephew of a rich, crazy aunt, but my newest friend Michael’s
mother might be a prostitute or a witch.
On this day, only a short while after Jesus discovered his new powers, I would find that I
had powers too. They were, though I didn’t have a name for them then, called “social powers.”
One day, which I record reverently in my journal, I became a follower of Jesus, but on this day
three Nazarene boys had become my following. Most importantly, I found a spirit in Michael to
match my own. I didn’t need James and John’s approval. My father, who would want me to
make my own friends, would be proud that the members of my gang included the rabbi’s son. I
knew that he would accept Michael too if that story about his mother was cleared up. Like Papa,
I gave Michael’s mother the benefit of the doubt.…Unfortunately, Michael’s own actions made
me doubt her even more.
******
After synagogue school one day, Papa, who saw my friends waiting patiently for me in
the garden, frowned yet gave me that familiar nod, as if to say “All right, little Jude, if you must,
go and play.” Mother was baking bread that moment. My brothers had begun their chores,
while Jesus was wondering dreamily in the hills. Everything had changed after Jesus’
revelations. Because of his worsening moods, my family was, I sensed vaguely, suffering a
crisis. Everyone had to carry on and complete their chores, except Jesus. Now, having fed the
goat and picked a few weeds, I could romp and play with my friends!
My new friends were called by Papa “Jude’s Gang,” which I felt gave me status among
James and Joseph, who had found few friends in town. Simon sometimes tagged along with our

older brothers and occasionally joined me in games with my friends. Jesus, who seemed to be in
a different world, had no friends at all, except, as James suggested, the invisible angels he talked
to in the hills. After the day he discovered his powers, he roamed the hills in a daze, sometimes
walking in plain view in our yard. Although we knew he was praying, it looked to many
onlookers like he was talking to himself. This embarrassed my parents very much. Papa tried
keeping him busy, but he would lapse into periods of reflection and wander away, reappearing in
the orchard, hills or near our house. The boys in town, who once made fun of Jesus in the
synagogue, became fearful of this strange youth. To impress my brothers, I had made fun of
Jesus at times, but I didn’t want my friends making fun of him too. Michael had a strange,
reclusive mother and was quite peculiar, himself. If anything, he was curious to find out more
about Jesus “magic.” Uriah, however, had been influenced by his father, Rabbi Joachim, who
had begun voicing concerns in the synagogue about the rumor that Jesus had resurrected a dead
bird. He feared that Jesus was dabbling in blasphemy and heresy. Nehemiah’s Aunt Deborah
had gone one step further in telling everyone that Jesus’ power came from Beelzebub, not God.
It was obvious to me that two of my friends had misgivings about Jesus, but most townsfolk who
heard about Jesus thought he was a harmless eccentric, addled in the head.
The knowledge I carried from that special day told me differently.
Today, as Michael, Nehemiah, Uriah, and I romped in the hills, we saw Jesus walking
alone down the Shepherd’s Trail. A favorite game that James, Joseph, Simon, and I played was
spying on the shepherds as they sheered their sheep or gathered around a communal fire. This
time my friends wanted to spy on Jesus, which I considered quite boring since my brothers and I
had done this so many times before. Uriah and Nehemiah wanted to find out if it was true that
Jesus was a blasphemer and heretic. Michael was concerned about Jesus magical powers. I was
warned by my father not to tease Jesus anymore, which is why I didn’t want my friends to bother
Jesus during his sessions with God.
We peeked through a pomegranate bush, whispering back and forth as he stopped and
knelt down by a flat stone.
Uriah wrinkled his pudgy nose. “Who’s he talking to? He must be touched in the head.”
“You’re really stupid if you don’t know what my brother’s doing!” my voice shrilled into
his ear.
“That tickled,” Uriah broke into giggles.
“He’s praying, of course,” murmured Nehemiah. “The question is ‘to whom?’”
“To God, of course,” I looked at Nehemiah in disbelief. “Your Aunt Deborah’s the one
who’s addled in the head!”
“That’s true,” Uriah nodded with a grin. “Papa thinks she’s crazy as a loon.”
“Well, my mother talks to herself,” Michael said almost to himself. “She could be talking
to ghosts. Sometimes she awakens screaming in the night.”
“Shut up—all of you!” I whispered angrily. “Leave Jesus alone!”
Turning away in disgust, I listened to their murmurs a few moments longer as Jesus knelt
in a prayerful position by the rock. Michael whispered something to Uriah and Nehemiah that I
couldn’t hear, which caused all three of them to laugh. While the others had merely been
voicing the prejudices of their elders, he was making fun of Jesus. He had been hoping that
Jesus was a sorcerer, as his mother was rumored to be, with magical, not supernatural, powers. I
was swept with anger then sudden pity and shame for my actions against Jesus in the past. Why

did I resent him so much? Was it jealousy because he rarely had to work like the rest of us?
Was I annoyed by his piety and high-handed airs? What excuse did I have for shunning him?
He had never done anyone any harm. Because of his strange ways, he had no friends, not even
among his own brothers, and yet people had begun to look at him with fear and awe.
Something had begun to both change and awaken inside me. I was moved by Jesus’
steadfast piety. It was becoming increasingly difficult to reject the truth.
“Come,” I whispered irritably, “Jesus will see us walking down the path and think we’re
spying on him. Let’s not waste any more time playing silly games.”
As we slipped up the path leading to my home, Nehemiah asked discreetly “what shall
we do now?”
“. . . I have an idea,” I answered after a long pause.
“Shall we go into town?” asked Uriah.
“No,” I said, glancing back at Michael, who had offended me the most. “I have a better
place in mind.”
******
I had decided upon the perfect adventure. We were all going to meet Mariah, the town
witch! I scampered off, without a second thought, staying several paces ahead of my friends and
singing an off-key tune. After leading them up Nazareth’s northern path, it became apparent to
everyone where we were going this time. Uriah and Nehemiah understood immediately.
Though they would soon have misgivings, they followed me eagerly at first, muttering excitedly
amongst themselves.
“No, Jude,” Michael shook his head gravely, “this is not a good idea. My mother doesn’t
like surprises. She will not talk to you unless,” he struggled with the words, “you warn her in
advance.”
“Why do we have to do that?” Nehemiah snarled. “Does she have something to hide?”
“No, that’s not it,” he answered lamely, “my mother isn’t well.”
“Is it contagious?” Uriah sneered. “She never goes anywhere. How could she be sick?”
Uriah, who was more educated than the rest of us, was already ten years old. I didn’t
understand what the word contagious meant, but the rabbi had made him suspicious of Mariah.
We continued to badger Michael about going to visit his mother, until he flew into a rage, which
was aimed especially at me since it had been my idea.
“Why is it important that you meet my mother?” he shouted at me. “I thought you didn’t
care about what everyone says!”
“I don’t care,” I reasoned lamely. “Uriah, whose father is our rabbi, cares. Nehemiah,
whose rich aunt has offered to pay for the repairs on the synagogue, cares.”
“No one likes my mother,” Michael’s puckered his lip.
“Nah, that’s not true.” Uriah grinned. “No one knows your mother. She never comes out
of her house.”
Uriah had made his point. Michael nodded glumly, a frown contorting his face.
Mariah’s solitary life had created only gossip in town. He was ashamed of the rumors. As he
studied our leering faces, Uriah, Nehemiah, and I looked with embarrassment at the ground. We
were not by nature, mean-spirited, just curious. Although no one had actually met Mariah, I
remember hearing the stories about the red-haired woman on the hill. If she had come down to

the market place, herself, instead of having Michael do all her shopping, we could have gotten to
know her. Sometimes, merchants (or so Papa said), would bring goods to her villa, which turned
mere gossip into vicious slander. All this I had heard Papa say, but I wondered just how many of
these stories Michael had actually heard. There were even stories about him—an incorrigible
child, being kept in the care of a witch. I knew about, but had never seen, Michael’s pranks on
other children and petty acts of vandalism in town. Hearing these tales from townsmen and
occasionally eavesdropping on my parent’s conversation at night had stirred my imagination, but
I wanted to give Michael and his mother the benefit of the doubt. Had Michael, who spent the
times he was not with his new friends hidden away in his mother’s house, heard the awful
rumors about his mother and himself? What if the rumors about his mother and he were true?
While we lapsed into silence, trying to think of a good reason for Michael taking us to his house,
we continued to walk toward the north end of town, which is where Mariah lived.
“It doesn’t matter what people say.” I patted his slumping shoulders. “We like you,
Michael. You’re one of us—our friend!”
Michael’s eyes flashed with anger, as we coaxed him on. “Nazareth shuns me.” “I am,”
he searched for words, “….like my mother, not welcome in this town.”
“You visited my house,” chirped Uriah. “We ate a slice of my mother’s cake.”
“And mine too,” nodded Nehemiah pertly. “I introduced you to my aunt.”
“Hah, your aunt wouldn’t talk to me,” he spat bitterly. “Uriah’s mother wasn’t even
home.” “And, Jude!” he pointed accusingly. “I’ve never been to yours!”
“All right,” I held out my hands, “I’m sorry Michael. I promise that when you visit our
home, you’ll eat dinner with us and my whole family will be there to meet you.”
“No, no,” Michael shook his head vigorously, “your preacher brother and that snooty
mother of yours wouldn’t allow that!”
I bristled at his words. Jesus might be strange but I had never seen him act judgmental,
and I had never considered my gentle mother to be a snob. I wanted to ask him where he had
heard such slander. Evidently there were rumors about my family members too. Just when I
was ready to take issue with my temperamental friend, however, as we approached the north end
of town, Michael slowed down and almost stopped. Our encouragements, which were selfserving, had only put his back against the wall. He knew very well what his status was in
Nazareth. He was (a word I would learn much later) a delinquent youth. His mother, from
everything I heard, was considered to be much worse. It was only natural that he didn’t want us
to go inside his house to meet her. The look on his face told us this. Suddenly, Michael took to
his heels and ran off into the hills. Since I was the swiftest, as will as the smartest, I ran ahead of
the other two, hoping to have a conversation with Michael that Uriah and Nehemiah wouldn’t
hear.
“Stop Michael,” I called, out of breath, “we’re sorry we upset you. We don’t have to go
over there today. I just want to clear this up about you mother. The truth is, Michael, I really
want you to meet my folks.”
At this point, the other two boys were still panting and puffing up the hill but I knew I’d
have to talk fast. Neither Uriah nor Nehemiah understood this strange boy as I thought I did.
“What’s wrong with him now?” Uriah shouted hoarsely. “What’s he got to hide?”
“Listen, Michael,” I spoke quickly, “all you have to do is bring her out to wave at us,
maybe have her say few words. Uriah’s father told him bad things about your mother.

Nehemiah’s aunt thinks the same way. Just show us, so we can tell them, that she’s like
everyone else, not a bad woman or a witch.”
I wasn’t sure if I had said the right things. By now, scrawny little Nehemiah and portly
Uriah were in earshot. Nehemiah was quite upset, but was muttering only to himself. Uriah,
who had been furious, collapsed in a fat ball on the side of the trail.
“Don’t ask me to take you there,” Michael whispered, pleading with his eyes. “They
won’t understand. You understand Jude, because your family’s strange too, but not them. I
don’t know what kind of mood my mother’s in!”
“All right. Stop shaking me.” I extricated myself from his grasp.
“Hey,” Nehemiah cried challengingly, “if you’re mother isn’t a witch, let us see her.
Bring her out to us!”
“Yeah,” Uriah groaned, “my Papa thinks your mother’s a whore!”
That was all it took. It was all I could do to stop Michael from running over and kicking
the sprawled Uriah to death. He charged the little fat boy, with his fists clinched, nostrils flaring,
and face reddened with rage. Uriah cowered in a fetal position on the ground. After encircling
Michael with my arms and attempting with great difficulty to hold him at bay, I brought him
down onto the ground. Nehemiah, though the smallest of us, finally jumped in to help me,
reached down daintily in a token gesture, but was quite ineffectual as Michael fought my hold on
the ground.
“Let go of me! So help me, I’ll whoop you too!” he demanded, thrashing about.
“Thanks for nothing, Nehemiah,” I said through clinched teeth as I wrestled with
Michael. “Uriah, you outweigh the rest of us, come here and give me a hand!”
“No,” Uriah said, rising up shakily and dusting himself off. “I’m going to tell Papa that
Michael’s possessed!”
This made Michael thrash that much more, but I knew he would not hurt me, so I relaxed
my grip, which was a mistake because Michael broke loose, rolled over onto the path and came
at Uriah again.
“Take it back, you rancid vat of pork,” he cried, pummeling Uriah with his fists.
“Papa! Papa! Papa!” shrieked Uriah.
Suddenly my newfound gang was falling apart. Before Michael had seriously injured
Uriah, I wedged in between them and stretched out both arms. A stream of obscenities against
Uriah’s own parentage then flowed out of Michael’s mouth. Already Uriah was weeping
copiously as Nehemiah joined my blockade, a look of disbelief on his freckled face. It had
seemed important to me that we clear up the mystery about Michael’s mother, but I wasn’t so
sure now. Judging by Michael’s behavior, he definitely had something to hide. What if Mariah
was, in deed, a prostitute? What if I talked him into taking us to his house and his mother turned
out to be witch?
Once again, within the space of a few moments, I was forced to save Uriah from
Michael’s fists. I was certain that Michael wanted to kill Uriah for what he said, and yet Uriah
had merely spoken aloud what was on everyone’s mind. I was thankful that he began attacking
Uriah with words instead of actions, but, in insulting Uriah’s mother and sister, Michael had
crossed the same line Uriah had crossed and had, in fact, done him one better.
“Stop that, you don’t mean that,” I said, motioning to him for silence, “Uriah’s our friend.
I know he shouldn’t have said what he did, but what you’ve said is far worse.”

This line of reasoning stopped Michael’s fist from clenching, but he still had murder in
his eyes. Uriah stared at Michael with slack jaws, horrified by his words.
“There, that’s better,” I said, looking back at Uriah. “He’s been a good friend to us
Michael. Because he’s the Rabbi’s son, we are protected from many of the big kids in town. Do
you remember how he bought us all sweat meats at the baker’s shop?”
“That’s true, Michael,” Nehemiah patted his arm gently “honey buns and fruit-filled
rolls.”
“Yes, I remember,” admitted Michael.
Michael nodded faintly, his memory stirred. The rabbi had been so happy that Uriah
made some friends, he gave him money to spend after school. One day we ate so many pastries
we all had bellyaches, and Nehemiah was violently sick. Yet this recollection did little to stop
Michael from staring at Uriah with murder in his eyes. Though I couldn’t put it into words then,
I was beginning see something dark in my new friend: a rancor, vindictiveness, and
unwillingness to see reason. Nehemiah and I exchanged worried looks. Uriah, however, on his
own initiative, stepped forward and disarmed Michael with two simple words.
“I-I’m sorry,” he said, hiccupping and wiping his bloodshot eyes.
“You’re sorry?” Nehemiah flashed Michael a disgusted look.
“Michael, aren’t you sorry for what you said.” I gave him a nudge.
“Come on Michael,” frowned Nehemiah, “what you said about him was worse.”
I couldn’t believe Uriah would really forgive him for calling him a bastard and his
mother and sister all those other names, when he had only said Michael’s mother was a whore.
And yet, to my disappointment, Michael would not shake Uriah’s hand nor return an apology.
His eyes smoldered with rage, his lips quivered and nostrils flared. My misgivings about his
unforgiving nature deepened. What he did instead of accepting Uriah’s apology appeared to
make up for it, though it didn’t seem like it at first, as he led us up the trail. At first I felt
disappointment that he was such poor sport, until I realized where we were going. I looked back
at Uriah and Nehemiah as Michael forged ahead, a popeyed expression on my face. I felt sorry
for Uriah, but not as sorry as I did for Michael, for he was leading us straight to his house. Soon,
we were at the top of a hillock looking ahead at the old villa, which had once been owned by the
rich merchant Jeremiah. Jeremiah, who had married the mysterious Mariah, or so the story my
father heard goes, died and left the villa to Mariah and her son.
“You want to meet my mother?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder. “All right, come
on!”
“No,” I shook my head, “we changed our minds!”
“Yes! Yes!” Uriah and Nehemiah chimed.
“All right, you must wait here a little while,” he said flatly without looking back.
“Very well, Michael,” my voice trembled, “if you insist. We’ll wait as long as you
want.”
“I-I think I want to go home,” Uriah had a change of heart.
“Not me,” Nehemiah grinned foolishly, “…I bet she’s all painted up like one of those
Greek whores.”
“I think she might be a witch,” Uriah’s face was turning ghastly pale.
This time Michael, who hurried up the path, had not heard the slander. I found Uriah’s
change of mind irritating, though my own heart hammered loudly in my chest. For Michael’s

sake, I had almost changed my mind, but it was too late. After nearly an hour, in which all three
of us relieved ourselves in the bushes and Uriah, always a nose for food, found some wild berries
on the hill, we saw Michael emerge from the gate of his mother’s villa and walk slowly back
down the path.
“Come, come,” he called, motioning for us to follow him up to his house.
“No, no,” Uriah whimpered, “we could all be murdered. I wanna go home!”
“Yes, Jude, it’s true” nodded Nehemiah impishly, “I bit she’s a cannibal, who feeds on
little children caught snooping around her house.”
“Nehemiah,” I said, cuffing him lightly, “you made that up. Tell Uriah that you’re
joking.”
“It’s-It’s possible,” Uriah sputtered. “The ancient ones who lived in Galilee offered their
children in sacrifice. Their priests burned them up to their gods. My father told me this. What if
Mariah practices the old religion. What if she’s waiting with a big club and as soon as we enter
bam! –we wind up in the pot?”
Uriah was spooked, but Nehemiah and I tried not to be afraid. I think Nehemiah was
much more excited about meeting Michael’s mother than me. I just wanted my new friendships
to last. They had almost been destroyed today. For several moments, as Michael waited inside
the villa, Nehemiah and I pleaded with Uriah. When he refused to budge, we threatened to leave
him behind. He thought about this a moment, looked sadly down the path, then followed us
meekly up the hill.
Mariah’s house was built in the Roman manner. Like many of the villas I saw in my
travels, it had a familiar floor plan. Unlike the open, pill-mill fashion of Galilean homes, there
was a sturdy wall shielding the house from the outside world. Inside the enclosure there were
several different room, from simple living quarters to spacious gardens. Unfortunately, the
original mansion Jeremiah built was in a state of disrepair. Because of the overgrowth of plants
around the perimeter and an accumulation of vines on its walls, the normal, fortress-like
appearance of the villa, had a sinister, uninviting appearance. After passing through an entrance
hall filled with brush and debris blown in with the wind, we entered the atrium, an open area in
the center of the villa that looked as if it had not been attended for years. Vines, untrimmed
bushes, and waste-high weeds grew everywhere, and the central fountain, if it could be called
such, was covered with a dark green slime. The pagan statuary stationed in the yard bothered us
very much. We had never seen statues of naked people. They were covered with mold and
slime, which made them frightening and unattractive. One of the statues perched in the center of
the fountain had bird droppings dripping over his black face. Shafts of light, streaming with
motes, highlighted patches of murals in the background: scenes, of frolicking boys and girls,
following a half-man and half-goat creature playing an instrument I would later identify as Pan
and his pipes. Such knowledge, of course, is hindsight. My child-like mind didn’t understand
the architecture of Roman villas, but it knew when it was confronted with pagan gods. What was
all this doing in a Jewish widow’s home?
“This is not a good,” I whispered to myself. “I think we’re making a big mistake.”
Michael whistled shrilly, startling us out of our wits. Cringing fearfully behind us, Uriah
whimpered faintly. The sudden shuffling of sandals caused Nehemiah and I to freeze in our
tracks. While Uriah expected a witch to swoop down upon us, I was certain that Nehemiah,
whose hopes had fallen considerably after entering the garden, still expected a beautiful, painted

woman to appear. Frankly, as I watched the darkly clad and veiled figure approach, I was half
convinced that Uriah might be correct, until she dropped the veil, which was actually a hood, and
I beheld the face of Michael’s mother at last. She was, in deed painted up, as I had feared and
Nehemiah hoped, and this might have made her seem like a whore. Yet she was beautiful, I
reasoned; where not witches suppose to be ugly crones? Looking back over the years, however,
I realize that my first impressions of Mariah, though influenced by what I had heard, were
partially correct. Nevertheless this creature, who was, I marveled, Michael’s mother, had a
gentle smile. The resemblance was obvious: both mother and son had red hair, milky white skin,
and green eyes. There were no warts on Mariah’s lovely nose nor was there a cast in either of
her almond-shaped eyes. Upon first glance, I was not certain if she was a prostitute or, for that
matter, a witch, but I wanted to believe that we had nothing to fear. I had not even considered
that Mariah might also be touched in the head. In spite of its apparent dangers, I wondered, as I
glanced around these unhallowed grounds, whether or not this might prove to be a great
adventure in our sheltered lives.
I was both terrified and excited. Here we were, Jude’s gang, finally in the mysterious
Mariah’s house. What a place! If she wasn’t a witch, she was certainly a heretic, but, by the
rabbi’s standards, so was Jesus. We hadn’t been murdered, as Uriah feared or intimidated by
what Nehemiah hoped was a prostitute or whore, and yet, despite my calmness and attempts to
show no fear, I sensed that Mariah was both a witch and woman of ill repute. It was merely a
matter of time before we found out. There was far too much makeup on her face. She wore too
much perfume for a matronly woman, and, when she invited us into her house I could smell all
manner of herb and smelly condiment, which I imagined were used in sorcery and the black arts.
The pagan statuary and murals were, in themselves, enough to condemn her in the eyes of
townsfolk. Though my knowledge of these matters was limited to what I overheard from Papa
and his customers in his shop, I knew enough to suspect more than heresy. I didn’t want to
believe it, but everything around me cried witchcraft! Because of my father’s exposure to clients
from all over Galilee, I was more worldly than my friends. Uriah knew more about the Torah
than me and Nehemiah seemed to have a scholarly mind, but I had this uncanny ability to get to
the “guts” of things, as Simon would tell me one day. Not having a wide vocabulary yet, I had
no special name for this instinct; I simply knew it was there, buried deep inside when I needed it.
Today my instinct was banging like a gong in my chest.
“Come my little children,” she purred, disappearing from the room, “let me get you
something yummy to eat.”
“I-I’m not eating in this place,” said Uriah, shrinking away toward the door.
“Uriah, you’re being rude.” I reached out and grabbed his sleeve. “Mariah is offering us
lunch.” “…. Michael,” I murmured through the corner of my mouth, “it’s not something nasty, is
it, like toadstools, snails or bugs?”
Michael looked at me in disbelief.
“He’s a witch too!” Uriah wouldn’t budge.
“Come on, you coward,” coaxed Nehemiah, pulling his other sleeve.
Nehemiah showed a brave front at first. Michael led us like trusting lambs down a dark
corridor, into a burst of garden light, passed a tangle of overgrown or dead-in-the-pot palms and
bushes into a large garden whose ceiling, like the atrium, allowed sunlight to stream down onto
patches of ground. For some reason, however, we were led to the most shadowy portion of the

garden, an area surrounded by large empty pots painted with garish symbols and designs. When
Michael disappeared into the shadows, my original impression of this dark mansion worsened.
My excited rush, which had been spoiled by misgivings, was turning into a sickening dread.
“Michael, where are you?” I called out fearfully.
“Yes, Michael, we’re not amused!” Nehemiah’s eager look faded fast from his freckled
face.
Uriah was making squeaking noises, too terrified talk.
Michael returned with a large platter that he carried like a village maid on his head. I
laughed hysterically, I’m not sure why. Nehemiah merely smiled mutely, while Uriah stood
there wide-eyed, with gaping mouth, frozen as a statue in place.
We felt trapped in the den of a witch. We stood in a shadowy corner, in the only sector
of the garden not touched by the sun. Michael placed the tray on a short table that was
surrounded by several cushions, obviously the spot we would eat our lunch, then went to fetch
something else.
“What is this?” I asked bluntly, as he scurried past. “Why are we in the shadows? Can
we have some light?”
Michael returned with a second tray holding a pitcher and four cups, which he carried on
his arms this time. He set these items down and left the room again, this time I hoped for a light.
Bringing a lit lantern into the room and hanging it on a hook, he motioned for us to sit down,
which we managed to do in spite of our fears.
Uriah studied the platter gravely until a look of recognition came over his chubby face.
“Cheeses, breads and sweat meats,” he clasped his fat little hands in delight. “What’re
those little brown and speckled things?”
“They’re candied dates.” Michael looked at him with amusement.
“Candied dates?” Uriah made a face.
“Try one, it won’t poison you,” coaxed Michael, sampling the platter, himself.
After Michael had taken small portions of almost all the entries on his plate and devoured
them at random in front of our eyes, we quickly followed suit. We stuffed ourselves on the
candied dates first, since they were foreign to us. I did not normally care that much for cheese,
but Mariah had sent out exotic cheeses from Jerusalem and Alexandria that had nuts around the
edges and were flavored with all manner of spice. The fruit juice that Michael had brought us
tasted like pomegranates but was mixed with wine. We had never drunk wine before and were
soon slightly intoxicated by the drink. Since wine, as my father once noted, increased one’s
appetite, we were soon, in addition to getting intoxicated, gorging ourselves on everything in
sight.
“Where’s your mother?” I asked through a mouthful of cheese. “How come she’s not
eating too?”
“My mother’s busy,” Michael looked up lazily from his plate. “She’ll come out later with
presents. It’s the custom of our house.”
“Presents?” Nehemiah frowned, munching on a fig. “What kind of custom is this?”
Why would she be giving us presents? I wanted to ask Michael now. Nehemiah seemed
to be suspicious too. Uriah, however, was in glutton’s heaven as he rolled this prospect over in
his mind.

“Oh goodie-goodie,” he rubbed his greasy hands, “. . . toys, you think? Yum-yum,
maybe something to take home to eat!”
Nehemiah and I exchanged worried looks. A dreadful thought entered my head, causing
me to lose my appetite and look with horror at my plate. What if Mariah really was a witch?
Perhaps Nehemiah’s jest about Mariah being a cannibal was true and she was merely fattening us
up. What if, in spite of Michael sampling the platter, the food was drugged…or, worse,
poisoned, a slow poison that would not show up for several days? Michael could have known
which portions were safe to eat. Nehemiah was having seconds thoughts too. He had a caged
look, as he glanced around the room. But Uriah belched loudly, took a long swig from his cup,
and sat there staring happily into space.
“Michael, I must know, where’s your mother?” I asked, rising shakily up to my feet.
“She’s busy,” repeated Michael, looking up with irritation this time.
Nehemiah had followed my example. He was terrified as he stood by my side, but unlike
Uriah’s performance earlier, I could see no fear in his eyes. Uriah was quite bloated and had
drank much more wine punch than us, so he reacted in slow motion to the crisis. So boldly now,
after deliberating a moment more, I took matters into my own hands and motioned for the others
to follow me out of the room.
“We’re going home,” I said with finality.
“Yes,” Nehemiah said in a croaking voice, “my Auntie wants me home before dusk.”
“But you haven’t received your presents,” Michael said, giving me a wounded look. “I
thought you were going to trust me, Jude.” “Please,” he begged all of us now, “wait for your
presents. Mama always gives presents to my friends.”
“Yeah,” Uriah uttered with slurred speech. “I wan my preshents—now!”
Uriah appeared to be quite drunk. This was just as well since it kept him in a calm state,
but I was worried about that point when we dropped him off at his home. What would Rabbi
Joachim say? What would my father say if he smelled wine on my breath? I was very angry
with Michael for placing us in this predicament, and yet we had no one to blame but ourselves.
We had begged him to see his mother and his house and now here he was begging us to stay.
What convinced me that we should make our exit was the sudden appearance of his mother
again, this time carrying a large black sack.
“It’s a witches sack!” cried Nehemiah.
“I wan my preshent,” said Uriah again, reaching out with both hands.
Michael, who had been on the verge of crying, brightened at this sight. “See, I told you
she would bring presents!” He smiled at me.
I loved my newfound friends. I felt responsible for what was happening in this room. On
the one hand, I didn’t want to crush Michael’s feelings, but on the other hand, I feared for Uriah,
Nehemiah, and my own safety. What decided the issue, at least temporarily, was the point when
Mariah began removing articles from the large black sack. We could scarcely believe our eyes
as she presented me with a splendid dagger, with an ivory handle and curved blade, followed by
a silken robe for Nehemiah, and a huge pottery jar of candied dates for Uriah. Though
Nehemiah made a face at the effeminate looking robe, he politely told Mariah that he would
present it as a gift to his aunt in the hope that such a treasure would dull her anger when he
arrived home. My dagger, however, which was sharp and deadly looking, I was certain would
not dull my parent’s anger at me if they knew where I had just been. Uriah, the happiest

recipient of Mariah’s bag of gifts, was drunk on wine. I shuddered at the thought of what Rabbi
Joachim would do when he smelled his son’s breath and learned that he had been in Mariah’s
home.
As Mariah sat down at the marble table on which our food sat, we had to scrunch together
to make room. I felt a delicious naughtiness for my thoughts as her lovely frame brushed next to
mine. Guilt for my foolishness and lingering fear crept back into my mind, as spearmint revives
an unconscious man. My father used this herb on my mother when she fainted during our visit to
Jerusalem after discovering Jesus missing in the caravan heading out of the gate. As my head
filled with conflicting thoughts, I did not feel faint and yet I felt dizzy after drinking the wine.
Though I was not yet nine years old, I was also stirred by this woman. I didn’t quite understand
this feeling. The words hypnotize or spellbound would not have occurred to me then.
Nehemiah, who made sure he was on the other side of Mariah, looked around her back at me,
with such a popeyed look on his freckled face I wasn’t sure whether it was fear or desire. These
moments, which we shared, seemed unbelievable considering our sheltered lives.
Mariah began talking strangely to us then, her jade eyes sparkling as her small, painted
mouth moved jerkily around each word. We had to cup our ears, at first, to hear her, but it took
only a few moments for Nehemiah and I to wonder whether or not Mariah was, herself, drunk on
wine. Michael sat quietly next to me. When I whispered this suspicion into his ear he whispered
back, with tears in his eyes, “…no, my mother’s mad.” Knowing the other meaning for this
word, I shook my head but kept my suspicions to myself.
To our surprise, Mariah stood up suddenly and fled the room. Even in my own fuzzy
state of mind, I thought I knew what was wrong. Mariah might be crazy, but I had smelled her
breath and believed she was also quite drunk. Perhaps this is why no one saw her in town. One
of my uncles died from drinking unwatered wine. Before he died, he went totally mad. It was
one of those family secrets we kept to ourselves. The other secrets, which my brothers and I had
learned only recently, seemed to me to be far worse than Michael’s. My oldest brother, who was
adopted, thought he was the Son of God. I cannot write down what I suspected of my mother.
After all the rumors of witchcraft and ill-repute, it turned out that Michael’s mother was merely
drunk and a little touched in the head. . . Or so I thought.
“Does she do this all the time?” I murmured in Michael’s ear. “This has turned out all
wrong. Your mother’s sick, Michael. We’re much to young to drink wine.”
“What? What? Where did she go?” sputtered Nehemiah, looking around the room.
“You don’t understand,” Michael said with dejection, “it’s not wine making my mother
crazy. It’s her potions—the elixirs my father left in her care. They have driven her mad.”
“Whaz he talkin bout?” Uriah now gave us a slack-jawed look.
“. . . They’re things she uses in her craft,” Michael explained delicately. “. . . My father
sold it to townsmen. No one knows about it. Powders for headaches, potions so that husband
can please their wives. You know what I mean.”
“No, I don’t,” I confessed, “and neither does Uriah and Nehemiah. We’re only children,
Michael. What did you mean when you said she uses it for her craft. What craft is that?”
“I doan feel so good,” murmured Uriah.
“You ate and drank like a pig,” Nehemiah sneered, as Mariah re-entered the room.
“What craft, Michael?” I jerked his sleeve anxiously.

This time, as she appeared under a shaft of light through the rafters of the atrium,
Michael’s mother seemed to be dressed like a dancing girl. I had seen such a woman in
Sepphoris when our family visited my Aunt Elizabeth in that town. This sight had been burned
into my memory, resurfacing now in a blaze of scarlet silks, assorted bells, and tambourine
music. Mariah’s carefree mood and flimsy attire momentarily canceled out our fears that she
was a witch, but could not wipe away our misgivings about what was happening now.
“Mother, stop it!” Michael cried.
“Yes-yes, I saw something like this,” I mumbled excitedly. “Next door to my aunt’s
house, at a wedding reception. Before my parents drug us from the balcony, the dancing woman
had removed almost all of her veils.”
“You mean she’s gonna get naked?” Nehemiah squealed.
“Wait,” I snapped my fingers, “this is different. . . The dancer in Sepphoris was an
Egyptian, dancing to drums and tambourines. Your mother’s just jumping around,” “. . . like
she’s possessed.” I searched for the words. “She’s mumbling again. What’s she mumbling,
Michael? It sounds like Hebrew, but all garbled up.”
“Oh, mother, you promised,” Michael wrung his hands. “Not in Nazareth. Not in front of
my friends!”
And then it came into my head, as a bolt of lighting striking Mount Hebron. Michael had
told us about his mother’s craft but failed to explain it. . . It must be witchcraft—what else?”
“Father Abraham,” I cried. “Mariah is a witch! What more proof do we need?”
“Huh?” Nehemiah’s mouth dropped.
“No, no, it’s not true,” Michael shook his head in despair. “It’s the roots and herbs she
eats and the potion. . . Her minds not right anymore. Please don’t leave like this.”
Unfortunately, to make matters worse for us, Uriah became sick as Nehemiah and I
attempted to exit the villa. Mariah now rushed forward, mumbling those strange words,
grabbing my wrist, while Uriah heaved onto the marble floor. Later, Nehemiah would tell me
that I screamed like a little girl, but all I cared about during that moment was that awful woman
pulling me back into the garden, as Nehemiah and Uriah fled. Nehemiah stopped long enough to
promise me that he would tell my father where I was. Down the dark corridor, through the
atrium and out the entrance they flew. Michael had grabbed his mother’s arm and tried
frantically to loosen her grip but was thrown aside by my captor.
Suddenly Mariah was speaking plainly to me in Aramaic. Her madness, if that’s what is
was, had left her momentarily.
“Do not leave,” she implored, “I’m sorry I frightened you. Please let me show you
something. . . and you will understand.”
“No, no,” I was now weeping, “Uriah’s right—you’re a witch! You’re going to torture
me, put me in a pot, and eat me up!”
“No, Jude, it’s not true, it’s the medicine my mother takes for her illness,” shouted
Michael.
“Medicine is a pretty word for it.” I continued to squirm.
“Mother, what is the word for father’s business, tell Jude, so he won’t go back and tell
everyone your a witch or whore.”
“Apothecary,” the word rolled out her mouth.
“Never heard of it,” I wiped my eyes. “What is an a-poth-e-cary?”

“Someone who sells herbs and potions to make people well,” explained Michael. “When
my father died he left all his medicine in a special room. After my brother and sisters died of the
fever, my mother went crazy. When she drinks wine or eats the mushrooms or inhales the smoke
of the rope, she’s calm. Until the last few months, she acted normal, but soon after I met my new
friends God cursed us, and she worsened.”
Mariah’s grip had slackened as she listened to her son. I realized, as I studied her wide,
unblinking eyes, and desperate voice, that Michael had been right all along. Mariah, though a
drunk, was also sick. I remembered Papa talking about the fever that struck Nazareth and all of
Galilee. I was shocked to hear that Michael lost his brothers and sisters too. How could I blame
Mariah, if she was sick in the head?
“Make her let me go,” I looked pleadingly at him. “I will tell my parents what you told
me, Michael. But make her let go of my wrist.”
“Mother, please,” Michael wrestled with her hand, “let go. Jude wants to go home.”
Abruptly, so typical of my uncle’s actions when we visited him in Sepphoris, Mariah
backed away, fluttered her hands, then flew out of the room. As I reached out to my friend, a
thought came into my head, but the words never came. I wanted to say “Michael, come home
with me. Leave this dark place!” but I knew he would never abandon his mother. My fear of
Mariah was now replaced by dread for her well-being. I was not worried about my own parents.
They would not approve of how his mother behaved and would punish me for going to his house,
but they would understand after I told them what Michael said. Because of wine, Uncle Ahab
had acted strangely too. Of course I would not tell them about the medicine and Mariah’s
“craft.” The fact that she had taken up her husband’s business of selling herbs and potions might
be taken wrong. In my family chronicle, which I began after I left home, I wrote down words
that I had no name for at the time, such as apothecary, herbs, and potions, but even back then, as
a child, I knew exactly how all of this would be interpreted. The simple villagers of Nazareth
and narrow-minded rabbi would think Mariah was either a witch or woman of ill repute. Had not
the rabbi quoted the Torah during our class with “Suffer ye not a witch” and was it not the
custom of my people to stone prostitutes and whores?

Chapter Four
Stoning Fever

I ran faster than I ever had in my short life—faster than when I was chased by angry bees
after trifling with their hive, faster than when old Nathan caught Simon and I in his berry patch,
and faster even than when I ran to inform on Jesus for breathing life into a dead bird. But this
time I ran, not for myself, but for my friend Michael and especially for his poor mother, Mariah,
who might be stoned for witchcraft or being a woman of ill repute.
When I reached my parent’s house it seemed so tiny compared to Mariah’s villa, and yet,
as I sat upon my favorite rock to gain my breath and sort out my crowded thoughts, I thanked the
Most High for my family, no matter how much I resented my parent’s secrets and oldest
brother’s make believe world. My parents, though strange, loved me. I’m certain Jesus loved
me too. I was really quite fortunate. A fever had not taken any of my brothers and sisters’ lives.
Tonight, I would eat some of my mother’s warm bread, drink goat’s milk, and eat lentil stew. I
didn’t need sweet meats and fancy cheese. The small dagger, which I had left on the table in
Mariah’s house, was much too fine for a carpenter’s son, and yet of all the things I had
experienced this afternoon, I would miss it the most.
I wasn’t certain which was hammering the loudest my heart or my head, which ached
from drinking pomegranate juice and wine. Walking slowly up to the house, knowing that if
Papa wasn’t out fixing someone’s fence or house, he would be in his shop and that Mama would
pop her head out to ask where I had been, I found myself accepting my fate bravely, my only
fear being that I couldn’t help the mother of my best friend. It was Simon, himself a great
slacker, who spotted me first.
“Boy are you gonna get it!” he snickered. “Rabbi Joachim is talking to Papa right now!”
“Father Abraham!” I groaned. “Are they in the carpenter’s shop?”
“No,” Simon shook his head gravely, “James, who was helping Papa fix the rabbi’s shed,
saw Nehemiah helping Uriah up to his house. Uriah’s very sick, Jude—drunk on wine.
Nehemiah told Papa and Joachim that Mariah was dressed like a whore and tried to cast a spell
on you and your friends. The rabbi sent old Nathan to alert our neighbors and friends. I ran back
here to find you and bring you to Rabbi Joachim’s house.”
“Are they still there?” I asked in a croaking voice.
“Yes, and Nehemiah’s aunt and half the town!” Simon took my hand and began pulling
me across the yard.
“Where are you going?” came a familiar lilting voice. Mother’s haggard face appeared
suddenly in the doorway.
“Everything’s all right Mama,” Simon lied sweetly, “Papa wants to show Jude the
Rabbi’s new shed.”
This was half true, of course. Papa was working on the rabbi’s shed, and he might, when
we returned home, take me to his own shed to answer for my behavior today. Suddenly, as we
exited the garden, Jesus emerged from the shadows, his face covered with sweat and hair matted
to his head as if he had been walking in the sun for several hours. Normally, I would have said

something clever to my oldest brother, such as “Hey, Jesus been talking to God lately?” or
“Brought any birds back to life?” But all I could do this time was look at him forlornly as Simon
dragged me to my doom.
In what seemed at first to be a typical reaction by Jesus he said something to me that
made no sense at all. Simon laughed but I was in no mood to mock Jesus this time. Now, as I
record our family’s history, I must lay aside my pen and reflect upon his words: “Peace be upon
Jude, the youngest, who kicks against the goad, so close yet so far from the truth.”
“What’s that suppose to mean?” I asked Simon. “What’s a goad?”
“Who cares,” my captor grumbled, “Jesus is no longer one of us.”
When Simon brought me up to the rabbi’s house, I could see Papa, my brothers James
and Joseph, and several of our neighbors, including Deborah, Nehemiah’s aunt, congregated in
the rabbi’s yard. In the center, barely visible in the midst of these familiar faces and several
concerned townsmen, stood the fat rabbi and his fat little son. Not faraway from them,
Nehemiah was being scolded by his aunt. The little freckled face boy was nodding unhappily as
she wrung a bony finger at him. That moment, perhaps unfairly, I hated Uriah and Nehemiah. I
knew with certainty the story they had told, which was what they saw as the truth. Mariah would
be labeled a witch or whore, as a result of this “truth.” Recalling Jesus telling me moments ago
that I was close to the truth, I wondered fleetingly again what he meant when he told me I was
kicking the goad. It dawned upon me there, before all their dark looks, though I would not recall
it for quite some time, that this word was important—one more clue to the mystery that was
Jesus, Joseph’s oldest son. Now, however, as always, Jesus was somewhere else, his head in the
clouds. I was left alone to confront the townsfolk and my father for my misdeeds.
“Jude!” Papa shouted with a hoarse voice, probably from arguing with Rabbi Joachim for
so long. “Is this true?” He beckoned with his hand. “Have you boys been drinking wine at the
widow Mariah’s house? Speak to me boy. Explain to me why you, Nehemiah and the rabbi’s
son would go to such a place?”
“He talked me into going,” Uriah whimpered. “I didn’t wanna go.”
“Me neither,” sniveled Nehemiah. “It was Jude’s idea!”
“I told my nephew she was a witch,” Nehemiah’s aunt wrung her gnarled fist, “but he
wouldn’t listen. Placed a spell on them, she did. He-he, I was right! Yes, indeed, I was right!”
“One thing’s certain,” the rabbi cried indignantly. “After what my son told me, Mariah’s
a danger to public morals.”
“She’s a public menace!” Josiah, the blacksmith, stepped forward.
“By beguiling our children,” Old Nathan shouted self-righteously, “Mariah has proven
herself to be both a whore and a witch.”
“Ho! Ho!” blared Reuben, the tanner. “You know what we do to witches and
fornicators!”
“Wait a minute,” Joachim’s mouth dropped, “just you hold on Reuben. We’re just
having a friendly meeting here—”
That stupid, pompous little man. Even now, after all these years, I find Joachim’s
behavior shocking. Already that day the gathering in his yard was getting out of hand.
Accusations about Mariah’s profession, including a blistering indictment by Ethan, a town elder,
drowned out his voice.

“Lies—all of you!” I shouted over the crowd. “Mariah’s merely sick. Her husband and
other children died of the fever. That would make anyone sick in the head. Now she has the
craving for wine, like Uncle Ahab once did. That doesn’t make her a whore or a witch!”
My bold defense of Michael’s mother fell on deaf ears. Rabbi Joachim, though he
seemed to be having second thoughts, began quoting scriptures from the Torah, Nehemiah’s aunt
ranted and raved incoherently, and several of our neighbors and prominent townsmen began
arguing in favor of stoning Mariah for her sins. When that dreadful word was uttered by Reuben
I hoped my father would step up in Mariah’s defense, but he just stood there, mouth agape, while
James and Joseph gave me sympathetic looks. Simon, however, shoved me through the gate,
then walked back down the road. I disliked Simon even more than Jesus after that day. Jesus,
after all, like Mariah, couldn’t help himself. When I moved to the center of the small crowd, I
looked around, hoping that this would be all the townsmen who showed up for Joachim’s
meeting. Simon had exaggerated in his estimate. Could a mere a handful of people conduct a
proper stoning? Surely, Mariah should get some sort of trial.
“I’m sorry Papa,” I said, hanging my head, “Michael wanted us to meet his mother.
She’s really very nice. I didn’t know she was mad.”
“But you said she was sick,” the rabbi wagged a chubby finger. “Which is it little Jude—
sick or mad?”
“Both!” I confessed, looking back at my brothers for support. “The medicine made her
sick.”
“Sick, drunk, and mad.” The rabbi sighed. “That’s quite a combination. Now you call it
medicine.” “Let’s look at the facts.” He pursed his lips. “Is Mariah a witch? A woman of illrepute?” “Or,” he waved a chubby hand, “as Jude claims, sick in the head—addled by strong
wine?” “We mustn’t rush to judgment.” He placed his arms sanctimoniously on his fat stomach.
“The Torah counsels mercy for the widow. Let’s not forget her husband Jeremiah’s gift to the
synagogue and the fact Mariah has a son.”
His audience were not impressed with his speech. Ethan reminded the self-righteous
rabbi that the Lord required death for witches and whores. Reuben seconded this suggestion as
did his friends, Josiah and Asa, but no one dare utter that terrible word. Joachim quoted
scriptures that counseled mercy. Like all hypocrites, he wanted it both ways. Because of his
friendship with Papa and other citizens, he didn’t want to sound like a bloodthirsty fanatic, so, as
Papa later quipped, he incited the mob gently. Unfortunately, the mob gathered in the yard had a
mind of its own. Deep down inside his craven heart, Joachim hoped Mariah would be stoned,
and yet he wanted to appear fair-minded. All his fine words masked a pitiless little man. At
Papa’s signal, James and Joseph, as Simon had done earlier, made their getaway. Pointing to the
road, he frowned grimly. Papa was the only one who didn’t abandon me, but he remained silent
and gave me a sad look that was little comfort now. Mariah had been an issue in Nazareth for
several years. I wouldn’t learn this until many days after this dreadful event. All I knew about
this unfortunate woman was what I had heard from my friend Michael. What these people had in
mind stunned me as would a blow to the top of my head.
“What say you men?” Deborah did a crotchety jig. “Shall we allow this Jezebel to corrupt
our youth?”

It was, I searched for the word in my head, a battle cry. The rabbi shook his head in
dismay as did my father when the men began to chant “Stone her! Stone her!” and Deborah
raised her fists to the sky.
“Look what you have done Uriah?” I screamed. “Michael’s our friend. And you
Nehemiah, I can’t believe that you would turn on him too.”
“The issue is not Michael but his wicked mother.” Deborah frowned severely.
“Thou shalt not suffer a witch!” Josiah shook his grimy fist.
“Nor an adulteress!” cried Reuben, the smelly tanner, seconded by Ethan, who shook a
long menacing shaft.
“Stone her! Stone her!” cried the others, which included Esau and Jedidiah, recent
customers with furniture orders for my father’s shop.
I wondered if business would cloud my father’s judgment. Though Papa relied upon his
trade as a carpenter, would God allow these people to represent our town? Quickly into my
head, though lacking the proper words, came the notion that Mariah was being judged without a
trial, without a majority, and with only the accusations of two drunken little boys. The effect of
the wine still clung to me. I felt sick to my stomach. A headache, hard to comprehend at my
tender age, had begun deep in my skull. It would nevertheless, I recall in retrospect, be one of
the defining moment in my life.
When I attempted to convey these thoughts to them, I had difficulty explaining myself
this time, but I think I made my point.
“You can’t judge Mariah this way,” I tried not to cry. “It’s not fair. Because she’s not
right in the head, she can’t speak for herself. If Michael was here he’d explain what’s wrong
with his mother.” “They lied when they told you she was a witch and a whore,” I pointed
accusingly at my one-time friends. “I was there when Michael told me the truth. They ran like
frightened sheep. I know what’s wrong with Mariah. She’s not a bad woman! And she’s not a
witch!”
“But you said she was mad,” Deborah tossed her head.
“Sick in the head,” I corrected myself. “Mariah, like Uncle Ahab,” I turned to Papa, “is
only touched in the head.”
My father took my hand in his then and looked angrily at the others, until finally finding
his voice.
“I believe Mariah is a harmless recluse,” he announced huskily. “She wanted her son
Michael to have friends. I heard Uriah tell his father this.” “Rabbi Joachim, you don’t want this
to happen in our village.” He looked gravely at him. “I remember a stoning in Bethlehem when I
was a child. The woman who was stoned was a harmless lunatic, like Mariah, not an adulterous
or evildoer. She was, I believe, possessed by demons or perhaps wine. We should not stone
people like that. Mariah, like her, has stayed to herself and done no wrong. Jude, Uriah, and
Nehemiah should never have talked Michael into taking them to his house. Michael did not want
this. What he wanted was to please his foolish friends, who must be held partly accountable for
what happened today.”
I was proud of my father for making a stand. It was the longest speech I had ever heard
him utter. Though he had set it into motion, Rabbi Joachim, I remember foggily, was shaking
his head. Papa told me later that the rabbi regretted losing his temper and asking Nathan to alert

the town. It was then that I learned what the word hypocrite meant. Joachim’s fancy words had
failed. The seven men and one woman standing in his yard had made up their minds.
“Stone her!” they shouted in unison.
“Let’s go get her,” cackled Deborah. “Let’s hear what Mariah has to say!”
I almost felt sorry for Nehemiah. His aunt was acting like an evil crone. She had
probably frightened him half to death. But Uriah, who had made a pig out of himself and drank
the most wine, had no such excuse. It was the sight of him, the rabbi’s son, drunk and covered
with vomit, not what Nehemiah told Joachim, that made the rabbi call this meeting at his house.
According to Papa, however, he knew very well what the townsfolk would do. The word traitor,
like hypocrite was not in my vocabulary at nine years old, but at a gut level I could see the
duplicity of my friends. They had wanted to visit “the witch on the hill,” and savor her
delicacies, but, to keep themselves out of trouble they betrayed her, allowing the adults to believe
that they had been bewitched by this “whore.” Though he was, in fact, to blame for inciting the
townsfolk, the rabbi now pretended as if he wanted it all to stop. As Joachim raised his arms and
cried out “judge and ye shall be judged!” the passage he quoted from the Torah was true for him.
Though he attempted to defuse what he had started out of anger instead of truth—a man of God,
who had made himself such a judge—it was too late. As I look back upon this event, I shudder
at his words. Joachim could find nothing concrete in scriptures to protect the mother of my
friend. It seems to me, as I look back upon this time, that Yahweh was essentially a vengeful
god. Such words would come from a greater rabbi, who would preach forgiveness instead of the
intolerance I learned about that day.
“Remember what happened to the Moabites, who bore false witness against Ruth. And
Ruth had been a priestess of a pagan belief,” he tried to calm their mood. “Was not Gideon the
offspring of a woman of ill repute? Temper yourselves to the spirit of the law instead of the
letter as a great teacher once said.”
Joachim continued his efforts to calm their mood, but he had run out of scriptures. His
audience remembered his sermons all too well. The Torah was quite black and white on the
issue of witchcraft and fornication. Papa explained all this to me when I was old enough to
understand. Back then in the Rabbi’s front yard, the wrongs I felt were unnamed feelings
spiraling out of control in my mind. I wanted to scream at them and call them names for what
they had in mind, but instead I did what was natural for someone my age, I wept. Unmoved by
the rabbi’s and my father’s words or a little boy’s tears, the men now charged down the main
road through Nazareth to incite their friends and neighbor with stoning fever.
******
“We must warn them Papa,” I told my father as he rushed us away from Joachim’s house.
“I know son,” he sighed raggedly. “But will Mariah listen to us? She is, after all, quite
mad. We’ll need help—all of you boys and my friend Ezra, who didn’t come to the meeting but
lives not far from Mariah’s house.” “You go fetch your brothers,” he directed letting loose of
my hand. “I’ll get Ezra. Tell this to your brothers, Jude: ‘remember poor Uncle Ahab, who had
the drinking sickness. We couldn’t help him, but we must help Mariah. The townsmen want to
harm Mariah, so we must stop them by taking Mariah into the hills until the stoning fever has
passed.’”

Feeling great pride in my father, I ran back toward our home. Papa knew I had an
excellent memory, and would relay exactly what he said. Of all the citizens of Nazareth I knew
Mariah and Michael the best and understood my father’s mind. Unlike the other Nazarenes I
knew, he never judged others for simple failings. It was, he once said to me, the “greater evils”
such as murder, theft, and treason, that mattered, not the weakness of the flesh or spirit, which
where punishment enough. At this hour, I was buoyed by my father’s strength, but would his
goodness be enough against the mob those men might gather this hour.
When I reached our house, I spotted Simon and Joseph in the front yard. Both of them
appeared to waiting for our return. I called out Papa’s speech excitedly to them and then went
into the carpenter’s shop to fetch James. All the time, I was shouting out the words father had
given me plus some of my own. Simon was hesitant, but James and Joseph, who had been there
at the rabbi’s house, didn’t need persuasion. Jesus, as usual, was wandering in the hills. We
didn’t bother calling to him, since he would not have been much help. The thought that Jesus
might have been able to cure Mariah of her illness would not have occurred to us yet. The three
of us, with Simon trailing reluctantly behind, raced up the road through Nazareth, not stopping
until we arrived, panting and nearly delirious at the foot of Mariah’s trail.
The hills around us were quiet. There was no commotion inside the villa. And yet, when
we pricked up our ears, we could hear revelry in the more distant town. A mob was gathering,
probably by the market place or near the community well.
“Let’s hurry,” James took charge. “Papa must already be inside with Ezra. Come on
Simon, you and Jude stay together. Joseph and I will go in first.”
James was spooked at the prospect of entering Mariah’s house. Once again, as the
youngest, I was sent to the end of the line. Yet I had to coax the cowardly Simon up the trail. As
we passed through the entrance, into the atrium, then stood waiting for Papa to answer James’
call, I was reminded of my earlier impression of this villa. A shiver ran up my spine. I felt my
legs turning to jelly when I pondered upon what lie in the remainder of the house. Was it
possible that some of the townsmen were already lurking in one of the rooms? What if Mariah
had gone completely berserk and killed Papa and his friend? A door creaked and when Papa
emerged in the shadows, we all yelped like jackals, until his face and tunic caught a shaft of light
falling from the atrium roof. The grim look on our father’s face told us much. Behind him,
another man, we assumed was Ezra, halted in the shadows.
“What’s wrong Papa?” I lurched forward.
“Mariah will not leave her villa.” He sighed heavily.
“We found things in one of her rooms,” Ezra said faintly in the background. “. . . Jars
filled with insects, strange potions, signs scrawled on the walls. . . evil things.”
“Now Ezra,” Papa called back to him, “remember that Mariah is sick and evidently quite
mad. I’ve decided what we must do to save her. . . Michael told us that he has relatives in
Jerusalem. What we should really do to save what’s left of Mariah’s reputation is burn this villa
to the ground, but there’s no time. She has great strength in her madness. We must all together,
with Michael’s help, drag her from here and take her deep into the hills.”
We didn’t stop to consider how this action would affect Papa’s business. There was no
time to wonder about the future. For one misbegotten wench we risked being shunned and
ostracized by the town. The outcome of our rescue, if it happened at all, was totally unknown.

We didn’t even know if we could pull her from her “witches cave,” as Ezra called it, when we
found her huddled in a dark corner of a room.
Michael stood in front of her in an exhausted state of shock. No one could put a name on
what we saw squatting on the floor. She was still wearing the same dark, gossamer silks she had
worn earlier today, but they were disheveled. Her hair was sticking out in an unsightly
explosion. The kohl and lip paint she had plastered on to greet us was smeared all over her face,
so that she looked like a Syrian clown. Over and over again she continued to mutter those
Hebraic-sounding words I heard earlier today, while wringing her hands and occasionally
socking her forehead, like mother often does when she has forgotten something important, only
Mariah did it with great force. Blood poured from wounds on her face, arms, and hands.
“I imagine that’s some sort of witches talk,” Ezra remarked as Papa motioned Michael to
join us in a united front.
“It’s gibberish,” James shook his head.
“No, its Hebrew,” Joseph said thoughtfully. “I remember such words at school, but
Mariah is mixing them with nonsensical words.”
“Come on, let’s move toward her as a united front,” Papa commanded softly. “Ezra, you
and I will grab her arms, while the rest of you grab her legs.”
“What about her stuff,” I looked back into the room. “Won’t she need water and food.”
“Don’t worry,” Papa patted my head, “Ezra and I plan on taking her to a caravan trail
with provisions, a mule and cart. We just haven’t figured out how. Michael told us that he
orders his mother’s goods all the time. There’s plenty of food in her house. That’s one reason
for not burning it. Ezra knows a shepherd, who would love to stock up on some of her
delicacies. For now we must hide her in the hills.” “All right, I will count to three,” he said, as
we watched his every move. “When I reach three—attack!”
Though she merely sat there, gibbering to herself and rolling her eyes, we were fearful of
what came next. Some folks who were touched in the head had the strength of minotaurs, Papa
once told us. My Uncle Ahab, I recalled, had acted very strangely at times and had to be tied up.
So I understood, as Michael dangled a rope in his hands, what my father had in mind.
“We’ll have to bind her ankles and wrists,” Papa explained. “She’s calm now, but as soon
as we try to move her, she’ll begin acting as if she’s possessed.”
“Demons,” mused Ezra, as he and father each grabbed a wrist. “Perhaps that has been her
problem all along.”
It was one of the possibilities Papa had suggested at the rabbi’s house, though Michael
believed his mother was sick from drugs and wine. I had never seen or heard a person inhabited
by demons, but I could imagine would it be like as I witnessed Mariah go berserk. At the same
moment the men gripped her wrists, we attempted to grab her ankles, but Maria showed us a
sudden fury that I had only imagined in bad dreams. James was kicked across the room.
Fortunately for him, he only got a few bruised ribs. He rose up shakily and made the sign to
ward off the evil eye. As Michael, my brothers, and I managed to fasten the rope on one ankle,
we followed the men’s example. While my father gripped one wrist, Ezra brought it, with the
greatest effort, up to the first wrist and bound them together. To prevent Mariah from biting us,
Michael had placed a pot over her head. This caused hysterical laughter to erupt from our small
group. The imprecations she hurled at us inside the pot now sounded especially unsettling, but at

least she would not be able to sink her teeth into our hands. To keep her silent during her
transport, Papa removed the pot and, with Michael’s help, gagged her with one of her veils.
Mariah had been bound thoroughly and was being carried to the cart in back of her villa,
which was attached to Ezra’s mule that would carry her to the shepherd’s camp below
Nazareth’s hills. This all seemed too easy for us: running up to Mariah’s villa, barging into her
special chamber, and now carting her safely away to the shepherd’s camp. Suddenly, as we
followed Michael down a long dark hall in the villa, with Michael bearing a lamp, we heard
voices outside the villa. The stoners had arrived. All of Papa’s previous plans (the cart, the
mule, and the shepherd’s camp) would be replaced by one frantic dash down the slope behind the
villa into the hills.
“This is madness!” Ezra growled, as Mariah thrashed like a fish in a net. “Those men
want Mariah’s blood. They’ll chase us down, pull her away from us, then stone her or hang her
on the first tree. Let the boys drag her into the hills, while we attempt to interfere with their
advance. We’ll pretend to reason with them as if Mariah is hiding inside her house.”
“I can see no other alternative,” sighed Papa. “Before we turn her over to you, get a good
grip on her wrists and arms—all four of you. With her legs tied together and hands and feet
bound, all you have to do is pull. It won’t be easy with her bucking the way she is, but you must
get her as far down the hill and into the orchard as possible. You’ll have to drag her like a sack
of wheat. The grass will cushion her somewhat but you must move quickly, as a team. Don’t let
her break loose! We will delay them in front of the villa as long as possible.” “Come Ezra!,” he
beaconed, as we began our task, “let’s reason with these foolish men. Good luck boys!”
I was not much help at this point. As the other boys struggled with their loads, I tried to
support the boy who seemed most in distress. Back and forth I went, cooing to our captive as I
would a caged beast. At times, Mariah managed to jerk away and was dropped several times,
screaming maniacally through her gag. Michael ordered me to tighten the veil around her mouth
least the vigilantes hear her cries and see through Papa and Ezra’s ploy.
I would learn later how brave my father and his friend were. Papa had counseled Ezra,
before defending Mariah to the crowd, not to mention that she might be possessed. He told Ezra
about the stoning of a lunatic he witnessed as a child. The distinction between demons and
witchcraft was unclear in such rustic minds. Mariah was, he reminded Ezra, in spite of her black
art paraphernalia, merely sick in the head, her sickness being caused by drinking too much wine.
By the time Papa finished a long-winded defense of Mariah to a crowd of self-righteous men and
Ezra reiterated with his own version of what Papa had just said, we had dragged poor Mariah
into an orchard. I greatly feared for my father’s safety. What if those bad men attacked him and
his friend? According to Papa, just about the time the stoners finally pushed Mariah’s advocates
aside and stormed into her villa, he and Ezra, having gained what they felt was enough time,
decided to race around the villa to help us with Mariah, leaving the men to wander around inside
looking for their prey.
Frantically, we searched for a place to hide our captive in the orchard before the men
began charging down the hill. Then suddenly, out of nowhere, Jesus appeared, holding a bird’s
nest in his hand. A hysterical laugh escaped my throat. James, Joseph, and Simon cursed him
for never being around to help. But Michael looked at my oldest brother and asked, “how can
you always be so calm?”
“I’m not calm,” Jesus gave Michael that deadpan look.

“You’re as crazy as her,” I said, moping my brow with my sleeve.
“Jude, Jude,” he said in a singsong voice. “Mariah’s not mad. Mariah’s mind is wounded
by her past.” “Mariah,” he called to the thrashing woman, “be calm!”
With those simple words, Mariah’s body did, in fact, go suddenly limp.
James, Joseph and Simon made the sign to ward off the evil eye, as did I. Michael pulled
the gag from Mariah’s mouth and began wailing with grief.
“She’s dead! She’s dead!” He cried.
In deed, as we inspected his mother, her eyes had the look of death. Her skin was white
and mouth gaped wide, as if her heart had suddenly given out.
“You’ve killed her! You’ve killed my mother,” Michael shouted, throttling Jesus’ chest
with his fist.
“Wait,” said James, jumping immediately to Jesus’ defense, “she’s breathing. Foam is
bubbling out of her mouth. I heard about this state. It’s called the black sleep.”
By now Papa and Ezra had found us on the trail. Looks of great dread were frozen on
their faces as they approached.
“They’ll be coming down the hill,” Papa explained through gasping breath. “. . . .The
fools will wander around for several moments looking for an exit. Praise be to the Most High!”
Ezra and Papa looked down at Mariah, noted her open eyes and gaping mouth, and made
the same conclusion that everyone except James had made. Jesus just stood there as if he had
not a care in the world. If what James said was true, Jesus had caused Mariah’s sudden
unconsciousness. I didn’t understand what the black sleep was at that time, but it appeared as if
the mere command “be calm” by my oldest brother had caused this state of mind.
With suspicion in his voice, Papa asked “Is she dead or in a dark place?”
“He’s bewitched her!” Michael pointed accusingly.
“A spell has been cast over the town witch,” Joseph muttered with awe.
“It’s the black sleep,” insisted James. “Mariah hovers between life and death.”
“She’ll be all right.” Jesus promised. “I know a place where we can hide her—a cave. I
go there often.”
“Very well,” cried Papa, “to the cave we go! We’ll all hide, until those fools go away.”
I couldn’t imagine where a cave might be in this terrain, but we followed Jesus without
protest. I would have been much more impressed if he had cured Mariah of her madness, but at
least this way she would keep her mouth shut until we found the cave. Through the trees and up
another hill, we raced. Now that she was so limp, Papa and Ezra took turns carrying Mariah. I
didn’t know Jesus could run so fast. He seemed clear-headed and didn’t stumble once. The
voices of the men and Deborah, the crone, could be heard in the distance. It appeared as if the
mob was wandering in the area in back of Mariah’s villa, searching for a trail. This gave us the
time we needed to find Jesus’ cave. Jesus looked back occasionally and motioned us on. We
began to worry as we slogged passed the orchard and up another hill, as Jesus looked frantically
this way and that for the spot.
“Is . . . there. . . really. . . a . . . cave?” James asked between gulps of air.
“He’s lost!” Simon wailed.
“Jesus. . . are you sure?” Papa labored with Mariah in his arms.
“It’s here,” Jesus seemed hysterical, “I know it’s here.”

“Jesus,” Ezra, who was right behind him, tugged his sleeve, “if they break through the
orchard, they will see us climbing this hill. You must find the cave!”
Just when I was certain that the mob would catch sight of us before Jesus found his
hiding place, he froze, looked up to the clear sky, and said “thank you Father.”
“What did he say?” Ezra frowned.
“He’s. . . talking. . . to. . . God,” Papa admitted, collapsing, with his load, onto the
ground.
“Over there!” Jesus pointed dramatically. “That outcrop on the hill!”
Mariah rolled down the slope a moment before the men could scramble down and drag
her back up the slope. Papa told us all to keep our heads down below the underbrush to avoid
being seen. Each of us crouching behind bushes followed the one in front, as Jesus, crawling
expertly through brambles and thorns, arrived at a small, dark opening in the rock. Because of
the foliage in front, it was not difficult for us to creep into the mouth of the cave without being
seen. A sliver of sunlight highlighted the spot. Due to the darkness inside, however, we halted
as Jesus crawled in. Papa followed shakily, motioning to us weakly with his thumb. Ezra took
his turn with Mariah, handing her into Papa and Jesus’ outstretched arms. I could not imagine
how we could navigate the darkness, until I followed James, Joseph, Simon, and Michael into the
cave.
When it was my turn to enter, I felt as if I would step off a precipice into thin air, but the
last rays of sunlight fell on the inhabitants’ faces. Though crowded in the tiny cavern, we were
able to squat down together, sinking beyond the beams of light into total darkness. I could hear
the others breathing heavily after our exertion. Jesus, the only one of us standing, was the only
one visible. A crown of light highlighted his light brown hair. His deep blue eyes seemed to
burn with an inner light. Though my heart was hardened, as Pharaoh Ramses had been against
the Children of Israel, toward Jesus, I sensed even then who he was. I just couldn’t admit to
myself what that might be. Was this strange boy not Jesus, my brother? I asked myself, as he
wiped dust from his face. He sweat like us. He could weep like us. Once, I had even seen him
bleed. Who was he, a mere youth, the son of a poor carpenter, to have special powers?
I could barely see Mariah in the shadows. Though her eyes stared out lifelessly and she
was deathly quiet, James claimed she was alive, but I was not so sure. What had Jesus done to
her to make her so quiet? Would she recover from her state? Or was her condition
unchangeable as it had been for Uncle Ahab shortly before he died?
We could hear shouts in the distance. The voice of Ethan, the elder with the long white
beard, who was probably shaking his staff, was the loudest, but we could also hear Deborah,
whom I had mentally labeled “the crone,” Reuben, the burly and smelly tanner, and other
townsfolk more distant—all arguing with each other and vowing retribution to Mariah, but none
of them with the least suspicion as to where we were.
“How close are they?” Simon whimpered. “Ethan’s voice seems awfully loud.”
“They’ll not find us,” Jesus murmured, reaching down to pat our heads. “Their voices
will fade away. But they will come back. Mariah must leave Nazareth. In Jerusalem she will
have a brand new life.”
“How do you know this?” Ezra’s again sounded suspicious. “Are you a prophet?
Moments ago you referred to the Most High as your father. What outlandish nonsense is this?”

“Silence, Ezra!” Papa whispered shrilly. “Jesus speaks in riddles. We’re all God’s
children, are we not? Don’t worry: this hiding place is completely hidden by the brush.”
As the others, I was afraid. Michael and Simon were weeping when we heard a rustling
sound outside our cave. Ezra sat grumbling to himself about what he thought were Jesus
pretensions, while Papa, because I was the youngest son, reached over several times to squeeze
my trembling hand. The rustling, which could have been a small animal, became a swishing
noise, which could, on second thought, be a much larger animal—like a man. Yet the voices of
our tormentors had begun to fade. Jesus, the only one in the light, was, for this hour, our
protector. Throughout it all, it was evident by his calm expression, he was not afraid. As he had
promised, the mob, who cried out for Mariah’s blood, had turned back. The rustling and
swishing had stopped. None of us was fooled into thinking that they would not continue the
search. After only a few more moments of sitting in this cramped place, it was Jesus who told us
it would be all right to leave.
“Already?” Simon croaked. “How can you so sure?”
“I’m certain,” Jesus replied with great conviction. “I know it as a fact.”
“Now hold on a minute,” Ezra reached up to grab his sleeve. “You can’t know that. Let’s
make absolutely sure they’re gone.”
“Yes-yes,” agreed James fearfully, “at least until they’re off the hill and out of the trees.”
“Very well,” Jesus said obligingly, “but let one of us sneak out and take a peek.”
Rising up from his corner of the cave, Papa restrained Jesus with both arms.
“James and Ezra are right,” he said firmly, “we will wait awhile. If anyone is going
down the hill, it will be me. You’re all in danger because of my decision to protect Mariah.”
“We’re in danger because of her!” Simon gnashed his teeth.
“Yes, Papa,” agreed Joseph, “we’ll be held accountable by the townsmen and their wives.
How will we explain how Mariah disappeared?”
“Jesus,” Papa gripped his shoulders, bent forward, and kissed his forehead, “we thank
you for taking us to your cave. You appeared at just the perfect time to save this unfortunate
woman. But it’s true—Mariah isn’t out of danger yet. We’ll have to get her on the road to
Jerusalem soon.” “Joseph is correct, though,” he looked around the darkened cave. “We will
suffer ridicule for what we did, but I believe that the mob we heard outside is not representative
of all of Nazareth. I know all of the elders; they’re not all a bunch of cantankerous fools. Ezra
and his family will support us. Even Joachim regrets what happened today.”
“Soon it will be dark,” Jesus looked into Papa’s shadowed face. “We must leave the cave
and make our way home. Please believe me, when I tell you that it’s safe to leave. Mariah can
stay in our house. We can bring her and Michael in the back way, through the olive grove, as
quiet as mice.”
“Humph, that just might work,” Papa replied thoughtfully. “But I shall go first. In the
morning we shall plan Mariah and Michael’s escape. For now, we must be careful and watch
our steps.”
He promised to signal us “all clear” with three hoots, the only birdcall my father knew.
For several moments, in which Papa was probably scanning every which-way for signs of the
“enemy,” we waited with bated breath. Jesus was so calm he was getting on our nerves. Papa’s
hoo-hoo-hoo could not come soon enough for me, since I had to relieve myself as soon as we
exited the cave. With only an hour or more of sunlight left, everything had to be accomplished

before a dark, moonless night fell on Nazareth. Mariah had to be hidden until the next morning,
but all of Papa and Ezra’s planning would come to naught if we were sighted by vigilantes in
town.
“Are you certain of this trail?” Papa called faintly to Jesus.
“I’m certain,” insisted Jesus, boldly leading the way. “This path winds into the olive
orchard in back of our house. You’ll recognize it Papa when we reach our trees.”
“Hah!” exclaimed James. “He knows these hills better than the shepherds!”
“He should,” muttered Simon, “he’s spent enough time here.”
“What did Jesus do to my mother?” Michael whispered to me. “Is he a sorcerer? How
does he know so much?”
I could not answer Michael. None of us understood Jesus’ powers. His ability to lead us
to safely was all that mattered to me. Michael was still not convinced that his mother would be
all right, and neither was I. Looking back over the years, I must admit that my stubbornness
clouded my judgment. Here we were on a trail no one except Jesus had known about after
leaving a cave no one had ever seen. Even Ezra admitted to Papa that he had trekked all over
Nazareth’s hills as a child and never seen this terrain. Though Mariah’s untended gardens and
orchard explained the thick tangle of brush and trees, it could not explain Jesus hiding place and
the special trail leading almost up to our house.
When the olive orchard loomed ahead on our path, all of the lingering doubts about Jesus
navigational abilities vanished completely. The dark shadows of evening added to our
camouflage. It was easy for us to creep up slowly though the olive trees and up to the house. It
was Ezra’s turn to carry Mariah, so Papa ran quickly ahead to make sure no one was lurking
around our house or on the nearby road. Again he made owl noises, which sounded humorous
this time, when Papa suddenly sneezed. With Mariah in Ezra’s arms and the rest of us moving
cautiously up the path, the sound of his footsteps thudding on the path told us he was heading
back our way.
“Go back! Go back!” He waved his arms.
“All right,” Ezra muttered, turning wearily on his heels. “What’s wrong Joseph? You
signaled that it was safe.”
“I. . . glimpsed. . . old Samuel. . . walking past,” Papa muttered between gasps for breath.
“. . . He. . . was. . . looking. . . at my house.”
“Samuel’s one of Ethan’s friends,” observed Ezra. “You think he spotted you?”
“I don’t know,” Papa shook his head, “many men his age are as blind as bats. But
there’s still too much light. It would be wiser to wait until the sun has set, at least until it sinks
below the house.”
Knowing that night would soon fall, we all agreed to the delay. Shuffling wearily down
the path, we congregated once more in the olive orchard, each of us hungry, thirsty and ready to
drop. The exception, we noted with slack-jaws, was Jesus, who stood apart from us in the
orchard. Everyone else was upset by our ordeal, and yet my oldest brother was, as always, at
peace. I could not help, even in my state of mind, but to marvel at his strength.
******
Perhaps it was because of Jesus’ hiding place and secret trail or because I believed that
the loudmouth townsmen, who had wanted to stone Mariah, had simply all gone home, but I was

no longer afraid. In rescuing Mariah from her villa, Papa and Ezra had been very brave, but
Jesus, in his own good time, had stopped us from being caught. After wandering on the outskirts
of town, he had accidentally arrived on the scene then, after causing Mariah to fall into
unconsciousness, casually found us a place to hide. I was still half convinced he was not right in
the head, and yet I knew we had gone this far because of him. The trail we took to the olive
orchard, as our hideout, came as a great surprise to Ezra, who had wandered these hills so
frequently as a child. But, after Jesus brought life back to a dead bird, we, his brothers, should
not have been surprised. No one had thanked him yet for what he had done. If I were to say
“Jesus, thank you for hiding us,” however, he would not take credit for the deed. He would tell
me that it was the Father acting though him, as he had claimed for the bird. It was as if, as I
write it down, Jesus was a conduit for God, though I now know it’s much more. Yet there were
many questions I wanted to ask Jesus that evening. As a child, I had many opportunities to
acknowledge his divinity. That evening, I wanted to ask him if this was a miracle as was his
curing of the bird or had the cave and trail been there all along. I had not yet thought to ask him
if he was really the Son of God.
As the questions rose in my throat, the old resentments kept the words from pouring from
my lips. Would he make another outlandish claim as he had about the bird? Would his eyes
blaze and would he make me feel so very small? . . . Once again, as a foolish child, I shrank from
the sublime. My dreams of being a soldier were so much easier to understand. Cornelius, the
Roman prefect I met on the bridge, still had greater status in my eyes.
Turning back to the group, I watched the last fierce gasp of brilliance as the sun set in the
west. Something, at the corner of my eye, flittered passed. It could have been a night bird or
bat. I wasn’t sure, and at that moment I didn’t care. I wanted food and a good night’s sleep.
Evening shadows sometimes played tricks on my eyes, and my imagination had always run wild.
Yet I turned in time to see it settle in the shadows, perhaps twenty paces away: a dark, rippling
chimera silhouetted against the green. At first, I thought it might be one of the others, until I
studied it for a while. I glanced back that moment to see my father with Ezra, James, Joseph,
and Simon in a huddle by the path leading up to our house. Mariah, I noted, had been laid gently
on the ground in a fetal position. Jesus stood directly in back of me muttering to himself as usual
—I assumed praying, while the dark body seemed to hover inches above the ground. Michael, I
knew, sat next to his mother. From behind me, I continued to hear Papa, Ezra, James, Joseph,
and Simon muttering amongst themselves. I realized that, like Michael, the dark body could not
be any one of them. Gripped with mounting terror, I wondered if one of the townsmen was in
the orchard with others not far away. I tried to turn and alert the others, but this time I was
petrified with fear and my voice froze in my throat. There was something unnatural about the
specter that made me realize, child though I was, that this was an infernal, not a mortal, being.
The evening light, faint as it was, should have highlighted a body moving under the trees, and yet
it remained as black as night, undulating ever so subtly, as the shade cast in moonlight.
Jesus and I had drifted away from the others. What happened now, I must now conclude
was intended only for us, though it was not easy to admit this to myself.
“Do you see it Jude—that shadow in the trees? Tell me truthfully.” He moved forward,
until he was looking at me squarely in the face. “For a moment put away your resentment of me,
and tell me what you see!”
“A monster, . . .a demon,” I swallowed heavily, “. . . I’m not sure.”

“It’s the Evil One,” he replied severely. “Remember this as a sign, when your heart
softens and you believe.” “We shared this miracle together,” he whispered discreetly, hugging
me to his chest. “You, Judah Bar Joseph cannot deny what you and I have seen!”
“Get thee behind me Satan!” he called in a shrill whisper. And the hovering chimera
disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared.
Everyone was so used to seeing Jesus act strangely, no one paid attention to the
pantomime at our end of the clearing. After his demonstration, he patted me on the head
affectionately, as I often did our pet goat. It was the first time Jesus had called me by my birth
name. Because of the notoriety of Judah the Galilean and a few other rogues he knew with that
name, Papa had begun calling me Jude, the Romanized version of this name. I had never liked
my birth name Judah but Jesus had made it sound important to me.
Though the sun had finally set, I saw his blue eyes clearly as they caught the last rays of
the dying sun. Again they flashed. Again his face seemed to glow from inner fire. The specter
had vanished completely in the darkness. As night cloaked our passage, Papa called faintly for
us to follow him to the house. Michael stayed close to Ezra as he carried his mother up the path.
Jesus and I walked together, after he paused a moment to thank the Lord. I heard the men
murmuring to each other as they ascended the trail to our house. I imagined my brothers were as
weary as I, but Jesus marched up the hill beside me, filled with that boundless energy that had
carried him over the Nazarene hills.
When we reached the top, we could see over the tops of our plum trees a sight that wiped
away the warmth and peace we felt. Flames were rising into the darkened sky from the far end
of town where Mariah’s villa sat. Though careful not to make a sound, all of us uttered a
collective groan. Michael sat down dejectedly on a tree stump, until Papa came over and
prodded he and the rest of us into the house. In spite of this terrible event, Papa and Ezra settled
Mariah in a corner of the large room and told us all to stay inside, until they had seen this
disaster for themselves. Mama and the twins had been watching the conflagration from the front
yard, arriving in the house before Papa and Ezra left.
“What have you done, you foolish man?” she scolded Papa.
“They were going to stone her,” he answered simply. “What else could we do?”
“I don’t know,” she muttered, wringing her hands, “but this isn’t good. I saw a crowd of
men and women pass our house, heading toward Mariah’s house. The whole town is upset about
this, even Samuel and his friends!”
“Mary,” he asked, taking her into his arms, “have I ever done anything I thought was
wrong in God’s eyes?”
“Well…no,” she answered indecisively.
“Then you must trust me,” he said sternly. “Until we’re sure of Mariah’s frame of mind,
leave her bound on the floor. We tied her up for her own good.”
“Is she unconscious?” Mama looked down at her.
“Leave her be!” commanded Papa, as he opened the door.
We waited only a few moments after the two men left before slipping out and making our
way to the burning house. Even Jesus disobeyed our father this time. Mama and the twins said
nothing as we departed. Jesus’ normally calm and mystical demeanor had been replaced by a
righteous anger, as I interpret it now. When Simon, who was afraid to go, mocked him for
disobeying our father, Jesus told him it was more important to obey God. That night I had never

seen Jesus so upset. Michael, who was in a state of shock, stumbled along, as would a drunken
man, mumbling to himself. I reached down several times to steady him, but he jerked away from
me in his misery, until Jesus once again said those magical words: “Be calm!”
Michael’s shaky frame immediately steadied and, in spite of the dire circumstances, he
gave us all a brave smile. Though we had no time to properly marvel at this event, it was tucked
away in the excellent memory that God gave to me. When I remember such events, I can recall
precise details that most mortal men have long since forgotten. The problem was I didn’t
understand much of what I saw. This time, however, as I looked at Mariah’s villa, I understood
clearly everything I had experienced this day. I would be ten years old this coming winter, but I
felt much older and wiser this hour. I had not fully understood, because of my youth and
stubbornness, the significance of what Jesus had done in Mama’s garden last year, but this time
in the orchard Jesus had shared with me his battle with the Evil One. I could not hear it, but I
wondered, as I watched him raise his hands up to the dark, starlit sky, if the devil was not
constantly tempting him, as it tempted the prophets of old.
Papa and Ezra knew that such a fire would be impossible to put out without a fire
brigade, which Nazareth didn’t have. Even if there were volunteers, which would be sparse in
our small village, the chief water sources in Nazareth were located in a few of the resident’s
yards, with one large communal well in the center of town. Michael understood, as we did, the
hopelessness of this situation and yet he turned to Jesus now.
“You seem to have great powers,” he said with great bitterness, “and yet you could not
save my mother’s house.”
“I claim no such powers,” Jesus frowned.
“Shut up Michael,” Simon cried, “he’s not to blame. It’s your crazy mother’s fault.”
“But I thought your father would stop these men,” he glanced back at Simon. “They were
his friends, where they not? Tell me, Jesus, why would God, whom you know so well, let this
happen?”
“Michael, that’s enough,” scolded James. “We’re sorry your house is on fire. But your
mother’s safe. You’re safe. My father and Ezra are going to make sure you and your mother
find a new life. I heard them say so.”
“What kind of life will that be?” spat Michael. “This is our home. Our only relative is
my aunt Esther and cousin Baruch in Jerusalem. I hate that old woman. My cousin is worse.
They won’t let us stay in their fine house.”
That moment, as Jesus ran ahead to join Papa and Ezra on the path, I tried to comfort
Michael by patting his back, but he shook me off, and just stood there glaring at the fire. Papa
motioned for Jesus to go back down the hill. I hoped that my father and his friend weren’t
planning on entering the villa in order to salvage some of merchandise as he planned on doing
earlier in order to reimburse the shepherds who would accompany Mariah and her son to
Jerusalem. He was angry with his oldest son for disobeying him, yet said nothing as Jesus stood
a short distance, watching the flames rise from the roof. There he remained with his arms folded
as the two men stood at the entrance of Mariah’s villa, before entering the burning house.
“Look!” Joseph pointed. “Jesus is very disobedient tonight.”
“What’s he doing?” sneered Simon. “Calling on the Most High to put out the fire?”

As Jesus raised his arms again to the sky, I knew this was exactly what he had in mind. I
said nothing to my brothers or Michael, but I crept up to him, planting myself a short distance
behind him, so I could hear his prayer:
“Oh Lord, Mariah’s son Michael is not to blame for her foolishness, and she’s but a
broken spirit without your light. Please take the darkness from Mariah’s mind. Give Michael’s
spirit strength. If it be your will Father, stop these flames before they completely destroy her
house. And please watch over Mariah and Michael when they start their lives—”
Sensing that Jesus’ prayer was close to its end, I scurried back to Michael and my
brothers, sensing what came next. Before I reached the line of spectators gathering at the foot of
the hill, I heard thunder. Reminded of that day in the orchard after Jesus revived the dead bird, I
froze in my tracks. As rain fell upon my upturned face, I quickly retraced my steps, meeting
Jesus halfway up the hill. A faint mist at first, the falling rain transformed into droplets, then
splashes of water, until a great deluge poured out of the sky.
Jesus and I were drenched almost immediately by the downpour. The white tunic and
robe he wore were matted to his frame. Except for my oldest brother, who stood only a few
paces away, it was all a wet blur. I glanced around in shock at the rainstorm, yet I realized once
again I had nothing to fear. I knew that the fire would soon be out. I could imagine how the
townsmen, terrified by the sudden torrent, would flee like frightened sheep. I rejoiced at this
thought. After all my travels, I have not seen a cloudburst as complete as the downpour in my
home town that night. My oldest brother had great power! It was one more defining moment in
my relationship with Jesus, completely confounding my young mind.
“Thank you Jesus!” I shouted deliriously, embracing his chest. “Now Papa can pay the
shepherds with supplies from Mariah’s house, so they’ll take her away from this awful town!”
“I’ve done nothing,” said Jesus, patting my head, “that God has not willed. I’m not a
sorcerer or wizard demonstrating his power. The Lord acts though me; on my own I can do
nothing without his authority. If you pray really hard, your prayers will be answered too.”
“Will he give me a pony?” I grinned impishly.
“Jude,” Jesus stroked my hair, “you don’t understand. He does not want us to ask for
selfish things. If you pray, pray for others—needful things.”
Through the storm, I could hear his voice clearly, but the rain, falling in great sheets, now
stung our eyes and filled our mouths as we talked. Following Papa, Ezra, Michael, and my other
brothers’ example, we found shelter in an unburned portion of the villa, walking immediately
into an ongoing argument between Papa and his friend.
Michael had evidently managed to light a few lamps, whose light gave their faces an
eerie glow.
“This is blasphemy,” Ezra was shouting. “There is but one God capable of miracles! You
seriously believe your son Jesus has performed miracles?”
“You don’t understand,” my father shook his head, “I said no such thing.”
“Really?” challenged Ezra “Did you not imply that Jesus caused it to rain? Earlier today,
he miraculously found that cave and trail, and I heard your other sons boast that he revived a
dead bird.”
“No,” I jumped in, after recalling my brother’s words, “the Lord acts through Jesus. God
has given him his power.”

“What?” Ezra grasped his forehead. “Now your youngest son, a mere child, quotes
heresy!” “Where did you hear that nonsense, Jude.” He glared down at me. “Did Jesus tell you
that?”
“Yes,” I nodded excitedly, “and he does have great power, ‘cause God gave it to him. He
said if I prayed real hard, I’d get a pony!”
Ezra made the sign to ward off the evil eye, sputtering in disbelief at what he was hearing
in this room. James, Joseph, Simon, and Michael looked on mutely at this exchange. I thought
my father might hit Ezra to stop his angry flow of words. Afraid of what I might say next, Jesus
frowned and gently squeezed my arm. I noted, as the others, that the rain has ceased pounding
the roof of the villa. I wondered if it had been called off because of another prayer. Jesus lips
had moved briefly, but I heard no sound.
“I’m sorry you’re offended,” he said, smiling at Ezra, “but this is strange to me too. It’s
not my choice. I merely answer to God’s command. Did not the prophets exercise the Lord’s
authority? You, Ezra, if you have great faith, can exercise his authority too.”
“You, a mere youth, compare yourself to the prophets?” Ezra found his voice. “You say
you exercise God’s authority and claim to do His commands?”
“Yes, you have said it,” Jesus nodded gravely, “but you don’t understand it all.”
“Joseph!” Ezra looked back at my father. “Listen to him. I thought you were a righteous
man, who lives by the Torah. Jesus has gone further than the prophets, if he claims credit for
raising the dead—even a mere bird—or making it rain. God does not give authority to children,
that’s what we have priests and rabbis for.”
“I’m not righteous,” frowned Papa, “but I know that Jesus, my oldest son, is. As far as
our rabbi is concerned, he’s a fool. You saw how he acted today. You also saw how some of
our pious citizens wanted to stone that poor woman. Can you, like them, condemn what you
don’t understand?”
“I condemn no one.” Ezra’s shoulders slackened. “I’m glad I can help Mariah, but I don’t
understand your oldest son. I won’t tell anyone about what I’ve seen and heard, yet I fear for
your family Joseph. Nazarenes are simple folk. They won’t understand these claims that Jesus
has power to change the weather and raise the dead. They’ll think he’s a blasphemer or sorcerer
and won’t accept your fine words.”
To change the subject, James told us that it had stopped raining. This was quite obvious
to us all. Despite the silence outside, however, a dark cloud hung over this room. Everyone was
tired and hungry. It had been a momentous day that Ezra was attempting to spoil. He muttered
an apology to Papa, which Papa accepted graciously, but we knew that things would never be the
same. James and Joseph gave me a weary look, while Simon stared dully into space. Michael,
carrying a lamp, lead the way out of the villa, and we walked out into the chilled night wrapped
in our thoughts. Instead of handing the heavy lamp to one of the men, Michael gave it to Jesus.
Jesus was moved greatly and held it high to light our way. Looking back over the years, I like to
believe that Michael had made a silent statement to my brother—an apology or recognition of
what Jesus was. Jesus would be the light of the world, as John would one day claim, and yet
even our father could not imagine who my oldest brother really was.

Chapter Five
Jesus, Standing Watch

Rivulets of water ran in places were it had seldom been, filling dried streambeds, gullies,
and yards to overflowing in a matter of moments. We would learn also that many poorly
constructed roofs had collapsed that night, and virtually every garden in Nazareth, including our
own, had been wrecked by the deluge. As we trudged self-consciously back to our home,
unsuspecting townsfolk sloshed through their muddy front yards to witness our small parade. I
had believed for a long time after this event that it was God, Himself, at Jesus command, who
had punished them for what they had almost done to one of their own. For those not directly
responsible for the attempted stoning and burning of Mariah’s house, there were scores of
townsfolk who stood by and did nothing to stop the self-righteous fever in our town. Now I
know that even the youth Jesus was ignorant of his Father’s purpose. The conversation that I
heard when Ezra departed for his own home was barely understood even by James and Joseph.
Simon, Michael and I, though we could not comprehend what Jesus was, accepted the fact of
what he could do.
“Jesus,” Papa uttered hoarsely, “you have not taken credit for anything happening today,
but I have a feeling that our storm was not natural but God sent.”
“I’m sorry your friend was offended, Papa,” Jesus sighed heavily. “I had no intentions in
interfering today; it was the Lord’s will. Should I disobey God?”
“No, of course not.” Papa waved a hand. “We’re in your debt. Your intercession on
behalf of God, if that’s what it was, saved Mariah and what was left of her house, but why did
you confront Ezra with the truth? Though he promised not to repeat what he heard, his wife
Naomi might spread it all over town.”
“He will tell no one,” Jesus assured him, “not even his wife.”
“Did God tell you that?” a touch of humor was in Papa’s voice.
“Yes,” nodded my oldest brother, “I act upon his authority.”
Sloshing in the ankle-deep mud in our garden, we followed Jesus, the lamp-bearer, up to
the house. As he held up the lantern, its light gave his face a supernatural glow, a reflection that
is hindsight since this label would not have occurred to me then. Children live by raw emotion.
My imagination, more than intellect, was stirred that night. Like everyone else, I was tired,
hungry and shaken by the crisis. As we approached the house, Mother peeked out the door with
an anxious look on her face. No one cared about theology at this hour; we just wanted to get
inside, eat dinner, and sleep past dawn. As I record this episode, however, I believe that Jesus’
answer to Papa’s last question summed up more clearly than anything else his relationship to
God. Years later, during his ministry, we would learn he was much more. At this stage, on the
long road to Golgotha, this was enough to digest. He had just told us that he was in direct
communications with God and that it was the Lord telling him what to do. But Papa was so
worried about what the town would think of Jesus he said nothing more.
Settling wearily on his favorite stool, he motioned us all, in spite of our muddy sandals,
into the house. Abigail and Martha, who helped mother clean and scrub, stared in horror at the

tracks we made on the floor. The odor of wet wool and ash on our clothes mingled with the
aroma of lentil stew and fresh bread floating in the air. The largest room, which served as both a
kitchen and meeting room, was strewn with woven pallets that my mother laid neatly on the
floor. After being scolded by Mama, we removed our sandals, wiped off our muddy feet, and
were drawn as jackals to our mother’s stew. Michael, of course, asked about his mother, whose
condition we assumed had not changed. Though her eyes had been wide open the last time we
saw her, we feared she might never wake up. Mother gave him a gentle smile, took his hand,
and motioned for us to follow her to the next room. Simon grumbled that he was half starved.
Papa, holding a hunk of warm bread, appeared to be falling asleep. When we entered the dimly
lit room with only a small lantern on a table nearby, we saw only darkness, until Jesus raised the
lamp he still carried and a collective gasp rose up in the room. To say that we were startled was
an understatement. There sitting on a stool with a placid expression on her face, as if she had
just awakened from a nap, was the Mariah Michael remembered as a young child.
“Mother!” he cried, racing into her arms. “You’re back! You’re back!”
“Yes, my son,” she caressed his hair, “I was in darkness and a voice told me to awaken. I
saw a bright light and awakened to see Mary’s face.”
“My dear,” mother said, looking over at her oldest son, “I had nothing to do with this.”
“It was God’s will,” declared Jesus, lowering his lamp. “All I did was pray. He must
have plans for you Mariah. An adventure in His service awaits you. You too are God’s child.”
I was very confused, but I was mostly very tired. Papa was shaken gently awake by
mother to see this miracle for himself. He was so pleased he raised Jesus up in a bear hug off the
floor. Once again, however, Jesus made it clear that our prayers would have been just as
powerful had we made them ourselves. Papa and mother exchanged worried frowns. The rest of
us gave him knowing smiles. We, his brothers, who did not yet understand the subtleties of
divinity, knew he had great power. If we were to judge by Jesus’ words, Mariah now had this
power too. We rejoiced over a common meal, with Jesus at the head of the table and Mariah and
Michael as our special guests. After thanking God for our food, Jesus explained how personal
prayer was more important than intercession by priests and that no rabbi or teacher of the law
could replace our personal relationship with God. This was, as I look back, the most
revolutionary thing Jesus had yet said. Compared to what he told the world later, it seemed
small, but it was a beginning that unfortunately was spoken to five footsore and weary boys now
falling asleep as they finished their stew.
That night we crawled onto our pallets and snuggled in the warm covers passed around
by Mama and the twins, convinced that we had survived the greatest adventure of our lives. I
remember looking across the room over the slumbering bodies of my brothers and seeing my
mother, father, Jesus, and Mariah, sitting at the table, probably mapping out their strategy for the
next day. Michael, my best friend, lie next to me, already fast asleep. So great was my trust in
Jesus and my father, the ordeals endured today and the problems lying ahead of us gave way to a
pleasant dream in which I found myself marching through Nazareth on a big white horse as a
legionnaire of Rome. For several moments this dreamscape grew progressively silly, until I
found myself on foot again confronting Cornelius, the Roman officer I met on the bridge.
Looking down from his own white steed, he laughed heartily. “What’s wrong Jude?
What has Jesus done now?”

“Jesus saved Mariah’s life and put out the fire burning her house. Now she needs safe
passage out of town.”
Cornelius looked at me with concern.
“Mariah’s in danger?” his voice boomed. “What has she done to make the townsmen hate
her so?”
Not wanting the prefect to think ill of Mariah, I thought about this a moment.
“Some folks think she’s a witch,” I answered carefully, “while others think she’s a
whore.” “But she is none of these.” I searched for the right words. “. . . Wine poisoned Mariah’s
soul, and Jesus cured her. Unless you give her save passage to Jerusalem, they’ll stone
Michael’s mother to death!”
“Let me get this straight,” Cornelius smiled wryly. “You expect Roman soldiers to take
this wench all the way to Jerusalem to keep her from being stoned?”
“Yes!” I jumped up and down excitedly. “Will you do it Cornelius? Huh? My father will
do all your carpentry free for life!”
Cornelius thought long and hard as I fidgeted, nodded gravely, turned in his saddle, and
called to his troops. I thanked him profusely, whooped with joy, and ran ahead to tell everyone
that help was on the way. My family, including Jesus, who was stroking a dead bird, Mariah,
and her son Michael were all waiting for me in the garden. I could not wait to tell them the
news. The more I ran, however, the further away they seemed to be. They were moving
backward as they stood in place, faster than I was running forward. Suddenly my happy dream
had turned into a nightmare. On each side of me was an angry line of townsmen, who shouted,
“Stone him! Stone him!” Instead of attacking Mariah, who was under the protection of Jesus, it
was my blood they wanted. Among my persecutors I saw Uriah, Nehemiah, and Deborah as
well as Rabbi Joachim, himself. When the first missile hit me it splattered harmlessly on the side
of my face. As I studied the missiles bouncing off me onto the ground, I realized it was dried
sheep dung. Laughing hysterically, I felt grateful that it was not rocks, but there were so many
chunks of sheep dung tossed at me I felt it on every inch of my body, including my eyes, ears,
and mouth. I stumbled over piles of it repeatedly and, for a moment, as it rained in heaps upon
me, I thought I would suffocate in dung, until finally, as I staggered blindly and an avalanche of
dung rolled over me, it grew progressively dark, I screamed, and awakened in a cold, dark room.
As I lie there, comforted by the gentle snores of my brothers, I wondered how long I had
been asleep. The meeting my parents had been having with Jesus and Mariah must have ended
hours ago. A small lantern, my mother left on the table, emitted an eerie light, which highlighted
the faces of the sleepers on the floor. My parents, the twins, and, I’m certain, Mariah, were in
the next room. Michael, who had nestled close to me, slept with his mouth open, a drool
escaping his lips. Simon, in spite of his boorish habits while awake, slept angelically, his hands
clasped on this chest, while my other two brothers, their backs turned, tossed and turned
continually in their sleep. The lamp, I knew, was intended for my parents or anyone else wishing
to slip out and use the cloaca, a Roman invention Papa had built into the side of our house. I had
never had a problem using this contrivance until tonight. I had been thirsty after our rescue of
Mariah and drank my share of juice. For a moment, I lie there feeling as if my bladder might
burst, dreading leaving the house. Our protection of Mariah had made us many enemies. There
could be, after Jesus last miracle, many more angry townsmen, furious about the damage done to
their gardens and homes. When I thought about my fears, which included a natural fear of the

dark, I thought about my oldest brother’s actions. Jesus had God firmly on his side. What did I
have to fear? After rising up carefully to avoid bumping Michael or Simon on each side of me, I
tiptoed across the floor, opened the door, and, clutching the lamp, slipped out into the night.
Popping into my head suddenly was the memory of the shadow Jesus and I saw in the garden. I
was not sure that he hadn’t conjured it up himself, perhaps to show his power, but I wasn’t
afraid. He had said “Get thee behind me Satan,” and poof it was gone. So it would be with all
things that lurked in the dark.
Stepping gingerly on the stones Papa had set in the ground as a path to the cloaca, I found
the shed in which it was housed. Looking down squeamishly into the marble lined abyss, I set
the lamp down on a small shelf, relieved myself, and quickly retraced my steps. On the way
back, I met Jesus coming the other way. He had obviously tried to use the step stones set in the
yard by Papa, but, as it happened during our return to the house earlier in the evening, he had
missed the flat stones a few times and was now splattered with mud.
Raising his much larger lamp in greeting, he halted and inclined his head. “Peace be
upon you Jude!”
“Jesus,” I whispered sharply, “why aren’t you in bed?”
“I heard a noise,” he answered discreetly, “over there in the road. One of our neighbors
was peeking over the fence. I must have frightened him away.”
“One of our neighbors?” I was taken back. “Whom? You sure that’s what it was? I just
had the worst dream!”
“It wasn’t the devil.” He smiled wryly, “I think it was old Nathan or perhaps Samuel, the
Pharisee.” “Please Jude,” he prodded gently, “it’s not safe out here. Go back into the house
where it’s safe!”
“It’s not safe for you either,” I protested, as he took my arm. “You must go inside too.
Some of the townsfolk think you’re strange Jesus. They might even stone you!”
Jesus reached down with his free hand and pulled me toward the house.
“All right Jude. The prowler’s gone. We shall both go inside. But be very quite; we
don’t want Mama to worry.”
I didn’t have a chance to argue with Jesus when we entered the house. It seemed
preposterous that he thought he was protecting our house. There had been dozens of townsmen
hunting for Mariah today. Many of them were big, burly men. With his coaxing, however, I
returned to my spot on the floor between Michael and Simon. A strange peace buoyed me. I
wasn’t afraid. After extinguishing the larger lamp, Jesus stood for a while looking out of the
kitchen window. The smaller lamp had been returned to the table. Its faint glow highlighted
Jesus’ youthful face, leaving the remainder of him subdued in shadows. His disembodied head,
flashing blue eyes, and golden tinged locks seemed otherworldly. As so many memories I have
of him, I will never forget that moment in which he turned my way in the darkness and smiled.
“Go to sleep Jude,” he whispered. “Tomorrow will be a long day.”
“Good night Jesus,” I called faintly. “You should get some sleep too.”
I would mentally label this scene “Jesus standing watch.” There would be many more
milestones in Jesus’ life. This memory stands out particularly in my mind, because it so clearly
defined, even at this early date, whom Jesus would one day be. At that point, in the dawning of
my understanding, I wouldn’t have thought to call him the Savior or the Good Shepherd, but
that’s who he was. . . and is today.

Chapter Six
Enemies Outside

Dawn’s light, which we witnessed from our pallets, streamed unmercifully onto the floor
as the door to the large room creaked open. A silhouette, we thought at first might be Papa,
stood in the doorway. Upon closer inspection, it was too tall and much too brawny to be our
father. As I studied the specter, I recalled the shadowy image that Jesus and I had both seen in
the olive orchard, but remembered that it had hovered ghost-like over the ground. I heard James
and Joseph whispering amongst themselves: “Is it Papa? Is it Ezra?” Who had entered
unannounced into our home? Simon was the only one who had not awakened, and lie there
peacefully, his hands still folded on his chest—a look of innocence belying his mischievous soul.
Another troubling difference with the specter, that even the sleeping Simon noticed, causing his
pudgy nose to twitch and eyes to open, was the dreadful smell of the tanner, whose clothes and
beard reeked of hide scrapings and putrid blood.
The realization of who this man was, came finally to me—the most sickening revelation,
as my thoughts raced back to those terrible moments in front of the rabbi’s house. “Where’s
Papa?” Simon yelped. While the rest of us froze on our pallets, we saw Jesus’ face, again
disembodied in the morning shadows. The door from the kitchen to the second room was shut,
which meant that our parents, Mariah, and the twins were still asleep. Jesus must have been
sitting at the wooden table, asleep, with his head resting on his folded arms as he so often did.
My other brothers, Michael, and I lie wide-eyed and mouth agape with fear, as we watched him
rise slowly to confront the intruder, who surveyed, with silent malevolence, the children in the
room.
“What do you want Reuben?” Jesus voice carried a malice we had never heard.
“Where’s Mariah?” the big man shouted. “Bring her out to us or we shall burn your
house too!”
“I warn you Reuben,” uttered Jesus, “you’re doing the devil’s work. The Lord shall
smote evil doers!”
“You, a mere stripling, warn me?” Reuben laughed.
By now my parents had raced into the room to confront the trespasser. Papa had
undoubtedly told Mariah to stay in the back room and keep silent.
“Mary, get my sword,” my father had said loud enough for all to hear, “the one passed
down in my family for killing evil doers such as this.”
“You, Joseph, the carpenter, think I came alone?” Reuben called across the room.
“Friends,” he bellowed at the top of his lungs, “tell our witch-loving, whore-mongering neighbor
why we’re here!”
“Mariah!” came a chorus of men. “Give us Mariah!”
As mother returned obediently with Papa’s long, curved sword, the shadow remained
silhouetted in the doorway, an ugly pitted face, with matted beard highlighted by the rising sun.
Though he had probably never used this relic of his ancestors, Papa raised it up, shook it

menacingly, its blade glinting in the light, then took, what looked like a warriors stance: feet
apart, left arm hanging loose, and weapon arm angled for attack.
James and Joseph laughed hysterically. Simon, hiding in the corner, was trembling like a
jackal, while Jesus looked as if he just might take matters into his own hands, muster up the
power of the Almighty, and blast Reuben to dust.
“Kill him Papa! Chop his head off!” I blurted, not believing what I had just said.
Jesus, with folded arms, nodded with approval at me. “A man has the right to resist evil
in his own house.”
“You want to cross blades with me, carpenter?” Reuben stuck out his jaw, “or is that
halfwit going to put a hex on me? I’ve got blades for my craft that could skin you both in a
flash.”
“Perhaps you do,” snarled Papa, brandishing his sword, “but they’re in that pest hole you
call a shop. Leave my house at once or I’ll skewer you like a spring lamb!”
“Really?” Reuben grinned. “You’ll fight us all? There’s more of us coming, you know.
Look out of your window and see the hopelessness in your defense of that fornicating witch.”
Papa began inching forward as Reuben held his ground. He looked back and frowned
angrily at Jesus, as Jesus moved around to the other side of the room. Avoiding eye contact with
Papa, Jesus stopped within the radius of the incoming light, close enough to spit on that awful
man. The morning sun gave my oldest brother in his white tunic and cape an otherworldly glow,
similar to what I saw last night. I was proud of Papa and Jesus for their bravery. I will never
forget seeing Jesus, the “angel,” on one side and Papa, “the warrior,” on the other—each ready to
fight evil in their own way, yet I was terrified that my brother and father would be torn to pieces
by the mob. We could hear muted voices, as the other stoners considered the drama inside our
house. The voices of Deborah and Ethan could be heard ranting in the distance. I followed
Michael carefully over to the kitchen, flashing Jesus a worried look. I knew that Papa could send
Reuben to Gahenna in one stroke, but Jesus was relying upon his authority with God, which
would require another miracle. Had not Uriah, Nehemiah, and I been told in school by Rabbi
Joachim “thou shalt not tempt the Lord” and “vengeance is mind sayeth the Lord”? In our
garden, trampling my mothers vegetables and herbs and spilling out into the road, loitered a
multitude of townsfolk, who had been worked up into stoning fever by Ethan and Deborah, the
crone. They had sent their biggest and ugliest associate in to frighten us into giving up Mariah
and were waiting for us to cast her out of our house.
Though Papa and Jesus held their ground, it was hardly a stalemate. Papa, we knew, was
not a warrior, but Reuben would not dare try anything with his sword pointed at his belly. We
needed another miracle. As I looked over expectantly at Jesus, Reuben glanced over his
shoulder at the mob, calling in a singsong voice “Listen friends, Joseph’s not listening. I need
help in here!”
After stepping on a stool by the window, I became an eyewitness to an incredible pageant
in our front yard. I could see only a handful of townsmen actually holding stones—rocks my
mother had placed around her plants. All of them were ankle deep in mud. James believed that
most of Mariah’s tormentors were spectators. This was probably true yesterday when a group of
them broke into the villa and later set it afire.
More timid than Reuben, Josiah and Asa, among the first townsmen to holler “stone
her!”, stepped forward a few paces but halted at the threshold of the door. Perhaps they were

afraid of the “mad swordsman” inside the house. More likely, I thought, as I peeked over the
sill, many of them, as Joseph feared, were just biding their time before rushing in and dragging
our guest out.
What were they waiting for? Why did they hesitate so long in our garden and on the
nearby road? I saw people arriving I hadn’t before in Nazareth, and yet most of them, like James
said, were gawking at our house like spectators at a parade.
At this point, I did something I didn’t do very often—I prayed. I think we all prayed
those moments, except Simon, who was too scared to pray. Jesus, I imagined, was praying the
hardest. As Reuben was joined by Josiah in the doorway—the two burliest men in town, Papa
came forward swinging wildly with his sword. The two interlopers fled the house, as Michael
and I cheered with glee. Reuben cried out dramatically “the witch has cast a spell over the
carpenter. We might have to burn them out!”
It was then, as I studied their faces, that I realized how correct James had been: the vast
majority of the townsfolk in our yard and on the road were idlers, drawn by the commotion at
our house. My first hint was the reaction many of them had at Reuben’s terrible solution for
expelling our guest. It had been that dumb look I’ve seen in sheep following the shepherd,
transformed suddenly into fear when the shepherd turns out to be a wolf.
“Huh, what did he say?” Old Nathan cupped his ear.
“He said ‘we should burn them out!’ ” cackled Deborah. “Don’t worry, he-he-he, they’re
just going to smoke her out!”
“But that’s Joseph the carpenter’s house,” Samuel wrung his hands. “Josiah told me they
were just going to scare them. That Reuben and his friends are going too far!”
It was that mad-as-an-adder (self-styled patriarch) Ethan, waving his staff, who
discredited their cause the most. “Stone them! Stone them all!” his voice shrilled. “Destroy the
blasphemers hiding the witch!” This caused even Deborah to wince. The crone laughed
hysterically and shook her head, while a large number of spectators began returning to their
homes. Papa, his sword at this side, peered out the door, listening, along with Michael, James,
Joseph, and I, as Reuben told a small group of men that he was going to find himself a torch.
“Don’t worry, we’re just going to frighten them,” he said too loudly to his friends.
“No, you must be drunk,” Josiah backed away. “I’m not going to be party to this.”
“Me neither!” Asa shook his head.
“All right,” Reuben frowned irritability, “no torch.” “Friends,” he turned to the
disintegrating mob, “we all agree that Mariah is a witch and corruptor of children and that
Joseph’s family has always been strange. Have we not heard the stories of Joseph’s oldest son
Jesus’ sorcery—the claim that he cured a dead bird and cast spells on behalf of God. At the fire
at Mariah’s villa, caused, they said, by the wrath of God, witnesses claim they heard Jesus call
upon Beelzebub to put out the flames. Do you wonder why Joseph protects that witch when his
own son consorts with Satan?”
“Lies!” my father charged out the door. “You filthy swine of a man! You’ve never liked
me or my family. You’ve always been jealous for not having my Mary for yourself. Everything
that comes out of you mouth is an abomination to the Lord!”
This was more than Reuben, the tanner, could endure. Hefting a shovel that had been
leaning against the fence, he brandished it as a weapon, crouched down in an attack position, and

began dueling with Papa before the horror-stricken eyes of the townsfolk still loitering in our
yard.
“We wanted to stone Mariah,” complained Josiah said to Asa, “not harm Joseph, the
town carpenter and his family.”
I could not hear what Deborah, Ethan, and Samuel were muttering amongst themselves,
but it appeared, by the way he shook his finger, that Samuel was scolding the other two for their
actions this hour. Suddenly and quite belatedly Rabbi Joachim arrived on the scene. We all
breathed sighs of relief when it appeared as if everyone was going home. Reuben stood in the
garden gnashing his teeth as the rabbi entered our yard.
“Go home Reuben,” he ordered the tanner, “you’ve caused enough trouble today.”
“They’re harboring a witch and fornicator,” Reuben spat bitterly. “That is an unholy
house!”
“The only thing unholy here,” Joachim snarled, “is what you and your friends did to
Mariah’s house and what you tried to do today.”
Reuben turned once more to gaze menacingly at our house then shuffled dejectedly back
to his shop. There was no question in our minds that Reuben was a dangerous man, but he had
gone too far and too fast in his efforts to drum up a stoning and had scared his following away.
Handing his sword to mother, Papa composed himself and motioned for the rabbi to enter
his house. Carrying the sword in her apron, Mother disappeared in the next room where Mariah
was hidden away.
“You’re late,” Papa said bluntly. “We could have used you as a peace maker awhile ago.”
“I’m sorry,” Joachim said contritely, “I should have come earlier, but I asked Samuel to
see what all the commotion was about. Uriah’s very sick.” “I think it was something he ate.”
“I didn’t get sick,” I said boldly. “Nehemiah didn’t get sick either. We all ate Mariah’s
sweet meats, candied dates, and cheeses. So it must have been all that wine Uriah drank. That
would make anyone sick!”
“Is he all right?” asked Papa, motioning for me to shut up.
James, Joseph, Simon, and I snickered amongst ourselves, while Michael laughed aloud.
The rabbi walked over, pinched my cheek, and patted me on my head.
“Yes, and Jude’s right,” he said gravely, “but that is not why I’m here.”
I broke into hysterical giggles then, until I felt Jesus presence by my side.
“Be calm,” he whispered so that only I could hear. “This house is protected by the Lord.”
Jesus, I wanted to shout, how can you be so sure? Everything had worked out quite well.
While he stood watch near the door, as he did last night, nothing happened in our home, in spite
of Reuben intrusion and old Ethan’s attempt to drum up support. But had Jesus really been
responsible for protecting our house, as it seemed he was for our escape yesterday and, as
Reuben claimed falsely he did through Beelzebub, by putting out the fire? What I heard from the
rabbi these moments deflated our collective sense of relief and angered Jesus very much. The
little fat man, who had offered no apology for not coming to our aid, now raised a finger
accusingly at my farther.
“I don’t approve of vigilantes, Joseph, but you’re harboring an evil doer in your house!”
“What?” Papa’s mouth dropped. “You believe those hate-mongers? I thought you were
my friend, Joachim. Is it Mariah’s fault your son’s a little pig?”

“I’m not talking about my son,” Joachim’s face darkened. “I’m talking about what they
found in one of Mariah’s rooms: bats wings, crushed grasshoppers, and all manner potion and
evil drugs. This is the formulary of witchcraft; do you deny that?”
“Mariah was touched in the head,” Papa explained heatedly. “I told you she was sick.
Where is your compassion Joachim? Where is the forgiveness as a man of God.”
“Was?” Joachim wrinkled his nose. “What do you mean was? Isn’t she still sick?”
“No,” answered Papa, glancing over at Jesus, “she’s perfectly normal now and barely
remembers her past”
Perfectly normal? This was a revelation to James, Joseph, Simon, Michael, and I.
Everyone, except Papa and Jesus, raised their eyebrows and dropped their bottom jaws.
Fortunately, the rabbi was more interested in the look our father gave his oldest son or he would
have noticed our surprise.
“. . . . And how did this transformation come about?” Joachim uttered with suspicion,
after a long pause.
“Jesus prayed,” Papa spoke in almost a whisper.
The rabbi had avoided using the word miracle. Very wisely it seemed to me, Papa used
the word prayer instead, which, I heard Jesus once say was something anyone could do to make
something happen. But this was not good enough for the self-righteous rabbi.
“I heard about Jesus’ prayers,” he said, stroking his beard. “Jude told Uriah that he cured
a dead bird and talks to himself continually, claiming he communicates with God. They say he
called upon Beelzebub to make it rain. The townsfolk are cruel, Joseph. They had thought Jesus
to be addled in the head, but after last night many of them think he’s a blasphemer and, like
Mariah, performs black magic.”
“You have said enough Rabbi Joachim!” Papa exploded in rage. “You have believed the
rumor-mongers as you did the hate-mongers over the word of an old friend. I blame you,
Joachim, for Mariah almost being stoned. On the word of your son, you incited the elders in
town. Now you imply that my oldest son is an evildoer too. Get out of my house! Go, before I
throw you out myself!”
“I will go Joseph,” Joachim forced a smile. “But you must rid yourself of that woman
before it’s too late. I haven’t heard how you dispersed the crowd today, but it’s plain to me that
Reuben and his friends failed. Up until our sons’ meeting with Michael’s mother, most
townsfolk thought Mariah might be a witch or whore. Now they’ll know. When the truth about
what was found in Mariah’s house spreads throughout Nazareth, a larger group will probably
storm your house.”
“Out, hypocrite! Coward! Betrayer!” cried Papa. “How dare you threaten a guest in my
house!”
“I threaten no one,” the rabbi said, as he walked out the door. “I come to warn, that’s all.
Send Mariah away, rather than get her stoned. Keep close reins on your oldest son, before he
goes too far.”
The door was slammed shut behind the rabbi, though he shouted out his advice for all
Nazareth to hear. On the verge of crying, I turned to Jesus, who stood gazing off into space. We
would learn later that Rabbi Joachim had, that very moment, tripped on his robe and fallen face
forward into a puddle of mud. I saw Jesus eyes narrow a brief second, concerned that I was

causing his irritation. My lower lip quivered and shoulders slumped. “Jesus, what I told Uriah
about you was suppose to be a secret.”
“I know,” he said gently, “but you must be careful whom you trust with a secret.”
Papa sat down on his favorite stool by the table and we crowded around him, Jesus,
James, Joseph, Simon, Michael, and I, proud but worried about his stance today. As Jesus stood
silently with his arm on Papa’s back, pent-up questions resounded in the room. How could we
get Mariah on the road to Jerusalem without her being caught? What would happen to Papa’s
business after she’s gone? Why had the rabbi spoken ill of Jesus? Did the townsfolk really
believe he was a practitioner of the black arts?
“Enough!” Papa spread his palms. “Don’t worry about my business. I’m the only
carpenter and woodworker in town. That’s why Josiah, Asa, and many of the others backed off
today. And Mariah, with the Lord’s help, will be safe.” “As for Jesus,” he reached up and patted
his hand, “He shall watch over him too. We don’t care what those narrow-minded townsfolk
think, do we?”
“No, Papa,” Jesus sighed, “but we care about you.”
At that very moment, the radiant and lovely Maria entered the room. Trailing behind her
were the twins, tittering back and forth, and then Mama, a worried look on her face. I must
admit even now, after all my travels, that Mariah was the most stunning woman I had ever seen.
Mother had scrubbed off her unsightly make-up and cleaned her up as befitting a Jewish matron.
A deepening furrow on Mama’s brow, followed by the slightest of frowns was her gentle way of
telling us that matters were not right in the world. Today, as a rare event, her anger was spoken
aloud.
“We’re moving,” she announced calmly, motioning for Mariah to set down. “After we
help settle her in Jerusalem, we can go live with my kinswoman in Sepphoris. I’ve had enough
of these Nazarene rustics.”
“That’s where we saw the dancing ladies by Aunt Elizabeth’s house.” Simon clapped his
hands with glee.
“That’s the town where crazy old Uncle Ahab lived?” I wrinkled my nose.
Papa was not used to mother speaking her mind. He sat there quietly a moment as we
discussed this momentous issue. Only Simon thought this might be a good idea. We knew how
hard our father had worked to build up his business in Nazareth. Sepphoris was a big, noisy, and
sinful city. We didn’t relish moving to such a strange place, but the thought of what our future
might be in Nazareth frightened us too. Jesus didn’t join our chatter. The troubled expression on
his face, I imagined, was for all the gossip he had personally generated in town.
“Mary, we’re not moving,” Papa tried to be calm. “We’ve talked about this before. This
is our home—where our children grew up. Our friends are here. My business is here. Sepphoris
is no place to raise a family.”
“Ah, but you think Nazareth is a good place for our family?” Mary gave him a bitter
laugh. “Here we have narrow-minded, hateful, and spiteful fair weather friends, who turn on us
because of their ignorance and superstition. Here, in spite of my husband’s generosity in
receiving chickens and spring lambs for payment instead of money, our neighbors and friends
spit on you because we helped an unfortunate widow and her son. Here, above all, we must
constantly worry about our oldest son’s habits, when, in fact, he is already doing God’s work.”
“Joseph, do you remember what the Nazarenes almost did to me?” She looked protectively over

at Jesus. “Fortunately for us, we had to return to the place of our birth to be taxed—Bethlehem.”
“Afterwards,” she said dreamily, “the Lord told you to take us to Egypt. By the time that wicked
old Herod died and we were called back to Galilee, the stoning fever had died. We were
respectable once more.”
Papa’s face showed deep emotion during Mama’s reminiscence, but, as the Galilean
fishermen would say, she had stepped into deep, troubled waters. Already, for our tender ears,
she had gone too far.
“Please Mary, the children are confused enough,” Papa shook his head in dismay. “Why
must you dredge up all this now. There’s too much to do. Nazareth is not so bad. There are
towns in Galilee and Judea much worse. Jesus has promised me he will be more careful. These
townsfolk, as you remember, have short memories. This will blow over when Mariah’s safely
gone.”
“Joseph,” mother said as kindly as possible, “you’re in denial. When they hear of
Mariah’s flight to Jerusalem, our children will not be safe in this town, especially Jesus. Do you
remember what Reuben and the rabbi said? Now added to the rescue of Mariah, to fester in their
shallow minds, will be the rumor that Jesus called upon Beelzebub to put out that fire.”
Papa and our mother argued for several moments on whether to flee Nazareth or stick it
out, when it seemed obvious that we should first be planning Mariah’s escape. Jesus, in spite of
Michael’s fears, was greatly worried about Mariah’s safety but, like the rest of us, would not
dare interrupt this heated discussion. It was the first time we had seen our parents disagree with
each other. What settled the issue temporarily was the sound of knocking on the door.
“Wait,” Jesus cautioned us, “let me look out the window first.”
“Who is it?” Papa asked, as Jesus peeked over the sill.
“Ezra,” Jesus frowned, “and a small, dark fellow dressed like a shepherd.”
“He found us a guide!” Papa jumped up excitedly from the table. “Let them in!”
James opened the door carefully, peeking out first, as Papa’s voice bellowed a greeting.”
“Peace be upon you!” Joseph reached out warmly to grip their hands.
“Peace be upon on the house of Joseph,” the small, dark man bobbed his turbaned head.
Ezra said nothing as our visitor introduced himself to us as Odeh Shabrat. In a very adult
like manner Jesus came forward and returned their greeting. James and Joseph bowed politely at
the waste, while Simon, Michael, and I stood there gawking at the strange looking man. The
look on Ezra’s face told us that his suspicions about Mariah as well as Jesus still festered in his
mind. This saddened us, but failed to damper Papa’s enthusiasm this moment.
“Did Ezra explain how we can pay you for your help?” Papa came straight to the point.
“If this is satisfactory, can you and your people take Mariah safely to Jerusalem?”
“You are most correct,” he bobbed his head again.
“Are you an Edomite?” I blurted.
“No, my inquisitive friend,” he laughed heartily, “I’m an Arab. The Edomites have
always been pagans, like the Syrians and Egyptians. Your people once called us Ishmaelites.
Our ancestor, Ishmael, the first son of Abraham, though cast out to wander the desert, was
blessed by the Lord. Some of my people are faithful servants of the Most High.”
Jesus smiled at me, Michael giggled, and James clamped his hand onto my mouth, as the
three men sat down at the table to discuss the details of the escape. Mother and the twins served
our guests a snack of grape juice, goat cheese, bread, and figs. Ezra claimed he had already

eaten, but Odeh ate ravenously, as if he had not eaten in days. Having missed our own morning
meal, the children were sent outside, while the adults planned out Mariah’s flight. Jesus, who
had turned fifteen last summer and recently earned a degree of respect, was not happy with this,
but understood the animosity Papa’s friend had toward him. All of us, of course, eavesdropped
by crouching below the open window to listen in.
We noticed several townsfolk lurking around our property but none of them were the men
who had rallied in Rabbi Joachim’s yard. At one heart stopping point, as we craned our ears,
Jesus walked over to Malachi, the village weaver, and asked him if he had business with father.
When Ephraim, the potter, and his friend Adonijah were drawn to this exchange, we were
reminded of the malice that many townsfolk had for our oldest brother and ran to his defense.
“Go away! Leave our brother alone!” cried James.
“Insolent are these children of Joseph,” remarked Ephraim to Adonijah. “Not only do
they harbor evildoers, but, in their mistrust of their neighbors, they insult travelers on the street.”
“Come, come, Ephraim and Adonijah.” Malachi, sneered, bowing politely to Jesus.
“Joseph’s children are not to blame for what goes on in this house.”
“I’m not a child,” Jesus snarled. “My father’s house is blessed by the Lord.”
The three men found this quite humorous. Their laughter faded as their corpulent forms
retreated gradually down the long road. A few others passed by but none stopped as had
Malachi, Ephraim, and Adonijah, while Jesus stood watch in our yard.
While our oldest brother patrolled the garden and perimeter of our home, we continued to
eavesdrop on the adults inside. It was more difficult this time to play the role of snoops because
of the mud on the ground. The only dry portions of the yard were the large stones in Mama’s
trampled garden, the far edge of which found us standing on various rocks, craning our ears. By
the periods of silence and indecisive bursts of information it appeared that they, in fact, had no
plan. Their attempt to keep their voices low, moreover, turned into a complete failure because of
the visitor’s boisterous manner and Papa and Ezra’s frustration with the man.
“Bring the woman through the orchard in the dead of night?” cried Odeh, “What
nonsense. My friends and I are not goats!”
“But I thought a shepherd would go after a lost sheep at all hours of the day,” we heard
Papa reply. “Surely, with a lantern, you could safely accomplish this feat.”
“Ho-ho, now you jest,” the visitor laughed, “what sort of criminal am I taking charge of?”
“She’s not a criminal,” said Papa. “Mariah’s a victim of vigilantes. She’s kept to herself
and never harmed a soul in this town. They tried to stone her and almost burned down her house
—”
“No, I’m sorry, my new friend,” he uttered a sarcastic laugh. “To do this at night,
especially with a lamp, implies great danger. They will end up stoning us, if they catch us with
her on the trail.”
Stepping off our rocks, we edged up closer and closer to the window to hear more clearly
the argument inside. For several moments, Papa tried to convince Odeh that most townsfolk
were too superstitious to attack them at night. Ezra merely echoed Papa’s words at times, though
his tone lacked conviction. He said nothing when Papa told Odeh that Mariah was not a
criminal. Mariah could not possibility be spirited away in the daytime, and Odeh, who appeared
to be superstitious himself, would not undertake this at night. There was simply no place for this

conversation to go, unless Papa and Ezra could change Odeh’s mind, until mother walked back
into the room.
We could barely hear her voice. “What if she doesn’t sneak out of town?” she said
offhandedly as the men bickered. “What if we hide Mariah in a wool-dealers cart?”
“That’s ridiculous!” Odeh blared. “In broad daylight, when such a journey must take
place, you’d be caught and your stowaway would be—” I could picture him making a throat
cutting gesture to indicate Mariah’s potential fate.
“So, you think sneaking her through the orchard and over the hills in broad daylight is a
better idea?” Papa asked in disbelief. “I don’t think you want to do this at all.”
“Odeh,” Ezra took him to task, “when I told you about our plan, you agreed to hide her in
your cart and take her with you to Jerusalem. Now, because you think she’s a criminal, you’ve
changed your mind. If you won’t sneak her out of Nazareth at night and you won’t sneak her out
in broad daylight, you’re not sneaking her out at all.”
“Ezra, we mustn’t give up!” Papa cried.
Mother told them to keep it down again and they grumbled a few moments, but then
silence fell over our house. All of us, except Jesus, were plunged into despair. Certain they
would eventually storm our house and take his mother away, Michael began weeping. James,
Joseph, and Simon stood up in disgust and walked away. I looked numbly across the yard at
Jesus, who sat, with his back turned, on my rock. I was still not sure if Jesus was the miracle
worker I saw in front of Mariah’s house—it was such an awesome thing to believe, but that
feeling came over me once more that Jesus was up to something. Whether it would be caused by
praying to God or his own internal magic, I knew Mariah would be all right. Jesus so much as
told me this when he promised that nothing would happen to our father’s house. . . . But how
could this be done? I asked myself, looking around the garden and out to the road.
It was then that I saw him again: Cornelius, the Roman I met on the bridge. This time,
however, he rode with a column of legionnaires through town. They couldn’t have arrived at a
more perfect time. The thought entered my head: I would enlist the aid of the commander! I
couldn’t help my foolishness now as I ran from our yard directly into the path of the soldiers.
“Roman soldiers! Roman soldiers!” Simon screamed.
“Jude, you idiot,” cried James, “you’ll be trampled to death!”
As I glanced over my shoulder, Michael, who had been moping in the garden, did a
double take as James, Joseph, and Simon dashed across the yard.
“Stop! Cornelius!” I screamed. “Does not Rome protect the widows and children?
Please, Cornelius. Our friend is in danger from evil-doers in our town!”
“Yes, yes,” Michael shouted his approval, “stop him Jude. The Romans can save my
mother!”
Soon our father, mother, and their visitors were emerging from the house. I remember
looking back and seeing Jesus walking calmly toward the road, as if he was not surprised that
Cornelius and his troops had shown up at just this hour.
“What’s all the commotion?” snapped Papa.
“Joseph,” mother screeched, “Jude is running after those horsemen!”
“I know that Roman,” exclaimed Odeh, “his name is Cornelius, prefect of the Galilean
cohort.”
“How very strange.” Ezra made a face. “Jude acts as if he knows him too.”

The Roman prefect led, what seemed to us, an endless parade of soldiers. Such
demonstrations, I would learn later, were necessary to show bumpkins such as ourselves the
might of Rome. But now one small child and one splendid warrior in shining armor stopped in
the dusty road. For a moment, the similarity of this encounter to my dream last night caused me
to gasp. Recognizing me at once, as he drew close, he ordered his column to halt. A broad grin
broke his tanned face. By the road, Jesus appraised the situation but went no further.
Looking down from his own white stead, as he had in my dream, Cornelius uttered a
robust laugh. “What’s wrong Jude? What could be so important that you would call upon the
forces of Rome?”
“Our guest Mariah needs safe passage to Jerusalem.” I explained breathlessly. “Last night
they tried to stone her and set her house on fire.”
“Humph, this does sound important!” His smiled faded as he dismounted his horse.
“Attempted murder and arson are serious crimes. Is Mariah all right? Who are these
incendiaries? Did the house burn to the ground?”
“Thanks to Jesus, she’s alive,” I replied, beckoning to my oldest brother. “He called upon
the Most High to put out the fire.”
“Really?” murmured Cornelius, as Jesus approached. “. . . . This must be Mariah’s savior
arriving now!”
Inexplicably, a lump arose in my throat. I couldn’t have imagined that the youth on this
dusty road would one day become the savior of the world. Now, as I watched him frown and
shake his head, I knew he was upset with me. He had made it very clear to us that the Lord, not
he, was responsible for saving Mariah and her house. He wouldn’t take credit for any of this.
Nevertheless, it was important for me that the Roman officer knew. Now that I think about it, I
had unwittingly become the first one to acknowledge his divinity to an official representative of
Rome.
“Come Jesus,” I continued to beckon, “Cornelius is a good Roman. He can help us. I
know he can!”
“Greetings Cornelius!” Jesus raised his hand and bowed. “My brother has said great
things about you and the Roman army to his friends.”
“You don’t say,” the Roman laughed softly, mussing up my hair. “He wants to be a
soldier, eh? A Jewish warrior at that.” “Who was that Hebrew fellow,” he winked slyly at Jesus,
“what’s-his-name—Joshua? Only you’d be fighting for Rome.”
“Down with Roman oppressors!” “Rome should leave Galilee alone!” James and Joseph
shouted from the sidelines.
“James and Joseph—that’s enough!” said Papa, shuffling onto the road. “My apologies
sir,” he bowed slightly, extending a flask of water. “My name’s Joseph bar Jacob. Those are my
foolish sons. Though many of my people look upon Romans as oppressors, I’ve heard that
you’re a good man.”
“Humph, I’m used to this response from these Nazarene rustics,” Cornelius waved
impatiently. “But tell me,” he spoke discreetly, bending forward, “what has this Mariah done to
be hated so? Has she committed some kind of crime?”
“It’s a long story,” Papa sighed, smiling wearily down at me.
Taking a long swig form the flask, Cornelius handed it up to one of his men, who took a
long drink, himself. It seemed unfair to me that the rest of his soldiers could not also have a

drink. In spite of this disparity, Papa invited Cornelius into his garden, explaining apologetically
that Jewish custom forbade Gentiles into their homes, but he would be happy to bring him bread
and wine. The prefect shook his head and, retrieving the emptied flask, handed it back to my
father. Standing there in the road, for the entire town to see, several hundred Roman
legionnaires had paused in front of Joseph the carpenter’s house. A few passersby now caught
sight of my father actually standing next to Cornelius and cupped their ears to hear this
confrontation between a Roman officer and a Jew.
That this might seem improper to onlookers was evident by Papa’s actions and the
expression on his face. Looking around self-consciously, he seemed embarrassed that the officer
had not reacted to his offer, which was, we imagined, an effort at simple hospitality or his desire
to conduct their conversation more discreetly in our yard. Ezra, I learned later, had warned Papa,
under his breath, to be careful about how this might look to the townsfolk, but I don’t see how
my father could have been any more careful than he had been that day. After the execution of
thousands of Jewish rebels in Galilee, who had followed Judah the Galilean’s revolt against
Rome, many Nazarenes felt that Rome had overreacted. Several dozen local youths were
crucified with the other insurrectionist throughout the province. Added to this relatively recent
event was a long history of Roman abuse through taxes and the puppet rulers that ruled us on
behalf of Rome. With even Ezra, his best friend, frowning with disapproval at this meeting in
front of his house, Papa felt the greatest anxiety for their venture now.
Before climbing back onto his horse, Cornelius promised Papa that he would, if he
wished, inspect Mariah’s house for himself then meet him later to discuss the problem of
escorting her out of town. In a low conspiratorial voice my father gave him directions to the
villa. Cornelius told him that he would meet him after sundown on the bridge, which I found
somehow very significant. The Roman officer nodded politely, with his instructions memorized,
and ordered his troops forward. The column of horsemen trotted up passed our house for a short
ways then turned sharply at Cornelius’ command. When the column had passed through a cloud
of dust, silhouettes of townsfolk appeared in increasing numbers, drawn to the commotion in
front of our house. Emerging from the cloud, familiar faces—Reuben, Josiah, Asa, and others—
stared darkly at us yet continued on their way.
James, Joseph, Simon, Michael, mother, and the twins stood quietly at various points in
our yard. Odeh, the shepherd, and Ezra, who had mixed emotions about dealing with the
Romans, were nowhere in sight. Only Jesus stood unflinchingly by the road as our enemies
passed, smiling and frowning at the same time.
“Can I go with you Papa?” I jumped up and down excitedly. “We’ll pretend we’re just
out for a walk. Cornelius likes me. He really does. He’s my friend.”
“Oh to be a child again,” sighed Papa, shaking his head.
“Joseph, children,” mother called from the door, “come and eat!”
Jesus laughed softly and ruffled my hair. I knew he wasn’t mad at me, but I could see by
their expressions that James and Joseph were upset that I had brought in the Romans. When we
entered our little house, the table was being set by Abigail and Martha. Papa was immediately
given a cup of wine. Ezra and Odeh were absent, which was just as well, but Papa was angry
that Ezra had abandoned him at such a time. Michael rushed to embrace his mother as she
entered the room. Mariah was crying, after witnessing from the window the dilemma our family
was in.

“I’m sorry I’ve caused so much trouble!” She looked tearfully around the room.
“Nonsense,” said mother, giving her a hug, “the Lord has placed you in our hands.”
“Fear not,” Jesus reached out as if to bless her, “you’re safe in our house.”
“Safe?” James grumbled. “How do you know that? The whole town will be against us
because we consort with Romans. Our father will lose his business. We’ll have no friends.”
“The Romans are oppressors!” cried Joseph. “The Romans kill Jews!
Papa jumped up and scolded them severely. “You have insulted our guests with your
insensitivity. I should thrash you both for your unbelief. If Jesus and your mother believe our
house is safe, our house is safe! Have we not, with Jesus help, prevailed so far? I have heard of
this Cornelius. He’s a good man, who has dealt honestly with our town. If the Lord sent him to
protect Mariah, I bow to His well. Who are you to question God’s will.”
“Sorry Papa,” they muttered, looking dejectedly at the floor.
“They’re frightened,” noted mother, “but so are we.” “I would like to know,” she said,
walking up to grip James and Joseph’s slumping shoulders, “where you got those ideas. Was it
Isaac, Malachi the weaver’s son, or Jeroboam, Ephraim the potter’s son? Malachi and Ephraim
were among that mob trampling my garden.”
“All of the boys in town believe this,” James confessed. “Jesus doesn’t have to worry,
because they’re afraid of him. He just stares at them until they go away. But when Jesus is not
around, they tease us and throw sheep dung at us. Someday they’re going to beat me up when I
try to defend Joseph, Simon or Jude. It’s not fair Mama. Some of them are bigger than me!”
“They won’t harm you,” said Jesus calmly. “They think I’m a sorcerer and I’ll put a hex
on them,” “but the truth is,” he said, looking around the table, “the Lord is watching over my
family. You must trust in Him, not me. All things are answered through prayer!”
Papa smiled with great pride at Jesus, a response that would have made me bristle with
jealousy a few months ago, but now, as we watched him take his place at the table we were
reminded of what Jesus had done before and during the fire. Whether or not he was a great
magician or sorcerer or, as he had implied after he cured the dead bird, the Son of God, was
beyond the understanding of mere children. Looking back now, I realize that my parents were
also confounded by Jesus actions and words.
“You would not harm those boys?” Papa murmured drolly to his oldest son. “You must
exercise restraint when dealing with mortal men.” When Jesus shook his head, Papa answered
his own question in a loud decisive voice. “No, of course not, you must obey the Most High, but
God help anyone who tries to harm you!”
“Jesus never says anything when they tease us,” complained Joseph, “he just gives them
that look. It’s like Papa when we’ve done something disappointing him, only Jesus doesn’t get
mad.”
Joseph tried to imitate Jesus by folding his arms and frowning severely, but James and
then Simon shook their heads and offered their own charades. Our parents and Michael’s mother
smiled indulgently. Michael and I laughed. Jesus, however, was not amused.
“I would never harm them, unless they tried to hurt you,” Jesus explained testily. “Is it
my fault they think as they do?”
“The fact is,” James explained, “they make fun of us at school because you act so weird.
Now the whole town’s mad cause we’re protecting a witch. If the Romans help Mariah escape,
they’ll get even madder at us. I can imagine what they’ll say when we go to school!”

“I told you ‘the Lord watches over our house!’” Jesus stomped his foot. “Why can’t you
have faith?”
“There-there.” Papa rose up to hug Jesus. “They don’t understand you. Sometimes you
overwhelm us all with what you can do.”
“Maybe Jesus should teach some of those boys a lesson,” suggested James.
“Yes, strike them dead with lightning!” I jumped up from my stool.
“No,” said Simon, “he should do what God did to Lot’s wife: turn them into pillars of
salt!”
“Papa’s right,” Jesus groaned. “They want me to personally smite the Philistines, when I
must follow God’s will.”
“All right!” Papa snapped his fingers. “Problem solved: you’re not going back to school
—any of you! Jesus knows the scriptures—better than Joachim. I don’t know why we even
bother sending him to school. Jesus will teach you the Torah, and I’ll teach you to be
carpenters!”
“Yes,” Mama said, as we gave Papa a dumfounded look. “Remember that Passover in
the temple when Jesus showed off his knowledge. As I teach Abigail and Mariah to be
homemakers and cooks, he can be you tutor and my kitchen will be your school.”
“Right now,” she motioned impatiently for us to sit back down, “this is a dining area—a
place for food. Grab your spoons and cups and let’s eat!”
******
No one seriously believed that Jesus would teach us the Torah. It was one of those grand
ideas Papa had on the spur of the moment when he had too much wine. James, Joseph and
Simon would have been poor students. They would have resented Jesus lording his knowledge
over them. Frankly, I wasn’t so keen on the idea, myself. So the idea was never brought up
again, and we quite forgot about it in the eventful days ahead. Jesus would always share his
knowledge with us, whenever it seemed appropriate, but, even if Papa had followed through with
his notion of home schooling, it wasn’t in Jesus’ nature to dispense the dry facts of scripture to
his brothers when the Living Word was present in his head. There was so many other things
distracting us that night. All of our attention was focused on the dilemma we shared as a family,
which I recorded in this chronicle as “The Flight to Jerusalem.”
The meal Mama fixed us was eaten quickly, almost expeditiously, as we anticipated
Cornelius’ return from Mariah’s house. Papa drank more wine, but appeared to be sober as he
discussed his plans for our family school. We had mixed feelings about not returning to
synagogue, but realized that it was, considering the mood of the townsfolk, the best course of
action. We had no idea then how much we would actually learn from Jesus, whose knowledge
we had seen was only a spark of the bonfire that was his mind. All we knew for certain that
moment, was that we didn’t want Joachim to be our teacher, so we listened patiently as Papa
outlined his concept of the “Jesus school” he hoped to implement in the coming months.
James and Joseph nodded politely at Papa’s ramblings. At such times it was best to just
let him carry on. None of us, Jesus included, wanted to turn our kitchen into a classroom. Until
the incident of the sparrow, when Jesus actions spooked my brothers and I, nature had been our
classroom. Though just an observer then, I couldn’t believe how much Jesus knew. Presently,
he had turned from furry and feathered creatures to saving people: Mariah and her son. Though I

didn’t know then what I know now about my oldest brother, I sensed that he would do something
great one day, as preacher even a prophet as well as a teacher of men. His classroom, of course,
would be the world.

Chapter Seven
A Witch In Hiding

As our family awaited Cornelius’ meeting tonight with Papa on the bridge, Mariah and
Michael joined us at the crowded table, each of us sitting on the little stools Papa sold to Galilean
peasants. To keep our minds off the crisis, Papa discussed the family’s routine in the coming
months, while Mariah sat there looking self-consciously at her hands. This regimen, he
explained resignedly, would include everyone in the house, even the twins, who would have to
work extra hard to help Mama manage the house. Since Papa might lose much of his clientele,
he would have to export his furniture and repair work to neighboring communities. This would
require using all of the boys for this expanded enterprise. Jesus, James and Joseph would assist
as wood joiners and shapers, whereas the younger boys—Simon, Michael, and I—would help
Papa in sanding, shaving, and preparing the various pieces of wood for construction. Almost as
an afterthought, Papa voiced his concern about taking us out synagogue school, but his grand
plan of a “Jesus School” had been watered down. There was no explanation for this revision.
When time was available during our busy schedule, Jesus could expound his knowledge, while
Papa continued to teach us his craft. Since Jesus had always shared his wisdom with us during
our free time, this was acceptable to James, Joseph, Simon, and I, though Michael made a sour
face. Incorporated into our “schooling” would be training in woodwork and carpentry. During
our table talks, as he called it now, Mama, who had been self-taught in the scriptures, would sit
in with the twins when they were not doing their household chores. Since Papa didn’t mention
the word school nor stress this portion of our education, we all, Jesus included, breathed a sigh of
relief, yet the basic idea remained. Together, the family of Joseph, the carpenter, would become
an island unto itself—a school, a shop, a garden, but still a home.
Jesus insisted on saying a prayer now that sounded very much like a blessing. Though
my mind had fallen into a daze, I can remember him looking around at our tired congregation,
raising two fingers of his hand—a gesture that would be one of his trademarks, and intoning
“May the Lord bless this house and its patriarch Joseph bar Jacob, our mother, Mary, his sons,
daughters, and our guests Mariah and Michael of the house of Jeremiah bar Solomon.”
Michael and I were so bored by all this chatter we fidgeted constantly. I was happy that I
didn’t have to return to synagogue school, but I didn’t relish being a carpenter the rest of my life.
Though I had mixed feelings about it, Papa’s reinterpretation of the “Jesus School” intrigued
me.” Did this mean Jesus would take us all on nature hikes, as he had before the incident of the
sparrow or would we all be sitting around the table listening to him expound his vast knowledge
about religious things? In small doses this was all right, but every day, as in a classroom, would
be tiresome for my brothers and me.
At our household meeting, Mariah briefly reminisced, without sordid details, the tragic
death years ago of her husband and the remainder of her children from a fever—the same plague,
Papa commented, that had taken many of his and mothers brothers and sisters too. Though she
remembered her family clearly, she couldn’t recall the point in time when she became touched in
the head. I overheard my father confide to my mother, when Mariah was out of the room, his

fears that she had at least acted like a witch. I would rather believe, based on the wine I smelled
on her breath, it had been nothing more than a long, drunken spell, but I kept thinking about the
potions and powders they found in that room. Was all that stuff in her house really medicinal
herbs and powders left over from her husband’s business? If so, why had she acted so strangely
and remained hidden away for so long? Was it because the death of most of her family had
driven her mad? Could it all be a conspiracy of cruel circumstances, as Papa suggested, in which
Mariah was misunderstand and condemned purely because of appearances rather than deeds.
Even so, as Papa explained those big words to my brothers and me, how had Mariah provided for
her son and herself all these years, if not by other means? Witchcraft or prostitution, respectively
—concepts I just barely understood, might have allowed her to live as a hermit with her son for
this period of time.
Regardless of whether or not Mariah had been cured of a dark, wasting illness or really
been a witch, Michael would become one of the family now. As we children rolled dice on the
wooden table, the adults had talked quietly. Michael, it was decided, would stay in our house
while Mariah settled in Jerusalem with her cousin and aunt. Mariah was saddened that she had
to make this decision, but there was, in spite of Cornelius’ help, hazards in such a mission.
Among the most obvious was the unspoken possibility that she would get caught somewhere
between Nazareth and Jerusalem or, more likely, not be welcome in her aunt and cousin’s house.
When or if she was safely settled into her temporary home, she would send for Michael. No one
dared speculate whether or not she and her son would ever be able to come back to Nazareth,
but, knowing Michael, I was certain this was on his mind.
Watching the sun set finally after such a long day, Papa turned from the window and
paced back and forth in the large outer room in anticipation of his meeting with the prefect, as
we huddled around the table playing the dice game Michael had taught us this hour. The four
small square stones had four different symbols on each side. When matched in different
combinations, Michael explained, they prophesized certain events, but they could also be
gambled upon, like the Egyptian game of hounds and jackals, which his mother often played
with her friends. Jesus now inspected one of the dice and shook his head.
“Michael,” he sighed, “these are used by pagans to foretell the future. Don’t let my
father see these. They’ll make him very mad.”
“All right,” Michael replied sheepishly, “we’re only using them as game pieces.”
“But not to gamble.” Jesus wagged his finger.
Michael nodded his head, as James, Joseph, and Simon looked at the pieces with
newfound interest.
“Play a game with us, Jesus.” I grabbed his sleeve.
“No,” he said, shaking his head, “that would be cheating.”
“But you would never cheat.” Michael held up the dice. “Please Jesus, just try it one
time.”
“Very well,” he laughed softly, giving them a toss.
The highest combination which could be tossed was four Sphinxes. That Jesus might roll
this combination would have struck us all as a great trick or miracle, but Jesus went beyond our
expectations. . . . He rolled four dice with the het and yod letters from the Hebrew alphabet—the
Chai symbol of Judaism. We were stunned. Mariah, the twins, and our parents joined the circle
of boys surrounding the transformed game pieces. James and Joseph, who had been learning

Hebrew at the synagogue school, recognized the Chai symbol as well as the symbols on the
remaining surfaces at once. Because Aramaic was our spoken language, children were taught
Hebrew, along with our religion, so that they could read the Torah and understand Jewish history
and tradition—subjects Papa hoped Jesus might teach us now that we were not going back to
synagogue school. For a moment, we took turns at turning the pieces this way and that before
returning them to one of the most important letters in the Hebrew alphabet: het and yod.
“It means life,” said Jesus, looking across the table at Mariah, “. . . everlasting.”
Mariah was dumbfounded by his words. We all were. My parents seemed to shudder at
some dark thought they shared. The longer meaning, “the people of Israel live,” is given by
rabbis to their congregations, but Jesus’ roll of the dice had been interpreted as simply “life,”
which, he would explain later to us, was the root meaning of the Chai symbol of Israel.
“Life everlasting?” we murmured amongst ourselves.
“What is Jesus trying to tell us?” I whispered to Michael.
“My mother will not die,” my friend answered with great conviction, “and she will arrive
in Jerusalem safely and not be harmed.”
But this is not what Jesus meant. A pagan game, introduced by a Jewish boy, had been
transformed into one of Jesus’ first mysteries. At that moment, however, the children, especially
myself, were more interested in the miracle or trick Jesus had just performed. I noted, too, that
he hadn’t even prayed, which brought to mind our earlier suspicions that Jesus might be a
sorcerer or great magician. It was very difficult for his brothers and even his parents to
comprehend just exactly who he was supposed to be. That revelation would come many years
later. For now, Jesus had become our hero, after his actions last night. The dead bird, the storm,
and the mysterious cave could almost be explained away as coincidence or, in the case of the
bird, trickery. But we saw the Sphinxes turn into Chai symbols with our own eyes. There could
be no argument that this was a supernatural event. . . . The question remaining, at least for me,
was what kind?
Today, as I record my family’s history, after following in his footsteps of Jesus for many
years, this question has been answered. Yet even now, as I sit in my prison cell, I’m haunted by
those dice. I had not thought so then, but why had Jesus performed such a trivial miracle for us?
Had it been merely to purify those pagan game pieces in order to protect Michael’s reputation in
our home? They would have, I sensed even then, incriminated Mariah too, since they must have
come from her house. What seemed so obvious now to Jesus’ followers—that he was the long
expected Messiah and the Son of God—could not have been understood by our unenlightened
minds. We were still children. The Chai symbol and the way Jesus identified it as ‘everlasting
life’ had provided us with clues to his divinity, which I record as prophecy now. But during that
one, incredible moment, when I was ten years old, when it was staring us all the in the face, we
gave Jesus blank, puzzled, and troubled looks.
It was Joseph, the third oldest son, who broke the silence after this wondrous event.
“You didn’t pray.” He frowned at Jesus. “You told us to pray for needful things.”
“I always pray,” said Jesus, handing Michael the dice. “These dice have been blessed by
the Lord.”
“But you didn’t speak,” observed James.

“And your mouth didn’t even move, ” Simon looked at him in awe.
“My brothers and sisters,” he declared, including Michael in his gaze. “God speaks
loudest in our thoughts. Prayer needs no voice. You need not close yours eyes to be reverent or
open your mouth to talk to God.” “Look at me,” he said, looking down at little Abigail and
Martha, “I’m praying right now as I look at you.”
This struck the twins as very funny. Papa slipped out the house as Jesus occupied our
attention for his rendezvous with Cornelius on the bridge. We hardly noticed his departure, since
it was not uncommon for him to take walks in the early evening. For the first time that I could
remember my quiet sisters warmed up to the oldest brother, each taking one of his big, long
fingered hands. Michael and I looked on with curiosity, as we tried to make sense of the dice.
Jesus stood very still that moment until my voice brought him back down to earth.
“What are you praying for?” I asked, tossing the pieces on the floor.
“Some prayers are secret,” Jesus explained, staring off into space.
“I can’t do that,” confessed Michael, taking his turn. “It gets all messed up in my head.”
“I can pray, when I close my eyes tightly and cover my ears, like this,” I demonstrated,
wiggling my tongue, “but it must be dark and very quiet.”
Mother smiled with indulgence, as Simon, Michael, and my sisters laughed at my jest.
James and Joseph, ignoring my insensitivity, frowned thoughtfully at our oldest brother. Jesus
gave me a disappointed look, reached down quickly, and gathered up the offending dice.
“It’s hard to concentrate upon an unspoken prayer,” he conceded wearily. “With all
manner of nonsense in your mind, Jude, you must clear your head first and make your prayer
short and to the point.”
“Teach us Jesus,” Abigail giggled foolishly.
“Show us how to pray in our heads,” begged Martha, clapping her hands.
“Yes, show us Jesus,” Michael watched him pocket the dice. “Toss another perfect roll!”
“Children,” Jesus instructed gently, “pretend that you’re looking up to an empty blue sky,
and that this blank sheet is your mind. Now take a deep breath, let it out, and talk to God as you
wish. Greet him as your Father, pray unselfishly, and then thank him with the Amen Papa uses
after he prays. This is how you can pray without anyone knowing. Remember that prayer is a
private thing. It’s good to share it when gathered for dinner or in fellowship at the synagogue,
but prayer is between you and God.”
All of us, Mariah and mother included, stood quietly, as if attempting this experiment. I
suspected that James and Joseph were just humoring him. I had already attempted this feat, and I
was certain Mama knew how to pray to herself. Michael, however, gave Jesus a worried look,
wondering as I, if he would return his dice. Suddenly, as if moved by the Spirit again, Jesus
crossed the floor, opened the door, and plunged into the night.
“Jesus, where are you going?” cried mother, racing after him with a lamp.
“God is talking to me, Mother,” we heard his voice fading in the garden. “His light shall I
follow. . .”
“He’s doing it again.” Simon rolled his eyes.
“I hope he’s not angry,” Mariah muttered to herself.
“Don’t worry,” I said, looking out the window. “He does this all the time. I bet he can
see in the dark.”

“That’s ridiculous, Jude” scolded mother as she re-entered the house. “Jesus is flesh and
blood like us. His specialness is in his relationship to God through prayer. You heard him say
that.”
“But Mama, you saw him toss the dice,” I looked at her in disbelief.
“Yes,” Michael nodded eagerly, “and Jesus put out the fire burning my mother’s house!”
Mary, the mother of Jesus, mopped her brow with the edge of her apron. After so many
quiet years, we were not used to our mother speaking out, but now that the secrets of Jesus
divinity were penetrating our minds, a great dread filled her. Though we didn’t understand yet,
we could see it in her eyes.
“You children don’t understand,” she said, looking wearily around the room. “We’ve
kept it buried for so long, we scarcely believe it ourselves.”
“What Mama?” I jumped up and down excitedly. “Tell us what!”
“Who is this stranger?” Joseph turned to James. “Is this not Jesus, our brother and our
father’s son?”
“The question is.” James sprang from his stool. “Where did he learn all this? He’s only
fifteen, a year older than me, yet he calls us children. I don’t remember him ever going to
school, but he performs miracles and seems to know everything. I used to think he made all that
stuff up on our nature hikes, but Jesus can’t lie. He always tells the truth.” “Could it be,” his
voice grew distant, “that Jesus really talks to God and has God’s ear? Where does he go at night
while we’re sleeping? Does our brother even sleep?”
“Jesus put out the fire,” Michael said with great conviction. “You all saw it!” He pointed
to each of us. “Jesus has great power!”
“Na-ah” Joseph waved dismissively. “It can’t be. This is just too strange.”
“Joseph.” I inclined my head. “Remember the bird, the rain and how he put Mariah to
sleep? You saw what he did to the dice. I have trouble understanding this myself, but that last
miracle,” “Phew!” I slapped my forehead in disbelief. “He changed them right before our eyes!”
“Slight of hand or trickery,” Joseph sneered.
“What,” muttered Michael, “are you serious?”
“I think Jesus was making some kind of point.” I searched my memory. “He said the dice
stood for life.”
“He called it eternal life,” mumbled James. “What nonsense!”
“It’s not nonsense,” Michael cried. “He changed those dice!”
“He’s right.” Simon nodded. “I saw him do it.”
“Yes,” James said with resignation, “we all saw it.”
Joseph shook his head mulishly, muttering no-no-no! under his breath.
“What’s so hard to believe?” Michael taunted. “Are you blind as well as deaf? I bet Jesus
could turn lead into gold.”
Michael didn’t have a clue. Upon hearing my friend’s heresy, Mama laughed
hysterically. Joseph stuck his fingers into his ears and chanted “la-la, la-la-la,” to shut out the
truth. But James and Simon, like me, were on that long road to illumination. That moment I
wasn’t sure what irritated me more, Michael’s misunderstanding of Jesus or Joseph’s denial.
Joseph, I wanted to believe, was just being stubborn. James stood there staring at Mama, as I
struggled with the truth—a growing light, wavering in the dark.

“. . . Joseph, James, Michael,” I struggled with the words, “Jesus isn’t like us. It’s not
trickery or magic. Maybe the sparrow wasn’t really dead, but he was very sick. The dice, I
suppose, could be a slight of hand, like those beggars in Sepphoris, who made coins disappear,
but what are the odds of a storm arriving just as Jesus prays. How can you explain the rain?”
“Please Mama,” James stomped his foot, “tell us what Jesus is!”
On this note, before mother could answer, the door flew open, and Papa stood there in the
doorway holding a lamp.
“Mary, you promised!” He looked accusingly at her. “They’re too young to understand.
Dear Abraham—I’m not sure I understand myself. Until the Lord, Himself, speaks to us, this
subject is closed.”
Glancing out the door, Papa motioned to someone in the garden. The air was suddenly
charged with expectation. Collectively, as unknowing witnesses, we sensed that another
extraordinary event was about to happen in the house of Joseph bar Jacob.
“The Prefect Cornelius is aware of our problem,” he cleared his throat nervously, “but
wants to talk to Mariah first.”
“Why?” Mariah’s hand went up to her throat.
Shutting the door lightly, he motioned awkwardly for her to approach. “You must explain
to him the miracle that happened to you.”
“What’s wrong?” A look of terror fell over her face.
“Nothing’s wrong,” he said, gently taking her arm. “It’s just that you must explain certain
things.”
“What things?” mother asked naively. “Why are you making this good man wait in the
garden?”
“Because,” James said with great indignation, “he’s a Gentile and a Roman, to boot.”
“Please James,” she sighed wearily, “this is the house of Joseph, who is called a heretic
for giving refuge to an unfortunate widow unjustly accused of witchcraft and whose son is
thought touched in the head because he talks to God. What does it matter if a kindly Roman,
who wants to rescue our guest is given hospitality in our house?”
“He’s a Roman!” echoed Joseph.
“He will defile our house,” James bared his teeth.
“God has given Cornelius a special mission,” we heard Jesus voice from the window.
As my arm rested on the windowsill, Jesus’ hand appeared out of the darkness and
ruffled my hair. Thrilled with the prospects of Cornelius being in our humble house, I jumped
off the stool I was standing on, dodged around my father, and ran into the darkness, meeting
Jesus coming the other way.
“Well,” our father laughed, “that’s settled. Mary and Jesus have spoken.”
“But Papa!” James and Joseph cried.
“Enough!” Papa wagged a finger. “I want you, James and Joseph, to forget all that
nonsense the synagogue has been drumming into you about defilement by Gentiles and
remember what those animals—our neighbors—wanted to do to Mariah, our guest.”
Jesus led me back into the house, his arm draped around my shoulders. We stood there
waiting for our visitor to appear in the doorway. Mariah had disappeared momentarily, until
mother pulled her protesting back into the kitchen.

Cornelius swaggered into the house, his cape fluttering slightly, a shiny helmet under his
arm, his chiseled features the very epitome of a Roman knight, and I was reminded of what I
wanted to do most in this world. My mother had practically told us Jesus’ great secret, yet a
thought took hold of me: I wanted to be a soldier and see the world!
“This, my family, is Cornelius, prefect of the Galilean Cohort.” Papa moved to the side
and motioned dramatically with an outstretched arm. “Cornelius,” he pointed to us one-by-one,
“this is my lovely wife Mary, who is mother to Jesus, James, Joseph, Simon, Jude, Abigail, and
Martha. And this is our honored guest Mariah and her son Michael, who is Jude’s best friend.”
Grunting with approval as he scratched his bristly chin, Cornelius surveyed the lot of us,
his eyes resting on Mariah, who stood trembling, that look we had seen before returning to her
green eyes.
“Mariah,” he said curtly, “I understand you need Rome’s help.”
“Uh huh,” she swallowed hard.
“Now Mariah,” Jesus whispered into her ear, “be calm. Remember, God’s in this house.”
I could see her expression immediately relax. A smile twitched on her face. The tall,
dark Roman swaggered over and studied the lovely apparition below him. For a moment I felt
great irritation that she, not me, had captured his attention, but then I realized how important it
was that the Roman should like Michael’s mother. Even at ten years old I recognized that
special spark passed between two friends. This spark, which made Mariah blush, caused a frown
to break on Michael’s face, but I gave them both my smile of approval.
“Joseph,” Cornelius raised a finger to his nose, “I must talk to Mariah alone.”
“Very well,” Papa shrugged. “We can all congregate outside. Come family, let’s give
Cornelius and Mariah a chance to chat.”
“No, no,” Cornelius shook his head, “this is your house Joseph. I’m well aware of Jewish
tradition. We can talk in the garden.” “Joseph,” he reached out and gripped my father’s
shoulder, “you’re familiar with this problem. Maybe you should be there too.”
Cornelius led Papa and Mariah through the door. The door shut but we all crowded at the
open window in order to eavesdrop on their conversation.
“Is this right Mama?” Jesus asked, tilting his head to listen.
“What if Mariah fails to give a good impression?” she murmured.
“Oh, I don’t think that’s going to happen,” I winked a Michael. “Cornelius gave Mariah
that look.”
“Oh,” Simon snarled, “what look is that?”
“The look James gave Sarah, the potter’s daughter.” Joseph tittered.
James punched Joseph’s arm. It appeared as though the three had walked to the end of
the garden out of earshot. We could hear nothing outside in the darkness except the chirp of
crickets and hooting of an owl, but later Papa would confide to us the Roman’s suspicions.
When he, Mariah, and our family’s new friend entered the house, they were all laughing. Mariah
had boldly taken the Roman’s hairy arm. Michael, the twins, and I clapped our hands with
delight. My mother immediately gave him our largest mug brimming with unwatered wine. As
he sipped from the mug, looking across the table at his new charge, he seemed thoroughly at
home in our house, but admitted to feeling guilty because of the gossip this might cause. James
and Joseph, who sat obediently on their stools sulking, nodded their heads in agreement. Mama,
however, explained to him our decision to make him an exception to the rule. He was, she

struggled for the words, a “righteous gentile.” When she offered to share our humble table with
him, he bowed out politely with the excuse that his servant had dinner waiting for him back at
camp. This pleased James and Joseph immensely and caused Papa to sigh with relief. We knew
of course that the Roman prefect and his men, who undoubtedly waited on the road, could have
demanded a full fledge meal if they wanted, but this Roman, even James and Joseph would have
to concede, was different. It seemed to me at least that he wanted very much to say something
more to Mariah, but the words never came. Handing the mug back to mother, he bowed
graciously to all of us, and swaggered to the door.
“Peace be upon the prefect Cornelius, our family’s new friend,” Papa raised his hand in
blessing.
“Ave Joseph,” Cornelius gripped father’s forearm. “Rome will protect Mariah. Make
sure that she’s waiting at the place we discussed in the orchard—one hour before dawn.” “Good
night my ladies,” he smiled at Mariah and Mama. “May health and good fortune live in this
house!”

Chapter Eight
House of Secrets

When the twins were asleep, Papa confided to us how nervous he had been about his
meeting with Cornelius on the bridge. He had been even more anxious about Cornelius
encounter with Mariah in the garden. Mariah spoke only when asked specific questions. The
questions were blunt, such as “did you know that you had dried bats, frogs, and lizards in one of
your rooms?” and “What were all those powders and fluids on those shelves?” Mariah’s answer
that they had been left over from her deceased husband’s craft had not helped, until she was
prodded by Papa to explain to the prefect that Jeremiah had been a merchant of pharmacopoeia,
which brought a wry smile to the Roman’s stony face. Cornelius informed Papa that she was
treading dark waters. Witchcraft was punishable by death in Rome too. The paraphernalia that
he and his men found in her burnt out villa had been recognized by the prefect at once. Her
answers merely confirmed his worst suspicions. Papa had tried to convince Cornelius in the
orchard that Mariah had changed her ways. Though he could not convince him that it had been
caused by divine intervention, he promised him that she had given up wine and drugs—the
causes of her downfall. But once again Cornelius found this excuse quite lame for what he found
in the room. Until Cornelius had actually seen this strange creature, he had been wavering for
and against committing some of his men to escorting her to Jerusalem. His annual meeting with
the procurator was coming up and he might even make the journey with her himself. Then, in
the lamplight of the garden, the face and lilting voice of Mariah had made the difference.
Cornelius, as my brothers and I, believed Mariah to be a witch, yet he forgave her
immediately for her dark past. Placing a heavy hand on her delicate shoulder he had asked in
good humor (in Papa’s words), “Mariah, do you swear to disavow the black arts and cleave to
the religion of your adopted family in Nazareth?” Mariah nodded but said nothing, until nudged
gently by Papa. “Yes, I swear!” she responded, dropping her gaze to the ground.

As she sat at the dinner table, Papa reminded us, on Mariah’s behalf, that she had never
claimed to be a witch. In spite of the potions in her house, the accusation that she practiced
witchcraft had never been proven, so everything was based upon appearances rather than facts.
In order to gain the Roman’s confidence, however, she had to disavow the practice, which
implied that she had been a witch. If this wasn’t enough for skeptics, there was the Jesus factor,
quipped Papa. Though Jesus had, as always, gave credit to the Lord, his prayer had cured her of
being touched in the head, and this might have been what was wrong with her all along. This
didn’t convince my brothers and I. Mariah might not have claimed to be a witch, but she hadn’t
denied it, and the fact is, imprinted indelibly in my mind, she had looked and acted like one. All
the apparent evidence—dress, smell, and actions—had been incriminating (to use Papa’s words).
In the words of Uncle Zedekiah “if it ba’s like a sheep, it’s a sheep.” In Mariah’s case, the most
damning proof if townsmen ever got wind of it was her response to Cornelius question. Ezra had
been horrified by what he and Papa discovered, the same reaction displayed by most townsmen,
but no one else had heard her disavow witchcraft. The prefect had merely confirmed the worst
for us. It was clear that Cornelius would keep this dark secret to himself, because he was an
honorable man.
As we listened to Papa’s defense of Mariah, it seemed that he was not convinced,
himself, of her innocence. His eyes dropped to the table during his defense, as would someone
not telling the truth, yet, when I changed the subject by declaring my desire to be a soldier one
day, he looked me squarely in the eyes, wrung his finger, and snapped “Jude, that’s absolute
foolishness!”
“Jude is always saying foolish things,” Simon sneered.
“Now, now, little Jude,” said Mama as she and the twins gathered up the dishes and
bowls. “You know very well the Romans don’t enlist Jews.”
“Then I’ll change my name so they won’t know.” I screwed my face up into a scowl.
I wished I hadn’t let this slip and swore to never do so again, and yet it got us off this
dreadful subject, which, under the circumstances, was leading us nowhere tonight. Despite
Papa’s words, Mariah had been a witch, and she might very well still be a witch. Her house had
been—and was still—filled with witches’ paraphernalia. A Roman prefect had verified this fact.
But soon she would be off the Jerusalem and Michael, my best friend, would be a part of our
family. As far as I was concerned, Cornelius had, by his own pronouncement to Mariah,
officially made her and her son adopted members of our family.
Michael sat glumly at the table as my mother brought out some of her clothes for Mariah
to wear on her journey. If nothing else, she joked, Mariah would be in disguise wearing these
old rags. Jesus sat next to me staring at a string he found on the floor. I was afraid to ask him
about the dice. Though I had much to learn, I knew pagan symbols when I saw them. My oldest
brother had done Michael a favor in changing the Sphinxes to Chai’s. I would let the matter
drop.
“Jesus,” I thought a moment, “If I prayed really hard, would the Lord give me a horse?”
“I can remember when you just wanted a pony,” he frowned.
“I want a big white horse like Cornelius,” I whispered, giving him my most winning grin.
“Ah, but do you need it?” he asked me slyly, playing with the string.
“Yes,” I nodded eagerly, “it’s a needful thing!” “I’m going to be a soldier,” I added in a
whisper.

“No,” Jesus shook his head, “you heard what Papa said. You don’t need a horse. You
want a horse.” “You don’t want to be a soldier, Jude,” his voice lowered discreetly, “you want to
join the legions to see the world. This you can do as a merchant as our uncle Zedekiah.”
“I want to see the world as a soldier!” I folded my arms.
Suddenly, to distract me from this uncomfortable subject, Jesus made his string move in
and out his fingers as would a tiny a snake. While mother chatted with Mariah in the next room,
Papa waited anxiously for Ezra to show up. James, Joseph, and Simon, who had been idling in
the large room, came running over to watch the trick.
“Michael, look at this!” I squealed.
“It’s another miracle!” cried Simon.
“It’s not a miracle,” Jesus laughed softly, “it’s merely a slight of hand.”
“Teach me how to do it,” I reached out and flexed my fingers.
Papa was peering nervously out the window. Turning back to the kitchen table, he
watched me take the string from Jesus and attempt to make it move on its own.
“So what do we do now?” James looked up at Papa.
“Ezra was going to help me forage for supplies in the burnt out house,” he answered
gloomily, “but Cornelius said that, given the mood of the people, it would be too dangerous. So
he’s sending soldiers over there late tonight with lanterns to ransack the house for supplies. But
Ezra is now worried about his image in Nazareth. First he’s compromised by assisting the rescue
of an alleged witch. He will never accept Jesus as anything more than a blasphemer after all our
son has done. Now, when I need his friendship the most, he’s worried about my association with
the Romans, Gentile contamination, and being caught helping Mariah again.”
“I hope this doesn’t wake up half the town,” commented mother as she entered the room.
“I’m so much trouble,” Mariah murmured self-consciously “You’re sacrificing too much
for me.”
Jesus looked squarely at me. “Life is filled with sacrifices. You must look beyond
yourself. It’s what you do for others, not yourself, that counts.”
“When will I see my mother again?” Michael asked Jesus, as I digested what he just said.
Jesus remained silent. His response to Mariah’s guilt was strange and inappropriate.
Was he referring to my ambition to be a soldier or was it something else in the future? I didn’t
know then that Jesus had big plans for me, and I was afraid to ask. I continued playing with the
string, unable to make it do magic as he had done. It would be a long night for us. Simon slept
fitfully on his arm next to me, a snore bubbling out his drooling mouth. Papa had slipped out of
the house with a lamp to pace nervously around our yard. No one would get much sleep tonight,
but it was important that Mariah slept for her journey, so Mama gave her a heated mug of honeysweetened goat’s milk, in place of wine, and bedded her down in the next room. Our mother
could not sleep at all. That night, because of her sons’ inquisitiveness, we would all learn
amazing secrets about our pasts.
Jesus silence spoke loudly. I knew in my heart, not my mind, what his silence meant.
Tears welled up in my eyes, but Jesus, with that characteristic tenderness, stopped a flood of
words swelling in my throat.
“Hush! Michael’s your brother now,” he whispered in my ear.
“What?” Simon jerked awake. “What did Jesus say?”
“Go back to sleep, you snorting he-goat,” James reached over to thump his head.

Sitting closest to Jesus, Joseph perked up. “I heard it too. You said Michael’s our
brother!”
“It’s true,” Jesus admitted, for we knew he wouldn’t lie. “Michael’s one of us now.”
“No Jesus!” James looked at him reproachfully. “We have a big enough family. Our
parents aren’t going to adopt him! This house is busting at the seams!”
“Why not?” I looked over protectively at my friend. “You heard what Cornelius said.
He’s the prefect of Galilee. His mother might be leaving, but he’s staying with us!”
“Humph, I heard what he said,” grunted Joseph. “He was just being nice.
“We have no choice.” Mama eyed Michael self-consciously. “It’s not like we haven’t
done this before,” she blurted. “We’ll make room for him, until Mariah gets settled with her
aunt.”
Buried in her sleepy response, was an awful truth. Jesus cast Mama an accusing look that
moment, as if to say, “What have you done?” I stared at her in disbelief. In a descending order
of intelligence it seemed, James, Joseph, and Simon also caught on. Startled by the commotion,
Michael stirred, gazing with blurry-eyes at Mama as she clasped her mouth. And then it
happened. One small slip opened the floodgates of another greater secret. Papa, always the
peacemaker, who was absent this time, would not be able to stifle mama’s tongue, for Mama,
like Jesus, couldn’t lie.
“Huh?” Simon looked at me. “What did she just say?”
“ ‘It’s like we haven’t done this before,’” I quoted exactly.
“What?” James gasped in amazement. “We’re adopted too?”
Joseph just sat there, his mouth opening and closing like a fish. Still half-asleep, Michael
was the last one to catch on. In a delayed reaction, Mama realized her mistake. Inexplicably,
she blamed James for the slip, then Jesus. Roused from my thoughts, my eyes turned to Jesus for
an answer that never came.
“James!” She wrung her finger angrily. “Why do you dredge up this issue? You don’t
understand. None of you children can understand yet what this means in our house.” “What did
you tell Jude?” she looked down suspiciously at Jesus. “Why do you rush things along? I want
you to be a normal, happy boy!”
“Mother,” he said calmly, “I said that Michael will be Jude’s brother now, that’s all.”
“Why would you say that?” Simon screwed up his face.
“Because Michael will be living with us for a long time,” Jesus began to squirm. “How
could we not treat him like a member of our house?”
“Well, all right,” she heaved a pent-up sigh, “that makes sense, doesn’t it James?”
“No, not really.” James heaved a broken sigh. “None of this makes any sense.”
Despite his words, James, like myself, understood the implications. Joseph, by his
stunned silence, must have understood, too, but for Simon, it came slowly, and Michael didn’t
understand what we were talking about at all. Only the twins, who slumbered in the next room,
were temporarily shielded from the truth. So far, the notion of adoption didn’t necessarily apply
to all of Mama’s children. We wondered, as we studied each other, which one her other children
might be adopted. Adoption seemed like such a foreign word in our house; it seemed
unbelievable that it included us all. As we sat there, wondering what to say, Mama muttered to
herself: “Dear me…Oh dear me,” and Jesus shook his head in disgust. She had given us just
enough to (as the Greeks would say) open a Pandora’s box. As the secret dawned on us,

however, the full impact didn’t come until Joseph, after studying me awhile, came to an
astonishing conclusion.
“You know something,” he said, an element of malice in his voice, “sometimes I’ve
wondered if Jude might not be adopted. Like Jesus, he’s not like us. Look at his black hair and
midnight eyes—dark as an Edomite. I don’t remember him as an infant in our house. When was
he born?”
For the first time we could remember, our mother flew into a rage.
“How dare you say such a wicked thing!” she began to slap the top of his head. “You
wound him deeply. You ungrateful little complainer, look at his face!
“Mother stop!” Jesus ran to his rescue. “James and I wondered about this too. I’m
surprised Joseph can even remember this at all. He was only three years old. The others are too
young to remember when you brought Jude home that night. It’s the Lord’s will!”
By now, Abigail and Martha had awakened to the crisis and ran into the room. Lingering
behind my parent’s door, though surely awake was Mariah, probably shaken by the noise. Papa
who had been at the far edge of our property again, had passed close enough to the window to
hear the commotion. I looked out, as I attempted to leap from the window, and screamed at him
“Papa, you said I was your favorite. I even look like you. Tell them that this is a lie, and that
I’m your real son!”
“Merciful Abraham!” He gave a wounded cry. “Mary, what have you done?”
James, Simon, Michael, and the twins hovered fearfully at the furthest corner of the
house. Jesus, after pulling me from the window, was comforting Joseph and me with prayerful
words I couldn’t understand.
“Oh Mama!” I bellowed with grief.
“What does this mean?” Joseph rose up from the table, wild eyed, shrugging off Jesus’
embrace. “I’ve often wondered why we all look so different from each other. Only Jesus looks
like our mother. The rest of us don’t look like at all. In the garden, after Jesus brought back the
sparrow, he said he had two fathers, but we seemed to forget,” “until now!” He looked back at
Jesus. “Tell me, the truth!” He pointed accusingly at him. Are you adopted too?”
“He doesn’t know that yet,” Papa’s voice quivered with great emotion. “We never told
Jesus this.”
“Then it’s true!” Joseph groaned. “You as much as admitted it.”
“I remember something,” James said, a distant look on his face, “. . . the day Abigail and
Martha suddenly appeared in our house as infants. . . We thought nothing of this, because Mama
and Papa had come from Sepphoris bearing them in their arms. Ezra’s wife had watched over us
after you left. . . . She said Mama had gone to Sepphoris, as she once had to Bethlehem, this time
to give birth to baby girls. I wondered then how Naomi knew.” “We’ve been such fools!” He
looked around the room at his brothers and sisters.
“It’s true,” Simon sniveled, “Jesus is special.”
Normally stoic in the face of disaster, Jesus now broke down as many fifteen-year-old
youths confronted with such a secret, and wept uncontrollably. The twins walked into the
kitchen crying with doubt and fear. For several moments, as a confused and sleep-dazed Mariah
entered the room in one of Mama’s night dresses, everyone except Papa and Michael’s mother
wrung their hands and wept loudly in despair. Mother had gathered her wits up enough to
comfort her twins and apologize to Joseph but Joseph would have none of this. James and

Simon also shirked off her embrace, something that even I couldn’t do. It appeared as though we
had been wrong about her truthfulness.
“Mama,” I buried my face in her bosom, “why did you lie to us all these years.”
“Because,” Papa answered for her, “the Lord willed it. There’s so much you don’t need
to know.”
“The Lord willed it?” James cried. “Always in this house I hear those words. Jesus has
said it many times. You and Mama say it to cover the truth, but I want to know Papa, right now.
Please don’t tell us again that we are too young and we don’t need to know. Are we, your other
children, adopted too?”
“Yes,” he answered, dropping his chin into his beard. “The same plague that claimed so
many people in Nazareth and wiped out members of Mariah’s family killed my mother and
father and your uncle and aunts. Martha and Abigail’s parents, Aunt Rachel and Uncle Abel,
were killed by bandits on their trip to Jerusalem. Your mother and I grieve especially for them
—they were so young. That would not have happened if Cornelius and his men had been here.
It’s one reason why I’m now thankful for Rome’s protective hand.” “. . . The Lord came to me
in a dream,” he added, rubbing his temples furiously, “and told me what to do. At the proper
time, when Jesus’ path had begun, we were to tell you about your parents and why we felt
compelled to take you children into the family of Joseph bar Jacob.”
“But Jesus is still a boy,” our mother protested piteously. “He can’t be ready. What could
this mean?”
“My path has already begun,” replied Jesus, wiping his eyes. “I knew it in the garden. I
know it now.”
“So,” Joseph’s eyes narrowed to slits, “that’s why Mama favors you. I should’ve
known!”
“It’s settled,” Papa said with resignation. “Mama gave birth to Jesus…Sooner or later you
boys would’ve figured that out. You’re our children; we love you all!”
Joseph didn’t protest. I think all of us, with the exception of the twins, suspected this all
along. After that day in the garden when Jesus began acting strangely, we knew he was not like
us. Soon, after Papa’s admittal, there came a great knock at our door. Mother rudely ushered
Mariah and the twins into the next room. Papa went to fetch his sword and Jesus planted himself
squarely in front of the door, as the rest of us cowered in back of the room.
“It is I, Samuel,” came a hoarse voice, “Joseph, let me in!”
Still holding his sword, Papa swung the door open, expecting an ambush in our yard. All
of us prepared ourselves for the worst after this foolish act, but Samuel, tapping a cane and
holding a lamp in the opposite hand, wobbled in alone, his hawk-like nose wrinkling and eagle
eyes moving restlessly as he took in the people in the room.
“Ho-ho,” he pointed his cane at Papa’s sword, “I haven’t seen one of those since Judah’s
rebellion. Please Joseph, put that away. We’ve had our differences, but my weary bones are
hardly a threat to you.”
“What do you want?” Papa frowned severely at him.
“I come to warn you,” the old man sat down on a stool, still clutching his lamp.
“Warn me,” Papa looked down with scorn. “Did I not see you in that mob in front of my
house?”

“Hah! I spent the whole time in your yard trying to talk those old fools Ethan and
Deborah into going home.”
Samuel sat his lamp down on the table and mopped his brow with the edge of his turban.
It seemed obvious even to me that the old man was not a threat.
“What do you want?” Jesus asked this time. “There are questions in your mind Samuel.
You are a Pharisee, who cannot see past the law.”
“Who are you to take that tone with me?” Samuel grew defensive. “What would a young
whelp like you know about the law?”
“Ask the religious men in the temple,” Papa tossed his head. “They thought so!”
“Very well,” Samuel huffed. “I’ll get to the point. There was another attempt to burn
Mariah’s house down, perhaps by the same men who set fire to it in the first place. It was a
foolish act. The Romans almost arrested Reuben and his friends for being incendiaries. As they
emerged from the villa with their loot, carrying a torch, a Roman scout spotted him tossing the
torch into the house.”
“Dear Lord,” Papa groaned, “did it burn down?”
“No,” Samuel shook his head, “a company of your Roman friends caught them in the act
and stamped out the fire.”
“They’re not our friends!” James shouted.
“What are they going to do with them?” Papa ignored James outburst.
“Humph,” Samuel glanced disdainfully at Jesus, “it seems Reuben and his cohorts,
fearing crucifixion or burning, which are the penalties for incendiaries, underestimated the
detachment arriving on the scene and tried to make a break for it in back of the villa. Several
more soldiers were riding up the path and went in pursuit.”
“What happened next?” Papa asked in a strained voice. “Did they get away?”
Shaken by the dreadful news imparted to us, we approached him as if to comfort him.
Only my small fingers found his rough calloused hand as he sat there staring at the floor.
Though stunned by his revelation, I loved Papa and wished all this would go away.
“. . . . I’m sorry Joseph,” Samuel answered after a pause, “but I don’t know for sure.
Ethan, who stood among the townsfolk watching the whole thing, said the Romans couldn’t ride
their horses into the underbrush, or this is what their leader said, and so they came back empty
handed. Soldiers on foot are searching for them. Reuben and his friends, Josiah and Asa, are
wanted men, Joseph. The Romans never forget. I’ve seen it before. They will make examples
of those men.” “But mark my word,” his cane punctuated the air, “this can’t have a good end.
Romans must find them and punish them before Reuben takes his revenge out upon your house.”
“You’re correct, Samuel.” Jesus stepped forward. “Reuben’s driven by vengeance, but
he’s not a fool. He and his friends know what will happen if they’re caught. The Romans will
guard our town. The Lord watches over our house!”
“How do you know this?” the Pharisee snorted. “Are you a prophet too?”
Jesus had spoken strangely again. The remainder of us were left momentarily speechless
by the old man’s words. Papa sighed and mopped his brow. A strange light filled Mama’s blue
eyes after what Jesus said.
“You look relieved,” Samuel noted, after seeing a guarded smile spread on Papa’s face.
“I know what your up to with Mariah, Joseph. Frankly I don’t care. She’s probably touched in
the head. But these townsfolk would never forgive you if the Romans crucify those men.

They’re a sorry lot, Reuben and his kind, but they’re Nazarenes, who stand by their own. You
have to make a choice soon, Joseph. Rome or us!”
“Is that a threat?” Papa sneered. “Did they send you to tell me this?”
“Yes,” Samuel stood up on his crotchety legs, “those who knew the Joseph of old, before
he countenanced blasphemy and evil-doers. Not that rabble in town. After hearing about that
paraphernalia found in her house, many of the fence-setters you saw walking away yesterday, are
ready to storm your house. I don’t want to see them do that Joseph—”
“What exactly do you want?” asked mother walking around to face our guest.
“Dear woman, I want nothing,” he waved irritability, as if swatting at a fly, “but if
Joseph goes through with this rescue in league with the Romans, you will not be welcome in
Nazareth anymore.”
“What are suggesting then?” Papa leaned down with a snarl. “You want us to turn her
over to you?”
“Ah, its true!” Samuel’s eyes popped wide. “I bet she’s in the next room. Let me meet
her Joseph. I can tell whether or not she’s a witch.”
“You made your point, Samuel,” Papa’s eyebrows came down like a curse. “You’ve
never liked me since I took Mary to Bethlehem. You were one of the ones who accused her of
adultery. Get out of my house, you pompous old fool!”
“Papa,” Jesus glanced back at Samuel, “A town meeting is being held at this late hour.
They are waiting for his return, half-suspecting what you’ll say. Knowing for certain that she’s
still in our house, a group of volunteers will wait until the Romans return to their encampment
outside of town and, in the darkness, they’ll strike.” “But God will protect us,” he added quickly,
“whether by the Romans or His own hand—”
“Enough!” Mother ran toward Jesus to cup his mouth. “Say no more!”
As Samuel rose onto his shaky legs, there was another knock on the door. Once again
Papa lifted his sword up, ready to do battle to protect us from the mob. This time, however, we
heard Ezra’s voice on the other side.
“Joseph, open the door,” he said in a muted voice as if he was being pursued. “Please,
there’s no time to waste.”
Throwing open the door, Papa barely had time to get out of the way, before Ezra plunged
into the house. Upon seeing Samuel setting in the kitchen, Ezra drew back in surprise.
“I knew it,” he exhaled deeply, “they sent someone to warn you. I was there when the
Romans chased Reuben and his friends into the hills. Those men gathered in town won’t
understand us consorting with Romans, but what else can we do? When Samuel returns to the
meeting at Rabbi Joachim’s house, they will act!”
“Oh,” Samuel made a face, “don’t worry Ezra, I’m not going back there. I told them that
if I don’t return, Mariah has already been spirited away. The committee is too late to act, if the
Romans are on the scene.”
Papa’s eyebrows shot up. “What are you saying? You’re not going to inform on us?
Why the change of heart Samuel? You wanted to stone Mary before Jesus was born.”
“That was a long time ago,” Samuel shrugged. “I was wrong then. I hope I’m wrong
now.” “The truth is,” he sighed raggedly, “I’m dying, Joseph. A man, such as I, knows when
the angel of death is near. I have no energy anymore, no appetite except for wine and candied
dates. There’s pain in parts of my old body I didn’t know existed. “There I’ve said it.” He

wheezed. “I’ve wronged you and your family. One of the reasons I came to your house is to beg
your pardon.”
Flabbergasted by the old man’s sudden change in disposition, our first collective reaction
was suspicion. Was not this an excellent ploy to gain our confidence? This could have been, I
now write in hindsight, a delaying action so that the forces of darkness had time to descend upon
our home, but Samuel wasn’t lying. It took only a few more moments for us to see truth in his
watery eyes and trembling voice.
“Why should we believe you?” Papa was the first to speak. “You’ve never talked to us.
When passing us on the road, you look the other way.”
“I may not have talked to you,” his voice trembled, “but lately I have worried about your
house. You’re a fine carpenter Joseph, and even an old Pharisee like me can see that Jesus is a
remarkable son.”
“You would risk your reputation supporting Joseph’s cause,” Ezra gave him a doubtful
look. “Come now Samuel, do you take us for fools?”
“No,” Samuel glanced over at Jesus, “unorthodox perhaps, but not a fool. I’m too old to
completely change. I’m stubborn and opinionated. Even now I’m in denial for something that
attacks the very core of my beliefs. But something gnaws at me I don’t wish to take to my grave.
I want peace. I have another. . . greater reason. . . for coming here tonight.”
“Speak!” mother grew impatient.
“Yes, out with it, old man.” Ezra wrung his hands impatiently.
“Very well,” Samuel now turned to look squarely at our oldest brother. “I witnessed the
fire. I suspect Reuben and his friend started it. I should have been in a warm bed but I was
troubled by these events. Strange, wondrous things were happening across town in the house of
Joseph, the carpenter. Rumors fly like sparrows in Nazareth. First I hear from our fat rabbi that
Jesus bewitched his family into believing he resurrected a bird. Next came rumors that Jesus
walked the hills and valleys near town in communion with God, performing all manner of
miracles. A local legend was developing as I sat contemplating the law. I know that most of this
you would deny Jesus, but what I saw when the sky opened up over Mariah’s villa troubled me
greatly. I saw you raise your hands up to the heavens. They say you called upon Beelzebub or
Satan. . . But I don’t believe that now.”
“An old man’s prattle,” grumbled Ezra. “Come to the point Samuel. We have a busy
night.”
“The point?” He looked around the room, finding Mary standing in front of the door
leading to the back room. “Forgive me,” he said in a strangled voice, “I wronged you. It has
taken me all these years to see that, but my time is short now—I must make amends. “But I
digress,” he re-directed himself,“. . . . I won’t bring up Mariah again; that’s a closed subject. The
issue isn’t her. I remember how our town treated you and Joseph when it was discovered that
you were with child. They wanted to stone you, so did I. This feeling in Nazareth stopped when
Joseph stepped forward to take responsibility. I learned much later, after you returned with your
husband and child, that you had a son—Jesus. Your family grew considerably after your return.
It took the townsfolk a long time to accept you back into the fold. Now your son has brought
criticism once more to your family, some of which I shared. I shouldn’t repeat the rumors I
heard about your trip to Bethlehem. I’m much too set in my way. But I must admit, Jesus is

special. Even before the incident of the sparrow, I had the feeling that he wasn’t like other boys.
This could be explained by rational thinking, but not Nazareth’s storm…”
Gazing off into space, as old men often do, he paused a moment. “Something
happened,” he seemed to change the subject. “It seems unrelated, yet it happened a short while
after you and Joseph left Nazareth. A great star appeared in the heavens. According to a rumor,
it portended a great event. We, the elders, saw it as a natural phenomena, the confluence of two
great stars, nothing more. Then, not long ago, a wool merchant from Bethlehem shared with me
a story from his town. He claimed that a great light, which must have been that same star, shown
over a manger, where there was born a new king. Shepherds had told him a tale, farfetched I
must say, about their visit to the manger where they, themselves, found the child. The great star
had led them there. Later, according to the merchant, the star also led three magis to the child,
bearing gifts. As you can see, the three accounts have led to the same preposterous conclusion:
the birth of a king. The portion about the star over Bethlehem, we agreed was hearsay, coming
as it did from the rustic minds of shepherds, who claimed to have been drawn to the manger by
command of angels. I also doubt the stories about the magis. Those kinds of men, as you may
know, are Gentiles. Undoubtedly, they were talking about a pagan myth.” “….But that star,” he
reflected dreamily, “—all of Galilee and Judea saw that!”
He searched my parents’ faces that moment. “Have you heard these stories?” he asked
quizzically. “I’ve never given much credence to them, myself.”
Mama shook her head vigorously but said nothing. Papa was also too stunned to speak,
and Jesus looked away in puzzlement, as if he didn’t have a clue.
Samuel found their reactions amusing. He smiled at them, his dark eyes twinkling,
uttering the most outrageous thing: “Micah prophesized that our Messiah would be born in
Bethlehem, the city of David—the same city you traveled to that night. I heard that you’re both
descendents of David, the King. That would make you and your children royalty…I’ve never
believed that rumor.” “Tell me, Joseph and Mary,” he probed, raising an eyebrow, “is that true?”
“Who told you this?” Papa’s voice trembled. “I’ve told no one that. Why are you telling
us these things?”
“Forgive me, Joseph.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I was concerned was for your
family’s safety. Here I am reciting legends, prattling like an old man.”
“What’s your point?” Ezra frowned.
“Star…Bethlehem…king…House of David, don’t you see?” he laughed querulously.
“No, I don’t,” snorted Ezra. “Just what’re you trying to say?”
Samuel appeared to be on the verge of saying something even more controversial. He
became so agitated his mouth seemed to tread water like a fish. The next onrush of words
simply couldn’t pass his trembling lips. Our mother and father seemed to be terrified about what
came next, but Jesus ran to pour him a cup of water.
“What is he talking about?” I looked around in bewilderment.
“I dunno.” Simon scratched his head.
“I’ve never heard those stories,” James looked at Joseph. ‘Have you?”
Joseph snarled. Still smarting from the drubbing Mama gave him, he replied
sarcastically, “Maybe it’s another secret. We have lots of those!”
“No,” I glanced at my siblings, “only one. We’re adopted,…except Jesus.”
The old man frowned at me. “What was that, Jude? You say you’re adopted?”

“Of course,” James nodded, “all of us. You didn’t know that? We’re all orphans—all of
us, except the oldest son.” “So tell us Samuel,” he asked the Pharisee, “what’s this have to do
with Jesus? What’s he have to do with that star?”
Not realizing how close to the truth he was, Samuel uttered a nervous laugh. No one in
the room, even my parents, dare make the connection. The old man’s eyes, having widened
progressively with illumination, now clouded with doubt. Second-guessing his needs, Jesus
exchanged his water for unwatered wine, yet remained calm as if he, himself, didn’t know.
“You don’t know about this story, do you?” Samuel looked up at him, after gulping the
wine. “I saw you shake your head with the other boys.” “Ah hah!” He tossed his head, looking at
our parents who stood together now in a fearful embrace. “. . . . You haven’t told them—even
Jesus, who was born that cold night.” “This is all very strange,” he exhaled the words. “It
challenges everything I know!”
“I think I’ve heard enough of this.” Ezra stood up, yawned and stretched his arms. “It’s
nonsense—all of it. Samuel’s no threat to us. I’m going home to get some sleep. Tomorrow
morning will be coming soon enough. You should all do the same!”
Papa gave him a perfunctory nod but his mind was locked in on the old man. Only Jesus
had the presence of mind to bid him goodnight. The rest of us were stirred by what we were
hearing: the greatest secret of them all—only a hair’s breath from the telling, but just too
fantastic for our minds to grasp. The troubled look on Ezra’s face told us that Samuel’s words
had even made an impact on him.
“Thank you for helping my father,” Jesus called as he exited the house.
“Jesus,” replied Ezra, pausing by the door, “I’ve heard about your gifts. In a rare
moment, when your father needed an extra ear, he told me about you. I can’t accept some of it.
It defies common sense and goes against everything I believe. I’m deeply disturbed, especially
hearing that stuff from Samuel, a Pharisee.” “Peace be upon you Jesus!” were his last words that
night.
“May I continue,” the old man looked at his cup. “One more interruption and I may be
drunk. This isn’t a bad vintage. It has an exotic, resinous taste.” “Oh yes,” he returned to the
subject, “Jesus. I’m well versed in the scriptures. I should be, I’m a Pharisee. There are many
verses that foretell a coming deliverer or king, but the one that troubles me the most comes from
Isaiah.” “Do you know that one?” He studied the oldest son.
Jesus didn’t reply. He had a trapped look, as a gazelle cornered by a lion, but we sensed
that it was not because he didn’t know. He knew all right. The look he passed to our parents
told us this. It was as if he was asking them what to do.
Papa stepped forward, still holding mother’s hand. “You dare quote scriptures to him!
We appreciate your defense of our home against Ethan and Deborah, but you have spent your
entire life as a skeptic. You seem to have many reasons for being here tonight, but one of them, I
believe, was to spy on us and then report back to the elders in town.”
As Papa stood enumerating the sins of Nazareth against his family, Samuel stood up, with
Jesus help, smiled crookedly at him, and recited a verse from Isaiah, one of Israel’s greatest
prophets:
“Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign: Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and
bare a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.”
“Immanuel, who’s that?” I looked up at James.

“It’s another name for the Messiah,” offered Jesus. “It means ‘God is with us.’”
“You have much knowledge Jesus,” the old man said, draining his cup, “far too much for
a fifteen-year-old youth. I’ll go home and continue my drinking. I have much to consider about
tonight.”
With that note of gentle sarcasm added, we were confronted and shouldn’t have hidden
from Jesus’ divinity, yet that’s exactly what he did—each one of us, the Pharisee included. Jesus
held his lamp as Samuel gathered himself up and wobbled toward the door. All of us, even my
shaken parents, came forward to pay respects to Nazareth’s most venerable elder. The old man
turned to raise his hand in blessing but thought better when he caught Papa’s icy stare.
“Peace be upon your house Joseph,” he called back.
“Peace indeed,” Papa grumbled.
“I want you to meet my nephew Joseph of Arimathea,” he chatted with Jesus as our
brother escorted him up to the road.
James, Joseph, Simon, Michael, and I listened from the window as Jesus promised to
meet Samuel’s nephew. We were all in a daze, and yet our oldest brother acted as if he was
sending off his best friend. Their conversation faded as Jesus walked a ways with Samuel up the
road. We didn’t know then how important the name Joseph of Arimathea would be to us and
that our meeting with Samuel, the Pharisee, would effect Jesus’ life.

Chapter Nine
Arrival of the Guards

When Jesus returned from his discussion with Samuel, the look of alarm on his face told
us that a new disaster was about to befall our family. For the moment the incredible realization
growing in our minds was delayed.
“It’s not over,” he announced, dashing into the house. “There’s Romans galloping up the
road! They’re holding javelins. A column of armored soldiers with swords drawn and shields
follow. They’re heading into the hills, behind our house.”
As we looked out of the kitchen window, we could see the flash of armor and helmets
and hear the clop-clop-clop of legionnaires riding past our house. There was also, following
Jesus declaration, the familiar thud of hobnail boots tromping through the gate, across Mama’s
garden and into our yard. Racing across the floor, we peered through the back door in time to
see a squad of soldiers, with lighted torches rushing down the trail.
“What next?” Papa grabbed the sides to his head. “They’re looking for Reuben and his
friends. Has our new friend decided to avenge us? Why couldn’t Cornelius have just
concentrated on one good deed.”
“Good,” I said through clinched teeth, “I hope they catch him and cut off his head.”
“You don’t mean that Jude,” Jesus tried calming me, “the townsfolk would turn on Papa
for siding with the Romans. Reuben will be punished in his own time.”
“Not soon enough,” Michael spewed. “Those men burned down my mother’s house.
Reuben talked them into it. He hates my mother and your family. That kind of hate never dies.
He and his friends will be back. I hope the Romans tie them all to stakes and burn them up!”
Even I winced at his exclamation. To underscore his words, more Romans appeared in
our backyard, swords drawn, blazing torches lighting their way. Into the hills they streamed,
phantom warriors gobbled up by darkness. An eerie quiet followed as the Romans vanished. In
the front of our house, however, we heard the commotion of the horseman and the more distant
bark of Roman officers calling to their men. Fear had replaced anticipation in our minds.
Something terrible must have happened, we all agreed. Mother would not let her children leave
the house, including even Jesus, but Papa approached the marching soldiers, looking frantically
for Cornelius. We could see from the front door and window the torch lit armor and shiny
weapons and hear the stomp of boots from more dismounted troops.
“How many are there?” Mama gasped.
“There must be hundreds of them!” I murmured in awe.
Voices carried well from the road, so we listened with bated breaths, hoping to hear word
from our friend. Clipped commands, such as “Loosen ranks!” and “At the double!” I sensed
meant that the columns were moving faster than an ordinary march. What did this mean? The
Romans had taken control of the entire town. What had Reuben done to bring down such anger
from Rome?
“Cornelius! Where’s Cornelius!” Papa shouted.
“You there,” a deep voice ordered, “ get off the road. Get back into your house!”

“Please, my name’s Joseph bar Jacob. I’m a friend of the prefect.”
“Stand back Joseph,” the officer replied. “I shall ride ahead to inform him of your
presence.”
A long silence followed in which everyone took turns using the cloaca. James and
Joseph snuck swigs of wine, while mother wasn’t looking. Mariah sat motionless at the table,
watching my brothers pour helpings from the wine jar and then place it back in the new cupboard
Papa had built. Jesus was as nervous as everyone else but managed to give comfort to Mariah
now.
“I know you have the cravings,” he whispered softly, “but wine destroyed my uncle as
surely as the plague. I’ll pray constantly for you, but you must pray too, Mariah. Each time it
comes upon you, you must ask the Lord for strength and resolve.”
“How did you get so smart?” she grinned foolishly, looking back at the cupboard.
“Where you listening to me?” Jesus touched her hand. “This is very serious, Mariah.
You must put yourself in the hands of God.”
“You sound so adult for a boy,” she laughed stupidly, “but I’ll be all right.”
I watched Jesus face fall. A thought came over me (I would now interpret as a
revelation) that Jesus not only knew that Mariah would never see her son again, but something
dark awaited her in Jerusalem. . . perhaps sooner. I temporarily forgot that I was Joseph’s
adopted son. After all, I was in good company now. Instead of worrying about myself, I began
worrying about foolish Mariah and her poor son, who I assumed my parents would have to adopt
too. Jesus looked over at me as I stood on a stool by the window and gave me a sad smile.
Jesus’ maturity back then astonished everyone. Those times in which he lost his temper like
everyone else or broke down and cried as would a little child had always amused me, but now I
had the urge to run and hug my oldest brother for the burdens he took upon himself.
Mama noticed Mariah’s glassy look too as she hovered by the window, waiting for
Papa’s return. James and Joseph, who were slightly tipsy, had sat down on their pallets and
fallen asleep. The twins, however, having awakened during all the commotion, climbed up on
stools to nestle beside mother at the table. Simon and Michael joined my vigil by the window, as
I waited for Cornelius to answer Papa’s summons. When, after a nerve-racking period of time,
we saw a lamp in the garden and heard footsteps up the path, we assumed it was him, but mother
made us wait until we heard a knock at the door and Papa’s voice. Hardly had Simon unbolted
the door when Papa came rushing in, out of breath, a worried look on his faith.
“Did you talk to Cornelius?” I jumped up and down excitedly.
Papa nodded faintly. He was sweating profusely
“But we didn’t hear you.” Simon looked at him disbelief.
“He spoke to me from his saddle in a discreet voice,” Papa explained. “It’s not good, not
good at all.” “Please everyone,” he motioned impatiently, “let’s sit down.”
“Would you care for some wine?” asked mother, wiping his brow.
“No, I have to keep a clear head,” he motioned for Simon, who ran to bring him a dipper
of water.
“Here Papa,” Simon chirped.
“Where’s James and Joseph?” he looked around the room. “How can they sleep at a time
like this?”
“They drank wine,” Michael blurted. “I saw them dip into your jar.”

Papa stepped forward as if he wanted to punish them severely but broke into laughter at
the comic poses his sons had fallen into on the floor. James lay on his back his mouth gaping
open, and Joseph lie on his face, an arm draped over his brother’s chest.
“Like two drunken sailors!” Papa exclaimed through guffaws. “My sons are drunk on
wine! What else will befall my house?”
“It’s not funny Joseph,” Mama frowned. “Our sons have tasted the vine!”
“Doesn’t anybody care what Cornelius said?” I shouted this time.
Papa expelled the words then dropped his face into his hands. “Apparently, Reuben and
his friends rolled a boulder down a hill and injured one of the prefect’s men. One of the soldiers
Cornelius said it was an accident, but they are hunting them down as incendiaries. Now they are
not only suspected of arson but are responsible for attacking a Roman soldier as well. I heard
distant shouting, coming from the town square. Our friendship with Cornelius will only make
matters worse!”
Everyone except Mariah rose from the table and went to console Papa. James and Joseph
stirred on their pallets, scratching their heads. Papa explained to us what they would do if they
caught Reuben and his friends. They would turn them over to the procurator for trial and
punishment, if they didn’t kill the fugitives on the spot. This appeared to be a disaster for our
family. We all chattered fearfully at the same time as Papa sat groaning in his chair. Mariah
appeared to be withdrawing again into a mental shell. Reason and sanity came back to our
family slowly as we listened to Jesus utter a supplication “Lord guard us this dark hour against
our enemies. Soften their hearts to your will. You know the truth. Impart this truth to the
elders, and guide the hard hand of Rome to justice, not vengeance. . .”
The prayer lasted for several moments more. Much of it sounded like repetition, so
Simon, Michael, and I stopped up our ears, but the distraction served to take our minds off of our
fears. At the end of his prayer, however, Jesus uttered something that awakened our dulled wits.
Even the groggy James and Joseph pricked up their ears when Jesus cried out “Lord protect your
misguided children Reuben, Josiah and Asa. If they’re caught, the Romans will kill them, and
the punishment will not fit the deed. The townsfolk will blame the house of Joseph bar Jacob.
Quickly heal the brave Roman harmed during the pursuit. Change the heart of our enemies
Reuben, Josiah and Asa. Quiet the storm in Nazareth with your calming breath. Please Lord, if
it be your will, send the Romans away!”
The last words in his supplication brought our father to his feet. It also awakened Mariah
from her lethargy.
“No, Jesus,” he wrung his hands, “we need the Romans to escort Mariah. You must alter
the end of your prayer!”
“You have said it,” Jesus smiled, pointing at his head, “and God has listened.”
James and Joseph laughed hysterically.
“The Romans? We need the Romans!” Mariah muttered, staring wild-eyed around the
room.
“He did the alteration in his head,” Mother explained, taking her trembling hand. “We
must do as Jesus says, and trust in the Lord.”
“I know the Romans will help Mariah.” I looked trustingly at Jesus. “Cornelius said so!”
“Yes,” Jesus nodded, “Cornelius is a man of his word.”
“But what about that scoundrel Reuben?” Papa gave him a worried look.

“I think Reuben and his friends will be gone a long time,” Jesus said less convincingly.
“Even before I prayed I got the strongest feelings about him leaving our town.”
“Did the Lord tell you that?” James frowned.
“The Lord does not speak in Hebrew or Latin,” Jesus explained patiently. “He speaks in
flashes and sensations, not words. Where’s your faith?”
“I believe in what I see,” grumbled James. “Whether or not Reuben and his friends leave
Nazareth, the Romans have persecuted our people. Our neighbors will hate us for that!”
“Well, maybe we should all pray,” suggested Papa, looking around the room, “all of us
praying together, at the same time, just to be sure.” “What to do you say?” he elbowed James.
“You would rather Mariah walk to Jerusalem by herself?”
“Well, . . . no,” James made a face. “I just wish Odeh would have done it, not them!”
“I’ll hold your hand Papa.” I stepped forward excitedly. “Jesus taught us how to pray!”
Jesus, smiling happily at us all, reached out for Papa’s hand. Papa motioned for me to
take the other. I offered my hand to Michael, who took it eagerly and clasped hands with his
mother, who seemed to have an embarrassed look on her face. James appeared to be excited to
join hands with Mariah. Then, with a shudder, he took Joseph’s hand, who linked up with
Simon, the twins, and then our mother, who completed the circle by taking Jesus’ free hand.
“What do we say?” Michael whispered in my ear.
“Pray in your head, like Jesus said,” I answered curtly.
“That’s correct,” Jesus agreed, “a circle of prayer. Everyone will give God his or her
own special words.”
“What special words?” Michael turned to me. “I can’t think of any words.”
“Make them up,” Simon groaned
“Yes, use one of your mother’s spells,” grumbled Joseph.
“Listen children,” Jesus reminded us, “clean out all your thoughts, like our mother
sweeps the floor. Pretend, as you shut your eyes, that you’re looking up to heaven, through a
clear blue sky. In your own words, ask God to protect our house and allow Mariah a safe
journey.”
“Jesus! Jesus!” I sputtered. “What about the Romans? What about Cornelius?”
“That too,” sighed Jesus. “We want our friend to come back.”
Sounds of Roman officers in the distance shouting orders filtered in the night wind
through the window. Unceremoniously Papa ordered us to commence our separate entreaties
with one word “begin!”
At first I saw a big white horse riding in my head. It was difficult not to think of my
horse, until I did exactly what Jesus said. First, with some effort, came the house cleaning,
followed by the clear blue sky, and the simplest prayer a boy my age could muster: “Bless our
house, watch over our guests, and make our enemies go away!”
After opening my eyes, I discovered that many of the others were having trouble
“thinking” their prayer too. Michael and Simon stood there with their eyes tightly shut and lips
moving, while James and Joseph, who had drank too much wine, clung miserably to their
partner’s hands. While Mariah had the look of a trapped animal, Jesus and our parents appeared
to be offering God more eloquent prayers, but the twins, having been excused by the ordeal,
broke ranks and fled to the next room.

The sound of marching, more shouts, and one piercing blast of a horn, now halted our
circle of prayer. I shuddered and sighed at the same time. Papa looked around at us and said
hastily “Amen!”
Suddenly there was a clatter of swords against metal pleats, followed by knocking on the
front door. After releasing each other’s hands, we fled from the kitchen. James, Joseph, Simon,
Michael, and I now cowered in various corners of the room. Our parents, hand-in-hand, stood
bravely in front of the door. Once again Jesus settled calmly at the table as Mariah, as the twins
earlier, ran from the scene.
“Yes?” Papa called anxiously. “What business do you have with us this hour?”
“This is Cornelius,” the prefect answered impatiently. “My apologies for disturbing you
again, but I must speak to you Joseph. Please let me in.”
“Of course,” Papa mumbled, pulling the board from its cradle.
The prefect, now covered with dust and grime, clamored into the room. In back of him,
but not crossing the threshold were several legionnaires, still holding their swords.
“Cornelius! What’s the meaning of this?” Papa gasped, looking out into our yard. “Why
are they holding swords?”
“I’m sorry, Joseph,” he replied hoarsely, “I fear for the safety of your family. Three fireraisers, who almost killed one of my men, are at large. A village witness claimed to see them
near your house.”
Papa looked at Jesus, as if by eye contact, to confirm the legitimacy of their prayers.
Having rose up to greet our guest, Jesus nodded both greeting and assurance to each man. I ran
over finally, halted a few paces in front of Cornelius, and looked up admiringly at our friend.
“Reuben and his friends, Josiah and Asa, are gone,” Jesus said with great conviction.
“They’ll bother this house no more.”
Cornelius laughed softly. “Really? We couldn’t find them, but I wouldn’t be surprised if
they were hiding somewhere in the hills or outskirts of town.”
A Roman prefect would only laugh if we told him about our prayers. Mama, always the
good host, immediately handed him a mug of wine.
“What was all that commotion in town?” Papa changed the subject, as Cornelius took a
long, slurping gulp.
“Thank you my lady,” he murmured, handing the half-empty mug back. “I hope you
forgive this intrusion in your home.”
“The good prefect has our best wishes at heart.” She bowed.
“I don’t wish to alarm you.” Cornelius stared gravely at our father. “Those incendiaries
have caused a mood of insurrection among your fellow Jews.”
Papa’s eyebrows shot up. “So it’s not just the pursuit of Reuben requiring the Romans.
You’re here to maintain order and keep the peace.”
“Yes,” Cornelius replied, making a sweep with his arm, “our presence is a show of force
for agitators.” “I’m sorry,” he looked around the room, “Rome has an ancient fear of insurrection
and fire. We must keep order. I insist that you all stay inside, as I’m sure most citizens are
doing this hour. Unless I post guards tonight, I can’t vouch for your safety against Reuben and
other trouble-makers in town.”
“Will there be very many posts?” Papa gave him an anxious look.

“Four for each security zone.” Cornelius nodded. “We’ll have three shifts—day and night
—at each corner of town.”
“Is that necessary?” Papa groaned.
“I’m afraid so.” The prefect folded his arms. “Nazareth is close to the fort, making it
easier to patrol than other towns. The main caravan road isn’t far from here, which makes this
area especially important. It’s not merely that rogue Reuben and his men that are a problem. A
robber band, led by Abbas, is causing trouble in Galilee, so other towns, such as Cana and Nain,
require security too.” “Mark my word.” He socked his fist. “They’ll pay dearly for that fire.
They picked the wrong time to anger Rome!”
“Death to incendiaries!” cried a soldier in our yard.
“Aye,” another shouted in the distance, “death to all Jews trifling with Rome!”
“Fantastic!” I clapped my hands. “The Romans are here!”
James and Joseph, jolted from drunken slumber, frowned severely at me. Papa and
Mama shook their heads. If it’s true that voices are carried in the wind, the last soldier’s shout
put our town on notice. In the torchlight, through the open door, we could see the faces of our
protectors: unshaven, steel jawed, cold-eyed warriors. That moment, as my admiration soared,
my words stung James and Joseph, yet Jesus gave me an indulgent smile. It was one of the
countless childhood memories of my oldest brother tucked away in my memory. Other than
Jesus, himself, only Michael was glad to see the soldiers, but he seemed frightened of these men.
In a more tactful fashion than his men, Cornelius spoke to us, going into more detail
about the security measures for Nazareth. In the background, as my parents stood there with
wide, unblinking eyes, James and Joseph stood glaring at our visitor. I could hear them
whispering back and forth. They were unhappy about the Roman presence. Wine had loosened
their tongues.
At first, the prefect seemed unruffled by their hostility. “These fellows,” he announced,
pointing to his men, “will take the first watch. Essentially, they’ll be guarding your house.
Horsemen will patrol the main road in and out of Nazareth and the footpaths in town. Sentries,
in teams of four, will guard the north, south, east, and west sectors of town. You’re
neighborhood, particularly your property, is closest to the Shepherd encampment and old
Jerusalem trail, so it might require added security. Horsemen will also patrol the perimeter of the
hills and surrounding desert, and the entire cohort will divide its forces throughout Galilee to
seek out and destroy Abbas and his band. Rest assured, because of the unrest in this province,
what happened here in Nazareth will be closely watched. I’ll return in a few days to talk to your
town elders, so I can explain the schedule and how I’ll station my men. For the remainder of this
week, I’ll spend most of our time in the saddle, determining how many cities and towns require
around-the-clock protection. You’ve probably noticed our growing presence here—a show of
force to remind Galileans that we’re here. Rome is always watching. There’ll be no more
rebellions against Rome!”
Cornelius had given James and Joseph a warning. Though Papa gave them his most
severe frown, they grumbled unhappily to each other.
“The Romans are oppressors!” Joseph whispered in James’ ear.
“Our name is now sheep dung in this town.” James muttered back.
Still quite tipsy, they had been overheard. The prefect picked up on their whispers yet
spoke indirectly, as if they weren’t in the room.

“Meaning no respect.” He bowed deferentially to my parents. “I don’t understand the
Jewish mind, especially its ill-tempered youths. Despite the efforts of our emperor and governor
to appease them, many Jews are hotheads and rabble-rousers, like those troublemakers in your
town. I have noticed that older men are more prudent. The peaceful village of Nazareth was the
last place I would expect unrest. It’s not merely the incendiaries who set Mariah’s house on fire
or Abbas, the bandit chief, who worry me. I can hear it now in the air: mutiny and sedition. I
can even hear it in this room. The incident in Nazareth was a wake-up call. I’m afraid that fire,
awakened a mood of civil disobedience, placing your family in conflict with those agitators in
town.”
“Will your men be friendly?” Papa asked carefully. “….They won’t mistreat my
neighbors and friends?”
“Yes and no,” he answered, raising an eyebrow. “ It’s a two-way road. The optios in
charge of the four security zones will instruct their men to be polite and patient for Jews obeying
the law. Later, when they have time, your sentries should introduce themselves. Hopefully, very
soon, the routine will run smoothly here. Don’t worry, Joseph and Mary, you have nothing to
fear!”
“What about my mother?” asked Michael, dashing across the floor.
“Hello there,” Cornelius reached down to pat his head. “So you’re Mariah’s son. A
strong likeness, I must say.” “Don’t you worry,” he winked at Michael, “I’ve given my word.”
“You poor dear.” Mother clasped her hands. “You and your men must be exhausted.”
“We’ll manage.” He sighed raggedly. “Rome never sleeps.”
The quip was taken seriously by my family. Cornelius meant business. The prefect’s
eyes rolled around the room. James and Joseph’s surly faces caught his attention as did Jesus,
who, with much different viewpoints, stood there contemplating our new friend. It appeared by
the glow on his face that Simon, like Michael and I, was greatly impressed by this gallant soldier.
Though appreciative, my parents had looks of concern on their haggard faces. How far would
the prefect go to protect our town?
“I’m aware,” his voice grew stern, “that only three incendiaries were reported tonight.
Most of the hecklers ran into the shadows like frightened lambs. But don’t be fooled, my
friends. All of us remember that terrible time when Nazarene youths were executed alongside of
Judah’s other rebels for rebelling against Rome.” “This was a long time ago,” he added
reflectively, “but the mood hasn’t changed. We know that Nazareth, like other Galilean towns,
is filled with hotheads. I heard some of them shouting insults at my men. We’re here to protect
you but also to keep order, especially with those fire-raisers running amuck. Rome will not
tolerate another Judah the Galilean. Nor will we allow innocent townsfolk to be terrorized by
criminal’s carrying torches and making threats.”
For a moment, after reaching over to ruffle my hair, the prefect made eye-contact with
James and Joseph again. Papa nodded gravely at the connection then suggested politely that
Cornelius sit down, have some more wine, and rest a moment before going back to camp. The
prefect smiled and shook his head then chatted disarmingly awhile with us about the fire and the
miraculous storm that put it out. He laughed softly to himself about the story he heard. At that
point, he looked squarely at Jesus but said nothing. I wanted to cry out “It’s true! It’s true!”
Roman soldiers, I would discover later, were a superstitious lot, but their officers were practical
men who dealt only with facts. The lecture he gave us had been expected. He cared not a wit

about Jesus supposed divinity or the gossip from townsfolk that he had summed Beelzebub to
make it rain. Cornelius, however, had presented the problem Rome had with we stiff necked
Jews in a kindly enough fashion. He didn’t talk down to us or make us feel like a conquered
people. The gruff mannerism expected of no-nonsense military men was absent from the prefect,
at least the side of himself shown to us. He had made us feel like friends.
The warning he had given for James and Joseph’s benefit had silenced them. In a
tremulous voice, to avoid discipline, they begged his pardon. With Papa’s prodding, they
stepped forward one-by-one to shake the Roman’s hand. Cornelius gave them both a stern smile
but said nothing. Before departing, he summed up the plan for spiriting Mariah away. All of us,
except Michael’s mother, perked our ears up and drew near. The plan had changed only slightly.
Papa and Ezra would escort Mariah to the orchard, where a contingent of soldiers would take her
through the nearby hills to the camp of Odeh and his men. Odeh, who had been frightened off
because he thought Mariah was a criminal or witch, would lead the Roman escort with their
secret cargo to Jerusalem during his monthly wool caravan to the holy city. We never found out
how Cornelius talked him into this. It seemed so fortuitous to us that Odeh’s periodic journey
would coincide with Mariah’s planned rescue, we once again glanced knowingly at Jesus, who
stood quietly in our midst.
“I had nothing to do with it,” he stated unequivocally. “The Lord answered our prayers.”
“Of course,” I smiled slyly.
“Jesus has great powers,” Michael whispered into my ear.
Mariah, who had a withdrawn, glassy-eyed look, frowned and tilted her head, as if she
was hearing voices. Mother, with a look of alarm, reached out to squeeze her knuckles, but
Mariah withdrew her hand, smiled crookedly, and began muttering softly to herself.
“She’s not right in the head,” observed James.
“She’ just upset,” Papa frowned at James. “She’ll be all right when she leaves Nazareth.
In Jerusalem she’ll be with relatives. It’ll do her good.”
“What about her son?” Cornelius gave Michael’s head another pat.
“He’ll come later,” Papa said reassuringly, “when Mariah’s ready. We mustn’t rush
matters. We’ll let Mariah decide that for herself.”
Our adopted father was in denial. So much had happened to us in such a short period of
time the fact that Mariah might still be insane, though a logical conclusion after yesterday’s
events, was being ignored. She’s just upset Papa told us. She’ll be all right in Jerusalem (with
relatives who hate her, Michael, himself, had said.) I can scarcely believe Papa said such a thing.
I knew nothing of literature or history then. Now, what comes to my jaded mind are the words
of my friend Paul of Tarsus, who summed up my ten year old grasp of these years when Jesus,
himself, was still a youth:
“Now we see through a glass, darkly but then face to face. Now I know in part, but then
shall I know even as also I am known.”
******
I was confused and sad about our new status as the adopted children of Joseph, the
carpenter. Our small act of charity in Nazareth, which loomed so large now, reeled around us in
chaos, and yet I had time to daydream about a better day. My white horse and troops were

always there to comfort me. In my dream my friend Michael, who I thought shared my dream,
was by my side.
The prefect paused one last time to salute us and thank us for our hospitality and the mug
of wine. I saluted him back: a fist brought up against my chest. This time, we knew the Romans
would not leave Nazareth and our own property until things had quieted down. With the Lord’s
protection, Jesus thought this was unnecessary, but my parents, Simon, Michael, and I felt much
better with legionnaires guarding our house. Papa now ordered everyone to get some sleep.
First light, when they must be in the orchard, he reminded us, would come early. Now that there
was a large contingent of Romans watching our house, we need not worry about Mariah and her
safety. In spite of Jesus confidence that Reuben would be no threat, however, we knew it would
be a sleepless night and everyone, except perhaps the twins, would be up at the crack of dawn.

Chapter Ten
Flight to Jerusalem

I felt wound up like a ball of gardener’s twine, and yet I would fall asleep, as I did last
night between Simon and Michael. James and Joseph, still feeling the effects of wine, had been
the first to tumble onto their pallets. The age-old excuse that ‘wine made me do it’ appeared to
have exempted them from further discipline. Mother led Mariah into the next room cooing softly
to the addled woman, as she had to Uncle Ahab. Afraid that Mariah would dip into his wine jug,
Papa hid it in the carpenter shop. Before I drifted off to sleep I heard him tell this to Mama and
also give his impression of what was happening in our town.
“Like many years ago,” he began, “I watched soldiers riding back and forth down the
road in front of our house, in those days when Judah’s rebels were crucified throughout Galilee.
Cries would erupt day and night as men were dragged from their homes. Though Judah, himself,
was never caught, two thousand rebels were hung on crosses. We lost a score of young men and
two elders, Moshe and Rehoboam, accused of fomenting revolt.”
“I remember,” Mary sighed wistfully. “Those were terrible days!”
“I pray,” he spoke solemnly, “that my trust isn’t misplaced in Cornelius and nothing like
that happens again. I’d never forgive myself if our good deed causes more deaths.”
“Joseph,” she scolded gently, “stop worrying. Cornelius is a good man. The children are
trying to sleep. You are exhausted and should get some sleep too.”
After that, I heard muted voices in the next room. I wondered how they all fit—Mariah,
my parents, and the twins—crammed in one small room. The back room had a door as well as a
window, as did the kitchen, and a wall facing the back of the house. If there weren’t Romans on
the premises or rogue Nazarenes roaming around town, Papa and Mama could sleep in the
courtyard and under the thatched roof. I doubted if they would do that tonight. For a few
moments, as idle thoughts played in my mind, I conjured up my white horse, which I rode fast,
along with my fancy armor, flying cape, and long shiny spear. Once again, as sleep overtook
me, I found myself in a prophetic dream. Of course, I had no such name yet for this experience.
I wonder now if Jesus put these revelations in my head. I could see Papa coming toward me in
slow motion. I felt sluggish in my dream, as I often did when I was really tired. The orchard
around me was distorted, as dreamscapes often are. As I walked toward Papa, I heard Jesus call
from behind me “this is our adopted father, husband to the Virgin Mary. Greater is the love for
spiritual children than those of the flesh.”
Unlike my strange dream about Cornelius, I barely understand this message as I
awakened in the dark. Who was the Virgin Mary? How was it possible that Jesus was also
adopted? Papa admitted that Mama gave birth to him. So who was the Virgin Mary? As I
listened to the snoring of my brothers and the song of a nightingale in Mama’s garden, it came to
me in a rush of emotion that this was my family—the parents, brothers and sisters who made up
the house of Joseph bar Jacob. Nothing could change this—not the fact that we were all adopted,
not the fact that the oldest brother talked constantly to God, and not even the fact that there was a
witch sleeping in our house. What kind of parents would take in the orphans of their relatives

and love them as their own? What sort of parents would shelter anyone, even a woman who had
practiced witchcraft, under their roof and would trust any person, even a Roman soldier, who had
a good heart? James, Joseph, Simon, Michael, Martha, Abigail, and I seemed to be average,
unspectacular souls, but my parents, Joseph and Mary and my brother Jesus, were special people.
Those things Samuel told us about—the star, magis, and new king—excited our imaginations,
but they seemed remote from our lives. What we had seen with our own eyes and heard with our
own ears couldn’t be dismissed as legend or hearsay. The raising of the dead bird and the
cloudburst I now accepted as facts. I was certain James, Joseph, Simon, and Michael did too.
******
In the morning, at first light, I remembered the dream I had last night. In spite of the
disclosure of our adoptions, it made little sense, and yet I was filled with expectation. The
memory of my father telling me I was special and Jesus telling me that I had a purpose in God’s
plan made me wonder if I was, like my brother, touched by God.
I could hear the voices of my parents in the next room, as they got Mariah ready to travel.
Ezra had not yet arrived, and everyone else, including Jesus, were still asleep. I was shaken
awake by my own fear, mentally imprinted with nightmarish imagery of wild men running
through Nazareth with torches and Roman cavalrymen chasing them down with long, sharp
spears. I saw nothing significant about this nightmare, especially after everything that happened
in the past two days, but my first dream seemed important to me. I decided, as I arose from my
pallet, to tell Jesus about it. I had forgotten to tell anyone about my last dream, which was so
similar to my actual encounter with Cornelius and his men. This time I wanted to share my
dreamscape with someone. My memory, which was like an endless scroll, should allow me to
present the details of my dream to Jesus exactly as they happened in my head. The problem was,
when they reached my mouth, I could not easily put them into words.
Jesus was at the table, sleeping on his arms. The lamp beside him cast an eerie light upon
his face, as he looked up. I stood there a moment waiting for the sleep to leave his mind
“Jesus!” I told him excitedly. “I had a funny dream. I was in the orchard, but it was all
fuzzy around me. Papa was in front of me, and I heard your voice.”
“Oh, what did I say?” he asked, rubbing his eyes.
“Uh, lemme see,” I said, scratching my head. “…. ‘This is our adopted father, husband to
the Virgin Mary,’ whatever that means. Then you said ‘Great is the love for spiritual children
than those of the flesh.’ Was this not a good dream?”
Jesus looked at me in disbelief, glancing around the room as if he didn’t want to be
overheard.
“That is a very good dream Jude,” he said discreetly. “You are so very close to the truth.
Most sleepers don’t remember the substance of their dreams. The Lord has blessed you with a
good memory.” “But you must never tell anyone else about this dream.” He drew close to me.
“The Lord was telling you in your dream that we brothers are blessed to be Joseph’s adopted
sons. Giving birth to children in the spirit, unlike the flesh, binds our family forever. The spirit
is mightier than the flesh!”
I gave this some thought, a frown playing on my face. These were fine words, but
something was missing. Jesus had not given me the full interpretation of my dream. He had

deliberately left out the most important part: the Virgin Mary. It might have been true, as he
said, that we were born of the spirit, but this didn’t explain his own mysterious birth, and it
didn’t clarify Mary’s special relationship to her oldest son. Today the answer to this riddle is
obvious to me, but such a conclusion is hindsight now. I was a young child when we had this
conversation. Today I am a man, who has seen and heard great miracles. I have witnessed my
brother’s ability to stir men’s souls. The Jesus who spoke to me that morning in Nazareth would
not admit his own divinity. He was only fifteen years old. That he was he was born of the flesh
from a virgin would be hard even for him to accept and would never have of occurred to a ten
year old boy.
Jesus smiled as I digested his words. It was much too simple of an interpretation, and I
sensed that it was incomplete. Nevertheless, I gave him a faint nod as he waited for my
response.
“So that’s what Virgin Mary means:” I replied dubiously, “in the spirit, not the flesh?
That’ll be a hard secret to keep.”
I’m not sure if Jesus detected my sarcasm, but he shook my shoulders. “You must keep
this secret little Jude. I don’t care if you tell anyone about the rest of your dream, but promise
me that you’ll repeat those words ‘Virgin Mary’ to no one.”
“Aw, all right,” I puckered my lips. “I guess I can do that.”
“Remarkable!” He muttered under his breath. “The Lord works in mysterious ways. But
James, Joseph, and Simon aren’t ready for this information. Michael may never be. You aren’t
either Jude—I barely understand all this myself. And yet there it was in your head.” “This shall
bind us especially, you and I.” He gave me a firm hug. “. . . Our secret—for no one else’s ears!”
Jesus had nothing to fear. I had no intentions of telling my brothers about my dream.
They would think I was touched in the head. None of my dream made sense to me. How could
anyone be born of the spirit? Were not all of God’s creatures born of the flesh? Those secret
words, Virgin Mary, were an even greater riddle for me to solve. I was afraid to ask Jesus for a
better interpretation of my dream for fear of what I might find. I am in awe even now, as I write
my chronicle, when I think of what all this implied.
******
Jesus and I watched our parents emerge from the back room with Mariah in tow, guiding
her as they would a nervous, frightened child. Ezra stood silhouetted in the doorframe, sunlight
streaming in, as Papa and Mama approached. Because she remained mute and they were so very
silent, the other boys continued to slumber on their pallets. I was, by now, thoroughly disgusted
with Michael’s mother. She was abandoning him without a fight, her only fear being for herself.
Jesus, however, saw Mariah as a lost soul. Though he sat calmly, a smile playing on his face, I
could see concern in his blue eyes. His lips were moving in a silent prayer.
I felt a strange honor that he had spoken to me as a confidant, so I said nothing
disparaging about Mariah. I was convinced that Jesus shielded us with his prayers. I had seen
him cure a dead bird and bring forth a storm. In the afterglow of my dream was born a greater
knowledge I now shared with Jesus. I tried not to think of the substance of our conversation for
fear I might blurt out the question looming in my thoughts: how is it possible that our mother is a
virgin after being married to Papa all these years? Though I was only ten years old, the seeds of
revelation had been planted in my mind.

Out the door Papa and Ezra exited with their charge, Mariah looking back a moment at
her sleeping child. At this point I could take it no more and shook Michael awake so he could
bid his mother goodbye. The two men paused angrily as Mariah embraced the child she would
make an orphan. Jesus, without saying a word, had told me this. I hoped he was wrong. Now,
as we watched mother and son break apart at Papa’s insistence, I wanted Jesus to tell me this
aloud.
“Is it true Jesus?” I felt my eyes fill with tears. “Will Michael never see his mother
again?”
“Yes,” he whispered in my ear, “but you must never tell him.”
“Oh, another secret,” I nodded slowly. “Can I tell Papa or James?”
“Keep this between us for the time being.” My oldest brother ruffled my hair. “Michael is
your brother now.”
Mariah was stationed between Papa and Ezra at the edge of our property and beside the
orchard, where the Shepherd’s Trail begins. After Jesus ran over to lead Michael away, his
mother gazed forward, without a backward glance, a blank look on her face. Because of the
danger that Reuben and his friends might be in the hills, Papa had forbidden us from traveling
too far. For the time being, until he could trust the guards, the pomegranate bush was our limit.
Beyond that point in our backyard, we couldn’t travel. Likewise, the vegetable and herb garden
was the boundary line in the front yard. Jesus, despite his confidence in the Lord, agreed with
these security measures. Mama didn’t even want us to leave the house. Whispering another
prayer, as he held Michael’s hand, Jesus motioned for me to stay put. Mariah just stood there, a
virtual captive of her fate. Michael stared, with sorrow and disbelief, at his mother. To prevent
him from bolting after her, Jesus and I gripped his shoulders, moving him behind the bush to blot
out the heart-rending sight.
It was there, peeking over the branches, that we witnessed the exchange. A handful of
Roman soldiers, accompanied by Odeh and another, much younger, shepherd received Mariah,
after Papa and Ezra gave her a goodbye embrace. I could imagine Papa saying “Peace be upon
you Mariah,” but even at a distance I could see a frown on Ezra’s face. Mariah looked back
finally in the direction of the house, and then, as the Romans and shepherds hustled her further
down the path, disappeared forever from Michael’s life. I sensed that something terrible would
befall her one-day, but I didn’t blame Jesus. He would say, if I asked him what Mariah’s fate
would be, “It’s up to God.”
Michael wept uncontrollably, as Jesus and I guided him back to the house. For a
moment, as we approached the back door, he went limp in our arms because he was sobbing so
deeply, but then a tranquil look fell over his freckled face as Jesus whispered to him, and he
simpered quietly as we led him inside. When we reached the kitchen table, James, Joseph and
Simon were stirring groggily on their pallets but had not yet risen to their feet. After a few
moments of gloomy silence, I watched Mama exit the back room with the twins in tow, an
expression of sadness on her haggard face. It was over, I thought that moment, as Jesus
attempted to comfort my friend. Mama came over and ran her hand through Michael’s red hair.
Martha and Abigail stood before us perfect images of each other, except for a scrape on
Abigail’s chin she had received after tripping in the garden. As I thought about it, they looked
less like Joseph and Mary’s children than any of us. I don’t remember any of my relatives
having such blond hair. Were some of our relatives Greeks? None of us resembled each other

very much. The only one who looked like one of my parents, for that matter, was Jesus, who had
our mother’s blue eyes and her light brown hair.
As I sat at the kitchen waiting for mother to fix breakfast, a wave of resentment swept
over me. For the first time I could remember, I clearly saw a resemblance, not only in their hair
and eyes, but in their oval shaped faces and perfectly formed noses. The dream about the Virgin
Mary resurfaced in my mind. We knew that Mama and Jesus, my brother, were mother and son
—in the flesh. That was an accepted fact. I was struck with a terrible thought that I couldn’t
accept. In fact, considering he was born from a virgin, I can barely comprehend it even now. . . .
What if Jesus really was God’s son?

Chapter Eleven
The Problem Child

In spite of Jesus’ claim that Michael was my brother, Michael didn’t act like a member of
our family. For a very long time, as my father attempted to rebuild his reputation in Nazareth,
his business was limited to townsmen waiting for woodwork or repairs to their homes. He was
forced to travel to nearby communities where, on less hostile ground, he and my older brothers
repaired fences, broken furniture, and roofs. Inexplicably, my brothers transferred their blame
for Mariah to her son. They wouldn’t dare tell Michael how they felt or physically mistreated
him. My parents, who treated him kindly enough, would not allow that. James and Joseph’s
silence, however, spoke loudly to my friend. During our chores, at our meals, in our free time, or
when Papa, Jesus, James, and Joseph returned from doing carpentry or repair work, they acted as
if Michael wasn’t even there. Other than myself, only Simon, who joined me in helping Mama
in the garden when not sanding wood or sweeping out the shop, gave Michael any recognition.
For Simon, however, it was a begrudging acknowledgement, much like he gave my other friends.
I thought my brothers, particularly James and Joseph, might get over it after awhile, but it only
got worse. There was, I must admit, one advantage to this situation. As the youngest son, I had
been given the least amount of respect from my brothers. For once in my life I was not at the
end of the pecking order in our house. That place was now taken by Michael, the witches son.
Of course, when Papa and Mama were watching them closely, James and Joseph were
polite to Michael as they were to Uriah and Nehemiah. It was, however, the same forced
politeness they showed Cornelius and his men when my parents were around. Otherwise, they
glared and snarled at people they didn’t like, which sometimes included me. Often James could
be reasoned with, but Joseph held grudges, and he would never forgive me for me wanting to be
a soldier for Rome. I showed partiality to the “enemy,” as he saw it, which was true in many
respects. I admired the way the mounted sentries galloped down the road, commanding respect,
if not awe. Occasionally, I would catch Cornelius, himself, ride into town on his big white
stallion, lash its reins to a fence post, then climb majestically off his horse. Because of our
neighbors and my brothers’ resentment for the Romans, I remained in the background, watching
him remove his shiny helmet to wipe sweet from his brow. Along with his flowing red robe, and
glistening armor, the plumed helmet was the trademark of the Roman officer. Of everything that
made him a Roman knight, though, I admired his white horse the most. I had wondered those
moments whether or not Cornelius visited other sectors too. I couldn’t hear what he said to
Papa, but it probably had something to do with the town’s security. After the fire and his
encounter with Mariah, he had taken special interest in our corner of Nazareth. Papa would look
self-consciously around as they chatted, aware of the implications. Already we were considered
an eccentric family by our critics; now we had become collaborators with Rome.
All things considered, therefore, it wasn’t merely the fact that Jesus was considered a
heretic and our family harbored a witch and had adopted her strange son, our relationship with
the Romans caused mounting resentment from townsmen. Because of recent agitation in
Sepphoris and neighboring towns, attacks upon caravans and travelers by Abbas and his band,

and the recent crisis caused by Reuben and his men, Roman presence in Nazareth had grown that
night before Mariah’s flight to Jerusalem from an occasional squadron of soldiers sent from the
Galilean Cohort to a permanent occupation force in our town. Ezra, who paid us a rare visit, told
Papa that the prefect, himself, had warned the elders against civil disobedience. They had never
found Reuben and his band, but Cornelius promised the elders that he would arrest and hand
over for judgment to the procurator in Jerusalem the next troublemaker or townsmen caught with
a torch. The events surrounding the rescue of Mariah had much to do with the Roman
occupation in Nazareth, since it resulted in the actions of Reuben and the fire at Mariah’s house,
but the reasons for a military presence, it was obvious, ran deeper than local agitators running
amuck. Added to the offense taken by the rabbi and his crowd for my brother’s heresies and
parents aid to Maria, was the blame heaped on us for the Roman presence in our town.
Though I was ignorant of the long-term effects of association with Romans, I knew that
most of Nazareth’s citizens felt safer in their hands. I was, for my part, quite satisfied with this
state of affairs. Cornelius, who I admired greatly, appeared to be our personal protector, and I
was quite happy that we would never see Reuben and his friends, Josiah and Asa, again. Of
course, I was thinking as a child. The prefect might be able to make the townsmen behave, but
he couldn’t force them to do business with Papa. It would just take time, Papa promised, for his
friendship with Ezra to mend and for his customers to return. I believed him, especially when
Jesus promised the same thing, himself. At this point in my life, I could care less about the
general unrest in Galilee or the bandits recently reported on the roads. Except for my brothers’
attitude, everything seemed to be getting back to normal in our home.
Then one day, as Jesus, James, and Joseph returned home after repairing Samuel’s roof,
resentment for Michael erupted in our yard. It began with smoldering looks from the second and
third oldest son. As Michael stood dejectedly beside me, I asked as politely as possible, “Why
can’t you be nice to our new brother?” Such a mild question, I recall, resulted in a terrible storm
of words from Joseph and James.
For a moment, there was silence in the garden. Exhausted from his many labors, Papa
was the first to enter the house, so James and Joseph waited a moment in order to answer my
question. Jesus stood beneath the fig tree, a suspicious look on his face.
“That son of perdition,” James snarled, “will never be my brother!”
“Per-dish-un?” Michael made a face. “What does that mean?”
“It means your mother’s a witch,” exclaimed Joseph, “and you’ve ruined Papa’s business
in town!”
“Yes,” growled James, “and it’s gonna get worse the longer you stay!”
“That will be quite enough,” Jesus snapped, grabbing James by the collar. “In the first
place, the Lord, Himself, has placed Michael in our care. You two should be ashamed for not
welcoming our new brother.”
“What are you gonna do,” Joseph sneered, “tell Papa?”
“No,” Jesus turned swiftly to Joseph, pulling him up to his face. “If you as so much as
frown at Michael again, you shall answer to me!”
We could see mother’s frowning face at the window. Papa stuck his head out the door
and asked us what was wrong. Not wanting to admit what they had said to Michael, however,
James and Joseph never told Papa about the threat Jesus had made. It was, I realize now as I
recall Jesus anger during his ministry at the moneylenders in the temple, his first outburst of

righteous anger. That moment I grew even closer to my older brother, though I was disappointed
that he didn’t throttle them both on the spot.
“I have spoken,” he dismissed them finally. “Go in peace. As long as you live in this
house, you’ll abide by the Lord’s will.”
James and Joseph were furious at Jesus’ words. I wasn’t sure whether they feared Papa’s
anger at finding out they were mistreating Michael or if they were affected by Jesus’ warning,
but they fled the scene, running around the garden, down the path that lead through the olive
orchard and into the hills. Placing a hand on our shoulders, Jesus smiled gently at us, muttered
“amen!” and then, as Michael and I discussed this wondrous event, disappeared suddenly as he
so often did, appearing again, I’m certain, somewhere in the hills or on the Shepherd’s Trail. I
didn’t know whether James or Joseph had fled into the hills, themselves, and I didn’t care. This
would be disobedience in Papa’s mind—a serious breach of his authority, but, of course, I
reminded myself, recalling the incident of the sparrow, Jesus answered to a ‘higher authority.’
I felt comfort in the knowledge that Michael and I, as well as our family, now had four
protectors: Papa, Cornelius, Jesus, and, most importantly, God. How could we not feel safe
under the protection of such guardians?
******
With nothing left to do after finishing our chores, Michael and I amused ourselves by
teasing the twins awhile as they picked vegetables from the garden. Neither Abigail nor Martha
talked very much. Until recently, when they had warmed up to Jesus, I had begun to wonder if
they had not grown addled or mute. Suddenly, as we peeked over a bush and pelted them with
pebbles, Jesus reappeared. Abigail and Martha would never have told on us. No harm was done,
and in fact the twins giggled foolishly, as the seeds bounced off their blond heads. But Jesus was
not amused.
“Jude, come forth,” he beaconed with a crooked finger.
“Uh oh,” Michael swallowed heavily, “he caught us!”
“I’m sorry,” I mumbled, shuffling from the bush.
“You too, Michael,” he called, with a chuckle, “don’t try to hide. Adam and Eve made
that mistake, and look where it got them. “That’s it my brothers,” he gripped our shoulders again.
Michael and I stuck our lower lips out, as Abigail and Martha stood there giggling at us.
“Now tell them you’re sorry,” he said to us. “You know it’s not right to tease our little
sisters.”
“Sorry!” I chimed.
“Sorry for what?” Jesus laughed softly. “You can do better than that.”
“We’re sorry for throwing seeds at your dumb heads!” I exclaimed.
“But they’re laughing at us,” Michael pointed out, “and you’re laughing too!”
“Come on my new brother,” he ruffled Michael’s hair, “tell the twins you’re sorry too.”
“All right,” Michael threw up his hands, “I’m sorry Abigail. I’m sorry Martha. I’ll never
throw seeds at you again.”
Our parents were standing in the doorway smiling tolerantly at our antics. Jesus patted
both our heads, tweaked our cheeks, and took us aside as the girls continued to pick vegetables
for Mama’s stew. Standing back thoughtfully and folding his arms, he commended us for our

remorse. I was relieved that he was not angry with us, as he had been with James and Joseph,
yet Michael seemed upset. It was that same unreasonableness he had shown with our friends
Uriah and Nehemiah. Even when he was obviously wrong, he found it difficult to admit it
without resentment. I would soon learn how serious this personality flaw was in Michael, but for
the moment I accepted the mild rebuke from my oldest brother. The very next thing he said
almost startled me, for it was as if he had read my mind. Without telling Michael, whom I knew
would not approve, I had the urge to talk to Uriah. I heard Papa tell Mama that Joachim had
snubbed him again as they passed each other on the road, but perhaps the rabbi, like his son,
secretly wanted to make amends with us. I expected no peace from Nehemiah’s household. His
aunt had acted quite addled in the head. Now, as Michael and I stood before Jesus listening to
his suggestions how we could better occupy our time, he interrupted himself, with an incredible
idea.
“After you help the twins bring vegetables in to Mama, why don’t we walk over to Rabbi
Joachim, so you and Michael can make peace with he and his son.”
“What?” my mouth dropped in disbelief.
“No way,” Michael folded his arms. “He called my mama a whore.”
“I know,” Jesus sighed, “and Nehemiah’s aunt thought she was a witch.” “But all that is
behind us,” he reminded us. “Mariah will be starting a new life. The town will not blame
Michael for the suspicions they had for his mother, unless he acts guilty and hides in our house.
We must all go forth with our heads held high in Nazareth. You both must look the rabbi and his
son directly in the eyes.”
Michael ran away into the hills. The idea didn’t really appeal to me either, and yet I felt
that Michael was overreacting again. After a short while of assisting Simon, the twins, and me
pick and clean vegetables for mothers stew, Jesus bent down and whispered for my ears only,
“Come, let’s go. Michael doesn’t want to visit the rabbi’s house. Perhaps he needs more time.”
“But I wanted my friend to be there,” I protested softly.
“No, Jude,” Jesus shook his head emphatically, “you don’t want Michael to come along
—not yet. Please, my little brother, before evening falls.”
Simon, who had no desire to visit the rabbi either, followed the twins into the house. As
Jesus took my hand, however, Papa’s voice stopped us in our tracks. Walking up to Jesus with a
troubled look in his eyes, with mother not far behind, he clasped both of our shoulders.
“Jesus,” he said gravely, “we’ve suffered much for your sake. I know what you and Jude
must do. We must all, as a family, make peace with our town, but in spite of Cornelius’ promise
of protection, many townsfolk believe we gave sanctuary to a witch. Most of them, Joachim
included, think you’re in league with the devil or touched in the head. Our guards can’t be
everywhere during their watch. They’re not going to be much help after you get yourselves
ambushed, maybe stoned!”
“Yes,” Mama joined in, “many of those ruffians resent the Romans; they’d just love to
catch you unawares. I haven’t even seen our guards yet. Until they settle into a routine, you
boys stay put—at least until Cornelius or one of his officers returns.”
“Believe me my parents,” Jesus replied with great conviction, “no one will dare harm us
—not with the Lord watching our steps. I thought you trusted my judgment. Didn’t God send
rain down from heaven upon Mariah’s burning house and protect our house from those who

blamed us for her escape? Didn’t I, with the Lord’s guidance, lead you, Papa, Ezra, and my
brothers through the hills and into my cave?
“True, all true.” Papa spread his palms. “I can’t argue with the wonders my tired eyes
have seen, but all it would take would be one errant rock thrown from concealment, and you or
Jude could be injured. You might even get killed. Didn’t Moses write “thou shall not to tempt
the Lord?” The saintly prophets were murdered by jealous and suspicious Israelites, who didn’t
understand their mysterious and miraculous ways. We all know you’re special Jesus, but you
mustn’t take chances. Wait awhile longer until this mood dies down—at least until we’re
comfortable with our guards.”
“Papa, Papa,” Jesus said gently, “you don’t understand. It’s hard for you to see what’s in
my mind. I can barely understand it myself. But I would never tempt the Lord. He guides my
every step, even now, as Jude and I go to the rabbi,” “with your permission,” he added quickly.
“I would never disobey you or go against your will.”
Mama shrugged her shoulders with resignation. Papa thought about Jesus’ words a
moment and looked down at me, as if I had something to say, but I didn’t, because I had great
misgivings about visiting the rabbi and his son. I thought that Jesus was very brave, considering
the rumors spread about him in town, and yet I wasn’t so sure that we would be welcome in
Joachim’s house or that we might not get ambushed as my father feared.
What came out of my mouth was therefore a great surprise to me, as I looked up into
Papa’s eyes. “I have an idea,” I said faintly. “Jesus and I don’t have to go by ourselves.”
“What?” His mouth dropped. “You want me to come along?”
“Humph.” Jesus frowned. “That might be a good idea, Papa. We could all make a
goodwill jester at the same time.”
“Jesus,” Papa stroked his beard nervously, “I spoke harshly to the rabbi the last time he
was in our home. I practically threw him out of our house. I might be less welcome than even
you!”
“Please Papa,” teased Jesus, pulling his arm, “don’t be afraid. I’ll protect you.”
Jesus was going to protect Papa—how things had changed! I giggled hysterically at the
prospects ahead. Mama and the twins, who had been listening to our conversation, broke into
light-hearted laughter.
“Where’s Michael?” asked Papa as the three of us reached the road.
“I don’t know,” I said, looking back nervously, “he might be in the hills. That’s where
James and Joseph went.”
“What?” Papa cried. “They’d better not!”
“No,” the all-seeing Jesus said, shaking his head. “They’re sulking in the orchard.
Michael’s sitting beside the pomegranate bush in the backyard.”
Mama must have accepted Jesus’ argument that God would watch over us. I had seen her
eyebrows raise when Jesus said he would protect us. A smile played on her lips as she turned,
with the twins in tow, and walked back to the house. Who needed the Galilean Cohort? We
were protected by God! I wasn’t sure whether Papa really believed this, but I think Mama did.
After what I had seen so far, so did I. Jesus glanced back at me as he led the way, but he said
nothing. As I walked, as calmly as possible, I tried to do as Jesus said and hold my head up high.
Papa looked defiant, as our neighbors gathered in their gardens and front yards to stare at us,
while my oldest brother, always proud, strutted down the road. When we reached the street

leading directly into town, we could see Noah, a recluse, standing in the doorway to his small
house and on the corner where an ancient fig tree towered above the ground, an assortment of
idlers lurking nearby in the shade. We were thankful that we didn’t have to pass through the
center of Nazareth, and yet our greatest fear lie ahead of us when we reached our destination—
the rallying point for the town’s vigilantes and where Uriah and Nehemiah had betrayed our
friendship that terrible day.
“Now let me do the talking.” Papa sighed. “When I knock on the rabbi’s door, stand in
back of me. If he sees your face Jesus, he might explode. He considers you to be a heretic and
blasphemer. And Jude, Joachim might still be angry with you for corrupting his son.” “I know
that’s not true, Jude, and we know that Jesus isn’t a blasphemer, but let me greet him first, all
right?” He looked back for our acknowledgment.
Jesus nodded. It was certainly all right with me. Though respecting his powers, I had
great misgivings about our visit. As we waited in the background, Papa rapped gently on the
door he had built for Rabbi Joachim and for which he had still not received payment. My saintly
father was often paid with smiles instead of livestock, produce, or coins. Like all the other men
in town, Joachim would pay when he felt like it. Papa believed in the honor system, and he had
too big a heart to make a fuss about his fees. Perhaps, I told myself, that is why Joachim wasn’t
answering the door. When I aired my thoughts to Jesus, he agreed. That was, he explained in a
whisper, why our family was so poor. After that explanation, Jesus lapsed into troubled silence.
We both sensed that the rabbi wasn’t going to answer the door.
“Maybe he’s at the synagogue,” I offered lamely.
“No,” Jesus shook his head, “there’s no synagogue today.”
“You think he’s afraid of Papa.” I frowned severely.
“I think he’s afraid of the truth,” sighed Jesus, “but it’s me he’s afraid of, not our father.
The Lord must bring him to his senses. It’s enough that he knows we came.”
After watching Papa stand patiently at the rabbi’s new door, I realized how much I
despised that fat little man. He had, though he pretended otherwise, incited the townsmen
against Mariah. I also despised his fat little son, whose treachery (or so I thought) helped fuel
the conflagration following my friends’ and my visit to her house. Since we stopped attending
synagogue, the rabbi had slandered Jesus because of what happened that day. Though my
original thoughts have been transformed in my chronicle into an adult train of thought, what
happened this day helped shape my views on religion, as primitive as they were at ten years old,
making me the apostle I am today. Not only did the narrow-minded rabbi and those hypocritical
townsmen spurn my father for helping a widow and her son, but they shunned him now as he
attempted to make peace. Most of them would not do business with him. The townsmen would
not let their children play with my brothers and I. They were, my mind searched for the words,
unforgiving as well as vengeful, and the rabbi, because he was a holy man, was the worst of
them all.
I wouldn’t grow up to be like my neighbors, I promised myself. As I turned on my heels,
I also vowed to one day leave this backwoods town and never return. Only the restraining hand
of Jesus kept me from running all the way home.
“We must support Papa,” he said, pulling me along by my collar. “When the rabbi
answers the door, he won’t invite Papa in. The mind of the Lord is incomprehensible. When the
rabbi does open the door, he will rebuke me, not Papa. That’s when his problem begins.”

I flashed Jesus a worried look. “What problems? How do you know that?”
“He told me.” Jesus pointed dramatically.
“Of course,” I said, following his finger up to the sky, “. . . God. Did He tell you what
kind of problems? Is he going to punish Joachim if he doesn’t make peace?”
Jesus sensed my misgivings, but I couldn’t help it. I thought he had misled us this time.
Why couldn’t he perform another miracle that would change the rabbi’s mind? Now, he seemed
to be implying that this was part of God’s plan. The rabbi wouldn’t forgive my father or Jesus.
He probably blamed me for corrupting his son. Nevertheless, as I dragged my feet, I felt a
twinge of excitement. Jesus—or God—seemed to have something up his sleeve. Papa looked
back at us before he knocked one more time.
“Come along,” Jesus prodded, “and you’ll see.”
“All right.” I stuck out my lower lip. “But I’d rather go home!”
Suddenly the door opened and Hannah, Joachim’s portly wife spoke. She peered out just
enough to expose her identity, an unfriendly gesture in itself, but it was her words that caused
Papa to fly into a rage.
“Joachim is sick and does not wish to see you.”
“Joachim is fine!” Papa’s voice rumbled. “As I passed by today, he was chatting like a
magpie to Gideon. He ignored me then when I waved to him, as he has been doing for several
months. But he will ignore me no more, Hannah. I wish to make peace with Nazareth, and I will
begin with the rabbi of our town!”
Hannah slammed the door shut. Papa began pounding so fiercely on the door I thought it
would shatter. Several of Joachim’s neighbors stood gawking on the road, as I wept for my
father. Jesus was praying feverishly now. When his fists failed to work, Papa shouted at the top
of his lungs “Open up Joachim, you coward! What kind of rabbi turns the town against an old
friend? You’re a hypocrite! You don’t deserve to be the rabbi for our town!”
Jesus had stopped praying. There was a strange light in his eyes and glow on his tanned
face. Suddenly, a great gust of wind blew through the hills, forcing the eavesdroppers to shield
their faces from dust churned up in the road and prevent their garments from blowing over their
legs. Some of the townsfolk were almost blown as tumbling weeds down the road and screamed
in rage and fear through the swirling dust. I noticed with amazement that the small area where
Papa, Jesus, and I huddled together was unaffected by the gale. Papa gave Jesus a suspicious
look, both a frown and a smile playing on his bearded face. I was laughing hysterically at the
spectacle, while Jesus, who did not appear to be finished praying, opened his eyes suddenly and
pointed a straight unwavering arm at the house.
“Rabbi, come forth!” He whispered faintly.
“What did he say?” Papa looked down at my grinning face.
“He’s gonna give the rabbi what-for!” I shouted above the torrent. “I hope God sends
lighting bolts down and cooks them all in that old house!”
Jesus now spoke in a loud adolescent voice “Lord God, if it be your will, bring peace to
Nazareth. Lift the shadow of the Evil One from this town!”
By now there was only a handful of gawkers on the road leading into Nazareth. The
wind continued to blow, the dust swirl, and the rabbi’s house rattle violently, as we three stood
safely in a vortex in the midst of the storm. Just as suddenly, however, the commotion stopped.
A dead calm, as I had seen on hot summer days, followed. Slowly, the door creaked open, a

plump bearded face poked out, eyes popped wide in fear. One by one, following the rabbi,
Joachim’s small family—Hannah, Uriah, and little Rhoda—filed out into the daylight. To accent
this event, the sun had begun to set, so that the evening shade made Jesus shadow stretch for
many paces toward the house and the small remnant of townsfolk scurry a safe distant from the
bewitched house.
The implications, I now realize as I look through the lens of time, were unmistakable,
though we couldn’t understand it then: the message of my oldest brother would one day spread
over the earth. For now, however, he was my wondrously eccentric brother and Joseph bar
Jacob’s remarkable and unpredictable son. That was enough for us. The question was, as I
studied the terrified expressions on rabbi Joachim and his family’s faces, ‘how would the rabbi
react?’ Had this knocked some sense into his fat head? Or was he such a self-righteous and
embittered man, it would, in fact, take a bolt of lightning to make him see the truth?
I had preferred a more fiery awakening, but all Jesus could muster up was a dust storm
that swept spectators away and shook the rabbi and his family out of their house. For a moment,
as the little fat man turned and motioned for his wife and children to go back inside, Hannah,
Uriah, and Rhoda shook their heads, too shaken to return to that spooky place. So the rabbi did
the next best thing and prodded them into the backyard, out of earshot for what came next. I
glanced back, after hearing muted conversation, and saw a few more brave souls returning to
eavesdrop on this event. Samuel, the Pharisee, had come the closest, a look of wonder on his
perspiring face. In back of him were Habakkuk and his wife Rachel and two Roman soldiers
further on, slowly riding by on their steeds. As Jesus and Papa stood side-by-side, with me
wedged safely between, Joachim swore an oath at Uriah who snuck back into the front yard to
wave at me, turned swiftly on his sandal, his turban hanging rakishly over one eye and, in
uncontrolled rage, pointed an accusing finger at Jesus.
“Son of perdition! You have bewitched my house, but I refuse to be intimidated in my
own yard. If you strike me dead, you do it in front of witnesses. Will you destroy the whole
town for one misbegotten witch? Do the demon armies of Beelzebub miss Mariah so much?
What are you proving by this demonstration of your black art?”
Papa had reached his limit of patient and charged Joachim as he stood there waiting for
Jesus to reply. Both Jesus and I attempted to restrain him, Jesus grabbing his waste and me
grabbing his arm, but Papa drug us along with him, until getting a grip on Joachim’s tunic. As
he sent one blow into the rabbi’s screaming face, I watched in hysterical humor as Joachim’s
turban fell off to expose a baldhead. Fortunately for the rabbi, the legionnaires arrived just in
time to prevent our father from doing Joachim great harm.
“Papa, stop this at once!” cried Jesus.
“Priam,” a big burly Roman barked, “grab the fat man, and I’ll take the other.”
“Be careful Falco,” a second beefy, square-jawed man cautioned, “this man’s
Cornelius’ friend, Joseph bar Jacob—the man, whose house our men guarded that night.”
I felt dizzy after hearing that. I great sigh escaped by laboring lungs now that it seemed
as if Papa would not be arrested. After the two Romans pulled them apart, however, Joachim
wrung his finger at Papa and swore unintelligibly awhile. Looking back over the years, I still
chuckle at this hypocritical little man, who had shown his true colors when put to the test.
During that fateful hour, in front of spectators, we witnessed a new low even for him.

“Soldier, I want that man arrested for disturbing the peace,” he now turned his wrath
upon our father.
“You slandered my son’s good name!” growled Papa, his fists still doubled up with rage.
The Romans, cursing under their breaths, each gripped one of Papa’s arms. Joachim now
gave the two soldiers a complete outline of the events leading up to this hour, from the discovery
that Mariah had given wine to his son to the disclosure that she was a witch. For good measure,
he added the episode of Jesus putting out the fire, but gave Satan credit for my brother’s
diabolical powers. Glancing over at him, the two legionnaires listened intently to his fantastic
tale.
“Please Priam and Falco, his argument is with me!” Jesus looked beseechingly at the
soldiers.
“So you’re Jesus,” Priam murmured with awe. “Why you’re no more than a colt.”
“Is it true what this fellow says?” asked Falco, a cynical look on his bronzed face. “Are
you a sorcerer? Was that woman your father saved really a witch?”
“Mariah was sick from wine,” Jesus explained, glaring at Joachim, who cowered behind
Priam’s back. “I merely pray for guidance and follow God’s will.”
“You—a mere child—claim to be the Son of God,” the rabbi accused, spittle flecked on
his beard, “but you pray to the devil and follow Beelzebub, Lord of the Flies!”
“Who told you he was the Son of God?” Papa’s mouth dropped in disbelief. “Jesus never
made such a claim. How dare you, a man of God, spew this filth about my son praying to
Beelzebub!”
Falco told us to be silent a moment. A third rider had appeared on the road during this
discussion. I wished Cornelius were here but it appeared to be one of his officers he had left in
command. Unlike the first two who tied their horses’ reins to the rabbi’s fence, the third soldier,
a younger and more dashing man, galloped into the front yard garden, trampling everything in
his way. Joachim made a face and we could hear Hannah wail, but the officer, who seemed
important because of his cross-wise plume, looked down at the rabbi with utter contempt.
Following behind the horseman came a crotchety figure we recognized at once.
“Is this the one?” He called back to Samuel.
“Yes, centurion.” The old man cackled nervously. “He’s not a bad fellow, just excitable.
No need to punish anyone for a little disagreement. Please sir, this is not a riot or insurrection;
its an argument between friends.”
Who was he talking about? I wondered. The rabbi was no longer our friend. Had
Samuel betrayed us or had he merely been questioned by the officer on the road? The answers to
my questions came quickly, when the officer dismounted and handed Falco the reins.
“My name’s Longinus,” he announced, gripping Papa’s forearm, “centurion of the
Galilean Cohort. Samuel told me about you. You’re Joseph the Carpenter. These must be your
sons.”
“That’s correct,” Papa replied, nodding his head, “Jesus and Jude. The centurion’s well
informed.”
“Samuel told me about many of your neighbors.” He glanced back at the idlers on the
road. “This one must be Joachim, the rabbi.” He placed his hands on his hips. “I’ve heard about
you. You’re a rabble-rouser. I’ve been told by eyewitnesses and eavesdroppers that you also
slandered this man’s son. The prefect warned me about men like you. Joseph bar Jacob, because

of your fellow conspirator’s treachery, is under the protection of Rome.” “Listen up, all of you
within earshot,” he bellowed in a rich baritone voice, “I know you’re skulking out there
somewhere. Anyone harming a member of his household will answer to me and Cornelius,
Prefect of the Galilean Cohort. There will be no more disturbances in this backwoods outpost on
my watch.” “…. Is that understood Joachim, the rabble-rouser?” he inquired in low voice, taking
the rabbi aside. “I’ve had a belly full of self-righteous, trouble makers like you. You stand up
holier-than-thou in your synagogues yet preach murder when anything disagrees with your
dogmatic little world.”
Joachim was nodding bleakly but said nothing more, as the centurion turned to Papa and
looked him squarely in the eyes.
“Joseph, you must hold your temper. I would do the same if he slandered a son of mine.
But the next time come and see me if you can’t wait until the prefect is back in Nazareth. It
would be a good idea, I think, if your son were to visit an uncle or aunt far away from this town.
If this is not possible, keep a tighter rein on him, until this mood blows over.”
“Thank you centurion,” Papa replied grimly, “after today, we shall need Rome’s
protection for sure!”
“Yes, of course.” He nodded thoughtfully. “Cornelius and I are meeting with the elders
tomorrow. He’s already talked to many of them. The guard posts are manned, and mounted
sentries patrol your town. We Romans are sticklers for details. Right now our manpower’s
spread thinly, but Abbas, the bandit chief, and the unrest in Nazareth have made this corner of
Galilee important. The prefect’s especially worried about what happened to your family. Of
course, it’s not the only reason why we’re here. As you probably noticed we’ve had our eye on
your town for quite some time.”
“We’ve noticed.” I nodded eagerly. “I first met your leader, Cornelius, on the bridge. He
came in person to our home. He’s our friend!”
“Ho-ho, so you are.” He looked down with mirth. “The prefect told me about your
meeting. Thanks to his visit, I’m in charge of this backwater town.”
He was smiling when he spoke in jest. Joachim’s neighbors, however, were alarmed by
this scene. This Roman meant business. Looking past Papa at the spectators, the centurion’s
smile faded. “Attention!” he shouted at them. “Spread the word to your friends and neighbors:
until Nazareth’s safe, expect patrols day and night and around-the-clock. Get used to your
guards. Show them common courtesy. Be nice! Officers are assigned for each sector of town to
oversee each watch and report disorder, but I’ll be making the rounds frequently, myself. Mark
my word: I know who the hotheads in Nazareth are. I’ll be paying particular attention to this
part of town.” “I want no unlawful assemblies,” he cried out in a booming voice. Behave
yourselves. By Jove, you’ll treat my men with respect. Rome is watching. There’ll be no more
anarchy against your neighbors or disrespect for Rome!”
With the exception of Samuel, the Pharisee, the small crowd dispersed. The old man
stood by the roadside, as Joachim’s neighbors scuttled back home. After a silent signal from
their leader, Priam and Falco began walking toward their horses. An awkward silence followed
as the centurion gripped his reins and whistled to his horse.
“Keep an eye on your children,” he counseled Papa, “especially your oldest son.”
Papa reached up in the Roman manner once again as a show of respect. Jesus followed
Papa’s example. The centurion bent down to grip Papa and Jesus forearms one-by-one and,

because I couldn’t reach far enough, shook my hand. Turning his black stallion sharply to the
left afterwards, he clopped through Hannah’s spice garden, broke down her fence, and galloped
grandly back down the road. When I looked back at my brother, he had that special look on his
face. Nodding faintly to himself, it appeared as if he was once again praying. Now, as I write
down this episode, I wonder if he had not prophetically recognized Longinus, the officer who
would one day be assigned to keep order in Jerusalem during that terrible night when everyone,
even I, ran like frightened sheep into the night. This moment, however, I found myself admiring
the centurion’s military manner and great black horse. I stood there trying to decide whether I
wanted a big white horse like Cornelius or one like Longinus, when I felt someone shaking me
gently.
Papa was saying “Jude, Jude, come along boy. Are you okay son?”
“Huh?” I blinked several times.
Looking around, as a sleeper awakening from a dream, I couldn’t see the rabbi or his
family anywhere in front of their house. Because of the rabbi’s humiliation, they were all
probably cowering in the backyard. Samuel hung back timidly on the side of the road, watching
us, as he leaned wearily on his staff. I felt very tired after all this commotion, and was ready for
a nap. Perhaps interpreting my mood as trauma, Papa gave me a fatherly hug, took my hand, and
led me back to our house. Jesus followed moodily behind, so very quiet that Papa glanced back
several times to ask him if he was all right. I shudder at how shallow my child-like mind had
been. After meeting Longinus, all I could think of again was becoming a Roman soldier and
having a fine horse. Jesus, who had the God-given ability to see in the future, had seen that dark
day at Golgotha when Longinus looked up at him on the cross and said, “Truly, this is the son of
God!”
******
Samuel, whose ancient legs could barely support his crotchety frame, called out thinly in
the evening air “Jesus! Jesus!” Still half-believing he had informed on us to the Romans, Papa
told us to ignore him. He swore to Jesus and I that he would never speak to any of the town
elders again. As we reached our house, however, we looked back and saw the old man still
hobbling down the road.
“Joseph, may I talk to Jesus?” he called, out of breath and ready to collapse.
“Papa, Samuel’s not well,” Jesus said, looking back with concern. “Let us hear what he
has to say.”
“They can all go to Gahenna for all I care!” growled Papa.
Without asking for permission, Jesus ran to Samuel to help him the rest of the way.
Knowing the heart of Jesus, Papa sighed heavily, and met them at the gate. When we passed
through our door, Papa was begrudgingly supporting Samuel’s other side. Samuel’s face was
ashen, his breathing labored, and he seemed ready to collapse. I had entered first to tell mama
about Jesus latest miracle, but also to sneak a honey roll before dinner. Mama caught me in the
act, playfully slapped my hand, and did a double take when she saw Samuel, the Pharisee, being
escorted into the room. Papa and Jesus sat him gently down at the table and mama placed a cup
of water in his shaking hand. Standing back to study our guest, we waited for him to speak. He

had gone to a lot of trouble to talk to Jesus. Papa had a terrible feeling, he would later confessed,
that our lives were about to change.
“Samuel, are you all right?” Mama finally asked.
“Age, that’s all,” he wheezed, “time is my enemy now. I was coming to your house to
tell you about my nephew Joseph of Arimathea. But then I was caught in a dust storm and I
heard Joachim screaming those foul things.”
“You didn’t inform on us?” Papa eyed him suspiciously.
“You heard the Roman,” Samuel waved impatiently, “he went straight for the rabbi. The
Romans hate his kind. You thought I was spying on you, eh? Well, I wasn’t. On my way to
your house, I heard Joachim’s voice. I had to get close enough to hear him clearly, but I want
you to know I don’t believe a word of it.”
“You don’t?” Papa sat down next to him. “. . . What do you want Samuel?”
In remarkable clarity for someone who had moments ago seemed to be on his last legs,
the old man reached across and took Jesus hand. “Joseph, because of my standing with the
elders of this town, I’m going to tell them just how special this young man is. Whether they
listen to me or not, is another matter, but I believe that Jesus is in danger here. One day, when
the Romans aren’t watching your house closely, Reuben and his thugs might reappear and do
him great harm, but it’s not merely Reuben I fear. There are many young men, not just old ones,
who believe what the rabbi and the elders say about your oldest son.” “ I don’t, of course” he
looked back at Jesus, “but I’m just one voice among many. Things will never get back to normal
for you and your family with this controversial youth in your midst. I heard what the Roman
said to you about Jesus leaving Nazareth. He’s right Joseph. And I have just the solution for
you now.”
“Don’t tell me,” Papa groaned, glancing at Jesus, “Your esteemed nephew, Joseph of
Arimathea.”
“Yes,” Samuel nodded obliquely, “but you left out rich nephew. I wrote to him about
Jesus, and he wants to meet him. That was months ago after I visited your house. Dreadful night
that was. Now, time is of the essence and I have taken the liberty of sending another message to
my nephew, asking him to come soon. He is a Pharisee but also a merchant and travels all over
the empire. Jesus will learn many wondrous things and he’ll be safe.”
“Samuel, I think I know him.” Jesus studied the talkative old man. “I remember someone
greeting him in the temple. He was there in the audience as I talked to the religious teachers in
Jerusalem.” “Papa,” he turned to our father, “it’s good that I go with him. I’ll come back some
day, and by then, with men like Samuel and Ezra’s help, the mood in Nazareth might have
changed.”
“Has the Lord told you this?” Mama wept softly.
“Yes, Mama.” He reached up to clasp her hand. “I have,” he searched for the words,
“these feelings. . . But when I heard Joseph of Arimathea’s name, I knew instantly who he was
. . . He’s part of the plan.”
“What plan?” I frowned. “Why does Jesus have to go with that old man?”
“My nephew’s not old,” Samuel cackled. “I’m old. Jesus, I’m afraid I won’t be around
when you two return.”
“You will live to see my mission begin.” Jesus gripped Samuel’s gnarled hand. “Please
watch over my family.”

“I promise,” Samuel’s eyes, already watery, swam with tears, “until my last breath.”
As we sat considering Samuel’s offer and Jesus strange words, Michael entered the
house, carrying a gnarled limb resembling a club. Not far behind Michael, Simon, James, and
Joseph arrived, one-by-one. Before plopping down on a stool, Simon, rude as always,
immediately asked mother what was for dinner. “Stew and biscuits,” she answered with a frown.
James and Joseph were in a bad mood, as they had been when they left, but this time James, the
last to enter, clutched his head as if he had been injured. Waving his club, Michael announced
hoarsely, “They won’t bother me anymore!”
My parents gasped. Mama’s hand flew to her mouth. Simon, who had obviously arrived
from a different direction, also seemed shocked. But I knew Michael, and I wasn’t surprised.
Not having heard his side of the story, I suppressed a smile. Papa immediately fetched the club,
opened the door, and threw it into the yard.
“Michael,” he bellowed, “is that true? Did you hit James with a stick?”
“Yes,” Michael answered calmly, “he and Joseph threw rocks at me, so I ran up to Jesus’
cave. I found this club in there, and when James tried to enter I popped him. I’m sorry but I’d
do it again. The townsmen wanted to stone my mother, but James and Joseph aren’t going to
stone me!”
“Is that true?” Papa confronted the boys. “Did you throw rocks at Michael? Why would
you do such a thing?”
“They were small stones,” Joseph explained lamely. “We were just teasing him. We
didn’t mean any harm.”
“Let me see that,” mother said, pulling James hand away. “You’re not bleeding. Humph,
it doesn’t look so bad.”
“What about you Michael?” Papa studied Michael, as he and Simon sat devouring a
bowel of grapes. “You don’t look harmed.”
“I’m a good dodger,” he said through a mouthful of grapes.
With the mention of his cave, Jesus had smiled at Michael. The thought of James and
Joseph chasing the wily Michael and then Michael popping James with his club caused Simon
and I to burst finally into laughter. Soon my parents and the twins were laughing along with us.
The only ones not laughing were James and Joseph. Michael, wiping his mouth with his sleeve,
grinned foolishly and blushed. Samuel, the Pharisee, not knowing what to make of our family,
smiled faintly.
“How did that club get in your cave?” I whispered to Jesus. “Did you leave that there?”
“The Lord will provide,” Jesus gave me one of his folksy witticisms.
“Then its settled,” Samuel, the Pharisee, began to rise from his stool.
“I suppose so,” Papa replied wearily. “Much has happened today. Mama, why don’t we
find another place for our new friend?”
Samuel shrugged in submission. Mama stood up after hugging Jesus and went around
hugging everyone in the room, except James and Joseph, who sulked at the far end of the room.
When she reached the Pharisee, she hugged his frail bones more gently before he settled back on
his stool. For a moment, I wondered, after watching Mama’s actions, if she had lost her wits but
soon realized that she was merely showing her support for Jesus. So, in this spirit, I rose up,
gave her a hug, then walked over to my estranged brothers, James and Joseph, and hugged them
too. With these displays of emotion, everyone laughed again—a forced, embarrassed chuckle

this time that belied what we really felt. This was a bittersweet moment. Even Simon and
Michael could see this. Jesus was reaching another milestone in his life. A great Pharisee was
going to take our oldest brother to distant lands. For this I admired him very much and vowed to
one day do the same.
“Joseph, my husband, the Lord has great things in store for our oldest son,” Mama
announced bravely. “We will meet with this man from Arimathea. If Jesus wants to learn great
things, I will not stand in his way.”
“Neither shall I,” agreed Papa, patting Jesus’ head.

Chapter Twelve
Dodging the Truth

Samuel, the Pharisee, came finally to our house bearing a message from his nephew
Joseph of Arimathea. Reading it aloud, in his best voice, as do town criers in large cities such a
Jerusalem and Rome, he gave the announcement a dramatic flair that caught the attention of
passersby. It was the first time our illustrious ancestry had been proclaimed to Nazareth. Papa
was embarrassed and fearful because of Samuel and his nephew’s airs, but the rest of us,
including Mama, clapped our hands and danced around with glee. From the mouth of Nazareth’s
most important elder, the recognition due our father over these backwoods bumpkins was finally
given. The fact that it might create more controversy for our family was overlooked. Not only
Papa, but Mama, were direct descendents of King David, which made Samuel’s announcement
all the more controversial to our enemies in town. In the proclamation the Pharisee from
Arimathea also singled out Jesus as someone very special, which was shouted out to our
neighbors more loudly than the previous information.
“To the house of Joseph bar Jacob, descendent of David, anointed king of Judea and
Galilee, from Joseph bar Ibrim of Arimathea, humble subject. Greetings and salutations:
On the ninth day, of the first week of Shivat, I, Joseph of Arimathea, the House of Ibrim,
Pharisee and merchant, request an audience with Joseph bar Jacob, the house of David, and his
son, Jesus, whom the religious teachers in Jerusalem remember as gifted, touched by God, in his
understanding of the Torah and the ways of the Most High. In all my travels this has haunted me
the most of wonders I have seen. I have searched this past year in vain for this youth but now,
thanks be to the Most High, and my uncle Samuel bar Benjamin, I’ve located him in the town of
Nazareth, the province of Galilee.
Joseph of Arimathea ended his announcement with “Your humble servant, Joseph bar
Ibrim,” which made it seem as if he would, in fact, be visiting royalty.
Upon hearing the Pharisee’s message, Papa tried to share our merriment. As so often
before, his bearded face displayed mixed emotions. He beamed with pride and frowned at the
same time, as he watched Nathan, Gideon, and Ichabod stroll past our house. Thanks to these
busybodies, the word would spread throughout Nazareth. In rare unity, the proclamation excited
my brothers and me. We forgot our grievances with each other and discussed, in muted voices,
Joseph of Arimathea’s words. Though the secret had been divulged by Mama about our
parentage, nothing much had ever been said about their lineage from David, our greatest king.
Papa had wanted us to keep this information to ourselves. Somehow Samuel found out about
this family secret and took the opportunity to include it on the scroll when he sent his nephew the
summons. Did Samuel, himself, take this claim seriously? Was it possible Joseph of Arimathea
had a sense of humor and his declaration was merely a joke? We heard about our illustrious
ancestry. That it came from this great Pharisee, however, was a big surprise to us. The
wounding words about our original parents still prickled James, Joseph, Simon, and me, but the
fact, as expounded by Joseph of Arimathea, that our father was the true heir to the throne of
Israel seemed to offer some compensation for being his adopted sons.

When old Samuel was finished reading the letter, he bowed in a crotchety manner and
was led immediately into our scrubbed and rearranged house, as if he were, himself, a visiting
dignitary from another city. Since it was the second day of Shivat, our new guest would arrive in
seven days. This time Mama would plan a meal far more sumptuous than the stew and biscuits
served to Samuel last week. Included on the table would be lamb from the town butcher,
seasoned vegetables, fruit, and fine bread purchased from the baker. In addition to this banquet,
Papa would give all his guests wine he had bought in Sepphoris and fresh pomegranate and grape
juice Mama prepared herself. Samuel would sit next to his nephew, also as an honored guest.
Ezra and his wife Naomi and several other couples of Nazareth, who remained friends with
Joseph bar Jacob in spite of his support for Mariah, were invited. Papa had already begun
building another table and more stools to accommodate such a crowd. All of us, Jesus included,
would assist him tirelessly at this task in order to be ready for the arrival of our guest. It was, we
were told, a send-off party for our oldest brother, but we knew it was much more.
******
It had taken me a long time to warm up to my oldest brother. Now, as I record these
events, it seems only natural to me that a ten-year-old boy would have difficulty accepting Jesus’
divinity, let alone that he might be the Son of God. He was, after all, my brother and the son of a
struggling carpenter in a backwater town in Galilee. And yet, as I listened to the buzz of
excitement about the arrival of Joseph’s nephew, I remembered my dream about the Virgin Mary
and her spiritual children and the unanswered questions it left in my mind.
Today, as I write my chronicle, I’m still amazed by my revelations and yet confounded
by the inability of Jesus’ brothers, including myself, to understood who he was. He had been
forbidden to talk about his divinity by Papa, but Mama, who could not keep a secret, had almost
told us several times. In spite of the many secrets they shared, my parents could not accept the
truth themselves and raised Jesus and their adopted children in denial. The cloudy picture Papa
and Mama painted of Jesus beginnings was, of course, a deliberate effort to preserve his
childhood for as long as possible and shield the rest of us against the awesome knowledge of
who he was. This, of course, doesn’t excuse my own reception of the truth. Using my
experience in Mama’s garden to make my point, my understanding was like a seed buried in the
ground, the knowledge of Jesus’ divinity sprouting gradually in my mind. I had been jealous of
the special affection my parents had shown him. He had for a very long time been a source of
irritation to me because of his self-righteous airs and inability to share in normal childhood
games. Until the incident of the sparrow, I wasn’t sure why. With this miracle, however, the
cloud of mystery in my thick skull began to fade. The seed began to grow. Because of Jesus
eccentric behavior, I used to tease him and call him names, all the while sensing that he wasn’t
addle-brained and was communicating with God. His long walks in the hills, changing moods,
and habit of talking to himself, were punctuated by actual miracles. The sparrow and the storm
were only the start of the miraculous events witnessed by my brothers and myself. The cave
(that appeared out of nowhere), the silencing of Mariah’s demon, and the dust cloud in front of
Rabbi Joachim’s house were among the many wonders surrounding my brother. Smaller
miracles, such as making a club appear in his hideout and his ability to predict future events
might be explained as coincidences, but it was stretching credibility for his critics to claim that
the downpour extinguishing Mariah’s burning house was a fluke. The whole town had seen this!

And now, to add to my illumination, slow in coming, was Mama’s admission. Finally, in
a moment of carelessness, it had slipped out: all of Joseph and Mary’s children, except Jesus,
were adopted. My brothers and sisters grieved quietly about this during the preparations for
Jesus’ send-off. Despite my dream and special relationship with Jesus, this knowledge only
added to the confusion I shared with them about our family. Who was this youth, who has God’s
ear? Was this not our brother who resurrected a bird, cast out a demon, and conjured up a storm?
It took Jesus mission to save the world for it to finally penetrate our minds. Back then, however,
as in Mama’s garden, the truth remained buried: seeds sprouting at different rates, but very
slowly, sometimes not at all.
Because of Mama’s disclosure about our origins and Papa’s acknowledgement of Jesus’
birth, it was obvious to even our young sisters how important these revelations were. Clearly,
Jesus was more than just another brother or son. Simon, like myself, as well as Abigail, Martha,
and Michael were awed by him, aware of his gifts, and excited by thoughts of his upcoming trip.
The drama and mystery in our house had affect James and Joseph differently, however. They
were glad Jesus wouldn’t be hassling them anymore, and viewed his send-off as a frightful bore.
In an attempt to heal grievances, Jesus reminded all of us how lucky we were that we hadn’t
become orphans, yet James and Joseph felt alienated. They were resentful of our cheerfulness
and displayed an unspoken, smoldering contempt toward anyone who thought differently than
themselves. Much of their ill feelings remained directed toward the strange, red-haired, boy in
our house. They deeply resented Jesus for accepting Michael so willingly into our family. They
knew that, in righteous anger, he might throttle them both if they ever mistreated our new brother
again. When Jesus tried to make peace with them, they shrugged off his arm. James, especially,
who was only a year younger than Jesus, found his overlordship intolerable. Joseph, for his part,
had the dubious distinction of being the only child in our house to have been throttled by our
mother’s hand. To compound their grievances, they resented not only Jesus and Michael, but our
‘collaborating’ parents, the Romans we befriended, and all the secrecy still permeating our
house. While Simon, Michael, and I accepted the imminent arrival of Joseph of Arimathea and
the hoopla preceding it as a great adventure, James and Joseph slinked away with frowns and
whispers, unable to join in the fun.
Now, in retrospect, I can understand their grief at losing their status as natural born sons.
I can also accept their resentment at the deception about their original parents and sadness at not
seeing them again. After all, I felt the same way. Nevertheless, like Papa and Mama, I was
greatly annoyed by their attitude toward Jesus and Michael at this special time. They were
becoming spoilsports. It was fortunate for them that they didn’t have the dream I had last month.
They would really be upset!
I still didn’t realize the full meaning of my dream. Jesus had avoided giving me a full
interpretation. As he would one day demonstrate to Pharisee and scribes, he cleverly dodged the
truth. After learning about our parentage, I understood the part “Greater is the love for spiritual
children than those of the flesh,” but the words “This is our adopted father, husband to the Virgin
Mary” remained a mystery. Added to Samuel’s quotation from Isaiah about the virgin giving
birth the Messiah, the implications had been too much for my young mind. For Simon, Michael
and the twins it must have been much worse. Jesus cleverly sidestepped questions that probed
too deeply, yet with such obvious clues as his miracles staring us in the face, we also dodged the
truth. I remained like my parents and siblings, in denial, not really wanting to know. I had, after

all, sworn an oath of secrecy to Jesus about mentioning the part about the Virgin Mary in my
dream. I dare not, in fact, mention any of this vision to my family, for fear it might slip out. So
what did all this mean? Who was this stranger, my brother, chosen by a great Pharisee to
accompany him on his journey to distant lands?
I came close to making a terrible mistake the morning of the day before Joseph of
Arimathea was to arrive. The memory of my dream and Samuel’s words troubled me. Taking
me aside, Jesus had made me promise again I would not discuss the subject of the virgin birth. I
tried very hard. I barely knew how to say it properly, but it plagued my curiosity. In one of
those rare coincidences in my life, Michael seemed to have read my innermost thoughts.
He looked up from the anthill we were probing and asked, “Is you mother a virgin?”
“What?” my mouth dropped. “What did you say?”
Michael laughed at my reaction. I jumped to my feet as if he had kicked me and looked
down angrily at him.
“How am I supposed to know a thing like that Michael? Have you been listening in on
Jesus and me?”
“No,” he frowned. “You’re shadow’s blocking my light.”
Kicking the anthill, I screamed angrily down at him. “Tell me Michael or so help me I’ll
tell Jesus! What did you mean?”
“Very well,” he said, rising up calmly and brushing himself off. “I heard James and
Joseph talking. James said something about what he had read.”
“Stop! No more!” I shushed, feeling stupid for almost giving it away. “Listen, Michael,”
I began, “that’s foolishness. My mother’s a beautiful woman and Papa’s not a fool. You say
such stupid things!”
I had said quite enough. With that morsel expounded, I bit my tongue. The truth was, I
didn’t know myself, yet Michael had come very close to the secret I shared with Jesus. Sighing
with relief, I changed the subject entirely and told Michael about some wild berries I had found
in the woods. Michael was not fooled at all, though, and followed me hesitantly as I ran around
the house down the path to the orchard below.
“Don’t go wandering in the hills!” Mama shouted from the back door.
“I won’t,” I called over my shoulder. “I’m going to show Michael a new berry patch.”
But Michael stopped on the path, apparently irked by my strange behavior. Instead of
following me, he pivoted and trotted back to the house. Thinking he might be bold enough to
ask Jesus, himself, I ran ahead of him to reach my brother first. When I found Jesus standing
next to Papa, working on a row of stools, I froze in place. Michael didn’t show up. Outside in
front of the shop, James and Joseph had been recruited for log splitting—a dangerous chore that
required supervision. While Papa ran out to scold Joseph for not holding the axe correctly, I
whispered hastily to Jesus “Michael asked me a question.”
“What kind?” Jesus murmured from the corner of his mouth.
“A funny kind.”
Jesus immediately laid his chisel aside, blew off the leg he was working on
and, without asking Papa’s permission, led me a considerable distance from the house.
“What question?” He sighed heavily.
“Is Mama a virgin?”
“Where did he hear that word?” he asked discreetly, looking around the front yard.

“Uh, I’m not sure,” I answered carefully. “He just wondered if she was.”
I didn’t want to get James and Joseph in trouble. Jesus studied my blushing face.
“Why Jude? That wouldn’t just suddenly pop into his head. I think I know the answer,
but I want you to trust me. I won’t tell Papa. The preparations for Joseph of Arimathea’s arrival
have given him enough stress.”
“They’ll beat me up.” I stuck out my lower lip.
Jesus folded his arms, staring at me with those dazzling blue eyes.
“You know very well I won’t let them do that.” He smiled.
“Michael told me James had he read about it.” The words spilled out of my mouth.
Jesus gave my tangled hair a pat then led me back to the shop where I helped him sand
the remaining stools. I will never know what he said later to James and Joseph, but the virgin
birth was not be a subject of gossip again. I don’t think I ever felt closer to Jesus than those
moments when he let me begin my career as a carpenter. Before that moment I was merely a
helper, mostly sweeping or working in Mama’s garden. I wouldn’t tell him that one day I would
join the legions to become a soldier and ride a fine horse. For that special hour, Jesus had
entrusted me with a sander and scraper. Papa even let me put on the glue before the legs were
fastened to the seat. I had accepted my new role as Papa’s adopted son, because I knew he loved
me, and I knew Jesus loved me too. I wished James and Joseph felt the same way. Michael had
disappeared again to avoid helping us with finishing up the stools, but it was just as well.
Michael’s odd behavior was getting on my nerves.
******
Only two days before our guests were to arrive for the banquet, Michael had talked
Simon and I into eavesdropping under the kitchen window. Michael, who was in a playful
mood, had in his position a mirror that had belonged to his mother. I’m certain now that he had
stolen it. Though it seemed unwise to me, he raised it up at an angle so we could spy on the
adults. He was only able to capture one image at a time but this was enough to make he and
Simon giggle foolishly to themselves. Samuel was at that moment attempting to convince Papa
that his house, though warm and friendly, was too small for the upcoming event. Papa argued
gently with the old man, explaining that he had calculated how many guests could sit at the new
table and how many stools would be needed to seat the expected guests. Samuel, who sat on a
cushioned chair Papa had designed for his weary bones, laughed heartily and slapped his knee.
When Papa asked him why he was laughing, he stopped laughing and motioned for his host to sit
down.
“My good friend,” he said, patting Papa’s hand. “Do you think a man of Joseph’s stature
will come riding like some wandering tinkerer into town?”
“Well,” Papa seemed flustered, “you told me your nephew was coming. You mentioned
no one else.”
“I apologize for that oversight,” said Samuel still giggling, as mama offered him a cup of
wine.
At that point, I pulled Michael’s arm down and grabbed the mirror in his hand. Simon,
who had tired of this game, crept into the garden, as I wrestled with my friend. It was a wonder
they didn’t hear us grappling on the ground.
“Your parents act like Samuel’s slaves!” He growled under his breath.

“You’re crazy,” I whispered, “just like your mother!”
Fortunately, my friend broke away from me without breaking my nose or making any
noise. I sat back against the wall stunned, not by the conversation I was overhearing, but by
Michael’s actions since we took him into our home. In the days since Mariah left our house, he
was filled with mischief. His behavior today made me wonder if he, like his mother, might be
touched in the head. Before Jesus, James or Joseph discovered me under the window, I began
inching away, with a heavy heart and tears willing up in my eyes.
Papa was at this moment enumerating the many things he and Mama had done in
preparation for the big event.
“I am greatly moved by your efforts on behalf of my nephew,” I heard Samuel say, “but
with Joseph’s wife, sons, and bodyguards, and all of your friends, there will not be enough
room.”
“Wife. . . sons. . . bodyguards?” Papa made croaking noises. “How many sons and
bodyguards would that be?”
“Let’s see,” Samuel thought a moment. “. . . He has two sons and four bodyguards. I’m
sure his daughters won’t be coming, just his sons. With his wife along, that makes eight people,
unless he brings his cook and baker too.” “Of course,” he added quickly, “there’s the townsfolk
we must invite. We must give Jesus a proper send-off, right?”
“Abraham’s ghost!” muttered Papa. “With all those people added, there’s not enough
room!”
“Indeed,” declared Samuel, “that’s why I’m here. I’ll have my servants prepare the main
hall for the occasion. If you wish, I can have my cook prepare the food.” “I feel badly that you
made all that furniture,” he added in a cavalier manner, “but my nephew can sell all that stuff
you made in Alexandria or Rome.”
Though distracted by Michael’s actions, I was amazed by what I just heard. Samuel was
now offering Papa the use and services of his estate. He had also offered his nephew as a
middleman to sell Papa’s furniture abroad. Yet I took offense at Samuel’s high handedness. It
as if he, not Papa, was in control. As I craned my ear, Jesus appeared out of nowhere, as was his
habit, and stood a distance away listening, himself, as the room lapsed into silence. Papa
sputtered in amazement. Crooking his finger so I would follow him over to the garden bench,
Jesus led me to the large fig tree in our yard and motioned for us to sit down.
“Now, my little brother.” He offered me a fig that seemed to come out of nowhere. “Tell
me what’s in your heart.”
“It’s not fair.” I wiped my eyes. “After all Papa has done in his shop and all the planning
Mama’s done, Samuel’s just going to take over, just like that.” I snapped my fingers. “He
laughed at Papa and let him get all upset before offering his house. Why couldn’t he have told
him that in the first place—last week? I don’t like that old man, Jesus. Michael said he treats
Papa and Mama like his slaves!”
“Jude, Jude,” he chided, giving me a nudge, “his manner’s strange, but it’s a good thing
what Samuel does. He doesn’t treat them like slaves. He might be forgetful and overbearing,
but he had a good heart. ”
“You mean like Mariah,” I replied, pointing at my head, “and like Michael acts now.”
“No,” Jesus shook his head. “Samuel’s mind, like his body, is very old. I could see that
night, after he made peace with us, that he means well.”

I nodded as I peeled my fig. Jesus smiled gently as he looked into my heart. His eyes
flashed, as he inclined his head. I could almost feel him probing my thoughts.
“That’s not what troubles you most Jude,” I heard him utter, “. . . Michael, your friend,
troubles you now.
“Yes,” I nodded slowly, “. . . what’s going to happen to him? He’s acting strangely now.
I just know he’s gonna get in trouble. He doesn’t think of us as his family, like you do Jesus; he
always says ‘your parents’ and ‘your brothers.’”
“I said he’s your brother now,” Jesus explained gently, “I never said he would accept our
family. You must know I have doubts about Michael, after witnessing some of his antics.” “. . . I
sense much more, Jude,” he said, after a short pause, “and I think you do too.”
“What does sense mean?” I wrinkled my nose. “You mean like pictures in your head?”
“Sort of.” Jesus gave me a troubled look. “You know I would never say anything to
worry you needlessly, Jude?”
I nodded faintly, chewing on my last mouthful of fig. What Jesus had to say seemed to
catch in his throat. For a moment, as I listened to a bird chirp somewhere in the foliage of the
tree, I heard Samuel laughing as he departed our house. He was always laughing or cackling
about something. Mama sounded cheerful but Papa was grumbling under his breath. I didn’t
want Jesus to leave now. What would happen to us when he left on his journey? My parents
would be lost without their special son. It used to bother me when Mama fussed over my oldest
brother. Papa slipped once and said I was his favorite son, but I never believed that a bit after the
incident with the sparrow. The mystery surrounding Jesus dominated our lives. Soon this
incredible brother and son would be gone for an indeterminate period of time. Of course, James
and Joseph didn’t care; they were glad Jesus was leaving. They had drifted so far apart from the
rest of us. Soon Papa would be short-handed. Accept for his coaxing, Simon was so lazy Papa
seldom bothered to ask him to join in the work in the shop. Michael, who had feared my
brother’s magic, would, with Jesus gone, have even less restraints upon him. And then there was
myself, who had begun thinking of Jesus, not only as a miracle worker, but as my own private
protector. Now, as I review this period of my life, I can remember that incredible moment when
I blinked my eyes turned by head, and realized that Jesus had read my very thoughts.
“Don’t worry about our family,” he was saying, as he squeezed my shoulder, “you’ll all
do just fine. I won’t be gone so long. Papa is upset about Samuel’s haughtiness—I find it
disagreeable myself—but he will come to see that his offer is best. Mama will not have to
purchase a lamb and cook and bake all those expensive courses for the table. Until Samuel’s
celebration, our brothers, who resent all the extra work, can go romping in the hills out of Papa’s
hair.”
“Jude,” his voice grew serious, “it’s true, you’re Papa’s favorite and also mine. There’s
something very special about you. God has chosen you for something; you are part of his plan.
Before I leave with Joseph of Arimathea to learn my way in the world, I want to make sure that
you, little brother, are safe and secure in our father’s house.”
“How do you do that Jesus?” I looked at him in wonder. “It’s as if you were in my head.
If this is so, then you know I have an awful feeling about Mariah and her son.”
“Yes,” Jesus sighed. “it’s true, of course, . . . Mariah at least thought she was a witch.
And Michael, who didn’t see the Evil One we saw in the orchard, was nevertheless touched by
him. A farmer who mistakenly plants a wild seed instead of a kernel of wheat, has planted a bad

seen in the ground. Though the weed grows into a lovely flower its foliage will spread and ruin
the garden. . . Michael is such a weed, but our parents can’t just pull him out and throw him
away. As a farmer, your tools will be prayer and vigilance, as you tend the garden. But the Lord
is caretaker of the garden, Jude. His will is your weathervane and compass. Somewhere and
somehow Michael has, as everyone in the world, a purpose, if for nothing else to sharpen our
wits and test our faith. You must pray very hard while I’m gone. I will pray to Our Father too
and ask him to change Michael’s heart.”
“Why can’t you just change him now,” I asked, snapping my fingers, “like that? You
brought a bird back to life and you made it rain. Why not make Michael behave?”
“We are not puppets,” he answered with a sad smile. “Do you think God is a puppet
master, like those Syrian performers we saw in Sepphoris? We have free will Jude; it’s what
separates us from the beasts. Would you want Our Father to pull your strings?”
“No,” I replied, my head swimming with his words.
Jesus often used picturesque and complex speech. These first efforts of Jesus to explain
sin and human nature—his parable of the bad seed, inspired by Michael’s bad behavior and his
explanation of free will, alluding to Syrian puppeteers—would resurface in many variations
during his ministry. At this point, however, I sensed his meaning but I was still confused. I felt
a sudden, calming force, as Jesus stood up and took my hand. Hand-in-hand we returned to the
house for the noonday meal. Although I would be sad and feel lost when he embarked upon his
adventure, I was comforted by his actions, if not his words, and the belief I held stubbornly that I
too would one day leave Nazareth and see the world.

Chapter Thirteen
The Farewell Feast

The feast was everything I thought it would be and much more. Even James and Joseph
couldn’t help being excited today. Samuel had promised Papa that the furniture he had made
would be sold on consignment in a great city, such as Rome. Since Mama had not actually
purchased food yet for the banquet, Papa didn’t have to dip into his box of coins. No one knew
about Papa’s hiding place except Jesus, my parents, and I. I no longer trusted Michael, who I
was afraid might discover the box. While we all marched happily to the event, accompanied by
Ezra and his wife, we met my parent’s other friends while hiking up to Simon’s estate, which sat
on a hill overlooking the town. As I looked around at the cheerful faces, however, I found
Michael missing in the group.
“What’s wrong?” Jesus bent down to whisper in my ear.
“Michael’s missing,” I sputtered frantically, “I think he might be trying to steal Papa’s
coins.”
Jesus shushed me by placing a finger on his lips and, shielding his eyes, looked back over
the trail. “This isn’t good,” he mumbled to himself.
“I didn’t tell him.” I began to weep softly. “I swear!”
“You didn’t tell him,” frowned Jesus, “but Michael is very observant. I have a feeling he
followed Papa to his hiding place and saw him pull out his box.” “Stop simpering,” he scolded
me from the corner of his mouth, “I’ll explain to Papa that Michael is missing and I’ll go find
him. You keep walking with the others, so Michael won’t think you tattled on him.”
“But I did tattle on him.” I stuck out my lower lip.
“No,” said Jesus, giving me a sly look, “I already knew.”
“Oh yes, those pictures in your head.” I nodded grimly. “What do your pictures tell you
now?”
Jesus could not lie when asked a direct question. “They tell me,” he bent down to
murmur, “that Michael has already taken the coins and decided to run away.”
“To Jerusalem,” I whispered excitedly, “to see his mother!”
Without further comment, Jesus scurried up to Papa to explain his errand. I heard Papa
say in a loud voice “No, Jesus, absolutely not, all this is for your sake. Michael knew we were
leaving. He knows where Samuel lives.” After this reply, there was muted conversation
between Jesus and Papa a distance away from the group. I knew he would have to tell Papa the
truth. What else could he do? Otherwise, Michael would get away with all of Papa’s coins. At
that point, however, I heard Papa laugh, slap Jesus on the back, and bend forward to whisper in
his ear. Jesus also laughed, the procession started up again, and I found myself heaving a great
sigh. When Jesus returned to the end of the procession where I waited, he informed me
discreetly that Papa had found a new hiding place that even mother couldn’t find.
******

When our group arrived at Samuel’s estate, a servant greeted us with exaggerated
politeness. Samuel ambled up waving his cane, explaining excitedly that his nephew had just
now been spotted on the highway nearby, and then led us personally into the grand hall. This,
my Papa grumbled under his breath, was a bit overdramatic, but we were all in a jubilant mood
and loitered in Samuel’s large house, the children delighting in pomegranate punch and the
adults drinking Falernian wine.
As Simon and I played hide-and-go-seek in our host’s garden, I stood on the fountain
scanning above the many plants and over the top of my brother’s raven head. Suddenly, to my
surprise, I could see a forlorn figure in the distance beyond the boundary of Samuel’s house . . . .
Michael had decided to show up. Fortunately for him, our honored guest had not yet appeared.
Simon and I found a side path by the garden and detoured Michael through the greenery, as if he
had been here the whole time. Papa and Jesus, of course, wouldn’t be fooled.
I had decided not to accuse him of attempting to steal the coins. How could we prove it?
He would deny it and make up an excuse for dawdling back at the house. Papa avoided eye
contact with Michael, but I knew he was disappointed in him. Jesus approached the three of us
as we re-entered the main hall, a severe expression on his tanned face.
“A servant reports that Samuel’s nephew is within the town’s precincts,” he said sternly.
“Papa wants you boys to stand with James, Joseph, and me until he arrives.”
Jesus was angry with Michael. I wondered if he was upset with me too for sneaking
Michael in the back way. Everyone followed Samuel and his servants back through the house to
the front of the estate where we all congregated to await our honored guests. To make idle
conversation, Samuel told us, as we scratched, fidgeted, and shielded our eyes from the sun, an
interesting account about his nephew’s visit to Jerusalem during the Passover when he first laid
eyes on Joseph bar Jacob’s son. Knowing where this flattering anecdote was leading, my parents
flashed him a worried look. As I scanned the faces of the audience, I saw raised eyebrows and
frowns and heard Ezra and others murmur to themselves. Before my parents were forced to
explain this event, however, there was the distant bark of a driver, whinny of horses and rattle of
a coach. The details of Jesus debate with the doctors of the law was cut short by the timely
arrival of Joseph of Arimathea.
When his carriage appeared in a cloud of dust, pulled by four beautiful black horses,
mounted guards, and his two sons, who galloped ahead to announce the arrival of their father as
would two desert warriors, we stood at the entrance of the estate goggling as would spectators at
a parade, listening to Samuel clap and hoot with glee. Though his voice cracked at times and he
coughed and hacked as if he was on his last breath, the old man dashed onto the cobbled path
even before the coach had stopped, calling greetings to Joseph, his wife and sons.
All members of this group, we discovered, including even the coachmen and four guards
(two of whom had ebony skin) were dressed in what seemed to us like princely garments. With
the exception of my parents and Samuel, no one else at the gathering had ever seen a man with
black skin. My memories of such a procession in Sepphoris was not as wondrous as what my
ten-year-old eyes beheld. The first ones to dismount were Matthias and Levi, who had the sparse
beards of youth, but the haughty mannerisms of spoiled young men. After an impatient signal by
Samuel, a servant opened the coach door. Calliope, Joseph’s wife, was the first to step out. Ezra
shook his head. Several onlookers gasped. Her face was covered with a vale, a Syrian custom
that made her seem even more mysterious as the servant took her delicate hand. She wore a

glistening dress and, because she wore so much jewelry, jingled like a dancer as she walked.
Joseph, himself, wore the fine clothes of a Pharisee, his turban speckled with lustrous stones and
his exquisite robe swishing to and fro as he was led into Samuel’s house.
The most spectacular sight to my dazzled eyes, I must confess, were those magnificent
black warriors, who each held long gilded spears. The Nubians, as Papa later called them, were
beardless and bared armed, wore leather vests and Roman boots, and sported red caps on their
shaven heads. The shorter but more muscular Syrian guards wore chain mail shirts and shiny
spiked helmets with metal flaps over each ear. In addition to swords, the black men had bows
and quivers slung over the shoulders to make up for their lighter armor. Though it seemed out of
place in Samuel’s house, the four guards seemed fully prepared for combat if it occurred. I
wondered that moment, as I watched the Nubian and Syrian guards follow Joseph and his family
into the house, how many wondrous kinds of people lived in the world. Where there other black
men in Galilee? Had they once been warriors in some distant land? Why did Matthias and Levi
swagger like soldiers? Each of them wore a short Roman gladius and dagger on each side of
their belts. Joseph, himself, wore a long curved saber that he removed and handed to a servant
by the door. His sons and the guards did the same. The last one to enter was the coachmen, who
seemed dwarfed as he stood next to the four guards. Later, it was explained to me by Papa, who
had already drank much wine, traveling rich men such as Joseph and his sons, to protect
themselves against thieves, had to carry such weapons while walking in unfamiliar cities. To
guard themselves against bandits on the road, they also brought with them fierce bodyguards,
such as the Nubians and Syrians. Naturally, this information, more than anything I had learned
about Joseph of Arimathea, excited me the most.
Before our sumptuous meal and entertainment, during the awkward silence when the
servant had just shut the door and everyone stood inside Samuel’s grand house, Samuel brought
my oldest brother up to Joseph of Arimathea, who stood expectantly with his wife, coachmen,
guards, and arrogant sons. I will never forget that moment. As so many other moments I would
mentally catalog, it holds a special place in my mind.
“My friends of Nazareth,” he turned to us, “this is my illustrious nephew, Joseph bar
Ibrim of Arimathea. This beautiful woman is his wife Caliope, and these are his sons Matthias
and Levi. His daughters Lilith and Cassandra were left in the care of an aunt.”
“Thank you Samuel,” Joseph gave our host the kiss of welcome, “but please include my
faithful driver and protectors.” “This is, Phineas, who will be our coachmen until we set sail
from Egypt. These fine warriors,” he pointed to the Nubians, “are Loftus and Strabo. My Syrian
guards beside them are Glychon and Tycho.”
“Greetings, Joseph of Arimathea,” Papa managed to say.
“Greetings, Joseph of Nazareth,” our most honored guest replied with a slight frown.
Papa, I could tell, was slightly intoxicated. He and other members of our group bowed,
in a slightly exaggerated manner, as if they were confronting royalty. Samuel introduced each of
the Nazarenes, including the woman and children, pausing dramatically when he came to Jesus,
who had been standing modestly in the background wrapped in his thoughts. In spite of the
opportunity confronting my oldest brother, I felt sorry for him. I wasn’t so sure he wanted to
leave. It appeared to me, however, that he was certain that God wanted him to go. For an
indeterminate period of time, he would be leaving behind his beloved family and all of his
moorings to this world.

Finally, after parting politely through the guests, Joseph of Arimathea was standing in
front of him. “Ah yes,” he declared, gripping Jesus’ shoulders, “here he is—the wonder child,
who discussed the Torah with the greatest minds in Jerusalem.”
There was a collective gasp among the guests.
“I serve the Lord,” Jesus replied enigmatically. “Without His words, I’m nothing. A jug
is empty without the water poured into it. We must not glorify the jug, but the living water
poured therein.”
Jesus was talking about the salvation he would one day give to the world. No one
understood this then, not even my parents, who not only witnessed his miracles and heard him
speak but knew things about him we children would never know. He was much more than a
wonder child who had argued with a bunch of old men, and yet his tone was tinged with rebuke
for Joseph of Arimathea. It made me very proud of Jesus, who resented the high-handed
treatment given to Papa and his simple friends. The rest of us were bumpkins in Joseph’s
educated eyes. Papa, I noted with amusement, smiled with approval. I couldn’t see everyone
else’s expressions, but I had a feeling they were smiling too. Jesus would not be intimidated
even by Joseph of Arimathea and was exhibiting the same modesty shown after bringing on the
storm. Samuel was the only person to take issue with Jesus’ reaction, though Joseph of
Arimathea’s eyes glimmered with respect.
“Jesus,” he scolded, hobbling across the floor, “what’s wrong? Are you ill? I have
organized all this for your benefit. Please, apologize to our honored guest. What exactly does
that nonsense mean?”
“It wasn’t nonsense,” interrupted Joseph, placing his hand on Jesus head. “The jug he
speaks of is mortal man and the water is the spirit of God.” “. . . This is he,” he sighed deeply,
“the one who dazzled the gray beard’s minds.”
“You’re not a gray beard,” Jesus said thoughtfully. “I saw you on the sidelines with your
two sons. Your mind was filled with doubt.”
“All men doubt,” replied Joseph, stroking his beard. “From a distance, as we approached,
we didn’t know what to make of you, but, as we came close, we realized that you were indeed a
prodigy, the likes of which my tired eyes have never seen,” “. . . and here you are,” he added,
bowing deferentially to Jesus. “He is the honored guest Samuel, not I!”
Once again everyone gasped. Samuel muttered in disbelief. What we heard now
convinced my parents that Joseph of Arimathea’s interest in Jesus was more than idle curiosity.
He held Jesus in awe. Joseph insisted that Jesus, not he, sit at the head of the long table. Joseph
sat beside him, with my Papa then Mama on the opposite side. Down the line on each side of the
table, without realizing it, sat men, women, and children who would one day count themselves as
followers—among the Seventy—of Jesus, the Risen Christ, but were puzzled by the esteem
given to him now. Overlooked by our host was the fact Joseph’s coachmen and guards were, I
would learn later, Gentiles. Because they served a Pharisee merchant, everyone assumed they
were also Jews. No one, even Samuel, had made an issue of them entering the house, and yet, on
their own initiative, they tactfully slipped away before we entered the main hall. The fact that
they were Gentiles excited me even more. Joseph of Arimathea had great respect for them and,
in his introductions, treated them like equals. Though not seated with the dinner guests, they
were given the same food and wine. It struck me as amusing that a table, with attending
servants, was set for them in the atrium, which, by orthodox standards, still contaminated

Samuel’s house. Later in our kitchen, with a flicker of humor, Jesus would confide to me his
delight at his benefactor’s open mindedness and Samuel’s light-hearted mood.
We were all, after our long wait, hungry and anxious. Yet my head swam with the pomp
and splendor of Joseph’s family and guards. The smell of roasted foul and lamb wafting from
the kitchen into the hall made us anxious and irritable because of the delay. So Samuel clapped
his gnarled hands and the first course was brought by servants into the room.
The Shema—“Hear oh Israel, the Lord God is one…”—seemed short, perhaps because
our host said it so fast. As was the custom in all Jewish homes, conversation was the main
entertainment during a meal. Samuel, however, to show off his own wealth to his nephew and
the simple folks sharing the table with him, had hired singers and lute players, who serenaded us
with songs of scripture as we ate. I wondered, as I munched on a tender morsel of meat, if
Samuel ever had dancing girls like the ones in pagan households in Sepphoris. I was greatly
honored, myself, by being seated next to Jesus and so close to the Arimathean. When I leaned to
my right just a little bit I could hear the faintest murmur between our honored guests. The two
sons of Joseph, who sat the end of the table, had resentful looks on their faces after being
overshadowed by Joseph bar Jacob’s son. During that hour, though, I felt as if I finally
understood my brother Jesus. This was, of course, not completely true. We knew who he was
and some of the things he had done, but none of us, even his own parents, knew what he was.
Papa and Ezra had both drank too much wine. I knew that Papa was upset by the fact that
Jesus was leaving, but I knew it was much more. This small group of townsfolk were all that
was left of his friends after the incident with Mariah. Jesus miracles and strange behavior had
also made enemies of many Nazarenes, as did the Romans presence in town. As I sat there
eating my share of lamb and pheasant, guzzling fruit juice, and looking forward to the fabulous
dessert Samuel promised his guests, I thought about everything that had happened to my family
and me. Michael was a sneak and a thief. Jesus himself so much as admitted that Mariah was a
self-styled witch. Papa now had to work so much harder and travel great distances to practice his
trade. What purpose had saving Michael’s mother served us? I knew Jesus had dark thoughts
about this matter he would never admit. I listened now, as I savored a peculiar dish of lentils and
fish, to Joseph and Jesus discuss their upcoming trip.
“How far will we go?” Jesus asked discreetly. “Will our journey take us to the ends of the
earth?”
“Almost,” Joseph replied softly. “This will not be like my other journeys. You will meet
strange people in remote corners of the Empire. There will be times, Jesus, when we will be in
strange, unfamiliar places. Will that make you afraid?”
“We will be safe, Joseph,” Jesus promised. “It’s not my time yet. The Lord has placed
me in your hands. Therefore you’re safe too.”
As I listened through mouthfuls of food, I wondered what Jesus had meant by “It’s not
my time yet.” Even a child such as I knew that the world was a dangerous place. How could
those, who overheard, have known he was referring to Golgotha—this mere stripling, whose
adolescent voice had only just begun to change? I write this with a heavy heart but buoyant
spirit, though when I first heard the words my mind quickly turned back to the topic of soldiers,
horses, and my own future travels in the world.
I was, most of all, greatly distracted by thoughts of the great black warriors I had seen.
Joseph’s guardians, I heard Samuel explain to Papa, couldn’t eat with Jews because they were

Gentiles, but they were being fed the same food as us. What he failed to tell Papa, as I would
learn from Jesus, was that they were still in the house. Technically, Samuel’s house was being
defiled. Remembering our treatment of Cornelius, the prefect, I could understand why Papa
would argue with him over this matter. Of course, I know differently now. At the time,
however, not knowing that Samuel turned a blind eye to Jewish law, I was impressed with how
well Papa made his point, after drinking three cups of wine. Ezra could barely talk at this point.
But, as many men in their cups, Papa became irascible and spoke indiscreetly about the subject.
Gradually from a low murmur his voice rose until those around him could here his slightly
slurred words.
“These faithful warriors guard his very life, but they can’t share his table—bah!” he
snorted. “I can understand applying our laws to most Gentiles—they are ritually unclean, but for
men who’ve saved our very lives we should make an exception.”
“Hump! These poor souls you speak of are paid well for their service,” scoffed Samuel.
“You’re lax in you observances of the law, Joseph. That whole business with Mariah was brave
and stout hearted, but your house has become ritually impure because of the traffic of Romans in
and out. Have you considered having a priest purify it for you? Joachim knows several priests
that would do this cheaply.”
Samuel, also in his cups, cackled foolishly, as if he had spoken in jest. I would
understand later that he hadn’t been serious. Samuel had never liked the self-righteous rabbi,
and had no qualms against Roman protection of our town. In his tipsy frame of mind, of course,
Papa wasn’t just talking about Joseph’s guards; he was referring to the Romans, in general, and
Nazareth’s attitude toward them.
“Joachim, that hypocrite?” He made a face. “Have you forgotten his role in all this? I
don’t need him to recommend one of those greedy temple priests. I’ve seen what goes on the
temple: the money lenders, over-priced doves, and unscrupulous priests squeezing the last mite
out of the poor.”
“Ah but Joseph,” Samuel teased, raising a bony finger, “recall what the Torah says. It
speaks very plainly about this: ‘to purify the house the priest must take two birds, a stick of
cedar. No one may enter until he comes out again after purifying himself—’”
“Please,” Papa’s voice reached earshot, “don’t quote scripture to me. You really think
the letter of the law is greater than its spirit? Didn’t Isaiah include the Gentiles as someday
sharing our God?”
“Ah, a notion shared by my friend Gamaliel,” Joseph of Arimathea now joined in the
debate. “Gamaliel is a follower of the great teacher Hillel. I’ve come to agree with his writings
myself. That great teacher believed that the spirit of our law should always come first.”
“Isaiah’s claim for the Gentiles,” he added thoughtfully, “is well known.”
“Those. . . who agree with Hillel. . . are in the minority.” Papa said, between gulps of
wine. “I don’t know anyone, other than Mary and Jesus, who agree with Isaiah about a universal
faith. Most of the townsmen are for that other fellow—Shammai, who believes in the letter of
the law. They think only Jews go to Paradise. I’ve met good Gentiles. Curse those narrowminded men. Thanks to Shammai, most Pharisees, priests, and rabbis are concerned with the
least little jot or tittle of the law.” “Bah! They’re all a bunch of hypocrites and fools!” He
slammed his mug onto the table.

Until that moment, Samuel had been only teasing Papa. Unfortunately, Papa was too
tipsy to catch on. Without realizing it, he had crossed a line. It had been, considering the mood
of the town, a long time coming. Simon and I giggled foolishly. James and Joseph shook their
heads in dismay. Papa had announced his utter contempt for the conservative practitioners of our
faith, which by definition included Samuel and the honored guest, himself. Ezra was too drunk
to care, but there were groans and gasps from everyone else around the table. Mama, who was
thoroughly embarrassed, mumbled over and over “Dear me, I’m so sorry.” Samuel, however,
was laughing softly, and Joseph, to my surprise, seemed thoroughly amused.
“Don’t apologize,” he grinned warmly at her. “I can see where Jesus gets his spirit.”
“I think I might have had some help,” said Papa looking into his cup.
“Well, Joseph,” Samuel exclaimed in good humor, “if anyone deserves to get ‘the spirit’
its you.”
Clearly, I detected, Samuel was in his cups too, but the merchant-Pharisee gave Papa a
sober appraisal. He had, I noticed, drunk very little wine. Not only did I notice that special slur
of drinkers in our host, but Samuel’s nose was bright red. Now that I reflect upon it, it was the
same red that had afflicted Uncle Ahab during his last days. I had never seen Papa drink as
much as he had in the past few days. His disappointment with the town and Jesus’ upcoming trip
with Joseph of Arimathea were too much for him. Though it was hot and musky in the room, a
sudden fear, as a gust of cold wind, caused me to shiver. A murky premonition surrounding
Papa overtook me. I didn’t know the word for prophecy then. It was not pictures, as the kind
that probably appeared in Jesus head, but dark feelings and a sense of gloom—the sort of feeling
I had upon awakening from a bad dream. Had it not been for the trays of pastries and sweet
meats brought out by the servants, I would probably have lost my appetite. Also serving to
distract me was the verbal exchange between Joseph of Arimathea and my oldest brother. They
talked about minute aspects of the Torah, such as Adam’s sin and the sentence of death for
mankind that followed, which Jesus claimed would be exonerated by the Messiah foretold by
Isaiah and Amos. Papa had talked about this subject many times and it came as no surprise to his
children. It was the fact that it came from the mouth of a fifteen-year-old youth, who conversed
with a learned Pharisee of the law. Not being present in the temple in Jerusalem when Jesus
argued with the graybeards, I could only imagine the priests and scribes reactions. According to
our parents, the good doctors had been greatly impressed. Joseph of Arimathea, as did Samuel,
saw Jesus as a great prodigy. Yet in Nazareth, because of his miracles and strange, brooding
eyes, he was considered an outcast.
I wondered what Papa’s remaining friends thought of Jesus now. Until Jesus brought up
the subject of the Messiah, everyone seemed bored with the details of the Torah discussed by
Jesus and Joseph of Arimathea. Papa’s outburst had been the high point in our table talk.
Several muted conversations broke out between the guests, most of which were about what Papa
said, but several elders perked up upon hearing that word. The rich merchant listened intently to
Jesus expound his view, which was similar to Papa’s, that God, and therefore the Messiah, would
come for all men. Following this statement, which invoked gasps from listeners, perhaps to get
Jesus off the topic, Joseph seemed to change the subject:
“The question of heaven and hell has never been central to our faith. The Sadducees
don’t believe in either, while the Pharisees and rabbis agree upon a shadowy place called
Gahenna and a place where we shall reunite in the bosom of Abraham or some such nonsense to

make men accountable for their sins.” “In general, however,” he added ruefully, “most practical
Jews like our Gentile neighbors are more concerned about this world. They believe that they
will be rewarded for their good deeds on earth, not in the Elysium Fields as the Greeks call it or
eternally punished in Tartaros—the Roman’s hell, where one scampers about in thoughtless bless
without a care or roasts forever for their sins.”
“When you’re as old as me,” Samuel muttered, “that’s not very comforting. Those
Elysium Fields begin looking mighty good.”
“I agree,” said Joseph, stroking his beard.
“You didn’t mention the soul,” Jesus replied softly. “The soul, whose home becomes
either heaven or hell, is the most important part of men. Sin is caused by the perversion of free
will which opens the porthole of our soul to allow Satan to control our lives.”
There was an intake of breaths. Everyone at the table, except his family, was taken back
by this statement. We, his family, had heard him say stranger things than this. I hoped, in fact,
he would not begin babbling about his heavenly Father, which Papa explained, would be
considered blasphemy around simple folk.
“Sounds Greek to me,” Matthias, Joseph’s eldest son spoke for the first time.
“Or like heresy,” mumbled Levi.
“I can’t believe a fifteen year old boy said that,” Samuel exclaimed, taking a gulp of
wine. “What do you think Joseph? Is he not a remarkable lad?”
“Remarkable, indeed!” His nephew laughed to himself. “I can understand how so many
of his fellow townsmen could misunderstand his words. He was, a moment ago, simply talking
about the coming Messiah, whom most Jews look forward to seeing one day.” “But your insight
about the soul,” he added, patting Jesus knuckles. “That’s very deep for a youth.” “I can see no
guile in this young man,” he concluded. “His heart guides his words. . . . He’s touched by God.”
“You mean touched by the devil,” Matthias snarled. “We’ve heard about his miracles?
How can you assume they are heaven sent?”
Joseph of Arimathea sprang up from his stool and pointed accusingly at Matthias. “You
will apologize to Jesus and our host for that outburst or leave my company at once!”
Matthias rose from the table, bowed curtly, and mumbled an apology.
Levi, who had been grumbling, himself, looked down the table and offered one too.
“Forgive us for our confusion, Jesus. We still don’t understand why our father, a Pharisee and
god-fearing Jew, would not find offense at your words.”
This well crafted apology was taken at face value by our host, but Jesus replied after the
deepest sigh, “I was asked to travel with your generous father. It was not my design. If you
don’t wish it, perhaps I shouldn’t go. I would never come between a father and his sons.”
This masterful reply caused Joseph of Arimathea to smile with mirth but also frown,
when he noted the reaction of his sons. Both Matthias and Levi sat quietly and moodily on their
stools for the remainder of the meal. The conversation at the table among the guests turned to
idle chatter, as Papa and Ezra fought very hard not to fall asleep.
When our feast was over, everyone retired to a place that Samuel called the great hall,
where a central fountain and beautiful pots filled with all manner of plant lined the walls. Here,
on a raised platform intended for entertainers, in a ceremony that I found quite boring, Samuel
officially announced the purpose of our gathering, as if everyone didn’t know. His aged voice
crackled as he introduced the event. “Friends of Joseph bar Jacob, it is my honor to present

Jesus’ benefactor in this enterprise, my nephew, the illustrious Joseph bar Ibrim. . .” I had laid
down discreetly on a convenient ledge by a window, behind a large potted plant and fallen asleep
during this overdrawn affair in which Samuel paused to enumerate the background of his
illustrious nephew, catching snatches of his introduction and Joseph of Arimathea’s long-winded
response aimed at my parents. Samuel appeared to be somewhat intoxicated. My parents had
already made up their minds to let Jesus go. So I saw no reason for paying attention, especially
when I noticed Simon and Michael playing tag in the garden and Papa, himself, nodding off to
sleep.
Falernian wine and fine food had made the small group sleepy and squirmy. Many had to
use one of Samuel’s cloacas. I tried one myself. It was much larger and more luxurious than
ours. As I slept, Cornelius entered my dream—a glorious specter, standing over me, his armor
shining in the sun, his voice booming “wake up Jude, you naughty child!” I was shaken by this
un-Roman command. Why would Cornelius be talking to me like my mother? And then, as my
eyes opened, Mama was shaking me and whispering the same words. Samuel’s speech making
appeared to be over. I had my own audience of disapproving adults. Fortunately for me, Papa
was smiling, not frowning, as I yawned, stretched, and rubbed my eyes. I will never know what
fine words Jesus had uttered. Joseph of Arimathea had his arm around my brother’s shoulder,
talking to some of our family’s friends. My mother stood there shaking her head, as Papa took
my hand.
“You’re a lot like your Papa,” he said from the corner of his mouth. “I won’t punish you.
I almost fell asleep, myself. But you’ll be doing extra chores for your mother this week. Most of
them didn’t notice your absence, but Jesus will know. Give him a big hug and thank his
benefactor Joseph. I think he’s a good man.”
“I don’t like him.” I stuck out my lower lip. “He’s taking Jesus away.”
“Jesus will return soon enough,” promised Papa, sending me forward with a shove.
I could hear Mama scolding Papa for his leniency under her breath. Doing what my
father ordered, I gave Jesus a perfunctory hug, gave Joseph of Arimathea’s hand a tepid shake,
and then scurried away into the garden where I found Michael and Simon playing hide-and-seek.
“I think we’re going to be leaving soon,” I informed Michael.
“Finally!” He exclaimed.
“You’re not even sorry, are you?” I searched his freckled face.
“Sorry for what?” He frowned.
Simon, who had been hiding behind a large bush, appeared suddenly, whacking Michael
soundly on the head. “You’re it!” He cried.
That moment I realized how much Simon and Michael were alike. They were both
sneaky, untrustworthy, and lazy, but there was a difference between them that mattered very
much, something that Simon had and Michael didn’t. It was a word I did not know then, only
felt. . . a conscience.
******
On the way home, Michael skipped, cavorted, and sang nonsensical songs, as if he hadn’t
a care in the world, which I’m certain he didn’t. Simon seemed fascinated with my friend, but
even he backed off when Mama looked at him disapprovingly. I knew Papa had told her. Now
there were four members of my family who knew that Michael was a thief. The problem was

Michael’s plan had been foiled. As far as he was concerned he had done nothing wrong. He
never mentioned it again, but, to show Michael that he knew, Papa gave Michael a special job.
He would keep the cloaca spotlessly clean. It seemed harsh to me at first, until Papa explained to
me that it was either that or he would send Michael to Jerusalem to live with his mother’s
relatives. That same day Papa also confided a big secret to me, perhaps the greatest confidence I
would ever have to keep: his stash of coins were now buried inside the housing of the cloaca
itself. The only way to reach it was lifting up the seat and reaching into the recess between the
abyss and housing.
“Without knowing it,” Papa whispered merrily, “Michael would become the guardian of
our savings. He would never guess how close he was to the bag of coins.”
As we walked in the garden, I laughed so hard I rolled on the ground as if I was bereft of
my senses. Papa picked a ripe fig, split it open, and handed it to me. As we munched the
succulent fruit, we strolled idly into the backyard where we found Jesus praying, this time with
his elbows on a rock, a shaft of light breaking through the limbs to highlight his upturned face.
“He looks like an angel,” Papa muttered to himself. I thought nothing of this, since I had seen
Jesus praying like this countless times. But then we noticed something very strange about this
setting: it was late afternoon, not high noon, when sunlight would fall straight down as it
appeared to be doing now. As that special time in the meadow, after the curing of the dead bird,
Jesus face was illuminated, as if by inner fire. Startled by the phenomena, I gasped. Papa
cupped his hand over my mouth to muffle my voice. Not wanting to disturb his communion with
God, we crouched down quietly behind the pomegranate bush, peeking through the branches at
this extraordinary event. Soon, however, the effect faded. Evening shade fell upon Jesus, and he
slumped down, resting his head on his arms. At that point, as if on cue, Papa rose up, grabbed
my hand and led me down into the orchard where Jesus sat.
“Greetings!” Papa exclaimed, trying to be calm.
“Jesus! Jesus!” I was not so subtle. “You did it again—you lit up like a Syrian lamp!”
“It’s true.” Papa looked down at him. “I hope you don’t do that around Joseph. He might
think you’re possessed.”
Papa and I laughed at this banter, but Jesus wasn’t amused. Looking back, I realize that
even Jesus’ earthly father couldn’t fathom who he was. How could he? How could anyone?
Nothing in our religion had prepared us for this. The Messiah was suppose to be a warrior king,
who would smite the Romans, not a dreamy youth walking in the hills. His future disciples
could not believe that we, his family, had been so dense. The truth was, though we had many
clues, we didn’t want to know. He was ours—at least for a little while. The God-boy frowned
severely, his blue eyes flashing with anger, but then, so typical of Jesus moods, he smiled up at
us, took Papa’s outstretched hand and was pulled up onto his legs.
“I’m hungry,” he said, rubbing his eyes.
“Praying’s hard work,” teased Papa. “I’m still stuffed after Samuel’s feast!”
“What did God say to you this time?” I asked, as we began our trek to the house. “Did he
tell you to bring me a horse back from Egypt or Rome?”
Jesus looked down at me thoughtfully but didn’t reply. Papa waved at Mama as she
stuck her head out the back door. That moment Simon was chasing Michael up to house. As we
entered, I could see James and Joseph, as sullen as ever, slouched at the table. The twins ran out
to greet Jesus, giggling and grabbing both of his hands, . . . memories I would carry forever of

when Jesus was still, like his brothers and sisters, still a child. I couldn’t put it into words then,
but I was fearful that Jesus would return a worldly, young man, filled with strange ideas and no
longer the dreamer he once was. This would be partly true, of course. His travels with Joseph of
Arimathea, I realize now, helped shape his later views on religion. Yet, though we rejoiced in
this opportunity for him, during the week preceding his departure an unspoken gloom filled us.
On that fateful day, when he embarked upon his odyssey with Joseph of Arimathea, it seemed as
though nothing would ever be the same.

Chapter Fourteen
The Journey Begins

When Joseph of Arimathea finally came to take my brother with him on his trip, only a
small group, those faithful to my father’s house throughout the controversy of Mariah’s escape
and tolerant of Jesus’ peculiarities, came to bid him farewell. The exception, which made it
seem worse, was the silent vigil of Longinus and a detail of Romans, sent by Cornelius to watch
over us at this special time. This would give our enemies something more to talk about. To
make matters worse, it looked as if it might rain, which would be a bad omen for the journey.
All members of the family of Joseph put on their best faces, even James and Joseph. Mama
wept. The twins, Abigail, and Martha, wept. Simon and I wept too. Michael had fled to the
hills to show his grief. What had not changed since the grand event thrown by Samuel, the
Pharisee, was the surliness of Josephs two sons, Matthias and Levi, who looked at Jesus as an
usurper of their father’s affection and esteem. I knew, of course, that this wasn’t true. Joseph of
Arimathea had more concrete reasons for taking my brother along.
Samuel came to visit us a few days ago to explain these reasons, perhaps to bolster my
parents resolve by showing them what an educated and worldly man his nephew was, which only
heightened their fears. While Jesus sat at the table with our parents listening to the old man’s
prattle, Simon, Michael and I eavesdropped again below the window. James and Joseph were
working in the shop, and Mama was busy in the garden, assisted by the twins. Samuel explained
to my parents, though I wonder now if the all-seeing Jesus didn’t already know, that Joseph of
Arimathea was not merely a Pharisee and successful merchant but he was a man of great
learning. Along with his understanding of religion and vast knowledge of our people’s history,
Samuel told them that his nephew had also studied philosophy and was interested in astrology, in
spite of the potential heresy in such thought. This interested me very much after watching Jesus
study so many things. I had I accepted his estimation of this man without argument, but I was
still suspicious of Samuel’s nephew. This man saw Jesus as an oddity to be studied up close.
Jesus, himself, had studied all manner of plant, animal, and rock to understand the mystery of
life. Now Jesus was Joseph’s mystery, and I feared for his safety on the long adventurous road
ahead.
With the hour upon us, Mama wrung her hands and cursed Papa for ever agreeing to this
trip. We could not console her without bringing down her wrath, so we stopped trying.
Embracing Jesus once more before he climbed up into Joseph’s fancy coach, I bid him goodbye
and tearfully turned away. Jesus lifted the twins up and hugged them one-by-one. Simon
surprised us all by his grief. Papa, James, and Joseph were more solemn and dignified, and yet
were forced to pull Mama away from the coach, as she pleaded with Jesus to change his mind.
“Jesus, I had a bad dream about this,” she called out finally. “I didn’t want to worry you,
but you must not go with that man!”
“Awe, you’re always having bad dreams,” pshawed Papa. “Please Mary, Joseph of
Arimathea will take care of our son.”

“No, my dream was real,” she screamed, as they pulled her away. “Don’t you see, I have
the gift. I’ve always had the gift.”
“What’s she talking about?” James asked Papa. “Did Mama have a prophetic dream?”
“Yes, Mama, what was your dream?” asked Jesus pulling open the flap back and looking
out of the coach.
For several moments, as Joseph and his sons waited inside, the Nubians and Syrian
guards sat uneasily on their mounts. Phineas, the driver, smiled good-naturedly, as he reined in
the four black stallions pulling the coach. Jesus now gave his apologies and stepped out of the
coach. As I came close to behold one more time the mighty black warriors guarding the
merchant and his sons, I could hear Matthias and Levi grumbling inside. As Jesus approached
our mother, the clouds broke for just a moment, the sun lighting our portion of Nazareth as if the
Lord had finally gave his blessing to their trip. But mother could not be consoled so easily.
“You remember the night Reuben and his friends fled Nazareth?” She looked at Jesus
pleadingly, gripping both of his arms.
“I remember,” Jesus answered with a frown, “but you must not worry about those men.
Rome never forgets. After they almost killed that soldier, Cornelius and Longinus will continue
hunting for them. Reuben, Josiah, and Asa dare not come back.”
Mama sounded desperate. “In my dream, Reuben and a band of brigands attacked your
encampment in the desert. I remember Joseph of Arimathea’s voice shouting for his guards. I
remember torchlight and other voices, one of them—the gruff voice of Reuben, shouting ‘where
is he? Where is the Son of Man, that I may strike him down.” “Then I awoke next to Joseph,”
she smiled weakly. “He was snoring as usual. I never told him about my dream.”
“Then let me calm your fears,” said Jesus, taking her small hands. “The dream speaks for
itself. It was unfinished. I can imagine the ending. God help Reuben and his band if they go
against Joseph of Arimathea’s guards.”
“But Jesus,” Mama cried, “what if I have another dream, and there is an ending? What if
Reuben does strike you down?”
“That won’t happen Mama.” Jesus kissed her hands. “Have you forgotten who is
watching over me and our house? The Lord will be with Joseph Arimathea and his guards too.
Please give me your blessing as Papa has. I won’t go unless you do.”
Mother whispered “Very well” to Jesus, kissed his forehead, and then pivoted on her
heel. We all rushed forward to embrace him one final time. Jesus once more lifted up each twin,
kissed their beaming faces, hugging his mother, father, and each brother tenderly again.
As Jesus reassured Mama for a third time, I could hear Matthias ask his father in the
coach “Who is the Son of Man?” It sounded like nonsense to me, until I heard Joseph and his
sons discuss the meaning of these words.
Matthias’ replied “In the Psalms and Book of Job there is reference to frail, corruptible
humanity, which the Psalmist called ‘Son of Man.’ What a strange thing for that fellow in her
dream to say.”
“You forgot the Prophet Ezekiel,” Joseph began to quote, “‘Son of man, stand upon your
feet, and I will speak to you.’ When the Lord spoke to me, the Spirit entered me and set me on
my feet. I heard him say ‘Son of man, I send you to the people of Israel, a nation of rebels,
who’ve rebelled against me, whose fathers transgress against me to this day.’”
“Sounds like us all right,” Papa called from a distance.

“The Romans have enslaved our people,” grumbled James.
That moment Joseph, affected by his own words, looked out of the coach, a troubled
expression on his face. I knew it had been more than an exercise of he and his son’s knowledge.
Samuel, the Pharisee, who had already visited our house earlier this morning to say goodbye,
appeared suddenly. Perhaps he had never left and had been idling by the road, but his
reappearance would partially answer the riddle of Mama’s dream. The fog began to clear, just a
little, that moment. Both men turned and looked at Jesus—a moment that would haunt me until
it was clarified one day by Jesus, himself.
In a thin, wavering voice that rose increasingly until he almost lost his breath, Samuel
quoted from the Prophet Daniel: “I saw in a night vision, in the clouds of heaven, one like the
Son of Man, who came to the Ancient of Days and was presented to him. To him was given
dominion that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him, an everlasting dominion,
which shall not pass away, and a kingdom that shall never be destroyed.”
“Ah,” exclaimed Jesus, “another prophecy of the Messiah—one of my favorite
passages!”
As the coachmen waited patiently, Papa and my other brothers stood by listening to this
exchange. No one understood where this was leading. My own illumination would come later.
The two Pharisees seemed troubled by Mama’s dream, the more so because it did, in fact, seem
prophetic. Jesus had tried to make light of all this with light-hearted words, but I sensed that in
the words “Son of Man” there was a relationship between the prophets quoted by these learned
men and Mama’s dream. I drew close, from sheer curiosity, rather than bated breath. Nothing
seemed to surprise me anymore. Joseph of Arimathea put his arm on Jesus’ shoulder and led
him back to the coach. While the remainder of my family lingered in the background, I stood
close to my mother. She was breathing heavily, as she did many times working in her garden or
carrying water from the well. The old Pharisee now spoke to her in a muted voice. Though I
didn’t understand it yet, I alone, among my brothers, heard Mama and Samuel’s strange
conversation.
“Mary,” Samuel reached out a frail hand to touch her face, “tell me the truth. Have you
ever heard those words before?”
“What words?” Mama looked innocently into his face.
“The Son of Man.” Simon searched her blue eyes. Her pupils were without guile.
Already the Pharisee knew the answer.
“No,” she answered with a sigh, “but I understood it when Reuben said he would strike
him down.”
“Mary,” he whispered. “Don’t trouble your blameless mind with dark thoughts. Jesus is
still in many ways a child and too young to accept who he might be.”
“Might be?” She inclined her head.
“Yes, might, not will,” he exhaled, stroking his beard, “there is an inconsistency to all
this. It could have been nightmare based upon your own fears. “Also, Mary,” he added
thoughtfully, “what are these images doing in your head? Why didn’t Jesus have that dream?”
For a moment, as they stood there, the sky turned dark again as the clouds regrouped.
“It’s an another omen!” My brothers gasped. Recalling Jesus and my encounter with the specter
in the orchard, however, I wondered if it was not the Evil One, himself. Papa called to Mama
impatiently to let them proceed, but she gripped Samuel’s sleeve and, as I craned my ears, asked

under her breath “Who is he Samuel? I gave birth to him. I raised him. I saw his miracles. To
me he’s still a carefree boy. Who’s my son suppose to be?”
“I’m not sure,” he answered with a shrug. “I think he’s been touched by God, like the
prophets, themselves. Moses, performed miracles and so did Elijah. If I can believe what I
heard, Mary, your son has done them one better.” “Humph, that business with the sparrow—very
troubling.” He made a face. “And, oh yes, casting out demons—In deed!—and making it rain.
Good gracious, what am I to believe?”
Mama seemed disappointed by Samuel’s equivocation. Though this analysis is hindsight
on my part, even then, I could see illumination growing in the old man’s face. All his training as
a Pharisee and man of logic was being put to the test.
“I think…,” he groped for words, “Jesus will one day be a great teacher or rabbi. Joseph
of Arimathea is about to introduce him to the world. What an education that will be. Frankly,
Mary, I’m not sure my nephew would believe in Jesus’ miracles, which is just as well for the
boy. This journey will get Jesus away from his critics in Nazareth and show him, in gradual
stages, what he’s meant to do.”
“Meant to do?” her voice trembled. “. . . . Please Samuel, I’m a simple woman. I don’t
even know how to read. What did those words ‘Son of Man’ make my son?”
“If your dream has meaning as you believe,” Samuel continued in a strained voice, “the
words Son of Man indicates that he’s the deliverer—the one we’ve been waiting for.”
“No, no,” she clutched her mouth fearfully.
“Now-now,” he tried making light of it, “I didn’t say he was. After all, Jesus is the town
carpenter’s fifteen year old son, not a royal prince or traveling magi. For pity’s sake, woman,
this is Nazareth, not Jerusalem. I’d be happy to see him become a great teacher, like Hillel or
Shammai. He certainly has the mind!”
Samuel had answered her question indecisively and in an off-handed way, yet there was
great concern in his gaze. Though I hadn’t a clue yet what all this meant, I knew that all these
words—Samuel, Mama, and the merchant’s were important. I had been standing behind my
mother and heard everything she and Samuel said. Samuel frowned at my subterfuge but then
reached down to pat my head. His voice was low now, as if what he was about to say should not
be overheard.
“ I once told my long departed wife that I hoped I would live to see the Messiah come. I
suppose my bones will be gathered up into the bosom of Abraham before then. My tired eyes
and failing ears have seen enough. I won’t see the Messiah or your son again in this life.” “All
this talk about miracles and Jesus being touched by god will make our fellow Nazarenes think
Jesus is deranged,” he warned Mama gently. “We must wait and see what God has planned for
this prodigy. I won’t be around when he finds out. I have lived long enough.”
“But Jesus said you would live to be really old,” I exclaimed too loudly. “He said you
would live to see him go on his mission.”
“Mission? That could mean many things, Jude, but so he did,” Samuel laughed softly to
himself. “Does he not seem grown up now? I dare say, he’s more mature than my nephew’s
sons.”
“No,” replied Mama, stroking my locks, “he’s still a child. If Jesus told you that you’d
still be alive, it means only one thing Samuel. Jesus has a great purpose—a mission on earth.
You’ll live to see this happen.”

“Ho-ho,” the old man’s eyes twinkled with mirth, “now that would be a miracle,
wouldn’t it? Considering my great age, do you honestly believe that Mary? How long do you
think I want to live?”
“A long time. It’s true, Samuel. I believe what Jesus said,” she murmured, dropping her
gaze.
Then their eyes locked: the dark raptor eyes of Samuel and unnaturally blue eyes of my
mother. They looked down at me and smiled as if I shared their understanding, but that would
come later for me. What I write now is written in retrospect, as a disciple of the risen Lord. I
was still ten years old the day Jesus’ odyssey began. I was very confused by all this talk. I could
tell that Mama, Samuel and Joseph of Aramithea were perplexed too. After hearing mother’s
dream, I feared the worst for Jesus safety. I don’t care what Isaiah, Ezekiel or Daniel said.
When the caravan, with Joseph’s fabulous coach in the lead, made a wide turn in the
fallow field by the road, I waved goodbye to Jesus, my brother, whom Samuel now implied was
touched by God. I also waved at the guards, though their hard gaze was now set upon the road
ahead. I didn’t want to believe that Jesus was this Son of Man the Pharisees spoke of, let alone
the Messiah (a notion that even my parents could not possibly except). The cloak of mystery
surrounding Jesus, I now understand, was kept in place by his Father, and yet the truth was
staring all of us, Samuel included, straight in the face. In spite of all the wondrous things that
had happened to us because of Jesus, we loved him just like he was. But we were in denial. This
I can see so clearly now.
As I stood watching the distant coach, horseman, and camels laden with merchandize
disappear in a great cloud of dust, doubt crept into my stubborn mind. I wondered if he would
come back different after his trip. For the first time I could remember in my short life, I had to
accept certain facts about Jesus at face value. I could not hide from his divinity—or whatever
Samuel or Mama might call it. I had seen his miracles with my own eyes. I had heard the
wisdom from his mouth and seen his effect upon others. I witnessed tenderness from my brother
that I would find in no other man. If these traits made him the Son of Man or something even
greater, it was too overwhelming for me that day. Yet suddenly, as I thought of the words
Reuben said in Mama’s dream “Son of Man, I shall strike you down,” I was filled with dread. I
didn’t know then what I know now. The symbolism in the dream pointed to one terrible and
wonderful event that Jesus, himself, predicted, but we, his disciples still couldn’t accept: his
death. What could this dream really mean? The Messiah couldn’t die. Was he not
indestructible? Is it any wonder back then that a mere child was so overwhelmed?
Confused yet filled with a strange peace, I found Samuel’s hand on my head. My family
moved slowly toward the house. Papa was the first one to enter, pausing long enough to wave at
onlookers on the road.
“Shows over!” he called out wryly.
“There,” Samuel sighed heavily, “you’re a good boy Jude. Give an old man a hand. Do
you suppose your mother will fix us all some lunch.”
“Yes,” I replied, chewing on my lip, “but what does all this mean?”
“I would answer it better if I understood it clearly myself,” he answered cautiously.
“Your mother doesn’t want to burden you children with this. I also think you’re much too
young.” “Besides,” he added with a cackle, “she, and I, barely understand it ourselves. We’re
treading on matters not explained in scriptures. There are things about this that defy our very

tradition.” “This is,” he struggle for a word, “. . . a great mystery. I hope my nephew takes my
advice and doesn’t ask Jesus too many questions. All those words you’ve heard, Jude, and all
the things you’ve seen are emerging as shadows in a fog. Their muted voices are telling us their
secrets one-by-one. Perhaps we aren’t ready for the answers yet and the Lord will tell us in His
own good time.”
“Good,” I offered eagerly, “Jesus likes mysteries. He’s always looking at animals, plants,
and rocks.”
“Jesus is a mystery,” his voice dropped low, “and our ignorance is the fog—a God sent
cloud, hiding its answers inside.”
“I remember once,” I sputtered, jumping up and down excitedly, “in the orchard light
came through the clouds and lit Jesus’ face.”
Samuel nodded, as we entered though the gate and walked up to the house. Abigail and
Martha were laughing inside.
“I heard about that day.” His pace slowed. “Rumor has it Jesus breathed life into a dead
bird.”
“Jesus did breath life into that bird.” I nodded enthusiastically. “I was there. I saw it with
my own eyes!”
“Fascinating. Quite incredible. And that other story,” he said, pausing in the garden,
“about Jesus causing it to rain. What a storm that was. Did you see that too?”
“Yes,” I exclaimed, “he put out the fire. Later he cured Mariah by saying ‘be calm!’”
“Humph!” Simon grinned thoughtfully. “Casting out demons? I’m not sure about that
one.” “Tell me the truth,” he cackled with glee, “was Mariah really a witch or just addled in the
head?”
Unable to answer without lying or telling the awful truth, I hung my head and kicked up a
sod, which told him exactly what he wanted to know.
“Don’t worry Jude,” he said, with a twinkle in his eyes, “she won’t bother you again.
Jerusalem is a long way away.”
Having put on a cheerful face, Mama stuck her head out the window and chimed in a
cooing voice “Oh, Samuel, would you please join us for lunch?”
Amused yet troubled by my reaction, Samuel dropped the subject. “Thank you Mary,”
he called to my mother, “you’re most kind. Ho-ho, Jude has been entertaining me with stories
about Jesus.” “I hoped your right about his mission, young man,” he murmured to me as we
walked up to the door. “I’d like to be around when he returns!”
“You will be!” I gave him an impish smile. “The fog will lift. Jesus isn’t a mystery,
Samuel. He’s going to be a carpenter like Papa or maybe he’ll become rich and famous like
Jesus’ new friend.”
“No,” Samuel whispered discreetly from the corner of his mouth, “your brother is not like
us, Jude. He’s very special, perhaps even touched by God. You must get used to this fact!”

Chapter Fifteen
Family Anecdotes

As a mere child, in spite of Mama’s piety and Samuel’s belief that Jesus was touched by
God, the closest I would come to accepting Jesus’ divinity were, in fact, Samuel’s words to me
on the day Jesus embarked on his odyssey. I was comforted by this definition, for, in deed, the
prophets, themselves, according to Papa, had been touched by God. This didn’t make them
divine. We would miss him on his journey with Joseph of Arimathea. On the other hand, there
remained Jesus many detractors, such as Rabbi Joachim, Ethan, and Nehemiah’s Aunt Deborah,
who were glad to be rid of Jesus for his strange, otherworldly ways.
I would never forgive those townsfolk who shunned Papa for his rescue of Mariah and
the personality of his oldest son, but soon after Joseph of Arimathea took Jesus on his journey, I
was considering, in my loneliness, after Papa’s coaxing, to forgive certain friends for their
actions. Samuel, who was now our family’s benefactor, had convinced Papa that, to regain and
expand his business in Nazareth, he must “mend fences,” by reaching out to the silent majority in
town, who had merely tolerated men like Reuben when they ran amuck. Papa, who likened the
mentality of the Nazarenes to sheep, told me that I should do the same. The only problem with
me forgiving Nehemiah and Uriah was the resentment of Michael, who forgave no one for their
past deeds.
In the past few days Michael had been spending a lot of time in Jesus’ secret cave. I had
gone up there myself with him, but I really didn’t like that scary place. I wanted to romp through
the hills, pretending to be warriors like Cornelius or Longinus. We had, in the past, also found
small lizards and grasshoppers to play with, when we weren’t eavesdropping on the shepherds,
making believe we were Roman spies and they were warlike nomads encroaching upon our land.
Hide-and-go seek, archery with homemade bows, knife tossing, and countless other games we
played at other times. Though James and Joseph remained aloof, Simon often joined us in our
escapades. Unfortunately, as our older brothers, Simon could not warm up to our new brother.
Michael’s strange behavior convinced him that my friend was, like his mother, addled in the
head. This was upsetting, but I could hardly blame Simon for what I almost believed myself.
One day, not long after Jesus’ departure, I found Papa working on a fine table in his shop.
James and Joseph were outside, as I entered, sanding its legs. They sneered at me for my sloth.
Simon, as usual, was nowhere to be seen. Bored with my plight, I offered to help with the
sanding or finishing of the wood, which made James and Joseph laugh. Papa told them that he
was going to take a break, set aside his scraper, and led me out of the shop.
“What’s wrong son?” He looked down at me with a smile.
A flood of words poured out of my mouth: “Michael and Simon won’t play with me.
Michael’s acting really weird and saying strange things. Simon says Michael’s addled in the
head.”
“Humph,” he snorted, “you know James, Joseph feel the same way. Michael teases the
cat and goat. He frightens the twins.” “Frankly,” confessed Papa, “we, Mary and I, don’t know

what to do with him. I’m almost tempted to take him to Jerusalem myself. Michael just wants to
be with his mother. We can’t blame him for that.”
“I don’t blame him for anything.” I made a face. “He blames us!”
“That’s nonsense,” Papa grumbled. “All we’ve done is to try to help that boy!”
“He doesn’t want our help.” I sighed dejectedly. “He knows my brothers and the
townsfolk don’t like him. He thinks his aunt in Jerusalem will let him live with his mother and
everything will be all right.”
“Where’s Michael?” asked Papa, looking around the yard. “Is he in the hills again,
moping inside Jesus’ cave?”
“I think he’s in the cave.” I heaved a sigh. “He knows were not suppose to leave our
property. When I tried to stop him, he hissed at me and doubled up his fist. . . . I think Simon
and James must be right.”
Papa nodded sadly, then sat down on the bench he made for our garden. I plopped down
next to him and rested my chin on my palms. I was hungry. After his talk with Simon, Papa
wanted me to get along with everyone, but I was ready to give up on Michael. Reaching up to an
overhanging limb, Papa pulled off two figs and handed one to me.
“This will hold us until lunch,” he announced, splitting open the fig to get at the fruit.
He did it expertly in almost one motion. I did the same, though not as well, much
preferring plums or grapes which are much easier to eat. Papa and I now chatted about Jesus.
We both wondered how far he would be in his journey by now and how many wondrous things
he would see on his trip. Papa asked me if I had thought about his suggestion that I make peace
with Uriah and Nehemiah. I admitted that I hadn’t but would consider making peace, if Uriah
came over to our home, instead making me going over to Rabbi Joachim’s spooky old house.
Papa thought about this a moment and patted my head. Before he asked me if I would make
peace with Nehemiah, too, Mama stuck her head out the window to inform us that it was time for
lunch.
“We must pray for Michael,” he concluded our chat. “There’s nothing else we can do.
I’ve tried to reason with him. I thought having him clean the cloaca would teach him a lesson,
but it only made him worse.” “Enough,” he said patting my knee, “let’s go eat!”
“I’m starved!” I cried, following him into the house.
******
Michael did not come home that night. Papa instructed James, Joseph, Simon, and I to
follow him down the shepherd’s path, each of us holding up a lamp to light our path. We hadn’t
officially met our guards yet, but Papa saw them making their rounds today and felt much better
about going into the hills. Mama, of course, stayed home with the twins, but kept the stew
warm for when the errant child returned. After searching the olive orchard, we followed the
trail that Jesus had shown us, until we reached the cave. Papa bent down and searched the small
cavern with his lantern, then backing out and whistling under his breath, stood there by the
entrance, unsure what to do.
“Michael wrote things on the walls,” he uttered finally, “Hebrew letters and strange
symbols I don’t understand.” “Michael’s very sick,” he decided, motioning for James to take a
look.

“It looks like the scribbling Mariah did,” James observed calmly. “Joseph and I thought
she was a witch. It looks as if Michael’s one too.”
Joseph took a more scholarly approach. “I recognize the Hebrew letters, but some of
them are upside down. That makes no sense, Papa. I suppose that could be sorcery. The symbol
for Israel has been x’d out….Humph, what is that horned beast on the rock?”
“Enough!” Papa pulled Joseph out and shoved me in. “I think it’s important that Jude
sees this for himself.”
I took my turn quietly, saddened by what I found, shuddering at the blasphemy scrawled
on the rock. As I held my lantern, seeing my silhouette against the opposite wall, the shadow
accented the evil room. Papa reached finally and jerked my sleeve. “Out!” he barked. Simon,
the last to enter, did so reluctantly at Papa’s prodding, shaking his head in disgust as he summed
up what he saw inside the cave. “It doesn’t make sense, Papa—any of it. There’s so much anger
and hate. Michael has to be mad!”
“Thank you Simon,” Papa said, raising his lamp high. “You have said it best: anger and
hate. But is Michael mad? It’s possible, as Ezra once suggested, that Michael, like his mother,
has a demon, if they’re both not simply addled in the head.” “But the fact is,” he sighed deeply,
leading us down the hill, “we can’t trust him. He could roll a boulder down on us as Reuben and
his friends did to that poor Roman or come flying out of the bushes swinging a club. Your
mother has enough to worry about. I’ll not place my sons in danger tonight. I’ll take you boys
back to the house and, with God’s help, talk Ezra into helping me with the search.”
Simon seemed quite happy to be going back. James and Joseph grumbled a little, but I
think they were secretly happy to be rid of Michael and would not be out trudging in the dark. I
felt I should, as Michael’s only friend, protest, but I bit my tongue when I considered how futile
this enterprise was. Michael knew these hills almost as well as Jesus. I didn’t think they would
find him, but I would pray for his safety nevertheless. Mama was very relieved when James,
Joseph, Simon, and I were deposited at the back door, but her relief faded when Papa mumbled a
hasty excuse and began walking up the backyard path to the road.
“Joseph,” she gasped, “what’s wrong? Where’s Michael?”
“I don’t know,” Papa answered glumly. “I’m hoping Ezra will join the search. I don’t
want our sons to be involved any longer. Ezra and I could search Mariah’s burnt out house. In
Michael’s tormented mind, it might seem like a haven to him. If he’s not there, we’ll go down
the hillside path leading to the shepherd’s fires. Perhaps Odeh or one of his brothers caught sight
of him heading down the old Jerusalem road.” “I’m sorry Jude,” he called to me, “we’ll do our
best to find your friend.”
I noticed with a stab of emotion that Papa had referred to Michael as only ‘my friend’ and
not my adopted brother, but then Michael had never felt as if he was Joseph and Mary’s adopted
son. I broke down and wept in my mother’s embrace. Simon, though he disliked Michael, now
wept for my sake. James and Joseph drew close, for a change looking at me with sympathy
instead of scorn.
“He’ll come back,” Simon promised. “He always does.”
“Not this time,” I simpered, “not if he doesn’t want to be found.”
******

Except for the twins, who finally fell asleep, we were all sitting at the kitchen table when
Papa and Ezra returned from their search. During the long hours of waiting, we were comforted
by Mama’s stories. In chronological order, she first told us about she and Joseph’s flight to
Egypt to escape Herod’s soldiers, though she skipped over the most important part preceding this
event that we learned about later from Jesus, himself. Perhaps it was because we were afraid to
know the truth, but none of us asked mother to explain the gaps in Jesus’ life. Seeing our
confusion at her introduction, Mama explained why Herod wanted to harm Jesus. It had to do
with prophecy written by the prophets, she presented in a most cavalier manner, though we all
knew that Mama couldn’t read. We heard, with trepidation, the story of Herod’s counselors
warning him that a new king would be born in Bethlehem, though Mama failed to explain her
virgin birth or that Jesus was, in fact, the expected king. I thought I heard our mother wrong,
because she said that Jesus was born in a manger. Samuel had mentioned a manger when he
related the wool merchant’s tale. James, Joseph, Simon, and I, respectively, mumbled amongst
ourselves as Mama chattered: “A manger?” “Isn’t that a poor man’s barn?” “Jesus was born
were they bring animals in for shelter.”
Inexplicably, no one brought up the similar story mentioned by Samuel. We hadn’t told
Mama about what we saw in the cave, it sat most heavily on our minds. James held his finger up
to his lips, when Simon almost blurted it out. We would let Papa break the news to Mama; she
had enough on her mind. Mama, in fact, began to ramble, as we discussed this issue amongst
ourselves, and her eyelids fluttered, probably because she was exhausted after worrying about
Jesus and Michael for so long. Yet she persevered, her voice faint at times as if her mind was in
a distant place. Her narrative then grew more bizarre. Herod’s soldiers killed several hundred
other babies in his search for Jesus, she told us calmly. The slaughter of innocent children in
Bethlehem commenced soon after she, Joseph and the infant departed for Egypt. What a dark
day in Israel this was! I shivered at this last bit of information, wondering why Mama had kept
such a secret from us for so long. The years they spent in Egypt didn’t interest us much nor the
blessing of Jesus at the temple that preceded it, but when she told us, out of chronological
sequence, about the Magi, who thought he was the expected king and gave them gifts, my
brothers and I, whose heads had been drooping, bolted upright on our stools.
“Gifts?” Simon sputtered. “What? Where?”
“Are they valuable?” James leaned forward excitedly. “Are the Magi like kings?”
“Yes and no,” Mama explained with a yawn. “The gifts, gold, frankincense, and myrrh,
which are valuable, were buried by your father to prevent shepherds, who saw the treasures, from
returning and robbing us before we left. The three Magi were not kings but wise men from the
East who fallowed a star.”
“Fallowing a star?” I muttered to myself. “That sounds like Samuel’s story…Wise men
from East? . . Treasure? . . Several hundred babies murdered because Herod thought Jesus was a
king?”
As I listened to my brothers’ questions and my mothers answers, I realized that James
and Simon had missed the point entirely. We didn’t know what frankincense and myrrh were,
but my brothers were giddy after hearing about the gold. Joseph jumped up and down with great
enthusiasm and suggested that they go to Bethlehem and dig it up. The fact that Mama admitted
in her state of mind that Herod the Great believed Jesus was a king and three Magi had fallowed
a star to find the expected king had been lost in their lust for gold.

I could scarcely believe such a wild tale. My brothers had lost their heads. In their right
frame of minds, I was certain my brothers didn’t believe it either. I’m ashamed to admit it now,
but I was beginning to wonder that moment whether or not Mama, like Mariah, might not be a
little addled too. Just when I was about to ask her a few questions about this fantastic story, she
moved ahead to her recollections of James, which caught my brothers completely off guard.
From what I remember now of her narrative, as I write it down in my chronicle, James’ father
had been the brother of Joseph’s mother, which made them cousins—blood kin. Since James
father had been our mother’s brother and Joseph’s mother her sister, that made her James and
Joseph’s aunt. This was very confusing. She carefully sidestepped the issue of the plague,
concentrating on the virtues of James parents and the house that they had lived after his birth.
When Joseph asked about his parents, Mama explained that they had lived right next door to
James’ parents and that they were fine citizens of Sepphoris too. What else could one say about
such simple folks? I wonder now. It was, I write in hindsight, impossible to have lived as
interesting an infancy as Jesus, the expected King of the Jews. Nevertheless, during Mama’s
reminisces, Simon was next, as she droned on. We learned this time that Simon’s mother was
the sister of Papa, which meant that Papa was his uncle, and this made us really confused!
Mama had already told us about the twins parents being killed by bandits. As if
embarrassed by their relationship to us, she went on quickly to explain that my first mother,
Rebecca was second cousin to her, but Rebecca’s husband Abimelech was unrelated to our
family line. This made me the least related of Jesus four brothers (or cousins) to our parents.
Though I could have felt slighted by this, I felt no bitterness toward my parents. They had given
us a good home. I was, in fact, concerned for Mama’s state of mind. All this prattle about our
parents required much more explanation than she was giving it this hour. Small beads of
perspiration collected on her brow and she talked much too fast. Even as a young child, I
understood her great love for us, but also her feelings of guilt. Joseph still bristled from the
beating she gave him for questioning my origin and introducing the subject of our parents. More
than any of us, Joseph resented the fact that he was adopted. Not only did Mama blame herself
for allowing Jesus to go on his foolhardy journey, but Michael had ran off, without her knowing,
and she felt guilty about that too. She felt guilty about so many things, and yet, except for
moments of righteous anger, our mother was blameless. Her heart was pure.
Suddenly, as she began rambling about some of the memorable escapades of our lives,
Papa and Ezra entered the house. We, her sons, sighed with relief. Fortunately for our peace of
minds, Mama never said Jesus would be the future Messiah, only that he would be King of the
Jews, which made no sense at all. Both men appeared exhausted and yet Papa tried showing us a
cheerful face. Ezra always seemed to have a scowl on his face, so it was difficult to gauge his
mood. Tonight he gave Mama a tired greeting and nodded to each one of us as we stood waiting
for news of the search. It was obvious that they hadn’t found Michael, but no one dare speak as
Papa thanked Ezra and bid him goodnight. Ezra apologized for his hasty exit, explaining that his
wife and daughters would be waiting up for him too. After closing the door, Papa stood there a
moment staring into space. We knew he was upset. Settling heavily at the table, he heaved a
broken sigh, slumping forward on his stool. Rushing forward to grab a seat, we sat as close to
Papa as possible. He seemed in no hurry to tell us about what they found. Mama placed her
arms around his neck and, whispering “I love you,” kissed his check.
Suddenly, with this coaxing, Papa began to speak.

“Do we have wine?” he murmured discreetly into her ear.
“A little.” She looked apologetically down into his face.
Hysterical laughter swelled in my throat. As he took the wine Mama had saved for him,
he was surprised to find the large goblet half full of unwatered wine. Giving her knuckles a
thankful pat, he motioned for her to sit down next to him, which meant we all had to move down
a seat. The humor I found in this scene passed. Something dark loomed in Papa’s eyes. For a
while, he seemed to be gathering his thoughts, yet he sat there for several moments without
uttering a word. My eyelids were getting very heavy. Across from me, Simon was nodding off
on his stool. I wondered if Papa was falling asleep too.
“We found more markings in Mariah’s burnt out house,” he began, slowly savoring his
wine. “They were made with the blood from an animal Michael must have killed. It made me
sick. This time he left us a message we could understand: I go to Jerusalem—that’s all. Written
in blood! I didn’t even know he could write. Below it were crude pictures of people or infernal
beings, also scrawled in blood, and more letters and symbols, which made no sense. Ezra still
believes he’s possessed by a demon. I agree with him now. Though Ezra was frightened, I
talked him into going down to the shepherd’s camp. I’d forgotten how difficult that path is,
especially at night. When we reached their encampment one lonely sentinel, Odeh, himself, told
us that he saw a red haired boy with an unlit torch, carrying a sack on one shoulder, walking out
into the desert toward the Jerusalem road. Odeh said the boy had passed by before dark, so
Michael’s been on the road for several hours. Ezra refused to go any further and I can’t blame
him.” “What do I do?” He looked miserably at Mama. “Frankly, after working for so many long
hours, I didn’t have the energy, but even if I did I’m not sure I could have found him. Odeh said
he had a fierce look on his face. . . . He might just make it Mary. Should I really stop someone
from such a quest?”
“No,” Mama said threw clinched teeth, “you will eat one of my loafs, wash up and go to
bed!”
“Yes,” James agreed, “you did all you could.”
“We love you Papa,” Simon wiped a tear from his face.
“What about you, Jude?” Papa looked over at me. “You’ve been awfully quiet.”
“He has made his choice,” I gave him a brave smile, though my eyes glistened with tears.
Papa reached across the table to clasp my hand. I will never forget the love I saw in his
eyes. That moment I felt as if I was Papa’s favorite again. By now the commotion had
awakened Abigail and Martha. The two sleepy-eyed girls stood surveying the crowd, until
Mama crooked a finger to invite them in. Everyone, the twins included, gathered around our
patriarch, as if he was about to tell us a great tale.
“I know,” Mama clapped her hands. “We shall all have a snack before bed!”
“You too!” she laughed, ruffling the twins’ blond heads. “We shall have a party and sit
wondering about all the fine places the oldest son will see.”
“Someday, I shall see the world too,” I piped, as I bit into my roll.
“He wants to be a soldier,” tattled Simon. “He wants to runaway to Rome!”
“The Romans are oppressors!” cried James.
“Really Jude?” Mama gave me a shocked look. “What a strange thing for a Jewish boy to
say!”

“Well, I think Jude would make a fine soldier!” Papa seemed to be feeling the effects of
the wine. “Let us not forget our friend Cornelius,” he reminded James. “Has not our Roman
friend helped us spirit Mariah away and protect our house?”
“Because of our friendship with Romans,” declared Joseph, “we are considered
collaborators in our town!”
Papa broke into laughter at Joseph’s outburst. Mama began laughing also, which caused
Simon and I to break into giggles again and the twins to titter foolishly at such a display. Soon
James and then Joseph, himself, found themselves isolated in their rebellion against Rome and
began chuckling too, until the room echoed with laughter from Joseph’s family. This was one of
the memories, in spite of the absence of Jesus (and, yes, Michael too), that would give me
comfort on my own journeys in the world. Nothing and no one—not Reuben, the tanner, our
unforgiving neighbors or Michael running away—could ever stand between us. If only Jesus
could be here, I thought, looking around at my brothers, sisters, and parents. That night we felt a
mutual loneliness for the oldest child, so we each shared a special moment we had with Jesus.
As we munched our rolls and drank water from our well, I waited for my turn. The others talked
about silly, mundane things. Mine would be the best of all. . . . I was tempted to tell them about
that special night in the orchard when Jesus and I saw the devil, but knowing they wouldn’t
believe me, I told them about that wondrous moment, all could agree on, when I stood and
watched Jesus make it rain. Mama gently scolded me for not giving God credit, but Papa, in his
buoyant mood, understood my heart.
“Mary, Mary,” he purred softly, “Jude’s a child. He sees Jesus as a vessel filled with
wondrous power—God’s energy. You, yourself, have trouble with concepts from the Torah and
Prophets. Children see only magic in God’s mystery and child-like wonder in miraculous events.
How can you explain God’s infinite power to an adult, let alone a child?”
“I think Michael may have influenced Jude,” Mama replied artlessly. “Michael thought
Jesus was a great magician. I heard him say so.”
“Well, so does Jude,” Papa laughed, looking sadly into his cup.
James, Joseph, Simon, and I exchanged dubious looks. Mama was quite misinformed,
but Papa appeared to be slightly drunk. I hoped Papa was merely poking fun at me. I didn’t
think Jesus’ miracles were done by magic. Our parents must have been very tired. Not that long
ago, I recall James and Joseph arguing over the very same thing. James had called Jesus a
magician and Joseph accused him of being a sorcerer. I could never quite put into words what I
felt. For a moment, I wished I had some of Papa’s wine. The truth was, of course, Mama had
misunderstood me entirely. Though I would not boast about it around my brothers or to my
parents, I understood (or at least I thought I understood) that Jesus had been touched by God.
For me, all of Jesus’ miracles and insights, were explained by Samuel, the Pharisee’s, claim.
As I sat there wrapped up in my thoughts, I realized that Papa was right about one thing.
There was much I didn’t understand yet. All that information Mama had given us before Papa
returned from his search had confused me that much more. Wise men had fallowed a star to find
Jesus in a manger. What sort of king was born in a manger? And all those babies murdered
because Herod thought Jesus was a king—I found that impossible to believe! As I considered
the implications of what Mama, in an unguarded state of mind, spilled out in the last hour, I
heard Simon, during a lull, ask Papa about the treasure.
“What treasure?” Papa’s eyes widened.

“The gold, frank-in-stink and myrrh,” Simon stumbled with the words.
“Mary!” He looked in disbelief at her. “We were going to wait until they were older.”
“I’m sorry.” She yawned expansively. “Sometimes the spirit moves me.”
“Mama is very tired,” I found my voice. “The twins should be in bed. Papa should get
some sleep too.’
“Yes, that’s a good idea,” agreed Papa, rising sluggishly to his feet.
Poor Papa would have a headache in the morning. My head throbbed right now from
lack of sleep. Normally, James, Joseph, Simon, and I would take turns using the cloaca, but I
would do my business behind a tree. Mama helped the twins to their feet and received a kiss on
the cheek from each of us before we all raced out the door. As I finished up quickly and trotted
back to the house, I saw Papa emerging from the shadows, whistling under his breath. With a
suddenness that caused me to lose my breath, I saw a shadow at the corner of my eye. When I
looked to my left, I saw it hover over the herb garden and then disappear into the dark.
“Michael,” I cried breathlessly, “is that you?”
That moment James, having taken his turn in the cloaca, called out wearily, “Jude, come
to bed. Michael’s gone. You heard Papa—he’s on the Jerusalem road. He’s done enough
damage to our family. He’s not coming back!”
I ran up to James, impulsively giving him a hug.
“Don’t worry.” he said, patting my back, “the Romans are watching us. I saw a
horseman ride by. Reuben wouldn’t dare come back to Nazareth. We’ll never see him again.”
Looking up at his smiling face, I wondered if he was sincere. I was glad he
acknowledged our protectors, yet I detected sarcasm in his voice. He thought I was afraid of
Reuben. I would not spoil his act of kindness, but it was Michael I now feared.

Chapter Sixteen
Making Peace

The next day, which was the Sabbath, when we had all awakened from a fitful night’s
sleep, completed our morning ablutions, and gathered groggily around the table where our bowls
of yogurt and mugs of grape juice sat, I remembered, without comment, that Michael was
missing. It was over. Papa had done his best. I was convinced that I would never see him again.
Simon, who must have been happy that Michael was gone, comforted me nonetheless, by patting
my back and nodding in recognition, as I looked his way. To be truthful, though, I felt relieved,
and returned a clear-eyed smile.
“Let us pray,” Papa said hoarsely, taking my hand.
“Make a circle,” ordered Mama reaching down to both of the twins.
Simon took my free hand and then joined hands with James. Making a face, James took
Joseph’s hand, as Joseph gently placed his fingers in Abigail’s tiny palm. Martha, like her sister,
took Mama’s hand, clasping Papa’s free hand to complete the circle so that he could begin his
prayer:
“Lord, we live in your shadow but are guided by your light. Standing as supplicants
during the Sabbath, we accept your judgment regardless of its effect. We thank you for your
blessings. It’s your wisdom that guides our lives. You have entrusted Mary and I with seven
wonderful children. Please watch over them in the coming days. Guide Joseph of Arimathea,
who you have entrusted with Jesus, our oldest child. If it’s your will, please take charge of
Michael’s troubled spirit and bring him safely back to his adopted home. Otherwise, let him live
in peace. Soften the hard hearts of our neighbors and protect us from our enemies—known and
unknown, who begrudge our happy house.”
“Amen,” we all mumbled.
Releasing each other’s hand, James and Joseph made comic gestures, as if they had been
ritually violated by their brothers and sisters’ touch. Papa laughed good-naturedly, as did Simon
and I. Mama shook her head reproachfully as she and the twins added bowels of cut fruit to the
table.
“You boys should be ashamed.” She wrung her finger. “Jesus is traveling unknown lands
with that strange man. Poor, confused Michael wanders hungry and alone the Lord knows
where. People hate us for a good deed and resent our oldest son. And you mock Papa’s prayer
with that pantomime!”
“Sorry Mama.” James hung his head, a grin still on his face.
With the morning prayers of the Sabbath spoken, we were at liberty to begin our meal
and came at our yogurt and bread as ravenous wolves. In less time than it took Papa to peel a
fig, we had finished, anxious to begin the new day.
Belatedly, Joseph mumbled his apology too, but broke into giggles as he and James
charged out the door. Simon and I followed, after giving Mama a quick hug. I could hear
Abigail and Martha tittering in the background, as Simon and I emerged in the yard. Papa and
Mama could now have a peaceful meal.

“Boys, don’t go beyond the orchard!” Papa called out the window, a grin showing in his
bearded face.
As Jews, we weren’t allowed to work on the Sabbath, which made it was our favorite
day. One of the restrictions on this sacred day was not to travel beyond two thousand cubits
from one’s house, but our property was well within that range, so my brothers and I included the
surrounding hills as well. I knew my parents had been unhappy about Michael’s absence, but I
noted an airy feeling of relief in Papa’s voice. Because the Roman guards had begun patrolling
Nazareth, he said nothing as Simon and I ran into the front yard, exchanging questioning looks,
as if to ask “Well, what do we do now?” The truth was, we had all played the same familiar
games over and over and needed fresh ideas. In the distance, I heard James and Joseph talking
about Papa’s treasure. The ‘lust for gold’ appeared to be infecting our older brothers, but I tried
pushing that thought from my mind. I wanted to run carefree as Michael and I had done before
he left. For a long while Simon had romped with my gang, until Michael began acting strangely.
Now, we were playmates again, as we had been before Michael arrived, but minus my old
friends.
Suddenly, however, as we loitered in the garden, contemplating the morning sun we saw
Uriah, of all people, walking down the road. The moment of truth for the rabbi’s son had come.
How Papa managed to talk Joachim into sending his son over here I would never know. I
suspected Samuel, the Pharisee, had something to do with it, but all I could get from Papa later
when I asked was a sly smile.
“Hey, Uriah,” James called, while idling in the shop, “better not come any closer to our
house; you might get defiled!”
It what sounded rehearsed, Uriah replied, “To make peace, I can visit you now that Jesus
is gone.”
“Who put you up to this?” Simon sneered. “It took you long enough to come around!”
“No one,” he said in quivering voice. “It was my idea.”
He was very nervous, actually frightened, as he approached our house. In malicious glee,
Simon ran over and barred the gate. James and Joseph, who hated Uriah almost as much as they
hated Romans, swaggered over to the entry path, arms folded and snarls on their faces, as if they
would not let him enter. Considering what happened, I was tempted to tease him, myself, but
Papa had asked me to make peace with him. Simon tossed dirt clods at him and James and
Joseph taunted him with insults until Papa’s shouted from the window, “That’ll be enough boys.
It took great courage for Uriah to come here.”
I removed the bar from its latch and silently let him through the gate. James and Joseph
frowned severely at him before walking away. In comic jesters, Simon acted as if he had just
made contact with a leper. I remembered my Papa’s request and realized begrudgingly that
Uriah was, in fact, making the first effort at making peace, so I patted his shoulder and nodded.
When Uriah followed my ritual greeting, we walked from the garden down toward the fig tree
and bench in the front yard. Mama called a greeting from the kitchen window, as Uriah
struggled for something to say.
“I-I’m sorry,” Uriah stammered.
“He’s a sorry piece of dung!” James shouted in the distance.
I sensed that Uriah wanted to say more. I let his apology hang in the air a moment before
uttering, “All right.”

“Rabbi Joachim betrayed our family!” Joseph now hollered.
Not having to work on the Sabbath, my older brothers were descending into the orchard
from the edge of the front yard, planning mischief against my estranged friend. From the back
door, I could hear Mama warning them not to go into the hills. I heard Papa shouting at James
and Joseph to behave. But I knew that my brothers wouldn’t make peace with Uriah, as I felt
compelled to do.
“Sit down,” I told Uriah, pointing to the bench.
“Can I eat one of your figs?” he asked, looking fondly up into the tree.
“Eat all you want.” I waved irritably. “You eat everything else.”
Uriah gave me a hurt look, settled on the bench, and began peeling his fig.
“We eat those to clean ourselves out.” I studied him with contempt. “You need cleaning
out Uriah, you lying sack of dung!”
Uriah’s lip quivered yet he forced a smile. I snarled at him and shook my head. I could
think of nothing to say to him, so I just sat there giving him my most unfriendly look. Uriah ate
another fig and then began whistling to himself as if he didn’t care. I had tried to upset Uriah,
but I failed. To honor my father, I should protect him against my brothers’ wiles. I could see
Simon peeking around the corner of our house. I didn’t know where James and Joseph where at
this moment, but I was certain they had something planned. Before one of them flung sheep
dung or rotten grapes at Uriah, I would bring him into the house, which should please my father
very much.
“Come on, hurry!” I motioned rudely. “You wanna get splattered with something?”
“What’s wrong?” Uriah’s eyes widened with fear.
“Quick! I’m not kidding,” I cried, prodding him on.
Sure enough, as we ran to the house, green olives from the orchard, propelled by the sling
James had made from a goat hide, came flying at my retreating guest. One of them stung the
back of Uriah’s neck as we scrambled into the house. Papa had opened the door after hearing
Uriah squeal. We could hear James, Joseph, and Simon laughing in the distance. Papa suspected
what had happened but waited until we had sat down at the table before asking us what was
wrong.
“Oh we were just playing,” Uriah chimed, though there were tears in his eyes.
“Did James and Joseph ambush him?” He looked squarely at me.
“Papa.” I looking plaintively up at him, “we don’t want to get them in trouble. James and
Joseph already hate Uriah, and they don’t like me. Someday I would like to make peace with
them too.”
“Is that what you’re doing?” He gripped each of our shoulders. “It took courage for him
to come to our house. Do you forgive him, my son?”
“Yes, Papa,” I nodded. “I’ve done what you said, but I will not trust him—ever again!”
“Then you haven’t forgiven him,” Papa said with disappointment. “To forgive without
trust, is smoke without fire. What you have done is a mere gesture, which you didn’t even do on
your own.” “As a child,” he explained gently, “you say and do foolish things. Uriah, as a child,
did something stupid, not evil. If he said he was sorry, forgive him unconditionally.”
How strange, now that I think about, that Jesus would say the very same thing to an
audience in Galilee. Papa made me ashamed, as Jesus would one day make a multitude ashamed
for its transgressions. Reaching over I took Uriah’s chubby hand and shook it, a gesture I had

seen the Arabs do. My old friend responded by placing his free hand on my shoulder, a Jewish
custom. To complete the greeting was the point when we took each other’s forearm, which I had
seen the Romans do. Without speaking, I had accepted him back as my friend and he had
thanked me. I was moved, beyond words, because of my father’s goodness and for Uriah’s
innocence. How could I blame my friend for what his father forced him to say?
“Uriah,” I finally spoke, “let’s go find Nehemiah. With that aunt of his, he has few
friends.”
“I expect he will be visiting you today too.” Papa’s dark eyes twinkled. “Let bygones be
bygones, as the Psalmist once said.”
“Jesus once said that.” I smiled brightly.
“Jesus probably knew the Psalmist.” Papa laughed softly.
******
Papa’s enigmatic statement haunts me even now. Did Jesus not say to the Pharisees,
“Before Abraham I am?” Long after my days in Nazareth, I would come to understand that the
fog Samuel had spoken of on the day Jesus left on his odyssey, had lifted much more for my
parents than they let on. They had lived in denial for many years, but it was like a man I once
saw, who after seeing a trained ape owned by Syrian merchant, shook his head and said, “such an
animal is impossible. It can’t exist.” Deep down in their sanctified hearts my parents knew
better. The plain truth, of course, was that none of us in the family of Jesus wanted to share him
with the world. Such matters, however, were beyond my understanding and concern on that day.
Jesus trip with Joseph of Arimathea had shaken my parents greatly, but I was not ready to begin
the long, sad journey of growing up. Uriah had returned. I wanted very much those moments to
regain both of my lost friends and return to the adventuresome spirit I once shared with Uriah,
Nehemiah, and Michael—the Nazareth gang.
As Papa promised, Samuel appeared on the road, holding Nehemiah’s hand. So fearful
was Nehemiah of my family’s wrath, he cowered behind the Pharisee, which left no doubt in my
mind, who was behind the notion to make peace. Entering the house, as Mama held the door, we
stood in the kitchen, a shaft of light from the window striking Samuel’s wrinkled face.
“Peace be upon the house of Joseph bar Jacob,” he announced quite formerly. “I have in
my presence Nehemiah bar Tobias, who wishes to make peace with your son, Judah bar Joseph.”
Papa bowed, suppressing a grin. Though it was the name of the patriarch, from who
Israel’s Messiah would descend, I winced at hearing my formal name. It was also the name of
Judah, the Galilean, who brought tragedy to Galilee because of his rebellion against Rome.
James, Joseph, and Simon, who had snuck in the back door to eavesdrop on our conversation,
tittered in the background, and yet Papa pushed me forward. Uriah, who was apparently on the
outs with Nehemiah too, was also motioned forward.
“Come on,” Samuel beckoned Uriah, “your feud with Nehemiah is an issue too.”
By jabbing his bony fingers this way and that, Simon directed we three boys to stand
facing each other in a triangle. For a moment hysterical laughter erupted between the three of us.
Papa couldn’t help laughing, himself, at the comic expressions of ashen-faced Nehemiah
and goggle-eyed Uriah. Turning to the other boys, however, he made scooting motions with his
hands and told them to do their eavesdropping outside. Clearly this was meant to be a lighthearted affair in Papa’s thinking, but Samuel had a grave expression on his face.

“Judah bar Joseph,” he spoke to me first, “do you forgive the betrayal of your friendship
by Uriah bar Joachim and Nehemiah bar Tobias?”
“Yes, I do,” I answered, wishing he would call me Jude.
“And you Uriah and you Nehemiah!” He gripped my two estranged friends shoulders,
giving them a fierce bird-of-prey look. “Do you acknowledge your betrayal of your friend Judah,
beg his pardon, and swear by Father Abraham never to lie or cheat against Judah again?”
“Yes!” they both chimed with wide, unblinking eyes.
“Very well,” he intoned. “Let us pray. “
Both Uriah and Nehemiah were terrified of the Pharisee, who belonged to an order, Papa
once explained, that was of higher rank than rabbis, though of inferior spirituality in Judea and
Galilee. This rule, of course, no longer applied to Samuel and Joachim, after our rabbi rejected
Papa’s oldest son. Now Samuel was not only of higher rank but the spiritual superior to Joachim
in our eyes. Samuel’s reference to Father Abraham, Papa would tell me later, was the old man’s
invention, since oaths not made to God were forbidden in the Torah. Yet this fact, and the
playful manner he made Uriah and Nehemiah show repentance, endeared him to us.
The prayer he uttered after this was unrelated to this ceremony and totally unexpected.
“Lord, guide these children in the path of righteousness,” he intoned croakily. “Deliver
them from the temptations of a wayward friend, yet give them the fortitude to keep a confidence
if it means saving that friend’s life. When more than one soul sets upon a path, one may choose
good and one may choose evil. Remind the restless spirit that friendship does not outweigh the
soul. God is first; man is second—over wife, husband, brother, sister, and friend. Until the
Messiah comes, make us ever watchful for those sent by the Evil One to cause us to sin. Cause,
by your power, their demons to depart, but keep us save from their design. We thank you for
delivering us from evil. Guide our separate paths, alone, or with friends that share the light.
Amen”
“Amen,” everyone, including my brothers under the window, uttered under their breaths.
The reference to both Michael, my two friends, and myself was plain—Michael (the
wayward friend), Uriah and Nehemiah (who betrayed a confidence), and myself, (who was
sorely tempted by a friend). On the one hand, the religious teacher was saying be true to your
friends but, above all, be true to God.
Mama, who had been eavesdropping, as were my brothers, came forward with great joy
in her blue eyes. James, Joseph, and Simon peaked over the windowsill, their eyes still twinkling
with mirth. With Samuel’s coaxing, all of my old gang, except Michael, grasped each other’s
hand, and recited the Shema (“Hear O Israel, the Lord is One. . .”) though I don’t know why.
“Aren’t we suppose to say that at our Sabbath dinner tonight,” inquired Uriah afterwards.
“Papa said in the synagogue ‘worse than no prayer is a prayer spoken wrongly, at the wrong
time.”
“Uriah,” Samuel wagged a gnarled finger, “your papa is beginning to sound like a
Pharisee.”
With that pun uttered, everyone, except Uriah, erupted into laughter. Without realizing it,
Samuel had become part of our family, replacing all the grandfathers passing away over the
years. Though his servants could create a great banquet for his private Sabbath, he chose to
share this day in our humble house with us. Mama asked my friends to stay too. Uriah
explained sheepishly that his father had not yet made peace with our house, but Nehemiah said

his Aunt Deborah had traveled last month to Jerusalem to do some shopping, which meant he
would gladly accept Mama’s offer. Everyone, including my brothers, who charged into the
house, looked at Nehemiah in disbelief. The fact that Deborah had left her nephew alone for so
long was outrageous. It was immediately obvious that poor Nehemiah was being neglected by
his crazy aunt. On close inspection, I noticed the wrings under his eyes. He looked thinner than
ever, and his skin was a pasty color. Mama saw the same signs. She embraced the emaciated
boy, decrying his treatment as a sin against God. Papa, however, insisted on going over to
Deborah’s house to see for himself. Nehemiah remained with us, as Uriah bid us goodbye. The
smell of herbs and stew wafting in his nostrils, caused Uriah to cry out as he exited “Oh if only
Mama cooked lentil stew!”
Papa and Samuel followed Uriah out the door, Papa asking Uriah to please extend the
olive branch of peace to his father, the rabbi.
“Nay,” cried Samuel in a gravely voice, “give Joachim the tree to sooth his miserly soul!”
The sound of their laughter left no doubt that they were being sarcastic. Samuel despised
the rabbi. I could not imagine Papa and Joachim ever making peace. I had mixed feelings about
welcoming Uriah back as my friend too, but I felt great pity for Nehemiah. How could I ever
have blamed him for what he said with that woman in his life?
******
After seeing Uriah off, Papa and Samuel visited Deborah’s house. What they found
made for quite a story when they returned. Nehemiah was understandably relieved that this she
was gone. With great anticipation, we waited to find out what they had found. When they
appeared on the road, Mama motioned excitedly from the kitchen window for someone to unbolt
the door.
“Mad as a bat!” exclaimed Samuel, looking around the room.
“And she accused Mariah of being a witch!” Papa shook his head.
“Deborah’s not behaving like a witch, Joseph,” Samuel wagged a finger, “she’s
practicing the old religion. She’s a pagan. In her deranged mind, she must think she’s a
priestess.”
The report provided by Papa, with Samuel’s annotations, made us all shudder at the
thought. Ethan, a reclusive elder and one the chief antagonists that night Mariah’s house was set
afire had shaken his staff at them as Papa and Samuel entered the house. The inside of
Deborah’s house looked similar to portions of Mariah’s villa before the fire: furniture was in
disarray, there was garbage in some of the rooms, but in place of the signs of blasphemy on the
walls, she had built a shrine in one room, a sacrificial alter in the middle of the floor, with hornlike protuberances on each end to capture the blood. Nehemiah was shaken by this report, but
also seemed relieved that he might not have to go back there anymore.
“That crazy old Ethan,” Samuel explained in a wavering voice, “raised his staff and
called upon the Lord to punish us for trespassing Deborah’s house, and yet in the same breath he
told us a very strange thing.”
“Yes, yes,” Papa quickly added, “he told us that she wasn’t coming back for a long time.”
“You aunt became ill,” he spoke delicately to Nehemiah, “and you’ll be staying here with us for
awhile.”

Jumping up and down with glee, Nehemiah hugged Samuel, as if he had just told him the
best news. Samuel could not help cackling under his breath. Papa, who expected some sign of
grief, was caught off guard by this reaction. As Nehemiah grinned happily around at the group, I
sensed in a very grown up way, that the dark, unfriendly path with his aunt, after the death of his
parents, ended here among the family of Joseph. I wasn’t sure if it was, as Jesus would say, the
Lord’s will, but I knew that the Lord’s spirit filled our house. Nehemiah promised us that, unlike
Michael, he would never runaway. With misgivings my brothers reached out in greeting to our
new “brother.” My parents, in sincere ritual, joined in hugging the boy. Though I was happy for
my friend, I could understand James, Joseph, and Simon’s disappointment that there would be
one more adopted child for our parents to worry about and one more mouth to feed. More
importantly was the fact that as children, themselves, they shared with me the irritation and—yes
jealousy—at Mama’s willingness to take in any stray waif and call him her own.
That evening, as we ate our Sabbath meal, we understood by the polite conversation
skirting the main subject, that Papa and Samuel had no intention of explaining to us what Ethan
had told them at Deborah’s house, but we knew. It didn’t take spiritual illumination or revelation
to understand, as Samuel extolled the virtues of the Sabbath and keeping it holy, that Nehemiah
would never have to worry about his crazy aunt again. Deborah had probably dropped dead.
The exact words Ethan said to Papa—she would be gone a long time—prove my hunch. Late at
night, as I pretended to sleep, I heard Papa confess to Mama that Deborah had, in fact, died in
Jerusalem. A passing merchant delivered the message during a stop in Nazareth. Unfortunately,
he had delivered the message to the wrong person. Old Ethan, unlike Mariah was not a witch,
nor like Deborah, did he fancy himself to be a priest. Ethan fancied himself to be some sort of
prophet, though he was, Samuel assured him, like Deborah, as mad as a bat. Mama laughed at
this characterization. The story of how she died in Jerusalem and exactly what the merchant was
doing in this village outpost was garbled in apocalyptic imagery that made it sound blasphemous
to Mama. “The important thing,” she replied in a less subdued voice, “poor Nehemiah will not
have to go back to that awful house!”
I wondered sometimes whether my parents were deliberately candid in their
conversations or simply very indiscreet. I have overheard many important secrets as I lay on my
pallet feigning slumber, especially from Mama’s lips. The night before last, as I watched them
moving about the kitchen before retiring for the night, I heard Mama fretting about Joseph of
Arimathea’s motives for taking Jesus with him on his journey throughout the empire and
unknown reaches of the world. I agreed with her instantly, and I almost cried out when she
complained to Papa that Jesus was an idle curiosity to that bored, rich man. What other reason
could there be? She argued. Jesus was still a child and should not be exposed to the dangers of
the world. Papa, however, sensed a greater reason for Jesus’ trip, more important than any
motive that Joseph might have. This was the Lord’s business, he told Mama, not ours. Joseph’s
journey would prepare Jesus for his confrontation with the world. Shaken by this statement, I
craned my ear for more, but my parents retired for the evening, and, when the door shut behind
them, took their conversation to the next room. I know now what Papa meant by ‘confrontation,’
but he couldn’t have known what that might be. . As I write my chronicle, I recall my fear for
Jesus because of his boldness against the Pharisees, priests, and scribes. When asked why he
must defy both civil and religious authority, he simply replied to his disciples “it’s God’s will.”
His confrontation with the world as Papa called it back then, would finally get him arrested by

the Sanhedrin then condemned to the cross. As a child in my parents’ house, however, my only
concern was that Jesus would remain safe on his journey and come home to us, the same, goodnatured brother that had left.
Tomorrow, I knew with certainty, would be an interesting day, which was enough for me.
Would James, Joseph, and Simon accept Samuel, the Pharisee’s, peacemaking ceremony
between Uriah, Nehemiah, and myself? Or would Nehemiah, the new addition to our family,
merely become another target for their pranks? Was Uriah truly repentant or was it simply that
he had no other friends? And what about the alter they found in Deborah’s house? What would
old Joachim say about this? As if anything my family did could compare with that! Tonight, as
I contemplated tomorrow, I recalled overhearing my parents discuss the rabbi’s continued
slander in the synagogue against their oldest son. I gathered already that Joachim was jealous of
our family’s elevation through its friendship with Samuel, the Pharisee, and his famous nephew
Joseph of Arimathea. A feeling of pride swelled in my chest. I had learned recently that Papa
was descended from a great king and that three magi had brought my infant brother valuable
gifts. Though I know better now, I found this hard to believe. Even today many Nazarenes, who
knew Jesus, believe this story is a legend. Most significant to me as a child, however, was the
continued presence of the Romans in Nazareth, who were protecting my family and our town.
Our family had gained great importance because of its protection of a widow and the
eccentricities of its oldest son. Cornelius had taken a liking to us but had only contempt for the
small-minded folk in this town. All of this and more had been discussed in the kitchen late at
night. Was everything I overheard a mistake or by deliberate design? I have stored up much
information in my mind that didn’t seem as important to me at the time. All this time it appeared
as if my inquisitiveness and prodigious memory were, as the merchant had been for Jesus’
future, merely instruments of the Lord.
From my pen to the scroll, comes the thought that Jesus great advocate, Joseph of
Arimathea, as Joseph’s uncle Samuel, already suspected that Jesus was the Messiah, but it was
not the Messiah I know today. Jesus has redefined this great word. Everything that was but
another mystery to be solved—a wondrous game as I lay on my pallet that Sabbath—is so plain
to me now. That night, however, the thoughts of Roman legionnaires galloping past our house
was carried with me into slumber, all other mysteries and grand secrets being stored away, as I
found myself dreaming once again of my great white horse, long flowing cape, and long sharp
spear.

Chapter Seventeen
Another Brother

In the months following that special Sabbath, Nehemiah surprised us all. Though he
lacked Michael’s imagination and cleverness, he proved to be a better friend. From the
beginning, he was eager to become part of our family. He was trustworthy and forthright—
qualities Papa admired. He was, in many ways, a perfect son. Where Papa normally had to ask
us to do our chores, Nehemiah often volunteered, which made the rest of us jealous but also
lessened our load. He would sweep out the shop, pick weeds, and perform the most undesirable
task cheerfully, without complaint. Because of his modesty, industriousness, and generous heart,
it didn’t take that long for him to fit in. Uriah, however, was another matter. He would never
feel comfortable in our house. The pranks that I was afraid James, Joseph, and Simon would pull
on Nehemiah were reserved mostly for him. Though I was annoyed that he whined and
complained so much, Papa took me aside once and reminded me why this was so. All that poor
Uriah learned about behavior he learned from his narrow-minded and embittered father. The
truth was, Papa explained, Joachim was, in some ways, merely a grownup version of his son.
Knowing this, I decided I would be patient with Uriah. When James and Joseph teased
him, I would frequently take his side, though this made me look foolish after all the bad things I
had said about him in the past. Often I would step in when Simon was throwing dried sheep
dung or rotten fruit at him and recently, when Papa was away working on Samuel’s fence, I
warned Uriah of the honey smeared on the cloaca lid before he sat down. My brothers resented
my defense of Uriah, and, sometimes, because Nehemiah and I defended him, they taunted us
too. Sometimes the list of insults, pranks, and outright traps I protected Uriah against seemed so
burdensome, I wearied of it and told Uriah it would be better for all of us if he just went home.
Though Uriah seldom complained, I was tired of defending him and taking his knocks.
But Uriah had a saving quality about his otherwise miserable personality that placed him
high on Mama’s list. He was, if nothing else, a flatterer, who, after being a glutton, himself,
learned how to cook and bake better than his own mother. Always there to sample Mama’s
famous pastries, vegetable dishes or stews, when the rest of us took her for granted, he
ingratiated himself into her good graces, finding refuge this way from my brothers’ pranks. This
gift from the Lord, as Mama considered it, was stubbornly ignored by my brothers but accepted
begrudgingly by Nehemiah and I when we tasted his plum tarts and honey and raisin rolls. It
simply wasn’t natural, Nehemiah complained as he wolfed down another tart. Mama, who was
an excellent cook and baker but never had the time to experiment, herself, had stuck to the age
old Jewish recipes handed down mother two daughter. Now, thanks to Uriah, Mama would bake
these treats herself when Uriah was not around, at times exchanging culinary ideas with the
junior cook.
For several months, in spite of my parent’s wishes, Papa had been turning a blind eye to
our exploits in the hills. Reuben had been gone for over a year, and the threat we once felt
seemed long past. With Jesus gone, Nazareth appeared to be at peace with our family. Now that
I had Nehemiah and Uriah as friends again, the old games that my gang and I once played had an

added dimension with Romans soldiers marching through town. Of course, it wasn’t the same
without the thrill-seeking Michael along, and, at times, Uriah got on my nerves. During our
adventures, as we pretended to be Roman soldiers killing bandits, taking turns with my handmade bow and sling, Nehemiah and I had to constantly remind Uriah that it was all just a game.
“This is wrong, Jews can’t be Romans” and “We mustn’t pretend to take human life” were the
two most irritating of his complaints, until, finally, after several weeks of pretend warfare in the
hills, he accepted his role as a soldier and became proficient at killing imaginary foes.
Always lurking behind us or to the side to spoil our fun, however, were my brothers, who
we sometimes fantasized were King Herod’s henchmen or villainous bandits roaming the hills.
One day, after they began pelting us with sheep dung, we ran up Jesus’ special trail and waited
breathlessly within the cave. This refuge, which Michael had contaminated, was a place where
my brothers wouldn’t go after the discoveries made inside. Because I knew Michael’s troubled
mind, I wasn’t as afraid as my brothers. Michael, like his mother, was addled in the head. What
he wrote on the walls made no more sense than the blasphemies in his mother’s house. Of
course, I neglected to tell Nehemiah and Uriah about these scribblings. After the nonsense
Joachim and Deborah filled into their heads, neither of my friends would have entered this scary
place. But we had no choice. I was tired of being chased through the hills. As we huddled
inside the cave, a shaft of morning light streamed into the dark recess just enough to highlight
one of the markings: a hideous, horned creature with Hebrew symbols over its head.
“What’s that on the rock?” Nehemiah’s voice quivered.
“Come out you cowards!” Joseph cried in a swaggering voice.
“If nothing more,” James shouted through cupped hands, “send Uriah out, so we can roll
his little carcass down the hill.”
“No,” I replied angrily, “Papa told you to leave us alone!”
“They spoil everything,” moaned Uriah.
As Nehemiah’s small, furtive eyes took in the images on the wall, he gasped. Just as he
began to panic, I caught his expression and elbowed him gently in the ribs. Uriah was distracted
by his own whimpering, so I whispered into Nehemiah’s ear “Please, don’t tell Uriah what you
saw!”
“All right,” he murmured with a nod.
“Send out Uriah!” Simon stuck his head in part of the way and screamed.
Uriah bawled loudly, adding fuel to their merriment. My brothers taunted him
unmercifully, their pent-up hatred flowing out in one ugly stream. Uriah then grew hysterical as
they threw dirt, sticks, and rocks into the cave. Finally, as an arm reached in to fish one of us
out, he turned frantically, as if searching for an exit in the back of the cave. Catching sight of the
blasphemies on the wall, he began screeching so loudly Nehemiah and I stuffed our fingers in
our ears. I wasn’t as afraid as I was annoyed by my brothers repeated harassment. Papa didn’t
like informers, but I knew he would want to know about this.
“We’re coming in to get you.” James head loomed at the entrance.
“What do you mean we,” Joseph’s voice cracked. “I’m not going in there!”
“Me neither,” Simon said in a quaking voice. “Ezra said the cave is cursed!”
“What does Ezra know?” sneered James. “He’s never been in Michael’s cave.”
During the crisis, I realized that the cave that had been Jesus discovery was now, because
of its defilement, considered Michael’s cave. My brothers held nothing sacred about Jesus now

that he was away. Before I could protest against this injustice, though, something dreadful
happened that turned our misadventure into a nightmarish ordeal.
I had wondered why Uriah was suddenly quiet, until something skittered over my hand.
Sheer panic enveloped me. Uriah was thrashing and clawing mutely on one side of me, while
Nehemiah suddenly gasped as the creature fell from my hand onto his lap.
“Something stung me,” Uriah said in a strained voice.
“Where is it?” Nehemiah sprang to his feet. “Something crawled over my legs!”
“Scorpion!” I began shouting. “Run for your lives!”
James and Joseph gave way as we charged out of the cave. Simon was already half way
down the trail.
“I’ve been stung by a scorpion,” Uriah cried dramatically. “I’m going to die!”
“Scorpion stings aren’t fatal.” James looked down into Uriah’s ashen face. “Mama said
they’re like bee stings. She’ll have a potion for this.”
“I’m allergic to bee stings,” Uriah said with deadly calm.
Before collapsing onto the ground, he let out a groan and his eyes rolled back into his
head. We looked down in horror as the little fat boy went into convulsions and began foaming
from the mouth.
“I thought you said scorpion stings aren’t fatal!” I sank to my knees. “Someone do
something, before he chokes to death.”
“We need a piece of wood,” said Nehemiah, searching the underbrush, his small eyes
darting to and fro.
James, Joseph, Nehemiah, and I scrambled around on our hands and knees, whimpering
fearfully as Uriah quivered on the ground. Simon appeared out of nowhere, a branch held in his
hand. “I heard,” he mumbled, breaking it over his knee. “Here, stick this in his mouth.”
While James held Uriah’s bottom jaw and Joseph, with great loathing, pulled open his
mouth, Nehemiah set the wood between his teeth. Uriah made ghostly sounds, as I prayed. For
the first time since Uriah re-entered our lives, my brothers were looking at him as a person, not
an object of ridicule. Not knowing what else to do, I wiped Uriah’s mouth with the corner of my
sleeve and patted his raven’s nest of hair. It seemed apparent to everyone that Uriah was dying.
“We’ve got to get him back to the house,” James declared, rising to his feet.
“What if he dies?” asked Simon. “It’s all our fault. Papa won’t ever trust us again.”
“He’s not gonna die,” muttered Joseph. “Mama will make him better. If we treat him real
nice, he won’t tell.”
“It’s a little late for that,” grumbled James. “Jude and his friends should never have gone
into that cave.”
“Oh, now its our fault?” Nehemiah said in disbelief.
Hysterical laughter erupted from my throat. It would be just like my brothers to blame it
on us. With Simon’s trembling help, James and Joseph hefted Uriah’s chubby little frame up and
began their awkward trek back to the house. Nehemiah and I ran ahead to inform our parents
and also tell them our side of the story. I knew, however, as we ran up to the crest then down the
winding path, that my brothers could make a good case for it being directly my fault. Though
they had chased us, I had coaxed my friends into the cave. When we arrived, I was frantic. Who
should I confess to first, Papa or Mama? Nehemiah, who was remarkably calm, suggested I talk
to them at the same time.

It happened that my parents and the twins were sitting in the kitchen, Papa eating a
pomegranate as Mama combed Abigail’s long blond hair. Startled as we charged in, my parents
sprang up onto their feet, Papa dropping his pomegranate and Mama her comb. Abigail and
Martha gave us frightened looks, as a rush of words flowed out of my mouth. Nehemiah merely
nodded in agreement to what I said, until I ran out of breath and broke down into tears.
“It’s not Jude’s fault,” he said on my behalf. “All he wanted to do was save us from being
covered with dung.”
“Where’s Uriah now?” Mama wrung her hands. “Is he conscious? Are you sure it was a
scorpion, not a snake.”
“It was a scorpion,” Nehemiah said with conviction.
“I’ll go help them bring him in.” Papa said, greatly agitated as he moved toward the back
door. “You must get one of your remedies ready, Mary. We’ll lie him on the kitchen table when
he arrives.”
“It’s all my fault!” I bellowed with grief.
As Papa exited the house, I ran after him sobbing, until he stopped me in my tracks and
gave me a good shake.
“Jude, there’s no time for this. This isn’t your fault. I let you play in the hills. I
should’ve been clear about you not going back to Jesus’ cave. Now go back in the house with
Nehemiah and your mother. Uriah’s fate is in the hands of the Lord!”
For several moments I sat in the kitchen with dark thoughts spiraling in my head. Neither
Nehemiah nor Mama could console me. Both Abigail and Martha stood beside me, as was their
annoying habit, staring at me with those big crystal blue eyes. The sound of the door flying open
was followed by a rush of bodies into the house. Papa was carrying Uriah limply in his arms.
Directly behind him were James, Joseph and Simon, bedraggled by their experience, looks of
terror on their faces.
Silently, with great tenderness, my parents worked together to save Uriah’s life. While
Mama loosened Uriah’s tunic and applied a cold rag to the scorpion’s mark on his neck, Papa
lifted the boy’s head up, and with Mama’s help, poured her ingredients into Uriah’s mouth.
“More,” Mama ordered gently, “pour all of it down his throat. I don’t know why Uriah
blacked out. Scorpion stings are like bee stings. You children have been stung by bees.”
“That’s what James told us.” Nehemiah nodded, looking around the room. “Wasps are
much worse!”
“Bee stings aren’t suppose to make you unconscious,” James said bluntly. “That sure
wasn’t any wasp.”
“Uriah is going to die, and it’s all our fault.” Joseph hung his head and wept.
“Shut up—all of you!” Papa looked back angrily. “No more confessions of guilt. This is
my fault. A shepherd’s responsible for his flock!”
Jesus would say that same thing someday, and yet it sounded silly to me that moment. I
couldn’t picture Papa as a shepherd. He couldn’t control his own sons. My parents had let
Michael run wild. Now that Jesus was gone, James and Joseph tormented my friends and I
relentlessly, but it was my fault that Uriah was stung. I should never have taken he and
Nehemiah into that cave. What would Rabbi Joachim say when he came to fetch his son. What
if Uriah died? Shepherd indeed! Papa was not to blame. It was all my fault!

My parents sat back and watched Uriah for signs of wakefulness: an eyelid fluttering or
lips moving. Mama checked and rechecked his pulse. Papa gasped when he noted Uriah’s eyes
had rolled up into his head. We seemed to hold our collective breaths as Mama blew the breath
of life into Uriah’s mouth. When all of this failed, Papa stood up and called out hoarsely “All
right, everyone gather around into a circle. We’re going to say a prayer. We’re going to lock
our hearts together to let the Lord know how important this young boy is in our lives.”
All of us grasped each other’s hands as we had many times before with the exception that
Nehemiah was a part of our circle.
“Lord, this time I’m asking for the greatest gift. I’m asking for life. This boy will die
without your intervening hand. Your power is infinite, but your ways are a mystery to us. A
wicked man may live, while a good man dies. It’s not for us to question your will. You have the
power for all blessings and curses upon the earth. Your reason is not ours to question, only to
accept, and yet here I am asking you for one more gift in my blessed life: life.”
“Amen,” we uttered tearfully.
All of us gathered around the table and looked down at Uriah. He looked peaceful.
Though Mama checked his pulse again and reassured us he was alive, he looked quite dead to
me.
“Forgive me,” I whispered to him. “I should never have taken you into that cave.”
“It’s all our fault!” came Joseph’s refrain.
“Enough with the fault,” Papa groaned, “Uriah’s not dead!”
“No,” murmured Simon, “but he doesn’t look alive either.”
The room darkened as the clouds gathered around the sun, something occurring
frequently this time a year, and yet it seemed to be another evil sign. Taken back, James and
Joseph, as was their habit, made the sign to ward off he evil eye. Mama put her hand to her
mouth. Papa scolded them quietly, though I had seen him do this himself. The sound of my
brothers and I weeping made the setting that much gloomier. In a fit of despair, Papa looked up
to the ceiling as if to challenge God. Mama scurried over to prevent him from uttering
blasphemies at such a time. . . . And then it happened—one of the great events of my childhood.
Uriah’s eyes suddenly opened. There was a collective gasp as he looked up into Mama’s face
and smiled.
“Thank you Lord,” said Papa, dropping his chin into his beard.
“I’m hungry,” were the first words uttered from our friend.
“Splendid! Extraordinary! Get him one those rolls he taught you to make,” suggested
Papa, ruffling Uriah’s black hair.
“We thought you were dead,” I said, taking his chubby hand. “Papa prayed and the Lord
must’ve listened. Mama gave you all of her special potion, but our circle of prayer saved your
life!”
Papa raised Uriah up into a sitting position so that Mama could feed him a roll, freshly
dipped in honey. Uriah still ate like a pig in our eyes. He would always complain and whine at
times and get on our nerves, but we would never look at him the same way after today. We had
joined together as a family to bring back our friend. The experience reminded us that we, the
family of Joseph, were special. It was, however, something Uriah said that would forever prove
to us the power of prayer.

“Your bun is as good as mine,” Uriah chattered innocently. “Perhaps some more raisins
in the dough are needed, but it was light and flaky. I much prefer honey than plum jam, don’t
you?” “I had a funny dream,” he prattled idly, as we crowded around, “. . . I was in this place. . .”
“What place?” Mama murmured, marveling at this miraculous event.
“He’s delirious,” Nehemiah decided, sampling one of the buns.
“Are you sure he didn’t hit his head?” Simon teased.
“. . . . There was light all around me,” Uriah’s voice grew faint. “My grandfather looked
down at me. . . and then my grandmother. . . and an angel looked down at me too.”
“Shhh!” Papa motioned for us to be silent. “Listen to him. I’ve heard near death
experiences before.” “Go on, Uriah,” he prodded gently, “tell us about the angel in your dream.”
“Angel?” Uriah’s eyes widened. He wiped his mouth and looked for a moment as if he
was in a trance. “Did I say angel? . . . No sir, I think he was more than an angel. He had no
wings. He was all light, like God.” “And his face,” Uriah struggled with his vision, “I can’t
believe it. . . What was that face doing there?”
“Who?” James and Joseph leaned forward with bated breath.
“Uriah, this is nonsense,” Mama uttered a nervous laugh.
“No, let him finish,” insisted Papa. “There may be great meaning in this.”
“Yes, I suppose, if you say so,” Uriah sighed, looking around the room, “but I don’t
understand—not a bit. For a while, just before I awakened, his face was all I could see. It was
Jesus. When my eyes opened I saw Mary looking down at me. What does all this mean? Is it
really important? What was Jesus doing in my dream?”
“You were dead. . . and now you’re alive,” I heard Papa whisper.
For the longest time we stood there watching Uriah wolf down Mama’s rolls, his messy
face and sticky hands belying the miracle before our eyes. Papa had suggested that Uriah might
have had a near death experience, but then when Uriah implied that he had gone to heaven, he
decided that Uriah had actually died and come back to life. I was confused again. That place, in
Uriah’s dream world so filled with light and containing images of Uriah’s grandparents and
Jesus, himself, sounded like some of my dreams. Uriah didn’t appear to have the imagination to
invent such a tale, and yet his dream was too fantastic for us to accept. His dream would haunt
us all for many years. Its implications are still difficult for me, even as a Apostle, to believe:
Jesus as the omnipotent and omnipresent God? Absurd! It would take Jesus own unequivocal
words to make Peter, John, and the rest of us believe this.

Chapter Eighteen
Joachim’s Anger

On the day he had been brought back from the dead, Uriah awakened the same little boy
he had been before being stung by the scorpion. He would not change from being a whiner,
complainer, and annoying friend. We could not expect this miracle to occur—at least not as long
as Uriah was Joachim’s son. Believing that Joachim would see what happened today as a
healing point in their checkered friendship, Papa escorted Uriah to the rabbi’s house. Everyone
from our house, except Mama who stayed home with the twins, came along in a festive mood.
Hearing about the miracle from my indiscreet mother, who called out to him as he strolled down
the road, Ezra tagged along, as did Gideon and Ichabod, two idlers, who had been snooping
around our house. Soon, some of the rabbi’s neighbors Eleazar, Jubal, and Caleb, their wives,
and their children were also drawn to the parade, led by little Uriah, whose expression changed
from bright to dark as he approached his yard.
“What’s wrong?” Papa asked, as the boy halted at the gate.
“I’m afraid!” Uriah’s face was streaked suddenly with tears.
“He’s always afraid,” grumbled James.
“There’s no need to be afraid,” Papa said, with a chuckle, “Joachim and I are going to
have a little chat, that’s all. I’m sure he’ll be glad to hear what we have to say.”
“No, he won’t.” Uriah shook his head categorically. “Papa found writings like the kind at
Mariah’s house on the walls of the synagogue. He and some of the elders painted over it, but he
was really angry. Elijah, who now runs Reuben’s tannery, saw a boy running from the scene.”
“Who was it?” asked Papa, clutching his forehead in disbelief.
“Michael,” Uriah answered with a sob.
“What?” rose a collective response.
This news changed everything for us. For a moment, as the audience crowded at the
gate, I felt my old loathing for Uriah return. As I rushed forward, Papa tried reaching out for me.
James, Joseph, Simon, and Nehemiah also gave him a murderous glare.
“Michael’s here in Nazareth?” I grabbed his tunic. “When did you see him? Why didn’t
you tell me Uriah? How could you keep that from us?”
“That happened last week.” Uriah gave me a hurt look. “I didn’t know Michael left.”
“You didn’t know Michael ran away?” I searched his perspiring face.
Uriah shook his head, his chin dropping to his chest.
“That’s not the only issue.” Papa frowned severely at him. “You should’ve told us you
didn’t have permission to visit our house. Admit it, your father forbid you to see Jude. Now
you’re telling us that Michael desecrated the synagogue without us knowing about it. Why
didn’t you tell us he did that, Uriah?”
“Because he’s a coward!” Joseph spat.
Suddenly, the rabbi’s door opened and he flew out of the house, his robe streaming in the
breeze. Our grand entrance had been ruined. There would be no peace between Papa and
Joachim. The fat little man hurled curses at us for this intrusion and asked God to send down his

wrath upon the house of Joseph for harboring that son of Satan and for ever saving Mariah, the
witch. When he included a remark about Jesus’ blasphemies in his imprecations, Papa came
forward, his fist doubled up in righteous anger, ready for a fight. Before he could thrash Joachim
soundly, however, Ezra, Gideon, and Eleazar grabbed his arms, Ezra pleading with him to
control his temper. As they restrained him in Joachim’s yard, Ezra shouted at Joachim “Get back
in your infernal house or I’ll turn him loose!”
Ezra’s tone seemed to enrage him that much more. Joachim was so angry he slapped
Papa on the cheek as he was held in place. All of his pent-up hatred and jealousy for my father
had already been let loose as he charged across the yard. The slap had been but the result of his
rage. That was the cue for the other men to let Papa go. Ezra had warned him; his conscience
was clear. Backing up with the other men, he folded his arms, allowing Papa to charge ahead.
Terrified at what he had done, Joachim pivoted on his heel and began to run, but Papa tackled
him, brought him down to the ground, and began pounding him with his fists.
“Joseph,” Ezra cried frantically, “you must stop this at once!”
“Hit him! Pound him! Smash his face in!” chanted James.
Uriah was screaming. The wives of Joachim’s neighbors were crying. Though
Nehemiah was frightened, Joseph and Simon shouted refrains similar to James. I was surprised
to hear Caleb, Jethro and Obadiah’s father, cheering Papa on. Though pleased with this at first, I
had mixed feelings as I looked on. On the one hand, after what Uriah said, I agreed
wholeheartedly with them. On the other hand, I didn’t want Papa to beat Joachim to death. He
would be murderer—all for a stupid peace effort that should never have been made. Ezra,
himself, having a change of heart, ran forward just as I made my move. Uriah’s neighbors,
Eleazar and Jubal, also joined our efforts in pulling Papa away. During the commotion, at least a
dozen more Nazarenes had become onlookers. I moved clear of the men, hopped up on a stone
in the rabbi’s yard, and shouted at my brothers to take Papa away. But it was too late to prevent
disaster. The rabbi had been bloodied. His turban lie on the ground, to expose his shiny bald
head. James, Joseph and Simon, acting as children again, wept at the disaster. Clear-eyed but in
shock, I looked out upon the growing crowd and saw Roman sentries riding past. Peering over
the heads of the townsfolk, was Longinus, the centurion sent by Cornelius to keep the peace in
our town. He was sitting on his mount, his eyes riveted on this scene. I waved to him. When he
climbed off his mount, the crowd parted. A dozen Romans advanced with swords drawn, as
many of the onlookers fled. Men groaned and women screamed. Longinus deep, gruff voice
caused everyone to cringe.
“In the name of Imperial Rome, cease and desist!”
Longinus shouted this several times. Most of the onlookers vanished as sheep before a
roaring lion (or so I write), until only Ezra, Joachim and members of my family remained
behind. The Romans stuck their swords back into their sheaths. When Longinus was face to
face with Papa, he asked calmly, “What’s going on?”
“This man assaulted me,” cried Joachim, “I demand that you arrest him at once!”
Longinus, who recognized my father, ignored the rabbi completely. I had heard that
Romans hated Jewish religious officials. Longinus had said as much himself. I was also aware
of the intolerance they had for unlawful assemblies, which is what he might think this was now.
Among the soldiers were Priam and Falco, who had been with Longinus the last time he
appeared. Both soldiers swaggered forward, as they did before, ready to knock heads together.

That time, however, after Joachim insulted Jesus, Longinus arrived in time to prevent Papa from
inflicting serious injury on the little man. This time Jesus had not been here to defuse the
situation with his charm, and Papa had gone berserk. The deed was done.
The other soldiers must have heard about my oldest brother, for like Priam and Falco they
grumbled with disappointment that he wasn’t here. I know now that many of the Romans from
the Galilean garrison thought Jesus was a magician, who had great powers. The miracle at
Mariah’s house had circulated among the soldiers chasing Reuben and his friends into the hills.
Back at the garrison, the rumors of Jesus sorcery, also included the miracle of Jesus raising the
dead bird, which had spiraled into a legend that Jesus had, in fact, resurrected a man from the
dead. As I listened to their murmurs, however, I sensed only a subdued disappointment for the
missing son. Longinus’ stony expression I couldn’t yet read.
“Ah, Joseph, the Carpenter!” A smile twitched on his lips. “What did this blackheart do
this time to bring on your ire? I seem to remember an altercation between you two before!”
“I’m sorry Longinus,” Papa answered calmly, “the rabbi insulted us. Words are no
longer enough for that man.”
“So, you struck a holy man,” Longinus said, watching the rabbi limp forward, anger
darkening his face.
“I demand that you arrest that man!” Joachim shrieked, wringing his fist. “He assaulted
me in my yard!”
“No,” Papa shook his head, “I wanted to make peace with him. He didn’t give me a
chance. He insulted my family. When he called my son a blasphemer, I lost control.” “But you
attacked me first.” He turned and pointed accusingly. “As they restrained me, you slapped me in
the face!”
“Is that true?” The centurion looked over at Ezra and the men and women crowding into
view.
All of them nodded vigorously. Ezra stepped forward as an unofficial spokesman now
and spoke his mind.
“Rabbi Joachim is under the delusion that Joseph has done something wrong. I can
attest, as his friend, that he has done only good all his life. He helped save a widow from being
unjustly stoned. He tried to help Michael, her disturbed son, who thanked him by running away.
Joachim begrudges Joseph for his charity. In his self-righteous mind he sees only black and
white and no shades of gray. But what he said about Jesus is an outright lie. Jesus in no
blasphemer. He has done many remarkable things—this no one can deny. But he is righteous
and walks with God. If he’s blasphemer, then I and all of Nazareth are blasphemers too.”
When Ezra had mentioned Joachim’s insult of Jesus, the Roman soldiers had stirred
angrily. After worrying about what the Romans might do, I was greatly strengthened by this
response. Already Jesus, whom Samuel believed might was touched by God, had won over the
Romans. I could not help thinking that moment about my big white horse. All was well.
Longinus’ expression had actually softened into to full-fledged grin.
“So,” he laughed softly, “he got what he deserved.”
Ezra looked at Papa and smiled. “If the rabbi had slandered my family the way he did, I
would have done the same thing!”
The Romans all murmured in agreement. Caleb and Eleazar came forward in support.
Most of the bystanders, including Nehemiah, my brothers, and I nodded with satisfaction.

Longinus, for his part, stood there mentally chewing on the thought. Heaving a sigh, he
motioned to his men, who began returning to their mounts. Standing on the stone, I could see it
all so clearly.
Longinus reached out in the Roman manner to grip Ezra’s forearm. It was, I understood,
a gesture of respect.
“You are a loyal friend,” he said with a nod. “If I had but one friend like you, I would be
content.” “But, as a military man, I’ve learned to trust no one,” he added, looking around at the
group, “not even a righteous man.” “Righteous men have given Rome much grief. They have
caused strife and insurrection. Your Judas, the Galilean, thought he was a righteous man and he
was crucified.” “I prefer honest men, true to their friends—this is something a Roman
understands.” “As for you,” he said, gripping Papa’s shoulder and looking deeply into his eyes,
“the world would be a better place, if it had more men like you!”
“Have no fear,” Papa’s seemed embarrassed, “I’m not righteous.”
“No,” Longinus looked quizzically at him, “…but what of this Jesus? I’ve heard much
about him from my men. Will he be a righteous man?”
“. . . Yes,” Papa replied, after a long pause, “Jesus is righteous, but he will never be an
enemy of Rome.”
Joachim was so upset by his treatment his mouth opened and closed as a freshly caught
fish, but the centurion wasn’t impressed. Spitting on the ground, an obvious sign of contempt, he
dismissed him with a wave of the hand. When words finally gurgled out his mouth, Longinus
pointed to Joachim’s house and hissed, “Go!”
“Goodbye Jude.” Uriah sniffled unhappily.
“This is not your fault,” I was inspired to respond. “We know that now.”
“The fruit is judged by its tree,” replied Longinus.
In spite of his cryptic remarks, the centurion left on a congenial note. There was no
question that Joachim had become our mortal enemy, but Longinus, as Cornelius, was now our
friend. Papa and his friend Ezra had found favor in his eyes. Everyone was so relieved and
puffed up with pride, the remarks about righteousness and the fruit and the tree faded against our
merriment, until that evening around the dinner table when they surfaced again.
Mama scolded Papa for losing his temper. When he explained everything that happened,
her anger softened. Then, when Papa told her what the centurion had said, it was as if a dark
cloud fell momentarily over her bright face.
“What’s wrong Mama,” I asked, sensing something in her mood.
“Joseph,” she said, gripping Papa’s knuckles, “tell me exactly what were Longinus’
words.”
“Let’s see,” Papa replied, stroking his beard. “Righteous men have given Rome much
grief. They have caused strife and insurrection. Your Judah, the Galilean, thought he was a
righteous man.” “Wasn’t that a strange thing to say?” He gave her a comical look.
“Joseph,” her voice constricted and tears formed in her blue eyes. “I had such a dream.”
My brothers and I groaned. Nehemiah who was not privy to Mama’s first dream gave
her a dumbfounded look.
“You never told me about this.” Papa took her small hands in his. “Was this like the last
dream?”

“Yes,” Mama’s voice leveled off. There was a far off quality in her gaze. “It’s like one
of those Syrian puzzles where, instead of being set in by our fingers, the pieces come together in
dreams, nightmares, and daytime thoughts. As in the Book of Daniel, you told me about, the
words, as symbols, actually mean something else. I didn’t quite understand that, but I do now.
The dream about Reuben, who I believe is a symbol of our people, and his words about striking
Jesus down, cut into me like a sword. Do you remember what Rebecca, the seer, once said to us
when we took Jesus to the temple?”
“Yes,” Papa swallowed, “ ‘and a sword shall pierce your heart.’ ” “What are you trying to
say Mary?” He leaned forward anxiously. “What does this have to do with your dreams?”
“Don’t you see Joseph?” She frowned, looking around at us. “From that Roman came
prophecy. . . A righteous man? . . . Judah, the Galilean? Are we not descended from Judah, the
line of the Messiah? Doesn’t this mean something to you?”
“Mary, this is nonsense,” Papa shook his head. “Romans are pagans. We all know the
Judah he was talking about: the Galilean. In a very gentle way, he was giving us a warning:
behave yourselves, that’s all.”
“A warning,” she sighed, “exactly that. What’s the difference?” “Did he say anything
else?” She asked with bated breath.
“Well, there was something else,” Papa admitted, “. . . the fruit is like the tree.”
“Oh, Joseph,” she gave him a sad smile, “you are the tree. Jesus is the fruit.”
By now James, Joseph, Simon, and Nehemiah were, as myself, gripped by this mystery,
though we hadn’t a clue to what it all meant. Even the twins, Abigail and Martha, seemed to
hang on Mama’s every word. For a few moments, in spite of the suspense and weariness we all
felt, Mama found the energy to fill our mugs with fruit juice and present Papa with a cup of
wine. In the middle of the table she laid a plate of Uriah’s famous rolls. Papa looked into his
cup and laughed with delight.
“Mary,” he marveled, forgetting completely his train of thought. “I thought we were out
of wine!”
“I have my ways,” she replied sweetly. Then, the cloud came back to my mother’s face.
“I remember something else in my second dream that I can’t believe,” she struggled this time.
“There-there,” Papa took a long swallow, while patting her trembling had.
“Joseph, don’t humor me,” her voice wavered. “Drink more wine. That’s it—a big gulp.
You need it. I know there’s more to what the Roman told you. My dream last night was so real
and the voices so clear. . . Tell me if there’s more.”
“I don’t remember anything more,” he said scratching his head.
“I do,” I volunteered innocently.
“Mary,” Papa looked sheepishly around at the children. “Should they be hearing all this?”
The twins ran off after a signal from Mama. My brothers were wolfing down the rolls as
if they had not eaten in days, but Nehemiah, as my parents, now hung on the final words on this
subject.
Puffed up with importance, I stood up, took one more bite from my roll, washed it down
with a mouthful of juice and said in a most cavalier manner, “Longinus said Judas, the Galilean
thought he was a righteous man and he was crucified!”
“Oh yes, I remember.” Papa took another gulp of wine. “Two thousand rebels were hung
on crosses on the Jerusalem road. Those were dreadful times!”

Chapter Nineteen
Samuel, the Pharisee

As a child, one expects things to never change, but at the same time a child hopes that
matters fall in place around him as they were before or should actually be. And so I hoped that
Papa and Mama would never change and that Nehemiah would always be my friend, though I
wasn’t so sure that my friendship with Uriah would ever be the same. We felt sorry for him and
we tried to help him—that was enough! My brothers, on the other hand, I hoped and prayed,
would change drastically in the coming months. They seem to have transferred their dislike for
Michael and then Uriah to Nehemiah, and refused, as they had before, to accept another adopted
son. We had a special prayer circle for this issue that appeared to go well but lasted only until
our parents were out of earshot and visual range. We had another prayer circle to pray for
reconciliation with Joachim, the rabbi, but upon hearing of this Samuel, the Pharisee, told us that
this was foolishness. This would require a great miracle, and, of course, Jesus was still on his
trip. Our last prayer circle, at Mama’s insistence was for Samuel’s health, for he had taken
suddenly to his bed and would require a miracle, himself, if he was to live to see Jesus again.
The gravity of this crisis overshadowed everything else in our house. For several weeks,
at Samuel’s insistence, we had shuttled back and forth between our house and his. Since
Samuel’s physician assured us that his vital signs had improved, the dark cloud of worry began
to lift. The daily trips we made, so that Mama could bring special soups, stews, and pastries to
his villa and Papa could sit chatting with him by his bed, allowed Nehemiah, my brothers, and I
to explore Samuel’s spacious estate.
During our visits to the estate, my brothers continued to show their disdain for Nehemiah
but without the pranks. Under the scrutiny of the servants, not to mention my parents, who made
sure we didn’t all run wild, we were forced to play quietly in the garden or sit idly in the hall,
waiting our turn to visit our friend. Samuel, in spite of his infirmities, had an endless well of
stories to tell we children about his own youth and, because of his great love for our family,
promised to give us many gifts. Most of these gifts, such as my horse, I have not yet seen. Papa,
much to our grief, thought Samuel was too generous to his children, though he didn’t complain
about the additional room and workshop Samuel promised to have built in our yard.
Our games drew my brothers closer to Nehemiah and I. Hide-and-go-seek was
permitted, as long as we didn’t make loud noises, scuffed the tiles or tipped over potted plants. It
didn’t take long for our curiosity to wane, however, and boredom to set in. One good thing
about the weeks of our forced solidarity, during Samuel’s convalescence, was James, Joseph, and
Simon’s begrudging acceptance of my friend. He was, I acknowledge in my chronicle, the best
childhood friend I would ever have. Unlike the devious Michael, who ran away, or the sniveling
Uriah, whose father caused us so much dismay, Nehemiah was trustworthy and never
complained. Though slight of build with small, darting eyes, he had a big heart and keen
intellect. Samuel noticed these qualities immediately when Papa brought him into his room.
After his acknowledgment of me, he turned to Nehemiah and gave him his blessing. With a
twinge of jealousy, I stood in the background. Having already had my moment with the old man,

in which he gave me a silly riddle to chew, I now scoffed at his words. He didn’t tell my Papa
“Jude, is a smart lad with a bright future.” He looked at me with his watery eyes and said, “In
your heart Jude, you’ll serve two masters. You’ll be sorely tested but in the end turn from
Rome.”
Papa gasped as if he had been told some dark secret. Sorely tested? What nonsense! I
told myself. I was so tired of all these mysteries. How can I be a soldier if I don’t serve Rome?
Serve two masters? I’m going to be a soldier—period! I looked over at Nehemiah as subtly as
possible and, when I had his attention, rolled my eyes.
That special insight, which came with great age, told the old man something else, which
he hesitated to tell Papa until Nehemiah scampered off. Nehemiah continued to run down the
hall. As I followed my friend, I stopped in my tracks, backed up a few paces, and, by the open
door, pricked up my ears…. What were they talking about now? I wondered, holding my breath.
Was Samuel going to die? Is that why he said those strange things?
“Joseph,” Samuel’s voice wavered, “I want my physician to look at that boy.”
“You mean Nehemiah?” Papa gasped again.
“Yes, of course,” Samuel cackled softly, “Jude is as fit as a mule!”
Papa exhaled but then, in a delayed reaction, asked, “What’s wrong with Nehemiah?”
“Did you know that he survived the plague?” Samuel asked gravely.
“No,” Papa answered with surprise. “Nazareth suffered much less than other towns. He
must have been an infant when he was ill.”
“Yes, it was a miracle,” Samuel sighed. “It killed his parents and Deborah’s husband.
She never forgave Nehemiah for living and becoming a burden to her.”
“Please, Samuel, come to the point,” prodded Papa, “what’s wrong with him?”
“It should have been perfectly obvious,” the old man replied testily, “he’s much to small
and thin for his age. There are rings under his eyes. His bones seem to stick out every which
way.”
“Enough,” Papa grew testy. “Spell it out: what’s wrong with the boy?”
“I see the shadow of death in his eyes,” Samuel’s voice broke. “Sometimes I have these
feelings about matters.”
“Oh?” Papa sounded flabbergasted. “You just gave Nehemiah your blessing, but
moments ago told Jude he will serve two masters before forsaking Rome. I assume one of the
masters was God. I wish you hadn’t said that. His has this crazy fantasy of being soldier.
Where is this sudden prophecy coming from Samuel? I caught wind of your conversation with
my wife, too, as Joseph of Arimathea’s caravan pulled away. You practically told her Jesus was
the Messiah. Mary has had troubling dreams about my oldest son being in trouble some day with
Rome. Now you’re implying that Jude will be in conflict with the Romans too? That’s
ridiculous Samuel—Jude loves the Romans far too much for a Jewish boy. You challenge him
with your words. He must never serve Rome. Please, Samuel. Jesus will become a great
teacher or rabbi—that’s enough for us. Your prophecy must be referring to another Jude”
“Please don’t fill Mary or Jude’s head with anymore of this talk,” he added solemnly, “ ‘The
shadow of death’ is much too strong for Nehemiah’s ailment. He’s sickly, but Mary’s fattening
him up.”
“That’s good,” Samuel agreed, “but let my physician see him just the same.”

“Of course,” consented Papa graciously. “You have been like a grandfather to my sons.
Your charity is boundless and much appreciated by Mary and I. I’m sorry if I sounded testy, but
your sudden gift of prophecy caught me off guard. Perhaps you might give me warning before
you say such things to my wife and sons.”
“Joseph, I will abide by your wishes, but there is something you must know,” Samuel’s
voice steadied. Silence fill over the room for several seconds. I could almost see his falcon eyes
narrowing as he lifted a bony finger and declared “Jesus is not the only servant of the Most
High. . . Jude has a great destiny too!”
I don’t know what Papa said to him after this. In Samuel’s delicate condition I hoped he
held his temper. I had much to think about and no one to share it with, so I raced from the villa
and into the nearby orchard belonging to Samuel. Ignoring Papa’s request that I not wander
from the house, I ran for several moments into the grove until I found myself lying under a tree,
my head swimming with the old man’s prophecy.
Was Samuel addled in the head? I wondered, recalling his words. Nehemiah wasn’t that
sick. He was happy living with us, and he never complained. Why would Samuel say those
awful things about Nehemiah? What kind of future did he see for me? Unfortunately, I didn’t
wait to find out. My plan was to become a soldier and see the world. I didn’t want to follow in
Jesus footsteps. So why did Samuel compare me with him? That was nonsense! It seemed as
though my head would explode because of these questions. What did Samuel mean? Why was
my life filled with so many unanswered mysteries? Could Nehemiah be fattened up as Papa
claimed and regain his health or was it more serious, as Samuel implied? Samuel had spoken
things I didn’t want to hear. The fact that I had a great destiny might have excited me, if I knew
what that was. Judah, the Galilean, was considered ‘great’ by Jews and he was dead! I wanted
adventure, not the conflict Samuel supposed. Would I suffer the same ‘greatness’ he saw for
Jesus? God forbid, I prayed, shutting my eyes.
Jesus was on a trip with Joseph of Arimathea, but his journey to fulfill scripture had not
yet begun. In hindsight, I see his odyssey with the great Pharisee as a milestone in his life. It
was a period in which his views about religions were shaped as he learned about the Gentile
world. Back then, not yet eleven years old, I was mystified, but I could envision a long, eventful
road ahead for him. Where would it lead him? I pondered. What exactly was my brother going
to be? Would I play a part in his future? Or would the destiny Samuel foresaw for me lead me
somewhere else? If only Jesus could be here now, I told myself, falling asleep. Only he could
dispel the uneasiness I felt. Perhaps he would cure Nehemiah as he once cured that dead bird.
That moment, as I grew drowsy, I wondered where he was…Was he in Egypt?…Was he
in a ship on the Great Sea? Once again, after tumbling into slumber, I dreamed that I was riding
my horse through a dark forest down a long endless path. When I awakened, Papa was walking
toward me. I wondered fleetingly if he might be a figment in my dream, too, until he called that
familiar way when he was worried or upset.
“Jude, where have you been? Your mother and I’ve been searching everywhere? A
servant said that you ran from the house as if something dreadful happened. What’s wrong?”
“I heard,” I confessed, rubbing sleep from my eyes. “I heard it all. I know you don’t like
snoops, but I listened by the door. Samuel said Nehemiah’s very sick. What he said about me is
stupid. I agree with you, Papa, Nehemiah’s just underfed. He must be addled to say such silly
things!”

“Samuel’s not touched in the head,” Papa said, shaking his head, “and he’s not stupid. It
may sound silly, but he believes it. Some of it might be true.”
“Uh-uh.” I grumbled, rising to my feet.
Papa placed his hand on my shoulder, a grin breaking his bushy beard. “Jude, do you
remember when I told you that you were a special son?”
“Yes, Papa.” I smiled wistfully. “I remember that time.”
“I was so proud of your inquisitive mind, it’s all I could think of saying.”
“Am I special Papa?”
“Yes,” he announced in a constricted voice, “God help you, I think you are!”
Papa’s words had sounded like a compliment to me, but I know now they were an
expression of fear. Coming from him, Samuel’s words didn’t sound so strange. My great gift
from the Lord was my memory and a precocious insight since childhood. In spite of my great
ambition, Papa sensed, after listening to Samuel, that I would serve Jesus and in so doing share
his travail. The Romans might have need of my quick mind, but so would Jesus when the time
came. I know these as facts now. As my eleven birthday approached, however, I couldn’t
imagine that one day I would travel north to the Antioch Cohort with a band of Gentiles and that,
many years later, I would be walking on dusty roads as a disciple of Jesus with eleven unwashed
men. Look at me now, as I sit in my cell writing down my thoughts. Those dusty roads look
don’t look so bad now. Even in the darkness, with my small candle lighting my scroll, I
remember everything. . . . In many ways this gift isn’t merely a blessing, it’s also a curse.
The grove surrounding Simon’s estate was far larger and more lush than the olive orchard
in back of our house. The sunlight streaming through the trees caused a patchwork of shadow
and light on the ground. I felt a peculiar feeling of peace, as we walked hand-in-hand through
the beams. All was will. I tried not to think about what happened before this moment. For
awhile I basked in my father’s admiration, glancing up expectantly, trying to read his mood.
Often, the expressions on his bearded face belied his words. Mama said he could smile and
scowl at the same time. To make it more confusing, his beard almost hid his mouth. When he
was agitated, his thick dark eyebrows might plunge down like curse, and yet he might utter a
hearty laugh. When we found Mama, Nehemiah, and my brothers, we were told that Samuel had
finally fallen asleep, so we slipped out, promising the chamberlain that we would return the
following day—a day that would mark the first important milestone of Joseph of Arimathea’s
travels with a letter from Jesus.

Part II
The Letters of Jesus

Chapter Twenty
Jesus In Egypt

At breakfast, Papa discussed the new shop Samuel insisted on having built for his
business. Though he was smiling as he talked, there was a guilty edge to his voice. Our new
benefactor had promised me a pony and each of my brothers, even Nehemiah, special gifts too.
Samuel’s reply, when Papa said he was being too generous was “You can’t take it with you,” and
yet Papa now asked us to wait until the old man recovered in case he had a change of mind. As
Nehemiah and I eavesdropped that morning, we heard Papa caution Mama about the generosity
of dying men. He and the children would be taking advantage of Samuel in his delicate
condition. Mama, who had been promised a new oven, herself, reluctantly agreed.
Nehemiah and I crept away from the window and walked glumly down the path and into
the orchard in back of our house. After the episode in the cave, we were forbidden to go further
than the orchard, which seriously limited our chances for adventure today.
After screwing his face up in thought, Nehemiah asked “Is it true you want to be a soldier
of Rome?”
“Yes,” I pursed my lips thoughtfully, “I dream about it all the time.”
“Does your Papa know?”
“My whole family knows,” I answered with a sigh. “They think I’ll outgrow such
foolishness, but I haven’t outgrown it yet.”
“Then I want to be a soldier too!” exclaimed Nehemiah.
Studying the small, skinny boy a moment, I realized he was serious. Fighting the urge to
laugh, I embraced him to hide the grin on my face. I couldn’t imagine a more sorry recruit for
Rome’s legions, but, as Papa always said “time would tell.” Perhaps, he would grow into a big,
powerful man like Cornelius or Longinus. And, perhaps, I thought breaking into giggles, Uriah
would become a camel driver or my brother Simon would become a palace scribe. One swift
gust of wind and—pffft!—Nehemiah would be gone!
“Why are you acting like that?” He gave me a hurt look.
“Ho-ho, because, I’m proud of you!” I hiccupped and wiped my eyes.
“You don’t think I can be a soldier?” Nehemiah frowned severely. “I’ll show you one
day!”
“Oh yes, listen everyone,” I hollered through cupped hands, “Nehemiah shall be the
greatest warrior of Rome!”
With his darting points for eyes, pale skin and a ghostly thin frame, it was impossible for
my friend to look fierce. I felt unkind for laughing at him, and I apologized profusely, but
Nehemiah would not be consoled. He swore on his parents’ graves that he would be as good a
soldier as me. I was impressed with the conviction in his voice, but it was shouted from a tiny
mouth and punctuated by small, bony hands. The sound of Mama shouting from the backyard
saved Nehemiah from further humiliation and me from being pummeled by his little fists. When
we were close enough to understand what she was yelling at the top of her lungs, we forgot our
silly conversation and raced toward the house.

“Is it time for lunch?” had been my first response.
“I said we got a letter from Jesus!” She jumped up and down excitedly.
“Did you hear that?” I turned happily to Nehemiah. “He’s only been gone a month and
already he’s sent us a letter!”
“A special courier brought it to us,” she explained out of breath. “The letter came from
Egypt!”
“A special courier?” I cried in disbelief. “All the way from Egypt?”
This made me run even faster, causing me to trip and fall as I charged up the path.
Nehemiah whooped with joy himself, catching up with me as I climbed back on my feet.
Together, we scrambled into the house where the family gathered at the table. James and Joseph,
who had been helping Papa, were already seated. Simon trotted in nonchalantly from the front
yard, the twins scampering past to take their seats. A scroll was clutched in one of Papa’s fists, a
celebratory mug in one hand.
“One of your Roman friends brought us this!” He grinned at me, as I sat next to
Nehemiah in the middle of the table. “Seems as though Joseph of Arimathea has connections.”
He waved the document, taking a slurp of wine. “Look at this boys. Imperial couriers, riding all
the way from Egypt, relayed this to a Roman dispatcher in Sepphoris. Joseph of Arimathea’s
seal is on the scroll.”
“Read it Papa!” I bounced up and down on my stool.
“Very well,” he said, breaking the seal with his knife. “Let’s hear what Jesus has to say
about Egypt. . . .It begins, ‘To Papa and Mama and my Brothers—James, Joseph, Simon, Jude,
and Nehemiah—’ ”
“He included me!” Nehemiah squealed and clapped his little hands.
“Shut up!” hissed James.
“Greetings from Jesus bar Joseph in Alexandria, Egypt,” Papa continued with a flourish
of one hand, “Joseph of Arimathea sends his salutations. My first letter will be brief. There are
problems between Joseph’s sons and I, which will require arbitration by their father, but I’m not
worried. The Lord watches over me, and I’ve made friends with Joseph’s guards, especially
Loftus, one of the Nubians. Though Joseph claims all of his guards acknowledge the One God,
I’m not certain that any of them, especially Loftus, is actually a convert to our faith. Loftus
wears a carving of a little serpent around his neck, which he kisses for good luck. Once when
Matthias whispered a threat to me, when his father was out of earshot, Loftus glared at him and
said ‘Do not threaten Jesus. Your father pays me for protection. That includes Jesus too.’ You
were right Papa, the Lord works in mysterious ways!”
Papa paused and looked around the room, stunned by the beginning of the letter. Mama
was, as the rest of us, hanging onto his words. We all gave him a dumbfounded look. Unable to
comprehend the meaning, the twins began squirming impatiently, so Mama allowed them to go
outside.
“Well,” James shrugged, “he seems to be in good hands.”
“Loftus is a warrior!” I exclaimed.
“But I don’t understand.” Mama gave Papa a worried look. “Why would Joseph’s son
dislike Jesus? What did Matthias whisper in his ear?”
“Please Mary,” chided Papa, “I’m reading exactly what Jesus wrote. Perhaps he’ll tell us
soon.”

“As Jesus was saying,” he said, sipping his wine, “Joseph and his sons went into
Alexandria for business, with Glychon and Tycho accompanying them as bodyguards, leaving
Loftus and Strabo, the Nubian guards, as my protectors. Strabo is not very friendly, but Loftus
chats with me in Aramaic as well as Greek. Ever since Matthias whispered into my ear, he has
been anxious to know what he said. I told him the truth—please don’t be alarmed—but Matthias
said ‘You’re not touched by God, you’re touched in the head!’”
“Uh-uh!” I interrupted, “Samuel said Jesus was touched by God!”
Papa’s eyebrows shot up. “He said that?”
“Uh huh,” I nodded vigorously, “it was a secret.”
“If it was a secret,” sneered James, “why’d you tell us?”
“Jude,” Mama tsk-tsked, “Samuel told you and I that in confidence. Shame on you!” “I
didn’t want to burden you with Samuel’s comments,” she explained to Papa. “I, like you, prefer
to think of Jesus as a normal, healthy boy, but I’ve been having a lot of dreams. Jude is correct:
Samuel and I believe Jesus is touched by God.”
“Humph,” Papa shrugged, “what’s that expression I heard Jesus say?” “Ah yes,” he
replied thoughtfully, “ ‘I’ve been kicking against the goad.’ ”
My brothers grew restless. I remembered Jesus accusing me of that too. I understood
Papa’s reluctance to admit that Jesus was divine, but, as everyone else at the table, I was anxious
to hear more of Jesus’ letter. Mama reached out to break his reverie.
“Joseph,” she pulled his sleeve, “the letter!”
“Oh yes, the letter.” He blinked his eyes, awakening from his thoughts. “Jesus now gives
us a description of Alexandria, beginning with his visit to the Great Museum. . . .‘Joseph and his
sons returned from their business trip, but did not accompany us to the museum. He explained
that he and his sons had already seen the sights of Egypt and Loftus would be my guide until we
entered the library portion of the museum and met his friend Demetrius, who would give us the
final tour. I think Joseph sensed the jealousy his sons had for me, and I can’t really blame them.
He talks to me constantly about matters they can’t yet comprehend. It’s hard for them to
understand how someone my age could carry on such conversations with a Pharisee. When we
stopped in Jerusalem to drop off his wife, he insisted on taking me to the Temple to meet a few
of his friends, who were priests. As you know, the Sadducees don’t believe in an afterlife,
whereas the Pharisees, as we, believe that when we strive for righteousness in our faith, we go to
heaven. Much of the Pharisee’s belief in this doctrine is based upon the Book of Isaiah, who
foretells the arrival of two very different saviors, a conquering hero, like King David, and a
suffering, spiritual Messiah, who is despised and rejected by the Jews. Isaiah, however, like
Ezekiel, only implies that there’s an afterlife. The truth is, I argued with Joseph, the Torah
barely touches upon the subject of reward and punishment after death. It’s as if there’s a whole
new half of the Torah yet unwritten, perhaps to be finished when the Messiah arrives. I know,
by God’s wisdom, that there are two realms: Paradise and Gahenna. If we don’t strive for
righteousness, we go to Gahenna, which the Romans call Tartaros and the Greeks call Hades, but
how could I argue this point with Sadducee priests, who base their views on such solid scriptural
ground. So I decided, my family, to use the weapons of the philosopher and logician. Though I
was respectful to my elders, I found myself arguing in favor of the Pharisaic and rabbinical
belief, by first pointing out how strange it was that even the pagan Romans and Greeks believed
in an afterlife and yet the Israelites, who obey their Lord more than any people on earth, should

not, if the Sadducees have their way. It is, in fact, unnatural not to worry about what happens
after one dies. I quoted from passages in the Torah that support an after life, though I realize
how few they were in comparison to the scriptures not offering that support. Did not the Lord
translate Enoch, Elijah, and Moses directly up into Paradise without death? Where did they not
go, if not to heaven? The priests laughed and shook their heads. Joseph was also amused but his
sons were resentful and muttered complaints at my audacity. Zadok, one of the chief priests,
asked me if perchance I might rewrite Holy Scriptures. Yet he embraced me, as did his
associates, and, placing his hand on my head, gave me a blessing by quoting the priestly
blessing: The Lord bless and keep you, make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you.
The Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace.’”
After taking a sip of wine, Papa waited a moment for our reaction, which came slowly as
Jesus’ words registered in our minds. I scratched my head. James and Joseph frowned. Simon
yawned, and Nehemiah had a blank look on his pale face. We all had heard Jesus talk strangely
before. Mama struggled with something—perhaps another vision—but would not share her
thoughts this time.
“Very bold,” murmured Papa, glancing at the scroll. “I’m glad Jesus kept most of that
from the priests. I wonder if his benefactor considered his opinions to be heresy. His suggestion
to Joseph that the Torah is unfinished should have been considered blasphemous by the priests.
And yet his attempt to prove there’s an afterlife isn’t new. Pharisees, such as Joseph, believe in
it. We believe it, as do most of the folks in our town. But to express this view to Sadducee
priests and defend it on logical grounds is another matter. Essentially, the Torah ignores the
afterlife. I never thought much about this, and I would never have imagined that Jesus would
argue about this discrepancy in our holiest books. Men have been stoned for less. I can’t help
wondering if Zadok was being polite to the Pharisee in his good humored dismissal of our son.”
On that note, as we, his patient family, considered his words, I heard my brother Joseph
murmur something to James. Both of them sneered, as if they were not surprised our eccentric
brother had gone too far. I gently elbowed Simon awake before Papa gave him a rap on the
head. Nehemiah’s deadpan expression implied that he was ready to fall asleep too, as was I.
Mama frowned at James and Joseph and bent forward on her stool, trying to hear what they said.
Papa’s deep, resonant voice grabbed our attention once more as he resumed the reading of Jesus’
letter. The substance of my brother’s first exploit displayed his great love of Creation—a
welcome relief to what came before.
“Despite my heresies,” wrote Jesus, “I appeared to have left the temple in their good
graces. Nevertheless, I began my journey on the wrong foot in my effort to point the priests in
the right direction. With this said, you might understand why I had mixed feelings about my
separation from Joseph and his sons, as Loftus, Strabo and I entered Alexandria’s Great
Museum. To be honest, I had been looking forward to our first stop in this huge complex of
buildings: the gardens. Loftus was eager to show me this department, since it was his favorite
part of the museum, and he promised not leave one corner of it unseen by my eyes. For several
hours we wandered through the many interlinking zones, avoiding the pagan statues as much as
possible. There were many different kinds of plants and animals I had never seen, including
ones from every province of the empire, many also brought from remote corners of the earth.
The trees, bushes, and flowers reminded me of Mama’s garden. I will not hide from my disdain
at seeing Lord’s creatures locked up in cages, but I confess that I marveled at the variety, size,

and color of so many furred, feathered and scaled beasts. One particular fellow, whom Loftus
called an ape, looked very much like a hairy little man. He and his family swung from trees
growing up inside the high cages. Next door to the apes were smaller creatures, with tails, yet
faces like tiny old men. There were many different kinds of these small furred people. From all
manner of horned and un-horned four footed beast to the wondrous elephant, we’ve heard about
at rabbinical school, Loftus lead me to a great pin, where a large, angry-looking beast with a
sharp horn on his nose idled next to other smaller members of his kind. Loftus also showed me
all manner of fierce-looking creatures, including lions and leopards, but also striped cats from far
off India, whom he claimed the Romans now preferred in killing criminals in the arena.
The scaled creatures, though they are blessed too by God, frightened me somewhat.
There were all sorts of colorful snakes and lizards from tiny fellows to giant crocodiles, who
sprawled lazily around a great enclosed pond. Alas, I remember so many wondrous creatures,
but the ones I think Mama would like the most were the many birds in the great garden of
Alexandria, in which a huge statue of the conqueror, himself, stood in the center, as if guarding
the assemblage of beasts. I know you would not approve of such a pagan carving Mama, but you
would clap your hands with joy at these feathered treasures: cranes, duck, geese, and so many
birds, whose names escape me now. In one special set of cages there were birds of prey,
including eagles and hawks. I felt great pity for such fliers and hunters, who were thrown scraps
of meat and dead fish for food.
As we arrived at the last sector of the gardens, Loftus led me into a specially enclosed
area. As we looked down into ponds filled with brightly colored fish, I regretted the fact that we
Galileans ate so many of them. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we ate only vegetables and fruits?
I’ve never liked the gory sacrifices in the temple. In one incredible portion of this domed room
there was a much larger pool of water and large fish-like creatures swimming playfully around as
other spectators watched. These creatures had intelligent eyes Papa, I’m not exaggerating, and
Loftus told me that they were, in fact, not fish at all, but sea leviathans, whose cousins grew to be
much larger than ships. Salt water from the adjacent bay was cycled in, he explained, so that
they would feel at home, but such creatures, above all others, yearned to be free, for their domain
was the Great Sea.
We left the gardens in search of Demetrius, the chief librarian. Loftus had brought bread,
cheese, and grape juice in his pack, so we stopped and sat beside a fountain, that was so crowded
with Egyptian, Greek and Roman deities, it hurt my eyes. Strabo, who had barely said a word,
pointed to a naked goddess and grunted. I will probably have to undergo some sort of
purification rite after everything I’ve see on this trip. I forgot to tell you about the many pagan
statues in Alexandria. On every corner and every niche an idol to Egyptian, Greek, and Roman
deities can be seen. The idol bedecked fountain in the garden symbolized in my mind the plight
of the Gentile, who are unsure which god is correct.
Soon we were discovered by Demetrius, as we began searching for the hall of scrolls. At
first, the librarian was startled by the Nubian guards. If you think about it, how many tall black
warriors accompanying a Jewish youth would be seen walking about in the Great Museum?
Nevertheless, I was greatly impressed at his cordial greeting and expeditious presentation of the
scrolls.
Demetrius expected me to be awed by the vast repository of scrolls in the library portion
of the museum, but the impressions left on my mind of God’s creatures in those wondrous

gardens seemed far greater than a great, unfriendly hall filled with the writings of long dead men
pigeonholed in endless, featureless stacks. It was much too quiet for my tastes. Signs were
posted everywhere in Latin, Greek, and Egyptian demanding silence in the library. Nevertheless,
Loftus, Strabo, and I politely followed the portly little Greek as he began his tour.
At first, we were treated to a long-winded introduction of the history of the museum,
including a scathing indictment against the Romans for burning the first museum down. My
protectors and I were weary from our long journey and subsequent trek through town and we
found ourselves yawning during this phase of our outing. I realized how unkind this was to poor
Demetrius and, as we passed a fountain in the hall, I splashed water onto my face. As Loftus and
Strabo grumbled under their breaths and exchanged scowls, I attempted to put on my most
attentive face. With this mindset and simple effort, I found myself drawn gradually toward the
great minds of history. The first sector of study, the religious tracts, Demetrius boasted, held
scrolls from the Hebrew Torah, as well as documents from Zoroastrian, Hindu, Buddhist, and
many pagan religions. These selections, which he explained briefly, caused my protectors to
grumble that much more. I immediately requested a closer inspection of the documents, but
Demetrius said he would make note of this and allow me to personally inspect the scrolls after
the guided tour. I don’t know whether or not Joseph of Arimathea, who is a Pharisee, would
approve of me looking at heretical or profane works but the short description Demetrius gave me
of some of the great religions of the world wetted my appetite. I had the sudden urge to spend
many days in this great building sampling the writings of religious teachers, philosophers, and
scientists. The thought came to me from Papa that knowledge, itself, is not evil and, in fact, the
lack of it has caused great evil in the world. Perhaps, in many cases where knowledge isn’t
righteous, it’s better for us to know the enemy. How can a wise man do good, if he’s not able to
avoid temptation? If, perchance, a scroll advises us to do evil, will not the Spirit deflect it?”
Papa stopped in his recitation to draw a breath and take a long sip of wine. Mama
displayed an enigmatic smile and nodded, which I can write down as illumination, for indeed
Jesus’ mother knew him the best. There were many things that Jesus had said that troubled me,
however, that I could, at my untutored age, barely put into words. Judging by James and
Joseph’s scowl they had questions too, yet Simon, his eyes half-closed and head bobbing,
appeared to be once more falling asleep. Nehemiah sat patiently beside me, his hands folded and
eyes forward. Except for the sound of the mug clunking on the table, all I could hear were the
twins romping happily in the yard. Papa looked around at us, both a frown and smile playing on
his face.
“There are many issues in this letter,” he mumbled reflectively to himself.
“What does this mean?” I made a face.
“Yes,” asked James, “why does Jesus want to read pagan scrolls?”
“Those are good questions.” Papa smiled. “Just where did Jesus learn all those big
words? I sense a rebuke in your attitude James. Do you disapprove of him learning about the
world?”
“I do,” James nodded, “and so does Joseph. Ever since he brought that stupid bird back
to life nothing’s been the same. Jesus is special. We all knew that. But now he’s touched by
God. It makes me sick to listen to him carry on. Do you think his brothers will ever have the
same opportunity he’s had living in this backwoods town?”
“That’s enough James! Shut your mouth!” Mama jumped up excitedly from her stool.

“There-there, it’s all right,” Papa said. “I know he’s jealous. If I was Jesus’ brother, I’d
be jealous too.”
“Really?” asked James. “You’d be jealous?”
“Yes, of course,” answered Papa, patting his head. “Don’t forget,” he wagged a finger, “I
was a child once. There are moments, as Jesus’ father, that I’m envious of him for the adventures
he’ll have.”
“Someday I’m going to see the world!” I cried. “I’m going to see all the places that Jesus
saw and more!”
“That’s the spirit!” Papa reached down and ruffled my hair. “When your mother and I
were in Egypt, we never would have dreamed of touring Alexandria. “There’s a big world out
there boys,” he declared, looking around the table. “I’ll never stop you from seeing it for
yourselves!”
Mama glared at Papa but said nothing. James and Joseph looked in disbelief at our
father, as Simon sat groggily on his stool. Nehemiah’s blank expression was impossible to read,
though I was certain he shared my goal. Papa had given my own dreams a seal of approval. I
wondered if it might not be his wine talking again, but I beamed happily at him as he drained his
mug and returned to the scroll dangling in his hand.
“Well,” he sighed deeply, “our Jesus has left us with many riddles. I can’t wait to read
about his next adventure!”
“Hump!” James and Joseph grumbled. “There’s more?”
“Joseph,” Mama murmured, tugging his sleeve, “let’s take a break so I can check on the
twins.”
Simon, who had found Mama’s supply of grape juice, had to use the cloaca. James and
Joseph had no such excuse and were forced to sit there at the table with Nehemiah and I, as Papa
looked forlornly at his mug.
“You’ve had enough,” Mama whispered to him as she passed back into the room.
Replacing his mug with a freshly picked clump of grapes, Mama settled down at the
opposite end of the table as Papa looked blankly at the scroll. It seemed obvious to me that
substituting wine with grapes, from which it was made, would not satisfy Papa at all. I was not
sure if Mama’s frown was for his tipsiness or what he had said. It was the first time I had seen
her frown at him. She caught my expression and smiled, as if to ease my concern. It had not
occurred to me yet that my parents had different expectations of Jesus: Papa saw Jesus as an
adventurer and Mama, because of her visions, already saw a dark road ahead. It was also, as I
look back, a matter of father’s denial of the obvious versus mother’s gradual acceptance of Jesus’
divinity.
As I listened to Papa read the exploits of my oldest brother, the importance of Jesus’
education escaped me entirely, and yet I was interested in portions of his opinion-ridden report.
He was an adventurer as I would one day be. I was consumed with envy for what he was seeing
and experiencing. We had been told by Samuel that he might even visit Rome. And yet, not all
of Jesus’ letter commanded my attention. So far, much of the scroll was rather dry and loaded
with spiritual observations. In his deep, booming voice, Papa resumed his reading, drawing my
attention back like a moth to a faltering flame.
“. . . .We reached the Pharos Lighthouse by a narrow strip of rock that connected the tiny
island to the city of Alexandria. This journey, Milo, our new guide, explained would have been

dangerous during high tide. Tourists such as ourselves have been swept into the bay and
drowned. Loftus and Strabo, my protectors, were much more interested in this adventure than
the library. Already the tall, magnificent lighthouse loomed mightily in our vision, and I could
not imagine anything in my journey with Joseph of Arimathea surpassing this structure. But of
course I had not yet seen Greece and Rome!”
With those words I jumped up and down excitedly in my seat. Papa frowned at this
interruption, but Mama smiled tolerantly at my enthusiasm, while James and Joseph, who were
jealous of Jesus, continued to scowl.
“My energy was dauntless,” continued Papa. “As we walked up the steep wooden
staircase that wound up to the great mirror of Pharos, I thanked my Father for the long hikes I
took in the hills of Nazareth in communion with Him. My limbs were strong, as were the tree
trunk-size legs of my guards, but poor Milo, whose normal duties were in the map room of the
museum, was almost spent when we reached the second level of the lighthouse.
Already, I had a marvelous view of the bay and the ships sailing in and out of the harbor.
Though winded, Milo took this opportunity to give a brief history of the lighthouse. He
explained to us that the building was built of marble blocks joined with lead mortar. In the
center cavity, which ran up through all three levels of the building, fuel for the fire and other
materials were raised from the ground floor. We had actually seen the pulleys in operation as we
ascended the stairs, and, at one point, saw a pallet of wood being transported to the top.
After a long break, in which Loftus bragged about previous exploits, Strabo grew
impatient with the delay and offered to carry the little librarian up to the top. Milo, however,
insisted on continuing on his own, as long as we stopped frequently to rest. On the way up, we
passed other tourists moving up and down the structure, visitors from every corner of the empire.
Milo confessed wearily, as we approached the top, that the Pharos Lighthouse was the most
popular attraction in Alexandria. Few visitors or patrons of the library cared to spend time in the
map room or stroll through the endless stacks of dusty scrolls. Tourists would rather see the
gardens or the lighthouse and then visit the hundreds of religious shrines in town.
I was quite excited when we reached the mirror room. It was, Milo explained wearily,
made of wood and polished sheets of metal that had been riveted to the frame. Of course, we
could not look directly at the mirror if the sun was shining into it. During the daytime, our guide
told us, sunlight shining on the mirror produced a blinding flash. At night, the fire stoked by the
attendants, turned the great mirror into a giant lamp, with a similar effect. Whether by sunlight
or fire, the mirror could be seen by sailors several Roman miles away. Because of the possibility
of foul weather and overcast days, the flames in front of the mirror were eternal. Atop this room,
which was suffocatingly warm and smoky, was a huge statue of Poseidon, the Greek god of the
sea. At the level on which we stood there was a wide balcony. Avoiding the great, hot lamp, we
stepped back to the railing for fresh air. On the balcony Loftus and Strabo found vendors selling
refreshments, and I discovered the most incredible vista I had ever seen. No hill had ever offered
me such a view. Not only could we see the entire harbor and distant ships approaching, but we
could see a great swath of Alexandria. Loftus and Strabo were unimpressed, since they claimed
to have seen much greater places, which included the Great Pyramids of Egypt. When I asked
Loftus if Joseph would take us to these wonders, he shook his head and told me it would be too
great a detour. Joseph had no business contacts in that desolate place but I could ask him myself.

I told Loftus, however, that I would be content if this was the last the wonder of the world I had
seen.
Walking down the staircase was, of course, much easier than walking up. Milo, though
exhausted, was able to make it to the bottom without a break. Due to boredom perhaps, as we
made our way down, Loftus chatted with me about the miracles I was alleged to have performed.
Strabo perked up, as did Milo. He asked me if it was true that I had brought a dead bird back to
life. I explained that it was my Father who had performed the miracle. He then asked me if it
had been my Father who had caused a storm to pour from the sky. I admitted this too, but I
made it perfectly clear who was responsible and that I had prayed for each miracle. Loftus asked
me if I had prayed to the Jewish God or one of the many Roman or Greek gods and, if so, I must
be a powerful priest. I explained that there was only one universal God and all believers were
priests. All three men seemed to be thinking about what I had said, for when we reached the
bottom level and stood there waiting for Milo to regain his breath, I suffered their scrutiny.
Loftus did not accept my explanation. In spite of my protests, he believed that I was just being
modest. He had heard many priests, in many religions—all were fakes. The Jewish priests were
the worst. Speaking for the first time, Strabo suggested that it was more likely that I was a
sorcerer, who were known to harness the power of the gods. Loftus nodded in agreement as did
our guide. Loftus and Strabo, I realized with disappointment, were still pagans. Wiping his
brow, Milo said that anyone who could perform miracles had to be more than a priest or even a
sorcerer; he had to be at least a minor deity to perform such magical deeds.
I returned to the city with my protectors somewhat depressed. How can I extol the
greatness of our faith if I can’t prove to them the power of prayer? Prayer is the language of
God. Miracles are expressions of God’s grace. But the problem is more basic than the Gentile’s
inability to understand miracles. My new friends find it difficult to believe in one God. To
Gentiles He is merely one more deity among thousands. Will they ever understand that our God
is not merely the Jewish god? . . . He is God!”
With this exclamation, Jesus’ first letter ended. A long pause followed his brief farewell,
which Papa mumbled under his breath. He seemed to study the last page a moment as we stirred
on our stools. I shook Simon awake to prevent him from getting in trouble. Mama looked up
with a flicker of disappointment, expecting much more.
“Is that it?” She frowned.
“That’s it.” He shrugged. “ ‘Your loving son and brother, Jesus.’ The scroll ends there—
nothing more. Perhaps he had to get it off quickly with some of Joseph’s other letters.”
“Perhaps,” replied Mama. “It was, after all, brought by a Roman courier.”
“I’m hungry,” Simon mumbled, “what’s for dinner?”
Papa sat down the scroll, yawned expansively, and stretched his arms. Staring vacantly
at his uneaten grapes, he shoved them over to Simon. I could tell that the letter had left an
impact on everyone, except Simon. I was uncertain about Nehemiah. Stirred by Jesus’
adventure, I had begun daydreaming about my white horse and own adventures as a Roman
soldier, but the last page struck a note in my mind. Loftus, Strabo, and Milo could not accept
Jesus explanation for his miracles. In thinking that Jesus might be a great sorcerer, they were
having the same problems with his divinity that we, his brothers, had when he cured the dead
bird. There had many other issues in Jesus correspondence, but it was his perception of the Lord
that brought forth the first objection.

“Well,” Papa said looking around the table, “what do you think?”
“What does Jesus mean by ‘universal God?’” James gave him a troubled look. “We are
the Chosen People. Isn’t our Lord here for Israel alone?”
James had asked an important question. One day Papa’s words would ring true as Jesus
set forth on his mission to spread the Word. Walking around the table, he placed a big calloused
hand on James’ head.
“Did Joachim teach you in synagogue that the Torah was written only for the Jews? That
sounds like something he’d say. Didn’t Isaiah imply that God was intended for the Gentiles? I
think Jesus would like to convert those pagan guards. Is that so bad?”
“I suppose not,” nodded James reluctantly, “if Isaiah doesn’t mind.”
Papa ruffled James’ hair. Mama reached out and squeezed his hand.
“What about you?” Papa moved behind Joseph, who sat with a permanent scowl on his
face.
“He said it again,” Joseph spat, “he called God his father!”
“Ah, he always says that.” I made a face.
“Yes, Jude’s correct.” Papa now gave me a pat. “We’ve all heard him say it. That would
make him a minor god in many pagan’s eyes, but that’s not what Jesus means.”
“It’s not?” challenged Joseph. “Is God his father? If you’re not his father, who is?”
Mama rose up as if she might strike Joseph again. Papa waved her off curtly, a worried
frown registering on his face. Once more it seemed that our parents were keeping a great secret
from us, one that should have been obvious even to the twins. Perhaps, deep down in our hearts
if not our minds, we already knew, and my parents were simply in denial. It could also be that
God, Himself, told them to keep us in the dark. Whatever the reason was, our family gathering
to hear the reading of Jesus first letter had ended. James, Joseph, and Simon departed into the
backyard in starkly different moods—confusion, anger, and indifference, respectively, while
Nehemiah expression, as usual, was impossible to read.
My mind was a mixture of all three moods. I was confused but also upset by my brother
Joseph’s words. Yet I was also somewhat indifferent because I suddenly had the urge to romp
around with Nehemiah until dinner time. As my friend and I scampered around the house to the
path leading to the orchard, I heard Joseph discussing their status as adopted sons and James’
response.
“We were adopted after our parents died, but what of Jesus? Are we to believe that he’s
really a son of God?”
“Wait Nehemiah,” I whispered, grabbing his arm.
“It’s how Jesus talks,” I heard James explain. “Before Jesus left, Samuel almost said he
was the Son of Man. What does that mean?”
Pausing a moment as we turned the corner, I shushed Nehemiah and cupped my ear.
Nehemiah cupped his ear too.
“I don’t know what any of this means?” Joseph replied in a muted voice. “Who’s this
person we’ve called brother all these years?”
“Our parents know,” James said thoughtfully, “but they don’t want us to know. . . To tell
you the truth, Joseph, I’m not so sure I want to know!”

Chapter Twenty-One
Jesus In Greece

Between Jesus’ first and second letter nothing important happened to our family, except a
change in Papa’s carpentry business. Papa’s relentless woodwork in his shop was paying off.
Some credit must be given to James and Joseph, though they sometimes worked begrudgingly in
Papa’s shop. Thanks to Joseph of Arimathea influence, Papa’s reputation had gleaned clients
from neighboring towns. Some of the Nazarenes had forgiven our imagined heresies, and we
still had a small circle of loyal friends. But the events surrounding Mariah’s rescue and the
beating Papa gave the rabbi for insulting Jesus were at the back of most the townsfolk’s minds.
Though Joachim had stopped hurling polemics against us in the synagogue now that Jesus was
gone, he would never forgive Papa. He would always consider Jesus a blasphemer for his
alleged miracles. The relatives of Reuben, Josiah, and Asa would also continue to give us hostile
looks as they passed us on the road. There was a rumor, no one seriously believed, that
Reuben’s gang was back in Nazareth and hiding in family members’ homes.
Though not a yet a drunk, Papa was drinking more and more wine. His recent libations
worried his family, especially Mama, whose Uncle Ahab had died of strong drink. Something—
Jesus absence, the unfriendliness of townsfolk, or the long hours working in his shop—troubled
him. With Jesus gone, matters also grew worse for Nehemiah and I. James and Joseph, without
Jesus’ interference, teased us unmercifully. They couldn’t get over the fact that we were all,
except Jesus, adopted and our parents had taken in another orphaned boy. They resented
Nehemiah, as they had Michael, and seemed bent on driving him away. By their warped
standards, they thought I was a turncoat, who preferred an outsider to them. But the truth is they
had always treated me as a nuisance and pest. Simon, in everyone’s opinion, remained the same
lazy and shiftless soul, sometimes siding with us against James and Joseph but more often
teasing us too. When Papa was busy, Mama would occasionally intervene when were being
tormented. We seldom tattled, however, since this would have made my brothers even more
resentful of my friend.
Samuel, the Pharisee, had recuperated enough to pay us an occasional visit, but he was
growing increasingly frail and sickly looking each day. Many times we visited Samuel to save
him the walk, which gave Nehemiah and me a chance to escape James and Joseph’s pranks.
That day before the second letter from Jesus arrived, Nehemiah and I swept the floor of shavings
and sawdust, while James and Joseph assisted Papa in sanding furniture in the shop. While they
finished up their chores, Mama asked Nehemiah, Simon and I to help her in the garden awhile
before we scampered off. As we picked weeds from a row of herbs, we heard hoof beats on the
road in front of our house. This time we actually saw a courier ride up to our house and hand
Mama a letter—a lean, scruffy-looking fellow with a mangy beard, smelly clothes, and a patch
on one eye. I was disappointed that this man represented Rome. He looked more like bandit or
cutthroat than a courier. After dismounting, he growled a greeting to us as we stood by the gate.
Announcing himself as Justin, imperial mail carrier, Papa returned the courtesy for he and
Mama, then introduced his sons, as they arrived, one-by-one. Even the man’s horse, a wild,

uncombed mare, seemed too unfriendly to be ridden by a representative of Rome. Nevertheless,
this time, at Papa’s insistence, Mama fed the traveler and gave him a flask of wine. The courier
swaggered back to his horse, clutching his flask, his one good eye moving restlessly in his
shaggy head.
We were all called into the kitchen after he rode off, where, as before, Papa stood holding
a mug of wine. It had seemed like such a long time since we had heard from Jesus. All of us,
especially myself, were anxious to hear about his exploits. I know Papa was glad to hear from
Jesus too, but it also gave him another chance to drink more wine. In Jesus’ second letter, which
arrived several weeks after the first, we were taken by Papa’s voice across the Great Sea.
“Dear family, it is I, the oldest son, bringing you greetings from Athens, Greece.
Today, as we met Portius, a rich Jewish merchant, at Piraeus, the Port of Athens, I was filled
with high expectations for the city of philosophers. Here walked Socrates, Plato, and
Pythagoras. Not far from where we disembarked, sits the Acropolis and the finest sculptures in
the world. Athens, once the home of Pericles and the host of the Olympic games, was a city
where Greek culture reached its peak. Joseph of Arimathea, as a Pharisee, assured me that there
were many works of art in Greece that were not idols, but we must still avoid entering pagan
shrines. This was of course difficult in such a city. Practically everything in Athens was
dedicated to their pantheon of deities. Our first stop, however, was the grand estate of Portius,
where we dined on delicacies I had never imagined. Have no fear, my parents. Portius’ Jewish
cooks and bakers gave us food fit for King David, not King Herod’s, table. One entertainer sang
verses from Psalms and Proverbs, while a pair of dancers interpreted the words in a graceful,
though controversial, mime. These renditions made us uncomfortable. I was not used to seeing
the holy word performed by entertainers. It was Joseph, confessed later, much too Greek for his
tastes.
As we began our tour the next day, courtesy of Adelphos, a freedman employed by our
host, we were taken by carriage through the main street. Joseph disdained the custom of being
carried around in a sedan by slaves. Our carriage was pulled by four great white horses instead.
The driver was not a slave, Adelphos informed us, though he admitted to once being a slave
himself.
Our first stop was to a beautiful stadium where the Greeks performed their plays. This
seemed harmless enough until we began walking down the stone path leading to the gate of the
stadium. On each side stood a naked woman holding a torch. Adelphos explained sheepishly
that these were not goddesses, just beautiful women pleasing to the eyes, but Joseph very
appropriately asked Matthias, Levi, and I to avert our eyes. Loftus, Strabo, Glychon, and Tycho
also promised not to look up at the statues, as Joseph requested. And yet, as we entered the
stadium, I looked back at the guards and saw them giggling foolishly amongst themselves. I
wouldn’t tell Joseph that Loftus and Strabo were not god-fearers or that I felt they were still
pagans, who, in their own way, had mocked God. It was not my place to criticize my
benefactor’s guards; it might even insult him, especially if he already suspected this himself.
Perhaps, I reasoned, he was hoping to set an example for them, as you did for us Papa. I have
been praying for them constantly, but so far God, in His infinite wisdom—or humor—has
allowed matters to remain as they are.
According to Adelphos, the stadium, which seated several thousand citizens, would be
showing a play by Euripides tonight. He took us backstage and showed us some of the scenery

and cloth backdrops used for various plays. Make believe trees, mountains, and buildings as
well as paintings on cloth of people, animals, and profane forms reminded me that all peoples
outside the radiance of the Most High lived in a make-believe world and in the shadow of pagan
gods.
To avoid setting foot in idol-ridden temples and seeing pagan rites, Joseph allowed us to
look only at the outside, not the inside, of the buildings we passed. Many of them, he admitted,
housed great works of art. Some of the statues visible from the street were not naked at all and
were, for that matter, not gods or goddesses, but Greek heroes and politicians, clad in finely
carved armor or robes. In the garden of Artemodorus, however, rows of deities closed in upon us
suddenly and quite innocently, as our guide froze in his tracks. He apologized profusely. Once
again our guards snickered amongst themselves. Joseph frowned gravely, as he shooed us back
down the path, but, as we exited these unhallowed grounds, I glanced over and saw a pedestal
that lacked a graven idol on its top. It was, I thought at first, merely awaiting a new addition to
this menagerie of finely sculptured Greek gods, but then my eyes were drawn to the inscription
beneath the vacant platform that read “To an unknown god.” I thought then about Isaiah’s
reference to a universal God and Noah, who being neither Jew nor Gentile served such a god. I
realized then that the pagan Greeks must also yearn for an omnipotent and omnipresent deity to
replace the stone counterfeits collecting in their temples, along their streets, and even in their
parks. I was so greatly inspired about this I immediately shared my views with Joseph, who was
shocked that I would say such a thing.
“The Greeks like their Roman masters don’t wish to offend foreign deities,” he explained
severely. “This equivocation doesn’t deserve commendation but condemnation.” “There is no
unknown god!” He wrung his finger. “Our God, is God and though inscrutable is well known to
our people.”
The words of the Father rushed into my head
“You have spoken truly,” I replied respectively. “There is only one God, but he has been
felt by many peoples. The empty pedestal is one, among countless strivings by ignorant peoples.
We are the Chosen People. Our mission is not merely to preserve the Word but to spread the
word—to the Greeks, the Roman and all peoples. I believe that the Greeks will one day share
the One God with us, as all peoples who hear and believe the Word.”
“Oh, how do you know that?” spat Matthias. “Shall we cast pearls before swine? You’re
no more than a child. You would teach Joseph bar Ibrim, a learned Pharisee, about our faith?”
“This is heresy!” Levi cried, with a look of horror. “He speaks blasphemes against the
Most High!”
“No, he doesn’t,” said Joseph, shaking his head. “I know Jesus’ heart. He has great
knowledge of the Torah and Prophets.”
He placed his hand on top of my head as if in blessing. After quietly admonishing his
sons for their reaction to me, he gently took me aside. Loftus and Strabo moved between us and
Joseph’s sons to insure our privacy. There was a twinkle in Joseph’s eyes.
“Jesus,” he said in a low, conspiratorial tone, “what you said isn’t in the Torah, is it?”
“No,” I confessed, my heart hammering in my chest.
“Where did you learn this?” He asked in a guarded whisper. “What possessed you to
counter two thousand years of our history?”
“My Father.” I looked him squarely in the eyes.

Joseph gave me a knowing smile, but said nothing more about my views of the unknown
and universal God. The next day we visited a business contact of his in the city, but nothing
really exciting happened to us in Athens after my discovery of the pedestal to the unknown god.
I will write as soon as I can when the opportunity avails itself. I’ve covered the most important
aspects of our trip to Greece.
Your Son and Brother ---- Jesus
When Papa read Jesus’ last words, James and Joseph sat there grumbling again amongst
themselves. By now, I was quite bored with this session. Simon’s eyelids were fluttering
violently as he tried staying awake. I wanted to hear about Jesus’ adventures in a foreign land,
not this religiously inspired report. Though he promised to write soon, I was greatly
disappointed that he didn’t tell us more. I sensed that, in order to make his points, he had
skipped over many important details. What was his voyage over the Great Sea like? Is that all
he could say about Greece? Clearly, he was more interested in greater issues than the details of
this world. Now, as I recall the events of our childhood, I realize that his report was—and is
today—much more. Where had a fifteen-year-old youth heard such things? Though, as a child,
he studied the smallest insect or flower, he also saw the greater picture. He believed that
everything, including such grand designs, revolved around God. God was at the center of all
things large and small. But to children, such as Simon, Nehemiah, and me, his lofty speculations
were becoming tedious and, for James and Joseph, downright heretical to our beliefs.
Papa, who had saved a measure of his daily ration of wine, took a sip and studied his wife
and sons. The twins were off playing somewhere in the yard. Their chirping voices in the
distance made me wish I was out there, too, with no thought of Jesus’ letter in my mind. When
Jesus was here we were unconcerned with the outside world. That day, after Jesus’ second letter,
I sensed that he was discovering more about that shadowy purpose even he couldn’t
comprehend. It was, I know now, the stirrings of his divinity, as the Messiah and Son of God.
Mama had a look of alarm on her face as she had after the reading of the first letter.
Though she and Papa were in denial, they must have known about Jesus divinity, but the rest of
us were still in that fog Samuel spoke of when Jesus embarked on his trip. Even with Jesus far
away, the mystery continued to unfold gradually before our eyes.

Chapter Twenty-Two
Jesus and the Tempest

During the weeks that followed, as Nehemiah, Simon and I did our chores and then
romped in the backyard, we caught snatches of conversation between James and Joseph. The
dual notion, as Jesus expressed in his letters from Egypt and Greece, that God was universal and
meant for all peoples, had filled our older brothers with misgivings. Nothing, however, would be
as contentious as the letter Jesus sent us from Rome. Mama would not even let Papa read the
letter to us. We were not supposed to know about the letter’s contents, but it troubled us all for
several days. Because of Jesus’ heresy—or so James and Joseph claimed—Papa became
selective in what he imparted to us. He simply, in an off-handed way, gave us the gist of Jesus’
letter after the courier dropped it off. After the last scroll, this was all right with me. I looked
forward to the day Jesus returned and personally told us of his adventures. Perhaps, when he sat
before us in the flesh. he would stow all that religious talk and give us concrete details of what he
saw on his trips.
For several days, however, as we went about our daily lives, my curiosity about the last
letter grew. James and Joseph, who were only worried about the heresies in Jesus’
correspondence, feared that the latest scroll would be the worst, but what if there were interesting
portions in the letter? Rome, I had been told, was the world’s greatest city. Jesus latest
adventure might be more interesting than his journey to Egypt, certainly more than all that boring
stuff during his trip to Greece. It was, after much temptation (probably from the Evil One,
himself), when Papa was on a business trip and Mama was making her daily visit to the ailing
Samuel, that I went to the cabinet where Papa kept the letter. I knew I would have to make peace
with James or Joseph, it didn’t matter whom. They had attended synagogue school longer and
applied themselves much more diligently than Simon and I. Nehemiah and I had been learning
to read in school, but Simon, as I recall, was as illiterate as Mama and the twins. Unfortunately,
Nehemiah and I were still unable to read Jesus’ letter. It would require James or Joseph to
decipher the document, especially with all its big, unfriendly words. The question was,
Nehemiah and I pondered, how could we talk one of my older brothers into reading Jesus scroll?
Jesus’ third letter would be the greatest of them all. All the letters that followed I was
certain would fall far short of his account of his exciting sea voyage to Rome and his escapades
in this great city. Of course, I didn’t know that yet; it was just a hunch. I just knew somehow
that it would be special. While James and Joseph labored in the shop and Simon idled
somewhere in the front or backyard, Nehemiah and I approached, as supplicants, fearful of
James and Joseph’s rebuke. Unfortunately, Simon had seen me sneaking out of the house with
the letter in my hands.
“Hey, what are you up to?” He appeared suddenly, tapping my shoulder
James looked out of the shop that moment. “You better put that back before Mama
returns!” He called out in a singsong voice.
“It’s probably filled with heresies,” Joseph scowled, as he emerged from the shadows.

“Those last letters were outrageous,” James growled indignantly. “That part about
accepting Gentiles is insulting. Jesus is being corrupted by pagan knowledge.”
“Please James.” I held it out shakily. “Aren’t you curious? I can’t read very well. I don’t
understand the words. Would you read it for us.”
“I can’t read at all,” Simon said, glancing over my shoulder. “It gets blurred together
when I try and hurts my head.”
We all laughed at this absurdity. Simon was always saying silly things. One day,
however, we would learn that he saw everything backwards, as if in a mirror, and was actually
quite smart. James put his scraper aside, blew shavings off the table leg clamped to the bench
then swaggered down the steps. It was an opportunity for him to act smugly once more. Joseph
vaulted from the doorway, an anxious expression twitching on his face.
“Well,” James snorted, spitting on the ground, “that’s all right boys. Joachim wasn’t a
very good teacher. He became lazy, like you. James and I don’t need a rabbi to apply ourselves
to the Torah. Not only have we learned some Hebrew but we can read our Galilean tongue as
well.”
“So, will you read the letter?” I hopped up and down expectantly.
“Not a good idea,” protested Joseph.
“Here, let me see that.” James snapped his fingers impatiently. “It couldn’t be any worse
than the last.”
For a moment, I thought it might be a trick to confiscate the scroll, especially with Joseph
reaching out as well. As James waited for me to hand him the document, I glanced back at
Nehemiah and saw him shake his head. I retreated a few paces and shook my head.
“Come on, hand it over.” James snapped his fingers. “Let’s take a peek. Humph, it looks
fatter than the other two. Maybe it won’t be so bad.”
“We’re gonna get caught.” Simon whistled under his breath.
“No, no,” Joseph cried, waving his hands. “They’ll be furious. Put it back in the cabinet.
Don’t read that infernal scroll!”
“Calm down.” James shook his head thoughtfully. “Papa won’t be back for awhile.
Mama left chopped fruit, cheese, and bread for our lunch. She won’t be home until this
afternoon.” “Don’t worry, Joseph,” he said, pulling the letter out of my hands. “We got time to
kill. You’re the one who didn’t want to read it. Let’s finish it before Mama comes home!”
Joseph kicked the dirt angrily. “Why’re are you doing this James? Papa doesn’t want us
to read this letter. We agreed not to peek. Lord knows what else he’s written. Simon can’t keep
a secret. Papa will never trust us again, if he finds out we’ve disobeyed.”
“Well, I’ve changed my mind.” James set his jaw. “We’ll read it during our noon break.”
“No, no,” groaned Joseph, shaking his head. “What if Mama walks in while your reading
it? She might be tempted to eavesdrop outside by the window if she hears your voice. We must
read it in the orchard. I’ll read half if you want, but let’s get out of earshot, away from he
house.”
“What about lunch?” Simon faced dropped. “That might take a long time.”
“We’ll take it with us.” James signaled to Nehemiah and me. “You two get the bowel of
fruit and basket of bread and cheese. Simon, you bring some mugs and the flask of juice.”
By the time Simon, Nehemiah, and I emerged with our lunch, James and Joseph were
already in the orchard glancing through the scroll. As we hurried down the path from our yard,

we could hear them mumbling amongst themselves. A shaft of sunlight cascaded down upon
them as they sat on a rotting log. James, who would one day become an apostle, looked so
mature that moment as he studied the scroll.
“Phew! This is really something,” he exclaimed to Joseph. “There was a great whale and
a storm. Joseph of Arimathea and his ship almost sank at sea!”
“What?” I cried excitedly, racing through the trees. “Read it to us James. Start at the very
beginning.”
Hastily, I offered them the basket, as Simon plopped down the flask and mugs. “Let’s eat
first,” he said, reaching for the food.
“Wait,” Joseph said, grabbing his hand. “I don’t trust you. Promise, on Abraham’s grave,
you won’t inform on us.”
“No,” James shook his head, “that’s not good enough. This time he has to swear an
oath.”
“All right,” Joseph agreed, “but he can’t use God’s name. That’s against the Torah.
We’ll have Simon swear to all three patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.”
James, Nehemiah, and I nodded hesitantly. Since the patriarchs were very important to
our people, we hoped Simon would take this oath seriously. He gave us a solemn look, mumbled
the oath, and joined hands with all of us in our “circle of trust,” an invention of James, who was
enjoying his new role. With that out of the way, he began, in surprisingly dramatic tones, to
narrate Jesus’ adventures in Rome.
“Greetings my family and my new brother Nehemiah. I’ve also sent Samuel a letter
about my latest adventure. When the courier arrives in Nazareth, please give him a letter that
will let me know that my family’s happy and well. Hopefully, Samuel will feel up to placing a
letter in the courier’s pouch, too. I’m worried about his health. On the subject of health, family,
I have a tale to tell.
Joseph of Arimathea sends his best wishes and regards. So do our guards, Loftus, Strabo,
Glychon, and Tycho. I wish I could say the same for Joseph’s sons. They barely talk to me.
Hopefully their attitudes will change and they’ll become my friends. Joseph and I have had
many talks about our faith. Our guards listened to us as we talk. They don’t understand how we
can believe in only one god. Of all the places on our schedule to visit, Rome causes Joseph the
most concern. It was, he told me as we looked ahead, a great city but one filled with greed,
avarice, and lust. Yet, when our ship left Athens, I was looking forward to another exciting
voyage. Our last voyage from Egypt to Athens over the Great Sea went smoothly, but I was
shocked to find so many rowers chained below. I could hear the crack of the whip, and groan of
the oarsmen. According to a seaman on deck, the ship’s sails aren’t used unless there’s a good
tail wind. He explained to me that most military ships are rowed by professional oarsmen, but
certain merchant vessels, such as his ship, employed slaves. He spoke matter-of-factly, as
though it was but a trifling matter. I was disturbed by this knowledge, but Joseph asked me to
keep my dissatisfaction to myself. It was, I learned later, not a common practice, and oarsmen
were normally paid good wages. Joseph gave me a proverb this time as our ship set its course
for Rome: “when in Rome, you must do as the Romans do.” I knew that this proverb had
applied to Greece and would apply to all the lands we visited. Could Rome be any worse than
Alexandria or Athens? Even in Jerusalem, I saw things that greatly offended my eyes, but those
men chained as rowers offended me the most.

As our ship crossed the Great Sea, I chatted with my benefactor and his guards about
simple things. The friendly weather and cloudless sky inspired our discussion. There, above us,
flew a formation of noisy sea birds heralding our departure. Those strange, sleek creatures, that
looked like the ones I saw in Egypt, leaped out of the water, cavorting beside our ship, until land
slipped away in the horizon. That morning I also saw the fins, tale, and a distant spout of water
from one of the great sea creatures mentioned in the Tenakh. When I pointed him out to
Matthias and Levi, they scowled at me, but Joseph enjoyed this moment with me and encouraged
the four guards to join in. The great dark creature, unlike whales Joseph had seen before, who
had large lower jaws and rather feeble mouths, had a massive upper jaw and a long row of large,
sharp teeth. From a distance, growing larger and larger, this fearsome-looking beast appeared to
be heading our way. He came so very close to us, in fact, Matthias and Levi ran fearfully to the
other side of the ship. I could hear Joseph gasp with fear, yet, to save face, he and the guards
held onto the rails as the beast frolicked alongside of our boat. I laughed like fool. I had never
seen such a wondrous sight. Though Joseph left to inspect his cargo, I was transfixed by this
scene. Closer and closer came the leviathan. “Prepare for collusion!” I heard someone cry.
After slapping the waves a few times, it seemed as if the wake generated by its monstrous tale
might swamp our ship, and yet I wasn’t afraid. A strange, innervating feeling of wonder and
well-being overtook me. Loftus and Strabo reached out to grip my shoulders, to prevent me, in
my foolishness, from being pitched overboard, as I called out gleefully to the beast. I swear, my
family, I nor my shipmates were in any danger. That whale was playing with our ship!
As he coasted alongside of us, I could see one of its huge eyes staring with mirth as a
waterspout burst from the blowhole in its snout. Suddenly, as water rained down, everyone
standing behind us ran for cover. The guards ducked their heads below the rail, giggling
hysterically as the leviathan made a wide turn then swam away. Fortunately for us the deluge
was deflected by the bellowing mainsail overhead, and yet many of the crewman in the center of
the deck, who tried to avoid the deluge were thoroughly drenched. I had no idea yet how I
appeared to the guards and crewmen, but there was a look of awe on many of their faces as they
approached.
“Whoa!” Loftus slapped my shoulder. “I thought he was going to ram us. We ducked for
cover, but not you. You weren’t afraid. You just stood there tempting the gods!”
“Aye,” shouted a crewman, “it was like he was charming that monster!”
“He bewitched him,” a third man cried. “Like Poseidon’s daughters luring sailors, he
called to him. I’ve never seen such a beast!”
The spell seemed broken, as the great whale returned to the depths. “What?” I blinked,
looking back at the men. Like all Gentiles the seaman were superstitious. Their exclamations
weren’t accusations but statements of awe and a good measure of light-headed relief. I couldn’t
think of a rejoinder. All I could see were a shipload of drenched, disheveled men.
“ They think you’re a sorcerer,” Loftus said from the corner of his mouth.
“Oh really,” I sighed wistfully, as if awakening from a dream. “That was incredible. I’ve
never seen such a sight?”
“It was very stupid.” Strabo made one of his rare statements. “We could’ve all been
swept overboard!”
“Yes,” Tycho agreed,“that beast could’ve capsized our ship”

“I never saw one act like that,” Glychon marveled. “He seemed to have a sense of humor
—like he was teasing us.”
“Exactly!” I grinned at them. “You saw that too?”
Everyone, even Strabo, nodded.
“You showed no fear,” Loftus observed solemnly. “The crewmen and Joseph’s son ran
like frightened lambs but you held your ground.”
“Jesus must have great power,” offered Tycho. “It was as if it was under his spell.”
It appeared as though half of my admirers likened me to a snake charmer and the other
half to a sorcerer or magician. I should have corrected their misconceptions, but I was still in a
daze. The imprint of the whale was hard to shake. Had I bewitched this beast? I thought
giddily. It did appear to look me squarely in the eyes. Though I had made a spectacle of myself,
no one had called me a blasphemer or heretic as they had back home. Then Loftus said
something that moment that caught me completely off guard. “Is it possible your Jewish god
protects us because of your presence on this ship?”
For a moment I felt trapped. Though I sensed God, in fact, watched over me and would
protect our ship, I couldn’t admit this. What conceit that would be. On the other hand, I
reasoned, could I deny what I believed was the truth? Shaking my head slowly, I tried to explain
to Loftus that God protected all believers equally. We were protected by prayer, not sorcery,
magic or my own special powers. The big Nubian, however, didn’t believe this at all. He was,
as was most of passengers, crew, and slaves aboard ship, a pagan. In a conspiratorial whisper, he
told me that my god wouldn’t save the scurvy bunch on this ship, if it wasn’t for me. I was in
such high spirits that moment I began laughing at his apparent jest. It was, if anything, an
improvement over some of the outlandish things I’ve heard him say. In the distance, as the
mighty sea creature resurfaced, vaulted magnificently out of the water, then plunged down in a
great splash, I recited an appropriate verse:
“God created the large sea creatures and every living creature that moves in the waters
and every winged bird after its kind. And God saw that it was good.”
Loftus laughed at my effort at changing the subject. For a moment, as he and the other
guards stood there muttering to themselves about the whale, the sea grew agitated. My hand
flew up to my mouth as a notion filled my head. Had I angered God with my vanity? I had
made a complete spectacle of myself. Why had I acted so foolishly about that whale? There,
before my eyes, I could see those telltale whitecaps on the waves. I recalled seeing this before
on the way to Greece, but that storm passed, as we made landfall. At this point in our voyage we
were several leagues from port. The weather I had praised only a few hours ago began to change
quickly through the stages Joseph had once explained to me on our last voyage: a breeze, a gust,
a gale, and then a tempest—all within a short span of time. Before taking cover in our cabin, the
four guards gave me expectant looks, as I might use my “magic” to dispel the storm. It appeared
that God was going to test my faith with a tempest and churning sea. Joseph, his sons, and our
guards crowded into our cabin, as I moved to the bow of the ship, unnoticed by the crew
scrambling back and forth, pulling in the sails, stowing unfastened crates and equipment, and
checking the moorings to the merchandise tied to the deck.
“Lord,” I called out, as the conditions worsened, “have I tempted you with my curiosity
for that beast? Did I appear vain and foolish? Please, believe me—I didn’t put those thoughts in
Loftus’ head. I don’t presume to be more important than anyone else, but if you would silence

the thunder and give us safe passage, I know one man who is at the threshold of believing in the
one and only God. Show them all, Lord—the guards and crew—that the power of prayer is
enough for any action or change of heart. Stop the storm and bring peace to the waters so that
our ship won’t flounder in the waves.”
But flounder it did. As they dragged me into our cabin, Joseph and Loftus scolded me for
my foolishness. No one criticized me for the prayer, itself, except Matthias and Levi, who
cursed me for my pretensions. I couldn’t blame them this time. So far my prayer had no effect
upon the storm. The ship tossed and turned in terrible convulsions, throwing us back and forth
into the bulkheads and, at one frightful moment, rocking forward and backward as the vessel hit
a great wave, causing our heads to nearly crash against overhead beams.
“We’re going to die!” Matthias cried out in a panic.
“That was some prayer,” snarled Levi, as he held onto a post for dear life.
“What went wrong?” Loftus looked helplessly at me. “I thought you had divine powers.”
“I’m a mortal being,” I said defensively. “The Lord doesn’t have to answer our prayers.”
Though I was sincere, I knew this wasn’t true. The Spirit of the Lord moved inside me
that moment. I had been on the verge of bawling, but now a feeling of peace overcame me. The
Lord would, in deed, watch over us. Already, as I closed my eyes and prayed quietly to myself,
oblivious to those around me, the shaking of the ship began to lessen. The roar of the storm
ceased gradually back to a whistling gale. The cries of shipmates and slaves faded to sporadic
calls from seaman, calling back and forth from various parts of the ship. At one point, as the
realization sank in, there was a knock on the door. I opened my eyes to see the four guards,
Loftus, Strabo, Glychon, and Tycho, looking down at me. Joseph was answering the cabin door.
“It seems, little prince.” Loftus said, placing his hand reverently on my head, “your God
listened to your prayer.”
To verify Loftus’ assessment of the situation, came the voice of a sailor who had seen me
pray. “It took your God long enough, but the deed is done,” he declared wryly. “We lost some of
your goods on deck, but the remainder held firm in the hold.”
“Very good.” Joseph sighed, looking back at me. “Please convey my thanks to the
captain and all his men.”
“My name’s Tabor.” The sailor bowed politely. “I’ll be in command of the ship until the
captain’s health returns.”
“Is it serious?” I asked with concern.
“Captain Menalek has a recurrent sickness.” Tabor winked slyly, pantomiming a drinking
motion with his thumb and fist. “Ever since his wife ran off with that Greek merchant, he has
these bouts. When the storm came, he was in his bunk, sound asleep.”
“Sound asleep, in the midst of that storm?” Joseph slapped his forehead. “That’s
dreadful!”
“Dereliction of duty’s the word I was looking for,” grumbled Matthias.
“Oh, I’ve handled this ship many times myself.” Tabor gave me an appraising look. “The
first thing a good captain does when it looks bad is haul in the sails. Then he brings up the oars,
tosses unneeded cargo overboard, and battens everything else, including man and beast, to the
deck. Most everyone, except fools, will be waiting it out below. Hopefully it’ll be a head- or aft
wind and not come crashing against the ship. That way its possible to steer through it. A side
wind would swamp the ship, even break it apart. Much of it, you see, is luck, perhaps fate, or, as

some believe, the will of the gods.” “This time,” he said, giving me a nod, “was different. That
was a killer storm we had. The waves lapped over the rails many times and no one was lost, not
so much as a slave.”
“No, no” I said, waving my hands, “believe me Tabor, the Lord, not me, saved your ship.
I’m sure my friends were praying too.”
“Not me,” Loftus mumbled under his breath.
“I was too busy being sick.” Tycho uttered a dry laugh.
A moment of silence followed Tabor’s declaration. A few sailors standing behind him
looked in at me. Joseph seemed to be giving me a troubled look, both smiling and frowning at
the same time. Joseph sons, were, as expected, appalled at this new heresy. The four guards had
expressions of awe or respect on their faces, as word of the apparent “miracle” began spreading
throughout the ship.
“You don’t seriously believe Jesus quieted that storm?” Matthias shook his head in
disbelief. “I saw their expressions; those men think Jesus is some kind of god.”
“We’re just lucky Tabor could steer the ship,” Levi muttered with a sigh.
I couldn’t understand the attitude of Joseph’s sons, especially Matthias. Didn’t the
prophets tell us that if our prayers were strong enough, we could move mountains? Why is it
that pagans are so receptive to this idea and my own people aren’t? Even my benefactor Joseph
seems worried about this. My guards, however, especially Loftus, grew even closer to me that
day. In their presence, with God’s watchful eye on us, nothing could happen to us. I knew this
as surely as I drew breath but I wouldn’t dare tell the others. What happened when our ship set
out to sea was as incredible as the storm in Nazareth, but only the pagans aboard ship rejoiced.
Unfortunately, they didn’t understand our invisible God. Loftus and Strabo couldn’t fathom why
our Lord didn’t take corporal form, like Zeus or Poseidon. Joseph, though impressed with my
knowledge and perception, was taken back by the evidence before his eyes. He must have been
regretting taking me along with him on this trip. Though my prayers appeared to have helped
save their lives, Matthias and Levi resented my relationship with God. Would they have
preferred that our ship sank with everyone aboard? Perhaps, I should have prayed more quietly
and to myself instead making such a spectacle of myself on the deck.
From that day forward until we arrived in Ostia, I was held in awe by the crewmembers
but looked upon with contempt by Joseph’s sons, who thought I was a pretentious blasphemer.
Joseph, himself, was torn by what he felt. He took me aside the following day, after he had time
to brood on the matter, to explain the dilemma he was in. As we looked out upon Mare Nostrum
(the Latin name for the Great Sea), I could see another leviathan splashing in the deep. I
couldn’t help but marvel again at such a magnificent sea creature. There were few birds this far
out to sea, and yet a dove appeared out of nowhere, landing only a few feet from me on the rail.
Impulsively, I held out my hand. The little white bird hopped over pertly and perched
awkwardly on my finger. It cooed to me and seemed to study me a moment before flying up and
disappearing in the rays of the sun.
“Just who are you Jesus?” Joseph asked, stroking his long gray beard.
“I’m Jesus, the son of Joseph, carpenter of Nazareth,” I answered with a shrug.
“No-no,” he said, exhaling deeply, “I mean what are you? I heard about your miracles,
Jesus, but I’ve never seen one. I was impressed with your mind and personality, never about
those alleged miracles.” “Now,” he added thoughtfully, “after that storm, I wonder if they aren’t

true. . . . Did you bedazzle that whale? Did you quiet that storm? Out of nowhere a white dove,
the symbol of the Holy Spirit to Noah, sat on your finger. How did you manage that?”
I detected nervous humor in Joseph’s questions, and yet I shook my head vigorously at
his inquiry. I’m sure that the Pharisee had prayed, himself about this crisis, but I was certain, as
I had been other times, that God had answered my prayer. Joseph had asked me a question that
has plagued me for many months. I dare not say the words. I have no desire to be special. Am I
merely able to more effectively use the power of prayer than others who have less faith? Or, as
my parents words and actions imply, have I been given this special blessing directly from God.
It comes so easily for me, which leads me to believe it’s God-driven. Because of this, I know I
have a purpose in this world, but I don’t know what. Just how great is God’s control over my
destiny? What does He have in mind for me? Was I not given free choice from a pure state, as
Adam and Eve, to do good or evil deeds. Would I one day fail as had the first man and woman?
My cousin John once told me that he had a purpose too but only because Aunt Elizabeth often
told him this. I, on the other hand, need no one to tell me I’m special. Always, I’ve felt
continually driven by a force beyond my control. From the day when the sparrow flew from my
hands, I knew I was not a normal boy. Now, as I journey in the world of men, the fog in my
childhood begins to fade: I’ve begun to see my destiny as a servant of God. . . . But in what
capacity: rabbi, Pharisee, surely not as a Sadducee priest. I have always thought that I would be
a carpenter. Yet my voyage with Joseph of Arimathea has further opened the portholes of my
mind. He would not understand it if I tried to explain to him what I’m attempting to explain to
you now. That storm should have torn our ship to pieces, according to the crewmen, and yet
God listened to me as he had times before.
Finally, at Joseph’s gentle coaxing I answered, “The Lord has done his will through me.
I’ve done nothing that you or anyone else can’t do with prayer. If a man has the faith of a
mustard seed, he can move mountains.”
The Lord had spoken through me that moment, and yet Joseph was shocked by my
words.
“You, a mere youth, claim to know the mind of God,” his voice shook. “I prayed too
Jesus. So did Matthias and Levi. And yet you take credit for this miracle. Is this not arrogance,
coming from a carpenter’s son, with little formal education.”
“I made no such claim.” I said, folding my arms. “A man prays and God listens. All
men, great and small, have God’s ear.”
“God’s ear?” Joseph waved irritably. “You’re still a youth, Jesus. You believe you have
God’s ear? I’ve lived to see fifty summers and I’m not sure I have God’s ear.”
“I pray and God listens.” I stood firm, my hands shifting to my hips.
Joseph wasn’t trying to be unkind. He was, as everyone else, simply troubled by my
claim. It was all based upon faith. How could I possibly convince this man of learning that all
of this—the bird, the rain, and the storm—were merely answers from God. It didn’t help that I
was so young. Was it any wonder that he found these marvels hard to accept? For the Pharisees,
rabbis, and priests, the age of miracles had long since passed.
“Jesus, my young friend,” his voice calmed, while he stroked his beard, “perhaps the
Spirit moves in you as it once did for Isaiah, Ezekiel and Jeremiah. I like to think it once moved
me. It’s true that David was selected by God during his youth to become a great king. But none
of these men were miracle workers.”

“Men don’t work miracles by themselves.” I frowned in disbelief. “God works through
men, and without His blessing, they’re empty vessels, incapable of such deeds.”
“Are you, Jesus of Nazareth, such a vessel?”
“Perhaps,” I whispered, feeling trapped in Joseph’s gaze.
“What?” His eyebrows shot up. “After being asleep for so long, Israel’s spiritual
greatness has returned in the form of a stripling barely out of childhood, and not a doctor of the
law or desert prophet with years of wisdom and service? Why would God pick you out of the
thousands of religious men in Judah and Galilee? Moses and the prophets who followed were
men well into their years before they found such favor, and yet he looks passed Jerusalem,
Sepphoris, and all of the other great cities of Israel into the town of Nazareth and selects a
carpenter’s son?”
A rush of warmth and peace filled me, but I dare not answer Joseph with “yes” or an
affirmative nod. I heaved a sigh as I turned to meet his gaze. At that point, I realized I must tell
Joseph of Arimathea the truth as I knew it to be, at least for now.
“You have said it,” I said quietly. “Whence came my knowledge or mastery of prayer, if
not from God? Truthfully, Joseph, I don’t know what’s God’s plan. It’s still a great mystery to
me. Perhaps I will be a teacher or just a good carpenter someday. I have no special powers, only
the power of prayer, which all believers have.”
Though it was an honest answer, it sounded lame as it poured from my lips. Yet Joseph
smiled thoughtfully, giving me a faint, approving nod.
“You try to be modest Jesus,” he replied wryly, “but I know its much more. You are one
of those rare souls who can’t lie. You must have God’s ear. He watches over you. If I didn’t
know about your father’s plans that you be a carpenter, like himself, I might think that one day
you’d become a prophet, another Elijah or Jeremiah.”
I sensed an element of sarcasm in Joseph’s voice and yet I knew it was not mean-spirited.
It was foolish for me to expect him to accept my simplistic answers. He was held back by his
Pharisaic beliefs, which were, in spite of his worldliness, essentially black and white.
Nevertheless, I saw a gleam in his dark eyes. He wanted to believe. His silence, as he reached
out to grip my shoulder, said much to me. Looking out over the water, we quietly shared our
vision of the Great Sea. After awhile of watching a distant ship break the horizon then reappear
and disappear below rolling swells, he changed the subject.
“Have you written your parents and family, Jesus?”
“Yes,” I answered with relief, “I wrote them letters about Alexandria and Greece.”
“I’ve been remiss in my correspondence to my wife and daughters,” he confessed,
scanning the sky. “When you’re forced to write so many business letters it’s easy to forget the
important things. I’ve been a poor father, Jesus. My wife’s alone most of the time, as are my
daughters. My two sons are spoiled and arrogant creatures. I’ve traveled so much I’ve almost
forgotten the faces of my relatives in Arimathea, Sepphoris, and Jerusalem.” “What’s that old
saying?” He scratched his beard. “Oh yes, you reap what you sow!”
“You’re a good man,” I replied, patting his arm. “Someday, when you retire from your
business, you’ll be a excellent grandfather. Your wife and children don’t blame you for your
diligence. They love you dearly. You walk with God and keep his counsel. Your only sin,
perhaps, is ambition, but my father’s ambitious, and it’s never seemed wrong for him.”

Joseph appeared taken back. “Oh, so now you’re reading my mind. How do you know
what my wife thinks?”
My words, though well meaning, had poured recklessly out from my mouth, and yet I
knew, as certainly as what I had told him about my knowledge of prayer, that they were true. In
spite of his misgivings, Joseph of Arimathea was a righteous man—to his family, friends and
God. I sensed something dark yet wonderful in my mind; Joseph’s future was entwined with
mine. An awesome event loomed ahead of us shielded from our knowledge, hidden in the
shadow of time. As I stood at the rail of the ship with my benefactor and friend, I realized the
real purpose of my journey with him was not simply to learn about the world. It was also to
learn about myself. The Lord works in mysterious ways. As he had worked through my parents
and our neighbor Samuel, he was now working through Joseph. I was reminded that moment,
feeling an element of foreboding, that my life was a journey of both mind and spirit. My destiny
has some importance for our people. . . perhaps for the Gentiles too, but what could it be?”
******
James paused in his reading of the letter. I was greatly impressed with his delivery and
mastery of Jesus’ complex words. Before becoming a disciple like myself, he would work as a
scribe in Jerusalem. Right now, however, he was just showing off. Though Joseph fancied
himself a religious scholar, James had a better memory and a gift with words. As Joseph reached
out for his turn, James dangled it in front of his nose but then, seeing the reaction in Joseph’s
eyes, pulled it back.
“No, not yet,” he snickered, placing it behind his back. “Wait for your turn!”
I was glad James changed his mind. He was also a better reader than Joseph. Joseph was
too critical and would make faces as he read and constantly stop to analyze Jesus’ words.
“Now you know why Papa didn’t want to read Jesus letter!” He cried, jumping to his feet.
“Jesus so much as told that Pharisee that he’s divine!”
“No,” I said, shaking my head, “he never said he was divine. Jesus said he was special,
that’s all, and he is.”
“Quite so.” James took a long sip of juice. “All that stuff about the whale and storm
sounds like heresy, but I haven’t heard him say he was divine. Perhaps one day he’ll be a great
rabbi or teacher. That wouldn’t be so bad, would it Joseph? I’ve given this a lot of thought
myself. I’m not so sure I want to be a carpenter all my life.” “For once,” he announced, raising
the scroll back up to his eyes, “I agree with Jude. Jude has great ambition too. Ho-ho, he wants
to be a Roman soldier! We all know Jesus is special and has done many wondrous things, so this
notion he has that he’ll change the world, in itself, isn’t bad. How could one measly sea storm or
whale compare to the miracles we’ve seen?” “No.” He shook his head thoughtfully. “The storm
didn’t stop immediately, like poof! It took awhile. It was pretty scary. I can’t explain the
whale. Maybe that was an accident too. Jesus continues to say to everyone ‘I didn’t do
anything. I just prayed. You could’ve done the same thing, yourselves.’ I’ve heard about
storms on the sea, Joseph; they end as quickly as they begin. There must be something else in
the letter troubling Papa far worse than what we’ve heard so far.”
Joseph gave him an I-told-you-so look. “I bet there is! You just wait and see.” Looking
around at us, he added gloatingly, “Jesus is going to get in big trouble in Rome. You’ll see.
You’ll all see!”

“You don’t like Jesus, do you?” Nehemiah stuck out his lower lip.
“Humph!” Joseph snorted, folding his arms.
“What do you think, James?” I scooted closer. “You think Jesus is going to get into
trouble? Or perform another miracle—a really big one this time?”
“I dunno.” James shrugged, clearing his throat. “Papa seemed pretty upset. Joseph might
be right. Why don’t we find out!”
Ironically the most exciting thing that happened to Jesus so far had been downplayed by
James, and yet, as I look back on this event, it does appear that making it rain is far greater than
merely stopping a storm. As we hung upon James’ words, he continued, with dramatic
inflections, to read from the scroll. Even Simon had stayed alert this time. It was a memorable
moment for the second oldest son, but it seemed as if he was, himself, looking for difficulties in
Jesus’ letter:
“On our last day out to sea we all gathered on deck to witness crew members sacrifice a
pig to Neptune as a thank offering for our safe voyage. Matthias and Levi protested this pagan
rite. Joseph tried to hide my eyes by raising his cloak, but I insisted upon witnessing this
abomination for myself. In truth, I was more concerned for the poor pig. My protector dragged
me against my will to the farthest end of the ship. Several crewmen, including the captain,
apologized for this affront to the Jewish God. Mariners, Captain Menalek explained, were a
superstitious lot and required all the help they could get.
When I thought about it, though it was sanctified by God, our own animal sacrifice
seemed just as bad. I’ve never liked this aspect of temple worship. I remembered being
horrified by the blood and gore when Papa took me inside the inner sanctum to view these
ceremonies. Out of respect for tradition, I didn’t bring this up when I discussed religion with the
doctors of the law, but I was sorely tempted this time.
“Perhaps,” I suggested to Joseph, “there’ll be a day when sacrifice will be replaced by
prayer directly to God without the intercession of priests.”
Joseph immediately took me aside, away from the others, scolding me for this lapse.
This heresy came straightaway into my head, as if the Lord, Himself, said it, but it would only
make matters worse if I told him this.
“Jesus,” he sputtered, “you’ve said many outrageous things, but this it the worst. Do you
also forsake the law of Moses and the holy priesthood?”
“No,” I replied forthrightly, “I’ve forsaken nothing. The law and the sacrifice are
important to our people, but in the days of old sacrifice was a simple affair. All righteous men
could be priests. The sacrifice was intended to please God, not man. Our priests have grown
fattened on the endless line of beasts being slaughtered, yet most people don’t understand the
vast subtleties of our faith. They’re just going through the motions. The ceremonies and endless
writ have not made the priesthood or doctors of the law one jot purer in spirit than Noah’s simple
faith and Abraham’s offerings to God.”
“Enough!” Joseph held up his hand. “You don’t need to lecture me on Sadducee
excesses. I don’t approve of priestly exploitation and the Pharisee’s narrow-minded
interpretations of our law. Such sweeping generalizations! This is my fault. I’ve encouraged a
free exchange of thought between us, but you mustn’t criticize our religion. It’s not for us to
question the sacred books.”
“I’m sorry Joseph,” I said, bowing my head. “The Spirit moved me.”

“The Spirit—the Holy Spirit of God?” Joseph’s mouth dropped and eyebrows plunged.
As Matthias and Levi appeared suddenly on the deck with our guards, he drew his finger
up to his lips and whispered, “Say nothing of this to the others. We’ll speak of this another day.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered discreetly, “I didn’t want to upset you. . . . Things just come
into my head.”
“I understand this Jesus,” he mumbled from the corner of his mouth, “but my sons won’t.
Already they think you’re a blasphemer. Our guards and half the ship’s crew are half convinced
you’re a god.”
“Ho! There’s the wonder child!” Matthias cried.
“You missed the sacrifice.” Loftus cuffed me mischievously. “They’re going to cook the
pig before we arrive. What a feast!”
“You know very well we don’t eat pork,” scolded Levi. “This made the sacrifice that
much more of an abomination.”
“It’s outrageous!” Joseph grumbled. “Of all the animals on board to use!”
“Forgive me master,” Loftus laughed foolishly, “I was just teasing. The captain
should’ve known better than sacrifice a pig instead of a cow.”
“It’s still blasphemy,” Joseph gripped the big man’s shoulder. “You must set an example
for the others. Even though you don’t believe in my God, please respect his commandment
against idolatry and false gods.”
Nodding faintly, Loftus backed away deferentially to allow Matthias and Levi to bluster
in. Joseph’s sons explained the scene at the bow of the ship, the sounds of which we couldn’t
avoid. I had cringed at the squeal of the pig, which bothered me far more than the intonations of
the pagan worshippers. According to Matthias, they actually stuck their hands into the animal’s
entrails after killing it and smeared some of the blood on their faces and arms. This description
outraged Joseph so much I thought he might strike his eldest son. Levi then told us about the
grisly aftermath in which the sacrificial victim was cut up crudely for the crewmen to cook in
sections over an improvised spit near the bow. Such an innovation, Loftus suggested, was
irresponsible for the captain, since it might catch the ship on fire.
“So you didn’t join the sacrifice?” Joseph looked around at our guards.
“No, master,” they replied in unison.
“Good.” He nodded with approval. “It’s an abomination.”
“I bet they’d eat the offering.” Levi taunted accusingly. “All Gentiles eat pork.”
“Not so!” Loftus said indignantly, giving my head a pat. “Forgive my gross humor,
Joseph, but I respect your invisible god. I much prefer spring lamb than pork. Though it’s tasty
when cooked with lentils and herbs, you’ve taught me that pig is unclean, so I avoid it unless I
visit my family. In my country pork is the favorite meat, and a guest must not offend his host.”
“What if your host asked you to eat bugs or a snake?” Levi made a face.
“That depends,” Loftus replied after some thought. “Some bugs and certain river snakes,
when prepared properly, are quite tasty.”
I smiled with affection at the big Nubian. Loftus, who winked at me that moment, was in
a buoyant mood. I don’t believe for one moment that he would purposely offend Joseph, but he
loved to tease Joseph’s narrow-minded sons. In good-natured banter, the other guards, Strabo,
Glychon, and Tycho, offered their own favorites to the list, including the Roman delicacies of
dormice and peacock brain.

“That’s revolting!” Matthias made a face. “I’d rather die than pollute my body with
unclean things.”
“So easy for a rich man’s son to say,” Tycho tossed his head. “A starving man will eat
anything—pork, snake, even dog meat—to save his life!”
“According to the Torah,” the spirit moved me again, “it’s permissible to eat
grasshoppers in the desert. David once stole the sacrifice from the temple to lessen his hunger.
What’s unclean is that which pollutes our hearts and mind.”
“You hear that?” Tycho looked back at Matthias. “My thoughts exactly!”
“Yes,” Glychon’s head bobbed, “I agree with Jesus. I certainly do.”
“All right everyone that’s enough!” Joseph held up his hands. “Jesus has brought up an
important point: the spirit of our law. We mustn’t forget, however, the prohibition against
unclean food was given to us by Moses even though David, himself, didn’t always follow the
Lord’s will.”
I didn’t argue with Joseph, but he had almost said it himself: the spirit is greater than the
letter of the law. I felt as if I had made a spiritual breakthrough with the stubborn Pharisee.
According to the law, David, my father and mother’s ancestor, should not have taken the
offering, and yet he felt justified because of his hunger and his righteous cause. The Lord didn’t
punish him. Nor did he punish the prophets for eating locusts and wild honey. Joseph had four
faithful guards, whose goodwill he needed for a safe journey. Later, I would be scolded for my
liberal interpretation of the law, but I was certain the Lord had been communicating with me
again. It’s as if, every once in awhile, a whole new chapter of revelation is being written
piecemeal in my head. The urge to find a pen and scrap of parchment and write down my
inspirations filled me once again as I followed the others below. Fearful that the crew would
defile us with pig’s blood in their merriment, Joseph instructed us to lay low in our compartment
until our ship reached port.
******
Loftus taught us a new game as we waited to disembark. It’s an ancient game in which
one player takes three nut shells, places a small pebble in one of them, and moves the three shells
around rapidly before asking the other players, one-by-one, where the pebble is. I can imagine
various peoples of the worlds using different items to play this game: cups, sea or snail shells, as
well as a assortment of nut shells, and, in place of a pebble inside, peas, dried berries, or nuts.
Some how—a feat which my brothers might once have considered magic—Loftus fooled us each
time we guessed, winking mischievously at me each time. Stopping short of calling him a cheat,
Levi suggested that it was a slight-of-hand trick instead of a true game of chance. Fortunately
for Matthias, who accused me of using black magic in consort with the guard, Joseph was just
this moment in a heated discussion with our truant captain about the loss of goods on the deck.
Hearing shouts from crewmen to attendants, relatives, and friends on the dock, we all
looked at Joseph for his nod. When he gave his silent consent, we rushed out the cabin door to
join the sailors and other passengers on deck. Joseph had told us earlier that Publius, a Jewish
merchant he did business with, would be waiting on the pier with his family. Gently pushing my
way through onlookers to the rail, I joined in this festive occasion with uplifted heart. For here at
last was Ostia, the port of Rome. Inexplicably, I also felt a momentary foreboding about this
city. I had these feelings before about my future but they had been abstractions: mental shadows

and bursts of light. Occasionally, I would have a dream that appeared to be prophetic. It appears
to me that Jude has had these kind of dreams too. I know Mama does. The feeling I had, as I
looked at the crowd on the dock, realizing that these were Romans, the oppressors of our people,
was strong but not hostile. One can’t blame them for their way of life and system of
government, no more than our people can be blamed for the machinations of our priests and
collaboration of our religious leaders with the Roman occupiers . . . . It was something deeper,
darker. . . . But what?
Dozens of well-wishers waited for passengers and crewmen, but as Joseph scanned the
bodies bunched up on the wharf, there was no sign of Publius or his family. According to
Joseph’s description, the Jewish merchant was short and portly, with a well-groomed beard. His
wife, son, and daughter were also heavy-set and squat. So far, as we waited for Joseph’s goods
to be loaded onto the dock, no one with those descriptions appeared. The four guards, always
vigilant for threats, looked quite menacing with their spears in hand and swords tucked in their
belts as they studied the crowd. Matthias and Levi were especially jittery among the noisy
relatives, friends, attendants, and hawkers of foods and delicacies.
At one point, when Levi walked over to purchase a bag of sweet meats, Loftus moved
swiftly to cut him off. “Your father wants us to stay in one group.”
“Unhand me, you brute,” he shrugged off Loftus’ beefy hands.
“Levi, you know the rules.” Joseph snapped his fingers. “This is Ostia. There must be a
hundred or so desperate men swarming in this harbor: thieves, cutthroats, and pickpockets. Let
our guards do their job, until we’re safely on our way to Publius’ estate.
“I’m sorry young master,” Loftus bowed to Levi. “My instincts are very strong here. A
dock is a place where brigands and prostitutes ply their trade. Some of these light fingered
people can steal your innermost valuables before you have a chance to blink.”
“You don’t owe him an apology,” Joseph said dismissively. “Why not call the vendor
over here to see if he has anything worthwhile.”
Strabo, who had a booming voice, made the call. Joseph watched the workers haul his
goods while the vendor displayed his candied dates and various sweet meats. Because the items
were packed in leaves inside his straw basket they looked clean and sanitary to me, and yet
Loftus took one look at them and waved the vendor away.
“Why’d you do that?” Levi stomped his foot. “I thought you people would eat anything.”
“Sir, his wares were tainted. I’ve seen quality sweat meats and candied dates before.
Those weren’t fit for consumption.”
“With the threat of disease,” Tycho offered politely, “we shouldn’t take the chance.”
“They looked all right to me,” Matthias grumbled. “The man had them in little leaves.
He looked clean enough.”
“No,” Glychon said, shaking his head, “that sleazy man put dirty food in shiny little
leaves. For all you know sir, he just used the cloaca. Did you happen to notice his teeth when he
smiled? They were green!”
Suddenly, as the guards argued quietly with Joseph’s sons, a familiar face loomed
through the crowd. “Joseph of Arimathea!” Publius called in a high-pitched voice.
“Dear Publius. At last!” A look of relief fell over Joseph’s face.
“Joseph! Matthias! Levi!” The little merchant waddled forward, arms outstretched.

To Loftus, Strabo, Glychon, and Tycho, whose names he couldn’t remember, he reached
out to grasp their hands, after embracing Joseph and his sons. When his eyes fell on me, his
mouth fell and eyes popped wide. “Ah,” he cried, “this must be the famous Jesus of Nazareth!”
Publius’ wife, son and daughter politely greeted us, by smiling and patting our arms, and
inquiring about our voyage. Publius introduced his family to us and Joseph introduced the
remainder of his group. Without hesitation, Loftus immediately told them how Jesus prayer had
quieted a terrible storm.
“Where it not for you proscription for eating pork,” he exclaimed, “I might become a Jew
myself.”
Matthias and Levi frowned severely, but Publius burst into laughter. “Oh yes,” he
declared to his wife Diana, “this is Loftus, the funny one. I remember his rude humor. What a
valuable prize this fellow is!”
“Valuable yes, but he’s not a prize,” Joseph gently corrected. “I don’t believe in slavery.
All of my guards were purchased and then freed. Were it not for my noble guards, I would’ve
never left Judea. They’re loyalty has also made them my friends.”
“Well,” Publius said, bobbing his head, “I have many freed men myself, but I can’t really
call them friends.”
I can’t say that I approved of Publius’ airs, but he seemed to be a good-natured fellow.
As the workers finished loading the goods Joseph planned on having Publius sell in Rome, he
and the Romanized Jew discussed business awhile before Publius told Joseph of the latest gossip
in the capital.
“Tiberius was threatening to expel the Jews,” he began discreetly. “It’s been a difficult
week for our people. I must’ve drunk a barrel of wine.”
“What?” Joseph’s mouth dropped. “Are you serious? There’s thousands of Jews in
Rome. Why would he do that? ”
Publius rolled his eyes left and right, as if making sure no one overheard. “A prominent
Jewish matron converted to our faith. Following this affront, a gang of Jews talked her into
removing treasure from our temple in Jerusalem.”
“That’s awful,” Joseph grabbed his forehead,” “just awful!”
“What’s going to happen now?” Matthias asked in quivering voice.
“I heard that the alleged culprits will be sent to copper mines in Spain—a dreadful place,”
he made a face. “But that’s not all,” his eyes popped wide. “Because the Jews of Rome refuse to
offer incense to Jupiter, four thousand young men were shipped to Sardinia to fight bandits.
That’s even worse. Sardinia is a pestilential swamp. It’s a death sentence unless Tiberius
changes his mind.”
It occurred to me as I listened to them discuss this anti-Jewish sentiment, that Publius had
not said Tiberius is threatening to expel the Jews; he said that Tiberius was threatening to expel
the Jews. This struck me as significant. I whispered this tactfully to Joseph, as Publius
described the public outcry of Tiberius measures. Joseph’s eyebrows shot up but he placed a
finger before his lips.
“This all started in the palace,” prattled Publius, “I get along perfectly well with the
patricians. Those soldiers roaming the city causing problems don’t represent Rome. There’s
strong pressure on Tiberius from senators and businessmen in the city to recall the conscripts
from Sardinia.”

“Then the Roman populace isn’t anti-Jewish?” Levi heaved a sigh.
“I wouldn’t say that.” Publius shrugged. “Jews are never completely safe here. The
Romans are not happy that we refuse to acknowledge their gods, but most of them accept the
status quo. Thanks to our friend Pompey and Augustus, we had been given special treatment,
even status in the empire. Even Tiberius had exempted us from military service, until that
woman’s conversion and that incident at the temple.”
“So,” Joseph pursed his lips, “there’s not really a threat.”
“Dear me no,” Publius tittered, “nothing immediate. Don’t worry folks. We should be
safe for a while. Tiberius’ friends in Rome have strong business ties with the Jews. This should
blow over soon.”
“You sounded worried.” I studied the merchant.
Shaking his head indecisively, Publius squirmed a moment before regaining his
composure. Matthias and Levi seemed greatly irritated with the merchant. I sensed something
dark behind his idle chatter. After listening to my benefactor during our journey and hearing this
feedback from our host, I was reminded of the general attitude between Gentiles and Jews. I had
always heard from my father and others that Rome was tolerant of its melting pot of peoples.
There was every race and language constituted in the empire, living and doing business in the
great city, and yet there would always be that undercurrent of resentment for Jews and the
division between pagan and Jew.
As Joseph and Publius talked business a moment, we moved out of earshot to discuss this
important subject. Matthias, Levi, and even the guards gave their opinions. Joseph’s sons, like
me, were suspicious of Publius’ words. Why would he even bring this up if the emergency had
passed?
“What if the emperor just wanted to confiscate the wealth of rich Jews?” Loftus
suggested wryly. “You people own half the real estate in Rome.”
“The fact is,” shrugged Tycho, “you people have influence. Joseph is the most
respectable merchant in Palestine or Rome.”
“That doesn’t change deep-seated feelings.” Matthias frowned. “It’s there below the
surface. Believe me. I’ve seen it. We’ve all seen: that hatred for Jews.”
“Precisely,” I chimed, “an undercurrent. I thought the same thing myself.
“Humph,” grumbled Matthias.
“I’ve often wondered,” I followed this train of thought, “if it’s not the privileged status of
Jews that’s perceived as a problem by Romans and Greeks. Everyone else has to observe the
gods with incense and obeisance, while we Jews turn up our noses. When the legions march off
to war, Jewish men remain snug in their homes, safe from conscription into the army.”
“That’s not fair.” Levi protested. “Our religion doesn’t allow Jews to serve in foreign
armies. Roman soldiers eat pork and all manner of vile foods. They murder innocent people and
must bow to Roman gods. We have commandments, Jesus. We obey the Lord’s will.”
“The little prince is right.” Loftus gave Levi a severe look. “I once resented Jewish
exemption myself, but that’s not the issue. Jews can’t be blamed for not wanting a split skull or
arrow in the gut, but on the matter of respect for other people’s religions they’re unreasonable
and hardheaded. What would it hurt to give Jupiter or Mars a friendly pinch of incense? Why,
for that matter, when soldiers move about freely in the cities in protection of Jews don’t they
allow Gentiles into their homes?”

Though rarely talking, Strabo, now voiced his objection that he and the other guards
couldn’t even set foot in the master’s house whom they guarded with their lives, and yet because
of Jesus, Samuel, a Pharisee in Nazareth, allowed them to enter his estate.
“The Jews think they’re better than anyone else,” exclaimed Tycho. “And look at them—
a conquered people like the rest of us, not paying homage to their conqueror’s gods.”
As Syrians, Glychon and Tycho, had seen firsthand the arrogance of the priests in
Jerusalem who posted a sign on the door of the temple promising death for anyone entering the
inner sanctum. Realizing that the guards were trying to goad them into another argument,
Matthias and Levi had stomped away from the circle, grumbling amongst themselves, but with
Tycho’ last slur, the two young men came racing back, eyes ablaze.
“What did you say?” Levi looked accusingly at the speaker.
“I was saying,” snorted Tycho, going one step further, “anyone can visit Jupiter or Mars’
temple without threat, and yet curiosity would be fatal in yours. What’s so special about a temple
built for an invisible god? I heard there’s nothing in your holy of holies but an alter and a few
dusty old scrolls. How could a visitor defile that barren room?”
“Are you listening to them?” Matthias looked over at his father in disbelief.
Joseph and Publius were still in a quiet discussion when Levi pointed an accusing finger
at his father. “You’ve always given these men free rein, but this is going too far. It’s
disrespectable of our faith. It’s sacrilegious!”
“I’m not sacrilegious.” The big Syrian spat on the ground. “I could care less what you do
quietly, unseen from Roman eyes, but you must be more careful here than in those provincial
towns. This is Rome, not Jerusalem or Sepphoris where you’re a majority.”
“No, no, you don’t understand our religion,” Matthias shook his head, “we can’t appease
blasphemers or heretics. You cross the line Tycho—you too Loftus and Strabo—when you tell
us how to behave.”
“These are common opinions among our Gentile neighbors and friends.” Joseph laughed
good-naturedly. “I’ve heard much worse. Matthias and Levi, our guards, have reason to worry
this time. Trust me. I know their hearts on this matter. They would give their lives to save us.
Through their eyes, I know the Gentile mind and I’m alerted to threats on our paths. They’ve
come along way since I gave them their freedom. One day, I pray, they’ll give up their pagan
beliefs and become children of God, but until then their rude wit serves a purpose: they see the
world not how we would wish it to be but how it is.”
“I don’t know if I can ever pray to an invisible god,” I heard Glychon grumble to Strabo.
“What would be wrong with a little statue to carry around, like Loftus has around is neck—
perhaps, for the Jewish god, an old man with a long spear in his hand. How can you focus on
thin air? A god needs an identity, just like mortal men, and yet we’re told that Yahweh is a
powerful god.”
Such was the dilemma of most Gentiles. I reached out that moment to pat Tycho
muscular arm. I heard from Loftus that this fellow, though much shorter than himself, was as
strong as three men and had once pulled a small tree out of the ground to prove a point. All four
of Joseph’s guards, the Pharisee once boasted, would have made fine gladiators if he had not
come along. Now, by God’s graces, they were his servants. He felt blessed with such powerful
and brave guards. At that moment, however, I saw, as the Spirit moved me, children seeking

reason in the mystery of our faith. Tycho’s dark eyes, belying the snarl on this face, yearned for
inner peace.
“You’re not far from the Kingdom,” I whispered to him, as Matthias shook his head.
I had, Matthias probably thought, bewitched the guards.
“So,” he muttered to Levi, “if we let him whittle a little idol like the serpent around
Loftus’s neck, he’ll convert.” “You ever hear of the first commandment?” He taunted me.
“Yes, Jesus, what kingdom are you talking about?” Levi frowned. “Heaven or Gahenna,
where pagans and sinners roast in internal fire.”
Overhearing this discord, as he chatted with Publius, Joseph made a slicing motion into
this palm. Silence fell over the group. I had been tempted to answer Levi’s question and set
Matthias straight. I fully intended to make believers out of the four guards, but I knew it would
take patience and time. The Kingdom, I spoke of, appeared in my mind one day as I strolled the
hills in Nazareth talking to God. Pictured in my mind then was a wondrous place much greater
than the intangible, unknowable heaven discussed by Pharisees and rabbis. There were trees,
animals, and singing, laughing people, who walked with angels in the presence of God. It was a
place of endless day, perfect peace, without want or care. Though Levi was referring to that
vague paradise hinted at in the Torah, I knew it was much more.”
******
“With his goods and merchandise safely stored in a rented warehouse, the doors of
warehouse locked tight, and a detail of paid attendants left watching over his goods, Joseph and
his company followed his host and his family to the waiting carriages. Fresh horses had been
requisitioned by Joseph for the guards. Once again, as I withdrew into myself, a feeling of
urgency filled me, this time about the Kingdom. I was certain this notion was not in the
scriptures. What did it have to do with me, a carpenter’s son? It comforted me as a warm
blanket as I was lulled by the rocking of our carriage. I knew I had a great destiny. My parents
had told me this as did Samuel, our friend, and Joseph, himself. As our guards road alongside of
us on their mounts, chattering about the scenery and what they expected to happen in Rome, I
could hear Matthias and Levi grumbling about their boisterous talk and Joseph scolding them
gently for their intolerance toward the guards. I had been moved by the sincerity of these simple
men, though I couldn’t blame Joseph’s sons for being offended by what they said. I felt great
sympathy toward the guards because of their resentment at being left out. A part of me, perhaps
the heretical part Joachim had ranted about, wished that all men, Gentile and Jew, who believed
in God, could share in our faith.
A more immediate question in my mind, however, took a hold of me as our carriage
rattled and bumped on the cobbled road winding its way to Publius’ estate: Would Rome prove
to be a hostile and dangerous place for us with the new emperor in power? It seemed as if there
would always be someone like Tiberius persecuting our people. I just hoped it wouldn’t be as
bad as Publius implied. To witness the persecution of Rome’s Jews firsthand is not what I had in
mind during our visit to Rome. It appears, like it or not, that God was leading me into the
Shadow of the Valley of Death spoken by of the Psalmist.
As I write this letter, I pray that our Lord will protect the Chosen People living in Rome.
This letter, the first installment of my letters from Rome, I have dashed off and entrusted to our
captain upon his voyage back to Joppa. Joseph of Arimathea and his guards send their greetings

and prayers for your good health. My prayers for our family, Samuel’s health, and the success of
Papa’s business. Forgive the hastiness in this chapter. There was no time to waste.
Your son, brother, and subject of Our Lord,
Jesus of Nazareth
******
“Well,” James snorted, “it started off good.”
“That part about the monster and the storm was fantastic!” Nehemiah clapped his hands.
“Until he started preaching,” Simon grunted. “That ruined it.”
James stood up and stretched, glancing self-consciously up at the house.
“Wait!” I reached out to the scroll. “Is that all you’re going to read?”
“It’s quite enough,” James sighed with relief. “I’m sure another letter will arrive this
week, but Mama will be home soon. I can understand why Papa didn’t want to read this aloud.
Jesus said some strange things. We’ve got to get this back in the pantry before our parents
return.”
“But when will another letter come?” Nehemiah’s small mouth drew into a pout.
“Whenever the courier returns,” James replied, out of breath as he scurried up the path.
Catching his urgency, we fell into step behind him. Joseph had grown quiet during the
reading. Upon entering the empty house, however, he broke into sharp criticism of Jesus’ latest
heresies.
“So tell me,” he began self-righteously. “What’s this business about sacrifice being
replaced by prayer and there being no more priests? And that notion about the universal,
unknown god—where’s that written? Did Jesus just make that up? Why did Joseph of
Arimathea allow such talk? When Jews eat pork and bugs, as Jesus condones, is that not heresy?
When he questioned our faith, is he not blaspheming the Lord? Who is he to question our faith?
Who is he to interpret our laws? That Pharisee gives Jesus great license. He should have been
more offended by his words!”
“He was offended,” James cocked an eyebrow. “In the letter he scolded Jesus several
times.”
“Hah!” Joseph tossed his head. “Why did he tell Jesus he might be a prophet like Elijah
or Jeremiah? That’s outrageous! Why would Joseph of Arimathea tell him a thing like that?”
“I don’t know,” James waved irritably, “but keep your voice down! They could walk up
any moment. Let’s go outside, out of earshot. We’ll pretend we’re playing a game: tag, stones,
or hide and go seek.”
Placing the food basket, pitcher and mugs on the table, Nehemiah, Simon, and I followed
our brothers out of the house. I wasn’t surprised with Joseph’s reaction. He was simply being
himself, but James responded differently. He was showing control, even leadership, qualities
that resurfaced later in his life. Looking back at us, he pointed to the spot where we gathered
before.
“All right,” Joseph said, sitting on the log, “we’re away from the house. Explain to me,
James, why Jesus is reinterpreting scripture? Who is he to criticize our laws against unclean
food? He speaks of a spiritual breakthrough, as if he is the Lord’s anointed. What is this special

Kingdom he speaks of? What did he mean when he implied that revelation was being written in
his head?”
“I dunno,” James heaved a sigh. “I wish I hadn’t of read it now.”
“I’ve heard him talk that way before,” I came to Jesus defense. “Sometimes he talks in
riddles. He thinks he hears things.”
“Those weren’t riddles.” James shook his head. “Those were plain statements. I’m half
certain Jesus has God’s ear. How can you explain the sparrow or the rain? That bird was dead,
and the sky opened up as Jesus prayed. The only really serious issue, I believe, is his criticism of
the temple and the priests. That’s important stuff. Except those statements about the Kingdom,
all those other words aren’t much worse than what we heard in his letters from Egypt and
Greece.”
“But why is he trying to make everyone think he’s God’s anointed?” cried Joseph.
“Stop it!” James put his hands on his ears. “We mustn’t talk about this anymore.”
“That’s fine we me,” grunted Simon.
“I know,” Nehemiah chirped sweetly, “let’s play hide and go seek,”
James looked down at the frail youth and laughed. While Joseph sulked in the backyard,
we strolled back to the woods, leaving Joseph to grumble fitfully to himself. Instead of hide and
go seek, the four of us threw rocks at tree stumps and boulders until our parents returned. Not
much was said about Jesus last letter. I was glad that James didn’t criticize Jesus this time. In
spite of his many gifts, it did appear as if Jesus might be speaking heresy, even blasphemy, at
times, and yet Joseph of Arimathea seemed to be a tolerant host with both his guards and guest.
I was not surprised that, under these circumstances, Jesus’ views had grown more radical. After
awhile, Joseph joined us in the shadow of the tree, where we stood in moody silence, reflecting
upon Jesus first letter from Rome.
Later, when Mama returned home, we were called into the house for dinner. She and the
twins had visited Samuel, now on the mend, and brought her herbal potion to Habakkuk’s wife
Rachel, who recently suffered a stroke. Mama was tired and cranky. The five of us kept silent
about the letter’s contents, while she set about fixing a hasty dinner and Papa, who now had three
new orders, went into his shop to take inventory of his supplies. For the first time since the
healing of the sparrow, James and Joseph treated me civilly and were even polite to Nehemiah as
we amused ourselves by chasing a snake across the floor. Mama put a stop to this at once,
scooping it up frantically and running for the door.
“Who brought that serpent into my home?” She looked at us accusingly.
We stifled our laughter that moment when the little snake slithered up her arm and onto
her bosom before she could toss it into the yard.
“You think that’s funny?” She glared at us. “What if it got loose in our house?”
“Sorry, Mama!” we chimed.
Nehemiah, the only one of us actually contrite, dropped his chin to his chest, receiving a
pat on his head. The remainder of us, recalling her comical expression, giggled foolishly behind
our hands. The last time we witnessed her jump and gyrate like that was when a wasp flew into
the window. To change the subject and avoid further scolding, I turned to my brothers and
suggested we play a game I shared with my friends. James, Joseph, and Simon continued to
snicker as I made scooting motions to the table. Mama stood there a moment, her hands on her
hips, as I explained the rules, then turned back to the kitchen, shaking her head.

“This is nothing but a stupid guessing game,” Simon grumbled.
“Come on.” I elbowed him. “It’ll be fun.”
As we waited for dinner to begin, we divided into two uneven teams—Joseph, Simon and
Nehemiah versus James and me (the smartest of the five.), keeping a tally of our points with
pebbles collected from the yard. James and I, of course, won, which made Joseph grow sensitive
and defensive of his knowledge. Though he prided himself on following our law and tradition,
he was basically close-minded and ignorant. I can’t remember when poor Joseph was in a truly
good mood. He was, as James at times, jealous of Jesus’ popularity and power and resented his
high-handed ways. Considering Joseph’s frame of mind, it was logical that he condemn Jesus’
opinions of religious sacrifice and ritual after what James read. Some of Jesus’ views shocked
even me. Jesus was, from his first miracle, a revolutionary, going against many things we
believed.

Chapter Twenty-Three
Justin, Imperial Courier

As we waited for Jesus second letter from Rome, our routine had not changed.
Nehemiah, Simon and I, as usual, did our chores around the house while James and Joseph
assisted Papa in the shop. Mama seemed to always be busy cooking or cleaning when not
nursing Samuel or treating townsfolk with her herbs. Papa worked endlessly making furniture
for customers in Nazareth and the neighboring towns, as his two older sons learned the carpentry
trade. Unlike our parents and older brothers, Nehemiah, Simon, and I had too much time on our
hands. We were bored. Except for the legionnaires galloping down the road and the tramping of
Roman guards back and forth through our yard, it was an uneventful, dull period of time. Until
the episode of the sparrow, each week was like the one before—nothing ever changed. But now
Jesus exploits had shaken the sleepy little town. There were Romans guarding our house and the
surrounding neighborhoods. Yet, through it all, Nehemiah, Simon, and I were tired of playing
our silly games. I wished those moments, as we romped aimlessly in the woods, that our family
had not become such outcasts in town that other children were forbidden to play with us for fear
of spiritual contamination. I missed Michael’s imaginative mind. Nehemiah was a good and
loyal friend, but, in many ways, rather dull and uninspired. Uriah was too timid, and Simon was
too lazy to play complicated games. Michael, on the other hand, provided us with limitless
games, made up on the spur of the moment in his head. Of all the people that I missed, however,
Jesus loomed greatest in my mind. He had always been there to interpret a dream or offer me
brotherly advice. He protected my friends and I against my other brothers and, by his constant
vigil, added his own “spiritual” security to the watchfulness provided by the Romans for our
house.
One sunny, humdrum day, as Simon, Nehemiah, and I picked weeds in Mama’s garden, I
was thinking about my oldest brother when a courier galloped up to our house. It always seemed
strange to me that such a scruffy man and misbegotten horse should carry mail on behalf of
Rome, but that morning Justin, the imperial courier, was a glorious sight. His gruff and uncouth
mannerism, which Papa found amusing and James and Joseph blameworthy, was worsened by
the fact that he was drunk this time when he climbed off his horse. His patch was missing from
his blind eye, adding a note of repugnance to his appearance. Staggering limply through the
gate, his one good eye glazed with wine, he looked around slack-jawed, as if he had lost his
bearings. When we reached out for the parcel containing Jesus letter, however, he waved us
away irritably as pesky flies and lurched toward the house. Papa just happened to be in his shop
with James and Joseph when he made his presence known. The courier seemed to be in a
terrible state of mind.
“Sir, what’s the meaning of this?” Papa shouted, as Justin pounded on the door.
“What?” the courier muttered, blinking in the sunlight. “I got some scrolls. One’s a letter
Longinus shoved into my pouch. Son-of-a-bitch said he’d have me cashiered if I didn’t trim by
beard and find some clean clothes. Not so much as a thank you. As if I got time for all that!”
“That’s no reason to be rude.” Papa frowned.

Justin grunted and scratched his disheveled hair
“Are you all right?” Papa asked, as he reached in shakily to retrieve our mail.
The pouch fell onto the stone porch Papa had recently laid. As three scrolls rolled out,
Papa bent down to scoop them up. The courier just stood there, his eyes half shut.
“He’s drunk,” James observed with a snarl. “It’s a wonder he made it here at all.”
Papa gripped the courier’s sagging shoulders to prevent him from falling down then led
him to the bench in the yard. “I’ve been there, myself,” he confessed wryly. “Wine can be the
ruin of men.”
“Well, I’m already ruined.” Justin uttered a bitter laugh. “According to that Roman
fellah, ‘I’m a sorry sight to be carrying imperial mail.’” “You know,” he snorted, gesturing to
himself, “I didn’t start out this way. Nazareth is out of my territory. A fellow gets dusty and
dirty on the road. I get paid special to deliver this far out, but I don’t need anyone telling me to
clean myself up. Frankly, I don’t see how it’s worth it with that kind’ve abuse!”
“We appreciate you coming out here.” Papa sat down beside him on the bench.
“Longinus is hard on his own men.”
“The Romans have high standards,” he replied angrily. “They expect too much from their
auxilia. We’re not citizens. Don’t have any rights, like them Romans. Seldom see our
families.”
“That’s a shame,” mused Papa, opening up a scroll. “I couldn’t stand not seeing my
family. They’re my life.”
“My family’s dead,” Justin announced flatly. “Romans brought the plague to my city—
killed my people, except a brother I don’t see much. I was good with horses, though, so I got a
job with the legion.”
“You have anyone now?” Papa pressed, scanning Jesus’ letter. “A wife and children
perhaps?”
“No wife. No children,” he said matter-of-factly. “Wife ran off with my brother. My son
was bitten by an asp and died.”
By now we could understand Justin’s temperament and why he drank. As he talked
about his experiences as an imperial courier, his gravelly voice was tinged with bitterness and
sadness—a life spent carrying mail he, himself, never received. He was totally alone, and it
appeared he didn’t have any friends. Papa spoke my mind that moment and I’m certain
Nehemiah’s thoughts too.
“You will always be welcome in my house.” He patted Justin’s trembling knee.
“I’m not a Jew.” The courier looked at him in disbelief. “You would welcome a Gentile
into your house?”
Papa could see that he was afflicted with more than wine. Clearing his throat, he put the
scrolls momentarily aside. “Dear Justin,” he spoke kindly, “you’re our link to Jesus, my oldest
son—part of our family now. I shall make you my honorary brother. I know what it’s like to
lose parents, brothers and sisters. Most of my family also died of the plague.”
During this exchange, the four of us studied the strange man.
“Good grief,” Joseph groaned in dismay, “another Gentile in our house.”
“Well,” James said with a shrug, “we allowed a Roman prefect into our home; why not a
Roman courier?”

“Thank you for the thought.” Justin grinned at James, displaying yellow teeth, “but I’m
not a Roman. My mother was a Syrian. I’m not sure about my father. He had fair hair, like a
Greek. My mother always spoke well of your Jewish god.”
“Why don’t you convert?” James gave him a sly smile.
“Ho-ho,” Papa laughed gently, “I don’t think he’d do that.”
“Why not?” James said in jest. “His mother was almost a believer. He’s half-way there.”
“Hah!” Justin made a face. “I’m well aware of the requirements of your god.” “Snipsnip.” He gestured with his fingers. “Circumcision is a dreadful custom. Why does your god
wish to mutilate his believers? Demeter, whom the Greeks worshipped, demands only a little
gold once and awhile.”
Upon hearing Justin’s words, Joseph, after retreating in disgust, called out selfrighteously “You’re a heathen. Demeter’s made of stone. I’ve heard about that dreadful, multibreasted idol. We expect such from you!”
“I’m not a heathen,” he said indignantly. “My mother told me about a prophecy she heard
from a woman converted to your faith. It’s easy for woman to convert to your god. They’re not
mutilated. This woman believed that a great man would be sent down from heaven to deliver the
poor and downtrodden from the yoke of Rome. That’s the deity I would accept, not your
demanding god.”
There was an intake of breaths. It was so obvious. We all knew he was talking about the
Messiah. In spite of our eagerness to hear Jesus letter, Justin had stumbled into one of the Jews’
favorite religious subjects. As I look back through enlightened hindsight, I know that
circumcision should never have been an issue with our faith or, more importantly, the followers
of the Way, whom the Romans now called Christians. In his ignorance, Justin considered the
Messiah as another god. To Joseph, especially, this was heresy, even blasphemy, but Papa was
moved by this half-way mark.”
“Isaiah wrote that God was for both Gentile and Jew.” He stroked his beard. “The man
you speak of, whom we Jews see as our deliverer, will be sent by the Lord. It stands to reason, if
Isaiah’s correct, that he will come for you too.”
“No, no,” Joseph recoiled in horror, “the Messiah’s only for our people. Why would he
appear to Gentiles, who are ritually impure?”
“Joseph,” Papa said, holding up his hand, “I’ve talked about this with Jesus. Did you
know that the faithful before Abraham were uncircumcised? You would not criticize Noah, a
righteous man, or Enoch, who escaped death when he was taken up by God.”
“What are you saying?” James frowned severely. “That Gentiles are God’s children too?”
“No, we’re the chosen,” Papa explained patiently, “but I believe God is more merciful
than our teachers. If Justin is waiting for the Messiah, all he has to do is belief in his benefactor:
God. God sent us Moses. He and the Israelites, as a one-time Egyptian slaves, were not yet
circumcised.”
Joseph cast disbelieving eyes upon Papa. “Then you no longer believe in circumcision?”
“I didn’t say that.” Papa began losing his patience. “Open your mind Joseph and James.
What I’m trying to say is that it was not always a requirement for our faith. It was necessary
during the times of old for our people to separate ourselves from the Gentiles. I can’t believe a
few snips of a knife makes us better than all other men anymore than I can believe that a soul is
forever lost for not having this painful operation.”

“It’s required by the Torah,” Joseph’s voice shook. “Without it, God said to Joshua, we
are cast out!”
“Come on Joseph,” snapped Papa, “we Jews were circumcised as infants, not adults.
Would you have converts, grown adults, who won’t suffer this painful operation, cast out. That
seems unfair doesn’t it?”
“Jesus has corrupted you!” Joseph gave a wounded cry.
Even James winced at this declaration. “Calm down brother,” he murmured, pulling him
away from the scene.
“That’s right, take a walk—both of you,” Papa called after them. “Isaiah believed that the
Gentiles should share in the One God. The Psalmist offered salvation and wisdom to all the
peoples of the world. Go read my scrolls on the Torah and the Prophets. Our God is a merciful
and universal God. Perhaps one day he’ll accept all peoples.”
It sounded like heresy to everyone, including me, and yet I nodded enthusiastically at his
words. It was something Jesus said in his letters. A strange gleam filled Justin’s eyes. Though
he had been drinking wine, he understood Papa’s words. Nehemiah, whose eyelids were
drooping, had reached a low point in his day’s energies. For a short while, it was just Justin,
Papa, and me grappling with this revolutionary idea: Gentiles receiving the blessing of the Most
High. Jesus had already said this, but coming from Papa it carried authority. Papa, of course,
believed in everything that James and Joseph believed. The one difference was his conviction
that Gentiles should not have to be circumcised and the notion of a universal god. This came as
a big surprise to me. That he gently scolded Justin for not accepting our God, could not
disqualify the courier’s yearning for a Messiah. In a very real sense Papa was the first one I
knew to preach our faith to someone who wasn’t a Jew.
“Justin,” he declared, gripping his knee, “wine isn’t the answer! You’re an unhappy man,
searching for the same peace we Jews have accepted as fact. Someday the Messiah will deliver
my people, and I’ve come to agree with what Jesus, my oldest son, believes: the Messiah is
meant for all peoples of the world, just like Isaiah and the Psalmist said.”
“Not for the likes of me,” Justin cackled despairingly.
“He will come for everyone,” Papa reassured him.
This was just too much for Joseph, who, against James counsel, had been eavesdropping
at the corner of the house.
“No, it’s not true,” he shouted, “it’s written: ‘the Messiah won’t come for the
uncircumcised, who worship idols, fornicate, and eat pork!’”
“Joseph,” Papa exploded, “I want no more of that! You’re acting like Rabbi Joachim—
narrow-minded, insensitive, and rude. Keep your peace in front of my guest. I will have no
more interruptions!”
“Yes Papa,” Joseph replied in a quivering voice.
“He’s persistent.” Justin tossed his head. “You must give him credit for that. Isn’t that
what most Jews believe?”
“Not all of us,” I said, sticking out my lip.
Nehemiah, having been awakened from his torpor, nodded vigorously, as did Simon, with
a slothful yawn.
Justin had returned his patch to his bad eye. Holding his hand up as the rays of the sun
broke through the branches, he asked Papa, “Is what he said written in your holy book? If I

didn’t eat pork and no longer believed in the old gods and I gave up fornication, would the mere
fact that I was not circumcised prevent me from entering your paradise if I believed in this
Messiah?”
“You must believe in God first.” Papa rose up solemnly, looking down at the courier with
illumination in his dark eyes. “. . . . Are you serious about this Justin? Is this merely the wine
talking?”
“I didn’t drink that much,” he smiled crookedly. “I’m tired and overworked. I saved my
flask for the long haul, and it went straight to my head. I’ve spent my entire life in servitude to
the Romans with nothing to show for it but a chest filled with coins I hope might buy a small plot
of land. Now here I sit talking about the prospects of believing in your invisible god, a god,
whom most of your people feel came into this world only for them.”
A look came over Papa’s face that I didn’t understand. Perhaps it was the gleam in his
eyes or his sudden intake of breath, but I sensed that something happened because of Justin’s
words. I wouldn’t understand for many years what I felt. None of us, including Jesus, himself,
could have known back then about God’s nature—the three-in-one principle spoken of by Paul,
and yet I believe that portion which Jesus would later define as the Spirit or Holy Ghost had
entered Papa. There could be no other reason for his strange mood and the words that poured
from his mouth. No such spirit had entered Justin that moment. Nevertheless, in his ignorance,
his yearning for a deliverer would typify the need of Gentiles I met everywhere as a disciple.
That moment I was quite mystified by Papa’s interest in this man. That the Messiah, Jesus my
brother, was the third member of this trinity, defies all the logic I’ve gained in my long life. As I
look back, however, the fog Samuel had spoken of has long since lifted. That day, as I looked
down at Justin and listened to Papa tell him about our God, I hoped that he too would one day
see this deliverer, whomever that might be. I was glad he would not ever know the god Rabbi
Joachim taught us in Synagogue or my brother Joseph believe in. Perhaps because of Jesus’
influence, it was hard for me to accept that harsh, unforgiving god. That’s why I never liked the
story about the Israelites, under Joshua’s command, who slaughtered men, women, and children
in order to occupy their land. Justin thought he was an unjust god for only one basic reason:
circumcision. He didn’t know about that other side of our god. And yet to be honest, Papa
admitted to the courier, God seemed to have different natures in the Bible: He was a fearful god,
demanding obedience but also a merciful god, demanding our love. While he expected ritual and
circumcision, he told one of the most important prophets, Isaiah, that He was meant for other
peoples too. The implications of Isaiah’s passages were quite plain to Papa. Circumcision was
not essential, faith in God was!
I realized, as his booming voice rose and fell, that Papa was speaking not merely to Justin
but to his sons and anyone else who happened to be listening in.
“We live in an exciting time Justin,” he declared, giving the courier’s matted hair a pat.
“In this age, after a long period of captivity under successive empires, we Jews have spread to all
corners of the empire, peacefully, many having become citizens of Rome. It was as if God, like
man, has evolved into something greater than the tribal god of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
Rome’s pantheon of gods, on the other hand, having incorporated Greek and even Egyptian
deities, is no better off than before, despite its complex ritual and many hundreds of idols in
stone.”

This talk caused Joseph to groan quietly to himself, but made sense to me. God had
changed. This explained the drastic difference between Joshua’s and Jesus’ gods. I remember
one particular story Papa once told us that caused even James and Joseph to protest such
injustice. God had allowed Satan to afflict Job with horrible misfortune in order to prove how
obedient he was. This included the destruction of Job’s children and all he held dear. It was a
good thing Papa didn’t tell Justin this story. This would have proven to Justin that Yahweh was
a mean-spirited god. Papa’s belief that God had evolved into a loving, supreme deity of all men
caused his new friend to nod his head silently and scratch his stubbly beard. Now that Justin
appeared to accept the notion that Yahweh was universal, Papa reminded our friend that, because
God’s mercy and grace was infinite, you didn’t have to be circumcised or even be a Jew.
“Enoch, Noah, Job, and even the young Moses were not circumcised,” he continued with
great illumination. “Because the Jews were circumcised and the Chosen People, does no exclude
the righteous from heaven. If God is universal, as Isaiah and the Psalmist believe, why shouldn’t
all good people over the earth, who believe in him, not go to Paradise if they believe?”
Justin’s mouth dropped, he exhaled deeply, running a dirty hand through his tangled hair.
“You mean all I have to do is believe in your invisible god? That’s all? I don’t have perform
some kind of ritual or read those holy books myself?”
He uttered a little laugh, as Papa stood there nodding faintly, a frown playing on his face.
“You must also pray to him and give alms to the poor,” Papa wagged a finger. “In the
end, after God punished the Egyptians and caused the Red Sea to swallow up the Pharaoh’s
soldiers, even Ramses believed in our God. But the Pharaoh didn’t glorify God’s name or try to
live a righteous life.”
Justin looked up at Papa’s shadow against the sun. “That’s asking a lot. How can I
glorify such a god? Your god’s invisible. How can I pray to someone I can’t see?”
“Why do you have to see him?” Papa rolled his eyes. “That’s the problem with you
Gentiles. You have to have a stone replica of some animal or person before you believe.
Someone had to carve the idol that you worship. Do idols respond when you pray to them? No,
they sit there on their pedestals cold, nonliving things with worthless sacrifices heaped at their
feet. They crumble with time, and if outdoors, are splattered with bird droppings, spider webs,
and pissed on by passing jackals and dogs. Try getting comfort from that! Sometimes, when
you pray to our god, you’ll feel his presence. I have. I know Jesus has. Invisible? Bah!
Because he doesn’t stand on a pedestal doesn’t mean you can’t see him. He walks in Paradise on
two legs. Having made man in his own image, he looks down upon his creation—the reflections
of Himself, anything but invisible, sometimes sending his Spirit to roam the earth. Perhaps, if
you believe strong enough, Justin, you’ll see him one day. I’ve often wondered if the Spirit and
the Messiah are not one and the same. Wouldn’t that be wonderful if the Messiah was but one
more glorious emanation of God?”
It was, as I tried to find a word for it that day, a revolutionary thing for my father to say.
Papa left Justin there to ponder his words, as he prepared him a basket of food and flask
of juice. Even my saintly mother wouldn’t want a scallywag like Justin in our house, so Papa,
Nehemiah and I brought a modest little feast out to him. Though there was no wine as there had
been before when he brought our mail, Papa included some special sweet meats he purchased in
Sepphoris and a couple of Mama’s rolls.

James joined us beneath the big fig tree as Justin wolfed down his food. Mumbling an
apology for his behavior, Joseph stood several paces away, his arms folded, a frown seeming to
be permanently frozen on his face. I couldn’t really blame Joseph for how he felt. Nonetheless,
it gave me a wicked pleasure to know that Papa had spoken pure heresy today, and yet it was
nothing compared to what Jesus had said about the Temple and the priests.
“Papa,” I said, reaching out to touch the scrolls in his hand, “what are those other scrolls?
Are they from Jesus too? Can you read his letter to us?”
“I suppose so,” he said, patting my head. “After what I said to Justin, it seems
hypocritical of me to hide Jesus’ heresy from your ears.”
“What’s hyp-o-crit-ical mean?” Simon wrinkled his nose.
“It means somebody says one thing but does another.” He gave us a crafty smile. “By the
way,” his voice rose, “I know you boys peeked into the scroll. James or Joseph—whomever
read it—left a thumb print on it. That’s the problem when papyrus comes into contact with juice.
The scroll was also untied and in the opposite corner of the cupboard. You’re all disobedient
sons, but I should never have forbidden you to hear Jesus’ words.”
“I’m sorry Papa,” James and Joseph said.
Simon, Nehemiah and I also apologized, as Papa gathered us together into a huddle with
his long powerful arms.
“Come,” he said, shaking us with mirth, “let’s share Jesus letter with Justin, our lonely
friend.”
Papa read the controversial letter in the backyard out of earshot of our neighbors. Mama
and the twins joined us for this event, with Justin feeling as if was our honored guest. I
wondered if Jesus’ new letter was filled with more religious thought. I hoped he would include
more stories like his adventure in Egypt and voyage to Rome. James joined in eagerly as a
member of Papa’s audience, but Joseph sulked in the background, certain that more heresy
would pour forth from the scroll.

Chapter Twenty-Four
Jesus In Rome

Greetings from the capital of the Roman Empire. I can scarcely believe I’m in this
wondrous place. All of the cities I’ve seen, even Alexandria, pale in comparison to this city.
According to Joseph, there are more people in Rome than Alexandria and Jerusalem put
together: one million. And this number does not include the many visitors in the city, which
included our small group that had trekked through the Via Flaminia, from Rome’s major port
into the capital.
Before we were given our grand tour, our entourage went straight to Publius Vasilius
estate on the outskirts of Rome. It was almost nightfall before we arrived at our destination. The
Via Osteniensis was a well-traveled highway into Rome. Because we were snug inside our vans,
only the brightly costumed guards received any scrutiny. A column of Roman legionnaires
moved slowly passed us in the opposite direction sitting on their mounts in stony silence. Loftus,
Strabo, Glychon, and Tycho’s fierce appearances must have given even the Romans pause. The
rocking motion of the carriage caused me to doze on and off—my mind flickering like a candle
as I watched evening descend on the road.
At last, I thought, snuggling into my robe, imperial Rome!
Though excited by the journey, I was worn out by the long voyage. Joseph, his sons, and
our steadfast guards were also exhausted. Except for polite amenities between each other, the
only conversation I heard was the murmur of Loftus chatting with Strabo. Joseph instructed us
to file out quietly so as not to draw attention to ourselves. Publius great house looked like a
palace. In the manner of most wealthy Roman villas, the inside of the villa was quite sumptuous
but the outside of the house was rather plain. There was, in fact, unflattering writing and
drawings on the walls hateful to Jews. I’ve never experienced prejudice for my belief until
hearing the good-natured banter on the ship and listening to Publius’ report about Tiberius’
treatment of the Jews.
After a fine dinner, in which we shared our adventures with Publius and his family, we
were led by servants to our chambers. I was so tired, I bathed quickly with the basin of hot water
provided, and, after pulling on the nightshirt lying on the pallet, tumbled into bed. I remember
dreaming, but this time it was those silly kind of dreams that made little sense.
The next day, after a modest breakfast, we set out bright and early with high expectations.
Quickly, though, as our host predicted, daylight brought sporadic jeers. Louder more meanspirited catcalls followed, as we crossed into the Gentile portions of Rome, causing Joseph to
smile grimly and the guards to break into laughter. One particular question posed by a passing
soldier, “So you’re too good to eat pork, eh?”, epitomized the mood we encountered. I won’t
repeat the other catcalls we heard on the way: they were not merely insulting but vulgar and
profane.
It was, Joseph admitted to me, because of the way we were all dressed. After
deliberating on our dilemma for a while, we returned to Publius’ estate and waited for togas—the
correct Roman gentleman’s dress—to be wrapped around us by servants. The guards refused to

put on this effeminate dresses, which was all right with Joseph, since the guards were obviously
not Jews. According to Publius, who would act as our guide, no one would be the wiser until we
returned to the Jewish quarter after our tour. Upon crossing the Tiber back into this region,
however, both freedmen and citizen pedestrians would single out the Jews-in-disguise with
undisguised hostility and begin insulting us again.
All of the external walls of the wealthy Jews we had passed, many of whom lived in the
prosperous portions of the city, were pallets for hate-mongers. According to Publius, Rome had
never been intolerant of Jews until recently. The reason for this growing bitterness was the lack
of respect we Jews had for their pagan gods but more recently the deferment of Jews from
military service following the reverses Rome has had on the Rhine. All this we had already
heard from Publius. At times, it seemed as if he was belaboring the issue. We had learned more
about current Roman history as we sat at the dinner table last night. It had only been nine years
since Varus Quinctilius’ disaster in Germania, Publius explained grimly, a point where
resentment for Jewish refusal to fight for Rome was fueled. Before that Augustus, who needed
the goodwill of wealthy Jews, had made them a privileged class. Both Pompey and Julius Caesar
before him had singled out the Jews for special treatment, too. Publius was unclear as to why
this was so but made it very clear that historically the Romans, unlike the Greeks and Syrians,
had never been prejudice toward the Jews. Of course, that was before Varus’ disaster.
Publius’ tone, more than his words, indicated his bitterness about the subject. It was, he
explained as our carriage moved into the most well-trafficked road in Rome, the soldiers,
particularly the Praetorian Guards, more than ordinary citizens who felt resentment toward our
people. The imperial guards hurled the worst abuses as they rode through the city, drumming up
dissent and accosting the Jews in the Jewish quarter whenever the opportunity arose. I didn’t tell
him, of course, that Jude, my youngest brother, wanted to be a soldier. Publius informed us,
quite without my prodding, that, because of their refusal to work on the Sabbath and worship
Roman gods, Jews would have been refused entry into the army even if they tried to enlist. I
wonder, little brother, if Rome will ever be ready for a Jewish soldier. I’ve met many fine young
officers during our journey, none so excellent as our friends Cornelius and Longinus. Until we
were safely out of our sector of town, however, we received unfriendly looks from passing
guards and, an occasional jeer from a soldier or civilian on foot. To our relief our new clothes
and Publius coaching helped camouflage our Jewishness as we entered the city proper. Despite
the outlandish dress of our guards and outbursts of Levi and Matthias at seeing so much pagan
statuary, it seemed that the further we ventured into the city, the less citizens cared about our
mannerisms and dress. We were just more noisy, eccentric tourists in the crowded metropolis.
Joseph, who had been in Rome before, told me in confidence that the old Roman families were
more worried about the corrupting influences of Egypt and Syria than the religion of the Jews.
Many Romans were taking up foreign gods, such as Isis and Baal (who demanded sacrifice of
children). What harm could an invisible god do, quipped our host? During Joseph’s last visit, in
fact, only six years ago, there had been no signs whatsoever of discontent, but Augustus had
been the emperor at that time. All of this discontent, I gathered from Publius and Joseph’s
discussion, followed Tiberius’ decision to order Jewish men to serve in the army as punishment
after Roman matrons were bedeviled into joining our faith. If they wouldn’t abjure their
religion, the remainder of the Jews had been ordered by Tiberius to leave Rome at once. These,
among his first major decisions of the new emperor, and the attitude of soldiers in the city had

caused the ill feeling toward us in the Jewish sector and neighboring areas of Rome. With good
counsel by the Senate, the emperor decided against banishment of the remainder of the Jews for
not abjuring their religion, but he never forgave the conscripts who refused to fight for Rome.
The charges of subversion of a Roman matron and subsequent stolen treasure were very likely
trumped up charges so that a force of Jewish soldiers could be sent to Sardinia in order to test our
devotion to the Roman state. It was, Publius believed, our peoples’ refusal to fight more than
their refusal to worship Roman gods and alleged theft of treasure that rankled military men, such
as Tiberius. Unfortunately, in spite of the protection given all residents of Rome against
hotheads, many soldiers and sympathetic Roman citizens could not forgive what they saw as lack
of patriotism. Moreover, official policy could not change the mood created by Tiberius’ actions.
In the words of the Pharisee, “Only time, the balm of memory, could heal this rift.”
******
In what seemed to be a circuitously planned route, Publius, who had the good sense not to
invite his wife and children along, sat amongst us but a safe distance from the window, ordering
our driver in his loud womanish voice to stop here and there at various points of interest. I was
excited with our new adventure, but I could tell that Matthias and Levi were uncomfortable at
times and Joseph was anxious to conduct his business and leave this irreverent city behind.
Rome, in fact, had far more statues than either Alexandria or Greece.
Our first stop, the Theatre of Marcellus, wasn’t far from the Jewish quarter. It was,
Publius explained to us, the only building we could safely go inside without fear of spiritual
contamination. Augustus had built it for his one time heir, Marcellus. Not long after Marcellus’
death, his grandsons Gaius Caesar and then Lucius Caesar died, leaving the emperor’s grim
faced and humorless stepson, Tiberius, to take his place. As we were led up to the great edifice,
Publius commented that Rome would have been a better place if Marcellus, Gaius or Lucius had
replaced old Augustus, instead of that dreadful man.
It dawned on me, however, as their voices echoed in the corridor leading into the theatre,
that Rome could have done worse. Though Roman officers in Judea and Galilee had never
thought to conscript Jews, our own procurator ordered the crucifixion of Jewish malcontents and
now maintains a military presence in many towns. The fact that Tiberius, an obviously stern,
uncompromising fellow, would not have punished the Jews more severely for their irreverence
and not serving the state, impressed me greatly. When I mentioned this to Joseph he gave me a
thoughtful nod. I heard Loftus remark that the penalty for desertion for soldiers, who were
citizens, was a gauntlet of clubs or worse. Most of the Jews living in the capital were not even
citizens and were eligible for the direst punishment, such as crucifixion, so they were lucky to be
exiled instead of being nailed to a cross. Although this train of thought made me cringe, it
inspired Matthias and Levi into commenting about Judah’s uprising in which thousands of
Galileans were crucified for rebelling against Rome.
“Don’t be fooled,” Matthias looked around defiantly, “it could happen here. I can see it
in their faces—everywhere: that look. They hate us for our way of life and religion. It just takes
something like Judah’s rebellion or this incident in Rome” “and blap,” he demonstrated, socking
his palm, “more dead Jews!”
“Nonsense,” cried Joseph, “it’s not that bad!”

“Yes, it’s true,” agreed Levi fearfully. “They’re just biding their time, especially the
soldiers. We don’t want to run afoul of them!”
The Spirit moved me that moment.
“Levi,” I said softly, “your father’s right. You’re exaggerating—both of you. We’re
going to be all right. I know this as a fact.”
“Oh, how do you know that?” Matthias snarled. “Did God tell you this? Is this another
one of your miracles?”
“Stop it Matthias!” Joseph wrung his finger. “You’re scaring your younger brother.
Don’t taunt Jesus. We’re not in any more danger here than we were in Alexandria or Athens.
Tiberius is bad, but Herod, our king, was much worse.”
Though bitter, himself, about the graffiti in his quarter of the city and the abuse of Jews
in the recent past, Publius had become self-conscious of our discussion. He kept mopping his
brow and looking around for possible eavesdroppers. The building we entered had been a great
echo chamber, amplifying our voices tenfold. Yet, for several moments, it seemed as if our
small group were the only ones in the theatre.
Playfully, just to hear his own voice, Loftus called out through cupped hands “Hel-ohh!
Who goes there?”
“Tra-la-la-la-la!” Tycho’s sang in a sonorous voice.
Joseph held his finger up to his lips yet laughed softly to himself. It was so spontaneous,
I suppressed a smile. Matthias and Levi, who had taken an immediate dislike to the merchant,
had smirks on their faces as Publius squirmed. Encouraged by our reactions, Strabo and
Glychon emitted loud well-timed belches. I’ve heard Simon belch loudly, but this sounded like
the croaking of two giant frogs. As we approached the awesome statue of Marcellus, several
tourists appeared in the interior of the building, hopefully not drawn by the noise. Matthias and
Levi’s seditious grumbling had begun to worry Publius, as did the boisterous voices of the
guards.
“This is Rome, not Galilee.” He wrung his hands. “We’re not the majority; we’re but a
tiny few. Stop acting like a bunch of rustic provincials! We must hold our tongues, until this
crisis passes, and it will if you don’t give them cause.”
“The little merchant doesn’t like your singing,” Glychon murmured to Tycho.
“He better watch his tongue,” Strabo growled.
Joseph took Publius aside in order to calm him down. Publius was agitated by the
guards’ energy and the bad attitude of Joseph’s sons, but it was much more. This was not a good
time for a guided tour, at least not in the merchant’s mind. Joseph was used to Matthias and
Levi’s behavior and the antics of his carefree guards. I enjoyed their banter and could hold my
own against his sons. Under the circumstances, however, the freedom we had in Jerusalem,
Alexandria, and Athens was unacceptable here. I felt sorry for Publius. He was an insecure and
frightened little man. Perhaps at Joseph’s coaxing, he apologized for his outburst, comported
himself, and presented his first observations during our tour.
Obviously well-versed in history as well as architecture, he gave us, in a nutshell, a list of
the finest features of the amphitheatre, but only after a sketch of Augustus son-in-law Marcellus:
from his marriage to Augustus’ daughter Julia, through the emperor’s illness in which it was
expected that Marcellus would succeed him, to Marcellus sudden death, which is still a mystery
in Rome. It was rumored, Publius said from the corner of his mouth, that Augustus’ wife Livia,

and Tiberius mother, poisoned Marcellus in order to remove him from the path to the throne. Be
that as it may, the Theatre of Marcellus, he explained, twittering his fingers, was Augustus’
memorial to his heir: Marcus Claudius Marcellus. Like many Roman buildings, it copied the
architecture of Greece, but the seating area in the theatre is semicircular as it faces the stage—a
distinctly Roman convention. Augustus made sure that Marcellus’ theatre gave only respectable
plays and recitals, although the performances might still be considered too profane for Jewish
eyes. Stacked up around the building, he noted hastily as we exited the theatre, are Doric, Ionic,
and Corinthian columns—the three major column styles used in Rome.
Publius was in a great hurry to get us out of the theatre, obviously worried that we had
been overheard. As we made our get-away, the four guards took their time swaggering down the
steps. Joseph asked him why he was hurrying but Publius shrugged his shoulders helplessly as
he scurried into the carriage.
I pricked up my ears as the guards approached and we climbed one-by-one into the
carriage. The big, fierce-looking men mounted their horses and, gripping their reins, positioned
themselves at one of the four security zones around the coach. They were not happy with
Publius’ attitude. Though they tried, it was difficult for these gruff men to be discreet.
“What’s the matter with him?” Loftus grumbled. “I thought he was Joseph’s friend.”
“He’s afraid of the Romans,” Tycho snickered. “That’s one scared Jew!”
“This is off the beaten path.” observed Glychon, “yet it’s too close to home. Over there,
across the Tiber, is the Jewish quarters. It’ll get better when we head downtown.”
As the coachmen cracked his whip, however, Loftus disagreed. “There’s something else
bothering him. He’s embarrassed with us. He called us rustic provincials. He included Joseph
when he said that. I never heard Joseph called that.”
“Something’s not right.” Strabo voice faded as the carriage lurched forward. “He
practically dove into the coach. You’d think he saw a ghost.”
“I don’t trust him!” I could hear Loftus mutter as the carriage rumbled down the cobbled
street. “He’s no proper Jew. He sweats like a pig, talks like a woman, and has shifty, little eyes.”
The four men laughed aloud, perhaps unkindly, at Loftus’ words. It struck me as
significant, if not coincidental, that their conclusions matched mine. At this point, as we joined
the traffic of carriages, divans, horsemen, and pedestrians, Joseph shushed his guards. Because
my ear was next to the window, I heard their muted conversation, but inside the coach no one
seemed the wiser. Once again, I thought, the Lord worked in mysterious ways. It was obvious,
at least to me, that our host and tour guide was greatly intimidated by something and therefore
uncomfortable with our presence in Rome. If I hadn’t known better, I might think that we came
at a bad time. Fear not family, the worst is yet to come, but in Publius’ house, not in Rome.
Rest assured, through it all, in spite of the mood in Rome and Publius’ deceit, the Lord is with
me. He will be with Joseph, his sons, and his guards too.
******
Though we couldn’t enter the theatre of Pompey, it was, Publius declared, even more
grand than the Theatre of Marcellus, but we would have to take his word for it. This earlier
theatre was designed for the populace, rather than being a show place like the Theatre of
Marcellus. It’s covered porticos protected visitors from the rain or sunlight and provided

viewers with statues of great actors and artists. Long arcades exhibited collections of paintings
and sculptures, some unfortunately quite profane and unacceptable to our eyes. A large space
was provided for public gatherings and meetings. The highest point of the structure was the
temple of Venus Victrix, Pompey’s personal deity, a naked statue of the goddess adorning the
shrine.
On the way to the center of Rome we passed the Forum Borium, which was also a great
defilement to Joseph’s sons. It was, Publius said with disgust, a smelly meat market, supplying
the citizenry with pork as well as beef and fowl. Flies, rats, and feral dogs roamed the meat
market, which also provided sacrificial animals to the various temples in town. It was, I must
confess, much worse than the sacrifices at the temple of Jerusalem, which, for our people, was
the only repository for this filthy custom. Not far from this unsightly area was, Publius pointed
out, the Temple of Hercules Victor, a small, round temple with twenty tall Corinthian columns,
which was the oldest marble building in Rome, and then nearby, the Temple of Portunas, a
larger, rectangular building, whose inner sanctum is reached after a long flight of steps.
Surrounding this temple on all sides are Ionic columns, intricate carvings above them, with
profane statues on its roof.
After continually stepping out of our coach to view the lesser-known monuments of the
city, we all took a short break to use a public urinal and cloaca. Loftus allowed his great black
horse to slurp water from the communal fountain, as a group of tourists waited their turn to slack
their thirsts. The other guards followed Loftus’ example, which included climbing off their
horses, removing their helmets and dunking their heads in the basin. Joseph scolded them
gently, but Publius broke into hysterical laughter as a pair of legionnaires passed by. Publius
confessed later as the horsemen frowned at our guards, that he hadn’t been certain about the
city’s ordinances until now. The legionnaire’s silence settled the matter when they allowed their
own horses to drink from the basin.
When we returned to the coach, Publius sat by the window now that we were safely in
cosmopolitan Rome. No one cared who we were now. He wouldn’t confess his fears that day,
but Joseph told me later that Publius once admitted to being pelted with rotten food and even
stones during his trips into Rome. He was never sure what he had done to anger the people near
his quarter, but it couldn’t simply be his religion since many of his antagonists were also Jews.
As we reached the center of the city, my anticipation soared. Because I had taken the
opposite window, I was able to look out and see the Roman Forum below the Palatine Hill
almost as soon as our guards caught sight of it. Loftus called out loudly through cupped hands
“Roman Forum! Roman Forum!”
As we stepped out of the coach, Publius pointed excitedly at the sparkling white marbled
edifices with their endless colonnades, proclaiming this spot as the heart of Rome. The Roman
Forum sat below the Palatine Hill, with the Capitoline Hill sweeping up magnificently on its far
side. I wish I could paint a picture for my family. You would not believe this awesome sight.
We had arrived at the highest point of our tour.
“We must go on foot now,” Publius declared, waddling ahead.
“Loftus,” Joseph said hurriedly, “decide which two of you will guard the coach. The
other two will accompany us into the forum.”
During our walk, with our host chattering and Joseph’s sons grumbling amongst
themselves, Loftus and Strabo provided all the security we would need. Matthias and Levi

promised to keep their peace. As always in a crowd, the big Nubians comported themselves
quite well. There were all manner of people from the four corners of the empire: dark and fair
skinned folk, with different physical features, and dissimilar attire. Who would notice a small
band of Jews, dressed in proper attire, except for our big black guards? My head swam with the
diversity and grandeur of Rome. Publius’ historical background for each building was
interrupted frequently by my questions as well as elucidations by Joseph and polite observations
by our guards. As I write down what I saw and heard, I pray that the order given is correct. I
can’t record everything I saw. Publius said it would be impossible to point out every nook and
cranny that we passed. Nevertheless, I will do the best I can.
******
According to Publius, as we made our first stop on foot, the Temple of Castor and Pollux
was built during the early Republic in honor of the twin sons of Zeus—the chief god of the
Greeks. It was used as a meeting place of the Senate during the Republic and later as a
depository of imperial treasure. The temple, which was rebuilt after a fire during the rein of
Augustus, had tall intricately carved Corinthian columns. Pagan imagery, noted by Matthias and
Levi, was intertwined with the capitals and entablature (among the many terms I learned during
our trips.) Unfortunately, the steps leading up to the columns of the temple were the boundary,
which we could not cross. The pagan statues on its roof, though offensive up close, were
permissible from afar, for they were not yet discernible. The interior of the temple, which
Publius himself had not seen, however, would be filled with Castor and Pollux’s profane images
and the Lord knows what else—a pattern we would encounter throughout our tour.
In addition to giving us some of the history of what we saw, Publius explained the nature
of the various gods. The Temple of Saturn, the Roman god of planting and sowing, was even
older than Castor and Pollux, having been built by Tarquinus, an Etruscan king. This many
columned temple, similar in many ways to the others, contained a wooden god, rather primitive,
who carried a scythe. Many citizens store their valuables inside the temple, though Publius’ own
fortune was kept in the care of a rich Jewish banker in Rome.
As we shielded our eyes from the sun, Publius pointed out various other sites in the
forum. The pagan shrines and temples were so similar to each other, Matthias, Levi, and the
guards began showing signs of boredom. One small, circular edifice, the Temple of Vesta, was
singled out as both a religious shrine and vault of important documents submitted by magistrates
as well as citizens. Located between the Temple of Castor and Pollux and the Temple of Julius
Caesar, this marble columned temple was modeled after the ancient Roman mud and straw huts.
This was because Vesta was the goddess of the family hearth. There was no statue of the
goddess inside the shrine, Publius reassured us, only a sacred fire, yet—a fact confusing to me—
there was a statue of Athena (the Greek equivalent to Minerva), the goddess of wisdom, inside
the shrine. It was obvious to Joseph and me, as we whispered amongst ourselves, that the
Romans are essentially confused about what they believe.
All of these fine temples with their myriad of deities and they still have one empty
pedestal, as do the Greeks, for the unknown god. This remarkable object sat by the roadside, as
we approached another historic shrine. We stood for several moments gaping at the pedestal.
Publius agreed with Joseph and his sons that it only served to underscore the Roman’s confusion,
but I’m not so sure. I immediately compared this small shrine to the one we found in Greece.

Ironically, it was Loftus, a pagan, who nodded in agreement when I blurted this out. “The
pedestal is perfect for an invisible god, whom no one can see,” he announced, patting the empty
space.
The Temple of Julius Caesar, who was deified by the Romans after his assassination, was
built by emperor Augustus over the spot where Caesar was cremated. Like most of the temples
of Rome it was rectangular in shape, but with gold plated capitals on its Ionic columns. The front
of this remarkable building was the rostra Julia or speaker’s podium, decorated with the prows of
the conquered ships of Antony and Cleopatra. From this recent addition to the forum, we then
encountered the Temple of Concordia, the goddess of agreement and harmony, which, like
Castor and Pollux, dated back to a time when Romans had kings instead of emperors. Restored
by Tiberius, before his elevation, it was furnished with opulent marble and richly ornamented
columns and entablature, and yet, instead of naughty statures on its roof, there were leaping and
frolicking rams. When I asked Publius what the rams stood for, he shrugged his shoulders,
emitting a tired yawn.
“Who knows the minds of pagans?” He spoke discreetly. “All this beauty and genius and
they rely on the entrails of sheep and cattle to foretell their future. There is no moral ethic in any
of their gods and goddesses. The best of the lot is Vesta, a goddess for the family. Most of the
rest of them are a pack of buggers and voluptuaries no different than mortal men.”
Loftus stopped to admire a naked statue that loomed out suddenly on our path. “What
kind of afterlife are we talking about?” He asked, rubbing his jaw.
“Oh that’s Venus, goddess of love,” Publius shuddered, “the Roman man’s idea of
heaven.” “The truth is,” he said motioning all of us to move on, “in spite of their poetry and
philosophy, most Romans accept the fact that there is no afterlife or believe they we will fly
around for eternity as shades. There is neither heaven nor hell.”
“What about the Elysian fields and Tartaros.” I asked, recalling a conversation Joseph
and I had in Greece.
“We were talking about two different things,” he answered dismissively. “The Greek’s
notion of paradise and the Roman’s concept of hell, both of which are poetic and philosophical
conventions, have nothing to do with what Greeks and Romans really believe.”
“What do they believe then?” Joseph cocked an eyebrow.
“I can’t speak for all the Romans,” sighed Publius, “but you’d be surprised what my
Gentile friends admit to me. You’re Pharisaic brand of religion with its conception of heaven is
quite attractive to old men and women. I’ve taken a fancy to it myself.”
“Do you believe in an afterlife?” Joseph studied his friend.
“My parents were Sadducees.” He made a face. “I’ve been greatly blessed in this life.
The Sadducees, as you know, don’t believe in heaven or hell, but if I was a poor man or a smart
man, I suppose I’d be wearing phylacteries, myself.”
“Phylacteries have nothing to do with belief in the afterlife,” I blurted. “Rituals,
ceremonies, and what men wear are outward signs of an inward grace—nothing more.”
Once again I must have offended Joseph’s tradition, yet Publius, who interpreted our
faith so liberally, laughed, as did Loftus and Strabo, whereas Matthias and Levi were so
horrified by the latest statue they didn’t hear my offense. In spite of this, I quickly apologized
when the moment seemed right. Joseph chuckled and patted my head. “Your heart is pure
Jesus,” he insisted as we climbed into the coach.

As the coachmen called to the horses, I heard Joseph tell the Syrian guards to join us on
the next tour. I was certain that Loftus and Strabo had wearied of our pompous host. The
Syrians, though familiar with Publius personality, agreed amiably. I could, however, smell wine
radiating from Tycho’s breath when he came close. Throughout the remainder of our
sightseeing, the Syrians cast unfriendly eyes at onlookers, looking at Rome’s grandeur
indifferently—another stopover for their benevolent master.
When we reached the Capitoline Hill, Publius advised us not to venture too close to the
Temple of Jupiter, the chief god, for this was the most profane of all the temples of Rome. The
massive edifice was surrounded by Doric columns, which was not as impressive as the fancier
Corinthian columns, while the roof was covered with wreathing and frolicking statuary, Jupiter’s
court of lesser gods. From the exterior, I could see nothing really different about this particular
temple except that it was much bigger than the others. Except for its size, I found it to be less
impressive than the Temple of Julius Caesar, with its magnificent entrance nor as beautiful as
Castor and Pollux, with its splendid Corinthian colonnade. There was, as I scanned the
panorama around me, much more for us to see. Unfortunately, though, Publius was wearing
down, which might explain his hesitation to negotiate the path leading up to this latest site. His
voice was hoarse and he was sweating profusely as he led us further up the hill. Today’s
activities had obviously been too much for him. It took the gentle coaxing of the Pharisee to
make him finish our tour.
******
Skipping over several lesser monuments and temples, which suited Matthias and Levi
just fine, but disappointed me very much, Joseph’s driver found a place to park the carriage and
horses and with no grand introduction this time, we followed our host to a remarkable set of
buildings even Joseph had not yet seen. Having rested up in the coach for a short while, Publius
took it slow and patiently at first, until we arrived at the entryway.
Raising his arms up at the building, he appeared to have memorized information about
this special place. “This my friends,” he exhaled his words, “is Augustus’ Forum, which he built
to honor Mars and for use as a meeting place of magistrates. Young men even receive their toga
virilis in the temple Senators meet at the Temple of Mars to discuss war. Generals, embarking
upon campaigns, now visit the temple after their battle ovations. When they return victoriously,
they dedicate some their plunder on the altar of Mars. Their stolen goods, as well enemy arms,
and other booty are stored in the forum as well.” “And, oh yes,” he added as an afterthought,
“that tall plain-looking wall behind the grounds was built by Augustus to hide the tourist’s eyes
from Rome’s poorest district: the Suburra.”
“How devious,” Matthias replied.
Shielding his eyes from the sun, Joseph muttered, “I never notice that before. It’s as if
there’s two Romes: rich and poor.”
“The Suburra’s an unsightly place,” explained Publius, “wooden, ramshackle apartments
and narrow, filthy roads.”
“I want to see this place,” I cried excitedly. “I must see how the common Roman lives.”
“You would!” Levi snarled.
“What?” Publius mouth dropped. “Is he joking?” He turned to Joseph.

“No,” Joseph laughed, giving my head a pat, “he’s very serious. Jesus wanted to see the
poor districts of Jerusalem, Alexandria, and Athens too. I put my foot down of course. Such a
place is not safe”
“A pity.” Tycho winked mischievously. “There are excellent taverns in the Suburra.”
“This is nonsense,” Publius dismissed me irritably. “Why would anyone want to visit that
sector? Joseph is right, the Suburra’s no place for rich Jews.”
“I’m not rich,” I mumbled under my breath. “I’m a carpenter’s son.”
Publius pivoted on his sandal and motioned us back down the main path. Joseph placed
his arm on my sagging shoulders, giving me good counsel as he guided me along.
“Jesus,” he murmured firmly, “you’ve heard this before: ‘Yea though I walk through the
valley of the shadow of death...Well, my son, Rome’s Suburra is worse than the dark districts of
Athens and Alexandria. I know you have a curious mind and compassionate heart, but I
promised your father I would take good care of you. Publius must think you’re addled in the
head!”
“I’m sorry,” I heaved a broken sigh, “but charity is an unwritten commandment. I see
none of this in the great cities, especially Rome. It barely seems as if Publius is even a Jew.”
“It’s true,” Joseph whispered in my ear, “ he barely is. But I’m a businessman as well as
a Pharisee, and I’m about to make a great deal of money doing business with that man.”
Publius glance back a us that moment but said nothing.
Joseph reminded added from the corner of his mouth, “You must watch what you say.”
I nodded obediently, bowing slightly in assent, yet I remained confirmed in my desire to
know the common people. So far in my life I have known rustic townsmen, rich men, and
rubbed shoulders on my path with all manner of folk, but I have never seen up close the grinding
poverty of both Gentile and Jew. The old emperor hid these unfortunates behind a rude wall, his
taxes from all over the empire not enough it seemed to feed the poor but enough to build many
fine temples in Rome. Had I not considered the importance of my education in the great cities of
the empire, this disparity would have spoiled my adventure in Rome. The same feeling I had in
the great library of Alexandria and hearing the wise men of Athens expound their pagan
philosophies overwhelmed me. To know the greatness of God and understand pure light, it
seems as though we must acknowledge (though not accept) the devil and utter darkness.
Somewhere between the two points sits Rome.
On the way back to Publius’ estate, I had wanted to see the mausoleum built by Augustus
and the emperor’s famed sundial, Joseph had told me about, but our host was too exhausted to
visit these sights. We did stop a few times, to allow Publius to elucidate from the shadow of the
coach on famous mansions of rich Romans, including the imperial palace, which was
surprisingly simple compared to the other great villas in the city. The only other significant
landmark pointed out to us before we returned home was the pantheon, built by Agrippa,
Augustus senior counselor and best friend, a round brick and marble edifice with a domed roof
and modest colonnades of Doric columns in front. Because of our faith’s prohibition against
entering a pagan shrine—this one housing all of Rome’s deities, I could only imagine what this
hall of gods looked like inside.
******

When our coach returned to the Jewish quarter, we were reminded of the hecklers
encountered earlier—this time by one old man carrying a long, crooked staff. The man was
making such a fuss, Joseph called out a simple order to Loftus “Clear our path!” Our guards
galloped over to sweep the sage from the street but the man held his ground, calling out in a
loud, clarion voice, “A light will shine in this wicked city. Great temples and mansions rise up
while rich men ignore the poor. A wall—physical and spiritual—prevents you from seeing the
misery of your neighbors. Woe unto you hypocrites who have not charity. A curse upon the rich
for the blind eye they turn. Though the empire crumples, the light will burn, but Rome, because
of its iniquities, will become a footstool of the barbarian—the righteous sword of the Lord.”
“What light does he speak of?” I asked, shaken by his words. “The Lord shining on both
Gentile and Jew?”
“Just another deranged beggar,” snarled Publius. “We have so many in Rome.”
“That man wasn’t a beggar,” I cried, looking out of the window. “He didn’t want alms.
He spoke like a prophet, shouting the words of God.”
“Jesus,” Joseph shook his head wearily. “That doesn’t sound like anything I’ve read in
the scriptures. Publius is right. The man’s touched in the head.”
“Thus spoke the Psalmist: the Lord is my light,” I began to quote from memory.
“Jesus,” Joseph groaned, holding up his hand, “enough with the Unknown God.”
When I tried bolting from the cabin, Joseph restrained me. Matthias and Levi were
snickering at my folly. Publius clapped a hand over my mouth, horrified that I was legitimizing
the old man’s rebuke of a rich Jew. As the coach arrived at our host’s stables and we begin filing
out, Loftus gave Joseph his report: the old man’s disappeared, without a trace, into the darkness
whence he came.
“I didn’t want you to capture him,” Joseph said irritably. “I just wanted you to scare him
away.”
“He’ll be back.” Loftus stated firmly. “I’ve seen these wild men on the desert and in the
hills. Some of them are mad, but some of them are holy—touched by the gods.”
“Elijah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah.” I enumerated, giving Loftus a nod.
“You see my brother,” Levi whispered to Matthias. “Loftus said ‘gods, not God.’ After
all of father’s effort, he’s still a pagan. He’ll never learn!”
“There are pagans, and there are hypocrites . . . .Which is worse?” I remember saying to
myself as we entered Publius house.
Publius scurried ahead of us to summon his servants. Matthias and Levi trudged ahead of
us, while I lagged behind with Joseph, who seemed to be deep in thought. The voices of our
guards faded as the great wooden door shut behind us. This was unjust, I thought, keeping my
counsel. These men had protected us throughout our journey and yet their services ended at
entrance of the merchant’s house. Publius admitted to entertaining all manner of clients, Jew and
Gentile alike, but not our guards. Like all well-meaning Jews, he would claim that the guards
weren’t allowed in the house because they were Gentiles, but the real reason he didn’t want them
in his house, I believe, was that universal dividing line between the upper and lower classes of
men, which should exclude me more than those fine warriors since I was merely a carpenter’s
son. Of course, I am quite proud of Papa’s work. I simply couldn’t believe that Joseph could
separate himself between business and ethics. “How can you serve God and Mammon?” the
words spilled out of my mouth. Joseph, who knew I was referring to Publius, was amused this

time. Instead of scolding me this time, he laughed at my impertinence. Frankly, I’m sometimes
surprised, myself, at what come out of my mouth. Unbidden, words pour into my head. The old
man in the street had affected me deeply. I had a great desire to seek him out, yet something told
me that I wouldn’t see him again. Though Publius was Jew, the prophet was speaking to the
merchant, who represented rich Romans. What am I doing cavorting around like a prince while
others suffer? I asked myself then. Who am I, a carpenter’s apprentice, to take on such airs?”
******
Papa stopped at this point. It seemed as if he had been reading for hours. Justin, who had
mail to deliver in town, quietly excused himself, fearful that he would be returning to Sepphoris
in the dark. Mama packed him a meal and gave him a flask of water to take with him. For the
remainder of the reading, we retired to the house. The reason we congregated in the backyard in
the first place was so that Justin, a Gentile, could hear Jesus’ letter. It was an accommodation to
James and Joseph’s sensitivities more than family policy. After hearing what Jesus said about
well-meaning Jews, I wonder if my parents had made the right decision. I now wish Justin had
been able to hear this portion of the scroll. On a vastly larger scale it was that rift between Jew
and Gentile that Jesus worried about so much. On that most pleasant day, however, which was
another reason why we were outside, such thoughts were the furthest thing from my mind.
Jesus’ narration was astounding in its scope and depth of understanding if you consider
that he was still fifteen years old, but I was disappointed that he had once again fallen into one of
his moods. I wanted to hear about his adventures, not his views. So far, in his tour he had given
us his account of the great Lighthouse of Egypt and that wondrous building filled with all
manner or beast. His second letter from Greece dealt lightly with the grandeur of Athens, yet the
highlight of his tour of this city was an empty pedestal to the Unknown God. In both his first
and second letters, he managed to ignore details of Alexandria and Athens because of spiritual
issues, including the guards’ lack of faith. Egypt, if not Greece, had nevertheless wetted our
appetite for the outside world. We—Simon, Nehemiah and I—wanted more. Too often Jesus
would give us fascinating accounts of exotic beasts and places, only to lapse once again into
sermons on his view of our religion and the universal God. His description of the storm
encountered during his sea voyage to Rome was likewise played down for the sake of a longwinded discussion on the power of prayer. During his description of the great buildings of
Rome, he had again wetted our appetites yet, during the last leg of the tour, spent too much time
talking about the poverty of the city and the ranting of a deranged old man.
I hoped, when Papa continued reading the letter, that there would be more information
about the temples and people of Rome. Why hadn’t Jesus asked more questions? I didn’t want
to hear religious and social observations. I’d heard enough of that kind of stuff when he was
home. Would he continue to interrupt his sightseeing tours with comments on faith, prayer, and
the universal God? As I expected, however, my parents were deeply moved by the issues Jesus
had brought forth this time. As we waited for lunch, Simon was once again falling asleep. I’m
not sure how Nehemiah felt—he seemed to be in a daze, but Joseph, as usual, had a perturbed
look on his face. The twins, of course, had run off to play, and James sat staring off into space.
While Mama stood near the table, her hands folded on her bosom, a dreamy look on her childlike face, Papa had his own special expression that said, “I need a cup of wine!” Clearly, as I

look back, I know that Jesus trip with Joseph of Arimathea had helped shape his views. The old
man in the Jewish quarter was one more factor reminding my oldest brother of his divinity, and
yet, because I was a child, I was more interested in the glories of Rome.
After we ate our afternoon meal, we stretched our legs one more time, each of us
wrapped in our thoughts. All of us, except Martha and Abigail, quickly regrouped around the
table. Papa returned from a suspiciously long trip to the cloaca in a light-hearted mood. I realize
now, though he would have denied it, that he had a drink from a flask of wine (probably hidden
in his shop). I couldn’t blame him. In his letter, Jesus had insulted Joseph’s client Publius by his
views, and he hinted once again at his own divinity. It was apparent to all of us that Jesus was
trying his benefactor’s patience very much. We wished he would keep his opinions to himself.
It was, I observed reading my notes, as if his vast knowledge warred with his parochial Nazarene
view of faith. Though offended by the world, Jesus knew he had to embrace the world. To
understand evil, he told his guards in the library of Alexandria, you had to understand it, which
had seemed like heresy even to me. The words he spoke in his letter about Rome actually
seemed tame compared to all the things he said before. What troubled my parents, other than the
inevitable path he seemed to be walking toward his destiny, was the trouble Jesus might get
himself into on his trip. Just how much more of Jesus’ airs was Joseph of Arimathea going to
take?
In mute conversation, as my brothers sat grumbling amongst themselves, my parents
discussed these issues. Nehemiah had fallen asleep as had Simon. I could hear Martha and
Abigail cavorting in the front yard. James seemed deeply troubled, while Joseph was mostly
perturbed. This was, as I reflect, the difference in their attitudes toward the oldest son: Joseph
seemed unmovable in his convictions, while James, as many of us, was simply in denial. Slowly
the second oldest son, conservative until the last, ebbed and flowed toward the light. Knowing
him as a disciple as well as a youth in Nazareth, I believe he was a stubborn and often
unreasonable person. James thought things out carefully. He was the most meticulous person
I’ve ever known. That day, however, though I couldn’t put into words, I saw illumination in his
light brown eyes.
Drifting into my boredom, as it so often did, were the memories of Jesus’ words, some of
which would haunt me all my life. This time I remembered his comments about my dreams
about Mama and Cornelius—how he marveled at my gift, and I felt a twinge of shame for my
impatience. Much of what I write, especially the words which I learned as a scribe, color the
accounts of my youth, but I remember the conflict in my own mind, similar in many ways to
Jesus, of this world and that shadowy other world of our faith, whence came my dreams. I
wanted to be apart of the Roman world, and yet I had been deeply affected by my experiences
and dreams. Clearly, as Jesus once taunted me, I kicked against the goad, for, like it or not, my
path would intertwine with his. I wasted many good years before I accepted this fact. So it was
with James, who could not separate the prodigy from the carpenter’s son. When Papa picked up
the scroll, emitted a yawn, and resumed the narration, I decided I would try to be patient.
Elbowing Nehemiah and Simon on each side of me into wakefulness, I frowned severely at my
brothers. Joseph was whispering again to James. I thought they were complaining about the
letter, until I noticed that Joseph was doing all the talking. James looked expectantly at Papa as
he cleared his throat and looked forlornly at his empty cup. As Mama gave him a worried look, I

folded my hands in a posture of attentiveness and inclined my head as he finished reading Jesus’
letter from Rome.
Again Jesus drifted from he subject. Simon groaned. I heaved a sigh. Nehemiah looked
unwell as he tried to stay awake.
“Thoughts fill my head,” he wrote reflectively, “what I see and hear mingled with what I
feel. If someone were to ask me what I thought of Rome now, I would have misgivings. On the
one hand, I couldn’t deny its grandeur, yet on the other hand it had the same problems of all big
cities, magnified by the greater disparity between rich and poor. I was greatly impressed by the
sights and sounds of the capital, but I was dismayed to see a large, dark stain of poverty so close
to its gleaming, white columns and eye-straining splendor. Publius, a Jew, himself, though
offended by Rome’s pagan statuary, seemed more offended by the inhabitants on the other side
of the wall. The commandment that we tend to the poor and downtrodden had been ignored by
our host. There were many things not right about his household. He had many servants, and he
treated them all with undisguised contempt. After we refreshed ourselves from silver basins
brought to us by servants, some of whom I found out later were Greek slaves, we mulled around
an ornate fountain scandalously sporting two carved water nymphs given to him by the poet
Ovid, himself. Ovid had written racy poetry, which Emperor Augustus found offensive, and was
exiled from Rome. This information was supplied to us by Publius himself last night during our
first day in Rome. In Publius’ way of thinking the fountain didn’t sit in the house, itself; it sat
apart in an open-air portion of the estate, which the Romans call an atrium. The little frolicking
children were not lewd or even naked; they wore modest tunics and were carved in innocent
attitudes of play. Because of this same liberal logic, one would think that our Gentile guards
would be allowed into this free zone, but not so! Loftus and the others were forced to sleep in
the servants’ quarters with all the other menial “lower class” folk. Drawn to the fountain,
perhaps as Eve was drawn to forbidden fruit, I reached out unthinkingly to stroke an elfin face,
then quickly drew my hand back as if it might be defiled.
Matthias nodded with approval. “Can you believe that, Jesus? Right in the middle of his
property!”
“Oh, but its not in his house,” I said, laughing softly to myself.
“Humph,” grumbled Levi, “who does that pompous little man think we are? He expects
us to believe those statues aren’t profane.”
“It’s not stone nor wood which is profane,” I replied, watching the water play on the
stone. “It’s the hand that carves, hews or fashions the stone or block of wood into an idol or
obscene work of art. This little fountain is of no consequence. It’s a symptom of a greater
condition of the spirit and mind. The Romans, in their own way, are searching for peace of mind
and the hope that the grave is not the end but the beginning of eternal life.”
Levi grunted with scorn.
“What Rome’s eternal life might be,” Matthias replied, after some thought, “is another
matter.”
“There is no paradise for the unbeliever—period!” Levi folded his arms.
“Do you include children and the righteous?” I asked, shaking my head.
“Maybe not children,” Matthias qualified, “but adults. You can’t be righteous if you
worship pagan gods.”
“No pagans—period!” insisted Levi. “The scriptures are quite plain on this.”

I was torn by what I felt God wanted and our tradition. I knew very well that we, not the
Gentiles, were the Chosen People. Heaven appeared to be a Jewish haven. And yet I
remembered again that Isaiah preached a universal God, who included Gentiles in the ultimate
covenant.
Joseph showed up to steer us into the main hall just as I began quoting Isaiah’s famous
passage:
“Now it will come about in the last days, the mountain of the house of the Lord will be
established as the chief of mountains, and will be raised above the hill, so that all nations will
stream to it, and He will judge between nations and render decisions for many peoples—”
“Ah, one of my favorites.” Joseph sounded as if he was in a jovial mood, as he motioned
us to follow. “No, more of that young man,” he said, cuffing me playfully. “I think our host is
comfortable in his Sadducee beliefs.”
“But there’s no moral imperative in them,” I murmured. “One can’t be guided simply by
religious ritual and tradition. Faith and illumination are more important. The Prophets must be
our guide.”
Matthias gave me a begrudging smile. “Finally, we are in total agreement.”
“Jesus is becoming a good Pharisee,” teased Levi. “He wishes to give the Gentile
salvation from his sins.”
“All fine and dandy,” Joseph replied, his voice dropping low, “but keep silent on these
matters as we enter the house.”
Though in jest, Levi’s words had jolted me. That banter about me being a Pharisee was
nonsense, but Levi had stirred—nay ignited—a truth in me. Salvation from their sins—what
novel way to put it? How had that notion appeared in Levi’s mind. For some reason, I felt
God’s presence again. I had guessed that Levi, as well his father and Matthias, had similar
beliefs than me. Now I was certain. Their Pharisaical details merely got in the way. It occurred
to me, as we entered the sumptuous dining hall that it was these many details that would be a
stumbling block to Gentiles and also, in Galilee, for simple rustic Jews. How many times have I
heard Judeans and Helene Jews complain about Galilean ignorance of the law? What could the
learned expect of uneducated folk? I could imagine that most of the inhabitants of Nazareth
didn’t know the fine point of the Torah, but they had all heard about the deliverer foretold by the
prophets. The rustic townsmen followed the law when possible and tried to live righteous lives.
I think, despite their greater ignorance, that most Gentiles tried to live decent lives too. It was
the hope of an afterlife, not cold reality of the law, that enticed Gentile converts and comforted
the uneducated Jew.
I was convinced here in pagan Rome, after seeing the myriad of false gods and recalling
the pedestals in this city and in Athens of the unknown god, that the Messiah must come for all
peoples. Therefore God’s promise, in preparation for his coming, should go out to them. In this
latter conviction Joseph and his sons might balk if the word used was covenant, for God made
his covenant with the Chosen People, who were Israelites. Yet that didn’t mean that Gentiles
couldn’t earn salvation, if they joined our faith. I’ve heard of many converted Gentiles. What
stopped them cold was not our dietary rules or laws. It was simply that one requirement that
pagans saw as mutilation. What troubled me was not single individuals, who might be cajoled
into accepting circumcision, but whole nations prevented from worshiping because they refuse
this rite. Would I saw off a little finger if a Pharisee or Sadducee priest said I must in order to be

called a Jew? I think not! Would Abraham have attempted to sacrifice Isaac if God hadn’t
given the order? I think not! Only God can command us to go against our nature. The
requirement for circumcision is probably the greatest stumbling block for a pagan joining our
faith. These thoughts receded into my mind, as the tide from the shore as I heard the raucous
voices of Publius guests, ready to roll back any moment as I found myself in the company of
some of Rome’s Gentile elite.
I don’t know what Publius was thinking when he invited those dreadful men to his house.
The contents of the dining hall—both guests and food—were unclean. His lax observance for
our dietary laws—serving the finest lamb and foul alongside of more exotic dishes, such as
lobster and snails, just to please his Gentile guests was doubly insulting to my benefactor. The
men were loud, rude, and irreverent as they entered the main hall. Our host was obviously
showing off his popularity by having such notables mingling among us. I admit it was a learning
period for me, but it upset Joseph and his sons very much. For once, Matthias, Levi and I were
in total agreement, but Joseph, for the sake of business, was forced to go along with this affront.
I understood this. Papa is sometimes forced to deal with unsavory clients. These fellows,
however, were especially uncouth during the feast.
Though we seemed already contaminated just being near the exotic foods, Joseph had
forbidden us to eat anything but the lamb, lentils, and fowl. We had to recline in the Roman
manner, rather than sit at a table as we do in Nazareth. Joseph whispered his fear to me that
dancing girls would come gyrating into the center of the room at any moment. Publius
introduced all of the men quickly, with obvious hesitation, as if he knew his Jewish client and
entourage would be offended. I will introduce them now as they speak.
“Ah hah,” Marcian, the banker’s voice slurred, “the little miracle worker shows up with
Joseph’s fine sons.” “Here,” he said, raising a mug, “turn my wine into Falernian vintage instead
of this Greek piss.”
“It’s Campanian, Marcian,” Publius replied in disbelief. “It’s much more expensive than
Falernian wine.”
“My good fellow,” Marcian said with cutting joviality, “it’s not Roman; its Greek and
tastes like piss.”
“Now, now, Marcian,” Primo guffawed, “it’s expensive piss. In an unwatered state, it
won’t matter after a few cups of wine.”
I was angry at their rudeness, as was Matthias and Levi, but Joseph just sat there in
apparent shock as Publius rose from his pillows, his mouth opening and closing like a fish.
Primo, as Publius introduced, was a fabric merchant, smelling, in Matthias’ crude words, like a
Syrian whore. I found his manners repulsive, but it was what came out of Marcian’s mouth that
was most offensive. A third and fourth client, Clevus and Numerian, both rich businessmen,
themselves, didn’t say much at all, providing us with annoying laughter as a backdrop irritation
for Marcian’s continued abuse. They became unruly as they continued to drink unwatered wine
during the meal. Publius must have being drinking a lot, himself. He seemed to be disoriented
as he stood there, as if asking himself “do I censor these uncouth men and lose my first client or
ignore their behavior in order to make a few deals?”
It seemed like such a simple answer to me. Apparently the merchant class of Rome, at
least for Publius guests, had none of polish of other Gentiles I had met. They must already have
been tipsy before they arrived. I couldn’t imagine them getting this drunk so soon. Publius,

Joseph would later tell me, thought of himself as a good businessman, but unfortunately, he had
no scruples when dealing with friends. For just himself and his family, the attitude of his new
friends would not have mattered very much, but, with orthodox Jews from the homeland looking
on, it was a serious affront. After being protected by Joseph from Gentile defilement for so long,
I felt more insulted in this room than standing before the idol-ridden temples of Rome. At least
the stone statues were silent and didn’t offend our sensibilities as well as our eyes. Yet Joseph, to
my disappointment, kept his counsel, as his sons sat stewing in rage. Publius, due to his nature,
chose the safest course, and sat down forlornly as Marcian told us all a bawdy tale.
I relate the merchant’s tale in my own words. It serves as an example of what I’ve
thought all along about Rome’s general indifference to religion but with a surprise meaning at
the end:
“A Roman, a Greek, a Syrian, and a Jew meet the Ferryman before crossing Styx. The
Ferryman asks the four men why they feel they deserved to be ferried to the Elysian Fields. The
Jew very self-righteously explains that he is among the Chosen People and has been circumcised
—a mutilation that all other men abhor, so the Ferrymen shudders with pity and takes him
across. The Roman exclaims that he has been an obedient subject to the emperor and never beat
his slaves, which seems reasonable to the Ferryman but nevertheless earns him passage to
Tartaros, Rome’s version of the Jewish Gahenna and Greek hell. Since nothing good could
come out of his people, the Syrian’s plea is ignored and he’s automatically ferried to the same
place, but the Greek just stood there, a grin on his greasy face, as the Ferryman waited for his
response. ‘Do not try my patience,” he snarled at the Greek. “Tartaros isn’t a nice place. It’s a
place of punishment. Give me a good reason why I shouldn’t ferry you there. “Ah but I
wouldn’t be happy anywhere else,” cackled the Greek. “All my friends are there. By Zeus, in
fact, all the great men, including Alexander and Julius Caesar are there. Name me one important
man or woman in the Elysian Fields worthy of note!’ The Ferryman thought long and hard,
annoyed by the Greek’s arrogance. “I can’t think of a single soul,” he confessed, a crafty look
appearing on his face, “but I’ll not do the likes of you a favor. You asked to be ferried to
Tartaros, so Elysian Fields it shall be!” “The Jew deserved the Ferryman’s pity,” Marcian added,
after taking a long draught of wine. “Because of his mutilation demanded by his god, he’s
guaranteed heaven, but the clever Greek—the least worthy of the men, tricked the Ferryman into
entering paradise.”
Primo, Clevus, and Numerian roared with laughter. Joseph’s expression darkened
progressively as Matthias and Levi took long abandoned swigs of juice, wishing it was
unwatered wine. Yet Publius forced a wan smile as his drunken guests carried on. I sat just
there, in the midst of this mixed reaction, impressed by Marcian unintentional respect for our
faith. On the surface he had little respect for Jews, and it sounded like an insult to Joseph and his
sons, but he admitted that at least the Jew deserved salvation. Through the guise of pity, which
is equal to God’s compassion for His creation, the Ferryman takes the Jew across to the Elysian
Fields, the Roman and Greek equivalent of heaven. Like the Unknown (invisible) God on his
pedestal, the Ferryman serves the need of the searcher like the angel of the Lord. Even wine and
the words of a drunken merchant couldn’t hide this possibility from me.
“Why are you smiling?” Levi demanded in a shrill whisper.
“What do you expect from a blasphemer?” Matthias grumbled.

I ignored their grumbling. Because of their predisposed attitude, they would jump at the
chance to attack me, even for a smile. Gathering my thoughts, I took a sip of fruit juice.
“All men seek God and eternal life in their own way,” I murmured, almost to myself. “I
may not like the way he said it, but the merchant admitted, and you heard him, that we are the
Chosen People. Begrudgingly though it might be, I hear envy in his voice. He acknowledges
our goodness. Despite the Ferryman’s sarcasm, he had, like our Lord during adversity, taken
pity upon the Jew, giving him eternal life.”
“Silence!” Joseph shushed us from the corner of his mouth. “We’ll have none of that!”
“How do you explain the Greek?” Levi sputtered into my ear. “He should be in Gahenna,
not paradise!”
“He is after all,” I whispered back, “a wily Greek.” “The point is,” I said, laughing softly
to myself, “there’s truth in Marcian’s joke. He revealed the same deep seated desire in himself
that many Romans do with their stone idols of which they included the pedestal to an Unknown
God, as if to hedge their bets.”
“You would say such a thing!” Matthias slammed down his mug.
“Shut up—all of you!” Joseph’s voice reached above the audible level.
The other men stopped laughing a moment to look down the table. Publius was, at this
moment, listening to Marcian explain what he believed was really in the Elysian Field.
Strangely enough, Marcian, despite being in his cups, did not slur his words, as uncle Ahab and
other drunks I’ve known.
“It’s like this my friend,” his voice blared, droplets of wine flecking Publius face,
“There’s many sober people in the Field who can’t eat fine food, drink wine or know each
other.” “He-he, you know what I mean,” he elbowed his host. “On the other hand,” he added,
gnawing off a piece of foul, “I doubt very much if Tartaros or the Jewish Gahenna burn us
everlasting. Most of mankind is filled with sinners. Would the gods roast that many souls? I
prefer the Greek’s Hades, which is ruled by Pluto, a much more enlightened fellow than those
Christian or Roman gods. Hades is where my friends are. It’s filled with merrymakers and
interesting folk with stories to tell.” “That’s where I want to be!” He belched happily, as he
ripped off large chunk of pheasant with his teeth.
At this point, he became especially crude. His explanation of the many pleasures in
Hades would have been offensive if they had not been so absurd. Nevertheless, I wanted to stick
my fingers into my ears, as Jude often does to blank out unpleasantness, and hum loudly to
myself. He and the other businessmen were very drunk, but at least the others were falling
asleep. Matthias and Levi tried to communicate with me those moments, but Marcian’s raucous
laughter drowned them out. A warning look from Joseph told Matthias, Levi, and me to endure
this offense and stop whispering amongst ourselves. I smiled in accord and, uttering a prayer for
direction, finished the next course in my meal. Once again the Lord seemed to speaking to me:
wordless bursts of approval or disapproval. At this point, I knew I had had gone too far by
comparing the Ferryman to God, yet I had spoken from the Spirit. By allowing this Gentile to
carry on, Publius was failing his other guests. This wasn’t the way I wanted to remember our
host. Papa would have thrown these vile men out of our house. Publius, however, was also a
Roman businessman, as were his guests, and evidently relied on their goodwill more than
Joseph’s. And yet, I knew the Pharisee would endure the Gentile’s behavior for the sake of the
business deal he hoped to make with Publius before leaving Rome.

That evening, after our dinner, which had excluded members of Publius’ family, Joseph
took Matthias, Levi, and myself into the garden. According to Joseph, Publius wife was a much
better Jew than her husband and disapproved of many of his vulgar friends. So to prevent her
children from such contamination and abuse, confessed Publius, his wife and the children ate
somewhere else in the house. As we prepared ourselves for another lecture, we met Diana by
herself, sitting forlornly by a small pagan fountain that had been a gift from a grateful client. To
ingratiate himself with aristocrats and rich men, Joseph would explain later, Publius would give
them special treatment, sometimes outright bribes or gifts, depending on whether he wanted
more business or simply to change policies in the Roman Senate. There were numerous vases,
commemorative plates, and other objects of art in Publius’ house obtained from grateful clients.
Statuary, which invariably had a pagan theme, was confined to the garden area, conforming to
Publius view that this location could not defile his home. As I looked around the large garden in
the center of Publius’ villa, I spotted many statues, almost all small replicas of Roman deities,
but I said nothing more.
Discreetly avoiding the mistress of the house, who appeared to be lost in her thoughts,
Joseph motioned for us to skirt the perimeter garden until reaching the arch that lead into the
stables. Our carriage, minus the driver and horses, had been parked near the stables. It sat there
invitingly, as if waiting for us to jump in and flee this awful place.
“Are we going back to the ship now?” Levi blurted, as he caught sight of the coach.
“Well,” he answered, heaving a sigh, “I dunno. . . . Nothing went right tonight.”
“I’m sorry father.” Levi dropped his head. “I shouldn’t have been talking at the dinner
table.”
Matthias and I also apologized for whispering amongst themselves, but Joseph shook his
head impatiently, exclaiming, “I know very well how you three think, especially you Jesus. It’s
almost impossible for you not to state your mind.”
I leaned forward to steady his walk. “What is it Joseph, my benefactor and friend?”
“Yes, father,”
Matthias asked with concern, “what troubles you if it’s not our indiscretion?”
“Oh, your indiscretions haven’t helped anything.” He shirked off his arm. “Tonight,
unfortunately, went badly from the beginning. For Jesus’ benefit, I’ll summarize the problem we
have if Publius doe business with Marcian. First I’ll explain to you how my business works.”
“Thank you.” I beamed.
“As my sons have learned, a merchant such as myself, trades one type of goods for
another that will, with the right contact, bring a higher return. As a Pharisee, adhering to fair
business practices, I prefer to make contracts with my client. That is why I avoid the market
place, a place filled with all manner of disreputable caravan merchants and local peddlers.
Unless I act as a middleman selling goods for other merchants, which I seldom do, the coins I
carry with me are for special purchases or business costs. That’s why we need four guards to
protect us. Each succeeding trade I make must be bartered for other goods at a progressively
higher level of profit. With the exception of Jerusalem, where I bought with coins a small chest
of rare emeralds for my Greek client, the exchange cycle began for us in Alexandria, where I
traded this chest for a shipload of Egyptian luxury items and furniture for my client in Greece.
For these commodities, my Athenian client gave me a shipload of textiles, fine pottery, and
precious spices (more valuable than the Egyptian acquisitions) to trade with my Roman client,

who, if all went well, would be exchanged for Falernian wine, spices, herbs, and Roman paper to
trade with my client in Gaul for a wide variety of goods. Unfortunately, Marcian and his friends
arrived on the scene. Now there’s a snag. I had expected to make a large profit with this next
exchange, since the more valuable items shipped from Gaul will bring gold coins in Cyrene,
where my trading was supposed to end. If my suspicions are correct, however, Publius will
make his exchange with Marcian and his cohorts, which leaves me with a warehouse full of
Greek goods I must load back on the ship. The problem is, Jesus, these are not items my client
in Gaul wants. The Gauls love wine and Roman delicacies and prefer Roman paper over
Egyptian papyrus. The textiles, pottery, and spices were not requested by him, and without the
specific goods required in my Cyrenian contract, I will not be paid in coin, and go home with a
shipload of Greek goods that have no other destination than my warehouse back home.”
“You understand the problem now?” he asked, glancing at me and than at his sons.
“Yes, perfectly,” I said, my head swimming with facts.
“Of course we understand.” Matthias gave him a puzzled look. “Marcian’s an uncouth
pig, so our his friends. The question is, ‘will Publius do business with them?’ Did he tell you
that?”
Joseph shrugged, his palms raised upward to signify despair. A revelation filled my
head: this good man had been deceived. Already, I knew Publius’ heart; now I was certain, but I
held my tongue.
Understanding his father’s gesture, Matthias eyes widened with alarm. “Tell us father,”
he said with forced calm, “what is Publius up to? He acted suspicious in there, yet said nothing
about the deal. We were in such a hurry to leave, we didn’t wait to find out.”
This time Joseph exhaled and drew in a long breath. “Publius didn’t tell me,” he
answered, sinking onto the bench near the stable. “It just makes sense. In my business, I’ve
learned to read people. That man is greedy and has no backbone.”
“Those Roman pigs!” Levi’s voice trembled. “They’ve ruined everything!”
“Quite possibly.” Joseph frowned at his son.
“But how can you know for certain?” persisted Matthias. “You don’t know what he said.
He was caught off guard by those men.”
“Aristotle called it deduction.” Joseph looked around solemnly. “Marcian is a rich
banker. The other three men are businessman, too. Why would they arrive suddenly in Publius’
house? Shouldn’t he have warned me they were coming? The fact is, I saw Marcian slip our
host a piece of parchment. That wily merchant raised his eyebrows, read the parchment, and
shook his head, avoiding eye contact with us, as if we were suddenly, as the Romans say,
personae non-grata. It’s obvious what happened. They might be giving Publius a better deal,
which might be too lucrative for him to refuse. On the other hand, because Publius is a Jew, he’s
in a dilemma: does he do business with Jews or Gentiles? The mood has changed for our people
in the capital; Publius said so himself. Tiberius has already expelled our people once. Those
Roman clients might make things very hard on him.”
“I’m sorry Joseph.” I murmured, looking down at him with concern.
“Which one do you think it is,” Matthias asked thoughtfully, “greed or fear?”
“I think Publius is intimidated.” He shrugged his shoulders. “The Gentiles, as always,
have the upper hand. I remember hearing about Marcian, at least someone with that same name.
He was a friend of Tiberius during his exile in Rhodes. That Marcian was a banker too. If I

remember correctly, he loaned Tiberius a tidy sum. One well-placed word from that fellow
could also mean trouble for us, too.”
“How could he do such a thing?” Levi plopped down dejectedly next to his father. “It’s
not right. Publius is a back-stabber and fraud!”
“He just told you.” Matthias raised an eyebrow. “It could be both!”
“That’s quite possible,” Joseph uttered a bitter laugh. “There’s nothing respectable
about that man. I thought he was acting strangely when he greeted us at the dock: jumpy,
squeamish—you all saw it. I figured he was just nervous about the mood in his district, but I
was just fooling myself. In his correspondence, he agreed to all my terms. He should have
warned me then, or at least while were at the wharf before I unloaded all my goods, that there
might be a problem. It’s obvious that he’s just another self-serving Roman. I’ll have to find a
different client to make the same exchange, so I can make a profit or at least give my next client
the right goods.
“That’s not likely,” Matthias said grimly.
Levi’s gave his father a hopeful look. “Maybe Publius will still buy them!”
“He might,” Joseph exhaled deeply, “otherwise, I’ll need a miracle. More important than
anything, is the fact this will hurt my reputation as a merchant. Though they’re writing, my
business contracts are sealed with my good name.”
I began to pray silently, my eyes open so as not bring attention upon myself.
“Rome is such a big city.” Levi glanced desperately around. “Is it possible that we can
find a client this late?”
“No!” Matthias snapped
“I work through established contacts.” Joseph explained, shaking his head. “Publius is
my contact in Rome. I was suppose to drop off goods to him from Greece and pick up his
merchandise to trade in Gaul. That merchandise was requested by my next client. I must remind
you, I deal in contracts, as well as contacts. Publius appears to be doing business with Marcian
and his crowd on the side. I will soon learn whether or not this is a fact. The problem is those
Romans will probably want to make the same or similar exchange as me—through barter or, in
their case, coin. That’s how it works. Honest exchange of goods, as always, had been the plan,
until those men showed up. One of my important clients is in Gaul. As I said, I have my
reputation to uphold. If I don’t succeed in this trade, even if I have to beg him to keep his end of
the bargain, our journey has been a waste.”
“No, absolutely not, we have our pride!” Matthias’ eyes stormed.
“Yes, father.” Levi gripped his father’s sleeve. “Rome’s an unfriendly place for Jews.
Let’s cut our losses and leave this awful place!”
I stopped praying that instant. “You’re not serious?” I looked at Levi in disbelief.
“Joseph,” I spoke impulsively, “I understand you need contacts and contracts, but there must be
other sources in Rome. If Publius won’t honor his contract, we can stay a few more days until
you find another client.”
“It’s not that simple.” Joseph waved irritably. “A client is a contact. I’m not a traveling
tinkerer selling my goods. Understand—all of you boys, I rely on contacts. My business is an
exchange of goods that runs on a schedule. There’s a ship waiting in the wharf that’s empty. I
must find new cargo for it or load it with the merchandise I obtained in Greece instead of the

goods planned for exchange in Gaul. Unfortunately, the goods my client in Gaul wants are in
Publius’ warehouse.”
“This isn’t your fault,” Matthias pointed to Publius house. “It’s his fault—that Roman
pig. I agree with Levi. Let’s cut our losses, put Rome behind us, and move on to Gaul!”
“It’s so simple. ” Levi stomped his foot. “Load the ship and just leave!”
I could scarcely believe what they were saying.
“Without an exchange of goods?” I looked at them in disbelief. “You’re father will you
lose money? His clients in Gaul and Cyrene won’t get their goods.” “Can’t you can find
anyone?” I looked pleadingly at Joseph. “Is Publius the only source in Rome?”
My words now angered Matthias, Joseph’s oldest son.
“What do you know of these matters?” He spat angrily. “You, a carpenter’s son, know
nothing of our father’s business. You’ve been nothing but trouble during our journey. All those
silly comments you make about religion. Now you’re giving our father advice on his business.
These are things you know nothing about!”
Joseph sprang to his feet to restrain his son. “That’s quite enough!” He held up his hand
and gripped his arm. “Apologize to Jesus. This isn’t his fault. You can’t blame him for having
an inquisitive mind or having opinions. Jesus came along to learn about the world, both its good
and evil. Now I’d hardly call Publius evil, but he has a weak will. Unless, he changes his mind,
I won’t be able to make the exchange. I’ll have to find a new contact in Rome. I don’t want to
let down my client in Gaul, but it seems impossible.”
Joseph’s sons were beside themselves, Matthias angry because of our predicament and
Levi worried that matters would only get worse. Clearly, the two young men had different
reasons for getting out of Rome: pride and fear. What they failed to accept was the almost
impossible situation Joseph was placed in by Marcian and his friends. These men showed up, I
was led to believe, without Joseph’s knowledge, and the deal he had made with Publius had
evaporated in the drunken revelry of the other men.
“The question is,” I murmured to Joseph, “will Publius change his mind?”
“I’ve made an effort to communicate.” Joseph sighed wearily. “He was still sitting at the
table with those vile men when I slipped the servant a note I jotted down during the feasts. I
asked him if he was going to keep his bargain . . . . It’s up to him!”
“So we wait until he sobers up?” Levi gave him a miserable look.
“Unacceptable,” Matthias’ voice constricted, “those Roman pigs!”
“We’ll wait until tomorrow,” Joseph decided, giving me a kindly smile.
I was his only advocate, but my opinion had added further distance between myself and
his sons. Joseph couldn’t leave Rome without knowing the mind of his client and onetime
friend. He had a noble reason, above profit. Since he was already a rich man, he was worried
only about his reputation. In this respect, considering his father’s standing, Matthias anger
seemed justified. Why should he plead to Publius? For that matter, I couldn’t blame Levi for
being fearful, after our treatment in Publius’ sector of town. In both cases, however, their ill
feelings seemed shortsighted and ill conceived. In Rome, itself, where a multitude of visitors
from all over the Empire streamed in and out of the city, I felt no hostility nor prejudices. We
were no longer, during our visit, dressed like Jews. Unless we spoke Aramaic or entered a
synagogue no one would be the wiser. Unfortunately, in Publius house, Marcian and his friends
knew we were Jews. They were taking advantage of this fact and the current mood among

Romans. Unless he could find other clients in Rome with the goods his next contact required,
and in a manner unknown to Marcian and his friends, Joseph would have to go elsewhere. That
had nothing to do with pride or fear. It was just common sense. And this was, unless God
stepped in, impossible.
As we returned to our quarters, I decided to make peace with Matthias and Levi and
apologize to Joseph for speaking my mind.
“I’m sorry I misspoke,” I addressed them as a group. “It wasn’t my place to offer advice.
I’m but a Carpenter’s son. There’s much I must learn.”
“You spoke from the heart,” Joseph said, giving my head a pat. “Your father’s
occupation is honorable. It was Matthias, not you, who misspoke. The fact that you apologized
to my sons, who’ve treated you abominably, tells me much about your character.”
He said nothing to Matthias and Levi, but his expression said much as he glanced back at
them. I’ll never forget the reaction on their faces: hatred, resentment, and envy. My effort to
make peace had only made matters worse. Joseph whispered his blessing to me, shuffled down
the hall, his sons turning back as they followed, hissing and making the sign to ward off evil eye,
as if I was an unclean thing. After retiring to my quarters that night I prayed very hard. It wasn’t
the same prayer I had been making inside my head after Joseph confessed his despair. This
prayer was for peace between Joseph’s sons and myself. A vision came to me in my sleep that
seemed to be an unfavorable answer to my request. I had asked God to soften Matthias and
Levi’s heart and reassure them that I was no threat. In my vision, however, I awakened inside
my dream with Joseph’s sons looking angrily down at me.
“Our father favors a stranger over his own sons!” Matthias cried accusingly.
“Were we the chosen until he came along?” asked Levi, wringing his fist.
“And now he wants to replace us,” Matthias gnashed his teeth, “and steal our birthright!”
“We won’t let him do it.” Levi grew agitated. “He’s an outsider. He’s stolen our peace
and beguiled our father. He wants to give our faith to the Gentiles and pollutes our faith with
nonsense about an unknown god. There is but one god, one set of laws, and one faith. Our Lord,
though inscrutable, is not unknown. We, not the Greeks, Roman, Egyptians, or Syrians are the
chosen. We Jews, and no one else, have a covenant with God.”
When I awakened, I could hear voices somewhere in the house. It could very well have
been Publius arguing with his guests. The small lamp I had lit to remind me of home still burned
brightly. There were footsteps in the hall, perhaps servants or members of the household passing
by my door. I wondered, after a short prayer, if those dreadful men had gone home. It was
obvious to me that I had slept for only a short period of time. Yet the Lord had spoken to me
plainly through the mouths of Joseph’s sons. I knew, in spite of my good intentions, that
illumination was no excuse for challenging tradition. It didn’t matter what I actually meant; all
my fine words, even my efforts to make peace, provoked them. With Matthias and Levi’s minds
so set, I wouldn’t win them over. Despite Joseph’s effort at trying to seem enlightened, he had
raised his sons to be conservative Pharisees. For them there was no room for compromise.
Greece and Rome’s pedestal to an unknown god was seen by Joseph as a form equivocation.
They were simply hedging their bets. Nevertheless, Joseph could see much good in Greek
medicine and philosophy and Roman architecture and law, while his sons had closed their minds
tightly to the outer world. I thought of Jude those moments and his desire for distant places. I
don’t believe that it’s wrong to be in the world, so long as you’re not a part of it. To be a

sightseer but not reveler in foreign lands is acceptable, as long as you remember what is right,
what you believe, and who you are. Tradition is important, so my traditional half, which you,
Papa, taught me, can sympathize with Joseph’s sons. On the other hand, Matthias and Levi’s
hearts appear to be closed to illumination. In this respect the Pharisees, who can’t see beyond
the law, are no better than the priests. Unlike the pagans whose deities are carved in stone, our
God is a living God. His revelations, written in our minds, are living scriptures, equal to the
scrolls of the Prophets and the Law. That part of me illuminated by the Lord has been deeply
effected by Isaiah, who paints a picture of a universal God whose covenant includes all men,
Gentile and Jew alike, seeking everlasting life and a redemptive faith. What I’ve seen in the
world has taught me about human nature. What I’ve read in the sacred scrolls is tempered by the
Living Word. Everything I’ve seen firsthand and the scriptures I’ve read, and what the Lord
whispers in my mind are incompatible at times, yet no more so than my experiences traveling
with Joseph and his self-righteous sons. In the final analysis, however, I listen first to God
before considering the advice of men or heeding the written word. The Lord’s silent counsel
directs my thoughts and, even when I’m not aware of it, guides my steps.
At first, I felt comforted by this thought, and yet I felt uneasy about my dream. I began to
realize that there might be two interpretations for this nightmare. In the first interpretation, it
seemed like an immediate issue. I had overstepped my status as a guest on Joseph’s business
trips. It was as if the Lord was telling me to be patient and hold my tongue around his sons.
Alas, in the second interpretation, that came more slowly, there seemed to be another deeper and
more mysterious meaning than my quarrel with them. Seen in this light, the faces and words of
Matthias and Levi, flashing in my mind like lightning before a storm, were disturbing but no
worse than many of my dreams. Perhaps, our experiences in Rome and treatment at Publius
table were making me nervous like Joseph and his sons. This would make it an ordinary
nightmare, caused by fear, not visions of things to come. Should I take the vision in my head
seriously? Had the Lord, Himself, really put it into my mind? If so, was it a scolding for my
treatment of Matthias and Levi or a warning intended for my relationship with all Jews? I never
was the one to hold my peace. My words and actions have caused hardship for our family in our
town. You’ve all been so patient with me over the years. That must be the message. I must try
to keep my counsel during my journey with Joseph of Arimathea. Perhaps, when I return to
Nazareth, I’ll do as Papa often says, and get my head out of the clouds!
******
The letter from Rome, read so eloquently by Papa, stopped abruptly to let Jesus’ words
sink in. Clearly, even in my less tutored mind, Jesus had said many heretical things. Most of
them, James and I would point out to the other disciples, were merely a restating of previous
statements in his letters—a continuing stream of illumination following his spiritual awakening
after the healing of the sparrow. Clearly, however, I know now that Jesus’ dream about Matthias
and Levi was, in microcosm, a glimpse of the reception he would receive from most of our
people. The James who heard Jesus letter from Rome, however, was not so understanding about
his views, for in this correspondence Jesus had gone much further than before.
“What is this nonsense about the Living Word?” His voice broke the silence. “What was
he trying to say just then? Does anyone have a clue? Why does Jesus feel as if he has to preach
to us? No wonder he gets on Joseph sons’ nerves!”

James had spoken all of our minds. Nehemiah, I noted with amusement, had fallen
asleep in a sitting position, his little head wobbling on his thin neck.
“He’s speaking in riddles again,” Mama tried to make light of Jesus words.
“No,” Joseph said, shaking his head, “he summed it up very plainly. I don’t care about
his silly dream. From the very beginning—in his first letter, even as they toured Rome, his
notion of the unknown god and concern for the Gentiles have made him question our holy
scrolls. Now this idea about the Word, as if it has a life of its own, is more important to him than
the law and the prophets.”
“Except Isaiah.” James smiled wryly.
Simon, for once wide-awake, asked, “What’s rev-el-ation? What’s Il-lumin-ation?”
“I think I know what he’s talking about,” Papa said thoughtfully. “Jesus isn’t the first Jew
to talk about illumination: that moment when your spirit, without words, not your mind, is
moved. What the Lord once said to Mama and me is not written on any scroll. When you feel
the Lord’s presence there are no earthly words.” “Revelation and illumination are just that
Simon.” He reached down fondly to pat his head. “. . . . Sometimes God moves us, without
beckoning. When God tells you something that no one, even Moses and the prophets didn’t
know, in a vision or sound asleep, it’s a revelation.” “Sometimes,” he added with a sigh, “they
don’t make sense at first . . . .The truth seeps in gradually in symbols and bursts of light. . .”
“All right,” Joseph replied with a sigh, “but what about this notion of the unknown god. I
don’t believe Isaiah really included the Gentiles nor did he mean a universal god. He could’ve
been talking about the Jews spread across the empire, from Egypt to Gaul. God created the
heavens and earth, but he’s the god of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and the Israelites, not all of the
pagan, idol worshipping Gentiles on the earth.”
“That’s your opinion.” Papa motioned impatiently. “I’m thirsty. Let’s all have some of
Mama’s juice.”
I was curious about the last of Jesus’ sentences read by Papa. “What did Jesus mean by
another meaning in his dream, deeper and more mysterious?” I looked up at him.
“More illumination, I suppose.” He gave me a tired grin. “That ones too deep for me!”
Though I never told Papa my own revelations, his words explained many of my dreams.
Most of them didn’t make sense at all, and yet I knew, as Papa defined the word, my spirit had
been illuminated. As Papa stepped out, ostensibly to use the cloaca, I saw that same worried
look on Mama’s face, but I no longer worried. I didn’t believe Papa would become a drunk like
uncle Ahab, though he occasionally snuck a mug or two of wine. After Mama fixed us all a
snack of cheese and grapes and poured us all cups of juice, she checked on the twins frolicking
in the front yard. What struck us all as suspicious was the fact that Papa returned to the kitchen
from the back door, a grin buried in his bearded face. While we munched on our grapes and
cheese and sipped our juice, Papa took a swig from the mug sitting by the scroll, brought the
letter up to the sunlight streaming through window and continued reading Jesus’ letter. I uttered
a silent prayer that the remainder of the scroll would be devoted to Jesus’ adventures, not more
religious matters. Previously in the journey, Joseph of Arimathea’s troubles brought forth a new
heresy from Jesus: the Living Word. This strange idea was interesting. What a perfectly novel
idea? I must admit that Jesus’ encounter with the Gentile also intrigued me. What I really
wanted to hear about in Jesus’ letters, however, was his exploits in different lands—those kinds
of adventures I planned on having myself.

As it turned out, Joseph’s business was cut short the next day. Jesus’ Roman adventure
would, at the end of the letter, run its course. Papa was invigorated by his shot of wine, so it was
difficult to gauge his mood, but everyone else, even Mama, were growing weary with Jesus
controversies.
“This sounds serious.” Papa chortled, sipping his juice. “Hold on to your seats.”
It struck me humorous that Papa had drunk the wine portion of the punch first. For a
moment, as he glanced ahead in the scroll, I heard him mutter under his breath with surprise and
alarm. In his booming voice, our expectations rose as he resumed the reading Jesus’ letter from
Rome:
I awakened, after a fitful night, to a loud clamor outside the house. I soon learned, as I
quickly dressed and scrambled into the hall, that there was a riot in the Jewish quarter. In a way,
God had answered my prayers, for the crisis brought all of us together into a conference in
Publius’ garden. Neither Matthias or Levi gave me evil looks. The subject of business was the
furthest thing from Publius and Joseph’s mind. According to Loftus and Strabo, a self-styled
courier, who didn’t even bother to deliver their message to the master of the house, gave a
servant a scroll with the message scrawled in red ink “Jews get out of Rome!”
With the crude note in his hand, our host gave us the grave news. Almost immediately,
however, Loftus himself downplayed the crisis. “I’ve learned from this servant,” he muttered to
Joseph, “that it’s Praetorian Guards doing this, not the rank and file Roman citizen or soldier.”
“Really?” Joseph gave the Nubian a thoughtful look.
“That might be true,” Publius replied, heaving a sigh, “but it’s happening in my
neighborhood. You’re not safe here, my friends. It would be better to get out while you can. I
might take my family to Pompeii to wait this out.”
“Now we’re his friends,” Matthias whispered to Levi. “This is a ploy to get us out of
Rome.”
“You were telling us about this earlier.” Joseph frowned. “. . . . Something about Tiberius
being angry with Jews, forcing thousands of them to leave Rome. There didn’t seem to be any
hostility toward us in Ostia or in Rome, itself. It’s just the Jewish quarter and a bunch of
hotheads angry about Jewish attitudes toward serving in the army.”
“Yes,” Publius pressed his point, “but four thousand of them were forced to fight outlaws
in Sardinia. Many thousands were expelled from Rome. Tiberius, unlike Augustus, is no lover
of Jews. He sees us as hard-headed and untrustworthy.”
As I listened to Publius expound upon the growing rift between Jew and Gentile, I felt
pity toward him. He was a creature of his times. Loftus and Joseph were right in downplaying
the incident. Our host’s eyes were darting around nervously and he smelled of last night’s wine.
This was a good way to get us out of his hair. The threat, however, was personal, between
Marcian’s circle. He wanted us to convince that there was a more general threat. Seeing the
forlorn outlines of his wife and children in the shadows, I knew that he was under great stress to
comply with the Roman merchants. This was not simply greed as Joseph and his sons first
suspected. The noise had already abated in the street. The servants were preparing the morning
meal routinely, which implied that there really wasn’t any state of emergency. Before our arrival
in Ostia, I overheard Joseph discussing Rome’s attitude toward the Jews. Julius Caesar,
Pompeii, and Emperor Augustus had been disposed kindly toward our people. Suddenly, as our
host poured himself a cup of wine, Joseph elaborated upon this subject for Publius’ benefit. We

were all hungry, especially since our dinners last night had been cut short, but refrained from
sitting at Publius’ table.
Joseph gave him a withering look. “I remember the history of our people’s suffering at
the hands of Gentiles: Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, and Greeks. But the
Romans, even under its new emperor, Tiberius, have been, at worst, indifferent conquerors.
Their main concern is keeping the peace. Even now, as I understand it from you, the emperor’s
under pressure to call back the exiled Jews, perhaps because of their financial skill. I pray that
he will also bring our youths conscripted into the army back to Rome.”
“Yes, on the surface,” Publius said, wiping his mouth, “but Roman merchants are forcing
many of us into financial ruin, and Tiberius doesn’t care. The emperor pretends to be tolerant
like his stepfather yet turns a blind eye to the actions of hot-heads running amuck.”
“I heard them.” Joseph nodded grimly. “But I’ve seen worse in Galilee and Judea. Why
haven’t they set the homes ablaze in the Jewish quarter or stoned you in the streets?”
“Maybe they’re just waiting for their chance,” offered Levi. “That old man last night
gave us a clear warning. Why did he appear at just that moment in the Jewish quarter? It was a
sign, I tell you. Publius is right; we should leave Rome.”
“Now, Levi,” Joseph replied, gripping his shoulders, “that fellow was talking about
Rome’s fate against the barbarians. I could’ve told you that!” “Sooner or later,” he added,
snapping his fingers, “our conquerors, the Romans, will go the way of the Persians and Greeks—
pffft! Let’s not worry about a handful of troublemakers roaming he streets. Our host is
exaggerating the problem because of his dealings with Marcian and his friends.”
“It’s not so simple,” groaned Publius. “In veiled language, I was warned by Marcian that
Sejanus, Tiberius’ Praetorian Prefect, wants to replace the Jewish merchant class with his own
network of sellers and buyers.”
“Why would he do that?” Matthias gave him a contemptuous look. “Our people have
brought great prosperity to Rome.”
It sounded rather pompous to me, yet my pride swelled with Matthias words. I had seen
with my own eyes and heard with my own ears how important Jewish artisans and merchants
were in the cities of the empire. Yet Publius argued this matter several moments, as our
stomachs growled with hunger, pointing out the method of an unscrupulous man like Sejanus,
who cornered, even controlled, various markets, at the very least pressuring Jewish merchants,
such as himself, to sell their wares for less or, as middlemen, receive a decreasing rate of
commission.
“So it’s true,” Joseph concluded, shaking his head in dismay, “those men are pressuring
you to do business only with them.”
Publius nodded his head miserably. Joseph motioned to us with a cutting motion, by
raising a palm and bringing it down crashing onto his wrist, as if saying “that’s it. I’ve had it.
Let’s leave!”
“Surely, you must sup with us first,” Publius appeared to equivocate. “Let’s discuss this
matter over food and drink. I’ll try to help you find another client in Rome.”
“No, Publius.” Joseph shook his head emphatically, “you should’ve sent me a warning
long ago before I wasted all this time.”
“It was too late.” Publius held out his pudgy hands. “I was approached only last week by
Sejanus’ henchmen, Leo. Marcian arrived unannounced last night, but I knew he was Leo’s

agent.” “Sejanus is not the typical pragmatic Roman,” he explained hoarsely. “He secretly hates
the Jews and whispers like the devil into Tiberius’ ear.”
In a rare act of indiscretion, Joseph whispered a command to Loftus and Strabo. First
removing the jugs from the breakfast table and handing them to the Syrian guards, each of the
Nubians took the ends of the cloth and brought them forward, wrapping the sides carefully to
contain the food. Removing a pouch, Joseph left a generous pile of coins to cover the theft and,
pointing in the direction of the stables, led us out the back entrance of Publius’ house.
This time there was not so much as a murmur of argument. The four guards were greatly
amused by this demonstration. Trusting Josephs’ judgment even more now, I offered a prayer of
thanksgiving that we would soon have our morning meal. Matthias and Levi ran ahead to the
servants’ quarters to find the coachmen we had hired. While the guards carried out our food,
Joseph paid a pair of servants to assist us with our luggage. In less than an hour, we had climbed
aboard the carriage, and, as we sat eating our bread, cheese, and fruit, were being transported
back to Ostia to wait for Joseph’s cargo to be reloaded back onto his ship. The guards, though
on horseback, shared in our meal and had managed to find a large flask of wine, which they
passed back and forth merrily on the way. Joseph had already decided what to do with the
warehouse filled with Rome’s intended goods. He would sell it to the harbormaster at a loss,
rather than bring it back to Judea. Joseph and his sons were resolved to this disaster, yet I
continued to pray. It appeared, after visiting Jerusalem, Alexandria, and Athens, we were finally
going home. Then suddenly, out of nowhere, a man ran up to our coach, screaming at the top of
his lungs, “Stop, stop, my master sends you a message!”
“What is it now,” Matthias grumbled, “another apology?”
“Driver, halt!” Joseph barked. “Here let me see that,” he said, reaching out the window.
Gasping and drenched with sweat, the servant had run all the way from Publius’ estate.
Joseph read the parchment quickly, whistling under his breath.
“Abraham’s ghost!” he laughed, slapping his knees. “It appears as if Publius recalled a
Greek merchant, married to a rich Roman matron in the city, who might be interested in
exchanging my goods for a storehouse of Falernian wine. The paper is a trifling matter. To
fulfill the contract, I’ll send wagon out to purchase that in Rome.”
Levi shook his head in wonder. I could scarcely believe my ears.
Matthias cried out excitedly, “Will that cover all of the order? How long will all this
take? Are you going to lose money in the deal?”
“One question at a time,” Joseph held up his hand. “It might not cover everything, but my
reputation will be intact. Hopefully, this won’t take long.” “Here my good fellow, he said,
reaching out to present him with a handful of coins. “Loftus will ride back with you to give
you’re your master my reply.” “Driver,” he called, rapping on the door, “we’ll wait for the
merchant on the dock.”
With a nervous look on his perspiring face, the servant climbed onto the saddle in back of
the big Nubian and held on fore dear life as Loftus gave his stallion a kick.
“By the furies—on Zeus!” Loftus shouted to his horse, galloping swiftly back up the
road.
Not ready to believe his good fortune, Joseph paced nervously up and down the dock as
our coachmen waited for the news. As soon as the Greek appeared and the two merchants met to
discuss terms, he would ride off, leaving us stranded if a deal wasn’t made. During the hour,

Loftus galloped up on his big back stallion, calling out through cupped hands the good tidings:
Publius got the message. The Greek merchant will be arriving soon. Nevertheless, just to make
sure, I continued to pray. As Matthias and Levi waited anxiously on the wharf, the four guards
told bawdy tale, munching on the store of sweetmeats snatched from Publius table, which they
washed down with Campanian wine. Just as I emerged from the public urinal, shocked by the
graffiti on the its walls, a second carriage pulled into the wharf area with a small, wizened, dark
little man aboard. Hopping out of the coach, he scurried up to Joseph waving a contract in his
hand.
“You have Greek merchandise,” he cried, “I have Falernian wine.
“Joseph bar Ibrim.” The Pharisee introduced himself
“Menander of Corinth,” The Greek shook his hand. “
Without a table for signing and sealing the document, the two men were forced to
conduct business inside Menander’s coach. Each man carried a contract. In a rare moment of
amiability, Matthias explained to me how this worked. Without a notarized parchment, as is the
custom in the marketplace, this type of agreement depended solely upon the merchandise on
hand. Since each merchant would see what the other was getting in the bargain, a magistrate or
public notary wasn’t needed to witness the exchange. It all happened quickly.
“Glychon,” Joseph clapped his hands, as he trotted after the Greek, “find me a wagon and
team. I’ll jot down directions to the mill. Tycho, go find the harbormaster. I also need a team of
men.”
It took only a short while until Menander and Joseph emerged from the carriage beaming
with their parchments in hand. I would learn later that Menander had been jilted by a contact in
Rome too, just like Joseph. I was overjoyed that the Lord answered my prayers. I dare not share
this with the others; that would be one miracle too many for Joseph’s sons. It was satisfying
enough to see the expressions on everyone’s faces. Matthias had kept his pride, Levi’s fears
were allayed, and Joseph could now spend his time showing Menander his warehouse of his
bartered goods, supervise the unloading of Falernian wine and Roman paper onto the ship. The
only loss, which was significant, was the coin paid to the paper mill, but we were all quite happy
as we boarded our ship. Joseph’s guards had to rouse our drunken captain in his cabin and
harbor attendants had to be sent into Ostia to round up the crewmen of our ship. Even with
everything finally in order, it was evening before the ship was ready to travel. We would have to
wait until early morning before leaving Ostia, which meant we would sleep onboard with a
shipload of irritable, half sober men.
The next morning, the captain shouted for the crewman to castoff. The moorings were
pulled in over the rails, the banner of Neptune rose high on the mast, and our ship set sail for
Gaul. As Joseph, Matthias, Levi, and I prayed for a safe voyage, our guards pretended to join in,
as did a few of the crewmen impressed by my prayer during our last voyage. I didn’t realize that
I had become such a legend on the ship. My reputation, of course, irritated Joseph’s sons. Some
of the crewmen called me little Neptune, in honor of the sea god that protected Roman ships.
Loftus counseled me not to argue since we needed their goodwill. We were, in fact, treated well
on the Trident, which just happened to be the name of our ship. This goodwill helped support
Joseph’s optimism about Rome’s tolerance toward Jews. And yet it seemed obvious to me that
the new emperor, Tiberius, is a capricious ruler, especially after hearing about what his friend
Sejanus had up his sleeve. Now that he had given Joseph his contract, I asked the Lord to

provide us with good weather and give my benefactor a prosperous venture in Gaul, free from
the troubles encountered in Rome.
******
When we reach our next destination, Gaul, I shall write you a new letter. Joseph is
confident he will recoup his losses in this outpost, but I sense apprehension in his two sons.
Loftus told me, I’m certain untruthfully, that a wild headless people live here who have eyes in
their chests and hairy arms, much longer than their legs. This myth, Joseph told us later, comes
from Herodotus, a Greek historian, who also wrote about a race of giant blond haired women he
called Amazons, fearless in battle, ruling over their husbands as the Romans rule us now. These
are legends, of course. Except that they once practiced a more barbarous religion than Rome,
Joseph reassured me that the Gauls are a more trustworthy folk, not so different from ourselves.
Out of boredom, our Nubian guards sometimes like to frighten us with fantastic tales. Levi is
especially susceptible to their stories, as are the Syrians who are a superstitious lot. Rest assured
that I am safe and well on my odyssey. The Lord watches over me and, in so doing, also
watches over Joseph and his sons. I look forward to seeing my family again. I shall pray for
your good health and continued happiness.
I miss you, my parents, brothers, and sisters. Until I reach Gaul, peace, good health, and
the grace of our Lord be with you, — Jesus bar Joseph.

Chapter Twenty-Five
Jesus in Gaul
Between Jesus’ letter from Rome and his scroll from Gaul that Justin, our special courier,
delivered one bright sunny day, the daily routine of our lives had been uneventful. Everything—
Papa’s recovering business, Mama’s cycle of baking, cooking, and cleaning, and the games we
children played—seemed normal enough. There were times when I missed that rascal Michael
—his creative mischief, foolish exploits, and endless made-up games. Yet Nehemiah, though a
dull-wit at times, was a truer friend. He never complained. He followed me around like a
faithful dog. With Uriah forbidden to associate with me and the other Nazarene boys spurning
my friendship, the only other companionship I had was my older brothers, without benefit of
Jesus’ protection. In effect, Nehemiah was all I had. Considering the attitude of townsmen
toward my family, I was thankful I had him. Together, as leader and follower, we shared James,
Joseph, and Simon’s teasing and abuse. We were Joshua’s warriors, and they were the
Philistines as they chased us into the hills. Sometimes, inspired by the Romans marching
throughout Nazareth, we pretended we were Roman soldiers and my brothers were members of
Reuben’s gang. For all my patience at Nehemiah’s slow-witted response to our games and
inability to keep up, however, I failed to see the reason for his slowness and lack of spirit. On
that special day when Jesus letter arrived from Gaul, the shadow of death was in my friend’s
eyes.
Unlike Jesus first letter from Egypt, his succeeding correspondence filled my family with
misgivings. This time James and Joseph arrived belatedly from their work in the shop, their
expression difficult to read. Justin had hung around the front yard eating his lunch and drinking
a mug of grape juice, chatting with Papa, who seemed in no hurry to read the scroll. Nehemiah
and I had been idling in the garden, and, after bidding Justin goodbye, followed Papa expectantly
into the house, where Mama stood silently, a fist pressed to her mouth. Though Jesus’ had
spiced the end of his last letter with fanciful talk of headless men and giant warrior woman, we
expected the same long-winded excursions into religion and philosophy again. As Mama
remained standing at the head of the table, a look of concern on her haggard face, Papa
whispered to her: “Now, don’t worry Mama, what could happen to Jesus in Gaul?” I remember
him smiling and humming to himself, which implied to us that he had been bolstered again by a
mug of wine. Sooner or later in his correspondence we expected Jesus narration to detour into
spiritual matters. In this we would not be disappointed. No one noticed Nehemiah’s drooping
lids and ashen color. For good or ill, all eyes were riveted on Papa as he whispered more
reassurances into Mama’s ear.
This time, with a suspicious splash of flamboyance, he stood there a moment longer,
scroll in hand, waiting for the right moment to speak:
“Greetings my family from Gaul, which I’m told is Rome’s greatest province. I hope this
letter finds you all in good health. I include in my prayers, of course, our good friend Samuel. I
trust that Papa’s business is doing better now that I’ve been removed from the scene. I’m writing
my fourth letter piecemeal; that is to say I’m making an entry upon the scroll at each important
stage of our journey. So, as before, during our trip to Rome, I made my first entry aboard the

Trident, our steadfast ship. There is a good reason why I begin my letter from Gaul when our
ship was still out to sea.
Don’t be alarmed. Everything is all right now, but for a few hours, as we approached the
port of Massilia, it rained so hard we were certain our ship would be swamped. It was quite
strange how the sky opened up and poured its wrath down upon us. The waves caused the ship
to rock to and fro but not nearly as much as when the storm hit us on our way to Rome. This
time the rain would stop before we even had a chance to pray, but it poured down with much
greater volume than before. It was what happened after the downpour that shook us greatly. All
of us had scurried into our cabin. It sounded as if the roof of the cabin would crash in upon us
because of the dreadful clamor. When the rain stopped, we laughed at our fears as we filed out
into the waterlogged ship. This time the deck was thoroughly drenched, because, Joseph
explained to us, the cloudburst had been heavier, constant, and the side rails of the ship couldn’t
contain the crashing rain. Because it had also poured down into the unsecured deck below, the
vessel was now partially swamped and would sink, if the bilge pumps could not expel the water
fast enough. Captain Menalek assured us that the pumps were working adequately, but,
according to his first mate, Tabor, another similar downpour would cause the ship to sink.
Everyone prayed very hard that it would not rain again. Even our guards, as terror melted their
stony expressions, joined in our appeal. In the foreground, which proved to be a great
distraction, the pagan crewmen prayed to Neptune or Poseidon, respectively, the Roman and
Greek gods of the sea. Moving away from them to the bow of the ship, Joseph took control of
our efforts, asking God to ignore the blasphemies offered to pagan gods. I shut out all these
distractions by stuffing my fingers in my ears and begged God to spare our ship. This time,
however, He was silent, and it rained even harder than before. This was, I must confess, the
most miserable part of our journey. We were all soaked head to toe in the chilling rain, and the
roof began to leak as we huddled in the cabin. I couldn’t believe the Lord had forsaken me, yet
who was I to think my prayers were greater than Joseph or his sons. All of us called out
fervently. Loftus promised the “Jewish God” that he would sacrifice a bull, himself, if he kept us
afloat. Our supplications, along with the incoherent prayers of our guards and distant
caterwauling of crewmen became a maddening roar as the planks of the ship groaned and water
trickled in.
When we tired of this exercise in futility, Matthias, in state of shock, mocked me bitterly:
“Where’s the Lord now?” He shook his fist. “You’ve angered him by your arrogance.” “You’re
going to drown just like us!” He pointed accusingly. “All your blasphemous talk has angered
God. Because of you, we’ll all die!”
Doubling up his fist as if he might strike his hysterical son, Joseph roared, “Shut up
Matthias, shut up! This is not Jesus’ fault.”
Loftus placed his arm on my shoulders. “This is the fault of that drunken captain, who
failed to batten down the ship.”
“Wha-what happened?” Levi turned numbly to his father. “What kind of storm dumps
that much water at one time.”
“I remember such a storm,” I mumbled, recalling a storm in Nazareth. “The sky opened
up and flooded our town. The gardens were all ruined. Everyone in town complained of damage
to their homes.”

“Yes, but it’s very rare,” Joseph explained grimly. “One moment the sky’s clear and the
sea’s calm, then suddenly a storm blows in to dump torrential rain. I’ve seen it on land, but
never on a ship. Loftus is right, though, the captain was careless. This should never have
happened. If we make it to shore, I plan on finding a more reliable captain and better crew.”
“It’ll be too late then,” Levi groaned miserably. “. . . . So close to land, yet so far from
safe harbor.”
A feeling swept over me—the same illumination I had during the last storm. I knew that
our prayers would be answered. “Fear not,” I reached out to touch Levi’s arm, “the Lord is with
us!”
“How do you know this?” Matthias snarled. “Did God tell you this too?”
“Yes,” I answered, dropping my eyes.
“Bah!” He turned away in disgust.
“Matthias,” growled Joseph, “I’m not going to tell you again.”
“I believe him,” Loftus said with conviction. “He saved us before.”
“I saved no one,” I replied, shaking my head. “Our prayers delivered us from death.”
“Whatever.” Loftus grinned, ruffling my hair.
“I believe him too,” Glychon stepped forward brusquely.
Strabo, normally taciturn, grunted in agreement. Tycho nodded, reaching out to touch
my arm. Joseph, like his sons, however looked at us in disbelief. As I stood amongst the guards,
it struck me as significant that Gentiles would have more faith than educated Jews. It proves
once again that knowledge can be a stumbling block to faith. The four men, who witnessed the
previous miracle, accepted, without second thoughts, the miracle about to commence. Joseph
and his sons, who as Pharisees, understood both science and scripture, accepted only the
evidence of their senses: water was pouring into our vessel, so the ship would sink, period, end
of story—we’re all going to die. And yet, as my protectors stood looking down at me, the rain
stopped abruptly. The second deluge, in fact, stopped even more quickly than the first. Though
the water was now up to our ankles, the bulkhead had not shattered and the ship was still afloat.
Pulling the door open, Strabo motioned impatiently for us to exit. Joseph was the first out the
door.
As we filed out one-by-one, we were met with chaos on the ship. The waterline had risen
and our vessel listed slightly to the side, indicating that we were, in fact, sinking, and yet I wasn’t
afraid. The bilge pumps, the first mate, reassured us, were working and, as we discovered,
sloshing across the deck, every available hand was dumping pots, pitchers, and buckets of
seawater off the rails. Because the oarsmen on Joseph’s rented ship were slaves, they were
unchained at his insistence, a compassionate act which Loftus considered foolish, since these
men would run around in panic and might even try to escape. Unwilling to be drowned like rats
below, they became a great nuisance to seasoned marines as they streamed out of the hatch. All
of us joined in the efforts of saving the ship, steering clear of these desperate men. The first
mate and several husky sailors, including Loftus, Strabo, Glychon, and Tycho divided by pushes
and shoves the panicked oarsmen and crewmen evenly on each side of the deck to avoid
capsizing the ship. There were not enough containers for everyone to scoop up water, so only
those able to find them performed this task. This, of course, included Joseph’s guards when they
were not herding frightened men. The rest of us, following Tabor’s instructions, when not
relieving exhausted crewmen, tossed barrels, crates, and disconnected rigging overboard.

According to the first mate, the weight of the ship was an important factor that could offset the
weight of water on the deck. Too much weight on any one part of the vessel would defeat the
efforts of the crew and also send us to the bottom. Unknown to us until Tabor shared this
information with us, was a discussion between the captain and first mate on whether or not to
lighten the load by tossing panic stricken slaves overboard until the bilge pumps had done their
job. What saved some of the oarsmen was the success of the guards and crewmen in distributing
the weight on the ship and the sheer efficiency of the passengers and crew. After several hours
of tireless effort, the waterline of the ship had dropped noticeably lower. As oarsmen swabbed
the deck and sailors unfurled the mainsail, we discarded our containers now that there was barely
any water on the deck.
As we returned to our cabin for the final league of our journey, Loftus gave Joseph’s sons
a contemptuous look. “So, little warriors, you were wrong. Jesus knew the storm would end
because his god is stronger than Neptune or Poseidon.”
“My god is God,” I corrected him gently.
“They will always be pagans,” grumbled Matthias. “Superstition guides their rustic
minds.”
Had Joseph not been in the cabin, I think one of the guards would have struck him.
Joseph frowned disapprovingly but said nothing. Matthias declared almost matter-of-factly then
“The way he talks, Jesus thinks of the Lord is his personal God. No wonder the guards are
confused. He’s constantly talking to ‘his father’ as if he is His own son.”
Joseph shook him angrily and whispered another rebuke, this time in his ear. I can barely
explain how I felt that moment. It was as if the Lord touched my very soul. What Matthias said,
of course, I shouldn’t take seriously, and yet I felt light-headed, my heart hammered in my chest,
and I scarcely heard the voices calling me back down to earth.
“Are you all right?” Loftus asked, his face looming into view.
“I-I’m fine.” I blinked several times.
Joseph brought a chair up, eased me down onto the cushion, and studied my face.
Glychon poured me a cup of wine from a flask he and the others shared.
“You looked as if you were in a trance,” Joseph murmured, bringing the cup up to my
lips.
“He’s too young to drink wine,” protested Levi. “It’ll go to his head.”
“Nonsense,” snorted Loftus, “it’ll do him good.”
“He needs a few swallows to break the trance,” Glychon said, taking a swig himself.
“That’s ridiculous,” Levi protested, “wine only befuddles the mind.”
Nevertheless, Joseph held the cup as I drank. “Jesus is old enough. Before you turned
thirteen, you and Matthias were sneaking into my cellar and drinking my wine.”
It was a strange sensation. Almost immediately, I felt the effects of the strong, resinous
drink. I was even more light-headed than before, yet it calmed me down. My heart slowed, and
I felt a strange peace, though I also felt as if I would take flight above the floor. The Lord
seemed to be smiling at my fanciful thinking. Everyone, even Joseph’s sons were smiling now,
perhaps mockingly but I felt great joy in their company. Here I was, approaching another great
city, in the company of a great Pharisee and Joseph’s magnificent Nubian and Syrian guards.
What other wonders lie ahead of me, if I could feel such illumination after one swallow of wine?

******
Aboard ship, we ate frugal meals. This was because the last big storm had spoiled much
of the ship’s stores. I missed Mama’s flavorful stews and her wonderful hot rolls. I must admit,
at least most of the time, that I was treated with respect by my benefactor and ate well in his care.
For the most part, the remainder our trip to Gaul was pleasurable enough. The sea would churn
and there be an occasional light rain, but nothing more. Fortunately, Joseph’s cargo of wine was
intact and his Roman paper had been secured in watertight drums. During the last few leagues of
our journey, our most recent sea voyage became especially difficult for Levi, who sank into
despair during the last storm and took to his bunk. I thought it might my fault. I seemed to be
challenging what he and Matthias believed in. As we filed down the gangplank, however, he
appeared to be suffering from a fever caught from the damp weather or something he ate—
Joseph was not certain which. It had come on so suddenly. When a servant of Joseph’s client
met us with a carriage, we rushed his feverish son into the coach. Loftus, Strabo, and the Syrian
guards quickly mounted the extra horses provided by the servant. Joseph gave the order, and the
coachman spurred his team with a call and crack of his long whip.
Matthias had not forgotten his enmity toward me, but as the four of us sat in the
rumbling, jiggling coach, all of our attention was focused upon the youth in our midst. Levi tried
to be brave about his illness, telling us that it was probably the chill he normally caught this time
of year. Considering his son’s burning fever and ghastly pallor, Joseph wasn’t so sure. The
overcast sky told us that the storm had blown onto land; soon the sky would open up again and
pour down its wrath. This time Joseph’s client had not met us, which was proper for polite
business. As the raindrops fell, Joseph confessed to us that their visit to Gaul had started on the
wrong foot, especially because of this slight. Of course, he explained, during our ride into the
port city of Massilia, Ulfius was a Gaul, naturally boorish compared to Roman merchants. When
Matthias pointed out how barbaric had been Marcian and his friends, Joseph laughed softly at his
own logic. “Who am I to judge any man?” He muttered to himself. When we were once more
caught in a storm, the poor coachmen reined in the horses to prevent the carriage from
overturning on the slippery cobblestone road, so that our dreary trip was slowed to practically a
crawl.
Levi grew delirious and mumbled incoherently to himself. Joseph, Matthias and I piled
our robes on him to keep him warm, yet he shivered violently and his teeth chattered loudly in
his head. By the time we reached Ulfius’ villa, we were all plagued by hunger and exhaustion
and plunged into despair over Levi’s fate. The servant accompanying us on our trip now ran into
the house to announce our arrival. It took far too long for him to muster up our host and the
other servants of the house. Joseph was frantic with worry as he and Matthias helped poor Levi
out of the coach. We were soaked by the time a pair of slaves arrived with a strange looking
canopy they held over us to protect us belatedly from the deluge. Loftus was furious at our
reception and dared say as much to Ulfius as the eight of us entered the house. This time there
was no separation from our loyal guards, as we were brought towels and fresh garments to
replace our wet clothes. With the exception of my two little sisters, the Gaulish merchant, was
the fairest person I’ve set eyes on—certainly the blondest man I had ever met. He was quite
drunk but in a merry mood, his pale blue eyes flashing with concern over our condition,
especially that of Joseph’s youngest son.

“I swear by Rome’s gods,” he exclaimed, raising his hand in an oath, “I didn’t expect you
until tomorrow.”
“He’s drunk, just like Marcian.” grumbled Matthias.
“Now Ulfius,” Joseph shook his head wearily, “I plainly stated to your agent when it
would be. All amenities aside, our business must be placed on hold until we find a physician for
my son.”
“At once,” Ulfius said with a bow. “Europos! Europos!” He called for his chamberlain.
The Gaul was stared down by the big Nubians. Our Syrian guards were sent to attend to
our luggage and the disposition of the coach and horses rented for our stay in Massilia, while
Loftus and Strabo went ahead to supervise the preparation of our rooms. I understood, by these
assignments, that Joseph wished to diffuse a potentially foolish show of anger by our guards. All
such tasks were traditionally the job of the host’s attendants. It seemed we had interrupted the
Gaul during a party, for we could hear laughter and merriment in a distant room. Since Ulfius,
was, unlike our previous hosts, a Gentile, Joseph, his sons, and I might be expected to go through
ritual purification when we returned to the temple in Jerusalem. After our treatment at Publius
villa in Rome, however, I was not terribly concerned about being defiled in Ulfius’ house. Our
current host immediately set about making the best of a bad situation. Levi was led, groaning
and close to fainting, into a large, well-decorated room, perhaps Ulfius own chambers, and
attended to by our host’s private physician, Vincentius, who was slightly drunk himself.
In spite of Vincentius’ wine sodden breath, he appeared to know exactly what to do.
Levi’s sweat drenched clothes were removed, he was sponged off with cold water by slaves, and,
after being given a sleeping gown, plied with the physician’s special poultice and tonic. Levi
was also spooned a hearty porridge and a drug spiced wine, while the remainder of us were given
sanctuary from the noisy Gentile guests in another room. While Matthias sat in moody silence, a
wine goblet clutched in his hand, Joseph and I frequently checked on Levi’s progress. One
moment he was awake in a delirious state, then, when we returned, he was in a deep, death-like
sleep. During our last inspection, Vincentius was nowhere in sight. Our host stood there in the
room looking down at Levi, whose eyes were again shut and mouth wide open as he gasped for
breath.
“My physician has gone to get a basin and knife to bleed your ailing son,” he explained,
as the candle light cast our shadows across the room.
Turning to Joseph he spread his palms and lowered his head. “There’s nothing else we
can do. I’m told that the Jewish god can do great miracles. I only pray that you haven’t brought
the plague into my home.”
The thought shook Joseph and I. Fear grew on the Gaul’s face as the thought took hold.
“No, I can’t believe it. It’s just a chill,” the Pharisee’s voice shook. “He had the same
reaction before. Levi can’t take damp weather. I should never have brought him to this God
forsaken place. This is all my fault! We should never taken ship for Gaul!”
His face contorted, and he clutched his fists—not from anger at our contrite host, but at
himself for placing us in harm’s way. Plague, of course, had killed many people in our
homeland, including my family’s relatives in Galilee.
“I’ve never considered this.” He looked up at Ulfius. “. . . . Is it here now?”
“Not in Massilia,” Ulfius sighed. “Vincentius isn’t sure it’s the plague. He told me it
might be reaction to bad food.”

Peering down at the stricken youth, I shook my head. “We didn’t get sick eating the
Trident’s food. Did you check his stool. My mother always checked our stools.”
“Eew, what a wretched thing to do!” Ulfius made a face. “I’ll have to ask Vincentius.
What, in the name of Jupiter, would that prove?”
“Many things,” Joseph replied, a flicker of encouragement growing in his eyes. “If
there’s no blood in it or if it’s not pale, it may be a common malady of the lungs, which our
physicians can cure with herbal poultices and the smoke of certain leaves.”
“Sounds like something our Druids once did.” Ulfius gave him a thoughtful look.
Though disgusted by the thought, he ran out of the room, Joseph following quickly
behind as they searched for the physician, whom I suspected was not competent to cure Joseph’s
son. Why did he feel as if he had to bleed him? I know that our healers often resort to this
treatment, but to drain a man of blood when he needs this vital fluid to sustain life seems wrong.
What if poor Levi did have the plague? This meant, of course, that everyone around him might
be contaminated too. As I stood in the room studying the young man, a great dread filled me.
The shadow of death was on Levi’s face. I knew that he was going to die.
“Dear Father,” I gave a wounded cry, “please don’t let Levi die. Joseph is a good man.
Spare him this loss.”
I fell upon my knees and prayed harder than any time in my life. I won’t write down the
words—they were between the Lord and me, but just when it seemed as if God had made up His
mind about Levi, a wordless response came swiftly into my head—the unspoken language of the
Lord. That special feeling I had with the sparrow and those times God quieted the storm filled
me with confidence, causing the words to spill out of my mouth, “Levi, son of Joseph of
Arimathea, in the name of the Lord I bid you rise!”
It seemed, even with the Lord’s assurance, to be a vain and reckless act. Who am I to
challenge the Lord’s will? What if Levi was already dead and in Paradise? Would this not be an
impossible request? After bringing up a stool, I sat alone at Levi’s bedside, which was good.
Had Joseph or Matthias heard me, their doubts about me being a blasphemer and heretic would
vanish. Ulfius would think I was a demigod or sorcerer as the Romans do in our town. The
worst thing that could happen, though, was Levi dying, not my offense against Joseph and
Matthias. The longer I sat watching him hover between life and death, the more I realized how
much I was asking of the Lord. This wasn’t a sparrow or storm. The time our family prayers
helped save Uriah’s life was child’s play compared to this. I closed my eyes again for one last
prayer. Distant voices of revelry, undaunted by the crisis, seemed to emphasize the futility of my
request. What were we Jews doing in this pagan Gentile’s house anyhow? Then, as I heard the
sound of footfall in the hall, I glanced down to discover Levi’s eyes open. A faint smile on his
sweating face as he looked up to me was evidence of one more miracle. I began trembling with
joy, yet I managed to control my emotions as Joseph, Ulfius, and the tardy physician clamored
into the room.
Levi said something very strange to me that moment. “I saw you,” he whispered
hoarsely. “. . . . You reached down and pulled me from the abyss.”
“The Lord healed you.” I replied simply.
Levi rose up on his elbows. I immediately poured him a mug of water and pressed it to
his lips. By then the men had seen the miracle sitting there for themselves. The physician’s eyes
widened in wonder, and Ulfius let out a surprised laugh. Joseph’s mouth reminded me of a fish

treading water, as he lurched forward to hug his son. I did not plan on telling him about my
special prayer unless he asked. Matthias had been drawn finally to the scene and could scarcely
believe his eyes, as he ran to embrace his brother. I moved away from the bed, Levi’s eyes
remaining locked in on me the whole time.
“What happened in here?” Vincentius asked, overjoyed that his patient hadn’t died. “That
potion must’ve done the trick.”
“He did it.” Levi raised his arm and pointed feebly.
Vincentius looked back at me. “You did what? Did you place a spell over this man?”
“No,” I answered truthfully, “God healed Levi. I simply prayed.”
For the first time since we began our long journey, Joseph’s oldest son remained silent at
my supposed airs. He shook his head at the thought, and yet he continued to stare in wonder at
his brother. Joseph shrugged his shoulders faintly, stood up wearily upon his legs, and placed a
heavy arm on my shoulder. I was exhausted from my prayer, a sensation I had never felt before.
In the most faint whisper he asked me, “I know you asked God to heal my son, but
Vincentius believes his potion did the job? . . . Which is it, Jesus—potion or prayer?”
“You have said it,” I answered, glancing at Levi. “Because of prayer, he lives.”
“Well, unless he was given him a wonder drug,” Joseph admitted wryly, “you must have
God’s ear!”
“You do too,” I said, gripping his forearm. “All things are possible if you have enough
faith.”
“Do you think I should dismiss Ulfius’ physician?” He asked in a whisper. “That fool
wanted to bleed him. The Lord only knows what’s in that stuff he gave him.”
We watched Vincentius listen to Levi’s chest, check his pulse, and study his pupils a
moment—all the things I remember a physician doing. Joseph had already forbidden him from
drawing blood, but he agreed to check his stools the next time he defecated, a notion that
troubled Ulfius very much. Though he asked for solid foods, Vincentius wisely insisted upon a
hearty porridge and some honeyed wine instead. Levi’s recovery was, in fact, not complete, and
the physician wrote down on paper a proper diet for him to eat until his coloring changed and
advised him to avoid exertion, damp air, and to get plenty of rest.
******
That night, when I crawled into on my pallet, I found it to be far more comfortable than
the ones I slept on before, but I was shocked at the pagan paintings overhead. Quickly blowing
out my lamp, I lie there in darkness feeling ritually unclean in spite of my liberal views. I won’t
go into details, but the images had nothing to do with gods or goddesses, which are bad enough.
I remember hearing it said that “you can be in the world; just don’t be of it,” but there had been
many times during our journey when I felt such dreadful images loom out at me and leave
imprints on my mind, making me shiver each time I recalled a particular one. Such an imprint I
felt the night Levi almost died. Perhaps the Gentiles were a dreadful folk, as many Jews
believed. That picture on the ceiling seemed to be purest evil. There can be no doubt that they
have caused my people great suffering. And yet I felt drawn to my guards and other Gentiles
I’ve met, even the Gaul Ulfius, who had employed an artist to paint that abomination overhead.
In their love of unclean foods, strong drink, and false gods, I saw only ignorance and, in the
examples set by Loftus and Strabo, childish innocence. I know now that our guards are not far

from the Kingdom. . . . Something momentous, beyond my understanding, looms in the horizon
—a day when Gentile and Jew will share the promise. How I know this I can’t say. I think I’ve
always known it. Perhaps Joseph’s right; I must have God’s ear…. So, why is He so
closemouthed about my future? What lies ahead remains a mystery, sometimes filling me with
dread. Why do I see only shadowy glimpses in my dreams?
This night in Ulfius’ house was the greatest miracle of them all. As I lay on my pallet,
my head swam with questions. Did my prayer really save Joseph’s son? Why is my prayer more
powerful than other men? Levi was close to death, but now he’s on the road to recovery. After
the first words he spoke to me upon awakening from the dark sleep, I sensed that one day,
despite his prejudices, we would become friends. I’m not sure about Matthias, but I will try to
win him over too. Joseph, Loftus, Strabo, and the Syrian guards have great affection for me. I
feel truly blessed with their friendship. All things considered it has been a great adventure for
me so far. But, as I slept that night, the images on Ulfius’ ceiling loomed up like Gahenna in my
mind. Temptation—a word you, my parents, warned me about, came to me as a red haired
woman in gossamer veils. The devils our religion warns us about—gluttony, vice, envy, and
sloth may have followed as the woman chased me, but Lust was her name. We were running in
a long dark tunnel it seemed. It grew cold in this unholy place. I looked back to see the
woman’s beautiful face turn ugly, her minions mere shadows scampering along. Praying I would
escape this path, I saw light ahead of me in this dream-like world. My temptation had been
replaced by irritation and loathing, until, at last, I awakened on my pallet staring up at the dark.
Foolishly, I had blown out my night-light. I could hear sounds in the house, probably Ulfius’
friends, but all was blackness around me. Knowing where the lamp had set, but not knowing
how to light it without a flint, I was forced to lie back down in the darkness and wait out the
night. . . . All because of those nasty pictures overhead!
******
When the first breath of dawn glimmered in my room, I thanked God that I survived the
night. The ceiling had been, I fancied, like looking into the porthole of Gahenna. It was then
that I noticed that some of the walls had provocative paintings on them too. Quickly dressing
and splashing water onto my face, while avoiding the murals, I hopped into my sandals. Eyes
shut most of the way, I grabbed my cloak and stepped blindly into the hall. Wishing to shake the
dream imagery from my mind, I began exploring Ulfius house, searching for an entrance to the
center court or a way out of the villa altogether. I discovered all manner of naked statuary and
obscene painting in the villa as I passed through. Fortunately, morning shadows still cloaked the
walls, ceilings, and floors. It was necessary for me to take the nearest lit lamp with me, as I
made my way. The hulking forms of men and women, lying together, in some cases intertwined
on the floor, was lingering proof of the lifestyle practiced by our host. The evidence of his party
last night made Publius gathering of four drunken Romans seem tame. On the way out, I dodged
a writhing mass of water nymphs bubbling water from their mouths into a shell-like bowel, and
found myself in the midst of plants that dwarfed in size and splendor the ones in Publius’ garden.
Everything I had seen so far reminded me of the floor plan of Publius smaller estate. In the
manner of all Roman houses, the villa’s central court was surrounded by various rooms. As in
most Roman villas, a rather featureless wall probably encircled the estate, giving the occupants

security from the outside world. When I reached the end of the garden, an exit sign, written in
Latin, directed me to the stables.
I thought about that special morning Jude and I greeted the dawn. As I looked passed the
dark silhouette of the stables, I marveled at the panorama of distant hills and the rooftops of the
marbled port city of Massilia. Except for the dreary weather and terrible journey, it almost felt
like Publius’ quarter in Rome. I could hear the whinnying of horses in the stables, the coo of
pigeons in the rafters, and the barking of feral dogs. Loudest of all sounds, though, was the slap
of my sandals on the cobbles and my own labored breathing. When I stopped in my tracks,
perking my ears to the awakening world, I realized I had walked a great distance away from the
stables, pigeons, and barking dogs. I was in a meadow now, perhaps a portion of Ulfius’ farm.
In the background were an assortment of trees, some of familiar shape, other black silhouettes
against the rising sun. God’s presence grew in the stillness. I was not sure whether He was
pleased or troubled with me now. He was just there: watching, waiting, and listening to my
thoughts. He seemed like my personal Father those moments, which I’m sure was true for all
believers, and yet the feeling deepened as I stood on the path. Something else so basic caused
me to gasp. Tears welled up in my eyes. As the world loomed around me, I was reminded, with
Isaiah’s vision, that Gaul, Egypt, Greece, and Rome were ruled by one, indivisible God. It was
one world and one God and, in many ways, one people, divided by time and history, having the
same Father and Creator, striving for the same reassurance after death. . . eternal life. All other
gods and vanities were false. There was but one truth.
Suddenly, jarring the quiet, Loftus called through cupped hands, “Jesus, come back
quickly. There are wolves on the outskirts of town.” “Wolves,” I muttered to myself, “I heard
dogs.” He couldn’t be serious. The thought chilled me, however, and I ran in a panic back up
the path. When I reached the stables, panting and gasping for breath, Strabo and the Syrian
guards emerged from the morning shadows laughing loudly at me. Loftus broke into guffaws,
himself, when he was sure I was not angry.
“You should’ve seen the expression on your face!” He slapped his knee with mirth. “I’ve
never seen you run so fast!”
“You could’ve casted a spell on them,” Glychon suggested, slapping my shoulder, “and
turned those wolves into mice!”
“Or make them vanish, like that!” Tycho snapped his fingers.
“Enough!” Strabo held up his hand. “Our little magician has done enough miracles.”
My head fell to my chest. “I thought you understood. This isn’t magic. I’m not a
sorcerer.”
“We’re just teasing,” Loftus said, giving me a hug. “We know you have a powerful god.”
“Once again, my friend,” I said, looked at him with beseeching eyes, “my god, is God!”
“Of course,” Glychon scratched his scraggly beard, “a very great god, but why is he
invisible?”
“He’s not invisible.” I frowned. “No one said that. In our earliest scrolls he walks in the
Garden of Eden, which implies that he looks like us. He can’t be seen by mortals in this life, but
we might see him in the next.”

“We, what do you mean we?” Tycho uttered a cynical laugh. “I shall be in Tartaros with
all my family and friends or in the Elysian Fields, where there are beautiful woman and streams
flowing with wine.”
I tried to laugh but found myself shuddering at the thought. How could I reach them if all
my words and even God’s miracles failed to convince their rustic minds?
“Is it true?” Strabo searched my face. “. . . . Did your god once walk on the earth?”
“Yes.” I nodded, watching a eagle soar high up in the sky. “Our God could take any form
he wanted, but he created man in his image. That means but one thing.”
“Is there wine in your heaven?” Tycho grinned foolishly.
“How about women?” Glychon elbowed me crudely. “I heard Jewish angels are
beautiful. What do you do for amusement up there?”
“That’s ridiculous.” I sighed with dismay. “There’s no such thing as Jewish angels.
When you enter heaven you’re beyond mortal needs. It shall be pure bliss.”
“I can’t imagine paradise without wine and women,” Loftus said thoughtfully. “I would
be bored out of my mind.”
A servant stepped out of the villa to inform us that the morning meal would soon be
served. As we drifted toward the entrance of the garden, discussing the nature of the Jewish
afterlife, I understood more clearly than ever before that such a concept was virtually alien to the
Gentile mind. I firmly believed that all people feared death and longed for eternal life. It was
this business of heaven or paradise that appears to be an important stumbling block for Gentiles
accepting our faith. Because their gods are worldly like mortal men, they naturally imagine
heaven to be filled with worldly pleasures, including vice. The failure of pagans to comprehend
an invisible god or, more likely, a god they can’t see carved in stone, are equally unacceptable
for them. We Jews have barely even found a name for our God, for translated Yahweh merely
means I am. The greatest stumbling block of all, of course, which I sometimes question myself
because of its brutality, is circumcision. This, more than anything else I can think of, will keep
most of them from converting to our faith. Yet even if all of these issues were in their favor—
heaven, God’s nature, and circumcision, I wonder if they could accept and obey our laws.
There’s so many of them that even our people find them hard to obey. For that matter, would
Gentiles be able to give up pork, one their favorite meats. I was told by Loftus that they eat
snails, bugs, and even certain snakes. Pagans eat all manner of unclean foods and practice all
manner of vice, exemplified by the ceiling and walls of Ulfius’ rooms. Our guards tolerate our
faith because it’s the religion of their employer. That’s one reason why I felt there might be
hope for them, but I failed to consider the most obvious conflicts of them all: magic and
superstition. We Jews believe in a gracious God, the bestower of miracles, whereas pagans
propitiate their gods with incantations and sacrifices. The exceptions to this pattern I’ve found
are those Romans and Greeks who believe in nothing but philosophy and science. Joseph
explained to me that most Gentiles pray to their gods for good luck rather than grace or to
prevent their god’s wrath, which is capricious. There is no moral imperative in pagan religion.
The guards would probably laugh if I read to them the Ten Commandments. In the Gentile mind
most of our Jewish sins are not vices at all but the natural instincts of men. Moreover, they’re
unable to separate magic from miracles nor rise above primitive superstition in order believe in
an abstract god. To do this they would have to make that that leap of faith that requires believing
without seeing—a big demand for someone like Loftus, who wears a serpent charm around his

neck. Loftus kisses the amulet for luck, in the same way Strabo rubs a magic rock (a Nubian
shaman sorcerer gave to him), and I’m certain Glychon and Tycho have their magical objects to
rub or kiss too.
Despite all these stumbling blocks, I cling stubbornly to the hope that Gentiles can one
day share in the covenant and blessings of God, but it will require more than miracles, which
only prove to our guards, in spite of my fine words, that I’m a sorcerer and practitioner of magic.
It seems perfectly natural to them that I have a powerful god. They have great respect for the
Jewish God. In their mind’s eye, however, my god, whom I pray so fervently to, gives me my
magic in the same way Zeus or Artemis dispenses magic to the pagan supplicant when the right
incantations are given or rituals are performed. This is the thread I must unravel in their
stubbornness: the difference between magical power and miracles generated by prayer.
Bolstered by my conviction, I ate heartily at Ulfius’ sumptuous table, which he informed
us contained only “Jewish” food. Though our host plied me with wine, I drank sparingly. I
don’t like the false euphoria give by strong drink, and yet I can’t condemn a temperate man such
as Joseph, who nurses his first mug of wine and, when given a second mug, leaves it unfinished
when leaving the table. Ulfius, who complained of a ringing head when he sat at the morning
table was not a temperate man. Yet he was not devious as Publius had been. The business that
he had with Joseph had not been hampered by our poor reception. Joseph admitted to us after
our meal that Ulfius had apologized profusely for his misstep and tried to make amends. It
appears, in spite of the coincidence of my prayer and Levi’s sudden recovery, that Vincentius
had taken full credit for the cure. This was easier for everyone to believe, especially the
physician, who had, after all, tried everything he could think of to help Joseph’s son. For his
efforts and Ulfius apparent concern, Joseph was guardedly appreciative. Vincentius would
continue to watch over his patient as long as we were guests in the Gaul’s house.
That day, as we began or tour of Massilia and the surrounding countryside—something
Joseph believed a good, business-minded host should always do, he whispered into my ear “the
man’s honest, but he’s a complete reprobate.”
“He’s trying to make up for it,” I murmured back, as Ulfius gave his coachmen
instructions on the road.
“Just the same,” Joseph replied faintly, “I’m very sorry your tender eyes had to suffer
those dreadful murals and statuary. I’ve forgotten how tasteless some of these provincials are.”
“I blew out my lamp and slept in the dark,” I whispered, shuddering at the thought.
Joseph chuckled to himself as Ulfius’ climbed into the coach.
While poor Levi recovered at the villa, Matthias sat next to our uncouth host, who
already, before the noon hour, stank of wine. In addition to what seemed to be a strong body
odor, there was a strange smell radiating from the Druid talisman around his thick neck.
Matthias had found someone who irritated him even more than me. For my part, I felt pity for
the big, blond Gaul, and realized that, in his own way, he was a better man than the weak willed
Publius or, for that matter, the unfriendly Jewish merchant in Egypt, too busy to give us a tour of
Alexandria, himself. Ulfius went so far as to take us to the local Jewish rabbi, Abimelech, who
proved to be a thoughtful and congenial host, offering us fine kosher food for our mid-day meal.
Massilia had little to offer in the way of monuments, temples, and museums, yet it was a
beautiful city. The weather had cleared up enough for us to enjoy a walk in the agora, which
resembled, Joseph admitted begrudgingly, one he had seen in Greece. Ulfius insisted on buying

us sweet meats at the market place, which tasted nothing like the wondrous treats of Jerusalem,
Alexandria, and Rome. The Gauls placed too much honey in these morsels and not enough of
the date or plum’s natural sweetness. Their local food, which was primarily pork, sausages, and
sea food, would be almost entirely unpalatable for us, which says much for Ulfius’ efforts this
morning in ordering his servants to provide us with cheese, fruits, and freshly baked bread—
things he knew we Jews would eat. He apologized for his countrymen’s diet but promised that
our evening meal would be lamb, prepared according the Adonijah’s specifications. Of course
the Jewish cook Ulfius borrowed from Abimelech would not be here in person, but would
present the lamb and side dishes to Ulfius’ servants and instruct them how to cook and prepare
the meal, which would include Jewish pastries from the rabbi’s baker.
At this point, even Matthias had to admit that Ulfius, though tasteless in his art and
mannerisms, was trying to be a good host. In truth, unless we traveled to the interior of this
Roman province, we would not be able to savor the same grandeur we had in Alexandria,
Greece, and Roman. When Joseph, who fell into the spirit of things, began expounding upon the
religion and culture of ancient Gaul, a country studied by his favorite historian, Herodotus,
Ulfius bloodshot eyes lit up. I sensed, as Ulfius called out instructions to his driver, that Joseph’s
burst of information was a mistake. Ulfius told the coachman to take the Via Truncata out of
town to the priest Vassa’s, house. We didn’t asked him what sort of priest Vassa might be, but,
after Joseph’s talk of Gaulish culture, I had a hunch he would be a Druid priest.
When the coach stopped in front of strange-looking hovel that Ulfius identified as
Vassa’s abode, we uttered a collective gasp. The home, if that what it truly was, was nothing
more than a framework of hides supports by unfinished saplings, with sheets of bark serving as a
roof. There were cow, sheep, and deer skulls arrayed around the circumference of the circular
structure, and two heathen banners strewn on poles on each side of the entrance, whipping in the
morning breeze. After a whistle by the driver, probably a signal to let the priest know that
visitors had arrived, a gnarled, white haired old man, with a long scraggly beard, wearing
nothing but a loin cloth and long rabbit skin cape scuttled out of the hovel, shaking a long
brightly painted pole with animal and bird skulls hanging by string or strips of hide. Muttering
incoherently to himself, apparently in his native tongue, he rattled his pole violently, his eyes
rolling madly in his misshapen head, his toothless gums jerking up and down, as he did a
crotchety, ungraceful little dance. Closer and closer he came to the coach, the hideous specter
before us transforming from a harmless old eccentric into a demonic apparition in the eyes of
Joseph and his son.
I could imagine the guards’ reactions, though I couldn’t see them as I sat inside the
coach, making the sign to ward off the evil eye. Matthias was terrified, as was Joseph, but
Ulfius, like our coachman, appeared to be amused by the show. I could hear the driver above us
laughing loudly as the Gaul chuckled with mirth. I understood immediately that, like Mariah, the
old man’s mind was addled, perhaps by wine or the drugs that rustic priests often use. Stepping
out of the coach without hesitation now, I stood before the foul smelling and evil-looking old
man, and said but two words: “Be still!” It was as if a voice came out of me which was not my
own. The old man cackled and wrung his pole once more at me then fell silent. Pivoting on his
bare feet, he disappeared back into the dark abyss from whence he came.
My heart clamored in my chest. I could scarcely breath. A moment of silence followed
as the scene registered in Matthias’ mind.

“Are we to believe that Jesus cast out demons now?” he asked, his voice creaking up a
notch. “Who does he think he is—Beelzebub, Lord of the Flies?”
“That’s enough.” Joseph flashed him a warning look.
“Incredible!” crowed Ulfius. “I’ve never seen Vassa shut up like that!”
“He bewitched him,” grumbled Matthias.
“Jesus,” Joseph called gently, “get back in the coach. Driver, take us away from this evil
place!”
“So that was a Druid priest,” I exclaimed, out of breath. “He gave us all a scare, but I
think he’s harmless. I could smell something peculiar on his breath—a drug, perhaps a strong
drink. It reminded me of Mariah, a woman who lived in my town.”
Ulfius nodded quietly. Joseph was visibly upset. I felt sorry for the old man. I knew he
was touched in the head, but he was also demented by his depraved religion.
“H-How can you be so calm after that?” Matthias sputtered angrily. “You didn’t even
pray. You just said ‘Be silent!’ Who are you representing Jesus, God or yourself? Was that
some sort of mind trick you played upon that old fool or were you speaking for your father Satan
or Beelzebub?”
“That is dreadful!” cried Joseph. “Apologize to Jesus at once or get out of my sight. So
help me, you can just walk back to town!”
Before coming to his senses, Joseph throttled his son several times with his fists. Though
Matthias had said terrible things, I found myself weeping for what I caused. I imagined that my
advocates, Loftus, Strabo, Glychon, and Tycho, might be proud of me, but I was surprised at
Ulfius reaction as he tried calming Joseph down.
“Please, my friend,” he said, reaching out to the Pharisee, “this was an ill-conceived
detour—all my fault. Fear has twisted Matthias’ tongue. In the old religion, there was a fine line
between good and evil. Vassa is a charlatan or insane; he might even really be a Druid priest.
The Romans have wiped out the Druid faith because they practiced human sacrifice, and more
power to them. Your Jesus demonstrated great power to quieten this man. I can’t believe that’s
evil. I agree with Jesus: that man is mad. As a child, I met a Druid priest, but that’s in the north
where the old religion’s skulking around. That man was as calm and calculating as a snake.
Long ago poor, wretched Vassa lost his mind.”
“I’m sorry,” Joseph muttered to his son.
Matthias nodded obliquely but kept his peace.
“I’m also sorry for how my sons have treated you.” He patted my bowed head.
I looked up tearfully, my throat too constricted to speak. Ulfius bent forward and
whispered conspiratorially to me, though all could hear, “If a mere youth has his power, I
wonder what kind of god gave it to you. “ ‘Be silent’ can mean many things, Joseph.” He looked
up into the Pharisee’s face. “If he’s not simply a charlatan, Vassa could have a demon or be
burned out my Gaulish beer and Greek wine, but I’m certain, after what I saw in Levi’s sick
room and after hearing Jesus words, that he is either a demigod or something much more.”
“Now, Ulfius, let’s keep our head,” Joseph replied, in a shaken voice, “Jesus never
claimed such things. He has a gift for prayer that I believe will one day make him a great teacher
of the law or a fine rabbi, but let’s not burden him yet with such thoughts. He’s only a youth!”
“Very well,” Ulfius gave him a reluctant shrug, “but let him find this out for himself.
You’ll never convince your guards that he doesn’t have special powers. To them and most of my

people he would be considered a great magician if he can bring forth the storm or, as Loftus told
my servant, bring a bird back from the dead. Not even a Druid priest can do that!”
The gentle rocking of the Pharisee’s head lead me to believe he understood Ulfius, and
yet the Gaul honored his request not to burden me with such thoughts and never brought the
subject up again. In spite of the evil pictures and profane statues in his house, Ulfius was a good
man. I will offer up a special prayer for him, though I’m not sure if he’ll understand our faith
any more than do our guards.
******
At this point, Papa paused in his reading of Jesus Letter from Gaul to visit the cloaca (the
official reason for the delay). We all knew, of course, that he needed a jolt of wine. It was,
Joseph muttered to James, the closest Jesus had come to creating a new religion. With Mama
frowning down at them, they dare not criticize Jesus out loud, but I have excellent ears and heard
it all. I heard James murmur back that it was Joseph of Arimathea’s fault for encouraging this
sort of behavior, but Joseph would give Jesus no such excuse. With all his superior wisdom,
Joseph whispered heatedly that he should have known better than flaunt his high and mighty
ways. After discussing this issue awhile, my brothers discussed Papa’s foolishness. I had heard
this before from them: He will never change. Who was he trying to fool? Didn’t he realize we
could smell his breath?
Mama cupped her ear to hear what they were saying. “That’s enough whispering,” she
snapped irritably. “Papa’s worried sick about Jesus exploits.”
“He has good reason to be worried,” Joseph grumbled under his breath.
If anything, I thought, frowning at my brothers, Papa was worried about Mama’s frame
of mind. When he finally returned, he was whistling and humming to himself as he took his
place at the head of the table. In spite of his lapse, he looked quite fit. A pleasant grin was
flashed to his audience. Perhaps, I told myself, he really had used the cloaca. Mama seemed
relieved until he kissed her cheek and raised the scroll up to his eyes.
“Joseph, shame on you,” she scolded him.
“Only a few drops, my dear.” He waved dismissively. “Now where were we before I
interrupted myself.”
As he squinted at the parchment, I couldn’t help giggling. Mama, however, was not
amused, especially when Papa glanced back at the previous sheet and laughed.
“Jesus has practically made converts of those guards and that lecherous Gaul.” He
exclaimed amiably. “We might have another Moses or Elijah in our midst.”
“This is serious,” Mama cried, ringing her hands. “Our son has made an enemy of that
Pharisee’s son. These miracles that are happening—the storms, the curing of Joseph’s son, and
the casting out of a demon may be impossible for a Pharisee to accept. Matthias has planted the
notion in his mind that Jesus’ power comes from the Evil One. All those notions he has about
the Gentiles sharing God’s covenant and grace have already made him seem like a heretic in
their eyes.”
“I can’t explain the miracles.” Papa shook his head. “Jesus, himself, sees them as merely
the result of prayer. In his letter the Pharisee told him that he has God’s ear. Yet those other
miracles—the storms and the healing, could almost be seen as coincidences. Storms come and
go quickly, and that physician’s potion might just have done the trick.”

“Very well,” Mama said, holding up her hand, “but how do you explain the old man? He
did exactly what Jesus said—he shut up.”
“Trick is the operative word.” Joseph gave his brother a sly grin.
Papa looked accusingly at Joseph. “You think Jesus is a trickster? You still don’t realize
how special he is. You never have!”
“No,” James spoke up for Joseph, “that’s what Matthias probably thought. I remember
you calling the Evil One a trickster, capable of befuddling our minds.”
“It wasn’t a trick.” I jumped up in Jesus defense. “This sounds very much like what Jesus
did to Mariah to make her shut her up. He said “be silent” to her too.”
Papa was disarmed by my words, and seemed to have completely forgotten that Joseph
once again insulted Jesus good name.
“I can remember when you despised your oldest brother,” he said thoughtfully. “You’ve
come a long way Jude. Your memory’s as sharp as a Roman sword. You’ve stored away all of
Jesus’ deeds. I just wish your two other brothers had your faith.”
As I listened to Papa extol my virtues as a brother and son, I felt ashamed. His belief that
I was loyal, trustworthy and faithful was simply not true. Papa was feeling his wine. Although
my appreciation for Jesus had grown since the incident of the sparrow, I felt unworthy of his
praise. I write this in retrospect, of course; I was hard on myself back then. Measured against
Jesus perfect model, I felt selfish and willful. There were times when I also felt guilty for my
lack of faith. No matter how narrow-minded Joseph might be, I didn’t have his faith. He was, I
report in my chronicle, a true champion of the old religion, almost until the end. Even as a
youth, I sensed that James was gradually changing his views about Jesus. Occasionally he might
defend Joseph’s outbursts, but he couldn’t escape the truth. Everyone that witnessed Jesus
miracles, including Joseph, himself, were permanently effected by what they had seen.
Torn between her fear for Jesus and Papa’s drinking habits, Mama gave him a nudge and
handed him the unfinished scroll. As he resumed his narration, I noticed that Nehemiah was still
sound asleep. No one thought this was peculiar. He had always been a sleepy little fellow, so
we let him continue his nap, not realizing that he was very sick.
As Papa read the remainder of the scroll, his eyes began to droop and his voice grew
progressively hoarse. About mid-way during the reading, James volunteered to take over, and it
was Papa who fell asleep. He had read us the most important, if not the most interesting, part of
Jesus’ trip. Jesus wrote only briefly about the remainder of his visit to Gaul, although it should
have been considered a highlight of his stay in Gaul. This brevity wasn’t because he wasn’t
enthusiastic or excited about his adventures. He simply didn’t consider it as important as his
religious experiences and reflections on things. Loftus taught him how to ride a Gaulish stallion,
so Jesus and the guards rode around the countryside, remaining within the boundaries of
Massilia. The pagan temples they passed by during their visit were so much like the other
temples seen in Greece and Rome, he gave scant attention to them. The mixture of peoples in
Massilia—Greeks, Romans, Germani, Jews, and native Gauls reminded us of all the other cities
in the empire. To sum it up, there was not much left to tell—at least in Jesus’ opinion.
When James had finished his shorter portion of the letter, he frowned but, like the rest of
us, took it in stride. Mama was only surprised with his brief message at the end of the scroll,
“Until my trip to Cyrene, I bid my family farewell. Love, your son and brother, Jesus.” We
were more concerned that Papa was sleeping in the middle of the day.

“Papa, wake up!” Mama shook him gently. “You have a table to finish.”
“Whazzamattah.” He rose up groggily. “What happened to Jesus exploits?”
“James finished them for you.” She socked him playfully. “You promised not to drink
anymore wine.”
“Sorry,” he muttered, looking down at the scroll. “. . . . I wished Jesus would come
home.”
We remained silent this time. No one disagreed with Papa. In the past we might have
made some sort of comment to what he said. After Jesus trips in Egypt, Greece and Rome, there
had been lively conversation and some complaints about his exploits. Decreasingly, however,
after each succeeding letter, our comments became fewer and fewer. What could anyone say
about this member of our family not already said? Jesus introduced so many controversial ideas
it was difficult to remember them all. He had forsaken storytelling for preaching, stopping
frequently to make a point. I was disappointed that he didn’t view an adventure as I viewed it.
Traveling should be exciting, not merely illuminating as he thought. Not yet eleven years old, I
still wasn’t certain what illumination meant, but it didn’t sound like much fun. Even when he
described an interesting place or event, there was not enough detail given. He knew how much I
wanted to see the world, and yet he glossed over the wonders of Egypt and Greece in order to
expound upon his religious views. Though he did, in fact, give us details about Roman
buildings, this great city, like the others, was but a backdrop for his thoughts. Judged by most of
his last letter, it appeared as if Massilia was just another provincial city full of fine buildings like
the capitol, merely on a smaller scale. Even now, as I consider the opportunities he squandered,
I’m baffled by his modesty and unwillingness to expound upon the adventures of a sea voyage or
the mysteries of the surrounding terrain. He knew I loved horses, and yet he gave but a few lines
about his ride through the Gaulish countryside. Though I have a good idea now of what Gaul
looked like, I learned precious little from Jesus about that strange land. I remember Papa
claiming that the Gauls were once mighty warriors until the Romans came along. Except for
those few lines about horse riding, however, the trip they took to visit the old Druid priest was
the only real adventure Jesus explained.
I didn’t understand that Jesus was discovering himself: his godhood and powers.
Because of this, everything else was second to him in importance. All I could think then was the
opportunities of observation he wasted, when, in fact, as I re-read Jesus’ letters, which Papa left
to me, I realize that, like my family, I was a witness to his spiritual growth. How blind I was as a
child!

Chapter Twenty-Six
Nehemiah

When my friend awakened at Mama’s coaxing, he seemed perfectly normal. Mama gave
us both a mug of grape juice before we ran out to play. As we scampered down the trail, I
related all the important information in Jesus last letter to him he had slept through. So he
wouldn’t feel bad, I told him that he hadn’t missed that much, which was true, but he was still
curious to know what I left out.
“For pity’s sake, Nehemiah.” I threw up my hands. “You know my oldest brother. He
talks in riddles sometimes. He keeps interrupting himself to talk about the Gentiles joining our
faith—stuff like that.” “Blah-blah-blah,” I mumbled repeatedly as if to clear it out of my head.
“Jude stop!” Nehemiah reached out to grab my sleeve. “What does all this mean? Is
Jesus really touched by God?”
“I dunno, Nehemiah.” I answered, scratching my head, “I suppose so. No one can deny
his divinity. He stopped a storm and helped save Levi’s life. You heard all that other stuff. But
he didn’t really say much about Gaul in his last letter, except a lot of weird things. Mama’s
worried about him. Matthias, Joseph of Arimathea’s son, hates him, but his guards think he’s
some kind of god.”
“All right.” Nehemiah nodded in satisfaction. “Let’s go find those berries.”
Recently, we had found a patch of berries in the orchard, but Nehemiah was panting and
out of breath when we arrived at the spot. As I write down these words, a rush of recrimination
fills me. There hasn’t been a day in my life that I don’t recall something wrong I’ve done to
someone. My failure to recognize how very special Nehemiah was, while he was alive, is high
on my list. In his case, I regret what I didn’t do. While he suffered quietly that afternoon, I piled
an armful of prickly berries into his tunic, oblivious to his groans. With each of us carrying such
a large amount of berries, I was certain Mama would have enough to make a pitcher of punch or
jar of jam to spread on our rolls.
Receiving our offerings cheerfully, she promised us each a honeyed roll if we would pick
some weeds. I realized that moment how out of touch with reality Mama had become. After
providing her with so many berries, we would get a roll. This was, I grumbled to myself, a
shabby deal. Yet Nehemiah, in spite of his labored breathing, volunteered happily, as if we were
being rewarded handsomely for our effort. During our unexpected chore, I argued with
Nehemiah about this. She gave us such delicacies at lunch and at the evening meal, so why
should we work for it? Nehemiah could not give me a good reason why. As so often, he
mumbled his reply, leaving his sentence unfinished as if he had fallen asleep. In fact, for a
moment, until I nudged him, he stared vacantly into space, his mouth gaping, a drool escaping
his lower lip. It made me shudder. I wondered if he might be addled in the head. As it turned
out, he picked his portion so slowly afterwards, I ended up filling my bucket of weeds and most
of his too, doing over twice the amount of the work.
For awhile, after our effort in Mama’s garden, we idled around the backyard, hunting for
lizards and bugs—a pastime Michael had taught us before he ran away. Nehemiah had nibbled

sparingly on his roll after I wolfed down mine, so we tossed his crumbled roll to the birds we
saw in the yard. Because we could find no lizards to eat our captured bugs, Nehemiah let his
small number go. Hide-and-go-seek and rock-tossing were too tiring for Nehemiah today, so we
found ourselves a patch of shade in the orchard, so he could nap and I could play with my bugs
for awhile. It was, considering Jesus disappointing letter from Gaul and the trick Mama played
on us, proving to be a boring day. Following Nehemiah’s example, I dumped my garden basket.
Locusts, beetles, and countless winged and unnamed critters crawled, skipped or flew away. I
thought, fleetingly, as I watched a moth escape, how wonderful it would be if men could fly.
That night, as I thought how uneventful my life was becoming, I was tempted to tell
everyone at the table just how boring my adopted brother had become. I wanted also very much
to complain about Jesus’ boring letters. Considering the fact that none of the townsfolk would
let their children play with my brothers and I, life, in general, was quite dull. “Boring, boring,
boring,” I grumbled under my breath. Yet, in spite of myself, I held my tongue. That night, as
we sat around the kitchen table, listening to Papa and Mama discuss the old times in Nazareth
before Jesus cured the sparrow and everything changed, I wondered just how much they hadn’t
told us about Jesus’ past. As they talked amongst themselves, James, Joseph, Simon, and I took
our turns tossing the dice Jesus had “cleaned.” During the game, I watched Nehemiah once more
fall asleep. A stab of guilt overwhelmed me as his eyelids drooped, head sank onto his chest,
and a drool escaped his mouth. I could not help cringing as his head bobbed lower and lower
and the drool stretched further and further from its source.
“Whoa, what’s the matter with him?” Simon asked, making a face.
“That’s disgusting,” Joseph said, hiding his eyes.
“Nehemiah’s sick,” I replied, easing his head down onto his arms. “He doesn’t have any
energy anymore. It’s like watching one of Mama’s flowers die.”
“Nonsense,” sneered James, “he’s just tired. He probably doesn’t get enough sleep.”
“I don’t think so,” I replied, shaking my head. “He goes to bed the same time as we do. It
has to be something else.”
“He’s touched in the head,” Joseph announced indelicately. “One of our uncles acted like
that before he died. It means he’s addled. Next he’ll be soiling himself and forget his name.”
“Uncle Ahab was a drunk,” Mama’s interrupted curtly. “Nehemiah’s but a child. What a
cruel thing to say!”
Papa had bristled at Joseph’s words, perhaps because he was becoming a drunk, himself.
I placed my hands over Nehemiah’s ears as he took Joseph to task.
“Joseph,” he growled, wringing his finger, “do you hate your adopted brother that much?
Michael was a plague to us, but Nehemiah’s done nothing wrong. Why do you and James pick
on him so much? I know how you tease him and Jude. You should feel sorry for him, not
condemn him. Would you rather he just fade way, as Michael had? Where would this poor
unwanted child be if we hadn’t taken him in?”
“Papa, Papa,” Mama cooed, patting his arm, “Nehemiah’s still in the room.”
“He can’t hear us.” Simon gave him a nudge. “Are you sure he’s still alive?”
Nehemiah stirred. James and Joseph gasped when a snore escaped his bubbling lips.
“My poor friend,” I exclaimed, patting his back. “He’s not unwanted, but he’s fading—
like a leaf turning brown, ready to fall.”

“That was poetic.” Papa sighed, scratching his beard. “It’s true: Nehemiah’s always
falling asleep. We just haven’t paid attention to him. He might be very sick.”
“I’m sorry,” Joseph said contritely. “I shouldn’t make fun of him.”
“Me too,” said Simon, reaching over to pat Nehemiah’s head. “We don’t want you to
die!”
“Well, what can we do?” James asked, studying the sleeping boy. “Could it be his diet?
Maybe he needs some of Mama’s tonic.”
“Yes, and some of my garden herbs,” she said thoughtfully, checking his pulse. “Perhaps
he should eat more vegetables, and drink more water to flush himself out.”
“James might be right.” Papa studied him a moment. “Maybe he’s just tired. I’ve had
sleepless nights. We’ve all had them. Lord knows how his aunt treated him. If Nehemiah’s not
getting his proper rest, he might need this nap.”
Everyone nodded hopefully, except Simon. “Nehemiah, are you all right?” he nudged
him again. “…There-there, little brother.” He laughed. “Open those little beady eyes.”
Raising his head a moment, he smiled wanly but fell back asleep. For the first since
Nehemiah joined our family, Simon had called him brother. Mama pulled him up gently by his
armpits and, with our help, guided him to his pallet.
“With a little care, he’ll be all right,” she said, as we eased him down.
I stood there watching him sleep. “Are you sure, Mama? He does an awful lot of that.
I’ve seen him. He’s asleep more than he’s awake.”
“Care and prayer,” she chimed, “—an unbeatable combination. He’ll get his energy
back!”
Mama had always been a pretty good nurse. There was no reason for me to doubt her
sincerity that moment, and yet something was amiss. Tonic, herbs, vegetables, and rest were
among her remedies, but no one suggested the obvious: a physician. It seems so apparent to me
now, but back then in the backwoods of Nazareth Nehemiah’s malady— sleeplessness and lack
of energy—didn’t fit the normal signs of illness. He didn’t appear to be running a fever. He
hadn’t vomited, shivered, coughed, sneezed, or, as Joseph so crudely put it, soiled himself.
There were no visible signs on his body, other than his normally pale skin. The only noticeable
irregularities about Nehemiah that we could think of were his droopy expression and inability to
stay awake. All these things we discussed that evening. When my friend awakened for dinner
after his nap, he acted normal enough. His appetite, never as large as ours, seemed good.
Without complaint after dinner, he drank a mug of Mama’s tonic, which she mixed with some of
her herbs. Because his greatest and, in many ways, only symptom was falling asleep throughout
the day, we all agreed with Mama’s suggestion that he get more rest. All of us turned in earlier
than normal tonight, partly for Nehemiah’s benefit but also because Papa was especially tired,
himself, after drinking so much wine.
Mama was more worried about Papa now, as he lumbered off to bed. I felt better about
Nehemiah’s condition because we agreed on one important point. More than anything else, he
needed his rest, which included a good night’s sleep. So obediently, without argument, he
visited the cloaca, scrubbed his face, and crawled immediately into bed.
That night, as I slept next to Nehemiah, he did, in fact, toss and turn in his sleep, but so
did James and Joseph. The following morning he awakened sleepily, but acted normal enough at
our morning meal. We had not really found a cure for what was wrong with him, but from that

day forward, I watched him more carefully than I had before. This was much easier for me than
the others. Nehemiah was with me constantly. I made sure that my friend took his tonic each
day, even though Mama sometimes forgot. I also reminded him to eat his vegetables and not
exert himself when he was tired. Nevertheless, despite my efforts, I didn’t have a clue.
Mama, who relied upon age old remedies, remained as ignorant as everyone else about
Nehemiah’s failing condition. I suppose it was because she was constantly in motion: cooking,
baking, cleaning, gardening, and tending to her family’s needs. Papa, like me, was fond of
Nehemiah, but, unless he was in the kitchen chatting with us, was too distracted by his work.
James and Joseph, of course, pretended they were concerned, but they didn’t care. They had
never accepted the fact that my parents adopted another waif. I was not certain how Simon felt
now. Once and while, when our older brothers were busy, Simon would tag along with us, as
playmate or predator, depending upon his mood. In general, I must admit, I was mostly to blame
for ignoring the signs. Watching Nehemiah was not enough. His condition worsened day-byday before my eyes and I failed to sound the alarm.

Chapter Twenty-Seven
Simon of Cyrene

Our days in Nazareth remained unchanged while Jesus traveled the world. A longer
period of time lapsed between his letter from Gaul and his next scroll. We didn’t know where
his ship was bound for this time. Had the Trident encountered bad weather again? Often when
we discussed this delay at the family table, we considered the possibility that his ship had sunk.
We would gather in a circle and pray to God. Regardless of the content of Jesus letters, we just
wanted to know he was all right. Whenever we heard the sound of horses’ hooves, we would
stop what we were doing and run to the road and find Romans galloping past. There were times
when it seemed as if another letter would never come. The waiting was excruciating for our
parents, but mostly just annoying to my brothers and I. To our surprise, however, another letter
did, in fact, arrive, from a place called Cyrene. Evidently, Joseph of Arimathea’s business in
Gaul had finally been concluded and their ship had sailed safely to the next port. When our
courier delivered the scroll, Papa looked it over, discussed it with Mama, and invited Justin to
share Jesus’ adventures with us again.
After delivering our cherished letters to us, Justin was almost a member of the family. It
gave Papa an opportunity this time to share a mug of wine with him. So our neighbors wouldn’t
see a Gentile going in or out of the house, we gathered below the fig tree near Mama’s garden.
As I look back fondly on such moments, I’m reminded of those times, during Jesus’ ministry,
when he found a shady spot like this and lectured as a father to us, giving us delightful parables
or prophesized grimly about the coming days. That day, as Jesus last important letter was
clutched in Papa’s hands, we children had mixed feelings about what we might hear. Already,
we knew that Jesus was in great conflict with the Torah. Beginning in Jerusalem where Jesus
annoyed the priests and scribes to Egypt, Greece, Rome, and Gaul, in progressive stages of
controversy, Jesus used his travels as a canvass for his views on faith and God’s design. His
opinion, which was, in fact, to be the foundation of his ministry—God was universal and our
faith was therefore meant for all people—would one day rankle Pharisees, rabbis, scribes, and
priests. Already, in his formative period, members of this religious group had found fault with
his views. Joseph of Arimathea, who understood that Isaiah, a great prophet, had spoken about a
universal god, agreed half-heartedly with this notion, and yet, judging by what Jesus wrote in his
last letters, it was obvious that the Pharisee was ill at ease with the miracles he performed in
silencing the storm and the healing of his youngest son. In spite of the association Jesus made
between the pedestal to the unknown god and the universal god, Joseph dismissed this
connection outright. For him the empty pedestal was merely Greek and Roman equivocation.
Because they were thickheaded, uncircumcised, and ritually unclean, it was, Samuel once
pointed out, impossible for Jews to accept Gentiles into our faith. Regardless of what Isaiah
wrote, I wondered if Joseph might be humoring Jesus on his extension of God’s grace. As Papa
would confide to Mama, such an interpretation ran contrary to Pharisaical, Sadducee, and
rabbinical beliefs. After everything that he had seen and heard, Joseph simply didn’t know what

to make of Jesus. Considering how much it upset his sons, it was a wonder he hadn’t clamped
down more on Jesus’ controversial views.
My mind had been stirred by Jesus but was not yet shaken. That would come later when
I became his disciple, along with our brother James. I didn’t need the words of Isaiah or an
empty pedestal. Even before Jesus left on his trip, I had my own opinions of things. After
becoming acquainted with the Romans in our town, I felt no hostility toward Gentiles, only pity.
How could they accept our invisible, unknowable god? I barely understood him, myself. Jesus’
experience with Joseph’s fierce-looking guards was just one more reminder of this. If I was a
pagan, I doubt very much if I would be circumcised. All of our restrictions about what to eat,
how to worship, and those knit-picking rules of behavior are just too much for Gentile minds.
My own family could scarcely follow Hebrew laws.
Though I was only a child, the notion that God was here for everyone, not just Jews,
struck me as sensible and just. I didn’t require Jesus to make up my mind. Nothing surprised me
about his letters. The fact that he performed miracles through prayer was taken in stride by our
family. We had seen him bring a dead sparrow back to life and cause Nazareth’s storm. He
spoke with a wisdom far beyond his years. He had done many wondrous things. Nevertheless,
with Jesus as part of our family, we lived with controversy. Friends and foes alike had criticized
his eccentric habits and strange speech, and many of them gave credit to Satan for his miraculous
deeds. What would they have thought if they had read his letters from Egypt, Greece, Rome, and
Gaul? If the pattern held true, his letter from Cyrene would be the worst. James and Joseph had
been outraged with Jesus’ ideas. There were times when Mama had been more concerned with
their reaction than the content of Jesus’ scrolls. Though I noticed James mellowing in the past
months toward him, Joseph had not changed. Like Matthias and, until his illness, Levi, who
scoffed at Jesus’ miracles, Joseph remained hostile toward his oldest brother for the same
reasons that troubled the Pharisee’s sons. Perhaps Mama suspected an even greater controversy
in the latest letter, for she hovered anxiously around Papa while he glanced calmly over the
scroll. Nehemiah and I were growing quite bored with it all. Justin waited patiently to hear the
news, savoring his mug of wine.
“Does it look bad?” Mama asked bluntly, wringing her hands.
“The usual conflict between Jesus and Joseph’s oldest son,” Papa answered reassuringly.
“Could he shock us anymore after Gaul?” “Calm down Mary,” he said, patting her head, “let’s
see what Jesus has to say.”
“I’m greatly impressed with Jesus,” Justin declared in a loud, heartfelt voice. “Someday
he’ll be a prophet or great rabbi. He claimed to have quieted a storm. He brought a youth back
from the dead. What other wonders await our ears?” “Mark my word,” he said, raising his arms,
“that young man is destined for great things. Nothing would surprise me after what I’ve heard!”
From this rustic deliverer of imperial mail, we heard the clarion voice of prophecy.
Justin, however, like everyone else, had no idea what Jesus would become. Nehemiah, who had
been jolted awake by Justin’s voice, stood up that moment and cried out “Yes, and Jude saw him
cure a dead bird!”
When a few of the town elders, out for a late morning walk, slowed down and pricked up
their ears to hear what he was going on, Papa placed his finger up to his lips to shush us, led us
into the backyard, then down into the orchard where the ground was soft and there was plenty of
shade. The letter began with salutations and a brief rundown of the voyage between Massilia

and Cyrene, which Papa read hurriedly as Mama, with Martha and Abigail in tow, went to fetch
juice, snacks, and more wine. After a brief salutation, Jesus reassured us that his voyage had
gone smoothly this time. Soon, after we had settled down on the leafy floor with mugs in hand,
Papa leisurely sipped his wine and resumed reading Jesus’ letter from Cyrene.
******
. . . . We arrived in the port of Apollonia in high spirits. Levi is still weak from his
illness, but his appetite has returned. He has, with his father’s coaxing, been taking walks on the
deck. I pray for him every day. Though he has begrudgingly, at his father’s coaxing, made
friends with me, Matthias continues to fan the flames of hatred and distrust for me, so I pray for
him too. In spite of my failure to make peace with his sons, especially Matthias, Joseph, himself,
has forgiven my supposed transgressions, and I believe he’s still fond of me regardless of the
venom Matthias pours into his ears. I don’t blame his oldest son for resenting my presence
during Joseph’s travels, nor can I fault him for criticizing my point of view. But I am heartsick
that he believes that I am a heretic and blasphemer. Of all the persons in our entourage, Loftus is
the closest to me now. Perhaps in a lesser degree, though not much, are Strabo and our Syrian
guards. These simple yet powerful men are perhaps the most menacing foursome I’ve ever seen,
and yet they’ve begun listening to me and encouraged a dialogue on the subjects of God and our
faith. I would trust them with my life and, unlike Matthias and Levi, I don’t resent their ribald
humor and rustic wit. Alas, though I hope one day they’ll convert to our faith, I’m not
encouraged by what I’ve experienced on our trip. Loftus and the others were as pigheaded
during our journey to Cyrene as they had been throughout our trip.
As we crowded onto the deck impatient to touch dry land, Matthias began harassing me,
which drew Loftus, my chief protector, to my defense. Levi stood by clutching the rail, still
recuperating from his illness. That old Jewish saying “idle minds are a tool of the Satan” ran
through my mind as I listened to Matthias’ rant. Unfortunately, Loftus’ outrageous claims only
made matters worse. The Syrian guards and several crewmen, acting as his audience, laughed
heartily at his suggestion that I had more religious power in my little finger than all the Jewish
priests. Joseph was giving instructions to the captain and his delegated cargo handlers, so he
failed to hear this exchange. Immediately, I raised my hand in protest, but was shouted down by
Matthias, who ranted bitterly about my heretical views and acceptance of Gentiles into our faith.
More than anything else, he resented my belief in a universal God, because this included all the
Gentiles of the world. He was also concerned about my friendship with our guards, who
resented his low opinion of them. Thanks to me, in his thinking, they hated him. I was about to
scold Loftus for misunderstanding the power of prayer, but, now that Matthias was practically
foaming at the mouth, I was forced to shout one simple command to him: Quiet! My antagonist
was immediately silent. A warm breeze blew off the African coast, and the guards and crewmen
cheered and whistled loudly. Several more seamen trotted over, drawn by the commotion.
Belatedly, a frown growing on his face, Joseph ambled up to the rail where the crowd had
gathered.
“Matthias, what is the meaning of this?” He called to his shaken son.
“This young man is touched by the Jewish God,” a crewman summed it up.
“Not again,” groaned Joseph.

“This isn’t Jesus fault.” Levi spoke on my behalf. “Matthias should’ve said this in
private. ”
“Matthias shouldn’t speak to Jesus at all,” Joseph snapped irritably. “Why can’t you boys
leave him alone!”
It warmed my heart to hear those words from Joseph’s youngest son, following his
defense of me, but I was alarmed by the lingering ignorance of the guards. As if they hadn’t
already heard the story, Loftus bragged aloud to all those who would listen how I quieted the
storms, not once but twice, and had (he pointed out the sickly lad) raised a man from the dead—
all untruths, of course, and a complete misinterpretation of the facts, but beyond my ability to
refute, since the guards would believe that I was simply being modest about my powers, which
was natural for a magician or demi-god. Joseph good-naturedly put a stop to the discussion,
ordering us all to regroup in our cabin. I thought he would scold the guards, but he bawled all of
us out for letting this get out of hand. A wink and a smile, as he glanced back at me, told me that
he was simply being tactful and didn’t blame me for the quarrel. Later, just before landfall, I
heard him taking Loftus to task for his outburst and the other guards for egging him on, but the
worst scolding was given to Matthias for his unwillingness to follow Levi’s example in trying to
make peace. I couldn’t yet call Levi my friend, but today he showed disapproval of his brother’s
mean-spiritedness. I felt that the battle for his friendship had been half won.
When Simon, our Jewish host and guide, ran up to greet us as we stepped off the
gangplank, my feeling of well being soared. Even the gaunt-faced Levi gave him a smile. The
gentle giant approaching, clad in the colorful striped tunic of Cyrenaican wool and cap, had a
long black beard and large dark eyes that twinkled when he smiled. Here, despite his great size
and beefy hands that gripped our forearms with painful affability, was the friendliest of our
hosts, and yet the least important for Joseph in a business sense. For this young Pharisee, I was
informed later by Levi, was one of his father’s closest friends.
After introducing himself, he and his servants assisted us into the waiting carriage. While
his servants took a second carriage back to his estate, he climbed in with us, causing the coach to
emit a terrible groan. The four guards, as always, rode alongside of us, chatting in good cheer
amongst themselves. As we traveled the main road, which Simon informed us had been built by
Roman engineers, he acted as our tour guide, explaining the history of various buildings along
the way. Joseph, his sons, and I were crowded on one seat, while the big man occupied most of
the other side, save a portion for his delicate wife Ruth.
“Behold my friends,” his voice boomed, “Cyrene—the finest city in Rome’s African
province. The port of Apollonia has been our port for over a thousand years. The Greeks, who
once lived on the island of Thera, built our city long ago. When our kings lost our kingdom to
the Assyrians, my forefathers, along with many other Jews, fled to various corners of the world
to escape bondage. Many of them wound up here in Cyrene. The Romans now rule us with an
iron fist but are not as bad as the Assyrians, Carthaginians and Greeks.”
“You will note,” he interrupted himself, pointing out the window beneath Ruth’s tiny
nose, “those distant hills, which surround Cyrene.”
“I can’t see sir,” I confessed, craning my neck.
“A history lesson,” Matthias grumbled, “that’s all we need.”
I had volunteered to sit in the middle next to Joseph this time to give poor Levi the
window seat for fresh air. The other window seat seemed wasted on Matthias. Seeing my

interest in his introduction, Simon ordered the coachmen to halt a few moments to allow us all a
better view. Climbing wearily out of the coach into the bright sunlight, Matthias and Levi
groaned, as we filed out. I felt Matthias’ elbow sharply in my ribs. A fierce backward glance
from their father, however, forestalled any complaints as our host’s trunk-sized arms swept the
sky.
“Behold,” he exclaimed grandly, “a great valley surrounds our city, protecting us from
barbarians. In our harbor Roman mariners protect us from invaders from the sea. We have
many excellent synagogues, though our city was dedicated to Apollo, a Greek god. Cyrene is
filled with many beautiful, alas, pagan temples. You can see these sparkling white marble
edifices, that, from the port side of the city, look like jewels in the morning sun.”
“Beautiful,” I exclaimed, “they do like jewels!”
“You would think so!” Matthias hissed.
“I’ve never seen it sparkle so,” admitted Joseph, stroking his beard. “The last time I was
here it was overcast. I’m not sure our ship berthed this far out.”
“That’s why I told the coachman to stop,” Simon replied, shielding his eyes from the sun.
“Our vantage point is perfect. Rarely at this hour, during this season, is it so clear.”
“Yes,” Joseph noted wearily, “it reminds me of Athens.”
The port of Athens, I recalled, looked nothing like this. I could tell that he was
exhausted. Perhaps that’s why he failed to notice Matthias’ scowl or hear him grumble under his
breath. Though my ribs ached, I felt sorry Matthias. In spite of being only a few years older
than me, his mind was clamped tightly shut. How could he learn about the world if he didn’t
embrace its beauty? After we climbed back into the cabin, Simon continued his overview of
Cyrene’s history, which caused Matthias to grind his teeth and Joseph’s eyes to grow glassy with
fatigue. Levi napped fitfully in the coach. Loftus and the other guards were not particularly
impressed with this distant province but they seemed to be impressed with Simon, as was I.
Though hungry and tired, myself, I tried putting on a good face for our host. His little wife had
said nothing so far. If I hadn’t seen her right in front of me, I would scarcely know the poor
woman was there. I made eye contact with her once as her husband talked. She smiled and
looked self-consciously down at her tiny hands in which was clutched an Egyptian lotus fan, the
smallest one I’ve ever seen. I had a strong feeling, by the way Simon bent forward as if he was
talking directly to me, that much of his discussion was for my benefit. He was an overwhelming
presence—everyone around him, even our guards, were taken back, and I couldn’t help feeling
drawn into his enthusiasm.
“It’s like this,” he droned, as if I was his student, “the Romans divided our people into
four classes. Until the benevolent rule of Augustus, whom the Gentiles of Cyrene have made
into a god, we Jews were at the lowest rung. There were in descending order: Romans, Greeks,
the native populace (descendents of the Libyans), and then Jews. Since our people first came to
the city, the Greeks have treated us as a hated minority. The early Romans encouraged this
hatred, and yet have stepped in many times to protect us from the quarrelsome Greeks. Thanks
to Pompey and Julius Caesar, the Greeks were finally put in their place. Augustus, Caesar’s heir,
has elevated the status of our people. He feared that Rome’s love of Greek things was replacing
Rome’s genius and realized that the Greek merchant class was likewise replacing Roman
merchants in the business world.”

“What about the Romans in Galilee?” interrupted Matthias. “They don’t love us. They
crucified two thousand of Jews.”
“Matthias,” Joseph whispered, “that’s enough.”
“That one needs a good thrashing!” Loftus exclaimed in the background.
“To be accurate,” Simon responded, wagging a finger, “Judas the Galilean murdered
hundreds of innocent people. You should know that young man. We Cyrenaicans have been a
peaceable people for centuries. All those uprisings from men like Judas have done is get a lot
our people killed. If you pay your taxes and mind your own business, Rome will protect you
from your enemies. My home and my fortune wouldn’t last one week if the Romans weren’t on
guard.”
“Is it really that bad?” Matthias asked, glancing out the window.
“Yes,” he replied with a nod, “but it’s this way everywhere. Your father told me about
those brigands in Galilee who prey on Gentiles and Jews alike.” “Jesus here,” he said, patting my
knee, “has seen firsthand how Rome protects the innocent. Several companies of legionnaires
now tramp up and down Nazareth’s hills on watch for thieves and incendiaries.”
“Yes.” I nodded, feeling a rush of emotion. “The Lord works in mysterious ways.”
“Bah,” mumbled Matthias, looking away.
“Jesus’ father, whose name I share, is a good man,” Joseph said thoughtfully. “It was not
easy for him to call on Rome for help. To save my family from someone like Reuben I would’ve
done the same.”
“Reuben was the name of one of the patriarch Jacob’s sons.” Levi offered, giving us a
weak smile.
“Tiberius hates Jews,” Matthias persisted stubbornly. “He’s ignited resentment for Jews
all over Rome.”
“That’s in Rome.” Simon pursed his lips. “This is Cyrenaica, which like most of the other
provinces in the empire, are grateful for Rome’s protection and its fine system of roads.”
Looking passed Levi’s droopy face, I glimpsed portions of the great temples we had seen
from afar. Simon and Joseph now discussed the current emperor’s crackdown on the Jews in
Rome. According to our host, no such enmity between Roman and Jew exists for us in Cyrene,
but the Greek majority require constant surveillance because of their hatred of Jews. It is, he
quipped, similar to, but on a larger scale, than the Roman protection of Nazareth, with the
exception that in Nazareth the Romans are protecting the Nazarenes from other Jews. Simon,
who must have read this in one of Joseph’s letters, had not mentioned the other towns in Galilee
under Roman protection. Giving Reuben credit for the Roman presence, as Joseph had done,
was an exaggeration too. This conversation I found pleasant, if not rather dull, but Matthias was
smoldering with irritation for me. I had consorted with Gentiles and was befriending someone
he saw as a “Roman-loving” Jew. As Simon prattled on, I could see Matthias’ eyes flash with
contempt. That he could judge a man he barely knew struck me as indefensible. I wondered if
my presence had started it all. Though I hadn’t meant to, I had come between he and his father.
It would be difficult to win him over as long as he looked upon me as both a heretic and intruder.
******
When we arrived finally at Simon’s estate, I was greatly impressed. Joseph, whom I’m
certain had a great villa himself, took it in stride. Sitting on the edge of a stream flowing from

the hills, it appeared vulnerable to enemy attack after what he told us about the barbarians, until
Simon pointed out the Roman garrison on an adjacent hill.
“Money couldn’t buy that kind of protection,” he pointed, as our guards began gathering
our luggage from the second coach.
Loftus, Strabo, Glychon, and Tycho were joined by Simon’s servants, who helped them carry the
luggage into the house and, when that was done, the products from Gaul into a warehouse in
back of the estate. Simon reassured us that he kept no slaves, and his home, we soon discovered,
was a model of Jewish propriety. It was an auspicious beginning. Matthias brooded but said
nothing as we filed into his magnificent house. Joseph, Levi, and Matthias were greatly relieved
to find a metal box on the doorposts, containing the Mezuzah (chapters from the Torah), a
feature missing in the other estates we entered in Greece and Rome. I don’t remember ever
seeing a Mezuzah on the doorposts of even Samuel’s house. It occurred to me that such a box
might have been vandalized in the Jewish quarter of Rome. Now, as we were shown the
premises by Aesop, Simon’s chamberlain, we were treated to a traditional Hebrew household.
Instead of murals on every wall and statuary, which even our Jewish hosts in Greece and Rome
had placed in their gardens, the entire villa and its garden were filled only with floral columns
and beautifully tiled floors. The garden area had many small, florally decorated fountains and a
vast assortment of African and Eastern plants, which, Simon explained, grew rampant in the
climate of Cyrenaica. Each of us had spacious chambers with our own cloacas. The only
Roman or Greek comfort, noted sarcastically by Matthias, was the baths, which, because of the
communal nature of these pools, would have been an abomination if we had not used it
separately this time. Unlike the smaller bath at Publius’ house, where we were all herded into
the pool like sheep, we took our turn at our leisure. During my turn, Achilles, my manservant,
began teaching me how to swim. By the time we left Cyrene, I planned on mastering the simple
strokes he taught me. Refreshed and clad in a clean tunic and toga, I tardily joined the others
gathered in the main hall as they waited for supper.
“I heard you’re learning how to swim?” Joseph gave me a sly grin.
“Since when does a Nazarene carpenter need to know how to swim?” Matthias whispered
into my ear.
To avoid another scene, I directed my response to Joseph, who sat across me at the feast.
“I thought it might come in handy if our ship sinks.” I gave him a cautious smile.
Matthias tossed his head back and laughed. “If our ship sinks? It might take a little
longer if you knew how to swim, but you’d still drown.”
“That depends,” I replied, avoiding his glare, “on how far you are from land.”
“He’s got a point,” snorted Joseph. “Knowing our Jesus, he’d swim all the way home.”
“Ridiculous!” grumbled Matthias.
Levi had been silent, in fact not talking at all since this morning, but now he looked
across the table and gave me the faintest of nods. The stabbing realization came to me that he
would not last another summer. Tears willed up in my eyes and I looked away until the
pounding of my heart slowed and I composed myself. I knew Levi’s voice would haunt me for a
very long time.
“There are different ways to drown,” he murmured, “. . . In water, quickly and out of
sight—a shipwreck or on dry land where a man’s lungs fill with fluid and he becomes a human
wreck.”

“Nonsense!” Joseph reached across to touch his hand. “You’re health is returning.
You’re going to be just fine.
“Not exactly a topic for supper,” Simon’s booming voice suddenly echoed from the head
of the table. “I propose a toast.” He raised a large golden mug. “To Joseph of Arimathea, his
sons—Matthias and Levi, and their companion Jesus of Nazareth. A long, fruitful and
prosperous life!”
“To everlasting life!” I blurted.
All eyes turned to me. Everyone, except Joseph, seemed to gasp. Looking down Levi’s
side of the table, I could see Ruth tilt her auburn haired head slightly, as Simon’s dark eyes
locked in on mine. For a moment I noted the reaction on his face. As Papa often does, he
frowned and smiled at the same time, but then chuckled merrily to himself as he raised his mug
and invited us to share my toast.
“To everlasting life,” Ruth, Joseph, and Levi murmured obligingly.
Responding to his father’s glare, Matthias followed their example begrudgingly, grunting
angrily under his breath.
“This Jesus is going to make a good Pharisee,” Simon commented, descending finally
into his chair.
“I’ll drink to that,” Joseph said, sipping his wine.
For a moment the unfortunate piece of furniture groaned under Simon’s great weight, as
he turned to talk to Rabbi Avram, another one of his guests. Joseph took the opportunity to
quietly scold Matthias for making an issue of my swimming lesson. I pretended not to hear his
whispers and tried to strike up a conversation with Levi about the breathtaking view we had of
Cyrene. Levi, however, though polite, was all doom and gloom tonight. I feared greatly for my
vision and prayed constantly to myself that it was not so. From the corner of my eye, I caught
sight of Matthias’ dour face, no matter how I tried to avoid him. To make matters worse, Arrius,
a Greek-looking Jew, who was seated on the other side of Levi, stared at me constantly, though
he said nothing as Simon and Joseph discussed business during our first course: a strange dish of
vegetables and beef, which Matthias looked at suspiciously, and an assortment of breads that
caught my eye—dark, light, honey-colored, and bluish loafs covered with cheese.
Simon gave a hasty, abbreviated Shema, which caused eyebrows to raise: “Hear oh Israel,
the Lord is one. Blessed be the name of his glorious kingdom for ever and ever. . .”
As the servants refilled my goblet, I realized that I was wolfing down the first course
ravenously. The long day and exercise in the baths had given me an appetite and great thirst. In
spite of Arrius probing gaze and Matthias glare, I felt euphoric, which made me feel guilty when
I noted how little Levi had touched his food.
“You must try to eat,” I coaxed him gently. “Try the goat cheese bread; it’s very good.”
Levi nibbled a small chunk and sipped his wine but said nothing. Joseph shook his head
at me, I’m not sure whether he was expressing sorrow or telling me to shut up, but I was jerked
out of my complacency by the voice of Avram, whom I had to crane my neck to see.
“I heard that you performed several miracles on behalf of your benefactor,” purred his
nasally voice. “Tell us about these wondrous events.”
Joseph must have told Simon about my miracles. How else would the rabbi found out
about these wonders? Yet Joseph’s face fell. He looked helplessly at me, at that point, and
shrugged. While Levi managed to give me a sympathetic look, I could hear Matthias snicker to

himself, gloating at the predicament the rabbi placed me in. When I bent over to catch Simon’s
reaction, I could see that he was, as Joseph, disturbed by this probe.
“Now, Avram,” Arrius displayed exaggerated disbelief, “who told you this fabrication?
One of the servants,” “or,” he looked at me craftily, “was it one of those Gentile guards?”
“I performed no miracle whatsoever,” I exclaimed folding my arms. “I prayed as did
everyone else during the storms out to sea and during Levi’s sickness. Sometimes, if the Lord
wishes, he gives us what we need. During our trip, God has watched over us. I am thankful for
that.”
“Well spoken,” Arrius said, pursing his lips. “How old did you say he was?” he called to
Joseph. “This one has a honeyed tongue and would make a fine rabbi in deed!”
“I shall be a carpenter,” I replied defensibly, “when I inherit my fathers’ shop.”
“Nothing wrong with that.” Simon raised his palms.
This brought immediate laughter from the two guests and Joseph’s oldest son, but Joseph,
Levi, Ruth, and I were not laughing. Simon, I noted, was amused by my brashness. I couldn’t
tell whether he thought me a bright lad or a buffoon. For awhile we literally chewed on these
thoughts during our meal. I enjoyed my food thoroughly, and I was happy to see that Levi was
eating some of the breads. When the second course, roast lamb and an assortment of fish and
foul appeared on large steaming trays, we all turned our attention to this portion of the feast.
Unfortunately, as it commenced, I had barely filled my mouth when a second topic crashed like
thunder into my ears.
“From a servant I talked to earlier, who heard it from one of your guards, there is a
strange tale circulating,” Arrius gave me a predatory look.
It reminded me of a cat eyeing a bird. I knew exactly what he was going to say before he
said it. Loftus or one of the other guards must have divulged this information after a few mugs
of wine. What could one expect if they were treated like servants or slaves? With a bittersweet
smile on my face, I heard the Jewish merchant ask me if I really believed that Gentiles shared
Lord’s grace and if God was a universal god.”
“The Gentiles share the Lord’s grace because God is universal,” I corrected him gently.
“This was said by one of our greatest prophets. Are my words heresy if they’re shared by Isaiah,
himself?”
“You’ve taken Isaiah’s words out of context,” Arrius scolded, while munching a greasy
chunk of lamb.
“How so?” Joseph pursed his lips, “I went back and read Isaiah, myself, and he did imply
that God is intended for Gentiles.”
“Implied is the operative word,” Rabbi Avram’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “There are
many different meanings in various passages. Who knows what Isaiah really meant. He also
spoke of a suffering messiah rebuked by the world. Are we to believe all the other prophets are
wrong because of Isaiah’s controversial words?”
“Controversial,” I couldn’t help protesting, “you call Isaiah controversial?”
“I certainly do,” sputtered the rabbi. “How dare this wet-behind-the-ears youth make
pronouncements on our holy books?” he protested to Simon.
“I’m sorry Joseph,” Simon addressed him instead of me. “I had no idea my servants told
them this.” “Avram,” he turned to the rabbi, “accept my apologies for any insult, but Jesus meant
no harm. At his age I was filled with wild notions, myself.”

“It’s heresy, Simon, plain and simple,” Avram said with a belch. “We don’t cast pearls
before swine.”
That expression best expressed the Jewish attitude toward Gentile’s receiving God’s
grace. As I considered our guards and all the other well-meaning pagans I’ve known, I resented
his words deeply, and yet, after a warning look by Joseph, I held my tongue. Once again I had
crossed the line, but I felt compelled. Sometimes it was as if he breath of God occasionally blew
my way. Yet it was Joseph who defended me as the rabbi ranted and raved.
“I’m sorry,” I cried out, jumping to my feet. “It wasn’t my intent to insult my host nor his
honored guest.”
“You haven’t insulted me.” Simon stood up, waving a hand. “This is a misunderstanding
between you and the rabbi. I’ve always wondered about that passage myself. I see no reason
why the Gentiles, who are the vast majority on the earth, can’t one day share God’s grace.”
“You’re not serious,” cried the rabbi. “Do you also believe in this universal God?”
“Sure, why not?” Simon shrugged.
“Calm down Avram,” Arrius, of all people, came to my defense. “I remember Simon, as
a youth. He was spirited, like this fellow. I’m more concerned with Jesus’ miracles. If anything
the boy is modest.”
Avram’s mannerisms had reminded me very much of our own Rabbi Joachim, but it
appeared as if Arrius had only been teasing. So I didn’t argue this time. What was the use? I
had heard this so many times before. I would expect one of our Gentile guards to say such a
thing, but the Jewish appeared to be in his cups. Perhaps due to his wine or his eccentric
personality Avram had also spoken carelessly. Simon wasn’t upset with the good-natured Arrius
as he was with the tactless the rabbi, and yet Arrius defense, as much as Avram’s accusation,
begged a response.
“Jesus isn’t spirited,” Simon replied politely, “he’s spiritual…There’s a difference.”
“Yes, I can see that,” Ruth said, sipping her wine. “Jesus is without guile.”
The rabbi snorted with disdain. Joseph scolded the rabbi so subtly he didn’t know he was
being rebuked:
“What generation is this that we can’t see illumination in the eyes of youth? King David
was a mere stripling when Samuel anointed him on behalf of God nor was the prophet Daniel
much older than Jesus when he began his service for the Lord. Yet Jesus is not anointed and
doesn’t claim to be a prophet. He merely prays for needful things: safety from the storms and
my son’s health. These are not his miracles; they are God’s. If he quotes Isaiah, he’s in good
company. The voices of our prophets, not merely Isaiah’s, have been heard by Gentiles down
through the ages. I’ve met many converts to our religion, who are better Jews than many born
into the faith.” “.…There are many forms of blindness,” Joseph added after a pause, “things we
can’t see but also things we refuse to understand. At least a sightless man can open his mind to
the truth. There are men who see clearly, with great intelligence, who are blind about spiritual
matters. They are, in many ways, the most blind of them all.”
I understood the meaning immediately, but Avram, whose understanding came more
slowly, had drank too much. He probably wasn’t sure if Joseph was making a general statement
of rebuking him for his intemperate words. Simon, now quite tipsy, thought Joseph was in his
cups, raised his mug in appreciation for his fine wit but changed the subject entirely as Avram sat
muttering to himself.

“Arrius,” he called blithely, “tell our friends about your meeting with Tiberius.”
Arrius did a double take from Joseph to Simon. “That was a long time ago.” He made a
face. “You really want to hear about that?”
“Yes, yes,” Simon motioned giddily. “That’ll take the heat off Jesus. I mean Tiberius is
our emperor now, isn’t he? Ho-ho, Jesus is only a carpenter’s son!”
“Will, I met him before he was emperor,” Arrius began, pausing to take a long swig of
wine. “I was doing business in Rhodes. Because it’s unholy to enter the house of a Gentile—”
“or so they say,” he winked rakishly, “I waited in the courtyard with other merchants, until our
contracts were brought out by a servant. No sooner had the documents been signed and viewed
by a magistrate than a wild, uncouth man, dressed in an astrologer’s robes with conical hat and
shaggy beard, appeared in the breeze way, holding a jug of spirits, staring blankly into the
unknown.”
“Where is this leading?” Avram asked hoarsely. “Wine has loosened your lips, Arrius. Is
this not another one of your ribald jokes?”
“Trust me,” Arrius answered with a belch. “This is serious. As Simon understands, I’m
trying to make a point.”
Put unexpectedly into his place, the rabbi was glad to change the subject. For a moment,
as Arrius stopped to explain the maddening rules that Rhodians placed on merchants, I looked
across the table at Joseph and Levi and gave them a nod. Both seemed pleased with this turn of
events. I wasn’t sure exactly how Matthias felt, but Ruth was smiling mysteriously at me as the
merchant finally told us who the man in the astrologer’s costume, staggering into the street, was.
“No!” Joseph looked at him in disbelief. “Our new emperor? I heard he left Rome for
awhile because of his mistreatment by Augustus, but to wind up in such a get-up as a common
drunk—that’s beyond belief.”
“It’s true,” Arrius said, with a hiccup. “I swear on my mother’s grave.”
“That’s sacrilege!” Avram spat. “You must really be drunk to say such a thing!”
Arrius emptied his mug that had just been filled by a servant. Simon laughed softly to
himself as the servant also poured wine into his cup.
“My apologies again to Joseph.” He stood up shakily to raise his mug. “What Arrius said
is fascinating. I wonder if the rumor that the emperor dabbled into the black arts is true. I
wouldn’t be surprised, considering some of the proclamations he’s made.”
“Jesus,” Arrius’ voice slurred slightly, “I’m sorry. I’m really impressed with your
miracles. All that stuff ‘bout Gentiles becoming Jews is good for business. We all gotta get
along....”
Suddenly he stopped talking, his head fell forward, and, after it rose shakily on its spindly
neck again, a stupid grin spread across his scarlet face, indicating that he had forgotten what he
was saying. Simon began chatting with Joseph about their business, which seemed like bad
form, but was welcomed by the Pharisee. Ruth, who was sitting closest to Levi, whispered
something in his ear. Levi chuckled, and the silly thought came into my head that they would
have made a fine couple! The rabbi, who sat on my right side, and Matthias, who sat on my left,
must have been absorbed in their meals, for I heard nothing from them until the third course.
When the servants brought in trays heaped with all manner of desserts, most of our enthusiasm
had waned after the previous courses, and yet Levi’s appetite suddenly soared as he eyed the

wondrous sweet meats displayed on one silver dish. It warmed my heart to see him greedily
devour the morsels as he chatted with Ruth.
Because Arrius had switched our topic of conversation to Tiberius, the mood at the table
had changed. Avram sat quietly in his seat, staring into space. Perhaps he was sulking or feeling
the effects of his wine. On Levi’s pale face there appeared, during our discussion, a familiar
glow. I prayed that my fears were unfounded. His illness in Gaul, which the Lord, not I, abated,
had given him a contrite heart. As a result, his attitude toward me began to change. That night,
as my beliefs were challenged, I saw something else in his eyes: illumination. The miracles, God
performed were, because of eyewitness, difficult to refute. I had at least made them all think
about the universal god. Simon and his wife had listened with interest. Arrius, whom I thought
would be another critic, had also seemed intrigued. One moment the merchant appeared to be on
the rabbi’s side, and the next moment, he seemed to be on mine. Of course Arrius was drunk.
Strangely enough, like Marcian, the merchant in Publius’ house, there had only the faintest slur
in his speech as he guzzled down cup after cup, until, at one point, his head drooped lower and
lower, until he could barely speak. To my surprise, Simon, our jovial host, who kept pace with
the merchant, miraculously showed no signs of drunkenness. In his mannerisms, he was a bit
crass as Ulfius, the Gaul. I liked him, as I had liked Ulfius, in spite of his faults. Unlike Ulfius,
though, a thoroughgoing pagan, he was, in spite of his rough manners, a good Jew. Like Arrius,
however, his mood and attitude toward me had been tempered by wine.
As I had seen at Samuel’s table, a nod from our host ended the feast. Following the
example of the others, I stood up, brushed off the crumbs, and strolled into the garden to walk off
my meal. While Simon and Joseph ambled off a ways to talk business, Arrius staggered to his
chambers. Levi, Ruth, and I sat on a marble bench near a bubbling fountain chatting about trivial
things. Matthias, with a change of mood, retraced his steps from the entryway and rejoined our
group. The last surprise for me before I retired to my chambers for the evening was the
begrudging voice of Rabbi Avram behind me saying, as he departed, “My apologies to you Jesus
of Nazareth. You will either be a fine carpenter or a mover of men!”
******
Jesus narration, at the end of the scroll, stopped abruptly on those lines. A second scroll
awaited our attention, but Papa’s eyes had filled with tears. Mama was weeping, as he sank to
his seat, the first scroll slipping from his hand. I could hear the twins playing in the front yard,
oblivious of the impact this letter had on my parents. The greatest secret of my oldest brother
was but a breath away. While James and Joseph’s expressions were hard to read, I could see
clearly that Justin, our courier, had been affected. He kept shaking his head and rubbing his
stubbled jaw. Nehemiah, of course, was asleep. I for one, I’m ashamed to admit it, was deeply
disappointed that Jesus dwelled upon such uneventful matters. Now, as I write down these lines,
I know that the rabbi, in his ignorance, had acknowledged that Jesus, my brother, was the
Messiah. Though he had spoken God’s will, nothing could have been further from the rabbi’s
mind. On that day, after Jesus last important letter was being read in my home in Nazareth, no
one, not even his parents, could possibly see this. Though it was so close—but a small leap of
faith—the very idea of such a deliverer had not yet been born. All of Israel—from the farthest
outpost of Jews to Jerusalem, itself, saw a conquering Messiah, someone of royal descent, like

David or Solomon arriving one day to smite the Romans and set us free....certainly not a
carpenter’s son.
“Jesus will be a great teacher,” Papa declared. “Even that narrow-minded rabbi saw that.”
“Mover of men,” he repeated the phrase, “a fine title for our Jesus!”
“He was being sarcastic,” Joseph sneered.
“Shut up, you,” Mama said, wringing her fist, “you’ll not spoil this moment.”
“Now, now, Mama.” Papa patted her auburn head. “The rabbi was being sarcastic, but
that doesn’t matter. The words came from God. A sage once said ‘from the mouths of children
comes wisdom.’ We’re all children in the mystery of God. I believe Jesus will do great things.
That is enough.”
“Jesus is but flesh and blood, like we,” Joseph cried bitterly. “I’ve listened to his words,
too, but I’ve heard nothing but an adventuresome spirit. Who could blame him after seeing half
of the Roman world? All that stuff about quieting the storms and healing the Pharisee’s son
comes from his own hand. Jesus is a great writer and thinker—a genius as the Romans and
Greeks would say, but a foolish, young man, tottering on the brink of heresy!”
“Enough!” Papa shouted.
Mama was on the verge of throttling Joseph, and yet, for the first time, I saw plainly that
Joseph was, himself, a prodigy to weave such words. Papa saw this too. A smile appeared in his
bushy beard, as he gauged Joseph’s pain.
“You’ll also make your mark,” he said thoughtfully. “Of all my sons, you’re the most
likely to become a Pharisee or scribe. And yet, you, more than any of us, concern yourself about
Jesus’ affairs. I can see now that you truly believe your brother is a heretic, Joseph, but, after
what I read in his last letter, you must understand that even Jesus’ critics recognize that he has
special gifts.”
“Yes, it’s true,” James turned to his brother, “Jesus has mastered the gift of prayer. Until
this moment I might have agreed with you, but there were too many witnesses who saw the
miracles. I can’t believe our oldest brother will be happy being a carpenter, Pharisee or scribe.
There’s something else he must do in his life. Papa said as much himself as did Joseph of
Arimathea and Avram, the rabbi.”
“Jesus shall be a great prophet!” the words leaped from Justin’s mouth.
******
Upon that note, I make this observation. To this day, I cringe at my foolishness. I was in
denial—a childish numbskull, too caught up in my own dreams to consider anyone else. After
hearing the words spoken at Simon’s feast, even James glimpsed through the fog of reason to see
Jesus preaching to the multitude at a latter day, and yet I couldn’t wait to race outside and romp
in the hills.
Our afternoon meal that day was brief and unspectacular. Justin had been invited to join
in our simple feast, which we at in the backyard amongst the trees. Everyone, even my brother
Joseph, wanted Papa to finish the last letter. After Nehemiah awakened from his nap, I waited
for him to finish his lunch so we could get some fresh air. Because of his weak stomach, he ate
slowly and, it seemed, with little relish. The only morsels he liked to eat were sweat meats and
Mama’s honey rolls. He drank juice and water continually, however, which had, we would learn
later, much to do with his illness.

Because Justin had to reach Sepphoris before nightfall, he would not hear the last scroll.
Papa promised to let him read it on his next visit, but Justin shrugged his shoulders, calling out
before he rode away, “I’ve heard enough to know Jesus will one day do great things. The only
question is when?”
In barely more than an hour, from both Rabbi Avram and Justin, the courier, we had
heard prophecy. This I’ve known since the incident of the Sparrow: Jesus was touched by god.
Even Papa wouldn’t admit this. The word I had searched for that day was overkill. Jesus had
made it absolutely plain what he believed, but I had heard enough. For only a short while that
afternoon, Nehemiah and I were allowed to play outside before Mama called us into the house.
There were no arguments allowed this time. Listening to Jesus letters was mandatory. Mama
was anxious for Papa to finish the last letter, dreading what came next. For his part, Papa, like
the rest of us, was growing weary of Jesus’ thoughts. Intermingled with his view of our religion
were glimpses of his surroundings and an occasional exploit, such as his observations in Egypt
and Rome. By and large, however, Jesus was more interested in people than places. The beauty,
grandeur, and mystery he saw were backdrops to a greater vision. Jesus’ journey with Joseph of
Arimathea had triggered opinions he already shared with us and also helped shape the views he
would share with his disciples and ultimately the world.
******
As we began our tour of the city, Simon and Joseph, who sat across from Joseph’s sons
and myself, were talking about “the old times,” while Ruth gazed dreamily out the window of
our carriage as if Matthias, Levi, and I didn’t exist. She was a mysterious woman. I think Levi
admired Ruth’s simple beauty. There was, I believed, a depth to her that belied her timid nature,
yet she looked more like Simon’s daughter than his wife. Suddenly, while we all waited for our
first sightseeing stop, there was a commotion outside the coach: horses’ hooves, the clamor of
armor, and the shout of a Roman office, “halt and desist! This is an unlawful assembly!”
“What’s happening?” Matthias yelped in fear.
“I don’t know,” Simon answered, rising up awkwardly and exiting the coach.
“Loftus, Strabo, Glychon, and Tycho,” Simon called through cupped hands, “climb off
your mounts and stand peaceably beside the road.”
“Everyone stay inside,” he called back anxiously. “I know many of the Roman officers in
Cyrene. I’ll call one of them over and find out what’s going on.”
“You suppose its one of those Greeks-against-Jews things?” Joseph tried not to show
panic.
“Probably a bunch of troublemakers.” Simon’s voice trailed off. “We’re in luck. There’s
Proctos, the city prefect. I’ll ask him. He should know.”
None of us could hear their discussion. Joseph stuck his head out once to make sure the
guards had followed Simon’s instructions. Levi, like his older brother, had reacted at first with
fear, while Ruth sat calmly, her tiny hands folded in her lap. Though I wasn’t particularly afraid,
I prayed silently to myself, and noticed that Matthias and Levi were doing the same. The
incident with Reuben and the daily parade of Legionnaires in Nazareth had prepared me for such
an encounter. I knew that God would protect us. It was fear of the unknown, rather than
expected dangers of the road, that troubled us the most. Unlike Egypt, Greece, Rome, and Gaul,

where the Greeks and Jews had been forced to get along, there were constant quarrels between
Jewish and Greek citizens here that actually predated the Macedonian and Roman empires.
When Simon arrived back at the coach, he stood outside, beyond our view, for a few
moments talking with Loftus in a low voice. Joseph seemed vexed as well as frightened by this
action. Overwhelmed by the overbearing personality of our host, Joseph had loss control of his
guards for a while. When Simon finally returned, he was bubbling over with news.
“It’s those damnable zealots!” He cried, throwing up his hands. “They retaliated against a
Greek magistrate in broad daylight just as a cohort of Romans were marching through town.
Evidently there was an incident in town last week in which a Greek temple was defiled in
retaliation for Greek defilement of a Jewish wedding in which horse dung was thrown at the
spectators over a neighbor’s fence. No one saw the first defilement, though it seemed as bad as
tossing birds’ eggs on Venus’ statue.”
“Good,” spat Matthias, “she’s the worst of the lot!”
“That’s not the point,” scolded Joseph. “They’ll probably be crucified. Please, let’s hear
Simon out.”
“I’m afraid he’s right,” Simon said, frowning at Matthias. “Unfortunately, the ones that
got caught were Jews, who were not Roman citizens, as myself and most of the Greeks in
Cyrene.”
“You and your Rabbi Avram didn’t mention the incident last night, ” Joseph seemed
exasperated.
“Avram is only one rabbi in Cyrene.” Simon shrugged his shoulders. “As you probably
noticed, he’s a little touched in the head. To tell you the truth, neither respectable Greeks nor
responsible Jews want any more trouble. If those fools hadn’t manhandled that fat magistrate
Ofidius, I might not have heard about this until the next meeting of the elders.”
“Are you certain that they’re going to be crucified?” Ruth asked in dismay. “Did they
hurt Ofidius badly.”
“Yes, I’m afraid so.” Simon reached into pat her glossy curls. “Don’t cry my dear. Those
young men imperil us all with this action. Otherwise this could blossom into full-scale civil war
—Greeks against Jews—in Cyrene. I begged Proctos to wait and see if the man actually died. I
might be able to reason with Ofidius. I’ve done business with this magistrate before. Perhaps, I
could talk him into withdrawing his charges and petition the prefect for clemency in order to
maintain the peace. But the stubborn prefect treated me like any other troublesome Jew.
Pointing to my sedan he said, through clinched teeth, “Go!”
Matthias gave a wounded cry. “Bastard! It’ll be the prefect who causes an insurrection
like the one in Galilee.”
“You’re overreacting,” chided Simon. “It’ll never get that far. This isn’t Galilee, which
has a history of that sort of thing. This will be treated by the Romans as an argument between
two conquered peoples—Greeks and Jews, not a reaction against the Roman presence. Proctos
will obtain permission from the legate to crucify the Jews responsible for Ofidius’ injuries in
order to placate the Greeks. He also promised me that he’ll track down Greek hotheads and,
unless they’re citizens, crucify them too.”
“And if they’re citizens?” Joseph said, a slight edge in his voice.
“They’ll be beheaded and their heads raised up on pikes on the same hill exhibiting the
crucified Jews.”

“This is all quite barbaric!” Levi said in a strangled voice. “I’m trying to keep a level
head Papa, but it’s the Romans, not Matthias, who’re overreacting. If Ofidius is only injured and
agrees to clemency, it would be better if the Romans don’t make a spectacle of these men.”
“Oh, what would you suggest?” Simon folded his arms, “I recommended a flogging,
imprisonment or banishment, but Ofidius will probably die. The Jews did great physical harm to
that magistrate, while the Greeks merely threw dung on those folks, and yet they’ll either be
beheaded or suffer the same fate.”
“Precisely,” Levi replied, emitting a cough. “The Greeks will blame the Jews; the Jews
will blame the Greeks. This will solve nothing, only make matters worse. Several foolish men
will die horribly, but death is death, Simon. When you look it in the eyes, the greatest fear is in
the last moment of life.”
“Is it true?” Joseph’s eyes rolled from Levi to me. “. . . . Were you in Gahenna those last
moments? Did Jesus’ voice bring you back to life?”
“Yes, . . .I think so.” Levi nodded slowly.
“He was but asleep,” I answered, vigorously shaking my head. “The Lord awakened him,
not me.”
“I don’t believe it.” Matthias looked at his father in disbelief. “You sound like you
believe this charlatan!”
“Imbecile! How dare you sully this moment!” Joseph rose up to strike his son.
“Come-come,” Simon scolded, climbing into the cabin, “the Roman prefect is eyeing our
coach. Everyone calm down. I know another route and some interesting caves outside of town.”
I was quite satisfied with his decision. Not only did he change this uncomfortable subject
for me, he would keep us safe (at least for the benefit of Matthias and Levi’s minds). What was
so great about another tour of pagan temples? Frankly, it did appear at times, as Loftus said, “If
you seen one temple, you’ve seen them all!”
As the guards galloped back and forth on our flanks and we huddled inside the crowded
sedan, Simon gave the driver an order in a loud booming voice, “Take us to the caves near the
road to Tencheris.”
******
Off we went in our fine coach, rattling and wobbling on the bumpy road, silent and
plunged for a while into our own thoughts. My heart pounded fiercely after hearing Levi and
Joseph’s words, and yet I couldn’t share my thoughts with my fellow passengers, so I will share
them with my family when they read this portion of the scroll. I know this will sound like heresy
to some of you (especially Joseph) but I think Levi escaped death because of the Lord’s
intervention. Physically he is but a shadow of his former self, and yet his mind has expanded far
beyond the narrow-minded Matthias. Nevertheless he fears the dark sleep—death. Does he not
know that he was touched by God? With a sad heart, I believe that he’ll soon find out that
greatest of mysteries—the after life. I want to give him comfort and reassure him that death’s
sting is but a moment in eternity, which I know all believers and righteous men and women
share, but I’m afraid, at this delicate phase in my relationship with Joseph and his sons, it would
widen the rift between Matthias and myself. I know Joseph is troubled by what this means, and
Levi couldn’t comprehend my vision of the world to come; I scarcely understand it myself. So,

until the right moment comes, this secret is between God, me, and my family when the courier
arrives at our house.
******
The caves that Simon promised were not apparent at first. He began immediately to give
us the background of this site. With fingers folded on his lap and a thoughtful frown of
attentiveness on his face, Joseph scratched his head, nodded politely, and stifled a yawn, as his
host lectured to his guests. I knew Levi wasn’t feeling well. Ruth, an image of patient humility,
shared a look of concern with me. I could hear the guards galloping up and down the road
alongside of our slower moving carriage, Loftus chatting loudly with Glychon now that we were
so close. Simon’s introduction had begun with the discovery of the ruins by local shepherds who
found valuable artifacts in the caves. Some of these pots and urns were displayed in the
magistrate’s sumptuous house. As we pulled up to an oasis of cypress and palms, his longwinded introduction, which contained a rebuke for townsmen plundering these sacred grounds,
turned into a sketchy history of the site, which Simon extolled in his grand-eloquent manner as
we paused to rest in the shade.
“Before Greeks arrived from Thera to colonize this land, the Libyans, whose ancestors
we call the Old Ones, built temples to Ammon, an Egyptian god, and also to local deities, whose
names are lost to time.” “You will note,” he said, pointing through the trees to a nearby outcrop,
“the white vein of rock, which contains the imprints of creatures drowned in the flood,” “or so
they say,” he chuckled, winking slyly at us.
“We have such things in Nazareth,” I said excitedly. “I think they’re very old.”
“They are,” Simon said, as if in deep thought. “. . . . It’s one of my own heresies that I
think the world is much older than scripture implies. Perhaps it’s a matter of calculation, rather
than outright error,” “but I digress,” he interrupted himself, looking self-consciously down at us
as we lulled in the shade.
Levi, who appeared to be dozing off during the pause, was shaken gently by his father,
perhaps to see if he was alive. Levi blinked and smiled up at the speaker. Simon’s wife, with his
coaxing, knelt down beside him with a flask of water and wet scarf to wipe his sweaty face.
Matthias, his expression dark, sensing sacrilege, heresy or blasphemy, was given a warning look
by his father as Simon resumed his talk.
“If you look carefully at the gorge into its secret recesses, you will see nothing but
darkness, but that’s deceiving,” he said amiably. “For security reasons, perhaps sensing the
onslaught of conquering Greeks and Carthaginians, the Old Ones hid their sacred places and
treasures from discovery by invaders. A scholar I once entertained believes that these people,
because of similarities in speech, might be related to the Egyptians. Cyrenaica could once have
been the homeland of the builders of the pyramids and Sphinx. But, as you will see, their
method of building is very different than what you’ll find in Egypt and, for that matter, Greece
and Rome.”
We followed our guide up a steep trail, Loftus and Strabo trailing behind after leaving the
Syrians guards to protect the driver and the coach. Levi should have stayed in the cabin, but he
insisted on accompanying us until the path worsened and Joseph, who persisted in spite of his
own exhaustion, ordered Strabo to take Levi back to the coach. Levi nodded weakly. Strabo,
Levi, and Ruth (who was not keen on making the trek, herself) retraced their steps back to the

oasis. The incline of the trail lessened as we entered the mouth of the gorge, and we craned our
necks to view the caves on each side of the cliffs. By that point, to our surprise, Strabo had
returned with a report on the young man’s health.
“Levi is alive and well,” he reassured Joseph. “He and the mistress are resting quite
comfortably in the shade.”
“Very good Strabo,” Joseph replied laboriously, wiping his brow.
“I brought more water,” declared Strabo hefting a large container three times larger than
our flasks.
“Wonderful!” Joseph clapped his hands.
“Here, let me refresh you,” Strabo chuckled, raising it and splashing the cooler water on
his face, neck and arms
Simon stood back, his dark eyes twinkling with mirth as Strabo playfully drenched Loftus
too. Knowing that our tunics would dry quickly in this heat, Strabo took the liberty of drenching
the remainder of us as we tried escaping from the spray. Matthias was not happy at his antics yet
held his tongue during his turn. That a distinguished Pharisee would rejoice at such an indignity
caused all of us concern. Slinging the container strap over his shoulder, Strabo guided his
employer with his free arm up the winding path.
Dancing on the pale rocks, the sun seemed much hotter in the gorge. Already, the water
had almost dried from our clothes, and Joseph and his assistant were lagging further and further
behind.
“How much further?” He called through cupped hands. “Will the trail ever end?”
“It’s not far.” Simon laughed nervously. “I’m sorry about the hike. I’ve forgotten how
steep the passage is.”
Shielding our eyes from the late morning sun, we took swigs from the smaller flasks
provided to us by our host. On occasion, Strabo would raise the larger vessel up and pour it
upon Joseph and himself. Unfortunately, our morning meal wore away with each footstep. By
the time we reached our destination, hunger will have weakened Joseph even further. I didn’t
blame Simon for this oversight. He was, like most of us, in fairly good shape and had probably
explored this spot frequently in his youth. Joseph, however, was turning scarlet from the effort.
His breathing was ragged and a look of dread grew on his haggard face as we entered the final
phase: a trek up a long row of steps carved out of solid rock.
“I’m sorry Simon,” he said wearily, “I reached my limit. You’ll have to go on without
me.”
“Forgive me,” Simon said contritely, “this was probably a bad idea.”
“No-no.” Joseph motioned irritably. “I wanted to come. You can all tell me about it
when you return to the coach.” “Please Strabo,” he beckoned, holding out an arm, “help me back
down the hill.”
Strabo may have been disappointed that he would not see these wonders for himself, but
he moved quickly, placing his massive arm under Joseph’s armpit then leading him with great
tenderness back down the trail. I noted with concern that he took the container with him, which
meant that we would have to ration our water if this exploration covered much more terrain.
Simon frowned at Matthias, who carried a scowl on is face, and then smiled at Loftus and I.
“My apologies to all of you.” He sighed heavily. “I’ll give you all a proper tour of the
city when that disturbance dies down.”

“Oh I’m fit enough,” Matthias replied with a shrug. “Will I be defiled when I enter one of
those caves?”
“As in the temples, we won’t enter the caves that contain idols,” Simon reassured him.
“I’ve been up here with my brother many times in the past. There not so bad.”
“Does your brother live in Cyrene?” Matthias asked, puffing and panting as we
approached the abyss.
“No,” Simon answered hesitantly, “. . . . my brother died last summer. There was an
outbreak of fever in Cyrenaica. It claimed my son too.”
Matthias gasped and mumbled his condolences. I also expressed sympathy, as did
Loftus, as we approached the first cave. Simon had not mentioned this to any of us until now.
Turning back toward the grotto, after casting us all a troubled look, he led Matthias, Loftus, and
me toward one of the Old Ones’ shrines. In the beginning, the carvings in the rock seemed
harmless enough, though we could barely comprehend what exactly they were. Gradually swirls
and abstract symbols gave way to what appeared to be a serpent. Animal carvings—birds or
furry creatures—were not as great an affront to Jewish eyes as a snake or, when our eyes grew
accustomed to the shadows, the distinct reliefs of human heads and body parts wreathing in one
hideous elongated mass.
“This is an abomination!” cried Matthias.
“Hold it right there.” Simon held out a protective arm. “We haven’t entered the cave. We
are not yet defiled.”
“But we’ve been touched by the shadow of overhanging rock, part of the cave.” Matthias’
eyes widened with the fear of spiritual contamination.
“No, Matthias,” I argued gently, “the overhang is a different kind of rock. It’s dark,
while what I see in the dim light inside the cave is white rock, much like the white stone in back
of my house in Nazareth.”
“Oh, so now you’re an expert on spiritual contamination?” Matthias voice dripped with
sarcasm. “I saw your excitement in Greece and Rome. You have no limits!” “Why can’t your
eyes be offended by these obscenities, like mine.”
“Offended? . . . By man’s striving for faith,” I struggled with my thoughts.
If I had stumbled upon these offensive-looking reliefs anywhere else I might have agreed
with Matthias, but Simon was not offended. Loftus, who didn’t have to worry about defilement
walked right into the first cave to have a closer look.
“It’s very primitive,” he called back light-heartedly. “It’s hard to see, but I believe that
this one figure with the high hat, sitting on a throne, is Ammon, an Egyptian god, my people
worshipped too, but it’s not very good. At least the Nubians hired Egyptian artists to carve their
idols.”
“If we had a lamp, we could see it better,” I suggested, squinting at where Loftus was
pointing. “Do pilgrims still come up here to worship. Perhaps there’s some unlit sticks with
pitch on them lying around.”
“No, I don’t know if anyone but curiosity seekers come up here,” Simon shook his head
slowly. “I always stop short at the entrance. The other caves aren’t quite so strange.”
“Here’s something,” Loftus muttered in surprise. “. . . . It looks like a burnt out torch.”
“That’s wonderful,” Simon responded guardedly, “but how shall we light it?”

“We can’t, unless we have a sharp stick, a piece of flint, and some dry moss.” I began
looking at the ground below us.
“I’ve had enough of this,” said Matthias, stomping his foot, “I’m going back to the
coach!”
Charging back down the trail, Matthias flung an oath back at me for bringing bad luck
and evil into our journey. Ever since, our trip began, he claimed, I had plagued them with my
heretical opinions and high-handed ways. Now, I was excusing devil-worshipper art. I protested
his jealousy and rudeness, stopping short of calling him a liar. Loftus called him a unthinking
swine, and Simon tried to reassure him that this was an example of primitive art, like the rock
paintings the Romans discovered in Gaul. It simply didn’t count as blasphemy as did the profane
art of civilized men, so he could go to blazes for all he cared. I’m not sure I agreed with Simon,
but I knew that Matthias was overreacting again. For a moment, I was tempted to follow him
down the hill before he reached his father. Unfortunately, in spite of my reassurances that we
wouldn’t go inside the caves and that we were following his own father’s rule about not entering
a profane dwelling, Matthias believed that viewing the crude reliefs was defilement in itself.
This, I knew, is what he would tell his father.
“Come back, Jesus,” Simon’s voice boomed. “If you see the remainder of the caves with
your own eyes you can tell Joseph the truth about the Old Ones. Don’t worry about what that
jackal tells Joseph.”
Once again it seemed as if I was creating needless problems for my benefactor. I stopped
a moment on the trail and prayed fervently to God for guidance, for I sensed deeply that Joseph
was reaching the end of his patience with his son. Some of his anger, though silent, was
transferring to the source of Matthias’ hostility: me.
“Lord,” I cried out, “if it be your will, soften his heart. Don’t let him turn Joseph against
me for my imagined heresy. If looking into dark caves is evil, give me a sign. Please let me
know your will!”
I didn’t know yet that Loftus had found a flint kit—the equipment used by Roman
soldiers and adventurers to light fires—and brought the unlit torch and kit out of the cave. While
I tried to reason with Matthias, the big Nubian hurriedly twirled the stick in the hole drilled into
the rock, until the surrounding moss caught fire. As Simon called to me once more to come back
and see other caves for myself, I saw a most incredible thing in the background in the shadow of
the cave: light.
“I found a piece of flint, stick and a box of moss, probably left from sight-seers,”
explained Loftus, as he waved the flaming torch.
“You hear that Jesus?” Simon slapped his head in disbelief. “I heard your prayer. This is
a sign from the Lord just as you ordered. I’ve never been able to discern the artwork in the other
caves.”
“They could be worse,” I suggested, trotting back up the trail.
“No matter.” Simon shrugged. “Let’s check out a few more caves before we go back.
I’m going to tell Joseph exactly what happened today. I heard about your miracles. Loftus
finding a flint kit at just this time is a miracle as far as I’m concerned. Come on Jesus, for untold
generations the Old Ones carved their fantasies and beliefs in rock. I see no evil in their folly.
Like many peoples of the earth they have been untouched by our faith. Let us light the darkness
and see!”

Simon’s words, though they had a slightly different meaning, impressed me very much.
The Lord sometimes spoke through others. I was reminded in his words of all the Gentile idols
we’ve glimpsed and especially the pedestal of the unknown god. The striving for understanding
the sublime and knowing our maker was a natural impulse for all people. How could their
expressions be evil unless they are for evil intent?
Loftus carried our torch and the flint kit in his free hand. I glanced around at the many
caves in the gorge, as Simon led us up and down another trail. The second cave was too small to
contain very much, yet Simon paused long enough to show us an idol in the darkness that
reminded me of the niches in some of the smaller shrines in Greece and Rome.
“That’s Hathor, the Egyptian goddess of love,” Simon announced, giving me a wink.
“Yes, that’s true. How did you know that?” Loftus gave him a look of respect.
“The scholar I told you about interpreted it for me, when I described it to him.” Simon
replied, continuing down the trail. “His name is Philo—not much older than Matthias but old for
his years.
“Does he live in Cyrene?” I asked, inspecting the cliff along our path.
“He lives in Alexandria now,” Simon said, handing me an interesting rock. “Take a look
at that.”
“Let me see, let me see!” Loftus scurried up the trail
“It looks like the swirls I found in Nazareth,” I marveled at the rock, “the bodies of
ancient creatures preserved in stone.”
“Yes,” Loftus nodded with enthusiasm, “in my childhood I found these in my hometown
in Nubia, but they were much bigger and more ornate.” “Ah hah,” he cried, pointing to the parent
rock, “like that one!”
All of three of us stared at the giant swirls, which Simon believed once roamed in an
ancient sea. This made sense when you considered that the creature was a shellfish—those
Roman delicacies we Jews are forbidden to eat. All of these wonders, I’m certain, Matthias and
our friend Samuel would consider polluting even if we merely gazed in speculation at them, but
the Lord seemed to be encouraging me each step of the way. Perhaps I would tell Joseph this
when I saw him again. Right now, as Loftus and I followed our guide, I was caught up in my
education of the Old Ones. The information Simon imparted to us leaped into my mind as
memories, as if I already knew about these folk. I’ve felt this way so many times before, since
the healing of the sparrow. Now, as we stopped before the third cave, I watched Loftus light the
darkness, and before Simon and he had a chance to interpret what they saw, I looked into the
depths of the abyss and saw Satan tempting Adam and Eve. The serpent we had seen in the first
cave and the wreathing body parts surrounding it, symbolized Satan conquests in the Gentile
world. When I told him my opinion about the current reliefs, Simon quietly considered my
revelation. The primitive male and female figure, the bizarre looking tree, and serpent, he
admitted after a pause, implied that the Old Ones or perhaps their ancestors shared a common
lineage with both Gentiles and Jews.
“Why would the first cave follow the third?” Loftus frowned. “Isn’t this out of
sequence?”
“No,” Simon said thoughtfully, “I once followed this trail to the other end and discovered
a second entrance to the gorge.” “The succeeding caves are filled with pots and urns but the
scratching on the rock does not come up to this level of relief.”

“The Lord appeared to the Old Ones to record Creation,” I offered excitedly. “He did this
for Moses, the Lawgiver and, perhaps, for peoples in other places on earth. They aren’t
Abraham’s offspring but the sons of Noah!”
“Perhaps,” Simon replied, rubbing his jaw, “but I wouldn’t tell Joseph that, at least not in
Matthias’ presence. His son might eavesdrop and call you a blasphemer. Yet, thanks to Loftus’
torch, I can make out the tree and the serpent, crawling down from its trunk. Now, as you saw
yourself, I made the connection, but Joseph might think we were bewitched by these caves.”
“Awe, Joseph won’t care that much.” Loftus snorted. “He already suspects Jesus is a
heretic. In Egypt, Greece, Rome, and Gaul he was never afraid of speaking his mind. I shall
back up his story.”
“And so shall I!” Simon clapped my back
******
During the remainder of our tour of the gorge, we inspected a fourth and fifth cave but
found nothing as spectacular as the first three. Loftus and I collected a few small pots and urns
from the last caves, stuffing them awkwardly into our tunics. Simon boasted of having collected
several specimens during previous excursions, some proving to be a challenge when he and his
brother carried them back to the coach. The caves above the ones on the trail and the caves on
the other side of the gorge also had primitive wall paintings and scratching on the white rock.
After studying the cave paintings and finding crude flint tools, Simon even suggested that there
might have been an earlier folk living in Cyrenaica, predating the Old Ones. But the exploration
of these caves would have to be done on another day (if it ever came). Joseph and the others had
waited long enough in the oasis. It was time to share our treasures with them and perhaps, as we
sat around the dinner table, share our revelations with them too.
That night Simon and his wife Ruth entertained us with a puppet show, which would
have been scandalous for Rabbi Avram. The Jewish puppeteer had learned his art from the
Syrians but instead of the profane stories told by Gentiles, he gave us short religious skits, with
shadow puppets of famous people and the silhouetted backdrops of mountains, buildings, and
trees: Noah warning an elder of the pending flood, Abraham sacrificing Isaac, Moses talking to a
burning bush (a lamp-like contraption in back of the curtain), and for Simon’s wife Ruth, a reenactment, with Ruth quoting the famous lines to Naomi, “whether thou goest, I goest...” All of
the skits we found to be entertaining, especially the last one, which is a testament to friendship
sanctified by God.
When it came time to give our impressions of the cave, Simon gave me a telltale wink. I
uttered a short prayer in my head that my benefactor would have an open mind. Artlessly, on the
way back to Simon’s villa, Loftus had already bragged to him about how my prayer had helped
him find a torch and flint kit so that he we could explore the mysteries of the caves. When
Matthias interrupted Loftus with the accusation that we had polluted ourselves by staring at these
horrors, Joseph silenced him by raising his hand. Loftus argued that there was nothing polluting
about the reliefs because the three of us had, in fact, deciphered the carvings in the rock as being
Adam, Eve, and the serpent’s conquest of the Gentiles, but Matthias objected that what he saw
was not from the Torah—it was Satanic and offensive to our God. Joseph silenced Matthias this
time in a shrill, exasperated voice that brought tears to the young man’s eyes. I knew, as I

received Levi’s approving nod, that he didn’t agree with his brother, but it seemed clear, after
that rebuke, that I would never be friends with Matthias.
Now, as we sat around the table, surfeited by food and drink, Simon expanded upon what
Loftus told Joseph, by describing the reliefs (which he stressed contained no evil symbols) and
the other, unrelated cave paintings and scratchings from an earlier people who inhabited this
land. Omitted from the telling was information about those deformities in the rock that Simon
had referred to as creatures from the Flood. This would only add more controversy to the report.
Thanks to Simon convincing account, I was supported in my belief in a universal god. I was
hopeful that I would be spared a potential cross-examination by Joseph and censure from
Matthias when his father was not around. The pots and urns Loftus and I brought back as gifts to
Joseph had helped soften the Pharisee’s mood, as did the religious skits performed by the
puppeteer, but it was Simon’s confirmation of what appeared to him to be God’s design in the
discovery of the torch and the telltale carvings inside the caves that caused Joseph’s eyes to light
with illumination, and say something that startled everyone in the room.
“Could it be true?” He looked at Simon and me. “In spite of our dogma and tradition, I’ve
always looked upon the Gentiles as distant kinsmen—the sons of Noah, rather than Abraham and
Jacob, though they remain for priests, rabbis and Pharisees the descendents of Cain because of
their ignorance of the one true god. It is, if you consider the facts, merely their brutish ways,
eating habits, and lack of circumcision that separates them from our faith. Even if they accept
that there is but one God, whose name is Yahweh, they would be ritually impure and therefore
unacceptable to our Lord. I’ve always thought that the Greeks were hedging their bets with the
pedestal to the unknown god. Could it be possible that untutored, uncivilized folk, like the Old
Ones, might grasp what philosophers and men of science fail to see right in front of their faces?
That there is but one god, regardless of what they call him?” “Now my good friend Simon
believes this heresy,” Joseph said amiably, “and he’s in good company,” he added patting my
wrist. “I recently met a young scholar named Gamaliel, whose words had shocked me then.
Gamaliel told listeners gathered in the temple court that our god was intended for all peoples
regardless of where they were and what strange customs they performed, and it was our duty as
good Jews to enlighten those striving for the truth, not constrain them with mere ritual and
formality. Gamaliel, like Jesus and now you Simon, does not believe in a tribal, even a national
god but a Universal Lord, who is reachable from many paths.”
“But that is heresy,” Matthias whispered faintly.
“I’m not certain I would state it that way Joseph,” Simon said, sipping his wine, “but I
believe that the Old Ones believed in one god. They had carried this belief with them, perhaps
from the Cain, himself. There could be pockets of ‘one-god’ believers from one corner of the
earth to another. I can’t say for sure, . . . but Jesus helped open my eyes to this possibility and
now, with this business with the torch, I sense a strange, mysterious symbolism or connection
between it and our discovery.” “And something else I can’t put into words.” He reached out and
placed a heavy hand on my shoulder. “. . . . This is no ordinary youth. His heart is pure. His
mind is open. Yet he appears untainted by the world around him. I wish he could replace my
own dead son. I have this feeling, Joseph, that he has a great purpose in this world, as a great
teacher or, as Rabbi Avram said, mover of men. I find it hard to believe that he will be a
carpenter and live out his life in so small a town. If this is so, Nazareth is blessed for having him
as one of their sons!”

I blushed at his exaggerations. Matthias cringed with loathing. Joseph, Levi, and Ruth
exchanged embarrassed looks as Simon extolled my virtues. Though he seemed sincere, he was
obviously tipsy from drinking so much wine. When the discussion at the table appeared to be
finished, Ruth subtly guided the big man to his chambers, while the rest of us dispersed—Joseph
and Levi ambling off to bed, Matthias remaining seated a moment, his eyes filled with hate. Out
of earshot of his father, he called to me as I strolled toward the garden, “You’ve fooled everyone
else, but not me. I know what you are and who you are. Sooner or later my father will too!”
“I will pray for you,” I replied in a whisper. “The Lord knows my heart.”
Into the garden I meandered, illuminated and troubled at the same time, my first prayer of
the evening being that Matthias would not follow me and cause another scene. Amongst the
shades of green and many colored plants, I felt a certain harmony. Then suddenly, a shadow
crossed by path—briefly much like the silhouette of a bird flying overhead, but there were no
birds in Simon’s gardens that hour. I knew that the Evil One worked through lost souls.
Perhaps it resided in Matthias those moments at the table, but now it moved in the garden
formlessly, rippling over the tiled path, much like the specter Jude and I witnessed the night
Reuben, Josiah, and Asa set fire to Mariah’s house.
“What do you want?” I cried out.
At that very moment, Matthias entered the garden, his face dark and fists clinched.
Spotting me by a fountain bubbling with spring water, he came toward me wild-eyed and teeth
grinding, as if he wanted to do me bodily harm. I said aloud now “Get thee behind me Satan”—
the words I had said in the orchard, but this time the Lord tested my will. I stood my ground and
was enveloped by flailing fists and growling words. Looking up from the path, where my head
struck, I saw the shadowy face of my enemy—the enemy of all men, Satan. I prayed desperately
before unconsciousness overcame me. I could not have been in that dark place for very long, but
while hovering in the dream world a great form appeared through a cloudy spectrum of colors. It
reached down and pulled me up. I opened my eyes then in a sitting position. Matthias was
nowhere in sight. In his place, my eyes beheld the great Nubian guard Loftus and behind him the
others: Strabos, Glychon, and Tycho.
“Don’t worry, I didn’t harm Matthias.” Loftus seemed to read my mind. “I picked him up
by the collar, shook him like the unruly dog that he is and tossed him into that row of bushes
over there.”
I looked at the dark green ferns and saw the crude imprint where the plants softened the
landing of my attacker.
“Here me well Jesus,” his said, eyes narrowing. “We—Strabo, Glychon, and Tycho will
protect you with our lives. Though I’m crucified, I’ll kill him if he attacks you again.”
“No, Loftus, you mustn’t harm Joseph’s son,” I pleaded, as he picked me up and carried
me away. “Matthias is touched in the head, an easy vessel for the Evil One. Please trust in the
Lord. He won’t let harm come to me. There’s something I must do in the world. I’ve known
this for a long time.”
“Well,” snorted Loftus concern lighting his black face, “your Lord wasn’t protecting you
this time. That young man wanted to destroy you!”
“What do you mean ‘there’s something you must do?’ ” Strabo asked, as Loftus set me
down on the bench.

Strabo, who seldom spoke, gave me a probing look. I could scarcely answer such a
question, yet I gripped the silent giant’s big hand and forced a smile. Glychon had produced a
wet cloth, soaked by one of the fountains in the garden as Tycho hovered anxiously nearby. The
four guards discussed the bump on my head and bleeding lip and the fact that I had been
unconscious, which implied that I should have medical help.
“I’ve always felt that God wanted me to be more than a carpenter,” I answered Strabo’s
question carefully, knowing my family will be reading these words.
Strabo and the others hung on my words, as I explained the many signs I have had in the
past and the times when God intervened after my prayers. Much of this Loftus and Strabo had
already heard, but this time I had told them something I had never told anyone before: I felt I had
a mission.
“Perhaps,” I tried to explain, “it’s something I will do after I work as a carpenter for
many years. I dearly hope so. I love the feel and smell of wood. I can think of nothing finer to
do in God’s service than transform one of his creations into a piece of furniture for a neighbor or
client. And yet I’m afraid there’s something beyond this that calls me. Shall I be a rabbi, like
Joachim or Avram? I hope not! Shall I be Pharisee like Samuel or Joseph of Arimathea? I most
certainly could never be a priest. . . .Whatever it is, I hope it will never take me away from my
family in Nazareth or the friends I made on my trip.” “You four I pray for the most.” I looked up
at the guards. “Someday, when I fly to that Kingdom, I shall be greatly disappointed if you’re not
there. All you have to do is believe. I know that now. Everything else is unimportant if it
prevents you from seeking God.”
“He really banged his head,” observed Strabo. “Where’s this kingdom he speaks of? He
must be delirious to talk this way!”
“Yes,” Loftus nodded gravely, “we must tell Joseph. One of us should also inform the
master of the house.”
“No,” I shook my aching head, “Matthias will be punished this time. I’ve been nothing
but a wedge between a father and son.”
“That isn’t true, Jesus,” Loftus dabbed my forehead. “What I saw in the garden wasn’t
human. That wasn’t Joseph’s son on top of you. That was a demon!”
“I shall fetch the master,” Glychon chimed.
“I’ll bring the host,” cried Tycho.
“No, no,” I pleaded, “this will devastate Joseph. “Let me tell him in the morning
when he’s had a good night’s rest.”
“I don’t think so,” Loftus shook his head, “there’s a demon running amuck. In his state
of mind there’s no telling what he might do.” “Go!” He ordered the other two guards gently.
“Jesus is not thinking clearly. Strabo and I will watch over Jesus until you return.”
Glychon ran to tell Joseph, and Tycho ran to find a servant in order to waken our host.
As they had promised, Loftus and Strabo stood watch over me, until Joseph and Simon arrived.
Levi straggled in later in his night robe beside Ruth still wearing her fine dress. Glychon and
Tycho then appeared overhead smiling reassuringly down at me, but Matthias, the perpetrator,
was nowhere to be found.
“The master of the house has sent for his physician,” announced Tycho.

“Let me see that knot on your head,” Simon murmured gently inspecting my scalp. “It
doesn’t look serious, but you can’t tell what’s going on inside a person’s skull. Let’s see what
Glaucus has to say.”
Joseph was stricken by the fact that Matthias had done this. “I’m sorry Jesus,” he
whispered almost to himself. “There’s something dreadfully wrong with my son’s state of mind.”
“That’s an understatement,” murmured Loftus.
“Please, Joseph,” I said, rising up on my elbows, “it’s not his fault. It’s not Matthias’
nature to act like this. I felt the Evil One’s presence in the garden. I’ve felt it before, along with
my youngest brother, Jude, in our orchard. Let me talk to Matthias. This is a matter of prayer,
not condemnation.” “Loftus, Strabo, Glychon, Tycho.” I looked around at the guards. “Bring him
to me. We shall end this here and now!”
“Jesus, this is nonsense,” Joseph protested strongly. “Matthias must account for his
actions. We might pray for his change of heart, but I can’t believe he’s possessed by Satan as
you suggest. It’s plain old jealousy, nothing more.”
“We shall see,” Simon said, folding his arms.
Though I didn’t want to confront Matthias again, I felt compelled to help. For several
moments, as our host tried to reason with Joseph, I had second thoughts about what I had in
mind. I was, in effect, going against Joseph wishes now. Forcing myself into a sitting position, I
felt a sharp pain in my head and a dull ache in my ribs and back. When Glychon and Tycho
arrived on the scene with Matthias in tow, Joseph flew into a rage. Matthias was disheveled, as
if he had been roughed up by the two guards. His wide, unblinking eyes and gaping mouth
reminded me of Mariah’s appearance the night of the fire. When they brought him before me, I
immediately apologized to him and his father for causing such problems. Then, as I tried to
make eye contact with Matthias, I realized by the way his eyes darted around and he mumbled to
himself, that he was, like Mariah, not in control of himself. He was possessed! I prayed
fervently for only a short while as everyone stood there expectantly wondering what I might do.
“I would like to eat your heart and liver!” shrilled Matthias. “If I could I would grind up
you bones!”
“Be silent,” I found myself saying. “In the Lord’s name, depart spirit. Leave Matthias
Bar Joseph in peace!”
Simon and Ruth clasped each other’s hand in expectation. Joseph grumbled in disbelief.
The guards laughed nervously as Matthias’ head began to wobble on his shoulders, until he
crumpled finally onto the path. With a presence of mind, Levi came forward, the first to inspect
his brother.
“His pulse races,” he reported to Joseph. “He just passed out.”
“My son, my son.” Joseph bent down to touch his oldest son.
Loftus and Strabo helped me up onto my feet. I stood over Matthias, feeling wobbly
myself. Matthias was already stirring. His eyes opened, he groaned, and looked up at me.
Joseph ordered Tycho to bring his son some water, but a servant, who had been hovering in the
background, had anticipated his request and knelt down with a large mug of water in his hands.
Soon Matthias was sitting on the tiled path, his back propped precariously against a copse of
ferns.
The words pouring from his mouth caused everyone accept me to gasp. “I was in a dark
place. . . lost. . . in a fog. . . As I slept, I saw images all around: from the underworld—Gahenna .

. . . One shadow moved toward me, then fled as light broke through the fog.” “I saw you,” he
pointed at me, “but you were dressed in a shining white robe. Then I awoke.” “It’s as if a great
weight left my mind,” he declared looking around wildly, until he refocused on me. “What
happened. Did I do something terrible to Jesus?” He called back to Joseph. “Has he bewitched
me? What was Jesus doing in my dream?”
“Is he mad?” Joseph wrung his hands. “Or was there a demon in my son?”
“Matthias will be all right now,” I tried to reassure him. “God gave him peace of mind.”
“Whoa, Jesus!” Simon gripped his head in wonder. “Now your prayers cast out devils.
You must have God’s ear!”
“I don’t know, I just don’t know,” Joseph’s voice trembled. “Until he met Jesus, his mind
was clear. It’s as if Jesus triggered something in my son. Perhaps it lay dormant all these years.
I’ve seen no blame in Jesus, and yet, without his doing, he’s caused the very worst to bubble
forth from Matthias. I want to believe Jesus, but I find it hard to accept this simplistic cure for
Matthias bad behavior. What power does Jesus have that the spirits of darkness use my own son
against him?”
“You don’t believe Jesus?” Simon muttered in amazement. “The pagan guards
understand what happened here, yet you would rather believe that Matthias is mad?”
“. . . . I don’t want to believe that,” Joseph answered slowly. “. . . . Prayer is one thing,
but this is just too much. Matthias has no memory of what he did to Jesus. He claims to have
been asleep during his attack. Was he in an evil trance? What reason do the dark spirits have for
using my son?”
“You would believe that Jesus’ prayer could quieten a storm, but not an evil spirit?”
challenged Simon. “Do you also not believe his prayer awakened Levi from the dark sleep?”
“I want to believe,” Joseph said lamely, “but the thought that one wet-behind-the-ears
youth can harness God’s energy goes against all logic. Not even the Prophets’ have stopped the
rain or brought back the dead. Though I admire his mind and wit, it strains credulity for me to
accept what I’ve seen today.” “Jesus seems to have,” he struggled for the word, “what the
Romans call stupor mundi. His personality and words appear now to captivate crowds. I saw
this among my guards and on the ship. I applaud his belief that he has personal relationship with
God, but I can also see natural reasons for his miracles and know that there are powers of
persuasion, used by Syrian and Egyptian mystics, that can explain his control over my son.”
“Stupor-what’s-it?” Glychon wrinkled his nose.
“So now I’m a sorcerer!” I gave a wounded cry.
“No, not at all,” Joseph replied, waving his hand. “It’s just one possible explanation.
There could be another reasons beside divine intervention: coincidence.” “Why would God test
me this way, Jesus,” he reasoned. “Sickness is one thing, but to allow a demon to enter my son. I
can’t accept this. Matthias must be touched in the head. I’ve never really accepted the excuse
‘the devil made me do it,’ that perpetrators often claim. Matthias is accountable for his own
sins.”
“Unbelievable.” Simon slapped his forehead. “I know that you’re an enlightened man,
Joseph, but you’re a Pharisee, not a Sadducee priest. I’ve seen demon possessed men and
women in Cyrene. They exist. You certainly remember the old proverb ‘faith can move
mountains.’ I believe that Jesus is one of the chosen ones, who has God’s ear. His prayers are
powerful because of his faith, and because he’s not afraid to confront evil when it appears.”

“I know Jesus is special. ” Joseph glanced self-consciously at me. “He has great faith and
has mastered prayer, but I’ve seen too many righteous men and women perish at God’s whim, in
spite of lifelong prayer and service. As far as praying for wellness is concerned, I sometimes
wonder if it’s not tempting the Lord to demand a healing for incurable diseases or wounds.”
“You wouldn’t pray for Levi’s healing yourself?” Simon’s eyebrows knit.
“Of course, I prayed. I do it automatically at such times,” Joseph replied defensibly. “I
pray every day to myself, glorifying God but asking only for needful things.”
“My father is a Pharisee,” Levi muttered aloud, as the two men argued.
As if he had explained everything, he walked over and sat next to me. Joseph was
adamant, citing the Torah for his logic as well as great Hebrew rabbis who supported his stand.
Simon, though apologizing for questioning Joseph’s faith, remained firm on the power of prayer
and demons. Laying his hand on my knee, as the two Pharisees now wrangled over points of the
law, Levi announced with great conviction, “I believe you, Jesus. You will be a great teacher
someday. Your prayers brought me back from the dead!”
******
The remainder of my experience in Cyrene with Joseph and his sons can’t compare with
that one moment. I won over, only with God’s intervention, a one-time foe. Without even
trying, I’m blessed with Simon’s friendship too, and I was reassured once again of the undying
loyalty of Joseph’s guards. And yet, despite what happened to Matthias and everything else that
had come before, a mental porthole slammed shut in Joseph’s mind. I had, though I felt the Lord
guiding me those times, offended his sense of propriety with my prayers for Levi’s health and,
more importantly, the dispossession of Matthias demon. I’ve heard Samuel talk noncommittally
about the prayer of healing and casting out demons, but I could never have imagined a scholar of
the Torah could ever underestimate the power of prayer. That fateful night when I dared call
upon God again for Matthias benefit I crossed a line where a wise man might not have gone, but
believe me, my family, I was following God’s will. Simon and his wife understood this, our
guards understood this, and Levi, the recipient of God’s grace, understood it the best of all. I’m
still not sure of Matthias state of mind.
Joseph, who had been so supportive of me, made peace with his friend Simon. We all
retired quietly from the garden, Simon, his wife, and the guards exchanging cordialities with me,
but Joseph and Matthias saying nothing at all as they walked ahead of us. Levi turned and
smiled at me as he followed them down the corridor to their rooms. I slept fitfully that night. I
prayed for understanding, but God was silent this time, which was, I fear, his answer to my
request that Joseph accept the Lord’s miracles for what they were. God, I decided before I fell
asleep, will not change someone’s nature, for we are all born with free will. Joseph saw and
heard everything the guards and Simon experienced. He was in denial; he knew the truth. It was
hard for even an enlightened Pharisee to accept certain facts. Most of my prayers will be made
for Matthias, who now treats me indifferently—neither hot nor cold.
Neither Simon nor Joseph mentioned the miracle or argument the following morning at
our morning meal. Word had come to our host from a servant that the unrest had quieted down
in town, so, as our host promised blithely, our coachmen would pick us up once more in front of
the villa for a grand tour of Cyrene. That day, as Simon, Ruth, Joseph, his sons, and I crammed
into the coach, our host reassured us that we would not be harassed by the Greeks. Simon

confessed that occasionally a drunken soldier accosted a Jewish matron and her escort in town,
but it was nothing like the treatment of Jews in Rome. Nevertheless, it was a chilling thought.
Perhaps, Matthias suggested, the Romans were growing tired of protecting unruly Jews and had
begun harassing the Jews themselves. During our tour, however, there were no incidents. Our
guards patrolled our flanks and a detail of legionnaires followed close behind. A few jeers from
Greek youths, who recognized Simon, and the surliness of our Roman guards were the only
harassment we received.
We stopped to gawk at several of the city’s temples, which looked very similar to Greek
and Roman buildings. Even the pagan statuary we encountered, seemed identical to themes I
had seen in Athens and Rome. Loftus said it once again, as our coach pulled up to a temple
dedicated to Jupiter, Rome’s chief god, “you’ve seen one temple, you’ve seen them all!” This
view was shared by Levi, Ruth, and I. Our tour culminated in a visit to Joshua Bar Ephraim’s
estate, where, after escorting us around the beautiful Greek-style building, the merchant and his
wife Esther provided us with a modest mid-day meal. Later, after a few more stops, where
Simon pointed out various landmarks and one ancient Phoenician temple, whose ruins turned
gold in the late afternoon sun, we returned finally to Simon’s estate, weary from last night’s
episode and the day’s jaunt.
After refreshing ourselves and climbing into clean garments, we idled in the garden
awhile before the evening meal. I chatted with Levi about his ambition to be a scribe, rather than
join the ranks of the Pharisees. I listened to his reasons for becoming a man of letters, instead of
a theologian—his desire to find meaning in the Torah but also study other great books—and I
advised him to wait awhile before discussing this with his father. Joseph and Matthias did not
reappear until the meal began. Our dinner was the best I can ever remember: tender lamb, many
different kinds of foul, fish, and savory dishes, topped off by Syrian and Egyptian pastries, an
assortment of sweat meats, and candied, nut flecked dates. Simon had invited several important
people to the table: Philo of Alexandria (who had arrived as we were touring Cyrene), Rabbis
Avram, and Gershom, a Pharisee, who boasted that he was accosted by Greeks as he left the
presidio last night. Arrius, we were surprised, had also been invited back after his deplorable
performance last night, as was Othniel, a Jewish elder, whose crotchety mannerisms reminded
me of Samuel, our friend.
When our meal was finished, to the cleric’s dismay but delight of everyone else, Jewish
dancers performed traditional Judean and Galilean dances to the music of lute and harp.
Following their performance, there was a lively discussion between Philo, Joseph, Simon,
Arrius, Gershom, Othniel, and the rabbis on the ‘closed house’ vision of Israel. I didn’t intrude
myself into this discussion. I was already positioned on the wrong side of my benefactor on
some issues. I think everyone understood my view that our Lord was a universal God and should
therefore be open to Gentiles too. There could be no ‘closed house’ vision in my mind. As the
men argued about whether or not Jews should actively reach out to those outside our faith, Levi
motioned subtly by tossing his head that we should retire to the garden. I reacted slowly, drawn
to the debate. Matthias sat immovable alongside of Joseph, whose opinion seemed to waver
between both views. It was, Joseph believed, not an easy issue to put forth in communities that
had long suffered because of Greek and Roman occupation. Simon, I was not surprised to hear,
agreed with Philo, who boasted that many Greeks in Alexandria had converted to our religion
with his help. Rabbi Avram, to no one’s surprise, disagreed vehemently with proselytizing to

Gentiles, who had no intention of being circumcised. In Avram’s blunt words came the
catchphrase “Why cast pearls before swine?” Arrius, who gave no opinion whatsoever, but was
amused by the heated words exchanged between Avram and Simon, joined Levi, Ruth and me,
as we excused ourselves and retreated to the garden.
The four of us talked about the many strange plants in Simon’s garden. Ruth, who had
ordered all of the ferns, flowers, bushes, and trees, gave names to each one and extolled the
virtues of her favorites as if they were her children. From here, though night was falling on
Cyrene, we strolled to the stables where Ruth lit a lamp and displayed Simon’s prize Arabian and
Gaulish steeds. Then, as we paused on the hill on which Simon’s estate stood, we watched night
descend upon the city, which could, upon close inspection, have been any city in the Roman
world. There was one thing different about Cyrene that we could not see from the hill—the Old
Ones, those ancient people who had recorded the Flood of Noah and who, before this terrible
time, had known the serpent in Eden. How small we mortals are who stare at the firmament with
its untold stars measured against our tiny world, then look down upon the countless lamps
lighting this city, gazing at just one spot of God’s vast realm. For those moments, as I stood with
Levi, Ruth, and Arrius admiring the scenery, I remembered a verse written by Isaiah, my favorite
prophet:
Even the nations are like a drop from a bucket,
and are accounted for as dust on the scales.
It is He who sits above the circle of the earth,
and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers,
who stretches out the heavens like a curtain,
and spreads them like a tent to live in;
who brings the princes to naught,
and makes the rulers of the earth as nothing....
Tomorrow Joseph and his company will take ship for Joppa. I won’t write again until we
reach the seaport, at which time I’ll enclose a short note to let my family know when I’ll be
home. Until then, may the Lord of heaven and earth, protect my loved ones. I have much to tell
you—those details I failed to report, which shall include the remainder of our voyage that will
end in Joppa. From there, we’ll continue our return trip by carriage. It matters not so much to
me, after Cyrene. I shall not be greedy after all I’ve seen and heard. God has blessed me greatly.
I’ve learned more in mind and spirit than at any other time in my life. Yet I feel strongly now
that my relationship with Joseph of Arimathea has been strained, especially after the incident in
the garden in which Matthias demons were cast out and, because of my meddling, which caused
Simon to rebuke his old friend. I bring disorder into the world for many people, while trying to
do good. Is this my destiny—to cause dissension because of my views and to bring dismay to
ordered minds by exhibiting God’s design? When I return to Nazareth it would be best if I
stifled my tongue and put away my visions, many of which I scarcely understand. Remind me of
this decision when I arrive at your door. Papa, give me a sanding block or a bucket of varnish.
Mama, turn my wandering mind back to your victuals and cool pomegranate juice. My brothers,
have patience with me. Jude and Nehemiah, take my hand and lead me through my beloved hills
of Nazareth, and ask me to tell you about the Old Ones and the wondrous rocks with imprints of

creatures of the past. All of you, my family, Samuel and Ezra too, listen to me as I praise the
smell and feel of wood, the cooking fires of the hearth, and the sweet sound of a sleeping house,
in which I sit once more at the table listening to the song bird and cricket, and those many
heartfelt sounds of my home and town.

Part III
The Return of Jesus

Chapter Twenty-Eight
Family Prayers

Jesus kept his promise about not writing a letter until he reached Joppa. The reason for
this lapse is still not clear to us. My family and I talked about this occasionally but could never
reach a consensus, though I think Mama might have been the closest when she suggested that
Jesus was too close to the truth. He was tired of his visions and explaining himself. It didn’t
make complete sense to me then, but I see it clearly now: Jesus was weary of his pending
Godhead. He was not ready yet. . . . Neither were we.
It was Joseph, himself, who sent us summary of their trip before they reached Palestine.
From his short scroll, we learned that the Trident made landfall at Pathos, the port city and
capital of the Roman province of Cyprus after leaving Cyrene in fair weather, without incident.
Joseph had very little to say about this important stop—a city far more important than Cyrenaica.
I would not learn these facts until I became Jesus disciple, for Jesus said almost nothing about
this island when he returned. Papa, who had heard about Cyprus from Samuel, knew enough
about its history to inform us that it was once ruled by Egyptians and then Greeks, and was a part
of Cilicia before emperor Augustus made it a separate province of Rome. The Greeks and Jews
on the island had behaved themselves so well that Augustus gave them a degree of independence
greater than all the other provinces. The citizens and foreigners lived so congenially, Joseph and
his entourage traveled easily by coach to several other cities on the island to meet merchants and
magistrates without incident, and yet, in what should have been another highlight in their journey
filled with information about the buildings, landscape, and people, Joseph said very little. Jesus
said nothing at all. A note at the end of the scroll in which Joseph rambled awhile about the
tedium of doctrine and the importance of knowing one’s priorities—God, family, and friends put
Nehemiah and Simon to sleep. I must have dozed off myself, for when I perked up I could hear
Papa discussing with Mama the silence of their oldest son and the apparent change of attitude in
Jesus’ benefactor. These worrisome issues were the furthest thing from my mind. I looked upon
Jesus adventures in the world, especially his last stop, as missed opportunities . . . . How could I
have been so blind?
A thread ran through his letters transcending the wonders he had seen. Already in his
youth Jesus saw our faith in a whole new light. The Universal God, Living Word, and power of
prayer were basic to what he believed. The fundamentals, I mentally discarded in my childhood,
were there in the beginning. More than mere catchwords, they were the foundation blocks for a
new theology and revolutionary faith.
******
In the period of Jesus’ odyssey Papa’s carpentry business finally prospered. I heard
Joseph say to James that much of his success was, in fact, due to Jesus absence, but there were
other factors that contributed to the townsmen’s change of heart, not the least of which was the
influence of Samuel, the Pharisee, upon the elders. The most important factor, of course, was
that the closest other carpenters were in Sepphoris, almost a day’s ride from Nazareth. Many

townsmen, who had shunned us in the past, were forced to bring him broken chairs and tables
and occasionally an order for a new piece of furniture, though most of Papa’s important business
came from men who had remained Papa’s friends or from clients in neighboring towns, unaware
of our family’s reputation and past.
During this same period, without Jesus’ protective hand, my older brothers continued to
harass Nehemiah and I in spite of my parent’s half-hearted attempts to monitor our games.
Mama missed Jesus and worried about Papa’s sudden love of wine. Without Jesus presence,
moodiness prevailed at dinnertime. Jesus was sorely missed, especially during those weeks we
heard nothing at all from him. His antics, which I now understand, had entertained and
confounded us. He was, in spite of his eccentricities, a stabilizing force in our lives. For James
and especially Joseph, however, this wasn’t always true. Jesus very nature irritated the third
oldest son. After slacking off on his duties in the carpentry shop, Jesus had, a short while before
leaving on his trip, decided that he would accept his responsibilities as the oldest son. This came
after James had become Papa’s apprentice, with Joseph next in line. Papa’s decision, based upon
Jewish tradition, to place Jesus in charge of his brothers rankled even me. Since Jesus would
inherit Papa’s business and his brothers would become nothing more than hired hands, the
thought “what if Jesus never returned?” must have flashed through James’ mind. Jesus learned
everything, including carpentry, quickly when he set his mind to it, which intimidated James in
his effort to master the craft. Jesus self-righteous nature and habit of speaking his mind also
diminished James in stature, making him that much more happy Jesus was gone. Except when
Papa was around to protect us from their wiles and monitor James and Joseph’ work, they had
been free of Jesus’ scrutiny. Joseph’s resentment, of course, was more basic. He disliked Jesus
overbearing personality, too, but also resented his slipshod adherence to Hebrew custom and law.
There was no greater critic of Jesus in our family than him. Because James was next in line after
Jesus, Joseph felt less compelled to be a first-rate carpenter. By virtue of being the third oldest
son, he was, my Greek friends might say, out of the equation. Even if Jesus never returned, he
would still become, like Simon and I, a hired hand. His bitterness toward the favored son was
not based upon such ordinary things as work ethics. It was, as it would one day be for the
Pharisees, priests, and scribes, a matter of doctrine—what Jesus believed and who he was. On
both accounts, however, whether it was Jesus the spoiler or Jesus the heretic, there seemed to be
a good reason for James and Joseph not wanting Jesus to rush back home.
Simon, a slacker and idler, himself, had never shared their resentment toward the oldest
son. Like Nehemiah and myself, his behavior no longer mattered. We missed strolling through
the hills with him on nature hikes, sharing his wit at the kitchen table, and seeing him there by
the window standing watch. There were, of course, many factors in our daily lives not affected
either way by Jesus’ absence. Joachim, the rabbi, would always hate members of our family.
The same town elders, as before, shunned us as if we had the plague. On the other hand, we had
made new friends (at least in my opinion) in the Romans now guarding our house. The fear that
Reuben might return to wreak vengeance upon us had seemed to be cancelled out by their
presence. A begrudging acceptance of the soldiers had settled over Nazareth as they tramped
through our backyard and clanked and galloped through town. All things considered, matters
had improved for us somewhat in Nazareth. The only worry in our lives, outside of Jesus’
prolonged trip and Samuel’s health, was the condition of the newest member to our family.

Because he was so small, inconspicuous, and never complained, Nehemiah’s worsening
condition was often overlooked. I recall having fearful thoughts about my friend as Papa read
Jesus letter from Gaul, and yet the possibility was too awful to accept. All of us continued to be
complacent, so that when we stopped finally to look more closely at him, Nehemiah seemed to
be wasting away before our eyes. Despite my efforts to keep his spirits up, his body was failing
him. After awhile, he could barely walk without labored breathing, he had little appetite, and he
took frequent naps. As I watched him fade away, Samuel’s words weighed heavily upon my
mind. If I hadn’t eavesdropped upon Papa’s conversation with him, I would still know
something was dreadfully wrong, but because I had been a snoop Nehemiah’s fate seemed
sealed. Samuel had said two startling things when he lay on his sick bed last summer: “Jude will
serve two masters but will forsake Rome” and “I see the shadow of death in Nehemiah’s eyes.” I
wasn’t sure what the first statement meant, but there was no mistaking the meaning of the
second. Yet my mind revolted at Samuel’s words.
As I looked at the small, frail boy beneath a large olive tree, I grew irritated with
Samuel’s forecast. Who was he to make such rash predictions? Did he think he was a prophet?
Though Jesus wasn’t to blame, I was angry with him, too, for not being here to make Nehemiah
well. It struck me as unjust that he promised old Samuel he would live to see him go on his
mission when it seemed he might not be around to save my best friend. Nehemiah’s condition
worsened so quickly, in fact, it seemed impossible for Jesus to arrive on time, until finally, one
morning, he simply didn’t wake up. He was alive—that was all. Throughout the first hour
everyone ran around in a panic. It suddenly seemed that Samuel was, in deed, a prophet, though
I sincerely hoped he was wrong about me forsaking Rome. I had dreamed so often of my great
white horse, shiny helmet and flowing cape, but when Nehemiah collapsed and slipped into that
dark place, nothing seemed to matter but my stricken friend.
Now that Nehemiah hung in the shadow between life and death, I prayed for a great
miracle: Jesus swift return. In the last brief letter he had said nothing. Joseph of Arimathea’s
short scroll gave no timetable for their return. We had no idea when this odyssey would end, so,
while we waited for Samuel’s physician to arrive at our house, Papa, with our coaxing and
without thought for how it might be mailed without Justin, our courier, at our disposal, sat down
to compose a letter to Jesus, while Mama tried desperately to revive the unconscious boy. That
same hour a legionnaire just happened to ride past our house, carrying a satchel full of
correspondence for his cohort. Moving faster than I have ever seen him run, Papa responded to
the sound of horse’s hooves and charged from the house. Through gulps of air, he explained our
crisis to the young man and begged him to take his letter to the relay station in Sepphoris and
make them understand how important this letter was. The young man, whose name was Drusus,
was aware of Papa’s standing with Cornelius, prefect of the Galilean cohort, and agreed to rush it
to the relay station, but he couldn’t promise exactly when and how the letter would arrive if Jesus
and Joseph of Arimathea were continually moving from place to place. There was no way of
knowing where they might be, whether on land or sea. The problem was tracing the course of
the recipients, explained Drusus. Where were they at a particular point in time? How could the
courier know where they might arrive next? I was impressed with the legionnaire’s explanation,
but he offered us little hope. Though James and I understood the foolishness of this enterprise,
Papa had to try. We had all been patient, everyone agreed, through Egypt, Greece, Rome, Gaul,

and Cyrene, and we hadn’t complained. It was time, Papa declared, handing his scroll to Drusus,
for his oldest son to return.
Unlike Justin, the one-eyed courier, who had brought us all of Jesus’ other letters,
including the letter from Cyrene, the young man remained in his saddle as he reached down,
snatched the letter out of Papa’s trembling hands, and placed it with all the other letters in his
saddlebag. Refusing an offering of food and drink, Drusus saluted Papa smartly, gripped his
reins, and, with a polite nod, quickly galloped away. That’s what I wanted to be, I thought,
feeling a pang of guilt. Since, as Papa pointed out, it took so long for mail to arrive overland,
Jesus’ ship could already be on his way home. That would be nice, everyone agreed. Time was
running out. It seemed improbable, however, that Joseph of Arimathea would receive Jesus’
letter when his ship docked then race back to Nazareth through Judea and Galilee to arrive just in
the nick of time. Even if Jesus arrived within the next several days, James observed grimly,
Nehemiah might not last that long. It was time, Papa declared, with tears in his eyes, while we
watched Drusus disappear, to join in a circle of prayer as Nehemiah lie unconscious on the table
clinging to life.
******
It was another defining moment in the family of Joseph bar Jacob. Old Samuel, though
clinging to life, himself, insisted on being present. To add the powerful prayer of a righteous
Pharisee to our circle, we constructed a temporary pallet nearby; close enough to allow the old
man’s hands to clutch ours. Ezra, who also joined our circle, had brought Abner, the village
physician from Nain, who was able to bring Nehemiah to consciousness by smelling salts but
had little hope that his tiny, frail body could withstand the illness much longer. We never found
out what afflicted poor Nehemiah, but the physician reaffirmed what Papa already decided when
Nehemiah had fallen ill. He had no signs of the plague. He didn’t even have a fever. He was
suffering from a wasting illness he had carried with him since being rescued from his Aunt
Deborah’s house. The physician agreed with Papa that Nehemiah’s miraculous recovery from
the plague had only postponed the degenerating disease, but there was no cure for a malady,
which had been caused by lack of a proper diet and neglect. And yet, as dreary as his
pronouncement was, the physician, who was a pious man, himself, joined in our circle, as did
several of our family’s friends, including Uriah, who had snuck away from his father’s house.
There in our house, crowded in our kitchen, surrounding Nehemiah on the table, were
men, women, and children, who had misgivings about our eccentric family and yet
demonstrated their loyalty by supporting us now. Samuel, whose influence was still very strong
in Nazareth, had sent out the word. Our visitors had known and pitied the little nephew of
Deborah, the village crone. They were moved by our parents’ tradition of adopting orphaned
children, in spite of the notoriety of two of their sons. It seemed unjust to me that Jesus would be
included alongside of Michael, my one-time friend, but Michael, who had been merely the son of
the village witch, was gone now. Jesus, who Rabbi Joachim and many of the elders considered a
heretic and blasphemer, would return from his journey, perhaps a greater heretic and blasphemer
than before. With baited breath—good or ill, Jesus family, friends, and foes waited for his
return. The realization filled me in our crowded kitchen: If only he was here now to personally
show his self-righteous critics the power of prayer, instead of this motley gathering of fair
weather friends.

“Let us join hands,” Papa called out gently, this time without his mug of wine.
Many of our visitors, who had come here to offer sympathy (as if Nehemiah was already
dead), shook their heads at this foolishness and departed immediately from our house. Those
visitors left, perhaps out of curiosity, joined hands reluctantly with us. Samuel, in his delicate
condition, was given Simon and my hands on each side of him as he sat up on his pallet. I was
forced to also to take with my free hand the unwashed, calloused hand of Joanna, Ezra’s oldest
daughter, and poor Simon held with great disdain the hand of Uriah, who bravely attended the
event. I could no longer harbor ill feelings toward the rabbi’s son, as I considered what Joachim
might do to him when he returned home.
While the twins idled their time in the back room, James, Joseph, and our parents clasped
hands with each other and those visitors standing beside them at the table. When the awkward
circle was complete, Papa’s voice rose above the murmurs of its members, “Lord, we gather in
your name, asking for your mercy on behalf of Nehemiah bar Tobias, who lies stricken below us,
hovering between life and death. Call back your reaper and send down your healing light
instead. Please receive the silent requests of those holding hands as one great force of faith and
listen, as one voice, to our collective prayer.” “Let us now pray silently,” he said, looking around
the group.
This last note caused a few more dissenters to leave our circle, but there was still, by my
count, fourteen people linked around the table. Nehemiah, though briefly conscious, lapsed back
into the shadow of death. I kept repeating the same words over and over in my head: “Lord
please save Nehemiah, Lord please save Nehemiah . . . ” I will never know what everyone else
mustered up in their minds, but I could imagine the power of my parents’ and Samuel’s prayers.
More than the others, their lips moved in that feverish pattern of the pious, eyes tightly shut, and
sweat forming on their brows, while many of the participants seemed embarrassed by this event.
This lasted for many moments. When I felt drained of thoughts, I looked around the
group, wondering when it would end. I noticed, with surprise, that all of the remaining
members, except me, at least had their eyes closed in the manner Jesus suggested during our first
circle of prayer. For all of our efforts, however, Nehemiah looked to me as if the Angel of Death
had arrived during our prayers. My friend’s eyes had popped open and he looked ghastly pale. I
must have been in shock that moment, since I felt only curiosity at what I saw—was he dead or
alive? Once again I wished Jesus were here with us; he would heal him as he had the dead
sparrow and Levi in the house of the Gaul. Finally, as groans and grumbles erupted from our
group, Papa inspected the circle, himself. Family members and friends were greatly agitated.
Dropping his eyes to the subject of our prayers, Papa broke the circle, bending down with the
physician close by. Sighing heavily, the remaining links followed his example and released their
circle-mate’s sweaty hand, then stood gawking at the stricken boy. The physician waved us all
away and sat down beside Nehemiah’s head to inspect him more closely. Samuel now patted my
knuckles in a gesture of consolation. Joanna, Ezra’s boyish daughter, had disengaged her hand
from mine and placed it gently on my head. Papa, who hovered in back of Abner, looked sadly
over at me, as Mama handed the physician a mirror.
The mirror, Papa purchased for Mama after their flight to Egypt, was placed over
Nehemiah’s small mouth. We all understood immediately what its purpose was, but it seemed so
futile, after looking at my friend’s lifeless face, I broke down loudly in tears. Perhaps, because
of their shared guilt, my brothers wept quietly amongst themselves. Also sniffling and dabbing

their eyes, were several of our visitors, touched by the moment, as Abner now checked
Nehemiah’s wrist then looked deeply into his unblinking eyes.
“Peace be unto you Nehemiah bar Tobias,” he murmured, gently closing my friend’s
eyes.
“No! No!” I shrieked. “The circle of prayer never fails!”
“It’s God’s will,” replied Samuel, shaking his ancient head.
“The mirror doesn’t lie,” droned the physician. “The heart is quiet and the eyes are fixed.
Samuel’s right; we must accept God’s will.”
“No, we mustn’t,” I screamed at him. “Nehemiah’s too young to die. If Jesus was here,
he’d bring him back to life!”
“That’s blasphemy.” Abner turned to Papa.
Mama wrung her hands in grief, as I rushed forward to embrace my friend. Lifting
Nehemiah’s frail body up with strength I didn’t know I had, I rocked him to and fro, as I recall
Mama rocking Abigail when she injured her knee. The terrible injustice of it all overwhelmed
me. Once again I blamed Jesus for not being here, and this time I spoke it out loud for all to
hear.
“Jesus, why couldn’t you have returned to us,” I bellowed. “You keep sending silly
information we scarcely understand. You should be here with your family. Only you can bring
Nehemiah back to life!” “Oh Jesus!” The moment gripped me. “Speak to God as you once did to
save the sparrow and the Pharisee’s son, as you once did to stop Mariah’s evil spirit, and as you
once did to bring rain from the sky. God of my father and my people—universal and all
powerful—listen to your son Jesus on our behalf.”
It was as if I had matured many years those moments. I had spoken eloquently to God.
Samuel looked up at me in amazement. My parents looked at me in sorrow yet with great pride.
But there was an undercurrent of shock and awe in the gathering, for I had spoken heresy in my
brother’s name. Ezra, to his credit, didn’t protest this time, and Abner, the physician, seeing my
grief kept his tongue. I released Nehemiah, laid him back on the table, and felt myself being
raised up by my parents’ hands. As I looked down at Nehemiah, I saw something I couldn’t
believe. Rubbing my tear-filled eyes furiously, I studied his face a moment then saw it again: his
eyelids fluttered—once, twice, three times!
“Papa, Mama, look!” I pointed excitedly. “He awakens! Nehemiah lives!”
“Nonsense,” grumbled Abner. Bending over to see for himself, the physician announced
calmly. “I’m sorry, child, I just shut those eyelids. The mirror doesn’t lie.”
“Give me the mirror!” I cried. “Let’s check him again!”
“Jude,” Papa shook my shoulder, “stop this at once! Let Nehemiah rest in peace.”
“Give me that mirror,” I shouted, stomping my foot, “Nehemiah’s not dead. He’s alive!”
“Mary,” Samuel called from his pallet, “give him your mirror.”
Mama handed me the mirror and I immediately placed it over Nehemiah’s chapped lips,
parted now I fancied as he took the breath of life. Suddenly, as the mirror displayed the telltale
smudge, Nehemiah’s eyelids fluttered again, his eyes opened, and he let out a gasp.
A few of the onlookers who saw this as sorcery, made the sign to ward off the evil eye
but most of Nehemiah’s audience were greatly moved by what they just saw. Idly, in a
dumbfounded state, I wondered if this is was how Jesus felt when he brought back the dead bird.
The Pharisee’s son may have just been in the dark sleep, but the sparrow had been dead. Papa,

Mama, Ezra, and Naomi looked down in pop-eyed and slack-jawed awe. Samuel found the
energy, with James and Joseph’s help, to rise up on his shaky legs in order to witness the miracle
for himself. Not only did Nehemiah begin breathing on his own, but he looked around the room,
his lips twitching as if he wanted to speak.
At this point, I heard Abner grumbling “what sorcery is this? That boy was dead. Your
son called upon Jesus to save this boy. Is this not the same son, who the Nazarenes say called
upon Beelzebub to send rain?”
“You don’t believe that!” exclaimed Papa, shoving the physician aside. “Look at him.
This is God’s will. That child, by your own pronouncement, was dead!”
I expected Papa to grab the physician’s collar now, shake him severely, and throw him
out of our house. It would not be the first time Papa defended Jesus’ good name. This time,
however, Papa and Mama were too overjoyed at Nehemiah’s sudden return from the dead. The
physician shrugged contritely and shook his head. More reasonably now, he suggested that the
boy had not really been dead but in a deep, dark sleep, but no one present could agree with that.
It was agreed by everyone that hour that their prayers, topped off by my appeal, had brought the
boy back to life. It really didn’t matter whether he had been dead or in a dark sleep. He was
alive! It was, in the words of Samuel, merely splitting hairs, since it was obvious to everyone,
especially after the physician’s own examination, that Nehemiah had not been breathing, he had
no pulse, and his eyes were open and the pupils fixed. To give Jesus credit for this when he was
so very far away struck everyone except me as absurd. Yet in my childlike mind it was, to coin a
learned friend of mine today, cause-to-effect. I prayed to God, invoking Jesus name, and, as a
result, Nehemiah was alive.
Unfortunately, his eyelids slammed shut again, his chest rose and fell ever so faintly, and
a drool escaped his lips. The physician apologized for repeating the rumor he heard about Jesus,
sat down beside his patient, and tried making sense out of what he just saw.
“Praise be to the Most High that he lives,” he declared, shrugging his shoulders. “But
how much longer he lives cannot be determined unless we know what made him sick.”
“I thought we agreed,” Papa argued, “that it’s the wasting sickness. His aunt practically
starved him to death.”
“Perhaps,” Abner replied shaking his head, “this might have contributed to his illness, but
I think there’s something else more serious here than improper diet. I bear witness, as you, to his
miraculous recovery, but he’s not out of danger yet.”
“Will you stay and help him?” Mama asked tearfully.
“Yes, of course,” he nodded thoughtfully, “but I have other patients in Nain and your
own town.”
He motioned to Samuel, who had sat down shakily between James and Joseph on a stool,
adding finally, “. . . . I might be able to oversee both patients, Samuel and Nehemiah, for a
while.”
“I have money saved,” said Papa, grasping his hand. “You will be paid.”
“That’s not my concern,” Abner replied, looking passed him at the sleeping child. “Until
this day, I thought I understood the power of prayer. . . Never have I seen such a display. I find
it hard to believe that one young boy could change God’s mind, after all of us seemed to have
failed, but Nehemiah lives. We’re all witness to this fact!”

Abner walked over to me and bowed, as if I was royalty, smiled quizzically, and shook
my hand. “I will do all I can for your adopted brother and best friend.”
I had changed my mind completely about the doubting stranger in our midst. Lurching
forward to give him my best hug, I beamed up passed his scraggly beard and discovered a kindly
face. The townsfolk, imparting their best wishes, had begun filing out of our house. Abner and
Samuel’s chamberlain, Mordechai, who had waited patiently outside, escorted the old man to his
house. The last ones to leave, Ezra, Naomi, and their oldest daughter, remained a few moments
longer, staring in wonder down at my friend. Ezra, a man of few words, had more of our
heresies to chew on, but this time he stood in quiet contemplation, uttering a blessing to the
house of Joseph, his wife, and children. Naomi promised to return with her daughters to help in
any way they could. Ezra, always faithful in spite of his stubbornness, would remain Papa’s
closest friend.
******
For several days following the miracle in our house, Abner applied his art to Nehemiah
with little or no response. Occasionally the boy’s eyelids would flutter or his lips would twitch,
but he didn’t awaken. With Samuel’s insistence, they moved the boy by a wagon to his villa into
a fine bed, where Abner could keep both he and Nehemiah alive. Samuel wanted very much to
see Jesus again before he died. The physician promised us that the old man was in less danger
than the boy, but it would be convenient and practical if he could watch them both in the same
house. Ezra had provided the wagon, which he had used to cart wool from the shepherds. Papa
modified it temporarily by cushioning it with lambs hides and pillows so that Nehemiah would
have a comfortable ride. When Nehemiah was settled for his convalescence in the house of
Samuel, we remained there in his home watching the physician administer medicine and food
into his parted lips. We knew he was in good hands, and yet a great sorrow filled me as I
wondered whether or not he would be this way until he died. . . .When would that terrible day
be? As before, during the festive day of Samuel’s feast for Jesus, I ran from the house and into
the orchard by the house.
I lie down with my knees tucked up to my chin and wept. Every wondrous thing that
happened to me had no meaning if God let Nehemiah die or remain in his death-like sleep. I
called upon God and I called upon Jesus. The next moment I was looking up into Papa’s
darkened face. He was but a shadow against the sun overhead but I recognized his earthly voice.
“Jude, Jude, Nehemiah has awakened,” he was saying over and over again. “Come-come
my son,” he coaxed, raising me up, dusting off the leaves, and leading me back to the house.
Mama was waiting at the great doors with my brothers and sisters. Ezra’s family also
appeared in the background. We were lead by the physician, who begged us not to tire his
patient, to Nehemiah’s room, where Samuel and a servant sat on each side marveling at the little
boy lying in the big bed. He still appeared dreadfully pale and could barely speak or move as he
looked up at me, yet it was such a marked improvement over the condition he was in before I
yelped with joy, touched his face, and then hugged the physician again.
“I’m not sure my potions did that,” he sighed. “I suspected he might come to but not so
soon. Praise be to the Most High. One moment I was looking down at a sleeping boy and the
next, his eyes were open and he was attempting to talk.”
“Ju. . . Ju. . .” he struggled, his lips trembling and eyelids fluttering.

“Yes, I’m a Jew,” I said playfully. “We’re all Jews in this house.”
“Don’t tease him.” Mama frowned. “He’s trying hard to say your name.”
“Jude. . .” he looked up into my eyes. “I-I saw them.”
“Who, little one,” Abner asked gently, feeling his pulse. “Did angels greet you in your
dream?”
“No, . . .” Nehemiah continued to struggle. “I saw my parents standing over me.”
“What a nice dream,” Naomi offered sweetly. “We all miss Tobias and Susanna.”
“What did they say?” I grinned happily at him. “Did they tell you you’d be up and about
soon?”
Nehemiah thought about this a moment and shook his head. His voice returned to its old
form: “No, . . . they said they were waiting for me with my brother and sisters. . . . There was
light behind them, so bright it hurt my eyes, and they became shadows against the white
background, until I saw my little sister’s face once more. She asked me to hurry up, so I could
be with them soon.”
“It was only a dream.” Papa reached down to ruffle his hair.
“Yes, Nehemiah,” Mama said reassuringly, “your family are with the Lord, but they want
you to live a long life.”
“But my sister asked me to hurry up,” he replied fearfully. “What does that mean? Can
someone interpret my dream?”
“Nehemiah,” Samuel said, patting his head, “the Prophet Daniel had such a gift. If it’s a
God sent dream, I believe that meaning can be found by any faithful soul.” “Often the Lord
speaks in symbols,” he added, glancing at Mama. “This time your dream seems quite easy to
understand, yet it must be false. I can’t believe that any member of your family would want you
to die, just so you can be with them in Paradise.” “It’s not your time.” He looked down severely
now. “No one, except the Lord, knows when your time will come. Look at my old carcass,
Nehemiah, I’m living proof of that.”
******
Papa kept me busy with him in the shop so I wouldn’t worry about Nehemiah’s health
and continue running across the yard to see if Jesus was on the road. I had learned to sand very
well, but the shaver, which had sharp edges was left to James and Joseph’s experienced hands.
Simon had been forced out of sloth to assist me in preparing the wood and grew closer as a
brother to me during this period. For the first time that I could remember, he acted
companionable toward me, taking my side in disagreements. Even James and Joseph were
treating me civil now that Nehemiah was away. This both gladdened and saddened me, since it
came at a price—Nehemiah’s illness. On the one hand I welcomed my brothers’ friendship, but
on the other hand it was only because I was not being monopolized by Nehemiah, my best
friend. Would they continue to cavort with me as an equal in the orchard and hills when
Nehemiah regained his health? . . . I was not so sure.
One day, when our chores were done, Papa gave us permission to romp, as a group, in the
hills if we assisted his friend Ezra in carting wool down the Shepherd’s Trail through the hills.
The last time Uriah, Nehemiah, Michael, and I helped, Ezra swore he would never employ us
again, but, because James and Joseph were assisting in the enterprise, he agreed reluctantly to
Papa’s request. It was, I knew, another diversion to occupy my mind. Joanna and Meira, Ezra’s

two big, gruff daughters, whom no man in Nazareth would dare trifle with, would allow us to
assist them with the wool pickup at the shepherds’ camp. Ezra, who had full confidence in his
daughters, was busy at the loom, but would be along shortly to make his transaction after the
pickups in Odeh’s camp.
On the way down the long winding hill to the shepherds’ camp, I temporarily forgot
about the crisis in our family and when our oldest brother would be home. I wasn’t sure how my
other brothers felt about all this. James and Joseph had never been fond of Nehemiah and
wouldn’t miss Jesus bossing them around. When Jesus returned, all puffed up about his great
adventure, he might lord it over James, Joseph, and Simon even more. When Nehemiah got
well, he and I would need Jesus protection from our brothers, so our adventure today had special
meaning. If Jesus was on the Jerusalem road today, it might be the last time we shared such a
moment.
Joanna and Meira did all the work, taking turns pushing the wagon down the hill. They
would also take turns hauling the loaded wagon back up through the hills, which is the hard part
of the job. After the last disastrous time we helped Ezra, he would not trust us helping him haul
wool, ourselves, so we were allowed to carry the many excess pieces in our arms. The first
transport was a merry jaunt down the hill, James and Joseph good-naturedly pelting us with dirt
clods and Simon and I returning fire, until we reached Odeh’s camp. A Roman soldier stood
among Odeh and his brothers, which excited me very much.
“Where are Longinus and Cornelius?” I asked pertly.
“Jude, shut up!” James thumped my head.
“Ah hah! This must be the younger brothers of the sorcerer Jesus,” the young officer
announced blithely. “I see you often in the carpenter’s yard. Where is Jesus, the miracle worker
now?”
“He’s not here,” grumbled Joseph. “Right now our brother is somewhere on the Great
Sea.”
The Roman appeared to be disappointed that Jesus wasn’t here. He also disapproved of
my older brothers treatment of me and gave James a scornful look. Odeh stepped forward,
motioning politely to Joanna and Meira to begin filling the cart, then turned to introduce Joseph
bar Jacob’s sons. When he came to James, the Roman snarled. Odeh, who seemed intimidated
by the soldier, bowed differentially, allowing the Roman to introduce himself.
“Four unlikely brothers. Quite an assortment,” he seemed amused. “My name’s Regulus
Valentinius, Optio for Aulus Longinus, First Centurion of the Galilean Cohort.” “I’ve heard
about your friend Michael.” He looked down at me. “If he’s not careful, he’ll run afoul of
Rome.”
“Michael has been gone a long time.” James glared at Regulus.
“Michael’s not who we’re looking for,” Regulus returned James glare.
Though a mere child, I knew that James was acting foolishly now. Suddenly, at Regulus’
signal, from the nearby hills, several legionnaires strolled down the path to gawk at the sorcerer
boy’s brothers.
“These are some of my men: Falco, Priam, Leto, Diblius, Zeno, and Gratian.” He
motioned flamboyantly to each man. “We’re looking for a rogue named Reuben and his band.
Odeh and his brothers have seen him in the hills. Several of your neighbors have seen them in
town.”

“Then its true,” gasped Joseph. “We thought it was just a rumor.”
“Why would they be around here?” James asked in disbelief. “I’ve never caught a
glimpse of them ever.” “Have you?” he turned to Simon and me.
“No-o-o!” we answered fearfully.
“Are you certain Regulus?” Joanna came forward now. “My sister and I have been up
and down that path many times recently and not seen a thing.” “Those boys,” she jabbed a finger,
“romp in these hills constantly. If anyone’s seen them, they would’ve.”
“And what’s your name?” He appraised the muscular girl.
“Joanna,” she said tossing her wooly head, “and that’s my sister Meira.”
“Well, Joanna and Meira,” said Regulus, removing his helmet to scratch his dark curls,
“this path you speak of is the back door to Nazareth, running all the way to Jerusalem. Before
Rome built its famous road to your holy city, this was used by merchant caravans, but it’s now
popular with brigands and misfits who wish to hide from Roman eyes.” “Frankly,” he admitted,
walking idly over to inspect the cart, “Nazareth, with its pell-mell buildings is a perfect place for
such persons to hide if relatives are willing to shelter them in their homes. If we come sniffing
around, they merely scurry into the hills and wait until we go back to our camp. The only way
we’ll catch these rogues, without searching every house and having to comb every inch of those
hills, is for folks to step up with information like our friend Odeh here.”
“It means nothing if he’s still out there!” Odeh pointed accusingly.
“What will you do if you catch them?” James asked, frowning at Odeh.
“Rome will crucify them,” Regulus answered quickly, “and don’t look at Odeh that way.
Those men stole one of his sheep. I understand your Jewish zealots—they hate informers, but
Reuben and his men are thieves and murderers. They almost killed one of our men and went on
to rob a caravan on the Jerusalem road. During their robbery, they murdered two men and
they’re now on the loose in your fine town.”
“Are you going to protect us again?” I inquired in a quivering voice.
“We’ve never stopped.” Regulus looked down at me. “Because of the bad feelings
between Reuben and your family, Longinus has a permanent patrol protecting Nazareth and your
house. It has been Cornelius plan from the beginning to make this an around-the-clock post.
Now because bandits might be hiding in town, we’re posting guards posted permanently here,
especially in these hills.”
“Unacceptable!” Joseph slapped his forehead.
“The Romans are spoiling our good name,” cried James.
“Are they serious?” Regulus looked at the rest of us in disbelief.
Simon and I nodded our heads. Joanna, the largest of Ezra’s daughters, walked over as if
she just might knock James and Joseph to the ground.
“I’ve been watching you two.” She looked at them with contempt. “You’re both morons!
If the Romans don’t watch over us, who knows what those men might do?”
“Well said!” Regulus gave her a nod.
“My thoughts exactly.” Meira looked at her sister with respect.
“What about you little fellow.” He swaggered up to me. “Do you want the Romans to
leave?”
“No,” I whispered, “Cornelius and Longinus are our friends.”
“Well, by Jupiter,” he replied with a chuckle, “Regulus is your friend too!”

Ruffling my hair, as all adults do, Regulus promised us that Rome would watch over
Nazareth and catch Reuben and his band. Having hitched their horses in town, he and his men
now made the trek back up the path. With different emotions, we watched the Romans depart.
Simon, I sensed, shared my awe of our Roman protectors, whereas Joanna and Meira simply
admitted what many townsmen secretly believed: the Romans were necessary for Nazareth’s
protection. James and Joseph, I’m afraid, represented many youths in town, who had been
influenced by Rome’s past treatment of insurrectionists. I write this in retrospect now, for the
word insurrectionist, as many other words I use in this chronicle, would not yet have crossed my
mind. Although James attitude about Jesus seemed to be softening, his anti-Roman attitude, like
Joseph, was still strong. My understanding of Rome’s importance to our survival was far better
than James and Joseph’s foolish notions of patriotism. I was convinced more than ever, as we
plodded up and down the hills assisting Ezra’s daughters, of what I wanted to become. I had the
very strange feeling that this heresy, which my family tried not to think about, would be all right
with God if I did it with the honor and courage of the valiant Romans I had met.
******
I’m certain that James and Joseph thought I was a collaborator and turncoat, but I no
longer cared. Though he had no desire to become a soldier, himself, Simon now shared in my
admiration of the Romans. Our older brothers, deeply affected by Joanna, Meira, and our
solidarity or perhaps worried about Jesus’ imminent return, left us alone. The following evening,
as we waited expectantly at Samuel’s house, along with Ezra’s family and several more friends,
we celebrated the news arriving that morning by our courier that Joseph of Arimathea was
bringing Jesus back to us as soon as his carriage could traverse the Jerusalem road. The letter
from Joppa had arrived! The look on James and Joseph faces—eyebrows raised and mouth open
—belied their raised mugs when Samuel proposed a toast for Jesus speedy return. Nehemiah,
who had been too weak to sit at the table, sat on a couch nearby with his mug upraised with both
his withered hands.
“Thank you Lord for these blessings,” Mama rejoiced in a loud voice. “Jesus is returning,
Nehemiah’s health is returning, and Joseph’s business is returning too.”
“To Jesus!” Papa cried, taking a long abandoned swig.
“I’ll drink to that!” Ezra shouted.
“To Jesus!” The men, women, and children echoed.
“To the Most High for a safe journey.” Abner shook his goblet. “May they arrive soon!”
“To the Most High!” Samuel cried weakly.
The children were supposed to drink grape juice, not wine, but Simon managed to sneak
a long gulp from Habakkuk’s mug as he sat it down and turned to chat with Ezra’s wife. I would
learn many useful things from Simon, including sneaking a swig or two from unwary drinkers.
When Jubal, Joachim’s neighbor, wasn’t looking, I poured half his wine into my fruit juice,
making a sort of wine punch. It was delicious!
The plan, of course, since Jesus would be here at any moment, was to have a servant lead
the weary travelers into the hall and, when they entered the room, all of us would rise in our
chairs with loud, happy cheers. This had required Papa talking Drusus, the cohort’s messenger,
into riding ahead to ask Joseph to drop Jesus off at Samuel’s estate rather than his father’s house.
Though they should be only a short distance away, not far beyond the Roman fort, the messenger

was given several coins, provided by Samuel, to pay for his time. We all hoped that this
incentive would hurry him along to catch the entourage before it arrived in town. It seemed
foolish, claimed Ezra, for us to expect the travelers to come here, when the messenger might
pocket the money and return immediately to camp. Ezra was always skeptical, especially of
Romans. His suspicion was not shared by Papa, who had been impressed with Drusus’ polite
manners, and yet, as one hour passed and then two, and the sun descended lower and lower over
the hills, our anxiety mounted with our hunger. Many of Samuel’s guests began to doubt that
Jesus was going to arrive at all. To relieve our hunger pangs, our host provided candied fruits,
including dates, and all manner of pastries and nuts. As we enjoyed Samuel’s hospitality, Papa,
Ezra, and several of the men’s concern over Jesus’ tardiness was dulled by Samuel’s fine wine.
Mama, as the other mothers, tried to prevent us from gorging ourselves on sweets and
spoiling our appetite, yet she failed to prevent Simon and me from getting tipsy on wine. As I
looked around the room at the faces of the guests, I felt light-headed, though not really drunk.
The fruit juice had evidently diluted the wine considerably. I hoped it had done the same for
Simon, who has snuck wine from Papa’s stockpile before, undiluted, and managed to hide its
effect.
When a servant finally ran into the room announcing the arrival of Jesus and his friends,
pandemonium broke in the dinner hall. Looks of dread for the imminent appearance of the
“great one,” befell James and Joseph’s faces. Simon and I were jumping up and down with glee,
as Nehemiah, a wan smile on his pale face, looked on. Everyone, including the doubting Ezra,
forgot the original plan and ran as school children to the front door, spelling out the entrance in
anticipation of Joseph of Arimathea’s carriage appearing on the road.
Just as the sun set on Nazareth’s western hills, we heard the clatter of wheels and the
sound of horses’ hooves. In the distance silhouetted against the sunset, a coach escorted by six
riders approached, cheers went up, and typical of the ostentatious Arimatheans, his oldest son,
Matthias, charged ahead whooping and waving his sword. I knew immediately that it must be
him, for Levi, the second son, whom we learned from Jesus letters had been quite sick, galloped
in behind his brother, his sword still in its sheath. With great dignity the four Guards followed
in, reigned in their mounts, and waited with stony expressions for the two young men to
dismount. Though Matthias enthusiasm made up for his brother’s entrance, we, who were privy
to Jesus’ letters, were not impressed.
Most of us were caught up in the moment, but Jesus was our concern. As Joseph’s sons
pranced around on their steeds a moment, Levi shouted a humble greeting, while his older
brother reared his horse up in a show of horsemanship I’ve never seen. Ezra and Papa carried
Samuel out and sat him in a cushioned chair.
“You’d think they were conquering heroes,” grumbled Joseph. “Look at the way they’re
carrying on!”
“That one waving his sword is Matthias.” I informed Ezra’s daughters. “He was
possessed by a demon before Jesus cast them out. We think he’s addled in the head. The other
one, Levi, was very sick until Jesus healed him, and now he’s Jesus’ friend.”
“That’s enough,” Papa’s voice blasted into my ear, “let’s not dredge that up.”
“Here come the guards: Loftus, Strabo, Glychon, and Tycho!” I clapped with glee.
“They’re Jesus’ friends too.”

“The two black men are carrying banners.” Mama looked down at Samuel. “What do
they mean?”
“They’re crests of the House of Benjamin,” he cackled, waving his mug. “Ho-ho, I
wonder what the Romans think of that!”
“But why is that fellow waving his swords?” Ezra asked with a frown. “Is he drunk—or
just showing off.”
“Showing off,” Papa decided, as the carriage drew to a stop. “According to Jesus letters,
he has won Levi over, but Joseph has had trouble controlling his oldest son.”
“Jesus is the conquering hero,” I cried with sudden inspiration, “he discovered an
unknown god!”
Mama clamped her hand over my mouth. “Let’s not bring that up!”
As Phineas, the regular coachman, jumped down and opened the carriage door, several
greeters turned to the source of my outcry. I had, I thought proudly, blasphemed twice now. I
was, like Jesus, a heretic. I understand these words quite well since Jesus cured the dead bird,
but that was before all his other miracles, including the raising up Josephs’ youngest son. Now,
as I stood among my family, Papa’s loyal friends, and the servants of Samuel’s house, I watched
my oldest brother emerge first from the coach dressed in fine clothes and a turban on his head.
For the first time in his life, Jesus was, in fact, dressed as royalty. It almost seemed like a
premonition, though in retrospect, as I look back. All he needed was a gold crown, instead of the
silly turban on his head. Following Jesus, also in his finest garments, was Joseph of Arimathea,
bejeweled, with elaborate Pharisaic headgear. Dismounting from his horse, Matthias swaggered
up after sheathing his sword, followed modestly by his younger brother. In spite of what should
have been a life-changing experience, Matthias had not changed. With his robes swishing and
sword clanking in its jeweled sheath, he carried the same arrogance on his snarling face we saw
the last time he was here, but Levi had been transformed by his miracle. Standing on the
sidelines deferentially, as they passed through the small crowd, stood the four guards, which I
remember clearly from our first gathering with Joseph of Arimathea. From Jesus letters, we had
learned that the Nubians, Loftus and Strabo, and the Syrians, Glychon and Tycho, who had
guarded Jesus, were still pagans, though Jesus had such high hopes for them. This only made
them loom larger in my eyes. Those mighty black men and fierce looking Syrians had protected
my brother. They thought he was divine. Those Gentiles during his travels and aboard ship,
who heard about Jesus miracles from his guards, also thought he was divine. Yet, as I watched
Jesus embrace our parents, his brothers, then bend down to kiss the twins, I saw only Papa’s
oldest son and our brother, whom we had grown to love more each day.
I was tired of mysteries and fine talk. I wished for things to get back to normal. My
protector was back. Life would be interesting again now that Jesus had returned. That night,
during our feast of lamb, Galilean fish, and assorted dishes and dainties, I could tell that Jesus
was exhausted from his journey and yet he was, as usual, the perfect conversationalist. Even
now, with an adult’s understanding of language, it’s difficult to put my impressions into words. I
am no longer innocent. There I was in the crossfire of the two Josephs: the father versus the
benefactor of Jesus. In spite of his misgivings about Jesus miracles and his views during their
journey, Joseph of Arimathea still had big plans for Jesus. Papa, of course, wanted Jesus back in
his shop. Jesus could, the Pharisee boasted, with the proper education, become a great religious
teacher. Joseph of Arimathea offered to pay for his education in Jerusalem, but Papa, who had

drank much wine, laughed at this suggestion. Jesus already knew more about the law than the
Pharisees. When he was just a child he debated with the priests and scribes in the temple. What
need did he have of the arguments of old men? This, of course, inspired Joseph of Arimathea’s
loudmouthed son Matthias to huff and puff and grumble under his breath. No mention was made
by either son of the miracles performed on their behalves. Though Levi remained quite civil,
Matthias reminded his father of Jesus’ improper understanding of the Torah and heretical
behavior in several cities during their trip. Many of the Jews they encountered, thought he was a
blasphemer and heretic. Papa’s replied to Matthias “then we should all be such heretics and
blasphemers!” Everyone, including Samuel, who could barely sit up, broke into laughter at
Matthias’ puffed up expression. I saw Levi frown with disapproval at his brother, as Matthias
bristled and squirmed at this banter. He would probably have run and fetched his sword had not
his father understood that my father was slightly drunk. Instead, Joseph of Arimathea gripped
Matthias arm and good-naturedly dismissed the matter as the servants brought in the second
course of the meal. Papa apologized, after Mama’s silent coaxing, promising to leave it up to his
oldest son. Perhaps Joseph of Arimathea had only made his offer out of the goodness of his
heart, because he didn’t make an issue of it. In fact, he changed the subject entirely.
It seemed plain even to us children, after Jesus’ letters, that he had lost favor in Joseph’s
eyes. With a dreamy look on his face, he related one incident Jesus had covered in his letters: a
storm in which Jesus presence seemed to calm the sea. There was, of course, a second such
miracle at sea, but the Pharisee went on to another episode Jesus had also written about: the great
whale surfacing from the waves, that caused Jesus great joy. A geyser of water, higher than the
masts of the ship, spewed out of its nose, exclaimed Joseph. The beast rose up in a great arc, so
that when it hit the water a great wave of water engulfed the side of the ship where the onlookers
stood. Matthias, Levi, and himself, he explained with mirth, were shocked and angry, but Jesus
stood there with his arms outstretched and eyes uplifted, whooping with joy. It seemed to me
that Joseph was dodging Jesus’ miracles by concentrating on this event, and yet the thought of
such a creature filled me with wonder. As I listened to the great Pharisee expound upon other
episodes in their journey—their tour of Greece and Rome’s temples and Simon and Jesus’
adventures in the Old One’s caves, I daydreamed for a brief moment about my own desire to see
the world. Would my family give me a feast when I returned? What brought me quickly down
to earth was the thought of leaving them behind. In spite of my ambition, could I do such a
thing?
As I listened to Joseph of Arimathea, I knew he was a good man, in spite of his oldest
son. Who could blame the Pharisee for having misgivings about Jesus, when practically
everyone else except our family and closest friends rejected his miracles and special relationship
to God? I wonder now, as I write my chronicle, after such a disappointing finish in their
friendship, if Jesus’ infinite mind understood the role this man would finally play in his life. The
subject of his education never came up again—at least not for the carpenter’s oldest son. The
fact that Jesus had all the knowledge he would ever need was not the reason he would not leave
his family again. The hills of Nazareth, the olive orchard, Mama’s quiet garden, the warmth of
our small kitchen, and those times we sat together at the table for discussions, prayer and meals
—these more than any education or worldly travel, helped shape the Son of Man.
******

As we sat around Samuel’s sumptuous table, the hostility in Joseph’s oldest son was
eased by good food and fine wine. Levi ate sparingly and drank modestly, a far off gleam in his
dark eyes. At one point, I caught a look passed between Jesus and Levi: the smile of friendship
I’ve seen so often on my brother’s face. Though a onetime antagonist like his brother, Levi had
been won over, as many people, by Jesus embracing character. Joseph of Arimathea’s educated
mind, I now understand, became a barrier to his full appreciation of Jesus’ views. The Pharisee
continued to chatter light-heartedly about their trip, while Matthias, Papa, and many of the men
grew progressively drunk. Jesus did not mention controversial subjects at the table, perhaps at
Joseph of Arimathea’s request. The unknown god of the Greeks he told us about in his letters
and his views on the universal God must have been on the tip of his tongue, as well as the
wondrous miracles he performed on behalf of the Lord, but Jesus, as his benefactor, talked only
about the sights and sounds he had experienced in some of the great cities. He spoke kindly of
the guards on their journey, Loftus, Strabo, Glychon, and Tycho, as well as Simon of Cyrene,
their best host, and mentioned his favorite moments on their trip.
It was decided, as the feast drew to an end, that Joseph, his sons, and his guards would
not depart for Arimathea until tomorrow, but everyone else were anxious to break away.
Drunkenness and overeating had taken its toll. Jesus, once again belonged to his family. We
were anxious to draw out more information from him not imparted in his letters. After our feast,
Mama tucked in Nehemiah, thanked Abner again, and checked on Samuel once more. Unlike
the last time Joseph visited Samuel’s house for Jesus “going away” feast, his final words with
Jesus during his “welcome home” feast were brief. None of us heard what was said between
them, as we waited tactfully at a distance during this exchange, but we saw Joseph and then Levi
embrace Jesus, while Matthias merely gripped his forearm in the Roman fashion and gave him a
curt bow.
Ezra and his family and the other diners had greeted Jesus warmly in a long line of guests
before the meal, but they dispersed quickly after offering their goodbyes to Joseph and his sons,
calling out their farewells briefly to Jesus before disappearing into the night. Jesus had chatted
with each guest personably before and during the feast. I had felt jealous at this attention, until I
reminded myself that Jesus would go home with our family tonight. Some of Samuel’s guests, I
was certain, still thought Jesus was a heretic and blasphemer, yet had begun taking my brother’s
eccentricities in stride. Those who thought he was touched in the head probably found his antics
entertaining and were just satisfied having a fine meal. I could care less at this point. I was tired
of these festivities and the issues that would one day shake the foundations of the world and was
glad we were taking Jesus home.
******
We visited Nehemiah one more time before we left, but found him asleep. Abner, who
promised to stay on awhile, looked worn out from his care and vigil of two very sick patients.
Samuel was incorrigible and difficult for the physician to manage without the servants’ help,
whereas Nehemiah needed someone there all the time to check his vital signs and make sure his
air passage was clear. Looking up wearily at my oldest brother, as everyone else filed out, Abner
smiled crookedly and uttered a tired laugh.
“So,” he reached out in the dim light, as if groping through a fog, “you’re the famous
Jesus I’ve heard much about!”

“Well, I hope what you heard its good,” my brother laughed softly.
“Jesus cured a dead bird,” I chirped, looking expectantly up at him.
“Nehemiah’s not a bird,” replied Jesus, “he’s a little boy under the care of a physician,
who will make him better. Sometimes God must take his own good time.”
“All right,” I challenged, folding my arms, “but you cured the Pharisee’s son.”
Abner shook his head with amusement. “Are you saying that this story is true, Jesus? I
can do nothing more for this poor boy.”
“Pray,” Jesus whispered faintly.
“It works!” I nodded eagerly. “Jesus.” I tugged on him, as he made a motion to leave.
“You can do it yourself. Come on, show Abner your stuff.”
“Just pray,” Jesus repeated, leading me out of the room.
Abner rose up with a troubled look, calling out irritably, “What stuff is this? Magic?
Sorcery? You think I can save this boy with prayer?”
“Pray!” Jesus called back.
As we joined the others heading home, Mama promised the chamberlain that she would
return tomorrow afternoon, unless Nehemiah’s condition worsened, which was true for Samuel
too. For the boy, however, the urgency was greater, since he was unable to clearly explain how
he felt. Abner or one of the servants would have to stand watch over him day and night, whereas
the physician only had to check on Samuel once in a while. If a crisis occurred, the chamberlain
would send a runner to bring Mama and Papa back to Samuel’s house.
This was the plan. Though I was disappointed that Jesus would not do this all, himself, I
was glad to have him back. Jesus was modest about his God-given powers. He had always told
us to pray for what we wanted and that we had the same power as him. So Abner must pray that
Nehemiah and Samuel get better. Perhaps, I would once again pray for them, myself. As Jesus
held my hand and we followed the others down the road, I promised him this. He smiled but
said nothing. I didn’t tell him that I would also pray for a big white horse. I might also pray that
Michael had found his mother in Jerusalem. Except for the warning Regulus gave me about
Michael, I hadn’t heard a word about him for many months. It seemed no one wanted to talk
about him anymore.
Jesus, whose message would one day light the world, held a lamp in one hand, as did
Papa and the other men. As I listened to Papa bid Ezra and our other friends good night and
watched them breakaway with their lamps and head home, I felt a strange—what was the word?
—disquieting peace. Though I was confident Nehemiah, as well as Samuel, was in good hands
with Abner, the physician, and was very happy Jesus would be home with us, I felt guilty for not
thinking about Michael, who had once been my adopted brother and best friend. As we filed into
our yard through the gate, I turned to Jesus, who was also wrapped up in his thoughts.
“Jesus,” I murmured, not wanting to be overheard.
“Yes,” he replied, tilting his head, “what is it little brother?”
“I’m worried about Michael,” I whispered discreetly. “We haven’t seen or heard from
him for a long time.”
So that the others would not hear, Jesus slowed us down, allowing our family to move
ahead. Papa looked back with curiosity but followed Mama and the others into the house. The
lamp cast a golden and silver glow on Jesus fine clothes. I wondered if this was not how the
Magi appeared as they approached the manger. My brother had come back dressed like a king!

“You want to know where Michael’s at,” he spoke slowly. “. . . . Only Michael knows
this. How can you spot a shadow or see a ghost skirting the dark? Michael will be found when
he wants to be found. Pray for him Jude. If you pray very hard, you may find him. Until that
day, its up to Michael to find his way.”
“But what if he’s lost?” My voice quivered. “What if he can’t find his way?”
“Michael isn’t lost,” Jesus corrected gently, “he’s chosen his way. All who walk in
darkness, yet know the light, do so deliberately. They have forsaken God. For these souls, we
must pray that they change their path, a change that begins in the heart, so no matter where they
go in the world they’ll find their way.”
It was a message I would hear again and understand perfectly as a disciple, but that
moment, looking at the King of Kings, I grew impatient with all this fancy talk. What was my
brother trying to tell me about my one-time friend? Would I see him again?”
“Do you suppose he’s gotten himself into trouble somewhere?” I asked, looking back at
the road.
“Jude,” Jesus sighed, leading me up to the house, “do you really want to know?”
“No,” I answered with a shudder, “if it’s bad, I don’t want to know!”
“Then let’s go inside,” he coaxed gently. “I want to get out of these silly clothes. I could
use some sleep!”

Chapter Twenty-Nine
Business As Usual
The following day found Jesus, on his on initiative, back in the shop, sanding a table leg
that had been clamped to the workbench in an unfinished state. It was true that he had, before
leaving on his trip, taken over his responsibilities as the oldest son, but it hadn’t really taken hold
until today. There was blazing conviction in his blue eyes. I was the first to see this wondrous
sight—Jesus, not wandering in the hills or sitting under a tree in the garden, but acting as a
carpenter’s apprentice once more! I ran to tell Papa who was still eating breakfast. When James
and Joseph, who saw me race past, discovered Jesus in the shop, they grew angry. Jesus was
working on the table Papa had assigned to them, diligently, without pausing to gaze into the
unknown. There was sweat beading on his forehead. He was whistling happily under his breath
without a care in the world. James exploded in rage when Papa arrived to see this miracle for
himself.
“What is this?” he asked, gripping his head. “After all these months shirking your duties,
you just walk in and take over?”
“Yes, Jesus,” Joseph shouted accusingly, “you never cared about carpentry. You’re a
daydreamer and idler. What’re you trying to prove?”
“Enough,” said Papa, waving his hands, “leave Jesus alone!”
“What is happening?” Mama called from the kitchen window.
“James and Joseph are picking on Jesus!” I jumped and down excitedly.
Jesus now tried to diffuse the argument brewing. “That’s all right Papa, I don’t blame
them. After being away so long, I had no right—this is their project, not mine.”
Papa shook his head vigorously. “That is nonsense, Jesus. This is a business—we all
share the workload. What difference does it make who works on what?”
“It’s not fair,” Joseph ranted, “we’re the ones who helped your business, not him!
“Yes, Papa,” cried James, “we’re the ones who did all the chores, and he comes home
and gets a fine feast! While he wandered the hills talking to God, saw the world and reaped the
rewards, it was we, Joseph and I, who slaved in your shop.”
“My sons! My sons!” Papa spread his hands. “Don’t begrudge Jesus for whom he is.
That’s God’s doing. He is also a fine carpenter. You, yourselves, have done well. I appreciate
everything you’ve done, but it was right and proper that Jesus was given a feast. Your brother is
back now—safe from danger. Embrace him and be thankful that he is home!”
These words I would hear later, though worded much differently, when Jesus gave we,
his disciples, and a crowd of Galileans the parable of the Prodigal Son. Now, as Papa spoke it, it
fell on deaf ears. James and Joseph threw up their hands in despair then fled from the scene.
By now Mama, with Simon and the twins trailing behind, had arrived in front of the shop.
Ebenezer, one of the Pharisees in town we rarely saw, just happened to be passing by that
moment, and slowed down to cup his ear. James and Joseph had run into the orchard, hollering
insults against their heretical, “show off” brother. I was not surprised by Joseph’s behavior, but
this was a setback in James’ acceptance of Jesus. Papa, though very upset, tried to console Jesus,
who was on the verge of tears. Simon and I stood back in shock, as Mama glanced sheepishly

back at the road. I was angry with James and Joseph, but I felt sorry for them for the punishment
awaiting them now.
“You’re not to blame for your brothers’ mean-spiritedness,” I heard Papa say to Jesus,
“I’m very proud of you for returning to the shop. You’re a good woodworker, my son, but your
mother and I know God has plans for you.”
“I’m not a carpenter Papa—James and Joseph are,” Jesus argued gently. “Please don’t
punish them for my sake. They feel as if I’m an intruder, coming back the way I did. I should
not have touched this table—”
“Yes, you should,” Papa interrupted, handing him the shaver. “Please continue, while I
round up those malcontents. I will not tolerant this behavior in my house.”
“Joseph, Joseph.” Mama grabbed his arm. “There are people watching us!”
On cue, after Mama’s words, we looked at the road to catch sight of three more
onlookers: Habakkuk, Malachi, and Jubal—all fair weather friends of my parents, sniffing out
heresy again.
“If you punish them harshly,” Mama counseled sternly, “you will make them resent Jesus
that much more!”
“Well, Mary,” Papa sighed heavily, “what do you suggest I do?”
Sitting down heavily on a stool, as Mama searched for an answer, Papa glared at the
elders malingering on the road. From this point on, my parents talked in muted conversation,
which made it difficult for Simon and I to hear without inching ever closer.
“You heard what our sons shouted about Jesus.” Papa dropped his head into his hands.
“ ‘Jesus, servant of Beelzebub?’ ‘Jesus, who thinks he’s a god?’ Those are dreadful things,
Mary, said against their own brother.”
“Childish things, Joseph, and silly things.” Mama placed her tiny hand on his wooly
head. “For mere children, James and Joseph have witnessed drastic changes. They’ve stood
back and saw their oldest brother do strange and wondrous things, but they’ve suffered because
of Jesus’ strange ways. They have also suffered because their parents gave sanctuary to a
woman considered to be a witch and then adopted her son, who the townsfolk thought was also
possessed. Now we’ve adopted the nephew of a woman, who was a priestess of a pagan religion.
Our son has been called by the town rabbi a heretic and blasphemer, and we are now under the
protection of the Romans, which to our sons make us collaborators against our own people—”
“Enough,” groaned Papa, “you made your point Mary. For someone who can’t read,
where did you get such wisdom?”
I let out a gasp as Mama gave Papa a strange look, her eyes moving to the sky.
“Don’t answer that,” he said with a grin. “It came from the Lord, right?” “Come here,”
he crooked his finger, “let’s show our neighbors we’re not having a fight.”
Mama sat on his knee with a twinkle in her eye. Looking back over the years, it’s
difficult for me to believe that my mother was a virgin, though Jesus admitted it to me himself.
There was too much affection and love between my parents. This time, of course, they were
concerned about more rumors spreading in town. It was, I sensed even then, far too late for that.
Just these last moments James and Joseph launched more insults against Jesus. Ignoring their
rants, Papa rocked the little woman on his lap back and forth gently as Mama once did, herself,
to my brothers, sisters, and me. I looked at the table he had been working on and saw nothing
wrong with his efforts so far. Sanding was something even Simon and I could do without much

supervision, but shaving was another matter altogether since it reshaped the wood. Jesus must
have understood this too. Papa had unintentionally handed him the wrong tool. Laying the
ominous shaver down, he picked up the sanding block and resumed sanding the table leg with
careful, even strokes. Simon and I sat down quietly in the shop and watched, as Papa and Mama
murmured amongst themselves. With nothing more to hear, the four men across the street
continued on their way. Habakkuk, the original eavesdropper, waved at Papa before ambling
down the road.
Perhaps inspired by God, Jesus told us the story about the carpenter and his workers. I
don’t recall ever hearing this repeated during my discipleship with him, and yet it was his first
parable. This would become his favorite method of moral teaching to his disciples. Some of his
greatest parables, such as the Prodigal Son, were inspired by events with his family in Nazareth.
At the time, in fact, I thought this story was intended for Papa and his sons, until Jesus added the
last line, which I know now was intended for posterity.
He blue eyes flashed with illumination as he said, “There was a carpenter in Galilee, who
divided his work among his sons. Half of the sons worked hard all day but loved not their
chores, while the other half did their chores in light-hearted good cheer but did poor work.
When the carpenter saw the finished woodworks for each half of his sons, he saw smiles on the
faces of those who shirked their work and frowns on the others who slaved all day. Knowing
that cheerful workers would remain faithful, while unhappy workers would resent carrying the
workload, the carpenter paid the hard workers more money, but also paid the shirkers too, taking
special care to train these cheerful fellows in order to make them good workers too.” “In this
way,” Jesus said, looking up at the sky, “the self-righteous are rewarded and those seeking
righteousness may find the right path.”
One day, Jesus would explain to me privately that this parable, as the Spirit moved him,
was intended for his family only, and yet he confessed to me that it had a greater meaning. In a
wider sense, he clarified, James and Joseph, in their closed-mindedness, were likened to the selfrighteous Pharisees, and Simon and I, in our carefree attitude and acceptance of Jesus, were
likened to the common folk, who were slackers like ourselves. One day, he would scold the
Pharisees with the rebuke “I come not for the righteous but for the sinners,” but that hour in front
of the shop, it was a message of tolerance, aimed at James and Joseph, and also his youngest
brothers who must become good workers too. Unfortunately, Jesus had mentioned “money” in
his parable. Mama didn’t have a clue, at first, but the reaction in Papa was swift. Upon hearing
the word “money,” his ears pricked up, jaws dropped, and eyes widened in alarm. Before Jesus
had finished, Mama had climbed off Papa’s lap, and Papa was on his feet, shaking his head in
dismay.
“Now, calm down Joseph,” she said with concern, “Jesus was just telling us a story.”
“Are you serious?” He stared at him in disbelief. “Am I to pay James and Joseph for
helping me in my shop?”
“Yes,” he grinned, giving Simon and me a pat, “and we three must endeavor, under our
father’s tutelage, to become carpenters too.”
“What does that mean?” Simon wrinkled his nose.
“It means Papa will teach you and Jude to be apprentices like James and Joseph and that
I, as the oldest son, shall attend to my responsibilities, learn the business, and not waste time
wandering the hills.”

Simon and I clapped our hands and cheered this news. Papa stood there frowning at
Jesus, as Mama tried calming him down.
“There, there, Joseph,” she murmured, “take a deep breath, stop frowning. That’s it,
smile. You knew this moment was coming.”
“Jesus,” he exhaled his name, “—always the do-gooder. You also said that James and
Joseph are self-righteous yet must be rewarded for their work. You’re right on one account;
those two don’t love their work. You’ve been much too kind with them, Jesus. Sometimes, if I
don’t stand over them, they do sloppy work. Always they must work under duress. Do you
really think they deserve to be rewarded after the way they acted today?”
“No,” Jesus explained, tilting his head, “not a reward for bad behavior, only a payment as
wage earners. It will encourage them if you actually pay them and, as wage earners, give them a
sense of pride.”
“I can’t afford that,” Papa said flatly. “I had to buy special lumber. I’ve been saving to
rebuild the shop.”
“Did not Samuel offer to give you money for this?” asked Jesus bluntly.
Mama, Simon, and I nodded with approval at his reminder. An agitated look fell over
Papa’s face as he looked around at the group. Draping an arm over his shoulder, Mama cooed
softly, “Now Joseph, Jesus is right. Samuel offered to pay for this. It’s your pride that prevents
you from accepting help.”
“Pride nothing,” he fumed, stomping his foot, “it’s plain wrong. I don’t like the way
you’re all ganging up on me. I’m surprised you would suggest such a thing, Jesus. Did the Lord
tell you this?”
“Yes,” he nodded slyly, “accepting charity is not wrong. You said so yourself when you
helped your neighbors. It’s spirit in which it’s taken that matters most.”
“That would be greed.” Papa uttered a bitter laugh. “You think my neighbors would be
charitable to me?”
“They might not,” Jesus confessed, “but we’re the family of Joseph bar Jacob. Did not
the Hillel once say “What’s offensive to you, don’t do to another?”
“Hillel?” muttered Mama. “Whose Hillel? Where does he learn these things?”
“He was probably a scholar,” Papa snorted. “He certainly wasn’t a carpenter. It says in
the Torah, ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ Moses wrote that!”
Jesus laughed at his wit. Having been reminded of his vast knowledge, Mama beamed
with pride at Papa too, but Papa wasn’t won over by our smiles. He was, thanks to Jesus, being
shamed into paying us as wage. Until hearing Jesus’ story, I hadn’t expected being paid at all.
Like Simon, I did as little work as possible, especially in the shop, and yet Jesus, who included
slackers such as us, implied we would get a wage too. Papa must have read the expectation on
my face. As I stood there alongside of Simon, he raised an eyebrow, smiling wryly at me.
“Humph,” he grunted, “I suppose you’ll be wanting a pony.”
“Uh huh,” I nodded eagerly. “I’ll save up and buy it myself?”
Papa folded him arms and shook his head. “Jude—you rascal! It’s bad enough I have to
pay Jesus, James, and Joseph. What makes you think I can afford to pay you and Simon, too?
Samuel has said several strange things lately. I think he’s addled in the head. Right now, I must
decide what punishment is fitting for two of my sons.” “Do you agree with your mother,” he
called to Jesus, “that James and Joseph shouldn’t be punished?”

Jesus nodded, while Simon and I vigorously shook our heads.
“Does not Proverbs tell us ‘the man who spares the rod spoils his child?’” he challenged.
“James and Joseph aren’t little children anymore,” came Jesus reply; “they’re almost as
old as me.”
“Then they should grow up,” snapped Papa. “I’m running a business here!”
“Why won’t he take Samuel’s gifts?” I whispered to Simon.
“I dunno,” he said with a shrug. “Let’s go spy on James and Joseph. Boy they’re gonna
get it now!”
As my parents and Jesus discussed punishment and reward, I hoped Papa didn’t give in,
but I knew it wouldn’t be resolved this hour. Whether or not they would get punished for their
misbehavior or get paid for their lackluster work, Jesus would follow Hillel’s adage. One day it
would be rephrased by him when he was speaking to the multitudes, but that day it seemed very
indulgent after what James and Joseph had said. In a way Jesus was, as he would one day
counsel his disciples, turning the other cheek. Hopefully, if he had his way, Simon and I might
also get paid. Until then, we would continue being one of those cheerful workers in Jesus’ tale.
“Papa,” I interrupted artlessly, “can Simon and I go visit Nehemiah at Samuel’s house?”
“No,” he shook his head, “I’m still not comfortable with you children wandering around
town with rumors of Reuben being on the loose.” “Which reminds me Mary,” he gave her a
concerned look. “Our two malcontent sons are roaming the hills where Reuben and members of
his gang were spotted.”
“The Romans are protecting us,” I reminded Papa.
“Oh yes,” Papa groaned again, “ I just wish they’d be more discreet.”
That very moment Falco and Priam, two of Regulus’ men, saluted us as they finished
making another pass from the orchard to the front yard. Papa groaned but Mama grinned and
waved. Simon and I ran over to inspect their short swords, which the Romans called a gladius.
Already, I knew several of the soldiers in Nazareth. Leto, Gratian, Diblius, and Zeno, the other
guards we met in Odeh’s camp, were at this moment patrolling the hills in back of our house.
Regulus, himself, I suspected, would ride past our house, during his rounds, checking various
posts in town. Credit for our special relationship with the Romans, however, began with
Cornelius, whose duties, as prefect of the Galilean Cohort, kept him moving around many
Galilean cities and then Longinus, the centurion responsible for the legionnaires patrolling
Nazareth and other Galilean towns. Because Regulus was directly in charge of the sentries
patrolling our property and the nearby hills, he had become the most important Roman to us
now. He had, as Cornelius and Longinus, promised that Rome would watch over us. I knew
Papa was as grateful as Simon and I. The Romans seemed to be here to stay. With rumors of
Reuben and his thugs lurking about and reports of bandits on the roads, even Ezra begrudgingly
accepted this as a fact. This was, of course, more reason for James and Joseph to be rebellious.
We had become in Joseph’s words collaborators—Roman-loving Jews.
Mama nevertheless fed the guards and gave them wine. Simon, who had grown to
admire the Romans too, also collaborated with the Romans, as Mama and I, by giving the guards
fruit from our garden and freshly baked rolls. James and Joseph added to their list my crime of
corrupting Simon, who saw no profit joining forces with them.
Not withstanding James and Joseph, Falco and Priam, unlike the other four sentries, had
quickly grown fond of our family. Simon and I pranced and skipped around the big burly

Romans who ruffled our hair and beamed at my parents, as they ducked into the shop. With
Ebenezer, Habakkuk, and Jubal lurking about, they didn’t want to be seen collaborating again
with Romans, but it was, as Ezra told Papa before, “closing the barn after the cows escaped.”
The two men followed my parents into the shop, giggling, as if it was a game.
“Where are you-uu?” Priam teased.
“It’s hide and go seek,” chimed Falco, looking down at me, “like we played as kids.” “I
bet you and Simon play that a lot, eh?” He winked at us.
“No,” Joseph called from the side of the house, “we pretend we’re killing Romans. Go
away leave us alone!”
“Shut up, you idiot,” James tried hushing his brother up.
We followed the sentries across the yard. Peeking bravely out of his shop, Papa put on
his best face and greeted the Romans. Jesus stepped out into the sunlight eliciting immediate
recognition in their dark eyes. In the background, we could see other Romans riding past and
Ebenezer, Habakkuk and Jubal, reappearing on the side of the road, yet Jesus was unconcerned
with such notoriety and stood there chatting with the men.
“Ho! There’s that world traveler!” Falco called in good cheer.
“Been to Rome no less,” bubbled Priam. “Last time I been to Rome, I was a raw recruit.
Hey, is that true what everyone says?”
“That depends,” replied Jesus, receiving a pat on his shoulder. “What did you hear?”
“That you brought a dead bird back to life,” answered Falco.
“And you caused it to rain to put out a fire,” replied Priam.
“He did. He did indeed!” Simon piped.
“Jesus did a lot more than that!” I frowned indignantly.
“Are you men hungry?” Mama called from the darkness.
Priam removed his helmet and scratched his graying hair. “Well, some of the little
woman’s baking would be welcomed.”
Simon ran into the house to rummage through Mama’s pantry. He could run quite fast at
such times. Jesus seemed amused with this scene. As we waited for Simon to reappear with
bread or honey rolls, Papa looked self-consciously back at the road. At the soldier’s prodding,
Jesus admitted to the miracles but gave God the credit for the deeds. Out of modesty perhaps, he
failed to mention his miracles during his travels. He denied, as they insisted, that he was,
himself, a god.
“Anyone, if he or she prays hard enough, can do the same things,” he promised them
unequivocally. “I am but an instrument of the Lord!”
Papa cringed. Priam looked at him in disbelief. Falco now studied Jesus as if he might,
after all, be addled in the head. After whispering to each other, Priam and Falco looked across
the yard, their hands shielding their eyes from the sun.
“Those other boys hiding from us?” Falco gave Papa a troubled look.
“No,” Papa said defensibly, “they’re not hiding.”
“They don’t like us much, do they” grumbled Priam. “Sounded almost seditious a
moment ago.”
“Seditious?” pondered Papa. “That’s a rather strong word.”
“I must apologize for what Joseph said.” Mama’s countenance appeared in doorway to
the shop.

“I heard him say nothing wrong.” Falco gave her a surprised look.
Though wearing a faded blue dress and white headband, her stark blue eyes and milk
white skin startled the men. Papa laughed hysterically at their reaction. For a moment, I had
been afraid my brother Joseph would shout out more insults against Rome. I had also wondered
if Papa would take issue with what Priam had said. I wasn’t sure what seditious meant, but I was
sure it wasn’t good.
“It’s my third oldest son, Joseph, we beg pardon for,” Mama explained, shaking her head.
“Neither Joseph nor James speak for us. They’ve been upset a long time because of our
association with Rome.”
“Well, there’s good Romans and bad Romans,” replied Falco thoughtfully, “just like
there’s good and bad Jews. That Reuben fellow is a bad Jew.”
Papa sighed with relief. Jesus, who seemed to know the mind of God, was, as usual,
unruffled. Simon, Mama noted with dismay, now walked up with a tablecloth filled with rolls
and a flask slung over one arm. We would learn later that the flask was not filled with wine. For
several moments, after he passed around the rolls and offered the sentries the flask, we watched
the men devour the rolls and slurp down the juice. I regretted that there would be no rolls left for
the other guards or, for that matter, us. When they had finished, Falco thanked Mama profusely.
Priam wiped his stubbly beard, studying Simon and I for a moment with a jaundiced eye.
“You children should stick around the house awhile until we find Reuben and his band.”
He frowned severely. “Until we catch them rascals, this town won’t be safe!”
“He’s right boys,” said Falco, ruffling our hair. “There’s no telling where they might be.”
Though I had talked bravely to Simon about exploring the hills, I agreed with Priam.
Jesus and my parents agreed with Priam too. We listened to Priam and Falco discuss the latest
rumors about Reuben and his band. He and his cohorts in crime had been spotted in Sepphoris,
Bethel, and Nain, but reappeared in Nazareth just this week. Many of the townsfolk lied to
protect these murderers, and it was a certainty that they were being hidden at various “traitorous”
houses in town. Reuben had been seen and reported by the shepherds and many of concerned
Jews, but everyone, even the crusty Odeh, were afraid of collaborating with Rome. . . everyone
that it is except my parents, who were now under Rome’s protection, thanks to Regulus and his
men.
Priam and Falco thought it best if James and Joseph be brought home just to be safe. The
boys needed a firm hand during this crisis. Papa realized, as did the rest of us, that the Romans
meant well, but the two boys would consider it an utter betrayal if they were dragged home by
the guards. Young Joseph, though behaving as a child, had actually insulted Priam and Falco.
When Regulus suddenly appeared on the road, they took the opportunity to call out to the optio.
A look of horror fell over my parents’ faces. Hand in hand they raced after the men. Jesus
suddenly disappeared, I hoped to bring in our brothers, himself. I was torn between finding out
where he had gone and listening to the conversation taking place by the road. Simon and I
stayed close behind our parents, fearful that the Romans would, in fact, take matters into their
own hands. James and Joseph would, of course, never forgive any of us if they were chased
down by a pair of burly Roman guards.
Priam didn’t tell Regulus what Joseph had said. He simply said that the boy was
disrespectful and, eyeing Papa, added that he needed a good thrashing. The important matter,
both he and Falco insisted, was that none of Papa’s sons should be roaming the hills while

Reuben and his gang were on the loose. Papa and Mama agreed with them and they promised to
discipline James and Joseph but begged the optio to let them bring in the boys in without
interference from the guards. Regulus, who had already witnessed the boys’ dislike of Romans,
was immediately predisposed to teaching them a lesson. I remember the momentary dread I felt,
which was my first experience with Roman caprice. Since then, through my years growing up as
the brother of Jesus and then as his disciple, my admiration for Roman soldiers matured to
respect and wisdom. The Romans can’t be trifled with. Simon and I, with mouth agape, reacted
as children when the optio shouted at Papa and we broke into tears.
“No, Joseph, this it not the first time one of your sons spoke seditiously about Rome.
There are many other youths in Nazareth with this attitude but none in households being guarded
so well by our men. Did you know that James and Joseph heckle my men every day?”
“No!” We all uttered at the same time. This was a revelation even to Simon and I, who
had snuck into the orchard several times to watch the Romans hike past. Obviously, our
encounter with the Romans at the shepherds’ camp had not been the first time Regulus’ men
passed through.
“We said we were sorry Regulus,” Papa sounded desperate, “and we promised to punish
our sons. Please don’t make an issue of this!”
“You obviously can’t control your sons,” the optio pointed accusingly, “or they wouldn’t
continue insulting your protectors like this.”
“We were unaware they were heckling your men,” Mama said tearfully. “Why didn’t
someone tell us this before now.”
“No one told you?” Regulus looked at her in disbelief.
I felt a sudden pang of guilt, since I had recently heard James and Joseph showing the
Romans disrespect, but I was unaware of all those other times, so I held my tongue. My parents
argued with Regulus for several moments. Papa confessed his disappointment that they would
show such impatience for mere boys when there were many adults in town who might be
harboring murderers in their homes. When Regulus demanded to know their names, Papa
realized his mistake immediately and tried to downplay his words.
“I-I have heard only rumors,” he sputtered, gripping Mama’s hand. “Reuben and his
friends have relatives in this town. Do you want me to incriminate my neighbors?”
“Yes,” Regulus sneered, “have you forgotten the hatred Reuben has toward your family?”
“I haven’t seen Reuben since that night,” Papa muttered almost to himself. “This has all
gotten completely out of hand.”
“Regulus,” Mama implored gently, “you don’t understand our people. We have strived
to be good citizens and honor Rome. We are so grateful for your protection against our foes.
But please don’t force my husband to speak ill of our friends and neighbors on hearsay. Already,
many of them resent us because of the Romans in town.”
Something in Mama’s speech or expression caused the look on the optio’s face to soften.
Though he continued to frown, a crooked smile registered slowly on his face. There were times
when I wondered if our mother, like Jesus, might have special powers. When he looked back at
Papa, his expression hardened again and yet, to our great relief, he didn’t press Papa to inform on
townsmen who were relatives of Reuben and his friends. What helped change the subject,
however, was the sudden appearance of Jesus, James, and Joseph in the yard. With a long

switch, Jesus was coaxing the two boys to move ahead of him as if prodding a pair of stubborn
goats.
“Spare the rod and spoil the child,” he called out cheerily.
My parents broke into hysterical laughter. The three Romans studied this strange
procession with mirth.
“Where did you find them?” asked Papa. “Did you really use the switch?”
“No,” Jesus replied, coaxing the boys forward. “James and Joseph know they’ve gone too
far. They come at their own freewill. They have something they want to say.”
“We’re sorry,” James was the first to speak. “Please don’t be angry with Papa for what
we’ve done.”
Regulus stood there in front of Joseph, who had a belligerent look on his face. It was
clear to everyone when Joseph mumbled his apology that he was not sincere, but James was
visibly frightened with the Roman presence in front of our house. It was Joseph’s voice we
heard heckling the guards, not James, and yet Joseph just stood there glaring at the Romans, his
look belying his words.
Regulus swaggered over to Joseph now, his hands on his hips, his crooked smile turning
into a smirk. “I know your brother’s sorry. I heard it in his words and saw it in his eyes. The
question is, ‘are you sorry?’ I was told that it was you, not James, who insulted my men. Yet I
see only anger and resentment on your face. You’re not sorry Joseph; you’re just angry you got
caught. Why do you hate us so? Explain this to me, Joseph son of Joseph.”
Joseph thought for only a moment before a flood of pent-up emotion poured out of his
mouth. Much of what he said was repetitious, unintelligible rage but I could make out key
phrases, I’ve heard other citizens in Nazareth mutter: “The Romans look for reasons to persecute
our people. . . They don’t respect our religion and tradition. . . They bleed us dry with taxes.”
There was nothing original in Joseph’s criticism. When he was finished, Papa and Mama sighed
wearily. I was glad that he didn’t come up with anything personal, such as “The Romans stink of
garlic or they tromp on Mama’s garden.” Joseph could not look Regulus in the eyes, which for a
Roman was an insult, in itself.
“Is that all?” A snarl played on his chiseled face. “You think we haven’t heard that
before?”
Falco laughed derisively at Joseph’s effort. “Persecution, taxation, lack of respect. You
can’t come up with anything better than that?”
“There the same reasons we get everywhere we go,” Regulus sighed heavily. “We’ve
heard this a thousand times!”
“Well, you listen here boy,” spat Priam, “We didn’t choose to be here. We came with
the legion. I’d much rather be stationed in Rome or Greece. It was Pompey who planted the
Eagles in your so-called Promised Land. I’m getting pretty tired of ingrates like you blaming us
for that.”
“Do you even know why you hates us?” Regulus studied Joseph’s expression. “It might
be fashionable for hothead Jews like you to hate Romans, but to take this general attitude and
apply it us personally is unfair, unreasonable and unjust. We, my men and I, have done nothing
wrong to you. Are you, Joseph, to blame for your father’s sins?”
It was a question that would plague Jesus in his coming ministry. For now I saw Jesus
eyebrows raise from that inner voice that he called “my Father.” It had begun with Adam and

Eve. Throughout the Torah, I would learn, the Lord appeared to visit punishment on succeeding
generations for Adam and Eve’s original sin. Once again, from a pagan Roman, Jesus would
here words he would one day incorporate into his parables, that I, Jude, would be witness to.
My father, who had also been moved by the Roman’s words, walked over to the third
oldest son. Jesus, Simon, and I also crowded around Joseph. It was Mama, who had smote
Joseph before for his attitude, who sprang forth with righteous anger in her blue eyes.
“You ungrateful child!” She shouted tearfully. “Where did you get such hate? You
couldn’t accept Michael and even little Nehemiah in our house. Since you found out that you
were all adopted, you can scarcely accept us as your parents. You’ve always been jealous and
resentful of Jesus for his special ways.” “Your hatred toward these men is undeserving and a
disgrace to your father’s house.” She wrung her finger in Joseph’s face. “These Romans are here
to protect us from our enemies, and yet you curse them and call them names. Instead of
apologizing as James, you cannot even look at them. Are they worse than the men who wanted
to stone poor Mariah or that awful man who wanted to destroy our house? Are they worse than
Herod, our one-time king, who had hundreds of children killed, just to destroy our first born
son?”
Mama’s hand flew up to her mouth. Joseph winced at her words but said nothing. She,
with her usual thoughtlessness, had brought up a sore subject. More importantly it was a topic
too controversial for Roman ears. Fortunately, my parents were able to avoid explaining a story
they barely understood themselves by Joseph, himself. Whether through earnest feeling or the
necessity of pleasing our mother, he stood forth, looked squarely into Regulus, Priam, and
Falco’s eyes and declared “I have sinned against you and shamed my parents. I beg your pardon.
I promise never to cause problems again. Please don’t blame my father for sin.”
It had been stated in reverse of Regulus question, which caused me to clap my hands with
delight. Priam and Falco frowned with disbelief at Joseph’s remorse, but Regulus appeared to be
satisfied with what he heard, strapped on his helmet, and mounted his horse. Papa promised the
optio that there would be no more trouble from his sons. Regulus nodded curtly and gently
kicked his horse. Jesus smiled at the Romans, bid them good day, and began walking across the
yard. Papa studied Joseph a moment but said nothing, then accompanied Mama, arm-in-arm, to
the house. Simon and I giggled foolishly, as the Roman officer road away. Left to appraise
Joseph, with James standing nervously nearby, were two of our most important sentries.
“Time will tell.” Priam sneered at them, as they swaggered away. “We’ll see how sorry
that Joseph-fellow is when Papa and Mama aren’t around.”
“You keep an eye on that brother of yours,” Falco called to James. “You just didn’t get
caught.”
“I’ll watch him,” James said in a quivering voice. “I give you my word.”
And so ended James and Joseph’s rebellion against Rome. Simon and I ran off to romp
in the orchard until dinner. That evening our family would pay Samuel a visit to see how
Nehemiah and the old Pharisee were feeling. Though he rightly deserved it, Joseph would not be
punished this time. We would, in fact, all pretend that we were a normal family again. Another
milestone had been reached in our household: Joseph and James had made peace with Rome.
How genuine Joseph’s contriteness was would be shown in the days ahead in his silent display of
contempt for the men guarding our house, but, with the exception of James, his confident and co-

conspirator, he would never utter a word of contempt for the Romans in earshot of the rest of us
again.
******
Our visit to Samuel’s house that evening would be short, just long enough for Mama to
bring him some of her lentil stew, check on Samuel and Nehemiah, and discuss their condition
with Abner, the physician. We were all encouraged about Nehemiah’s recovery. With the
proper diet and the special potions concocted by the physician, his condition would continue to
improve, Abner reassured us. Soon, when Abner would have to leave Samuel’s house to make
his rounds, Nehemiah would be able to come home with us. From that point, added the
physician, it was up to God. Samuel, as old and infirmed as he was, had improved enough to
take short walks if assisted by his servants. It would be good if Mama and the rest of us
continued to visit him once or twice a week to keep his spirits up.
During this period, when Jesus had retaken his rightful place as the oldest son, James and
Joseph appeared to have accepted their plight among the younger sons. It was assumed by Papa
that Jesus would eventually inherit his shop. Such an inheritance would end when Jesus mission
began, but, of course, no one knew about this then. Though it was customary for the oldest son
to take control of the family business, we knew our kind hearted brother would share it with us
or at least employ us as carpenters too. None of us wanted to think about Jesus birthright, since
it meant Papa would be dead. Our sisters wouldn’t have to worry because they would find
husbands to provide for them, but we, the younger sons, would have to serve our oldest brother
or fend for ourselves. If he ran the shop, Jesus would be a generous master. Unless the shop
expanded its business, however, it seemed unlikely to me that we could all be employed. Simon
and I were so far down the line, it made little difference to us when Jesus claimed his birthright,
but it was one more bone of contention for the second and third oldest sons.
One day, as Simon and I tagged along with our parents to Samuel’s house, Jesus stayed
behind to resume his trade. As he had boasted that day Priam and Falco paid us a visit, he would
continue to learn the craft. While Papa was away, James and Joseph would presume to be his
teachers. There would be no more idling in the hills! James and Joseph, who secretly resented
Jesus, would take this opportunity to heckle and taunt him as they had years before. Neither my
parents, Simon nor I would ever know the substance of their conversation, but when Papa
returned home and found James and Joseph working diligently in the shop and Jesus nowhere in
sight, he grew suspicious, as did Simon and I.
“Where is your brother?” Papa asked James.
“Jesus said he would show me how to use the scraper.” I looked around with
disappointment.
Joseph looked up from the tabletop he was sanding. “Are we are brother’s keeper?”
“Careful. . . .Cain asked that same thing of God,” replied Papa, looking at each son.
“Cain slew Abel.” James said in a matter-of-fact tone. “We can’t slay the Son of God
with mere words.”
Papa flew into a momentary rage. “Don’t call him that. He never made that claim. Did
you boys say something mean to Jesus? Where did he go? Why did he leave the shop?”
“We said nothing mean to our brother,” said James, blowing the dust off the leg he was
scraping. “Suddenly, during our training, he stomped his foot and stormed from the scene.”

“Training? I can image how that went!” Papa gave out a bitter laugh. “What did you
teach Jesus today?”
Joseph replied. “I was teaching him how to sand with the grain correctly.”
“And I showed him the proper method of evenly scraping the wood,” declared James. “Is
it our fault Jesus is always day dreaming and walking in the hills?”
Papa seemed too upset to respond. Wringing his finger severely, he left on an ominous
note. “So help me, I’d better not find out you’ve been mean to him again!”
Jesus would not deliberately tattle on us unless we were doing something unsafe or were
harming someone else, but unfortunately Jesus couldn’t lie. Simon and I knew that Papa would
not force him to inform on his brothers, especially on such a trivial matter. Nevertheless we
watched Papa stormily exit the shop and charge down the path. Looking angrily over my
shoulder, I followed Simon out the shop door. James and Joseph were up to their old tricks.
Jesus had already withdrawn back into the hills. I sensed, as did Papa and Simon, that our
brothers had, in fact, made Jesus feel badly as he learned the trade. Suddenly, as we had so
many times before while spying on the shepherds or Romans, we began dogging Papa’s trail.
Soon, after we snuck from bush to bush, enjoying our new game, we looked ahead to see
Papa pause in the same clearing he had taken Jesus, after he cured the dead bird. There, not far
from a rock at which he knelt to pray, Jesus stood looking up to the sky. Carefully, as we had on
that day James, Joseph, Simon, and I eavesdropped on Jesus and Papa, we hid behind the same
bushes and craned our ears to hear.
“Jesus,” Papa called out gently, “I know they’ve been taunting you. I don’t know what
they said to you, but you can’t give up like this. My shop will yours someday. I know you’ll
always look after your brothers. It’s a good thing you, not James or Joseph, are my oldest son. I
promise you that I won’t leave you alone with them anymore.” “Come back to the shop,” he said,
walking up to grasp Jesus shoulders. “. . . Your mother is worried. Simon and Jude are upset
too.”
“Yes, my little brothers are glad I’m back,” said Jesus, wiping his eyes.
“Tell me one thing my son.” Papa heaved a loud sigh. “You have the ability to see into
people’s hearts. What is wrong with James and Joseph. Will they forever remain angry with
you, your mother, and I?”
“No,” Jesus answered slowly, “. . . but their anger for the Romans was so exaggerated, I
think it was misplaced. It was their resentment for being adopted and the fact I was born of the
flesh from our mother that caused their recent outbursts. . . They don’t understand Papa. I don’t
completely understand myself. But we both know that carpentry is not what God wants me to
do.”
After what Samuel had said, I was not surprised by this statement. Perhaps it was
because I didn’t want to face the truth, but I hoped that Jesus would stay with us as long as
possible. Though I could not bring my self to think about it, I wanted Jesus to take over from
Papa, but I sensed that he would be a great religious leader someday. This realization had grown
in me since the day he departed on his journey, but I think the seed of this knowledge had been
planted in my mind that day Jesus cured the dead bird.
Inexplicably Papa and Jesus spoke in muted voices now, so Simon and I took the cue and
slipped back up the path to our front yard. There, on the garden bench beneath the fig tree,
Simon turned to me with a question I had pondered for a long time.

“Jude,” he asked, reaching up for a plum. “What does God want Jesus to do?”
I thought a moment. “I dunno…something important. Even he doesn’t know.”
“That day, after curing the bird,” Simon said thoughtfully, biting into the plum, “Jesus
said many strange things. Mama said strange things too: Jesus was born in a stable, men brought
him gold, Herod killed all those children. A little while ago, she started talking about Herod
again. Our parents have many secrets. There’s more they’re not telling us.”
“Yeah,” I sighed wistfully, “. . . more secrets”
Simon struggled unknowingly that moment with a great truth. “Those words he said that
day—my father, not our father—my father. . . . Just who is Jesus suppose to be?
“I don’t know,” I answered with a shudder, “Jesus doesn’t know that himself.”
“Hah!” Simon said, munching on his plum. “Jesus knows everything. You said so
yourself!”
As sat there chewing on the fruit, I found his nonchalant curiosity about this subject
repulsive as he devoured the plum. I wanted to stuff fingers into my ears, drum my feet on the
ground, and chant “la-la-la” until he went away. Instead, I looked him squarely in his dull eyes,
picked a plum, and tossed it symbolically into yard. “Simon,” my voice quivered, “I don’t want
to think about this anymore, all right? There’s a reason why we don’t understand this…I sense
this. I feel it in my very bones. I’ve even dreamed about it. Do you really want to know?”
“No,” he answered, shaking his head thoughtfully, “I don’t. It’s scary. No, let’s go find
some berries!”

Chapter Thirty
Circle of Prayer

The days following Papa’s discussion with Jesus were difficult for Simon and I. Though
we vowed to each other to let the matter drop, the question we wanted to ask Papa—who is
Jesus?—was on the tip of our tongues. It became a tenet of faith to his disciples, but at the time
it was too fantastic to believe. We were Jesus’ family. How could we accept the possibility that
he might be the Son of God?
After our encounter with Regulus, Priam, and Falco, it was more important than ever for
Papa to keep his sons busy. Before anyone dare protest, Papa quoted an age-old adage “an idle
mind is Satan’s playground.” In accordance with Jesus’ parable, he expected all of us to perform
our chores. There would be no slackers. Papa would cut the logs, shaping them into the rough
parts of tables, benches or stools. Jesus, James, and Joseph would scrape and sand the parts
before assembly. Papa would glue and peg the pieces together into furniture. When we were not
working in the garden, Simon and I would help rub down and polish the furniture so that we felt
as if we had taking part in the finished pieces. James and Joseph might grumble to themselves
and Jesus occasionally fall into a quiet prayer, but there were no arguments or hard words spoken
between us. When Simon and I were through with our chores, we would scamper down the path
to play in the orchard. Mama, aided by the twins, would clean the house, pick vegetables from
the garden, and bake bread and pastries for lunch or dinner.
On the day that Abner paid us a visit to inform us that Nehemiah was ready to come
home, Papa and his older sons set aside their tools. Mama shouted to Simon and I from the back
door that Nehemiah was coming home. I was thrilled. Because this meant that I would divide
my time now between Nehemiah and him, Simon was not quite so delighted. As we ran up to
the house, I promised Simon that I would give him equal time. It was bad enough that James and
Joseph would begin taunting Nehemiah and I when he returned. We didn’t need three brothers
stalking us as we played.
Papa insisted that all us be there to accompany Nehemiah as he hobbled home. James
and Joseph were less than enthusiastic about the excursion and trailed moodily behind us, as I
skipped and pranced ahead of my parents, Jesus, and Simon up the road. When we arrived at
Samuel’s house, the Pharisee greeted us on his own two feet. We were led by Samuel, himself,
to Nehemiah’s room, where we were met half way by two servants with Nehemiah in tow. He
still looked weak and sickly, but there was great joy on his jaundiced face. Jesus and I ran to him
and, with the servants nod, now led our adopted brother back down the hall. I felt a twinge of
sadness that Simon hung back with Joseph and James, but Mama and Papa more than made up
for this by the reception they gave Nehemiah at home. Samuel was unable to make the short trip.
He could barely stand up as his servant led him around. Before Abner departed with the fee paid
by Samuel, he told us discreetly that it was miracle that the old man was even alive. Nehemiah,
he also confessed, was not ready for strenuous activity.
A strange thought filled my head as Nehemiah sat with us at our table. It would be so
very nice if my old friends, Uriah and Michael, could be with Nehemiah and my family now. It

was not Uriah’s fault that he had Joachim as a father, and Michael, after all, had never had a
normal life. Though I might never see Michael again, I had to believe Uriah would find a way to
visit his old friends again. As I looked across the table at Simon, I wondered if he would once
again romp with me in the woods if Nehemiah joined our games.
After a long rambling prayer by Jesus, which Papa and Mama punctuated with amens, we
toasted to Nehemiah’s health, turned our attention to the special stew Mama had cooked up, and
broke into idle chatter at the table. Papa complimented Mama’s cooking and discussed with us
his plains for remodeling the shop. Though Papa didn’t bring up his name, I wondered if, after
all of his fine words, Samuel was going to pay for this enterprise. The twins were fidgeting on
their stools, and Simon was staring glumly into his bowel as silence fell over our group.
Into this pause, as we munched and slurped our dinner, Papa asked cheerily through a
mouthful of stew. “So Nehemiah, how was it at Samuel’s house?”
“He told me to call him uncle,” Nehemiah answered wanly. “He let me eat anything I
wanted and had his servants entertain me. Even though he was sick like me, he made sure
someone watched me at all times.”
“Abner has done marvelously.” Mama smiled sweetly. “We are indebted to him for
bringing back yours and Simon’s health.”
Nehemiah nodded, but his voice had grown faint. I don’t see how he could agree with
Mama’s statement. He didn’t look well at all. For that matter, according to Abner, Samuel was
lucky just to be alive. Nehemiah was moving slowly, as convalescents often do, which did not
surprise us. We expected him to be weak from his illness. He had barely touched his bowl,
however, his hand trembled, and he seemed to drink his juice with difficulty as he lifted his cup.
For a moment, I thought my parents would vocalize their concern. Instead, Mama reached
across the table to steady his cup. Papa, who sat next to Nehemiah, placed his arm around his
shoulders as if to stabilize him, while I reached over to squeeze his free hand.
Breaking the silence this time was Jesus’ voice. “Nehemiah, tell us the truth. . . How do
you feel this hour?”
“Not my best,” he confessed. “Abner said it will take time for me to get back my full
strength.”
This was an understatement, but Nehemiah put on his best face. His bloodless lips and
lackluster eyes belied his smile. Another pause followed as Jesus and my parents looked at each
other—a form of “eye talk” in which the raising and lowering of the eyebrows and movement of
the pupils signaled various moods. I couldn’t eat anymore and was beginning to feel bored.
Abigail and Martha, who had barely touched their meal, were excused and told to go play
outside, and Simon, who had bolted his food down was once again falling asleep.
“I think we should have a prayer circle!” Papa piped enthusiastically. “What do you say
Mama? Jesus?”
“Another one?” James groaned.
“I think it’s a great idea,” Mama nodded in agreement. “We could form our circle after I
clean up the dishes.”
“Yes,” Jesus said thoughtfully, “but what does Nehemiah think about this? Let’s ask him
first.”
“Will it be like the one for me last time?” Nehemiah asked dubiously. “I’m not that far
gone!”

“No, it won’t be like before,” explained Mama gently, “you can sit right where you are,
and we’ll make our circle nearby. I think the Lord will understand.”
“No, no, he must be in the center of the circle, like he was before,” I exclaimed, dragging
a stool out onto the floor.
“Good grief,” grumbled Joseph. “Why do we need a prayer circle? Why can’t we pray
like everyone else?”
“Because,” Jesus replied, glaring at James and Joseph, “it’s our family’s way.”
“I think Jude’s right,” said Papa, rising up and extending his arms. “We’ll make our circle
around Nehemiah while he sits on the stool.”
Quickly, we assisted Mama in clearing off the table, heaping bowls, cups and spoons into
the sink Papa had constructed last Spring. When the table was clean, Jesus placed a lamp on it,
perhaps for inspiration. Nehemiah struggled to his feet. Papa and I helped seat him on the stool,
while Mama motioned for James and Joseph to join in. Already, they were sliding back into
their old ways. As Nehemiah sat forlornly on this stool with my arm on his shoulder to keep him
from falling off, Mama scurried outside to bring in the twins, whom she warned sternly to keep
silent during our prayers.
“Do you think that’s wise?” Papa frowned. “They’ll just fuss and fidget.”
“They’re part of the family,” reasoned Mama, “and not to young to pray.”
“All right everyone, gather in.” Papa snapped his fingers. “Mama take my hand. James,
Joseph, Simon, stop grumbling and join the ring.”
Abigail and Martha were on each side of me, which annoyed me greatly. Martha, who
joined first with Papa, grabbed Mama’s free hand, but Simon refused to hold Abigail’s hand until
Papa reached over and thumped his head. James and Joseph were very annoyed when Jesus
clasped their hands on each side of him, and then told them to join respectively with Papa and
Simon. When our ring was complete, the circle for prayer seemed tighter than before. As I
looked down at Nehemiah in the shadows, I tried to flash him a big grin but my lips twitched into
a snarl and I felt myself frowning and shaking my head. This might turn out to be a fiasco. In a
few moments, I was certain the twins would be fidgeting so much they would be expelled to the
yard. This would make our little circle even smaller. James, Joseph, and Simon were in grouchy
moods and would offer little weight in our joint prayers to God. Although I had confidence in
our circles after seeing Uriah and Nehemiah rescued from the angel of death, Nehemiah, himself,
was not up to this effort, and I doubted if he had the energy to pray.
Jesus once said that, in order for prayers to work, everyone in the circle had to send up
their petitions as one great voice. This evening we would be sending up a much smaller voice. . .
Would God listen? If it was true, as Jesus said, that life depends upon divine will, what if it was
God’s plan that Nehemiah die? Would not this be a cruel joke to him after making him go
through another circle of prayer?
“Jesus will you consecrate our ring?” Papa looked at the eldest son.
“Yes, of course, Papa,” he answered softly. “I will grab God’s ear.”
This seemed slightly irreverent to my untutored mind, but I knew that Jesus, as well as
my parents, would pray very hard. I decided to give it my best effort too, noting that the twins
were standing quietly with their eyes tightly shut.
“Close your eyes, as Jesus once instructed,” Mama ordered the remaining sons.

When everyone’s eyes were closed and heads were bowed, Jesus gave us a prayer that
revealed the afterlife, a shadowy realm for us until he began to discover his divinity. I sensed,
and I’m sure the others did too, that Nehemiah would be meeting the Lord soon. I could see
doubt on everyone face, except Jesus, and yet our prayer circle might be Nehemiah’s only
chance. Always Jesus had talked of accepting God’s will, but now he was, we would discover,
asking God to change his mind.
“Lord,” he called out in a loud adolescent voice, “we gather here on behalf of the newest
member to our family: Nehemiah bar Tobias. We don’t know your mind, but ask, it be your will,
that you give back Nehemiah’s health. We, who believe in an afterlife, do not fear death,
because we know that God gathers up the righteous. Yet here beneath heaven the righteous are
stricken down with the ungodly. The young die as readily as the old. And yet we pray that you
spare one frail child. Nehemiah’s health was shaped by his previous home. Here, in our home,
he has been given a new family and a new life, and he suffers unjustly because of his past. The
young should not parish for the sins of the old. Before being stricken down, a boy should be
allowed to grow into a man. We know that heaven is a wondrous place, but please, Lord, give
Nehemiah this chance. Listen to our pleas, as one voice, and hold back the Angel of Death for
Nehemiah until he has lived a long, productive life.”
“Amen,” we mumbled.
Now that it was our turn, I wondered how we could improve upon his prayer. It had been
perfect. With my eyes tightly shut, I saw my white horse again, which always happened when I
closed my eyes. Rushes of emotion, which I tried to suppress, flooded uncontrollably into my
mind as my parents gave God their requests. I could not hear them, but I could feel tension and
heard occasional exhalations and inhalations of breath. Ultimately, I uttered only a very short
prayer, myself, over and over again as a chant: “Please spare Nehemiah. . . Please spare
Nehemiah.” I saw no reason why Jesus would think of another prayer, himself. Nehemiah, who
had sat motionless a few moments, was now ready to fall off his stool. I didn’t expect the twins
to do anything but stand in utter torment until given their reprieves. I discovered, as I peeked out
at the group, that my other brothers were not trying at all. They were fidgeting even more than
the twins. So it seemed to me that, outside of Jesus’ introduction and my simple plea,
Nehemiah’s fate would be determined by my parents’ prayers. I saw, after sneaking a peek one
last time, Papa and Mama mumbling feverishly. James, Joseph, and Simon, on the other hand,
were staring impatiently at the floor. Mama was ignorant, as she prayed, of the distressed state
of the twins. Only I, among her children had made a serious effort and, as the moments dragged
on, I felt as I if my head would explode.
Reaching out to steady Nehemiah until the ordeal was over, I asked the Lord to end our
prayer circle soon. When Jesus was giving his introductory prayer, Papa and Mama had also
reached out occasionally to steady Nehemiah on his stool. I was not strong enough to do this
alone. Now that they were absorbed in their own prayers, however, he tilted back suddenly, as I
lost my hold, and tumbled with a thud onto the floor. Looking down in horror, everyone gasped,
released each other’s hand, and reached down in panic to the unconscious boy. My parents, with
Jesus help, lifted him up and laid his limp body on the table.
“Oh my Lord,” cried Mama, “it was too much for him.”
“That’s the way he wanted it.” Papa shook his head in dismay.
“It would have been better if he had been lying down during the prayer,” Jesus observed.

Jesus opened Nehemiah’s eyelids to check his pupils.
“Is he dead?” I asked fearfully.
“No,” Jesus said calmly, “his pupils move, which means his brain’s alive.”
“Yes,” Papa nodded with relief, checking his pulse, “and I saw Abner do this once. It
means blood is flowing in his veins.”
“He lives,” I exclaimed halfheartedly, “but will he be all right?”
In spite of the signs of life, he remained unconscious, which was not encouraging in spite
of what Jesus and Papa had said. Was this God’s answer to us? What if Nehemiah didn’t wake
up? Would the Angel of Death enfold Nehemiah in his wings?
“Something must have gone wrong,” Joseph said to James. “Jesus gave us a great
prayer.”
“We were all suppose to pray,” Jesus said accusingly. “You and James didn’t even try.”
“They want Nehemiah to die,” I cried. “He and James both do!”
“That’s not true,” Joseph replied defensibly, “I had my eyes closed. I tried to pray!”
“Liar, liar,” I jumped and down excitedly. “I peaked once and saw Joseph and James
staring at the floor. They didn’t even try!”
“I’m sorry,” James apologized faintly, “but nothing came.”
“I tried,” Simon said tearfully, “but it got all messed up in my head.
Jesus, I sensed, knew immediately that James and Joseph lied. To Simon, who admitted
during previous circles that he had trouble closing his eyes and praying, Jesus gave an
understanding nod.
“Simon tells the truth,” he reached out to embrace the fourth brother.
Simon now sobbed in Jesus arms. I stood there close to my oldest brother, wondering
why he failed to save Nehemiah and yet saved that silly bird. I could almost hear the Angel of
Death, his wings fluttering as he hovered invisibly over the stricken boy. Mama wept along with
Simon. Papa grieved quietly, as I stared numbly around the room. Jesus, however, was calm
and thoughtful as he looked down at my friend. His voice was barely a whisper, but I heard it as
if it had been shouted in my ear “Awaken. Open your eyes. Come back little child. Awaken
from your dark sleep.”
Such high expectations filled me. Nehemiah stirred so faintly no one but I, who paid
close attention to his movements, noticed the change. His eyelids fluttered, he let out a gasp,
then, after countless blinks finally opened his eyes. Once again, as before, when he seemed on
death’s door, he just lie there with that deadpan look: awake, but not fully conscious—the very
picture of a wasting illness.
“That’s it?” I blurted, looking in disbelief at Jesus and then at the semi-conscious body
below.
“Nehemiah will grow stronger,” Jesus announced with a confident smile. “This is God’s
will.”
“We should be thankful,” Mama said unconvincingly.
Simon, as I, was confused. My parents appeared to be disappointed too. As James and
Joseph slinked out of the room, Papa looked around the kitchen for some wine. For a brief
moment, I mentally escaped again on my great white horse, but soon my spirits plunged back
down to earth where Nehemiah lay on the table, unresponsive and far worse than before.

Today, I can write that Jesus had, in a more subtle way, saved Nehemiah’s life, but to my
brothers and me, who were still children, it seemed as if the prayer circle had misfired this time.
More importantly to us, Jesus’ power of healing had fallen short of the expected results. No one
really thought that our circle would immediately bring Nehemiah’s health back, but just these
last moments I believed that Nehemiah would be sitting up on the table fully alert and talkative,
not this glassy-eyed, pasty skinned shadow below.
Once again, as I had when Jesus divinity first brimmed, I ran from the scene—out of the
house, across the yard, and into the street with no destination in mind. This time, unlike the first
time, I was not angry with Jesus for his airs. I had finally accepted him for not being like the rest
of us. He was indeed special—maybe even divine, and so I couldn’t understand why this wasn’t
his best effort. Nehemiah was, after all, a person, not a bird. Did it make sense that a mere
sparrow could be made whole and not a young boy? And what about Levi, I recalled, feeling a
sudden stab of anger. He would save someone who was practically a stranger over our family’s
adopted son. Perhaps what my mind was warring against the most was this notion of what the
Lord wanted. How could I be angry with Jesus if this was God’s will? It seemed perfectly
obvious to me that Nehemiah was not long for this world. Jesus might even have gotten himself
into trouble “tempting” God.
During what seemed like an aimless walk, I knew that Nehemiah’s failing health, not any
failure of Jesus, was the cause of my sudden flight. I felt helpless against God’s will. When I
found myself on the bridge as before, I awakened as would a sleepwalker, realizing my mistake
at once. This was not two years ago, when Reuben was not running amuck in the hills and our
family were not being guarded by Romans to protect us from he and his gang. Members of
Reuben’s gang, including Reuben himself, might very will be out there watching me right now.
There was no place for me to go but back home—right now, quickly and without delay. As I ran
back home, I first met Longinus riding down the road. Unlike Cornelius, Longinus was not
happy to see me at all.
“Jude, you naughty boy,” he scolded, “get home at once!”
“I-I’m sorry Longinus,” I stammered, “I didn’t mean to go this far.”
“Sorry indeed,” he called back sternly, “you’re not safe outside your yard. You stay
home and out of those blasted hills!”
As he galloped away on his fine black horse, I would never have imagined the role he
would play in Jesus’ life. All that mattered to me this day was that he was responsible for the
security of my family. It didn’t matter to me that the prefect Cornelius, himself, had told him to
do it. I saw in Longinus scolding more than mere concern for duty. Longinus, like Cornelius, I
sensed, without knowing why, had been predisposed toward our family. As the Lord watched
over His only begotten son, this would one day be obvious to me. Coming the opposite way
now, with looks of concern on their faces was most of my family. Mama had stayed behind to
watch over Nehemiah, but following reluctantly behind Papa and Jesus were James, Joseph, and
Simon.
“Jude, why did you run out of the house?” Papa lifted me up and shook me gently. “Just
after you left, Nehemiah asked for a cup of water.”
“See, I told you. You must be patient.” Jesus ruffled my hair as Papa dropped me on my
heels.
“A bird drinks water,” I said thoughtfully. “Is he talking? Can he sit up and walk?”

“Patience!” Papa wagged his finger cheerily. “Let God work this problem out.”
“Mama had to pour water into his mouth,” James grumbled under his breath.
During our walk back home, I was scolded by both Papa and Jesus. Papa’s concern was
the same as Longinus; I had no business out here alone. Jesus, however, chided me for my lack
of faith. I held both of their hands, suddenly feeling very small. I continued to have this awful
feeling that James, Joseph, and Simon would be quite happy if Nehemiah died. As we entered
the house, Mama showed her concern for my state of mind, by showering me with kisses and
hugs. I couldn’t cry anymore—at least for now. I gave Mama a brave face, as she, as everyone
else, ruffled by raven’s nest hair.
That evening, Nehemiah was moved to a soft pallet on the floor. A candle on a small
table that had been in my parent’s room flickered eerily nearby. Papa informed us that he would
find Abner as soon as possible. This caused Jesus to frown with resignation, but he said nothing
as Papa began walking toward the door.
“What if you can’t find him?” Mama seemed unsure. “The sun’s setting. At night
Nazareth will be one great dark maze.”
“I’ll check with Samuel’s servants,” replied Papa, “then I’ll ask my friends in town.”
“But what if Abner’s visiting patients in other towns?” Mama sighed heavily. “It would
be a fools errand if that’s the case.”
“I’ll take the big lantern and search high and low,” Papa said, reaching for the lamp.
“Someone will know where he’s at. If I can’t find him in Nazareth tonight, I’ll begin my search
first thing tomorrow morning. Don’t worry, I’ll find him somewhere.”
It sounded stupid to us, and yet Papa opened the door as if he would plunge ahead in his
search.
“Joseph,” Mama cried, “you will start your search in the morning!”
“Yes Papa,” Jesus said with concern, “let’s not forget that Reuben’s out there. It’s
dangerous to roam around Nazareth at night.”
Mama ran over to grab his sleeve with Jesus close behind.
“But Nehemiah—” Papa began.
“He’ll get better,” promised Jesus. “If you must find Abner, Papa, wait until the morning.
Until then, we must trust in our prayers.”
“You’re certain he’ll be all right?” I asked softly. “He doesn’t look all right to me.”
“He’s not all right,” James spat scornfully. “He’s worse off than before!”
“I know,” Jesus said with finality.
Mama led Papa over to the table, sat him down, and poured him a mug of wine. James
stood over Nehemiah shaking his head. Joseph sat alongside of the inscrutable Simon, totally
bored with it all, while Jesus stood calmly studying everyone in the room. I didn’t understand
my brothers’ moods. Was James angry with Jesus for not performing a more spectacular cure?
Did he or Joseph even care whether Nehemiah lived or died? How could Jesus be so calm in a
crisis? And why was Simon always falling asleep?
Then I saw James crying, and I understood. . . James felt guilty.
“I didn’t pray very well either,” I confessed, hanging my head. “I just said the same thing
over and over again. It seems every time I close my eyes for very long I see that big white
horse.”
“What’s Jude talking about?” muttered Joseph.

“Jude’s going to be soldier!” said Papa, taking a long swig of wine.
“You tried your best,” Jesus walked over to give me a pat.
“I didn’t pray at all.” James sighed brokenly.
“You’ll do better next time,” Jesus gave him a pat too.
And then I saw Joseph and Simon crying. Papa, who was feeling much better, looked
around the room and slammed down his cup.
“Yes, by Moses, Jesus and I will start first thing tomorrow morning. I’ll take James and
Joseph along too!”
James and Joseph flashed him looks of dread. Mama now looked at Jesus with that
special look only they shared. I might have been only a child, but I knew what those special
looks meant. She believed Jesus had prolonged Nehemiah’s life. This was enough for her. I
was also good at eavesdropping. Abner had not been optimistic about either Samuel or
Nehemiah’s longevity. I heard enough to know how sick they both were. I just couldn’t
understand why Mama and Jesus could accept this state of affairs. The word I didn’t know then
and seems even inappropriate now was fatalism: whatever will be will be. Nehemiah would
either live awhile longer or he would expire sometime in the middle of the night.
Mama sat talking with Papa, who muttered repeatedly that he must go find Abner and
take three of his sons. “This is not a good idea,” I heard her murmur softly, as he looked sadly
into his cup. “Abner could be anywhere in Galilee right now. He did everything he could for
Samuel and Nehemiah. Their lives are in the hands of the Lord.” Papa argued for a few
moments in a muted voice, but I no longer cared. Abner couldn’t help poor Nehemiah. . . Only
the Lord could save him now.
******
That night, as we all got ready for bed, I moved as a sleepwalker. The hot water Mama
heated for us to wash our faces and hands, my walk to the cloaca, and the nightshirt I pulled over
my head, were done in a daze. My mind had been in torment, but I was so distracted by
Nehemiah’s plight, I had fallen into a state of shock. I remember my parents, brothers, and
sisters moving around me, but I paid them no mind. Jesus seemed concerned with my silence
and unfriendliness, but said nothing as he slipped out of the house for a nocturnal walk. Without
bidding members of family goodnight, I crawled into my pallet, pulled the coverlet over me, and
fell into a deep sleep.
Once again I found myself on my horse, galloping down a road in a far off land.
Darkness fell suddenly, but I wasn’t afraid. Occasionally, the thought would come to me, as it in
other dreamscapes, that I was asleep. As before, I had “awakened” inside a dream. This time
my cape bellowed endlessly in back of me, while the shiny lance I gripped stretched on and on,
slicing through the night. When I came to a crest on a hill, I saw the silhouettes of a rider
coming from the opposite direction. This time I would meet Longinus, not Cornelius in my
dream. When I reined in my horse—a maneuver I had seen the legionnaires do many times, I sat
there on my mount, as the centurion came forward with a gloomy look on his face. In the
background I saw something that filled me with dread: three crosses on an adjacent hill,
surrounded by soldiers and spectators. Judging by their peculiar silhouettes, I could tell that
many of the onlookers were Pharisees.

“What is happening Longinus?” I asked in a strangely man-like voice. “Why are those
people gathered on the hill?”
I knew the answer to that question—these were executions. Papa had told us about this
terrible form of punishment, but I couldn’t believe that crucifixion, an evil, shameful event,
would draw such a crowd. Longinus took a long time to reply. When he finally spoke, I was
given another riddle, one that would haunt me for many years.
“Is it Reuben and his friends?” I snapped irritably. “Tell me Longinus, who are those
people hanging on the crosses?”
“Two thieves,” he answered, rearing up on his horse, “and one whom they called the
King of the Jews.”
On that enigmatic note, I awakened beside Simon, who, as always slept peacefully on his
back. I could hear James and Joseph somewhere in the shadowy room snoring softly. Across
the room, as was our custom, a lamp burned on the table. In the opposite corner of our small
house I heard whispers in the area of the kitchen were Mama had placed Nehemiah’s pallet. All
I could make out in the shadows was the white tunic of Jesus, which didn’t surprise me, since he
was always roaming around at night. With those strange, unsettling scenes and words in mind, I
wanted Jesus to interpret my dream as he had once before. After struggling onto my feet, still
wrapped in dream imagery, I began walking across the room, almost tripping over James foot.
The whispering grew louder as I approached, until I was close enough to see Jesus sitting on a
stool, his head bowed. Was he praying? I wondered, freezing in my tracks. If he was praying, I
shouldn’t interrupt, especially if he was praying for Nehemiah again. As I watched and listened,
however, I saw something that caused me to gasp aloud.
There in the dim light cast by the flickering candle was Jesus bent down in conversation
with Nehemiah, whose faint voice was unmistakable. Hearing my intake of breath, Jesus looked
back and beaconed me with a crooked finger to approach. I looked down when I reached Jesus
and saw Nehemiah, awake, his eyes open, a thin smile on his face.
Kneeling down, I sat mutely beside Jesus, taking one of his Nehemiah’s small hands.
They said nothing for awhile, so I forced my trembling lips to speak in order to hear him speak
again.
“You’re awake!” I whispered excitedly. “Jesus was right!”
“Of course,” said Jesus, gripping my shoulder, “I’m going to wake Mama. She would
never forgive me if she missed this moment. Nehemiah said he was hungry, which is a good
thing.”
“Yes,” I clapped my hands, “we’ll have a party.”
“No, let’s not wake the others.” Jesus stood up and helped me to my feet. “I’ll rap gently
on our parents door. Be quiet Jude. We don’t want the twins getting up at this hour.”
“All right,” I nodded, “I’m just glad Nehemiah’s awake.”
As I waited for my parents to hear the news, a heady feeling of well-being seemed to
sweep away the last vestiges of my dream. During the hushed greeting back to earth that my
parents and I gave Nehemiah, fragments of my dream would float back to me, including those
troubling words “King of the Jews,” and I reminded myself to one day have Jesus interpret the
meaning of this for me.
******

Hoping he might find Abner the physician at Samuel’s house, Papa paid Samuel a visit
the following day. Jesus would go along for company, while Mama would stay home to take
care of Nehemiah. James and Joseph had been ordered to finish sanding a table, and Simon and I
were instructed to pick weeds in the garden if we were not needed in the shop. Nehemiah was
too sick to leave his pallet, so I spent an hour after doing my chores just chatting with him about
“the good old days,” when he, Uriah, Michael, and I had romped through the hills. This made
him sad now that he was bedridden. Not knowing what else to talk about, I rambled on about
how we were going to be soldiers and see the world, until, after several moment of hearing my
own voice, I realized that Nehemiah had fallen asleep. Thinking that he might be unconscious,
rather than asleep, I awakened him, asked him if he was all right, then said a prayer of
thanksgiving after he spoke coherently to me and fell back asleep. Mama scolded me gently for
bothering Nehemiah, pulled me up onto my feet, and led me by the hand into the yard.
“Mama,” I asked, as she paused to inspect her garden, “is Nehemiah going to die?”
“It’s in God’s hands,” she murmured with a frown. “I thought you boys were told to tend
to my herb garden.” She reached down to yank up a weed. “This is not like you Jude!”
“I’m sorry,” I said, dropping my chin to my chest.
“Well, that’s all right,” she said, ruffling my hair. “You’ve had a lot on your mind.” “Did
Simon help you?” She asked, looking around the yard. “. . . Where is that boy?”
“He helped me a little,” I answered slowly, “. . . but he doesn’t want to play with me now
that Nehemiah’s back. I think he’s mad at me.”
“I don’t understand that boy.” She shook her head. “Come to think of it Jude, I don’t
understand James and Joseph either. You, Jesus, and Papa I understand. You wear your hearts
like lamps. You say what you mean and can’t lie.”
This was not quite true, for I had told Mama my share of untruths, but I was moved by
her words.
“Somewhere, along the way,” she continued softly, “I failed three of my sons. Your
father and I thought we were doing the right thing, but we should have told you all a long time
ago.”
I resented my adoption as much as the others but felt honored by what Mama had said.
She had compared me to Papa and Jesus, which meant that I was one of her favorites. I wouldn’t
tell her what Jesus made me promise not to tell. Though I didn’t understand what it meant, I
knew that Jesus had been born from Mama. . . I had also knew that Mama was still a virgin.
With such secrets in my mind, how could I fault my parents for having kept theirs?
“I don’t care that I’m adopted,” I looked up brightly. “You and Papa gave us a home.
You couldn’t tell us because you were obeying God.”
“From the mouth of children comes wisdom!” She clasped her hands with delight.
She bent down to hug me, kiss my forehead, and, as I expected, ruffle my hair. I would
hear her words one day from the mouth of Jesus. Coming from my illiterate mother it sounded
very profound. It suddenly occurred to me that, since Jesus was not around, Mama could
interpret last night’s dream.
With a honey bun and cup of juice handed to me for my great knowledge, I delicately
moved into the subject. Something inside me, which I would later understand as intuition, told
me I shouldn’t talk about my dreadful dream, so I tried to keep it simple. Perhaps I only had to
mention those strange haunting words.

“Mama,” I began, through a mouthful of bun, “was not Herod, the one you spoke of once,
the King of Jews?”
“Yes, of course,” She answered sweetly. “Why do you ask me?”
“I dreamed about those words,” I blurted, after taking a long drink of juice.
“How very strange, Jude,” Mama’s smile began to fade. “It sounds as if this was a
nightmare.”
“Yes, it was awful,” it began spilling out of my mouth.
So much for simplicity. I almost lied to her, but her probing stare was too much for me.
As Nehemiah stirred on his pallet, Mama left her place at the table momentarily to check on him.
I could hear my voice, as if it belonged to someone else. I watched her face turn ghastly pale.
She gasped as I spoke, and her hand flew finally up to her mouth.
“I was riding my white horse up a hill,” I said, my heart pounding in my chest. When I
reached the top, I met Longinus riding on his black horse the opposite way. . . At the top, I
looked across to another hill and saw three crosses, whom I thought might be Reuben and two of
his friends. Longinus told me that they were two thieves and the King of the Jews. . . What does
this mean Mama? Why would the Romans crucify the King of the Jews?”
“I-I’m not sure,” she answered hesitantly, “. . . It seems as if you might have had a
prophetic dream. There are symbols in it I understand: a white horse—a sign of righteousness
and a black horse—a sign of evil. David and later Herod were kings of the Jews. Everything
I’ve learned about the Torah was taught to me by your Papa, but I don’t remember Isaiah,
Ezekiel, or Jeremiah ever prophesizing that the King of the Jews would be crucified. . . . Who
was that other King of the Jews?”
I lost my appetite as I considered the seed of doubt I planted in Mama’s head. Why had I
told her those dreadful things? I could have waited and told it to Jesus. He would have laughed,
as he had before at her silly dream. This one made no sense even to Mama, who didn’t need any
more troubling thoughts in her head.
“I’m sorry I told you about my dream,” I spoke contritely, with tears in my eyes. “Does
my dream mean Nehemiah will die?”
“Oh you dear child.” She leaned over to give me a hug. “Let’s not tell Jesus about this
dream. Let’s keep it to ourselves.”
“All right Mama.” I nodded obligingly, though telling Jesus is exactly what I had
planned to do.
After the special treatment Mama gave me this hour, I would try to keep this secret. She would
never forgive me if I let this slip. The more I thought about it, however, the sillier it seemed to
me. Three crosses—two of them thieves and one the King of the Jews—what did this mean?
With all the talk by the Romans of capturing Reuben and his friends and nailing them to crosses,
could this not have drifted into my head as dream imagery so often does? I remember being
chased by an angry ram once and then having the same ram chase me in my dream. Papa had
once told me that dreams are merely pieces of our life strewn together in a nonsensical way, but,
if that was true, why did I have the same dream about the white horse, which I’ve never
experienced, over and over again?
One part of last night’s dream haunted me long after my discussion with Mama and my
effort to put my dream to rest: the white horse. It was not so easy to explain this away in my
mind. Clearly it seemed to me, judging by what Mama said, I rode the horse of righteousness.

This thought planted in my mind impressed me very much when I recalled how many times I had
dreamed of my white horse. . . . But why had Longinus been in my dream. Why had the good
centurion, who rode his black horse, spoke of the King of the Jews? Did this, after all, have
meaning too?

Chapter Thirty-One
Regulus’ Roster

In the weeks following Jesus limited healing of Nehemiah, I decided that I would trust
my oldest brother and give him the benefit of the doubt. Since Nehemiah was once again, at
Abner’s insistence, stationed in a sick bed at Samuel’s house, Simon was my playmate again
and, because Jesus was watching James and Joseph’s every step, they now left us alone as we
scampered in the hills. With Roman soldiers appearing every now and then, Simon and I
pretended that we were soldiers too, carrying pretend spears and swords, fashioned from olive
branches and limbs. In spite of Papa’s demand that we go no further than the orchard, we felt
safe now that we were visibly protected by Rome.
Thanks to Regulus and his superiors, Longinus and Cornelius, we and our neighbors now
had protection continuously all hours of the day. There were, in fact, three shifts of guards—
day, evening, and midnight—and several zones of security in our town. Other than the bandit
infested main road leading from Nazareth to Jerusalem, the trail in back of our property was
considered the most dangerous part of our town. Because of this, Longinus provided our zone
with the greatest security. Along with the mounted sentries patrolling the road in front of our
house, there were men patrolling on foot at three different sectors in our zone: the area
surrounding our house and yard and the grove in back of our propriety, a middle region, which
included most of the hills in back of our house as well as the Shepherd’s Trail, and a third sector
of guards, which, in cooperation with other zones, patrolled the entire perimeter of Nazareth.
Regulus, the optio in charge of our zone, had introduced us to some of his men the day we
helped Ezra’s daughters carry wool to the shepherd’s camp. There were, I would discover,
twelve different guards in our zone, paired up into three sectors and three shifts. The most
visible representatives of Roman authority, of course, were our daytime guards Falco and Priam.
Trudging back and forth singly, together, or in the company of the optio during his rounds, they
would often malinger long enough to mooch a meal or mugs of wine. Because of the protection
they provided to us, my parents felt obliged to placate all of our guards with food and drink.
Though Regulus had forbidden us from taking food to sentries after sundown, we would, if the
daytime and evening guards didn’t stop by themselves, bring them food and drink. Mama would
also leave baskets of food and drink for the midnight shift at the back door, which, more than
likely, wound up being devoured by day and evening guards.
I’m fortunate for a having a memory capable of remembering names, though I’ve found
faces less easy to recall. With the exception of Regulus, Falco and Priam, our Roman guards
were a motley selection of slackers, many of whom were seldom ever seen. Most of the sentries
we met in the hills or on the trail displayed undisguised contempt and even hostility toward my
family, and yet I feel compelled to honor the roster of Regulus’ men, who, willing or not, drunk
or sober, stood watch over our lives. Other than Falco and Priam, the most visible guards were
the daytime guards when we brought them their lunch. Gratian and Leto, who patrolled the hills,
warmed up to us slowly, but the perimeter guards, Diblius and Zeno, who frequented the
shepherd’s camp were often drunk on Greek wine. Less often we caught sight of Arturius and

Justus relieving Falco and Priam in the early evening and occasionally, during the change over,
accepting bread and wine. Rubrius and Dracho, who were Gratian and Leto’s reliefs, after being
introduced once by the optio, vanished forever from our sight. All the other night guards—
Malchus and Probus, who relieved Arturius and Justus, Decius and Horatio, who relieved
Rubrius and Dracho, and the remaining perimeter guards who followed Diblius and Zeno’s shift
(Hector and Octorius and then Balbo and Salvio), were likewise seen only once that first day
Regulus’ crew mustered in front of our house.
From the day the Romans marched back into town to begin protecting us from agitators,
bandits, and Reuben’s band, it was obvious that the other zones in town didn’t share our level of
security. There were, we counted, the mounted legionnaires and infantry marching into
Nazareth, forty-two foot soldiers and ten horseman, commanded by only three optio, who
reported to Aulus Longinus, the First Centurion of the Galilean Cohort, who commanded similar
contingents in nearby towns. The centurion explained the security plan to Papa one day, as I
eavesdropped. According to Longinus, thirty men were spread out in two man teams across
town, as twelve horsemen continually rode the perimeter and streets of town, but the largest
portion of sentries were now guarding the area directly around and in back of our house in order
to protect our town’s most vulnerable zone. Relief guards, covering three shifts, would arrive at
evening and midnight intervals, which tripled the actual total of men assigned to each town. Our
sector had a total of twelve men under Regulus, our own “personal” optio, who, when not riding
the perimeter of Nazareth with other optios, made sure his sentries were walking their posts. The
other two optios, Felix and Virgilius, had similar duties. Each of them supervised two of the
remaining four zones (consisting of the remaining eighteen sentries) scattered throughout
Nazareth, which covered a much larger area than our sector yet were in closer range of the
horseman on patrol. Occasionally, Longinus added, the three optios would make random checks
upon their men at night and the early morning, as he, himself, did on occasion. As long as the
prefect was concerned about general security, the Cohort would divide its manpower between
several problem towns in Galilee, but, because of the close proximity of the bandit gang to
Nazareth, our town was assigned the greatest number of men.
Though Rome had much more important reasons for its security measures in Galilee, the
Roman presence had increased from a monthly show of arms to its present occupation after the
night Reuben and his friends became incendiaries in our town. It almost seemed as if our
protection of Mariah, which caused such anger in Nazareth, had started it all. Just as the
townsmen blamed us for the Roman presence, most of the guards appeared to resent my family’s
special status with the prefect. I had only contempt for the townsmen, but I couldn’t blame our
guards. It seemed to be a waste of manpower for so many legionnaires used to killing barbarians
and guarding Rome’s frontiers to be isolated, especially in one small corner of town. If nothing
else, I suspect they were frightfully bored watching over us, especially the evening and midnight
patrols. Ezra complained to Papa recently about some of night guards, who, according to the
shepherds, gambled, drank wine, and took turns sleeping during their watch. James and Joseph
claimed that some of the daytime guards committed these sins too, but, when asked by Papa
exactly who these slackers were, they gave him blank looks. In spite of their hatred for the
Romans, the notion of informing on Leto, Gratian, Diblius, or Zeno, who we so often brought
food to, seemed risky, even perilous given the surly looks they gave Joseph and James.

Like Jesus and my parents, however, I understood our guards’ attitude. We didn’t take it
personal, as did many Nazarenes. Most Roman soldiers stationed in Galilee were tired of
outlaws and rabble-rousers. They disliked all Jews, not just us. Whereas James and Joseph, like
most townsfolk, feared and resented our Roman occupiers, I admired soldiers in general and had
great respect for many of the Romans I knew. Though he wouldn’t admit it, Simon was also
excited by the Roman presence and had grown found of some of our guards. While Nehemiah
recovered from his illness and Uriah remained forbidden to visit our house, Simon was all I had.
Thanks to our Roman guards, we felt safe enough to roam beyond the boundaries of our yards.
When were weren’t scampering in Samuels orchard, spying on the sentries on the trail or
pretending to be soldiers, ourselves, we searched for new adventures in Nazareth’s rocky hills.
******
One sunny day, after we brought Diblius and Zeno their lunches, Simon and I decided, in
the spirit of adventure, to explore a path I discovered at the edge of the trees. It was from sheer
idleness and boredom that I chose this spot. In spite of our apparent safety with the Romans
here, we were scolded if we were caught beyond our property line. The exceptions, of course,
were the times we brought the day guards their lunch. The restrictions set by Regulus limited us
to our front and back yards and the grove of olive trees in back of our house, but we disregarded
these restrictions when the mood suited us.
Today, I had to talk Simon into following me down the trail. We found it lined with
prickly cactuses and thorn bushes and almost aborted our descent. After being scraped and
prickled a few times, we found the trail widening slightly at one point as we descended into a
narrow ravine. Gnarled and stunted olive and oak trees stood as shadowy sentinels on the
surrounding slopes. A shaft of light breaking through the trees overhead lighted the way but also
highlighted the darkness ahead. At the same time I felt my heart pounding with anticipation, I
grew light-headed with high expectations and felt that familiar prickling at the back of my neck
when I was doing something reckless and foolish, a sensation that indicated both excitement and
dread.
“I’ve never seen this place before,” Simon said fearfully. “Where did those trees around
us come from? Is this part of our grove?”
“This is our special place, Simon. Come on,” I cried, charging recklessly ahead, “let’s
see what’s at the end of this trail!”
When the trail dipped sharply downward into a shadowy hallow, I slowed down and
helped Simon make the descent. Hand-in-hand we moved carefully down what appeared to be
steps, until we were at the bottom of the hallow, looking up at a tangled bramble of cactus, thorn
bushes, and trees. It was a great adventure for both us, especially now that we discovered that
our special place actually had steps.
“I wonder where this leads.” I looked up and down both sides of the ravine.
“I don’t know,” Simon muttered in a quivering voice, “but it’s spooky down here.”
“It’s not spooky,” I replied, “it’s just dark.”
“I dunno, Jude, maybe we better leave.” Simon now had a trapped look.
I couldn’t blame Simon for being afraid. It was, in fact, dark at both ends. We would
need lamps if we wanted to explore any further. As I scanned the immediate area, however, I
felt a surge of excitement. What I thought was a natural depression in the earth had walls on

each side, which I recognized as manmade. There was, I could tell, brick and mortar piled neatly
on top finished slabs of stone and what appeared to be carvings in the stone.
“Look Simon,” I cried, running over to touch a slab. “Do you see this? It’s a man with
horns, like the one drawn in Jesus’ caves. I bet the Evil Ones, the townsmen speak of, built this
place.”
“Jude, I think we should leave.” Simon gripped my arm.
I nodded mutely. Here, buried away in a Nazarene hill, was the evidence of the old
religion that our ancestors tried to destroy. I heard Papa talk about the Evil Ones, whom I would
learn one day were called Canaanites and later Phoenicians, whose religions demanded the fiery
sacrifice of children to Moloch or Baal. Back then I only remembered Papa expound his theory
to Mama that these ancient heretics and blasphemers worshipped the devil and that some of the
townsfolk, including Nehemiah’s Aunt Deborah, were practitioners themselves.
Excited but terrified by this discovery, it was I who led the way up the stairs, with Simon
clamoring and whimpering in back of me, the sunlight above streaming down in condemnation
against what was behind.
Upon our emergence back into the orchard, scratched, bruised, and out of breath, we
stumbled into Leto, one of the trail guards, who spotted us as we exited our secret path. Leto
drew his sword, crouched down with his shield, and snarled, ready to do battle with our dark
shadows, until a stream of sunlight fell on Simon and I and Leto realized his mistake.
“Hey, you boys aren’t suppose to be down there,” he snapped. Sheathing his sword and
slinging his shield over his back, he beckoned us to follow him. “Come on boys, Regulus and
Longinus want you children to stick around your house.”
As we followed the portly soldier, I was certain Simon and I would get in trouble this
time if we told Papa about our discovery. To be in the orchard would be all right, but to be
hiking into unknown territory would be unacceptable to him.
“I don’t know how we can explain this to Papa,” I whispered to Simon.
“Then lets not tell him,” murmured Simon. “Leto found us in the orchard. Papa said we
could go there. Let’s just leave it at that.”
“Yes,” I said, nodding enthusiastically, “he doesn’t need to know about our secret place!”
******
Leto turned us over to Priam, who had been lolling beneath the large oak tree on the
boundary of our property. I immediately told him the story that Simon and I agreed upon and
Priam ruffled our hair, thanked Leto, but said nothing at all about the episode as he led us up the
path to our house.
“Our you going to tell our parents?” Simon looked up sadly, a tear forming in his eyes.
“Why should I do that?” He patted Simon’s head. “According to Regulus, your Papa said
you could go into the trees. You sure got scratched up in there. You boys tangle with a jackal or
wild dog?”
“No,” I replied brazenly, “we thought we saw a berry patch near the orchard. We found
cactus and thorns instead.”
I had sinned grievously by Jesus’ standards. Priam eyed us knowingly, a smile playing
on his chiseled face. We thanked him for his clemency and both sighed heavily with relief. I felt
guilty for my lie, but it seemed better to tell a little fib to Priam than lie to Papa about where we

had been. Simon and I were always getting scratched up. Most of our injuries were on our
knees and elbows, which we got once or twice a week. When we entered the house, everyone
else was gathered around the family table. We expected that we would have to do some
explaining about our whereabouts now, but once again, as we approached our family, a crisis
would eclipse the current event. Our scratched knees and elbows mattered little after what Papa
said.
“You Aunt Elizabeth is very sick,” he said, holding up the letter.
Mama was weeping, but James, Joseph, and the twins seemed bored by the present
meeting. Aunt Elizabeth had been sick for a long time. This must have meant that she was
going to join her husband Zechariah, which, after all the death we had heard about in our
parent’s families seemed to be the natural order of things. Simon and I once more sighed with
relief, finding stools by the table, folding our fingers together, and giving Mama sympathetic
looks.
“Are you going to visit her soon?” Joseph asked, with a faint yawn.
“Will you leave us to tend the shop?” ventured James.
“No.” Papa shook his head. “Elizabeth means a lot to us. She’s a very special Aunt;
someday I’ll explain to you why. . . . All of us are going this time—even the twins.”
Mama and Papa exchanged smiles. Jesus had a troubled look on his face, as the rest of us
whooped with glee. We remembered how generous our aunt was in imparting food and gifts.
Sepphoris was an exciting place, and Elizabeth’s yard was filled with all manner of flowers, fruit
and trees. Of course this time was different—our great aunt was sick, so we quickly hung our
heads as we murmured excitedly amongst ourselves. Jesus, who knew things about the future,
had probably seen something dark up ahead. I tried to dispel this thought as I envisioned the
journey, but this notion stayed with me as we sat planning our trip.

Chapter Thirty-Two
Journey to Sepphoris

Our family’s visit to Elizabeth, Mama’s aunt, would be the first time we had been away
from our home in several years. If Elizabeth’s health had not taken a turn for the worst, we
might not have made the trip at all, but because of the urgency in the letter sent to my parents,
Mama felt we had to go. Zechariah had passed away several years ago. Elizabeth was alone
with her young son, and needed constant care. Mama explained to us that, in addition to caring
for her aunt, her nephew John was running amuck in town and required supervision. Since she
could not make the trip by herself and Papa dare not leave us children alone, we all had to go. It
was a chance for all of us to see our great aunt one more time.
Nehemiah was too weak for the trip, so he was left in the care of Samuel’s physician and
his servants at the Pharisee’s house. To ease my parents’ conscience was the fact that Abner was
scheduled to pay Samuel another visit soon, which meant he would check in on Nehemiah too.
Longinus sent Regulus and a company of legionnaires, including two of our guards, to
accompany us until we reached the main highway. At that point, Longinus explained to Papa,
only Falco and Priam would escort us to our destination. This didn’t seem enough to me if we
ran into Reuben and his friends. After arriving at our destination, we would be out of the
jurisdiction of Longinus, First Centurion for Prefect Cornelius, and Falco and Priam would have
to return to Nazareth to continue guarding our house. Because Sepphoris was a large town, it
would not be a squad of legionnaires watching over us but guards sent by the town magistrates,
who might not give us the same attention that our Roman protectors gave us back home.
In high spirits Falco and Priam treated this extra detail as a vacation, Falco promising that
they would make sure that we were safely inside Elizabeth’s home before they returned. I also
heard them tell Papa that Cornelius, himself, had given the magistrates of Sepphoris orders to
provide us with protection not only in Elizabeth’s house but anywhere in the precincts of the
city. This gave us some comfort, but we still had several hours of travel left. Papa had voiced
his doubts to Mama in earshot of me: “There’s not enough of them to protect us from an ambush
on the road.”—my thoughts exactly from the start. Unlike the others, who plodded behind us, I
carried Papa’s words in my head throughout our trip. Added to these gloomy thoughts was the
grim foreboding I saw registered on Jesus’ face about our family’s future.
During the daylong journey on mules and donkeys Papa had rented from the Romans, I
pretended that my donkey was actually my great white horse, but I was beset by too many fears
to enjoy this fantasy. On a large brown stallion Falco led our procession, occasionally trotting
back to discuss something with Priam at the rear. After whimpering constantly about the ride,
Abigail and Martha now sat with Papa and Mama’s respectively on their much larger mules. We
now had two riderless donkeys. Behind these beasts, rode moody James and Joseph, grumpy
Simon, and in front of Priam, who guarded the end of our procession, rode an inscrutable Jesus,
as always wrapped up in his thoughts. I wondered if my all-knowing brother was worried like
me. Today, hopefully in the late afternoon, he would see his second cousin John. The last time
my parents took Jesus to see her aunt and uncle, Jesus was much younger. We didn’t need an

escort then, but the heat was unbearable and unlike our quiet journey today, James, Joseph, and
Simon quarreled on the way, and during our visit James and Joseph teased our peculiar cousin,
accusing him of being addled in the head. I had heard James grumble to Joseph, as we
approached Sepphoris, “I hope Elizabeth doesn’t die. Our parents will probably adopt John too.”
A hysterical laugh escaped my parched throat as we turned north onto the road leading into
Sepphoris. We would soon find out!
******
Upon seeing, at distance, its gleaming columns, tiled rooftops, and endless rows of
buildings, our silence ended and we broke into excited chatter. Mama muttered that it was a
sinful city, but Papa’s spirits appeared to rise. His loyalty to his hometown had deteriorated
greatly in the past year. I listened, in total agreement, as he compared Sepphoris to Nazareth, our
humble village. Unlike Nazareth, a sprawling hodge-podge of white plastered mud huts,
Sepphoris had been built by the Greeks and dazzled the eye. There were theatres, pagan temples,
a great library, which our religion forbade us to enter, but also many synagogues, two great
market places, and many beautiful parks and gardens we Jews could visit. I knew, of course, that
Papa and Mama would keep an eye on us at all times.
Suddenly, as I clutched my reigns and looked down the road leading into the city, Jesus’
appeared beside me. With an enigmatic smile, he winked at me, as if to say “don’t worry Jude,
everything’s going to be all right.” I was trying not to think about Nehemiah, yet I nodded and
returned his smile. The visit to Sepphoris was a pleasant diversion for me—just what I needed.
As he exhibited in his letters during his travels with Joseph of Arimathea, Jesus also showed
great interest in everything in his sight, both the sacred and profane. During the remainder of our
trip to Elizabeth’s house, he looked about him, as he always did, as if he was gathering
information to store in his unfathomable mind. How small in its glories Sepphoris must have
seemed compared to Alexandria, Athens, and Rome! Our procession, which was viewed with
disdain by many of the wealthy folks looking down from their balconies, passed by several
beautiful buildings, including temples filled with Greek and Roman gods. Jesus, I’m quite
certain, was processing this information too. It always seemed strange, Papa remarked that
moment, that so many Jews live in this pagan city. At one point, as a great building loomed into
view, he pointed to the palace been built by Herod, the king who once tried to kill the infant
Jesus, and uttered a bitter laugh.
“Remember this city, my sons,” he spoke grandly. “Such works are not greater than the
builders, though they exist to serve living men. This city, which Herod built, was destroyed by
the Romans but rebuilt by his son Antipas, Tetrarch of Galilee. I remember when that rascal
took the throne. He’s no better than his father, but at least he has an eye for beauty. Though he
allowed Greek architects to build temples to a thousand Greek and Roman gods, Antipas built
this palace to please the Jews, yet it was this same Antipas who turned a blind eye when the
Romans crucified two thousands Galilean men during Judah’s revolt.”
He paused a moment to gather his thoughts. It was a reckless thing for him to say in our
guards’ presence. Falco, who must have heard Papa’s mutterings, said nothing, but I
immediately took issue with the last sentence of his speech.
“Why do I have the same name as that man?” I brought my donkey alongside of his mule.

Abigail was asleep in one of his arms. Something dark seemed to pass before Papa’s
eyes before he answered my question.
“I call you Jude, not Judah,” he replied carefully. “. . .Your father Jonathan and mother
Rebecca gave you that name. It’s a great name in Israel. Judah is both your adopted mother’s
and my tribe, the family of King David and the coming Messiah of the Jews.”
“It was also the name of a man who killed Roman soldiers,” Falco’s voice intruded into
our conversation. “I heard of your King David,” he called back from his horse, “a fine fellow.
I’m sure this Messiah will be great too, but that Judah, the Galilean, who caused the rebellion,
was a madman, a murderer, and fool.”
“He was a great man!” Joseph muttered to himself.
“The Romans murdered two thousand Jews!” grumbled James.
I had excellent hearing. At first I was afraid the Romans might have heard Joseph and
James too. Falco, however, was ranting on the atrocities performed by the rebels, during
Governor Quirinius’ rule, upon innocent travelers and citizens loyal to Rome. At the same time,
I heard Priam talking to Jesus about his magical powers. As I record now in my chronicle,
Papa’s words set up what Greek logicians call a causal sequence, one statement affecting another
down the line. Papa’s sarcastic praise of Sepphoris, which alluded to the rebellion, had caused
me to question my name, which caused criticism from one of our guards about Judah the
Galilean, which, having offended Joseph and James, who were sensitive about their own
adoption, caused them to make treasonous statements against Rome. In truth, the Romans hadn’t
heard James and Joseph’s comments, so they weren’t in the causal chain, and Falco, though he
ruffled their sensitivities, was it the end. This left Papa at the beginning of the sequence, a point
I understand now as the “prime cause.” Now that I reflect upon it, it was a classic example of
Aristotle’s cause and effect, in which Papa’s statement set it all in motion.
As a mere child, however, I was ignorant of Greek thinking. I was angry with James and
Joseph for what they said. I was also upset that Judah bar Joseph was my original name. I
would learn both sides of the story of Judah the Galilee as I grew older. For now he seemed to
be a brutish fellow. What I had seen so far of fanaticism had predisposed me against men like
him or Reuben and his band. Deborah, who had caused Nehemiah’s illness and Rabbi Joachim
who incited the town against Mariah and her son also helped turn me against fanatical Jews,
making me ashamed of the zealots I had heard Papa talk about who wanted our people to rise up
again and revolt. Presently, as I listened to Falco relate to Papa the stories told to him by
comrades around the campfire, I could envision the rabid terror spread by Judah, as I had
imagined Reuben ambushing us in Nazareth or, more recently, on the road. I noted with pride,
as Priam joined the discussion, that Papa had not defended Judah. That was left to my foolish
brothers, whose grumblings were drowned out by the conversation on the road.
Now that we were riding through the main street looking for Aunt Elizabeth’s house,
there was only one topic being discussed in front and in back of me: Judah the Galilean’s
rebellion against Rome. I know now that Judah’s rebellion had been based upon Rome’s unfair
taxation of our people, much more than Jewish patriotism or hatred of Gentile pollution of our
land, yet James and Joseph looked upon Judah as a martyr and national hero. As we made our
grand entrance into Sepphoris, I had little sympathy for my namesake. I tended to agree with
Papa, though I was fascinated by the gruesome accounts the guards gave of Judah’s atrocities
upon Roman sympathizers and military columns. While the guards wrote Judah off as a

murderous revolutionary, Papa saw him as a well-meaning spoiler who brought down the wrath
of Rome.
******
Judging by their surliness, as we drew closer and closer to our destination, James and
Joseph had mixed feelings about visiting Aunt Elizabeth’s house. Jesus told me recently that
their resentment was not merely for the Roman presence in Nazareth but their identity as Papa’s
adopted sons. If this was true, I suppose my question to Papa had triggered a reaction—a
reminder that they were adopted too. Yet I found such displaced anger, as Jesus explained it,
baffling and James and Joseph a frightful bore. We all knew what Elizabeth’s illness might
mean. If she died, I’m certain we would be taking her son John home. After having Michael in
our house and our ordeal with Nehemiah, what was one more brother in our home?
“We will be there soon,” Mama spoke up at last. “Her house is right down this street.”
“You have been here before?” Priam called from the rear.
“Not too often,” she sighed. “Joseph has clients here. My Uncle Ahab lived in he
northern quarter of the city. He passed away awhile back.”
“Ahab? That’s a common name for Jews.” Falco looked back with a sneer. “Almost as
common as Judah. Isn’t that right little Jude?”
“I don’t understand,” I muttered aloud. “Of all the Jewish names, why would my
adoptive parents give me that name?”
“Shut up Jude,” James snarled.
“Yes, Jude, shut up!” Joseph seconded.
“Why don’t you shut up,” suggested Jesus curtly. “You’ve both done nothing but
grumble the whole way.”
“Falco, my friend,” Papa said gently to the Roman, “no one regrets Judah’s rebellion
more than I. We lost many young men in Nazareth. I’m certain Jonathan, Jude’s original father,
had our ancestor in mind, but I would not have picked that name. As I have done for all my
sons, I gave my youngest son the Romanized version of his name: Jude. When my sons are older
they may go back to their birth names if they choose.”
“In Rome adoption is a sacred custom,” Falco said thoughtfully. “I heard from Cornelius
that Emperor Augustus regretted adopting Tiberius as his heir.”
Priam laughed derisively at this statement. Papa politely asked why this was so, which
generated more laughter from Priam. Falco explained to Papa, in a nutshell, imperial politics as
told to him by his prefect after his last visit to Rome.
“Because of Gaius and Drusus Caesar’s untimely deaths, Augustus adopted Tiberius and
made him his heir. I suspect his wife, Livia, Tiberius’ mother, had her hand in this. Before the
old man died, he made Tiberius adopt Prince Germanicus, whom everyone loves, thinking the
lad might succeed Tiberius when his stepson joined the shades. By Jove, he’d a made a fine
emperor! No one wanted Iron Jaws on the throne. Now, with Germanicus winning all those
victories on the frontier, the prince’s popularity has soared, while already, because of recent
events, the new emperor’s reputation has sank like a stone. You mark my word sir, that lad’s
days are numbered if ol’ Livia has her way. . . .”

This troubling subject, which I had generated, suddenly changed as Falco began
gossiping about the latest intrigues and scandals of the imperial court. Before long, to Mama’s
relief, Falco’s outrageous anecdotes were interrupted as we approached Elizabeth’s house.
Papa announced our arrival to the Romans, dismounted, and, after setting the drowsy
Abigail onto the ground, helped Martha and then Mama off her mule. At a distance, Elizabeth’s
house appeared to be a typical Roman villa, not unlike Samuel’s house back in Nazareth. It’s
stone walls, like the estates lining the main road, were decked with ivy. Ornate pots on top of the
walls were filled with palms and flowery plants. A great wood and metal door, recessed in a
niche from the road, protected the building inside from the outer world. A balcony overhead,
like the walls below, was decked with ornate pottery on its ramparts. The grand house, like other
wealthy houses in Sepphoris, reminded Jesus of the small self-sufficient “fortress” villas
throughout the Roman world. For a few moments, perhaps to drown out Priam’s bawdy account,
he shared this recollection with us as well as his thoughts about Roman architecture. I made a
mental note to ask him more questions about the wonders he had seen. It seemed as though
every time we all sat down together and Jesus had a chance to share a moment or two, some
emergency came up, such as Nehemiah, Samuel or Elizabeth’s illness, to divert our attention.
While Papa assisted Mama and the twins, Jesus climbed off his donkey and ran over to
knock on Elizabeth’s great door. James, Joseph, Simon, and I, eager to put the dust of the road
behind us, quickly climbed off our donkeys too. Everyone was tired and apprehensive about the
days ahead. The great door opened and a servant appeared at the entrance. Papa motioned for
all of us to enter but held back to talk to our guards. As a servant stood waiting by the door, I
managed to be the last one in line. I heard Falco tell Papa that he and Priam must find the town
magistrates and give them the orders from Cornelius about protecting us now that we had been
delivered to Elizabeth’s house. Papa reminded them that we would stay approximately one week
and would also require an escort for the journey home. A look of sadness, or perhaps merely
concern, fell over Falco’s chiseled face as he considered what their departure meant. Most of my
family had grown fond of Falco and Priam. I felt secure around the two guards, and, as the rest
of my family, wished they could be close at hand during our stay.
As Papa led me into the house, I expected to encounter another sick room as there had
existed for Samuel and Nehemiah, but almost immediately I found myself in a large room I
remembered being called an atrium, similar to the grand hall at Samuel’s where we celebrated
Jesus’ return. This time there was no table set with fine foods and wine for the adults, but in
anticipation of our arrival there was a modest table set with fruit juice, sweet meats, and fruits.
The last time we visited Elizabeth we had a fine feast, though not as fine as Samuel’s
homecoming for Jesus, and without the Proverb singing cherubs. Though disappointing at first
sight, we were thankful that it was waiting for us now.
As expected, neither Mama’s aunt nor our cousin were anywhere in sight. Elizabeth,
after all, was probably bedridden. There was no telling were John might be. Without asking,
James, Joseph, Simon, and I descended upon the table like ravenous wolves.
“Stop that at once,” scolded Mama, “you boys can wait until our hosts enter the room!”
A servant standing by motioned to the food and said simply “Eat!”
“Shouldn’t we wait until Elizabeth and John appear?” Papa frowned.
“Lydia,” Mama spoke kindly to the woman, “where’s my aunt?”

Lydia dropped her head and motioned toward a corridor leading into her room. “My lady
has taken a turn for the worse,” she answered softly.
“I knew it!” Joseph whispered to James.
“Looks like we’re going to have a new brother,” mumbled James.
Papa had not heard James and Joseph. Already he and Mama were following Lydia
down the corridor to Elizabeth’s room. Jesus turned to us and motioned for us to come. I
scurried after him, with James, Joseph, Simon, and the twins trailing behind.
“Where’s John?” Papa asked the servant.
“He ran to fetch her physician,” replied Lydia. “John should be back soon.”
We entered Elizabeth’s room expecting the worst, but found her sitting in bed, wide
awake, a wan smile on her skeletal face. My first thought was that she was at least conscious. I
could hear everyone in the small chamber sigh heavily, including myself. Alarm growing on her
face, Mama shuffled over to her aunt and gently hugged her fragile frame.
“You poor dear,” she blurted. “We got here as soon as we could.”
“Thank you my child,” her voice came out thinly. “I’m sorry I couldn’t greet you
properly. . . My physician should return soon.”
Elizabeth felt so poorly, she began speaking incoherently about trifling matters, failing to
acknowledge anyone else in the room. After Papa bent down and kissed her forehead, Jesus
came forward to do the same. Mama managed to get Abigail and Martha to give Elizabeth a
peck on the cheek. I was satisfied just to clasp her hand. James, Joseph, and Simon stood ready
to make their escape in back of the room, until Papa gave we four a severe look as if saying
“Give you Aunt Elizabeth a kiss!”
James, Joseph, and Simon performed their obligations quickly with obvious distaste. I
imagined that it was like pressing my lips to cold, uncooked fowl, but I did it graciously and
even patted her thinning hair. Elizabeth had always been good to our family, so we expected
that, in repayment, John would be returning home with us soon. Before long, Elizabeth’s eyelids
began drooping and she appeared to be falling asleep. As a servant ushered us out of the room, it
seemed as if Elizabeth’s days were numbered on this earth. I felt sad for Mama, but also nervous
about what lie ahead. The looks on James and Joseph’s faces told me a lot about their state of
mind. Our house was already crowded. Papa didn’t need anymore adopted sons. James, Joseph,
and Simon had to put up with the incorrigible Michael for several months, followed by the sickly
Nehemiah, the second addition to our home. Now, after accepting two outsiders into our family,
they were expected to receive John, a youth stranger than Jesus, himself. And yet, though I felt
anxious like my brothers, I also felt a degree of excitement to have our cousin in our house.
******
I remembered when John first appeared before our family in a goatskin outfit, with dirty
bare feet and a disheveled mop of hair. Looking back through the misty past, my memory is
stirred by this strange, uncouth boy. That he would one day become the herald of Jesus’ mission
on earth would never have occurred to us. Of all the relatives who survived the Galilean plague,
he was the most peculiar and misunderstood of our kin. He wore the garb of our ancestors Papa
had told us about, but when we first laid eyes on him, all we saw was a wild child whooping and
frolicking in his mother’s garden, bereft of his senses. Jesus, who was still a normal child back
then, was terrified along with the rest of us and ran into the house. I remember Elizabeth

explaining to us that John had not been himself since his father had passed away, but this didn’t
explain his behavior. From what I understand now about human behavior, John had not been
addled in his head or possessed by a demon as some citizens of Sepphoris believed. Because of
the death of John’s father Zechariah when he was very young and the recurrent illness of his
mother, John had little or no supervision and had become an incorrigible eccentric acting out his
fantasies in the sprawling orchard and garden of his mother’s estate. He was, however, no more
crazy than Jesus had been in the past few years. I base this view on John’s great admiration for
rugged old testament heroes, such as Joshua, Gideon, and Samson, whom John claimed wore the
rough cut hides of goats and antelope and fought with clubs and sharp pointed sticks. I’m not
convinced that this was completely true, but John’s rustic appearance in later years by the Jordan
River proved my hunch.
When he arrived finally with the physician, we found his attire slightly improved since
our last visit, but he still appeared with dirty bare feet and his threadbare tunic and pants seemed
out of place in the house of a wealthy widow. John was several months older than Jesus but
cared little for conventions. Knowing that we would be arriving in the afternoon, he could at
least have worn sandals, combed out his tangled hair, and washed his face. His clothes and
appearance, which belonged to a beggar not to the son of a Sadducee priest, struck us as boorish,
and yet when he presented Micah, Elizabeth’s physician, he spoke eloquently and with grace,
warmly introducing each of us to the physician, placing the kiss of greeting on my mother’s
forehead, bowing to Papa, and giving Jesus a special embrace.
At this point, John began talking strangely as he so often did when he was younger,
making me wonder if he might, in fact, be addled in his head.
“Jesus, my cousin.” His gray eyes seemed to blaze. “Strange thoughts have entered my
head. I dreamed last night that I was standing in a river. . .You were coming toward me. There
were people gathering all around on the bank. Suddenly a dove flew overhead. . . but then I
awoke. . . My dream was unfinished. . .What does this mean?”
“It was good that you awakened.” Jesus placed his hand on John’s shoulder. “I speak
only for myself, John. The Lord wants me to obey my parents and cease acting the fool. In spite
of our age, we are not yet men. James, who is only a year younger than I still romps in the hills
along with Joseph, Simon, and Jude” “Look at you, my cousin.” He laughed gently. “You still
play the Israelite warrior killing Canaanites. If you must pretend, get your inspiration from
Proverbs and the Psalmist, not in our warlike past.” “. . . . John, I have dreamed many things I
don’t understand too,” he added after a pause. “When the Lord calls you, he will speak to you in
your thoughts while you are awake, not come as a phantom in your dreams.”
John nodded faintly and said nothing more. Essentially, as I understand it now, Jesus had
differentiated between the ordinary revelation that came to the Patriarch Jacob and Papa, who
were visited by God in their sleep, and a summons by the Lord to perform some important deed,
such as Moses before the burning bush. To James, Joseph, Simon, and I, it was just the sort of
thing we expected Jesus to say. We couldn’t have known the bond that Jesus and John shared
since birth or understood the subtleties in Jesus’ words. Whether or not they understood,
themselves, my parents smiled at the apparent friendship struck up between the two youths. In
deed, until this moment, Jesus had been afraid of his cousin John.
Looking around at my family as we sat and ate dinner, I was amused by the appetite we
all shared. Papa and Mama ate with great gusto, as did Jesus, Simon, and I. Abigail and Martha,

having been starved for so many hours, crammed their little mouths with as many delicacies as
they could, while John, who was used to such food, munched at a more leisurely pace. As John
looked across the table at his counterpart, he exchanged smiles with Jesus. Was it possible, I
now wonder, that John and Jesus already shared a secret between them. I will never know. I
detected that moment a smoldering resentment in James and Joseph, probably caused by John’s
behavior but also for the possibility that we would be taking him home with us if his mother
died. Simon and I were not as concerned that this might happen and, following Jesus’ example,
befriended our cousin John. For several moments, as we ate our dinner, we listened to John talk
about his adventures in Sepphoris and the surrounding hills. While Jesus had discovered only
one small cave near the Shepherd’s Trail, John claimed to have found hundreds of caverns in the
Galilean hills. He had found paintings of bizarre animals on the walls of some of the caves and
bones of the occupants, which his mother made him return the next day. Simon and I voiced our
fervent desire to explore these caves. John promised to take us to the site where he found the
paintings and bones. Jesus shook his head, reminding John of the dangers facing his family, but
I hoped we could change his mind.
For a moment, as I glanced at Simon, I was tempted to tell the braggart John about our
own discovery this week, but I remembered our vow of secrecy. A pagan shrine close to our
property seemed more important than a bunch of caves. I wasn’t certain if Simon, himself,
would not blurt this out one day, but to bring up the horned man carved on the wall would be
admitting that we had been disobedient. Papa might be very upset. Praying that Simon would
keep his silence, I chewed on my lower lip, stowing away our secret for another, more
opportune, day.
As we finished up our meal, there was a knocking on the great wooden door. We felt
some relief when Falco and Priam appeared in the doorway with news of about our new
protectors. Peeking around Papa as he talked to our guards, I shared everyone’s disappointment
when Falco and Priam told us that the magistrates’ sentries would make their rounds every hour
but would not be posted on the premises, as our guards were back home. To make us feel better,
Falco praised the large, fierce-looking German guards hired by the city, which, in fact, comforted
us a bit. Papa had told us about these rugged, blond and red-haired giants used by the Romans as
auxiliary troops, gladiators, and guards. That Sepphoris was protected by such men impressed
Papa very much. I had never seen such warriors and hoped we might see some of them soon.
With a smile replacing the frown on his face, Papa invited the Romans in for dinner. Having
anticipated that our guards would return, the servants reacted quickly, cleaning off the table and
resetting it with two platters filled with an assortment of food. Like Papa, Falco and Priam were
disappointed that Elizabeth offered no wine, but they made up for this deficiency by drinking and
devouring everything in sight. We watched them eat with enthusiasm yet great haste. I had
thought Simon had bad manners, but these fellows seemed to inhale, not chew, their food,
draining their goblets in one gulp. Priam explained they wanted to get on the road before dark.
After thanking the servants, they bolted from the table, wiped their mouths with their sleeves,
and swaggered contentedly out of the house. On their way out, Priam ruffled my hair, pinched
Simon’s cheek, and promised us that they would guard our house well while we were gone.
John and Jesus, with the twins in tow, laughed softly as we followed them out of the house.
Rubbing his cheek, Simon glared reproachfully at them as did James and Joseph, but I had grown
fond of our rough mannered guards. As they climbed on their horses, John, Jesus, and I said

goodbye and waved at them as if they were relatives leaving on a long journey. Though our new
guards might be giants, I still wished it was Falco and Priam guarding us during our stay.
It was almost sunset. While our parents visited Elizabeth in her sick room, we waited
briefly for news about her health. A servant came out and whispered something in John’s ear.
John then explained to us that Micah was encouraged by his mother’s pulse and humors but
wanted to bleed her once more. From the physician Luke, I would learn about the evils of
draining the body of blood when a patient is already half dead. Even as children we wrinkled
our noses at the notion. Jesus seemed to sigh with resignation. I wished my parents would come
out now and reassure us about all this . . . .Was our aunt going to be all right? Should I be
thinking of John as another adopted brother now?
Though Jesus and John talked calmly amongst themselves, the rest of us were growing
restless with the wait. Before the sun went down, John suggested that we go outside and play
some games. There were unlimited hiding places for the game of hide-and-go-seek. While John
counted to one hundred, we all scattered into the garden and nearby trees. After only one round
of hide-and-seek, however, Papa came out to tell us to stay close to the house. Jesus explained
finally to John that moment what had happened in Nazareth that required our protection from
Rome. John gave Jesus a thoughtful look. After presenting us with a primitive bow he had
fashioned from gopher wood, he then showed us another game we could play in the garden area,
which was much closer to the house. A circle of woven matting he had nailed to a fence with
concentric circles moving out from its center served as our target. The twins had difficulty with
this operation, but John showed us boys how to pull the string back and aim the crude arrows, he
had whittled, at the target. As we took turns shooting the bow, Mama came out this time to scold
Jesus for allowing us to play such a dangerous game.
John laughed good naturedly as Jesus stood scratching his head. While there was still
enough light, he showed us his favorite tree on which he built a platform in order, he boasted, to
survey the world. Because it wasn’t dangerous and was so close to the house, John convinced us
it would be all right. It was growing dark, so we took turns climbing up the rude staircase he had
nailed on the gnarled trunk. Elizabeth’s estate sat on a small hill overlooking her orchards. This
vantage point, even at sunset, allowed a wide panorama of the land below. As Jesus and I took
our turn beside John, he pointed out the various landmarks beyond their property. Though
dressed like a beggar with an unwashed look about him, John didn’t smell bad up close nor did
he have dirty fingernails or stained teeth as peasants often had. Could it be that John was
holding onto his childhood “wild boy” role and still bathed like everyone else? It seemed
obvious that he lived in a make believe world of pretend. Jesus had seen this clearly when he
teased him for playing childish games. Perched high on the ancient oak, we couldn’t see any of
the city’s synagogues from where we stood, but in the distance, as John explained, there was a
pagan temple to the god Artemis, a shrine to the deified Julius Caesar, and a tall memorial that
Herod had built to Emperor Augustus—architecture, Jesus told us, he had seen in Greece and
Rome.
After searching the garden where we had been playing, Papa and Mama found us below
the tree, just as John, James, and Simon were making their descent, and demanded that we
immediately come into the house. It was almost dark, an ideal time to be waylaid by evildoers
such as Reuben, Papa said crossly. Mama gave Jesus a playful swat on the arm. It was not easy
for my parents to scold him sternly when he and John were becoming fast friends. None of us,

even Mama or Jesus, for that matter, understood how significant this friendship would be. I felt
a twinge of jealousy for this moment. I’m not certain how Simon felt, but James and Joseph
were not happy either with this train of events.
That night, as we waited to find out if our parents must adopt yet another orphan, Reuben
and his friends were still out there somewhere this very hour up to no good—probably waiting
for their chance for revenge. As we all filed into the garden and were herded into back of the
house, I looked around fleetingly for the German guards promised us. Perhaps they would only
guard the front of the house. . . . or perhaps not at all.
******
It had been a long road for our family. After watching Jesus breath life into dead bird, we
understood that our oldest brother had god-like powers, and we later discovered that not only
was he Mama’s natural son, but we all had different parents except him. Between these
milestones, much had happened to the House of Joseph bar Jacob. . . . Papa had given refuge to
the widow Mariah, though she appeared to be a witch and woman of ill-repute. Jesus performed
another miracle by causing rain to pour on Mariah’s burning house, which flooded Nazareth’s
gardens, sparking the rumor that he called upon Beelzebub to put out the fire. After this
miraculous event, Reuben, a troublemaker and incendiary, was chased by the Romans and
managed to almost kill one of Longinus’ men, which made he and his accomplices fugitives with
a grudge to bear. Though we gave Mariah’s son Michael a new home, he proved to be
incorrigible. After attempting to rob us, he ran off to find his mother. In his place, because of
the death of his Aunt Deborah, one of our sworn enemies, we have taken in another orphan, my
friend Nehemiah, who is sickly and almost died in our house.
In Jesus’ letters about his journey with Joseph of Arimathea, we heard about his
adventures in Egypt, Greece, Rome, Gaul, and Cyrene, though he downplayed the miracles he
performed and glossed over the remaining stops. This great odyssey, which Jesus had recorded
for us, had given him a chance to see and experience the world, and yet, not for one moment, did
he forget his family back home nor the real meaning of his journey, which was to test his vision
out on the world. Thanks to Jesus’ letters, we had glimpses of, though we didn’t understand
them yet, the core beliefs that would shape his ministry to both Gentiles and Jews. It all seems
very plain now, but it was not so easy to sort things out as child. I had not quite reached my
eleventh birthday. Jesus was, himself, still a youth. To have experienced what he has before his
sixteenth birthday seems almost inconceivable, but, now that Jesus had returned, I hoped that
things would get back to normal again. My parent’s protection of a widow and her son and Jesus
apparent miracles had made us outcasts in Nazareth. We had, after all, harbored a witch.
Michael defaced the synagogue with blasphemies. Jesus had, before his journey, spooked many
townsfolk with his alleged powers. Although they are merely watching over our house, the list
of my family’s crimes also includes collusion with the Romans. Slowly, our old friends have
begun returning to us and Papa’s clients have begun doing business with him again, but we were
still known to many as the family who gave sanctuary to a witch and whose oldest son is,
himself, a practitioner of the black arts. If they read Jesus letters, their suspicions would seem be
justified. Jesus had, during his journey, added to his list of miracles by calling forth the dead and
quieting not one but two storms!

With all things considered, my parents were saints, if not angels, for their unwavering
patience with Jesus and for taking in so many orphans after Mama gave birth to her own son. As
a result of their love and charity, our lives have become very complex with so many children and
the knowledge we all shared. The question that would decide John’s destiny and the future of
our household, however, was very simple: would Elizabeth live or die?
John, unlike everyone else, was confident of his mother’s recuperative abilities, since she
had been sick many times in the past. But this time, she was bled by her doctor, which was, Papa
told Mama, an act of desperation. At times she couldn’t recognize her niece or even her own
son. Most importantly, the stony look on Micah’s face couldn’t hide the desperation in his eyes.
When they thought we were out of earshot, the physician admitted to my parents that Elizabeth
was in God’s hands. She needed a rabbi now, not a physician. Instead, when no one was
looking (except me), Jesus slipped down the corridor leading to Elizabeth’s room and knelt by
her bed. When he saw me silhouetted in the doorway, he shut the door on me. Papa came
walking down the corridor, took my hand and led me to the chambers prepared just for me. I
bristled at being caught eavesdropping and deprived of secret knowledge, but then I realized that
I could ask Jesus tomorrow or better yet, when he came to bed, whether or not he had done to
Elizabeth what he had done for the dead bird and Joseph the Arimathea’s son, because Jesus, I
recalled, couldn’t lie. I asked Papa where everyone else was going to sleep and he told me that
Elizabeth’s house had many rooms. Jesus would probably sleep in the room next to John’s. It
turned out to my good fortune that John’s room was next to mind. I heard him talking to a
servant in the hall. Perhaps I would sneak down the hall and overhear Jesus telling John what he
had done. I was so thrilled with the idea it was hard for me to sleep, so I paced around the room
awhile, waiting impatiently to hear Jesus voice outside my door. As I battled slumber, however,
the weariness of the road and then romping in John’s backyard overcame me. Against my better
judgment, as I fought to stay awake, I sat down wearily on my pallet, slumped over finally, and
fell fast asleep.
******
As I slept, a recurrent theme appeared in my head. Once again I was riding on my white
horse dressed as a Roman knight, carrying my spear, my cape flowing in the wind, but this time I
was not riding into the unknown. Unlike the other dreamscapes, I knew exactly what lie ahead
and was immediately filled with dread. I found myself in the same dark plot, looking up at a
small hill at three crosses. A crowd was gathered below the crosses. Longinus appeared beside
me on his black horse. This time, however, Longinus took the reins of my horse and led me up
the hill.
“No, please, don’t take me there,” I begged.
“You must come Jude,” he replied sternly. “Your mother waits below, and you must
comfort her.”
“What’s wrong?” I asked fearfully. “What’s happening over there?”
“You’ll see, you’ll see,” he said in a sing-song voice.
I began sniveling, but he ignored my state of mind. Suddenly, I was no longer Jude, a
Roman warrior; I was little Jude, youngest son of Joseph bar Jacob, trapped in a nightmare I
couldn’t escape. As we approached the setting, I could see my mother and two other shadowy
forms among the crowd, yet the figures on the crosses were dark silhouettes against the bleak

sky. I called to Mama, but her eyes remained locked on the crosses. In spite of the clues I had
been given, the significance of this moment escaped me. I could not possibly imagine who the
man was on the middle cross. The road to Golgotha was far away.
I gave my horse a gentle kick, attempting to spur him on, but he wouldn’t budge. Even
when I gave him a stern boot in the ribs, he seemed frozen in place, so I tried hollering at him,
only to discover that my vocal chords were frozen too. Longinus rode ahead of me and, rearing
up on his horse, said something that I would hear once more in my lifetime but which seemed
nonsensical to me during my dream: “Truly, this was the Son of God.”
The sky darkened as a great, spiraling mass of clouds gathered overhead. The crowd
below now blackened to shadows, and no longer could I see my mother’s face. A sudden gale
swept the spectators from the scene, leaving me alone on the hill with only the Roman and the
three crosses. I still didn’t understand why Longinus and not Cornelius was here again in this
dark place. Cornelius had been my hero, and yet I sensed already that Longinus would play a
more important role in our lives. I began weeping again, as I felt the despair of this scene. I
could not move or speak. I wanted to called out to him as he sat on his horse looking up at a
cross “Why am I here? What does this mean?” All I could manage, however, was to mouth the
words mutely as he turned his horse and galloped passed, leaving me stranded on he hill. The
wind and rain and ceased. The sky cleared, leaving one lone clump of clouds that hid the sun.
Gradually, as the clouds drifted away, the figures on the crosses turned from silhouettes to dimly
lit, shadowy forms. An overwhelming feeling of dread filled me stifling my sobs as I tried
discerning the bodies hanging on the crosses. With one last push of physical and emotional
energy, I forced myself, with great effort, to mouth a plea of understanding in my dark dream.
What came out of my mouth, though, was the most important question I could ask at this time:
“Who-o-o ar-r-re you-u-u?”
Upon that thundering note, I looked up in the dim-light of my room, still fearful, though
seeing a familiar face looking down at me. Had I slept through the night? Why was Papa in my
room?
“Jude, Jude, wake up son!” He was shaking me gently. Behind him, I saw Mama’s face.
Gathering up my thoughts, still drenched in nightmarish imagery, I realized slowly but
surely that this was not my normal wake-up call. Something was wrong, I told myself. My
parents were acting very strange. As it had happened before when I had such a prophetic dream,
something momentous occurred to detour my thoughts. Perhaps, knowing I wouldn’t forget it,
the Lord placed important information in my head until I would need it. Jesus had once told me
that I had a gift. I know now he meant more than just a good memory. Like my mother and
oldest brother, I could see things in the future, but I was too young for such weighty issues. This
time, as before, my mind would be filled with a more immediate issue, the nightmare tucked
away safely for a latter day.
“Is Aunt Elizabeth dead?” I asked dully, as I was helped to my feet.
“No, my child,” replied Mama, clasping my hand, “Elizabeth is feeling better.”
“Did Jesus cure her as he did Levi and the dead bird?” I blurted, as my parents led me
down the hall.
“No, Jude, and she’s still very sick.” Papa sighed heavily. “A courier arrived from
Nazareth sent by Longinus, himself.”

I remembered portions of my dreamscape when he mentioned that name. It was all there
in my head, floating as pieces to a puzzle, the various pieces drifting further apart each passing
moment. When we reached the great hall, all of the children, except the twins, were present.
John, our cousin, stood beside Jesus, each holding a look of deep concern. For the first time I
could remember, James and Joseph were not frowning at me. Both of them gave me pitying
looks. Papa and Mama, though they tried to smile, also had sad looks on their faces. Simon,
wide awake for such an early hour, his cheeks streaked with tears, looked down at the floor. It
was then, when I studied Simon’s expression that I was certain that this quiet meeting had
something to do with me.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, looking around the room. “Why is everyone staring at me?”
“Nehemiah is very sick,” Papa’s announced gravely. “Samuel’s servant was able to flag
down one of Longinus’ men. A special courier arrived a little while ago with the news.”
I tried to put on a brave face. “Well, I know he’s sick. He’s always been sick, but he’s
getting better. Abner said so.”
“Well he’s not son,” Papa grasped both of my shoulders and looked unwaveringly into
my eyes. “I wish I could hide this information from you until we return, but your mother and I
felt it would be wrong. You would never forgive us, if you weren’t there with him. Mama is
going to stay with Elizabeth with the twins. The rest of us will return with our Roman escorts,
who’ll be arriving within the hour.”
“My mother wants me to go,” announced John solemnly.
“Yes, John,” Mama reached over to pat his arm, “until she’s feeling better you will stay
with us.”
James and Joseph groaned. I shrugged my shoulders and folded my arms. What was one
more person in our house? I was not worried about Nehemiah’s health. A memory flashed like
a beacon in my head. I recalled seeing Jesus kneeling beside Elizabeth’s bed last night, probably
praying. I looked over at him and smiled knowingly. Reading my expression now, he placed a
finger over his lips and shook his head. I was not certain if he was signaling “no I had nothing to
do with Elizabeth getting better” or was merely telling me to shut up. It did seem a half-hearted
effort to only keep the poor woman alive, but I was confident that Jesus would do better next
time. Nehemiah, after all, was only a child, with his whole life ahead of him. I smiled at the
thought: Jesus would save my friend!
After we gathered our things together and then stood waiting for our escorts to arrive, my
parents, cousin John, and Simon stood around me with sympathetic looks. Jesus had a worried
expression on his face and looked as if he wanted to say something to me. James and Joseph,
I’m certain, felt that this was a prelude to John becoming part of our family. Both of them stood
apart from us, with scowls on their faces, grumbling unhappily to themselves. Suddenly, as the
gloom of the room descended upon me, I broke down into sobs. Mama, as always, was abruptly
there pressing me to her bosom, cooing down at me with comforting words: “there-there little
Jude, the Lord’s will is hard to understand. We shall pray very hard—all of us, so Nehemiah,
Elizabeth, and Samuel get better.”
“Mama,” I blubbered, “Samuel and Elizabeth have lived long lives, but Nehemiah never
had a chance. I just know Jesus can make him better. He cured that dead bird. He put out the
fire burning Mariah’s house. Look what he did at sea and in Gaul! Why can’t he save one little
boy?”

She looked at me in horror a moment, then, so typical of the mother of Jesus, her mood
shifted, and she smiled gently at my folly.
“Nehemiah may very well be dead already,” she murmured softly. “It’s not Jesus place
to raise the dead. Only God should do that. You mustn’t ask him to do that.”
It is clear to me, as I write these words, that Mama had not actually denied Jesus’ powers.
She was saying that he mustn’t raise up the dead, not he can’t, because it was not yet his time.
She was asking me not to force his hand, but knew it was my intention of doing just that. None
of us had completely grasped who Jesus was suppose to be. The magnitude of it was too great
even for him. All I knew was that I had seen, with my own eyes, as did my brothers, Jesus raise
a bird from the dead. In his letters Jesus, himself, admitted that he brought Levi back to life.
Had Mama forgotten these facts? Perhaps she felt that raising a bird wasn’t the same as raising a
person from the dead. For that matter, Jesus implied that Levi had only been in the dark sleep
when he called him from death’s door. In spite of Mama’s doubts, fears, and misgivings, I
believed that Jesus could do just about anything with prayer.
******
During a breakfast of pastries, fruit juice, and stuffed dates, we ate silently, exchanging
worried looks, our ears craned to hear a knock at the door. The physician had left during the
night to attend to another patient, but returned that morning to evaluate Elizabeth’s health. After
only few moments in Elizabeth’s room, he sent a servant out to fetch our parents. We moved, as
a group down the corridor intent on eavesdropping on the adults, but we could hear nothing
behind the thick wooden door. Whatever was being said was done in such great secrecy we were
certain something dreadful was wrong.
Now it was John’s turn, I told myself, as we returned to the hall. All of us, even the
scowling James and Joseph, surrounded our cousin. Papa and Mama appeared suddenly in the
room with sullen expressions on their faces their hands folded on their stomachs in a posture of
bad news. We edged closer to John, silently, with our expressions, trying to comfort him,
sensing the worst as Papa began to speak.
“John,” he said, reaching out to embrace him, as he would his own son, “your mother’s in
a deep sleep but she’s breathing clearly with no fever. Micah has given Mary medicines to
administer to her now that her condition has changed, but it is her heart that is failing this time.
We must all pray for her before we leave.”
Papa signaled by touching his index fingers and thumbs together to form a circle—his
silent call to prayer. Micah politely refused to participate in this exercise and took his leave.
Coaxed gently by Mama on one side and Papa on the other, John took their hands, and watched
with great discomfort as everyone else, including the grumbling James and Joseph, clasped
hands, until a ring was created in the hall. Abigail and Martha, who would squirm and fuss too
much, were allowed to play in their chambers, while the servants looked on in wonder from the
sidelines. Though greatly embarrassed, John made no comment as Papa opened with a prayer of
healing for Elizabeth, Nehemiah, and Samuel—a tall order considering there were three
recipients and so little time. Any moment there would be a knocking on Elizabeth’s front door
and the circle would be broken up as a servant announced that the escorts were here. I simply
could not concentrate and decided, after reflecting on my troubling dreams, that I would rely on
Jesus’ prayers. Perhaps, I reasoned, he would send his healing power to Nehemiah from afar

instead of kneeling by his bed as he did for Elizabeth last night. I hoped he would do better this
time. Looking around the group, I noticed that Simon had his eyes tightly shut, trying his best to
muster up a prayer, but James and Joseph, as expected, were staring impatiently at the floor.
John was just standing there wide-eyed and mouth agape between my parents, listening to Papa,
Mama, and Jesus mumble fervent prayers.
I found myself daydreaming once again about my white horse, but found my thoughts
tainted by last night’s dream. It seemed so ridiculous to me now. Once again I had dreamed of
three crucified men. Why had Longinus identified one of them as the Son of God? This time my
mother was standing on that dark hill. What was she doing in my dream? Did all this really
mean something? I hoped not. The fact that Longinus, not Cornelius, reappeared in my dream,
made it more strange and terrible. With Cornelius, I had entertaining dreams, in which he said
silly things to me. He never frightened me like Longinus did last night.
As I stood trapped in the circle, I sensed that my dreams might be more important than
simple prayers for health, especially the nightmare I had last night. If dreams were influenced by
wakeful experience as Papa suggested, why would I have such an awful dream, unless it had
special meaning?
When there was finally a knock at the door, I felt myself awakening from my thoughts. I
had not prayed, but neither had James, Joseph, Simon, or John. Nevertheless, I couldn’t help
feeling a presence in our circle, perhaps only in my mind, that gave me a feeling of peace and
comfort. I didn’t know whether or not Elizabeth would live or die, but I was filled with a
certainty that Jesus, through his prayers to God, would save Nehemiah’s life. A servant called
out the names of our visitors, Falco and Priam, which added to my feeling of well being.
Unceremoniously, with hasty amens, the circle broke up. Papa frowned at this interruption,
quickly composed himself, and greeted the two guards as they swaggered into the house.
Papa gripped each man’s forearm, the proper way to greet Roman soldiers, leading them
graciously into the dining hall, where servants brought out more food, fruit, and juice.
“We’re so happy Longinus sent you again,” Mama said with a bow. “Please refresh
yourselves before the return trip.”
Falco emitted a weary laugh. “Thank you ma’am. Please convey are appreciation to the
lady of the house when she’s up and about.”
“How is she?” Priam asked, looking down at the table. “Is she feeling better today?”
“No, I’m afraid not,” Papa replied sadly. “My wife is going to stay with Elizabeth for
awhile. We shall continue praying for her health.”
“Ah prayer, there’s a pretty word,” Priam reflected, munching on a piece of cheese. “In
our religion the priests do that. Thieves and rascals all of them! Rome has so many gods it
makes a man’s head spin.”
My parents, who found Priam’s rustic wit amusing, laughed softly amongst themselves.
Jesus and John, acting as excellent hosts, kept their mugs filled with juice. James and Joseph,
always the rebels, glared at the Romans, as the rest of us gathered around the two old veterans,
watching them wolf down their food. I had never seen anyone with such bad manners, but I had
grown fond of our guards. I could tell that my parents, Jesus, and John felt that way too. Yet
Simon, always highly influenced by others, had a disdainful look now in his eyes, still smarting
from when Falco pinched his cheek.

Watching Simon’s expression darken, I wondered if the old distance between us would
return. Back home, he would probably side with James and Joseph against me, if Nehemiah’s
condition improved and my friend came home. Now that John would be staying with us, I
wondered if I might befriend him like I did the other orphans or if he and Jesus would, as
religious eccentrics, wander off in a cloud by themselves. In any event, John’s stay, unlike
Michael and Nehemiah, was not intended to be permanent. Ultimately, unless Nehemiah began
feeling better, I might be left with only one person to bond with in Nazareth: Uriah, the rabbi’s
son. Unfortunately, because Rabbi Joachim hated our family, Uriah was not allowed to visit our
house.
My biggest concern was, of course, Nehemiah’s health, which depended, I was certain,
upon Jesus’ power of prayer. With my head reeling with issues, I followed the others out the
door. Mama bid us all a tearful goodbye, one-by-one, as we gathered on the porch. As the
Romans climbed upon their mounts, Falco made an announcement that worried us very much.
Last night bandits had attacked a caravan on the Jerusalem road. Though our group would be
traveling back to Nazareth, Cornelius had ordered the magistrates to supply an additional escort
to insure our safety. At this point, I felt overwhelmed with all these concerns but clung to my
hope in Jesus. Falco and Priam instructed the servants to bring the donkeys and mules around to
the front of the villa only after they returned with the additional men. We were all ordered to
stay on the porch. During the meantime, Priam was stationed in front of the house with us, still
mounted on his horse.
This struck me as inefficient. A single guard was not enough protection against
murderers and thieves. As he rode idly back and forth in front of the villa chatting with us to
calm our fears, a band of men appeared across the street. I spotted them immediately, while the
others listened to the prattle of our guard. As they slowed down at sight of the Roman guard, I
studied their faces and listened to them mutter to themselves. Slowly, recognition dawned in my
overwrought mine. I knew some of those men!
Over three years in hiding had changed Reuben and his friends, Josiah and Asa’s,
appearance but not significantly. Standing amidst several other villains, they wore a bizarre
mixture of armored vests, brightly colored tunics and breeches with leather Roman boots on their
big feet. The flamboyant robes of rich men were fastened with silver clasps around their thick
necks, and on their wooly heads they wore Syrian helmets, similar to ones worn by two of
Joseph of Arimathea’s guards. All of these articles of clothing were probably stolen from
victims, alive or dead, which included the short gladius normally seen on Roman belts. What
seemed to be a clue that something was amiss as these rogues swaggered toward us, was their
hairiness, body odor, and uncouth, rowdy manners. The guards I had seen employed to protect
Joseph’s caravan, though rough looking characters, might have been dusty from the road but they
weren’t filthy. Unlike this mismatched and multicolored group, Glychon and Tycho had worn
the same uniforms as each other and kept their peace in public. Among this gang of Syrians and
renegade Jews, the faces that leered at us—the matted beards, and shifty eyes, particularly of
Reuben, their leader—grew increasingly familiar as I studied the group. There were, I counted,
twelve of them, while we had only one Roman sentry to guard us.
Though I had never seen those other men before, I recognized the obvious features of
Reuben. No disguise could hide his red hair, freckly face, and fleshy jowls. In spite of their
Syrian helmets, scraggly beards, and mismatched clothes, I quickly recognized Josiah and Asa

too. The actions of these men, as they stood watching us from across the street, were, now that I
think about it, much like wolves sizing up their prey. At a distance, they had not seemed like
soldiers or warriors at all, but cutthroats and thieves, with blazing eyes, fortified by strong drink.
I could scarcely believe that Papa and my brothers hadn’t also seen the danger that had just
crossed our path. Fortunately, however, Priam saw the fear on my face. Though his other men
looked passively our way without actual acknowledgment, Reuben gave me a look of
recognition, smiling slyly at me before nudging his friends. I walked slowly up to Priam’s horse,
praying that they would just leave us alone.
“It’s him,” I found my voice.
“Who, boy?” Priam frowned down at me.
“It’s Reuben and his friends, but now he has more men.” I said breathlessly.
“Are you sure?” He asked, clasping his sword handle. “They look like Syrian swines to
me.”
I nodded emphatically, looking back at the others. It seemed as though Papa had caught
sight of Reuben and his men too. He was hastily ushering John and my brothers back into the
house.
“They got me outnumbered,” Priam informed me worriedly. “You go inside now. I’m
going to ride ahead and see what’s taking them so long.”
I ran faster than I had ever run in my life. The sound of hoof beats told me that Priam
was riding safely away from Reuben and his men. The sweetest sound to my ears, however, was
the sound of the door slamming shut and being bolted behind me. After hearing all the
commotion, Mama scurried down he corridor from Elizabeth’s room. The servants stood
uncomprehendingly in the main hall, as James, Joseph, Simon, John, and I cowered inside the
house. Papa now explained to Mama why we ran back into he house.
“They’re here in Sepphoris. Reuben now has an entire gang of thieves. Priam rode
ahead to find Falco and the German guards. I hope they capture Reuben and his men this time.”
“Sepphoris is a large city, Joseph.” Mama drew her hand to her mouth. “Those men could
vanish anywhere in this town.”
******
As we huddled fearfully inside Elizabeth’s house, the normal street sounds of the
morning were muted by the thick walls of the house. Unless there was a banging on the door or
rumble of thunder overhead, we wouldn’t know what’s happening outside. The weather was
good today, and there was a normal flow of traffic, which presented a false sense of calm. We
seemed to be insulated against the outside world. Papa assured us that Reuben’s gang would not
be foolhardy enough to attempt a break-in with Roman soldiers nearby. Yet I was not yet
confident of our new protectors in Sepphoris and was not impressed with the Roman glass
windowpanes installed in the house. What if they climbed over a wall on Elizabeth’s property?
Glass, I reminded Papa, breaks easily. For that matter, doors can be broken into with the proper
force. Except for an ancient sword John’s father left to him, the only arsenal of weapons we had
at our disposal were the kitchen knives and the bow and arrows John fashioned for himself.
With a show of bravery, John fetched his sword, bows and arrows, and the crude spear he made
then brought out the cooks biggest knives, which caused James, Joseph, Simon, and I to laugh
hysterically amongst ourselves. As far as we knew, there were only two Roman soldiers and an

unknown contingent of guards to protect us against Reuben’s gang, which from the sidelines
appeared to number a dozen, with possibly more lurking in the shadows. If they broke into the
house right now, we wouldn’t stand a chance.
A sudden knock on the door startled everyone, sending most of us racing into the back of
the house, until Papa recognized the familiar thump-thump, thump-thump-thump on the door.
“Listen everyone,” Papa exclaimed “it’s Falco and Priam.”
“Are you certain?” Mama asked in a quivering voice.
“Mama! Papa!” squealed the twins.
“Be careful Papa!” Jesus called from the corridor leading to Elizabeth’s room. “Wait until
you hear their voices.”
James, Joseph, Simon, John, and I approached the atrium where Papa, Jesus, Mama and
the twins stood, still clutching our weapons. The large chopping knife I carried was removed
delicately from my hand by Jesus, as was the meat cleaver Simon brandished, but John remained
poised with his bow and arrow. Joseph gripped the spear in an attack position and James gripped
Zechariah’s sword, reading to strike a fatal blow.
“Who is it?” Papa shouted through the door.
“Falco and Priam, your guards,” came the muffled reply.
After removing the door latch and peeking cautiously out, Papa heaved a sigh then slowly
opened the door. Falco and Priam entered brusquely, almost knocking him aside. I looked
passed the Romans, whooping with glee when I spotted the large armored Germans on the Porch.
Before the guards caught sight of their show of force, Mama and a servant removed the weapons
from James, Joseph, and John’s hands. Typical of our family’s hospitality, Papa insisted that the
magistrate’s guards be given refreshments. Four blond-haired and blue-eyed giants entered
Elizabeth’s house, politely waving off the food and drink offered. Everyone, even the normally
sullen James and Joseph, were greatly impressed with this assembly. It seemed to be sufficient
for our protection in Sepphoris, but, after seeing Reuben and his men emerge from the shadows,
I wondered if it was enough for the road. We might need more men to protect us on the way
back to Nazareth. When I suggested this possibility to Papa, he silenced me with a simple
“Jude!” Frowning severely, Mama and Jesus scolded me too, but I could tell by their
expressions that James, Joseph, and Simon agreed with me. John, though he tried to be brave,
also gave me a nod.
Considering the fact that our fierce-looking guests would not only protect us in Sepphoris
but would accompany us to Nazareth, gave us some comfort, but it was the “unknown”—that
nightmarish nether world were Reuben lurked—that bothered us now. After bidding Mama and
the twins one more goodbye, we mounted our mules and donkeys and found ourselves, with
guards in the front and guards in the back of the procession, trotting out of town. Idling towns
folk stopped to gawk at the specter of Roman and German guards protecting Jews. Suddenly,
my fears were dispelled completely as several more men galloped up belatedly, bringing the
number of guards up to fifteen.
“Now fifteen guards should be enough!” Falco called back cheerily.
“What if we’re ambushed?” blurted James. “There could be a hundred men in his gang.”
“Yeah,” Joseph agreed. “they could be lying in wait. We could be riding into a trap!”
“Shut up! Shut up!” Simon placed his hands on his ears.
“What do you think?” I looked back at John. “You think they’re lying in wait?”

“I just hope they don’t have bows and arrows,” John replied grimly.
“James, Joseph, Jude, John,” scolded Papa, “stop this talk at once!”
“John, I’m surprised at you,” Jesus chided him gently, “where’s your faith?”
Our Roman guards, who understood Aramaic, thought our conversation was amusing. I
could hear Falco teasing Papa about his “brave sons.” Far in the back of the procession Priam
was also laughing, but at something he had said to Jesus. I’m not sure if the Germans spoke
anything but Latin and their own barbaric tongue, but they seemed friendly enough. A few of
them rode up and down the line, scanning each side of the road. Falco and Priam, however,
seemed unconcerned about the dangers of our trip. I could see numerous trees and large
boulders that bandits might hide behind. Incredible as it seemed, Simon appeared to be falling
asleep on his donkey. Several times, as he trotted in front of me, I saw his head bob forward and
his body wobble to and fro. Jesus road up suddenly beside Simon on his own initiative, reached
over, and gave his shoulder a pat. He then turned his donkey sharply and, on his way back to the
rear, reached over to scruff my hair.
A German guard now galloped back to motion for Jesus to return to the procession. We
heard laughter again, as Papa good-naturedly defended his cowardly sons. I felt better after
Jesus’ gesture. Simon turned around to smile sleepily at me. In spite of Papa’s scolding, I could
hear James and Joseph grumbling back and forth. Jesus was laughing at something Priam had
said, when we heard a horrible yell up ahead on the road.
Suddenly, after only an hour on the road, we were under attack. Papa shouted “Its
Reuben and his men!” and we thought that there would be terrible fight, but to our amazement a
dozen riders galloped peacefully past us. Reuben called back jubilantly in a sing-song voice
“We’ll see you in Nazareth!”
“Why did you let them pass?” James cried indignantly to the guards. “You outnumber
them. You should wipe them out!”
Joseph screamed out word-for-word almost the same thing, while Simon, John, and I
muttered dumbfoundedly to ourselves, and Papa argued heatedly with Falco about the missed
opportunity of his men. Jesus rode up to Papa, I imagine to reason with him. I knew he would
never counsel war. I heard Falco explain to Papa that it was foolhardy for our guards to chase
down an enemy and leave us vulnerable on the road. This same logic was echoed by Priam and
several of the German guards, who simply nodded their shaggy heads.
Falco summed it up by saying. “I’ve never personally seen this Reuben fellow and
neither have our German guards. If we had a company of the original legionnaires who chased
he and his friends into the hills, we could bring him before the prefect, but that’s not part of our
orders. The best I can do, Joseph, is continue guarding you on your trip and send one of the
Germans ahead to the Cohort headquarters to alert them of Reuben’s destination. Please don’t
call this a missed opportunity. If we attacked Reuben’s band, some of you might have been
caught in the crossfire and killed. I know the mind of these wild, barbarian men. They are loyal,
and would lay down their lives to protect whom they guard. It doesn’t matter to them whether
they’re guarding Herod Antipas, himself, or Nazarene Jews. They will not, however, deviate
from their orders and neither can I. Be thankful, praise be to the gods, that Reuben didn’t
ambush us. There’s no profit for him attacking us now. He’s out numbered—fifteen trained
legionnaires and auxilia against twelve undisciplined villains. The man’s not a fool!”

“Those are fine words, Falco,” Papa said hoarsely, “but I have an awful feeling we’ll see
Reuben again.”
“Aye,” Priam raised his sword up to catch a glint of sunlight, “and we’ll be there to run
the blackheart through.”
“He was just taunting us,” Jesus said in a somber voice. “The Lord will deal with him in
His own way.”

Chapter Thirty-Three
Aunt Elizabeth

Jesus rode beside me for the remainder of the journey home. For the first time I could
remember, he talked to me as he would to an adult. He had heard James and Joseph talk
foolishly before, but he was troubled with Papa and John’s bloodlust. Referring, I assumed, to
Reuben and his gang, he said “he who lives by the sword, shall die by the sword”—words he
would one day utter to his disciples on that terrible night. On the road back to Nazareth,
however, they flowed from the mouth of a mere youth, whose wisdom was far beyond his years.
In quiet murmurs, we discussed Nehemiah’s health. When Jesus reminded me to pray for his
recovery, I was comforted, because Jesus couldn’t lie. It seemed as if Jesus was saying that
Nehemiah would be all right, but he had never said this. As he trotted ahead to chat with Papa, I
was filled with hope. I very much expected that Nehemiah’s health would improve in spite of
the dire report. Jesus wouldn’t let me down.
When we reached Nazareth that evening, we rode straight to Samuel’s estate. After
dismounting, we quickly scurried into his house. I was quite anxious to hear news of
Nehemiah’s health. I knew that Papa, Mama, and Jesus’ concern was as great as mine. The
mules and donkeys would be returned the following morning and were placed in temporary care
of Samuel’s husbandmen. The chamberlain promised that Priam and the German guards would
be fed by Samuel’s servants. Afterwards, the Germans would return to Sepphoris but Falco and
Priam would be asked to wait and escort his home.
Almost immediately, as we gathered in the atrium to await news, Abner walked solemnly
down the hall, weeping servants by his side. My first thought was that something had happened
to Samuel, since the old man would have done his best to greet us at the door no matter how he
felt, but as the physician approached us in the corridor, we could see Samuel emerge from
Nehemiah’s room, carrying a small lamp. The old man blew out the candle and sat the lamp on a
small round table nearby. I may not have been a Pharisee or rabbi but I had absorbed enough
tradition to know what that meant. . . . Nehemiah was dead.
I was only behaving as a child during this crisis, yet a twinge of shame falls over me now
as I recall my reaction to this news. I had learned nothing from watching my brother perform
miracles and listening to the magic of his words. Bereft of senses, I managed to circumvent Papa
and Jesus’ outstretched arms, open the great door, and flee into descending night. I was already
into the orchard before I realized how dark it had suddenly become. I stood there crying, feeling
lost and alone.
“Jude, my brother” Jesus called, “where are you?”
“Jesus,” I responded weakly, “. . . you lied to me. You cured a dead bird, a Pharisee’s
son, and saved an old woman’s life, but you couldn’t save one little boy. ”
“That’s not fair,” Papa cried out, “Jesus would never make such a promise to you!”
I could hear the hurt in Jesus’ voice. “I asked you to pray Jude. Nehemiah’s health was
in God’s hands, not mine. He walks with the Lord in God’s house.”

“Words!” I shrieked, taking flight. “I wanted another miracle and all you give me are
words!”
Footsteps sounded behind me that seemed to reverberate with the hammering in my
chest. When I looked back, Papa and Jesus were gaining ground, until they caught up with me.
Papa held a lamp. Behind them, I could make out the faces of James, Joseph, Simon, and John.
I was angry with Jesus for not saving my friend. All I could think of was that Nehemiah was
dead. I could hear them all talking to me. Papa tried to console me, as did Jesus and John, but
James and Joseph were cursing me under their breaths and Simon just stood there scratching his
head.
“Is he dead? Is he really dead?” I kept muttering to myself.
“Yes, my son,” Papa pulled me gently to my feet.
“I want to see him. . . . I want to make sure,” I said, clutching Papa’s hand.
“Then why did he run away?” Joseph grumbled to James.
“He’s not himself,” John spoke kindly. “He needs closure. We should let him see his
friend.”
“No,” blurted Papa, “he would not want to see Nehemiah now.”
On that note I broke into uncontrollable sobs. My legs buckled, and I felt Papa gathering
me up in his arms and carrying me back to our house. Everyone agreed that we could not stay
much longer in Samuel’s home while the servants prepared Nehemiah for burial the next day. It
was too late to organize a funeral tonight. It was already dark and it would take several hours to
bring our friends together for the gathering. I remember being set on my wobbly legs between
Papa and Jesus as we walked home. Jesus was silent during this period, but, as Papa prepared a
simple meal of bread, fruit and juice, Jesus sat on stool talking, as I lay on my pallet, explaining
why his prayers hadn’t saved Nehemiah’s life. It was Nehemiah’s time. . . .The Lord decides
who lives or dies. . . . He was in paradise now. . . . Someday I would see him again. . . . All fine
words, which I readily understood, but found repugnant in my frame of mind, so I turned my
back to Jesus and pretended that I had fallen asleep.
“He’ll come around, Jesus,” Papa called from the kitchen. “We know you did all you
could. We prayed very hard. God made His decision, and we must abide by His will.”
“I will pray for Jude,” Jesus replied gravely.
Hearing what I felt was utter nonsense from Papa and another example of my oldest
brother’s self-righteous attitude, I finally exploded.
“Pray? Don’t pray for me. Praying doesn’t work. We prayed for Nehemiah and look
what it got us. Elizabeth is barely alive and Samuel’s practically on death’s door.”
“What about Uriah?” James challenged.
“What about him?” I jumped up on my feet. “You, James, certainly didn’t pray for him.
You hate Uriah. You and Joseph hate all my friends. No-no, this praying thing only works if the
Lord wants it to. That’s what Jesus says, but I can’t accept that. Why would God want
Nehemiah to die? He’s still ten years old. Why did He take our birth parents during the plague?
He took our brothers and sisters too. Mama said he allowed Herod to kill hundreds of children
just to get at one child. Is even Jesus that important? Why didn’t God strike Herod dead? What
kind of God is this, who takes good people and leaves bad ones, like Reuben and his men to
roam the earth?”

“That’s enough Jude.” Papa was suddenly shaking my shoulders. “You’re not yourself
tonight. We understand this. But you mustn’t question God’s purpose or your brother Jesus’
judgment, which comes from God. This is irreverent, even blasphemous.”
“Really?” I looked at him angrily. “I barely understand all those words. I, more than
anyone, trusted Jesus’ judgment and look what happened. Nehemiah’s dead. Why did Jesus get
my hopes up? My friend suffered all this time just to die like all the other victims of God.”
Papa raised his head to strike me as I stood my ground. I could see the smirking faces of
James and Joseph in the kitchen. John and Simon stood in the background dumbfounded, while
Jesus raced over to stay Papa’s hand.
“No, Papa,” he cried out. “Jude speaks as a child. He has been wounded deeply. “Jude.”
He looked down at me with compassion. “I thought you understood the nature of prayer, but you
don’t. I don’t think our brothers do either. Prayer opens a dialogue with God, that’s all.”
“What’s a dia-logue?” Simon made a face.
“It’s when you talk to God.” Jesus smiled gently. “Do you remember what I told you
about this Simon?”
“Yes,” he nodded pertly, “ ‘clear everything out of you mind and picture a clear blue
sky.’ ”
I was in no mood for a religious discussion but kept my peace. I could see James and
Joseph huddled in a corner with John, whispering slander into his ears. Shamed by Jesus’
defense of me, Papa walked over and gave me a hug. Jesus gave me a probing look that moment
too. Dropping my chin onto my chest, I felt his eyes boring into me, as if he was reading my
mind. With his eyes raised heavenward, he gave a short, heartfelt, eulogy for Nehemiah, as if to
present Simon with a perfect example of a prayer. He gave an outline of Nehemiah’s virtues,
some of which I didn’t know about my self, asked that the Lord take care of our beloved friend,
then wound up the eulogy by thanking God for sharing Nehemiah with us for this short period of
time. Jesus had begun changing the mood of the room. When I look back upon this hour, it
seems as though Jesus had been rehearsing all along for the day he would begin his greater
mission on earth. The night we discovered Nehemiah was dead, I thought Jesus was a failure
and a fraud. Everything I heard so far seemed to be blotted out by my anger and sadness at
Nehemiah’s death. . . .Then John, who would one day be called the Baptist, asked Jesus a
question that would define the very nature of prayer.
“Jesus, my cousin.” He stepped forth suddenly. “You said that prayer is merely a
dialogue with God. Does God answer our prayers, if we pray really hard?”
Jesus, who had been in silent prayer, opened his eyes, looking heavenward, as if waiting
a reply. After a pause he spoke to all of us.
“. . . . Prayer can move mountains, if the Lord wills it, but you must to talk to God, not
men, as the hypocrites do. When you talk to God, don’t beg or demand results. The answer he
gives may not be to your liking, but it’s final. There should be no revisions after amen. God’s
ways are mysterious, and we mustn’t question his will or tempt his patience with selfish requests.
When we talk to him, we must always add, toward the end of our prayer, ‘if it be your will.’
God will do what’s best for us, not always what we want. We can’t demand a healing or change
of fate; we can only ask and hope for a miracle or more subtle change.”
John gave Jesus a troubled look. “What’s the use of praying if God has already decided
upon our fate?”

“Prayer is not just for us.” Jesus placed his hand on John’s shoulder. “It’s for our family
and friends. It’s unselfish and obedient to God’s will. It reinforces our faith and so reinforces
us. Our faith, in turn, strengthens prayer. God will not, at your request, make you swifter or
smarter than others, though these are God-given traits. He might grant you health, but never ask
Him to make you richer, more important or better than others and never pray for trifling things.
What you do to make your mark in the world has been decided already by God. How good that
you do is up to you.”
Jesus was speaking for the ages, but he was, this moment in time, speaking for his
family’s benefit, including Papa and Cousin John. I suffered from spiritual blindness those
moments, however, and, I was deaf to our faith. Once again, as Jesus had said to me before, I
was ‘kicking against the goads.’ Today my ears have been unstopped and the scales have fallen
from my eyes, but I still believe that God is inscrutable. Why would He spare an old man, but let
a little child die? That night I could see doubt on everyone’s faces, including John’s. A
dialogue, which I now understood, was opened that puzzles me even now. From the nature of
prayer, Jesus would talk about the Word and God, Himself, but this time the question would
come from James, one of Jesus’ critics.
“What is God’s will?” He asked thoughtfully. “Are you saying we can’t change God’s
mind?”
“Yes,” answered Jesus, “I’m saying that exactly, for God is unknowable. We have
freewill, but our fate is written in the Book of Life.”
“What’s that?” Joseph shook his head. “Is that in the Torah?”
“Yes,” Papa replied, shaking his head. “Moses wrote about this as did Daniel, but I’ve
never understood what it meant. Are you saying that we’re predestined for Paradise or Gahenna
regardless of our deeds?”
“The Word is unfinished,” Jesus’ voice dropped low. “The Book of Life unfolds
continually, foretelling all of the deeds of mankind, good and bad. In its margins are the names
of the righteous who have earned eternal life.”
“Heresy,” mumbled Joseph.
“It doesn’t make sense,” muttered James.
“Word,” Papa murmured, “. . . . I’ve heard you mention this before.”
John was affected the most by Jesus’ words. Papa had not heard my murmurings and
was looking at Jesus in disbelief.
“Jesus,” he gently scolded, “we know you’re special and have God’s ear, but speak
plainly. Sometimes you’re difficult to understand. If I have problems with you, James and
Joseph certainly well? In your letters, you spoke of many strange things, but what did you mean
by the Word? You spoke of it as a living thing.”
“It is a living thing,” Jesus voice rose a notch “—a continual revelation from God.”
“Living words?” John seemed astonished. “Can words be alive? The Torah was written
by men. Our faith was sealed by God.”
“Religious men write scripture,” explained Jesus, “but faith can’t be sealed. It isn’t dead
like parchment or stone. The words in the Torah were inspired by God, yet the Word, spoken by
the righteous is the living, unwritten, testament of the Lord.”
“So,” scoffed James, turning away, “now you’re a prophet!”
“Did God or Beelzebub tell you this?” Joseph uttered with disdain.

John shook his head in wonder. As James and Joseph exchanged looks of scorn, my head
swam with Jesus’ statement. Even the normally indifferent Simon was amazed with Jesus
words, and Papa, who had overheard Joseph’s remark, brought calm to our house, with a loud
booming voice.
“Enough!” He demanded, looking around the room. “Jesus has always talked to God.
We’ve seen him do miracles and heard him say strange things. Joseph—your brother is not a
heretic or blasphemer, for saying strange things. He might very well become a prophet, as James
suggests, but not yet. It’s not his time. Jesus is still a youth. He’s not yet sixteen years old!
We’ve all seen it, haven’t we? Jesus is not like us. He is, I’m convinced, touched by God. Jude,
in spite of your anger because Jesus didn’t save Nehemiah, you have the highest regard for him
—much too high. In order to prove himself, you expect him to perform continuous miracles.
Though he must obey God, he’s constantly worried about hurting your feelings. Of all my sons,
I think he loves you the most.”
That moment I looked across the room at him. Jesus frowned thoughtfully at Papa’s
words. Papa brought Simon and I together. Placing his hands on our shoulders, he gave us a
quiet blessing. “Simon,” he said, afterwards, “Jude needs your friendship more than ever now.
Forget all this lofty thinking, Jude. In the morning, go with Simon into the hills as children,
romp, sing, play. You’ll grow up soon enough.” “As for you!” He looked back at Joseph.
“Don’t let me hear you ever say such a thing again!”
“All right,” replied Joseph calmly, “I shall obey you, if Jesus obeys God. You have
taught us, by words and example, about our faith. Obediently, I’ve read the Torah, learned the
rituals, and practiced our tradition. Until the healing of the sparrow, we, your five sons, were all
equal. We didn’t know about Jesus’ ancestry or that we were only adopted sons. Now, we are to
believe our brother, whom we saw eat, sleep, and bleed, is not mortal like us but is a miracle
worker, born of our mother, though he speaks heresy and does not practice our faith—”
“Silence!” Papa held up his hands to fend off the truth.
Word for word, Joseph had spoken what James, Simon, and I felt all along. In stead of
being angry with Joseph, Papa dropped his hands, reached out and embraced his third son.
Joseph wept bitter tears a moment and was released by Papa so Jesus could embrace him too.
James, who had once resented Jesus as much as Joseph, came forward, a troubled look on
his face. “Our brother is a miracle worker. I believe he is blessed by God. But Jesus is talking
about a new religion—a different book. Does he know more than the prophets, rabbis or
priests?”
A defining moment had come, once again thanks to James. Jesus closed his eyes briefly
and exhaled the words. “You have said it. All of the faithful can be made rabbis. Those, who
but pray for guidance, are prophets if they listen to God in the same way that true believers can
act as priests. The Word is in the righteous, whose names are in the Book of Life. ”
Papa gave James and Joseph a warning look not to disagree. Joseph had spoken. James
had spoken. Jesus had spoken. Now Papa would have the last and final words: “Jesus, I’m not
your critic. I know you wouldn’t lie. If these things are in your head, they must be God sent, but
you must never repeat this to anyone outside of this house!”
“Until I hear the voice at the river, it remains our secret,” Jesus promised, looking across
the room at John.
“What river is this?” asked his cousin.

“The Jordan,” Jesus smiled with bewilderment. “. . . . What a strange thought. I have
been having flashes all day, but this just came into my head.”
“Are you having a revelation now?” Papa seemed to gasp.
Jesus nodded slowly, his gaze locked upon John’s eyes. Papa threw up his hands in
despair, and then called us all into the kitchen for our simple meal. James and Joseph sat on each
side of John at the table. I was so very tired, as I plopped down next to Simon, I was close to
falling asleep. Simon was already nodding off. I had heard many wondrous things tonight. My
head swam with the Book of Life, the Word, and all the other concepts Jesus had imparted to us
after he began talking to God. I was still upset that he hadn’t saved Nehemiah’s life, and yet I
felt ashamed of the feelings I had. That Papa was encouraging Simon to be my playmate and we
should not concern ourselves with all this deep thought seemed to exonerate me from my sin, but
I had wronged Jesus as much as Joseph and James. In the years ahead, as our oldest brother fell
into the roll of carpenter, I would fight the temptation to ask him for miracles, looking back with
nostalgia at the time when Jesus, my brother, was a heretic and blasphemer, performing miracles
and saying strange, wondrous things.

Chapter Thirty-Four
Cousin John

In the morning Papa returned to Samuel’s house to find Nehemiah washed and dressed
for burial. The servants had been instructed by the Pharisee in the proper ritual. It was our
custom to bury the dead as quickly as possible, preferably the same day before sundown, but
darkness had fallen soon after we arrived in town. Though he awakened at dawn, Papa had
much to do to organize a proper funeral with no time to spare. A hole was dug by servants on
the grounds of Samuel’s estate and a large slab of limestone was removed from one of Samuel’s
fountains to serve as a headstone until a proper stone would be carved. Under the protection of
our guards, Jesus, James and Joseph walked around town inviting our friends in Nazareth to
Nehemiah’s funeral service and burial. Simon and I tagged along after Papa and Ezra until the
festivities began. To avoid further alienation, many of the townsfolk, who had shunned our
family, would at least be notified but not expected to come. Papa, Ezra, and Samuel agreed that
Rabbi Joachim would not officiate at any ceremony where Joseph and his family were present,
so the rabbi would not be invited, although I had hoped Uriah could come.
Once again, as so many times before, I was filled with mixed emotions about Jesus. As I
look back on that day, I feel remorse for my treatment of him. At the same time that I was angry
with him for not saving Nehemiah, I continued to feel ashamed for blaming him for something
that wasn’t his fault. Nehemiah had been sick for a very long time. As they lowered him into his
grave, I kept telling myself it was not Jesus’ fault. I had expected too much from him.
Nehemiah was not a bird; he was a little boy. For reasons, I could not yet fathom, he was able to
save Levi, a one-time foe and revive, through prayer an old woman, who had been at death’s
door, and yet all of our prayers, not merely Jesus’, failed to save my friend. Jesus had not
deceived me. He told us all along he would never go against God’s will and had never promised
to save Nehemiah’s life. And yet, as I listened to him give a powerful eulogy for my friend, I
still had the irrational hope he would call down into the abyss and bring him back from the dead.
He said many fine things about Nehemiah, including praise of his loyalty to our family
and faithful friendship with his adopted brother Jude, but then slipped into a long-winded prayer
directed mostly at me. As he prayed, he looked across the grave at his audience. Slowly his eyes
traveled around to where I stood. He asked God to heal the wounds caused by my grief and fill
me with abiding peace. He promised me that Nehemiah suffered only an earthly death and was
in Paradise today. Jesus moved around the grave toward me as his prayer turned into a sermon
about forgiveness and the healing of friendships. Members of the small crowd present at the
funeral looked with embarrassment at me, while James, Joseph, Simon and I looked at our
brother in disbelief. We hated Nazareth for its treatment of our family. For obvious reasons,
Rabbi Joachim and Uriah had not shown up this morning, but we knew that Jesus’ sermon
included them. Fine words indeed! I thought, clinching my small fists and looking at the ground.
That Jesus was even suggesting that we try mending fences with Joachim again struck me as
absurd. Knowing Jesus’ great, unreasonable compassion, I ignored this foolishness as I listened
with disgust to his final words: “Nehemiah had suffered in this life but has been healed and

given a new indestructible, heavenly body in Paradise. . .” Nonsense, my mind cried out,
Nehemiah was dead—food for maggots and worms!
At that point, everyone, even James and Joseph, turned to smile sadly at me. I felt Papa’s
heavy arm on my back and Simon, of all people, suddenly clasping my hand. I don’t remember
breaking away from them or hearing their protests when I bolted from the crowd, but finally,
after walking around in a daze, I found myself in Samuel’s orchard, beneath a large olive tree.
With heavy heart, I sank down by the tree trunk, dropping my brow to my knees. Jesus
had reached out to me last night, and I rebuked him as if he was to blame for my friend’s death.
Today, I had still expected him to defeat the Angel of Death. Since my brothers appeared to
have made peace with him at the funeral, I felt terribly alone, and I began to doze off as I thought
about my life. Michael was gone. Nehemiah was dead. Uriah was no longer my friend. Except
for Simon, who didn’t seem to count, I no longer had any friends. It seemed as though my
family had abandoned me too. After the way I had acted, I didn’t expect them to comfort me
now.
When I looked up into the light cascading through the branches, a shadow emerged
overhead. Though he was only a silhouette, I recognized John’s husky frame and curly head. A
nimbus of light outlined his body, which gave him an otherworldly look. I was certain that Jesus
had sent him out to find me, so I said nothing at first as I brooded under the tree. As I shielded
my eyes from the sunlight, however, the thought came to me that John, like Jesus, must have
some great purpose in this world.
I felt his hand on my head, as if in blessing. “Peace be upon you Jude,” he said, giving
my head a pat. Reaching down in the morning shadow he took my hand and pulled me to my
feet.
“Let us walk, my cousin,” he murmured, leading me through the trees.
His voice rose and fell with idle chatter about his adventures and the places he had been.
The story sounded familiar. His mother had taken him with her to Jerusalem, Tarsus, and
Alexandria. He had seen many wonders, as had Jesus, and, because his father had been a priest,
met many famous men. I thought he might lead me back to Samuel’s house, but he led me
further into the orchard, sharing his world with me. I hoped that one day I would also visit such
places and now, many weeks after Jesus had given us glimpses of it, John was reintroducing me
to the world. I could scarcely believe that he, like Jesus, had seen the great library and
lighthouse of Alexandria. During a visit to Jerusalem, he had been close enough to touch Herod
Antipas’ robe. According to John, the tetrarch smelled like a Syrian dancer. I didn’t ask my
worldly cousin how he knew this. I wasn’t convinced that everything he told me was the truth,
but it was an excellent diversion for my troubled mind. John had won me over with his chatter.
I was glad to have his company on this dark day.
“I heard you’ve had some interesting dreams.” He motioned for me to sit down. “Tell me
about them.”
“They’re just dreams.” I shrugged, sitting down on a log. “I’ve had several of them. One
of them I promised Jesus never to tell. I dreamed about our enemy Reuben, but the worst were
my dreams about the three crosses. I’d rather not talk about my dreams. They’re rather stupid—
scary too.”
John seemed taken back a moment when I mentioned my dream of the crosses, and yet he
respected my feelings.

“Jude.” He shook his head gently. “Not all dreams are important; some are just
nightmares. But if you have the same dream over and over it means something. In Jacob’s
dream, he wrestled with God. Your father also had a special dream. In the Torah great things
come to men as they sleep.”
“I heard about Papa’s dream.” I nodded thoughtfully. “An angel actually spoke to him.”
John’s eyebrows shot up. “Yes, I heard about that. Did you know that an angel came to
my father too?”
I shook my head, feeling a prickling at the back of my neck. John told me in careful
detail a story I overheard Mama and Papa talking about as I pretended to be asleep. Because I
caught only snatches of the story as their voices rose and fell, what I heard—“Zechariah was told
by an angel that Elizabeth was pregnant”—did not leave a great impression on me. After
comparing this to all the wondrous stories of Jesus’ birth, I yawned and finally fell asleep. That
moment in the clearing, I sensed, as I listened to John, that, in consideration for my age, he
wasn’t telling me the whole truth. Much later in my youth, I would hear the full story of Jesus’
birth, but for now John filled in the pieces to my parents’ puzzling conversation. I would read in
the draft of my friend Luke’s testament a most poetic account of Mary and Elizabeth’s joint
births. According to John, an angel appeared before his father informing him that his wife
Elizabeth would conceive a son. I would learn one day that my mother was visited by an angel
who announced to her that she would conceive a child fathered by God. Later—a fact, which I
already knew—an angel told Papa to take Mary and her babe to Egypt to avoid King Herod’s
wrath. Though John’s birth was, in itself, not a remarkable event, I was surprised to hear that
Zechariah and Elizabeth were quite old when Gabriel first appeared to Elizabeth and then her
husband with this news.
“I didn’t know old woman had babies.” I whistled under my breath. “That was a
miracle!”
“Yes, it was a wondrous event.” He looked wistfully into the unknown. “I don’t know
how much of this you know about Jude. I don’t know all of it, myself. Much of it comes to me
in dreams, as they did for you.”
“Really?” I considered this news. “Did the angel come to your father in a dream?”
“No, he came in person,” he answered thoughtfully, “but my father didn’t believe him.
My father told him that he and my mother were too old to have children, so the angel struck him
deaf and dumb.”
“Really?” I clapped my hands with delight. “Was the angel joking? I wouldn’t have
believed that story myself.”
“You’re very candid.” John chuckled. “I found it hard to believe, myself. After the
prophet Malachi, there has been four hundred years of silence in our holy books: no miracles and
no great leaders. My father couldn’t accept the miracle that had befallen him: a middle aged
woman, long passed the birthing age would give birth to a man child who would prepare the
world for the Messiah. My father was a priest and should’ve trusted God, but it was just too
fantastic for him to believe. According to mother, when I was born, father’s hearing and speech
returned to him, yet he died only a few years after my birth.”
“I’m sorry.” I dropped my head contritely. “I’m sure he was a fine man, but what does all
this mean?”

For a moment, as he thought about how he might answer that question, I heard voices
down the path in the orchard. In the moments he had shared his miracle with me, I felt a rush of
excitement. Unless he had made the story up, my cousin John must, as Jesus, be touched by
God. Before he had a chance to reply, however, Simon came running into the clearing, with
Papa, James, and Joseph trailing behind.
“There he is.” Simon pointed gleefully. “I knew we’d find him!”
James and Joseph, as they broke into the clearing, were not as happy to see me.
I could hear James shout in the distance: “Jude, where have you been?”
Joseph, close behind, grumbled “This was a sacrilege. A funeral is a sacred event!”
Huffing and puffing, Papa emerged from the tree line, calling out wearily, “I knew John
would track you down.”
“Jude and I were having ourselves an important chat,” John said, ruffling my hair.
“Yes, Papa,” I stepped forward light-headedly, “an angel told Aunt Elizabeth she was
pregnant, but John’s papa didn’t believe him so he was struck deaf and dumb—”
“That’s very nice.” Papa waved impatiently. “I’ve heard that story before. Jude, why’d
you run away?”
“I’m sorry Papa.” I chewed on my lower lip. “I didn’t mean to hurt Jesus’ feelings, but I
had to leave. . . . Everything was swirling in my head!”
“You were overwhelmed,” suggested John. “I’ve felt that way before. It’s not easy to
understand God’s will. Jesus would’ve saved Nehemiah if it had been in God’s plan.”
Papa’s frown now melted into a smile. My love for my father soared that moment. Once
again John placed his hand on my head. It was as if he had read my mind. His unblinking dark
eyes reminded me of Jesus’ unwavering gaze. Standing between these two great souls, I felt
very small as the words spilled from my mouth.
“God’s will is like God’s wrath. Both can kill—the good with the bad. So tell me Papa
and tell me John, why God would save old people but let children die?” “It’s wrong,” I
exclaimed, “and so unfair!”
“We know that,” Papa said, clasping my hand, “but we can’t change it Jude. Jesus tried
to explain this to you, as have I. Now John has said the same thing. We must obey God. His
reasons are not for us to question or understand.”
As we returned to Samuel’s house, we met Jesus walking the opposite way. I don’t know
why he waited so long to come up the path. Perhaps he had been hurt by my actions. He might
even have been praying for me all this time. When he was an arm’s length from me, however, I
raced toward him and buried my face in his chest.
“Forgive me Jesus,” I sobbed.
“Don’t cry little brother,” he whispered, patting my back, “there’s nothing to forgive.
God forgives our doubts. It’s our deeds that He judges. Your mind’s befuddled Jude, but your
heart’s pure. Trust His judgment. He has big plans for you.”
Papa pulled me away from him, spun me around, and looked deeply into my eyes. “Jude,
you must stop blaming Jesus. He’s still a youth, barely older than James, also struggling with
God’s will. Such matters as life and death are not your concern. You’re a child. Think like a
child. Romp in the hills and explore the mysteries of simple things.”
Suddenly, once and for all, it was driven into my thick skull that Nehemiah’s death was
not Jesus’ fault. I was behaving like a fool. It was the fault of his Aunt Deborah who had

starved and mistreated him for so long after he survived the plague. God did not cause his death,
either. For reasons that should have made sense to me He had taken my sick friend up to
Paradise, where, after a very long life, I will see him one day.
******
Papa, Jesus, and cousin John had brought me finally to my senses. As I look back upon
the funeral, I realize it was another turning point in my life. I would endeavor to take Papa’s
advice and not trouble myself about God’s will. Likewise, from that day forward, until my
cousin John baptized him in the Jordan River, Jesus settled into the mundane routine of
apprentice carpenter. With new orders coming in and work piling up, there was much to do.
Less frequently now, did Jesus gaze at the sky, talk strangely to us or disappear into the hills.
We didn’t notice an immediate change in him, of course. The night before the funeral he had
given us his most prophetic and soul-searching words. Jesus, our extraordinary brother, didn’t
disappear, only those moods which made him seem distant and apart from his family. Unlike my
sudden transformation back into a carefree child, the change for Jesus, other than his work
habits, seemed gradual. Though I couldn’t quite define it, I noticed in the days following the
funeral, a more lighthearted, less introspective attitude in my oldest brother. At times he would
stare into space as a visionary or look longingly at Nazareth’s hills, until it passed as an ill wind.
When he wasn’t working in the carpenter’s shop, he helped mother in the garden, and sometimes
joined Simon and I in our explorations in the hills. Jesus might not have joined in many
children’s games, but he showed us many interesting things, including new animals and plants,
and continued to protect me from James and Joseph’s wiles.
A prelude to Jesus’ return to normalcy was evident in his words to John during our visit
to our aunt: “The Lord wants me to obey my parents and cease acting the fool.” I know now that
Jesus spoke out of modesty, for I never saw him act like a fool. He was merely telling our cousin
to be an obedient son and enjoy his youth while there was still time. In retrospect it seems as
though Jesus regretted his maturity over us—a process that began when he brought that dead
sparrow back to life. I noticed, after I fled into the orchard, that John was older than his years
too. The way he talked and looked at me reminded me very much of Jesus during our talks. In
spite of being six months older than Jesus, however, John still romped with us as a child in the
hills. Unheeding Jesus’ advice it seemed, he would stoop to making us bows and arrows from
olive and fig branches, teaching Simon and I to be excellent marksmen in hitting cleverly
designed targets placed in the trees. John, of course, forbade us to shoot indiscriminately at
small animals or birds and, like Jesus, had deep reverence for all forms of life.
While we enjoyed John’s stay at our house, Jesus would watch our actions with mirth and
occasionally take his hand with the bow. Though we practiced thoroughly when our chores were
done, Jesus, with no practice at all, proved to be a better shot than John, Simon or I, which
annoyed James and Joseph, who had no aptitude for this game.
Jesus transformation, if that’s what it was, was most noticeable after Mama and the twins
returned, under Roman guard, with her ailing aunt. Mama seemed happy now that Jesus was
“back down to earth” as Papa would say. Our clothes were washed by Mama and the twins, and
we began eating regular meals again, including many fine dinners at Samuel’s house. Samuel
had insisted that Elizabeth stay in his large house and be treated by his physician. Though it
seemed that Abner had enough on his hands, Micah had lost Mama’s trust. Abner, on the other

hand, had kept Samuel alive for nearly a year. Micah’s bleeding of poor Elizabeth had only
seemed to make her condition worse. My parents agreed that her physician lost confidence in
her recovery, which explained the bleeding—an act of desperation, and his pessimistic refrain
“It’s in God’s hands.” It was obvious, Samuel told Papa, that Elizabeth’s physician was unfit to
treat her anymore.
This arrangement now burdened Abner with another seriously ill patient and extended
John’s visit for several months, which suited Jesus, Simon and I just fine. Elizabeth was in good
hands. Unlike James and Joseph, we welcomed our easy-going cousin into our home. Papa
began teaching John the carpentry trade, which didn’t make James and Joseph very happy at all
but brought he and Jesus even closer together as friends. While James and Joseph in quiet, secret
hostility, went off on their own, John taught us all how to make sling shots, bows, and spears
from various kinds of wood, and Jesus explained God’s marvels to us as John, Simon and I
followed him, as his childhood disciples, through the Nazareth’s hills. Finally, after several
weeks of routine and fellowship, Jesus transformation seemed complete. Recalling the words he
spoke to John at Aunt Elizabeth’s house in Sepphoris, I sometimes wondered, as I watched him
join in our childhood games, if his divinity would all turn out to be passing phase.
******
When Elizabeth appeared to be out of danger, Abner allowed her to walk the premises of
Samuel’s estate. On occasion, the old Pharisee would join her and they would stroll, arm-in-arm
through the house, in the garden, and into the orchard. With his eyes twinkling with mirth,
Samuel related to us the great joy he found in her company—two old people sharing their
convalescence in the twilight of years of their life. Though Mama didn’t trust Micah, after he
bled her aunt, Elizabeth defended her old physician. Evidently he had tried everything to save
her. The bleeding he gave her, which was meant to get rid of vile humors, was a common
practice in Greece and Rome. Perhaps, because of the care given to her by Abner and the
attention that Samuel also gave her, her color was coming back (from ghastly white to jaundiced,
Abner quipped), her wheeze had grown faint, and she was able to walk several paces without
assistance. Samuel looked much better than Elizabeth and he was eighty years old! Though
John didn’t find Abner’s sarcasm funny, the physician’s descriptions caused Simon and I to
laugh foolishly amongst ourselves. The real joke for all of us was the fact that Elizabeth wanted
to go home. Zechariah, her husband had died in their bed. As much as she loved her relatives
and was fond of the old Pharisee, it was time, while she still felt better, to go home. This meant
John must go home too and Elizabeth would once again be under the care of Micah, her old
physician.
Jesus and our parents tried to talk her out of leaving before she was better. John wasn’t
sure this would ever happen, and Abner cautioned against travel, but Elizabeth was firm in her
decision. She wanted John to stay with us, but our cousin, playing the part of the good son,
insisted on watching over his mother, vowing to find another physician in town. Samuel was so
upset by all this, he took to his bed, so that my parents had three people to worry about: Samuel,
Elizabeth, and her son. I would let my parents and Jesus worry about Mama’s aunt and the
Pharisee. I was mostly concerned about poor John. Except for Joseph and probably James, we
would all miss our free-spirited, easy-going, fun-loving cousin.

Longinus provided Elizabeth and her son with better security than what was provided for
my family on our journey to Sepphoris. Citing her health as a factor, Papa was able to talk the
centurion into providing six guards instead of two. To my satisfaction, Priam and Falco would
stay with us, and guards were pulled from the garrison for the task. Papa and his friend Ezra
would accompany Elizabeth and John and make sure that the old woman would be properly
cared for when they reached her home. The servants must make sure she follows Abner’s strict
diet and takes the special potion he made for her. Whether or not this also meant Papa would,
with John’s help, find another physician or simply trust Micah one more time we would never
know. When Papa and Ezra returned later that week, not much was said about Elizabeth’s
condition, except that she was alive and Micah had sworn not to bleed her again. In muted
voices, I chose not to overhear, he consoled Mama, who wept silently over Elizabeth’s
stubbornness. I felt sorry for Mama’s aunt, but mostly I felt sorry for our cousin. When
Samuel’s carriage arrived in front of his estate and Elizabeth and John climbed aboard, even
Joseph wiped away a tear. Mama was afraid she would never see her aunt alive again. John had
been happy with our family and, though he gave us a brave face, was heartbroken by this turn of
events. We had all thought that Elizabeth might stay much longer and, even if she returned
home, John would stay with us until her health returned or she died.
As we stood at the entrance of Samuel’s estate watching the carriage depart, Jesus raised
his hand to salute his cousin one more time. Samuel was not well enough to be present, but
Mordechai, his chamberlain stood in his place, alongside of Abner, who looked unwell, himself.
I half believed that John and Jesus shared a deep secret between them. As I conclude this first
volume, I think my brother and our cousin clearly understood each other’s missions already, but
that moment Jesus merely smiled. There were no telltale words as there had been the last time
they parted, such “I’ll see you at the river.” All that business about miracles and Jesus
connection to God was tucked away in our memories. For the time being, he was ours! In this
hope we were united. We were the family of Joseph, carpenter of Nazareth. That was enough
for now.
That night Mama served us a special dinner of lentil stew and fowl with her own special
spices. After a hasty Shema by Papa, we devoured the food set before us with gusto, anxiously
waiting for the candied dates Mamas promised for the last course. While we waited for this
prize, there was a short prayer circle for the healing of Samuel and Elizabeth. Papa had another
mug of wine. Jesus sat by the window looking out at the night. With no cares for the morrow,
my brothers, sisters and I whiled away the hours before bedtime tossing dice and listening to our
parents discuss the events of the day.
Tomorrow would come soon enough.

