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Reflections

It was not easy being the brother of Jesus. My life and those of my parents, brothers and
sisters were blessed by his presence, and yet we were, for a time, also persecuted for this
association. In my first scroll I wrote about the family of Jesus and that period in our childhood
when Jesus began to discover his godhood. I must confess that this period, though it had great
spiritual significance for us, had harmed Papa’s carpentry business in Nazareth and helped
damage our reputation in town.
On the day Jesus performed his first miracle by bringing a dead sparrow back to life the
truth of his divinity, kept secret for so long, flew heavenward on the wings of that tiny bird.
Unwilling to accept death as a finality even as a child, he had prayed quietly as his brothers
looked on, feverishly blowing life into the small carcass in what looked like purest heresy to us.
Papa, who had been repairing the rabbi’s roof and had not seen the miracle, himself, asked Jesus
if the bird had really been dead. When Jesus nodded then looked up dubiously at the sky, Papa
replied simply “So it’s true. It has begun. Thus sayeth the Lord!” With that declaration, which
my brothers and I overheard, Papa begrudgingly acknowledged Jesus special relationship with
God. As if God’s countenance shined down that moment, a dark cloud passed overhead and yet
Jesus eyes had blazed without sunlight and his face glowed as if from inner heat.
After the incident of the sparrow, Jesus began acting strangely, wandering the hills in
back of our house and becoming a spectacle to neighbors passing by. For a time, he was
considered by many townsfolk to be addled in the head. Some less charitable souls, such as
Joachim, the town rabbi, even called him a heretic and blasphemer after the miracles he
performed. Yet Jesus was not to blame for all of the hostility growing in our town. Papa had
given sanctuary to Mariah, a woman suspected of being a witch. Before townsfolk could pull her
out and stone her, he had enlisted the aid of the Romans to assist him in spiriting her out of town.
When Rueben the tanner and his friends set fire to Mariah’s house and Jesus called upon the
forces of nature to put it out, this apparent miracle flooded the gardens and collapsed the roofs of
many homes. In his synagogue the rabbi claimed that Jesus had used the power of Beelzebub to
bring forth the rain. All things considered, therefore, Jesus was a reminder to townsfolk of the
anger they felt toward the house of Joseph, who had shielded a witch, collaborated with Romans,
and sired a heretic son.
Because of the mood in Nazareth, my family had few friends. Papa was forced to go to
other towns to find clients for his carpentry business, and we felt like outcasts in our town. Just
when it seemed as though everyone in Nazareth had turned against us, though, Samuel, our
friend and benefactor, gave Papa a remedy for our dilemma: Jesus would accompany Samuel’s
nephew Joseph of Arimathea on his trip, thereby removing this reminder and also giving Jesus a
chance to see the world. Jesus travels with Joseph of Arimathea, in fact, helped shape his views
about our faith and the nature of God. During this period, with my controversial brother out of
town, Papa’s business increased and our family’s prestige gradually began to return. With Jesus
gone, one of the main reasons for our unpopularity in Nazareth had been eliminated. What was
that old adage? Out of sight and out of mind. In spite of this fact, we missed our eccentric
brother. There had never been a dull moment with him around. We never knew what he was
going to say or do.

The letters he sent to us during his journey dazzled our minds. He had visited the Pharos
lighthouse and museum in Egypt, the great buildings of Greece and Rome, and seen countless
wonders most Galileans would never see. It convinced me that I must one would day embark
upon such an adventure, myself. In his letters, brought by a courier to our house, his notion of a
universal God for Jew and Gentile alike was shaped. This notion, which the Prophet Isaiah also
believed, was given credibility in Jesus’ mind by his discovery of the pedestal for the Unknown
God in both Greece and Rome. Sprinkled in his scrolls was the same heresy we heard when he
was home, but his notion of the universal God bothered my brothers James and Joseph the most.
We were, Joseph would remind Jesus, the Chosen People. The Lord had come to Abraham, not
Ramses or Caesar. We, not the Gentiles, had been given the Promised Land. It was a refrain that
fell on deaf ears. Jesus, of course, we would one day know, had come for the Gentiles too.
When he returned from his trip, he was different, much more worldly, and yet in many
ways he was the same. He had simply learned to hide his divinity and keep many of his lofty
opinions to himself. The dreamy gaze was replaced by a look of determination. He fully
accepted his responsibility as the oldest son, working tirelessly to learn the trade and assist Papa
in his shop. To the vexation of James and Joseph, the second and third oldest sons, he quickly
mastered the craft, performing well as a carpenter as he did everything else. His presence in the
shop, helping Papa finish furniture pieces and supervising his brothers, brought him into contact
with new and old clients, who saw a different side of him even Papa had not seen. The oldest
brother had transformed into a full-fledged participant in the carpentry business, seldom
returning to the visionary or miracle worker, who townsfolk had thought was a heretic and
blasphemer. Instead of walking in the hills to communicate with God and provoking our
neighbors by his strange speech and actions, Jesus devoted his time to his trade and his family
and became an otherwise ordinary brother and son.
There were, of course, exceptions in the period following Jesus return. In my second
volume, The Family of Jesus, I have noted these lapses. Occasionally, by accident or design, he
would slip and show his Godhood. His eyes would blaze with an inner light and he would
appear to hear voices or stare into space, as if he saw something we couldn’t see. But then, when
God had finished with him, he would blink, look around after tumbling back down to earth, and
resume his work or conversation, as if he had awakened from a short nap. No longer did he blurt
out the visions in his head or wander away from the house unless he was on a nature hike with
my brothers, our friends, and me. Despite his efforts, however, his days as carpenter, we sensed,
were numbered. His time, as a member of our family, couldn’t last. We had always suspected
that someday he would, with his many gifts, make his mark upon the world, and yet we had
thought that it might be as a great rabbi or teacher. The clues had been there from his childhood
in both word and deed. Considering the temptations of the world, his blameless life was
extraordinary. He had performed several miracles and given us glimpses of his divinity,
including more than one reference of his future meeting at the river with Cousin John, a
forewarning of when his ministry would begin. Yet it was just one more strange thing uttered
from Jesus’ mouth. His sudden disclosures of important concepts such as being born again, the
living word, and constant revelation for the faithful, which I experienced myself, were much too
awesome to grasp. Though our hearts were stirred by his words, his constant referral to God as
“my father” and all the other clues, including his miracles and sermons that might indicate what
his purpose and mission were, failed to register in our minds. That our Jesus was the expected
deliverer was just too fantastic for us to believe. We were in denial. The world would have to

wait many more years before John, the Baptist, made his fateful call. We were in no hurry to
share him with the world.

Part I
The Carpenters of Nazareth

Chapter One
Jesus In Charge

It was not long after Jesus’ return from his journey with Joseph of Arimathea that a
problem developed over his new role in the carpenter’s shop. This time it was not caused by
James and Joseph’s anger at Jesus’ religious pretensions, for these had largely subsided. Jesus
seemed more grown up after returning from his trip. Occasionally, he might share an anecdote or
homily with us, but seldom would he use lofty words in his speech or act self-righteous when
trying to make a point. The problem was caused by Jesus’ bossiness, which affected us all. He
now took his job as carpenter apprentice seriously. There was a hierarchy beginning with Papa,
himself, with the oldest son next in line and me last, with Jesus overseeing of our assignments
when Papa was not around. It was the custom for the oldest son to be in control at such times,
but Jesus had virtually taken over, while Papa was out delivering orders or looking for business.
With some justification, Jesus grew irritated with Simon’s laziness and James and Joseph’s
sloppy work. It didn’t help that he appeared to favor me now that I was trusted with carpentry
tools. I was not allowed to use the saw or scraper yet, but I was allowed to sand furniture and
apply oil and varnish to surfaces, the same duties that James and Joseph often did. Jesus tried to
hide the evidence of James, Joseph, and Simon’s sloth from Papa by doing the work himself. On
Jesus’ behalf, without tattling on my brothers, I reworked some of James and Joseph’s mistakes
and did many of Simon’s chores.
One day, however, after James, Joseph, and Simon snuck away and left Jesus and I alone
in the shop, Papa returned early from making his rounds and wasn’t happy with what he found.
Simon had barely touched his sander. During a pause in his varnishing and my efforts to sand
Simon’s assigned pieces, Jesus showed me a few tricks of the trade. He had just been showing
me the proper method of sawing wood, when Papa stuck his head into the shop. The rough
cutting of wood had been assigned to James and Joseph this week, so he was not pleased that I
was attempting this feat. He was also displeased with the pile of unfinished furniture pieces on
the floor.
“Jude’s hands are too small for this job.” He said, inspecting the cut. “Where are James
and Joseph? Why hasn’t Simon done his chores?”
“Jude has improved greatly this month,” Jesus replied, removing the saw from my hands.
“We’re on schedule, Papa, and shall meet your deadlines this week. Please don’t be angry with
James and Joseph. They were working diligently when I was roaming the hills”
“They have never worked diligently,” Papa complained, after looking around the shop.
“James is suppose to be sitting were you are, sawing wood, as Joseph holds it in place. Simon
should have finished all those legs.”
Papa inspected the workbenches, furniture pieces, and floor, and shook his head. A
wicked rush of delight filled me now that our brothers had been caught.
“This won’t do. This won’t do at all. You and Jude can’t do it all,” he mumbled, pacing
around the shop.
“They’ll snap out of it,” promised Jesus, “if they receive some form of recognition.
Shoddy work is caused by lack of self worth. ”

“No, Jesus,” Papa replied, vigorously shaking his head, “shoddy work is caused by
spiritual sloth.” “If you’re implying that I should pay them wages, forget it. That’s a dead
issue!”
“They’re lazy,” I blurted, resentful that Papa didn’t trust me with a saw. “Jesus and I can
do all this stuff by ourselves!”
“Ho! That’s the spirit!” Papa stopped his lecture to give me a hug. “I have complete
confidence in you Jesus,” he added, giving him a pat. “Stop apologizing for them and running
yourself down on their behalf. We all know what you were going through. I’m proud of you for
learning the craft,” “and,” he said, ruffling my hair, “I’m proud of you too!”
******
When James, Joseph, and Simon returned home, they found Jesus, Papa, and I huddled at
the kitchen table, alongside of Mama and the twins. In slow motion, in expectation of lunch,
they moved as a unit toward the table but froze in their tracks as silence fell over the room. Papa
had been talking to Mama about the latest skirmish between Roman soldiers and bandits on the
road to Jerusalem when Jesus and I joined them for lunch. Once again, we heard Papa lament
that the bandits had escaped their pursuers. More innocent travelers would be robbed or killed
unless they were caught. While making his rounds, Falco had explained to Papa how difficult it
was to capture and kill outlaws who escaped into the Galilean hills or hid amongst family
members in various towns. Although it was on our minds, no one mentioned Reuben’s name. It
must have looked like a conspiracy to my brothers when my parents stopped talking as soon as
they entered the room. They knew they were in trouble; they just didn’t know how much. James
and Joseph had been harassing me when Jesus was out of earshot and line of sight. I couldn’t
help gloating about their predicament now, but I felt bad that Simon would be in trouble too. If
he thought I informed on them, he might turn against me as he had when Michael, Nehemiah,
and Uriah were my friends. James and Joseph already hated me. Now, if Simon turned against
me again, I would have no friends at all. This thought caused me great distress.
“Come, sit and eat,” Mama directed softly.
“You boys are late for lunch,” grumbled Papa. “Where have you been?”
“We were watching the Romans gather below the Shepherd’s Trail,” replied James with a
shrug. Joseph thinks they’re looking for bandits. Maybe the shepherds are in trouble. I’m sorry
we lost track of time.”
Papa frowned severely at James. “Are you sorry you lost track of work?”
“We’re sorry,” Simon said, hanging his head and simpering.
“The question is ‘are you sorry?’” Papa’s eyed rolled over to Joseph. “Unlike James and
Simon’s frightened expressions, there’s a scowl on your face.” “Tell me Joseph,” he asked sadly,
“are you ever contrite about anything you do in this family?”
“Yes, of course,” he answered, scratching his head, “but I did my work: I sanded half of
the table legs. James was supposed to do the other half.”
“Did you?” Papa looked back at James.
“No, I sanded the table tops.” James began to squirm. “I thought Jude was going to finish
the legs.”
“Well,” Papa said, shaking his head, “As I looked from the road, I saw Jesus and Jude
scrambling around in an effort to do your chores as well as their own. I won’t ask Jesus if you
boys have been doing your work; Jesus can’t lie. But I can read Jude’s face. Like Jesus, he has

no deceit in him. He doesn’t want to lie to me either, and yet I can tell by his silence and the
look in his eyes that he’s covering up for you too.”
Motioning for them to sit down and join us for lunch, Papa said nothing more for a while,
as Mama served us freshly cut fruit, goat’s cheese, and fresh bread. After a short prayer, in
which Papa intoned, with little emotion, the traditional prayer, we began munching our food and
slurping our grape juice. Idly, to avoid the inevitable lecture and pronouncement of punishment,
Joseph returned to the subject of the Romans gathered below the hill.
“Where are Falco, Priam, and the other guards?” Mama asked him with concern.
“Oh, they’re still making their rounds,” he answered shortly. “Most of the Romans are
still guarding our town.”
“Good!” I sighed, taking a long swig of juice.
“Will there be enough soldiers to protect us from Reuben?” Mama flashed Papa a worried
look. “You told me you saw him riding in the direction of town.”
Papa chewed thoughtfully on a mouthful of bread. “It really gave us a fright, but he’d be
a fool to trifle with our guards.”
A furrow grew on Mama’s brow. “What are they doing down there? Something must be
afoot. We know Reuben’s out there somewhere. He has his own band now. What if he was
spotted in the hills?”
“Reuben’s not that stupid.” Papa waved dismissively. “Our guards will protect our town.”
Most of our guards, we would discover, were standoffish, lazy, and often asleep. As our
parents discussed this disturbing topic, I tried to make eye contact with Simon, but he was too
engrossed with his food. It seemed as though nothing bothered Simon as long as he received
plenty of food and sleep. James and Joseph, after being lectured by Papa, ate nervously, glancing
furtively up at him, as if expecting their sentence to come at any moment.
“You must trust in the Lord,” Jesus addressed his brothers solemnly. “This house isn’t
only protected by Rome it’s protected by God.”
Finally, after James and Joseph lapsed into silence and Papa tried to reassure Mama that
we were still protected by Rome, their conversation shifted suddenly from security to reprimand.
“I’m less worried about Reuben today than my own sons,” he declared, pointing
accusingly at Joseph and then James. “You are not deceitful Simon.” His finger moved down the
line. “You’re just lazy. You’re sin is less than Joseph and James. Nevertheless you must change
your shiftless ways.” “As of tomorrow,” he announced rising slowly to his feet, “all three of you
are restricted to our home, shop, and yards. Jesus thinks you’d do better work if you were paid,
but I won’t consider paying you unless I see a vast improvement in both attitude and quality of
work.”
“You were going to pay us wages?” James shot up to his feet.
“No,” Papa snorted, shaking his head, “I didn’t say that at all. Jesus insists you boys
need an incentive. Maybe he’s right. Right now, I wouldn’t pay you a mite!”
“Does that go for us?” Simon pointed at himself and me.
Papa raised his palms in resignation. This must have been difficult for my frugal father.
It was one more defining moment for Jesus, whose prayer and power of persuasion had kept our
brothers from a worse fate. Jesus smiled at him, and I began coughing after choking on my
juice. At first, until Simon asked his question, I thought Papa was being too generous with
James, Joseph, and him. Their sloppy work and lack of effort began months ago when Jesus
started working more diligently in the shop. I remembered hearing Jesus suggest that Papa might
change their attitudes by rewarding them for their labor, but now, because of his gesture, it

seemed as though all of us would be recompensed for our work. Suddenly, James, Joseph,
Simon, and I were on our feet cheering Jesus’ solution for my brothers’ sloth. Papa sternly
reminded them that they were still being punished, but the possibility that we would all share in
the rising fortune of our father’s carpenter shop drew us together as brothers again.
From that day forward, James, Joseph, and Simon worked harder than they ever had
before. After a few weeks of solid teamwork, Papa began to give us all a modest wage. The
carpentry shop’s inventory, which normally included tables, stools, benches, and fence and house
repairs, expanded to cloaca seats, fancy scrolled woodwork, and special furniture pieces for
wealthier patrons in Nazareth and other towns. Because Jesus worked the hardest and was
Papa’s second-in-command, he was given a higher wage. This seemed fair even to Joseph, since
Jesus had more responsibility than us and was, after all, Papa’s oldest son. Because Simon
would have money to spend and was no longer restricted to the yard, he would not be angry with
me. Together, during playtime, we returned to our old games of spying on the Romans and
visiting all our secret haunts.
******
After several weeks of successful business, Papa decided to rebuild the carpenter’s shop
and add another room to our house. Mama slipped one day and told us that Papa had accepted a
sum of money from Samuel now that he knew he could pay it back in a timely manner. Samuel
insisted that the contribution was a gift and not a loan, an investment in the family he never had.
So that the building operations didn’t interrupt with his carpentry work, Papa hired professional
house builders recommended by Samuel. Most importantly was the fact that we now felt secure
enough to eat fine food and replace the rags we wore with excellent fabrics, which would be
sewn into fine clothes by Samuel’s tailor. Clearly, in the spirit of his nephew Joseph of
Arimathea’s treatment of Jesus, Samuel had taken us under his wing. Since the day Jesus left on
his journey, in fact, through our fortune and misfortune, the old man had been a part of our
family—a watchful eye, an advocate, and now the benefactor of Papa’s business.
All of these words, of course, I write in hindsight. I never liked the old man very much
even after his gift. I had no words for it then, but I found him judgmental and condescending to
my family. He often talked down to my parents, seldom letting them get a word in edgewise. He
was, stubborn, cantankerous, narrow-minded, and opinionated. After his remark that ‘I would
one day turn against Rome,’ I was convinced he was also addled in this head. And yet, I confess
in my chronicle that Samuel deserved far better from me than the childish scorn I felt those days.
Papa, Mama, and Jesus were in high spirits because of the success of the carpenter’s shop
and Samuel’s donation, but I had grown bored with our work routine and annoyed with the sound
of carpenter’s sawing and racket of nails pounded into boards. At the same time, however, our
house and Papa’s shop became a center of attraction in Nazareth, which worked in Simon’s and
my favor. The business and commotion at our house had attracted many onlookers, some of
whom had shunned us after the episode with Mariah, the town witch. This included four new
playmates, who, because of our changed status, were allowed by their parents to associate with
Simon and me. In spite of our family’s reputation, many of them secretly envied our standing
with the Romans and our special location in town. Our backyard, nearby orchard, and the
rugged terrain behind the trees were one great playground. Unlike other parts of town, our sector
required more guards, which only made our exploits more interesting and exciting as we watched
soldiers patrol the hills behind our house.

Though I tried not to boast to Simon, I felt as if I had a gang again. With moments of
nostalgia, as we romped in the hills, I reflected upon my first gang, Michael, Nehemiah, and
Uriah—a motley group of boys much different than the gang I had now.
At twelve, Boaz, Horib the new blacksmith’s youngest son, was the oldest member of our
group, and the slowest witted. Though he allowed Papa to repair his fence, Horib still didn’t
trust our family, but it had been hard for Boaz to make friends with children his own age. Horib
admitted this fact to Papa upon making payment for the repaired fence. One day, not long after
Papa’s business began to improve in Nazareth, Boaz simply appeared in the olive orchard and
asked us if he could tag along. Predictably, Simon was his normally intolerant self. At first,
because of his refusal, we discouraged the big, slow moving, wooly-headed youth from
following us around, but then, when it became apparent that Boaz couldn’t (or wouldn’t) get the
message, we tried to hide from him. Seeing Boaz wander around the hills and hearing him call
our names, convinced me that he would not go away unless we insulted him or told him flatly to
go home. Because Papa was so close to being in Horib’s good graces, I convinced Simon to
accept Boaz as the first member of our gang.
Jethro (eleven) and Obadiah (ten), the sons of Caleb, Nazareth’s new tanner, arrived
unannounced a few days after we accepted Boaz into our gang, an order for Papa clutched in
Obadiah’s grimy hand. Caleb required several pieces of furniture, which made my parents very
happy. Both boys carried the terrible stench of the tanner when they arrived at our house. Boaz
befriended them at once, perhaps because he was rather smelly himself, but Simon shook his
head and wrinkled his nose at the thought. Nevertheless, Papa sent Simon and I off early to play
with our new friends because of the money he would make off their fathers. I wasn’t happy with
this at first; it seemed high handed to me, and yet I couldn’t argue with Papa’s success. We
needed the business. It turned out to our satisfaction that Jethro and Obadiah normally bathed
like everyone else but had been scraping hides for their father when they were sent over by him
that first day. From that day forward, Caleb’s sons were scrubbed clean when they visited our
house, and their father became one of Papa’s latest fair-weather friends.
Now that Boaz was accepted begrudgingly as one of our friends and Jethro and Obadiah
had warmed up to the narrow-minded Simon and me, a strange-looking boy, whom we at first
thought was a girl, appeared at our door. By this time, there had been considerable
improvements made to the carpentry shop and our home. My friends had been invited for lunch
that day because of our increased good fortune. Mama brought the longhaired youth cordially
into our remodeled house. His large gray eyes looked around in wonder at the modest changes
Papa had done, which paled in significance to Samuel’s sumptuous estate. We had a very simple
atrium now: two small wooden columns reaching up to a repainted ceiling on each side of the
door, alongside of fancy clay pots filled with palms. A large Syrian rug lie in the center of the
main floor now covered with flowery Roman tiles. Runners, also of Syrian design, led the
visitor straight ahead to the new room built for the oldest brother or, after an immediate right
turn, into the kitchen area, which had been expanded to include a larger oven, more cupboards,
and a finely carved oak table with benches on all four of its sides, eliminating the need of
separate stools.
The boy, who introduced himself as Jonah, was seated next to Simon, who, predictably,
made a horrible face and held his nose. The truth was Jonah, who was Jared the baker’s nephew,
actually smelled good, radiating a mixture of cooking dough and spice. As Jethro and Obadiah,
Jonah might have trotted over to our house directly after his chores. His hair was, in fact,
flecked with flour. We never asked him if this was so and why his hair was so long. Cousin

John had long hair, as did many boys dedicated by their parents to serve God, so it didn’t seem
strange to us. What struck us as very peculiar was how Jonah was dressed. Instead of wearing
the pants and tunic of most Nazarenes, he wore a long white shift, tied with a roper at the waste.
When teased by James and Joseph, who insisted that he was a girl, Jonah claimed that he wore a
short tunic underneath his shift but refused to pull it up for our inspection. It was never made
clear why Jonah dressed differently than everyone else. His father, who died last summer, had
been a farmer. There seemed to be nothing in his background to explain his outfit or long hair.
Nevertheless, we accepted Jonah because he promised us that Uncle Jared would give us all
pastries when we visited his shop.
Jesus or Papa would often step in when James and Joseph harassed us, but Boaz and
Jethro, who were older than the rest of us, were big strapping boys, themselves, and couldn’t be
pushed too far. Once, when Papa was away and Jesus was busy finishing up an order, James and
Joseph ambushed us on the Shepherd’s Trail with dried sheep dung. Simon and I were used to
such antics, so we immediately scooped up handfuls of dirt clods and returned fire. Joseph
remained hidden, but James was foolish enough to pop up from his bush with a big grin on his
face. I was pleased at how quickly Jonah, Obadiah, and Boaz followed Simon and my example
and tossed dirt clods themselves. Jethro, however, was enraged by this unfriendly act and
charged through the underbrush after James. Boaz thought this was a great idea and charged
after Joseph too. Fortunately for my older brothers, Jethro and Boaz were slow moving youths,
with a poor sense of direction, and, as James and Joseph ran giggling up the hill through the
underbrush, Jethro and Boaz found themselves quickly lost in the tangled bushes and scrub trees.
Jethro and Boaz poor sense of direction, Obadiah’s willingness to tag along behind his
older brother, Jonah’s timidity, and Simon’s natural instincts as a follower insured that I would
remain the leader of our band. From that day forward, Simon and I were not bothered quite as
much by James and Joseph as we congregated with our friends, especially when Jesus was
around. While Papa’s business expanded, the number of Roman soldiers in Nazareth increased.
Eighteen soldiers in three shifts, including our daytime guards Falco and Priam, still guarded our
sector, but Longinus added several more sentries to protect the perimeter of Nazareth’s ring of
hills. This made our exploits even more exciting and extended our protection from older boys, as
well as bandits, to anywhere in town.

Chapter Two
Sermon in the Garden

While Longinus and his forces watched over Nazareth, the remainder of Cornelius’
cohort continued to chase a growing band of outlaws in Galilee, who swore allegiance to Abbas,
a bandit chief. This news from Regulus, the optio in charge of our sector of town, upset my
parents very much. The new menace, though it loomed large in the Roman officers’ minds, had
seemed like a distant threat when we first heard about it. Reuben, who had become almost a
legend in our town, was quite another matter. Aside from earlier reports of he and his friends
attacking travelers on the road to Jerusalem, he hadn’t bothered us personally after that night
when he threatened our family and house. After waiting for so long, without seeing or hearing
about Reuben, it seemed as if he had made an idle boast. There hadn’t been any sightings of him
for quite some time. During our visit to Sepphoris, however, we had seen him with a band of
men lurking in the shadows like jackals and, on the road back, watched them gallop past us in the
direction of Nazareth. After Regulus report about Abbas and his men, Reuben became
significant again. Where were he and his men now? Were they simply hiding in the hills
surrounding Nazareth as we had once feared? . . . Or had they, as Falco suggested, joined Abbas,
as many of the other bandits had done?
For a short while, rumors of more bandit atrocities caused panic in our town. Fearful of
being ambushed, no one traveled on the road leading out of town. In spite of Roman protection,
most townsfolk stayed put in Nazareth and many became shut-ins, afraid to leave their homes.
Even with sentries patrolling the road, we saw few idlers walking past our house. The hills
surrounding Nazareth, which provided excellent hideaways, were especially unsafe, so Papa
forbade us from leaving our backyard. Fortunately for Nazareth, the Roman presence was strong
and the Roman garrison was close by. Unlike Judah the Galilean’s rebellion many years ago,
which caused the Romans off guard, our prefect Cornelius acted quickly and in a few weeks after
Regulus’ first report to the householders in his sector, the optio brought us welcomed news.
Abbas had killed, plundered and spread fear in many Galilean towns, but now, exclaimed
Regulus, showing a rare burst of emotion, the bandit chief was dead. Longinus and several
hundred soldiers from Cornelius’ cohort had killed a large number of bandits in a nearby town.
Abbas had been identified among the dead. Only a handful had escaped into the hills. Papa was
anxious to know whether Reuben and his gang were among the dead laid out for inspection in
Cana or were among the bandits who escaped that day. When Regulus suggested that a few
townsmen might inspect the dead bandits, themselves, Papa, without hesitation, volunteered.
The following morning we watched Papa mount a Roman mule and follow two of
Regulus’ men out of Nazareth to the site. Because of the lingering threat of bandits hiding in the
hills, Jesus and Mama were forbidden by our guides to go along, but Ezra and Papa’s new friend
Horib were allowed to ride along. Jesus, who had lived through much worse hazards, felt
somewhat miffed, but stood amongst his brothers as an obedient son. Viewing the dead bandits
would be an unpleasant task for Papa and his friends, but it was necessary for all of our peace of
minds. Though there had seemed to be an entire army of bandits out there, the only ones that
seemed to matter to us now were Reuben and his band. Jesus closed the shop early to keep an

eye on his brothers and my friends. All of us, including many idlers who had heard about the
massacre of Abbas’ men, waited anxiously for the news when they returned.
******
To take our minds off the wait, Jesus chatted with those around him. Many in the crowd
pricked up their ears. Upon hearing Joseph’s controversial son speaking, the town elders were
drawn to the chat, using the occasion to test Jesus frame of mind. According to the rumors
circulating, Jesus had changed his ways. He hadn’t been seen wandering around in the hills
talking to himself for quite some time, and yet there was gossip from those doing business with
Papa and snooping around our house that Jesus had expressed some strange notions learned on
his trip. Had his journey with Samuel’s nephew made him even more a heretic? Had he really
changed? These questions and many more were whispered back and forth as they closed in like
jackals around my brother.
This observation, as most of the others, which I write in hindsight, is based upon Jesus’
own reflections. At the time, I was more concerned about Papa’s trip to Cana. Although Mama
was worried about what he might say, she motioned patiently for everyone to gather in the
garden area as Jesus sat on his favorite stool, glancing around serenely at the adults and children
congregating in our yard. His voice was a youthful prelude to the sermons he would give to the
multitudes in Galilee. As he searched his vast catalogue of thoughts, the elders, young men, their
wives, and children in the assembly stirred expectantly. There were certain topics Jesus must not
talk about. We, his family, cringed, wondering if he might blurt out that belief he brought back
with him from his trip with Joseph of Arimathea about Gentile and Jews sharing a universal God.
Breaking the silence, as he gathered his thoughts, Ebenezer, a Pharisee critical of our
family, suggested slyly, “Give us a sermon Jesus, as we while away the time.”
“Very well.” He sighed heavily. “What would be appropriate?”
“Something like our rabbi might give.” Ebenezer snapped his fingers. “Show us what
you’ve learned!”
“You mean from my travels?” Jesus frowned.
“Yes,” Gideon, a town elder, gave him a crafty smile. “Tell us about your adventures in
Greece and Rome.”
“He also went to Gaul, Cyrene, and Egypt,” I blurted thoughtlessly. “Jesus was at the top
of the Pharos lighthouse and his ship almost sank—”
“You don’t want to go there!” James’ hand clamped over my mouth.
A slight elevation in our front yard gave Jesus a vantage point above the crowd. Looking
over of the heads of the elders at the uneducated mob, he cried out in a clear, resonant voice,
“Riches, glory or peace of mind—which would you choose? The answer seems obvious, my
friends, but is it? All people can attain paradise if they live righteous lives, but the road is strewn
with the bones of well-meaning men. The surest road, though the hardest, is peace of mind. To
attain this state requires assurance of God’s grace, given by the Holy Spirit. Unfortunately, it is
the natural inclination of man to better his lot. Yet, at which point is he living comfortably or just
amassing wealth? Success can be an end itself and the quantity of gold his chief goal. For the
rich man, therefore, the road is unsure. It’s difficult for him to find God’s grace. Greed and
selfishness are roadblocks detouring him off the path of righteousness. The Psalmist wrote ‘See
the man who would not make God his refuge, but trusted in the abundance of his riches and
sought refuge in his wealth.’ The most dangerous road, of course, is glory, which often includes
power, wealth, and fame. It takes a special kind of soul to travel this road, for it also leads to

hell. I have learned in my travels that most people, though desiring riches and acknowledgment
from others, also desire peace of mind. A few crave glory. Only a few righteous men will settle
for only peace of mind in God’s grace, and yet the Lord is merciful, knowing the frailty of men.
A man’s faith, the most important requirement for paradise, must be accompanied by good
works—the proof of man’s righteousness, which must far outweigh the evil he has done. How
far? You ask. A righteous man will know in his heart what is enough, just as an unrighteous
man’s conscience will prickle him when he has slighted the widow and orphan in his care.”
A smattering of applause followed as Jesus paused. He had that certain look when God
was talking to him. Fortunately, he no longer acted strange at such times. He could listen to the
Lord without closing his eyes or staring slack-jawed into space. Most of the townsfolk not
clapping, nodded in respect, if not scratching their heads in puzzlement over his fancy words.
Several town elders gave him begrudging acknowledgement by frowning and stroking their
beards. Ebenezer, his phylacteries rocking to and fro, ambled up, a snarl playing on his face.
“Hah!” He tossed his head haughtily. “Was that it? I was hoping you’d give a real
sermon, like you were in the temple—something deep but with points of the law.”
“I wasn’t finished.” Jesus glared at the Pharisee. “I was gathering my thoughts. I’m not
reading from a scroll, Ebenezer. It’s called a pause.”
Ichabod, a local merchant, stepped forth, chuckling under his breath. “What was your
point? It went right over my head.”
Patiently now, Jesus explained to Ichabod, and anyone else who missed the point, the gist
of his speech. I think these men were being sarcastic. So far, Jesus had comported himself well.
There would only be a handful of dissenters in the crowd. This I think, upon reflection, was
partly due to ignorance. After climbing up on my rock, I could see many dull-witted expressions
in the crowd. Looking back now, I am amazed at how dense most of these Nazarenes were.
Even I, a child, understood the importance of his words. In one short sermon, he had given his
audience a choice between wealth, power or peace of mind. Looking at this simple scale, one
could see the increasing prospects of obtaining paradise or increasing prospects of going to
Gahenna or hell. Jesus implied that most folks, who scratched and saved for a living, as my
parents had done most of my childhood, were closer to heaven than the wealthy and status
conscious elders in our town. God’s grace was slanted toward the poor, if they were faithful and
lived good lives. Jesus had also reminded the townsfolk of their mistreatment of Mariah and her
son Michael by alluding to the widow and orphan. In both cases, because of their influence and
power over others, he was singling out the overbearing elders in our town.
“Thank you.” Ichabod bowed, and backed away.
“Did I clarify myself?” Jesus asked, as the merchant disappeared into the crowd.
“Yes-yes,” Ichabod called back quickly, “greedy men aren’t going to heaven.”
“And God favors the poor!” a woman shouted from the crowd.
“No, madam,” Jesus shook his head, “God favors the righteous. It’s just easier without
the baggage of wealth.”
“Wealth is baggage?” Gideon’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that what you said?”
Jesus studied the swarthy, shifty-eyed elder. “Weren’t you listening? I explained it
twice!”
“You’re an impertinent young man,” snapped the elder. “How dare you preach to us!”
“Now-now,” Ebenezer laughed good-naturedly, waving a hand, “we asked for a sermon.
What did you expect?”
“A discussion about his travels,” Gideon huffed, “not this lecture against wealth!”

“It’s not against wealth,” Jesus cocked an eyebrow. “God rewards the righteous. Wealth’s
not the issue, Gideon—faith is. It’s just very difficult for men who hoard gold.”
Habakkuk, a venerable Pharisee, now hobbled forward on his cane. “So,” he said in a
gravely voice, “a rich man, if he’s faithful, can be righteous. The question is ‘is there virtue in
being poor?’”
“God rewards those who have faith and give alms to the poor, which is righteous,” Jesus
explained patiently. “He doesn’t reward success in itself nor does he admire wealth. A poor man,
with a contrite heart, is not tempted by a rich man’s greed.”
“Is it so righteous to be poor?” asked Habakkuk. “Solomon was rich, so is Samuel, the
richest man in town. Are their chances any less than the working poor? Do poor men, who
strive all their lives, really have peace?”
Raising two fingers, Jesus frowned. “Verily I say unto you, it’s as easy for a rich man to
go to heaven than a camel to pass through the eye of a needle.”
One day these words would strike the priests and Pharisees as a thunderclap. That
moment, however, it sounded like an exaggeration. It seemed so silly I couldn’t help giggling.
Many of his listeners also laughed at this jab at the rich.
“You’re saying Samuel’s damned?” Habakkuk recoiled in horror. “And Solomon’s in
hell?”
“No,” Jesus replied, rubbing his jaw, “not if they’re written in he Book of Life. No one
knows whose name’s in the book—not you nor I. Not Solomon with all his riches.”
“Humph,” Ebenezer made a face, “I never heard of this book. Is this from the Torah?
Where did you find this book?”
“Psalms and Ezekiel,” Jesus answered promptly. “Read it yourself; I didn’t make it up.
Didn’t King David write ‘Let them be blotted out of the book of the living; let them not be
enrolled among the righteous?’ Like the Roman optio mustering his guards, God has a roll call,
in which are called the righteous on Judgment Day. All people He created are recorded in the
Book of Life for life ever after. To be absent from this book means everlasting death.”
“Mmm,” Habakkuk pursed his lips, “I’ve read something like that. This is a little out of
context, though. In general, God will divide the goat from the sheep. It’s this business about a
rich man passing through the eye of a needle that bothers us, Jesus. I’ve never read that.”
“This,” Jesus’ said faintly, “wasn’t written by men but revealed by the Spirit, the living
Word of God.”
Because I stood very close to him, I heard his words. I’m not sure whether Habakkuk or
anyone else was so fortunate. I was very proud of Jesus. God spoke to him that moment, and
yet, he didn’t bat an eye. That enigmatic smile he shared with his family and with his disciples
in later years played on his face as he turned back to the crowd. Without further delay, avoiding
Habakkuk’s questioning eyes, he resumed his sermon.
“Harken to the words of Solomon!” He raised his arms. “For those who love Proverbs
lend an ear: ‘Better is a poor man who walks in righteousness than a rich man who is perverse in
his ways. He who keeps the law is a wise son, but a companion of gluttons shames his father.
Woe to the rich man who increases his wealth by interest and craftiness at the expense of others.”
“The law is clear on this.” He paused to glare at Gideon, Ebenezer, and others in the crowd. “A
rich man’s first duty is to those less fortunate: the day laborer, widow, orphan, and the poor. If he
fails this, his prayers are an abomination. Though he thinks he’s wise, a poor man, who has
understanding, will find him out.” “Who then is wise?” He looked across the assembly. “When
the righteous triumph, there is great glory, but when the wicked rise, men merely hide. He who

conceals such transgressions will not prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them will
obtain mercy. Blessed is the man who fears the Lord and walks in righteousness, but he who
hardens his heart will fall into calamity. The righteous man will be delivered, while he who is
perverse in his ways will trapped by his evil desires.”
“Woe also to the man who toils by the sweat of his brow.” He now scanned the
uneducated members in the crowd. “He who tills his land will have his share of bread, but for the
man who follows worthless pursuits poverty is his reward. Remember: the faithful man will
abound with blessings, whereas he who strives only to be rich will be cursed. A miserly man,
thinking only of wealth, doesn’t know that want will come upon him too. He who rebukes such
a man will find more favor than he who flatters him for his own end. For a greedy, miserly man,
who trusts his own mind, causes strife. In the end he’s cursed, while he who trusts in the Lord,
who walks in wisdom, and gives to the poor, is blessed. He shall not want, and his life is
enriched.”
******
To Mama, James, Joseph, Simon, and my great relief, there were no outcries against
Jesus’ words, only grumbles from the elders surrounding Ebenezer, Gideon, and their friends.
Several of the humble folk, though, asked him to explain some of his discourse, which was filled
with flowery words I barely understood myself. Of course, Jesus wasn’t finished yet; he had
only paused again, this time to take questions from the crowd.
“Jesus,” Eleazar, a neighbor of Joachim shouted, “should a man of little means give to the
poor? What if its his last mite?”
“Everyone gives what they can afford,” Jesus replied. “But alms to the poor wasn’t the
point, Eleazar. Nazareth has no beggars in town. I was talking about the effect of wealth and
self-importance upon our souls. An impoverished spirit is much more wretched than physical
poverty. In this way all levels of men can transgress, not merely the rich.”
“What did you mean by ‘a man who trusts in his mind causes strife?’” Ichabod called
from the congregation. “And ‘he who walks in wisdom will be delivered?’”
“It means,” Jesus said, looking directly at Gideon and Ebenezer, “that educated men are
not necessarily wise if they’re puffed up with themselves. Vanity is the surest road to hell!”
Jesus answered several more similar questions. Some of the questions showed how
uneducated Nazarenes were of their religion, but I could detect very little hostility in his
listeners. Upon closer inspection, which I write in retrospect, it appeared as though he had
deliberately picked a proverb, occasionally reworded for clarification, that seemed fair-minded to
both rich and poor. Not only did he warn rich men about taking advantage of laborers and the
working poor, but he warned those who labored and sought only wealth that they could be
punished too. He also included in his denunciation learned men such as the Pharisees, with
shallow wisdom, and many of the elders in Nazareth—the flatterers, who condoned the actions
of such men. Of course, in Nazareth, there was no dire poverty and there were only a few rich
men and several near-do-wells who were trying very hard to be rich, but the message couldn’t be
clearer to anyone who had listened with comprehension to his speech. In brief, God favors no
class. The deeds of men are weighed more heavily than merit, as Jesus would say when I was a
disciple. Fortunately for Jesus that hour, the uneducated working poor of Nazareth had a limited
understanding of his words, for he saw shortcomings in them too.
Jesus sermon had awakened many of the townsfolk from boredom and the doldrums
affecting all crowds. Only a few town elders and Pharisees were offended by the implications of

his words. This time he had quoted scripture to them to back up his sermon. For the less
educated elders, not as familiar with Jesus’ quirks, it sounded pretentious and condescending
(words they might not have understood but felt). As Jesus clarified his speech to several men
and women in the crowd, Habakkuk remained standing by his side. A second elder, Ephraim, a
longtime customer of Papa, also emerged from the crowd and remained stationed nearby. There
were concerned looks on the older men’s faces, contrasting Jesus’ placid expression. I noticed
other men and women looking on with concern, too, including Caleb, the new tanner, whose sons
Jethro and Obadiah had recently become Simon and my friends.
“Don’t worry my friends,” he said, inclining his head, “I’ve said nothing unique. It’s
true, the Psalmist and Ezekiel, himself, spoke of the Book of Life, and Solomon counseled both
the rich and poor. The question of righteousness, heaven and hell are common themes. If I’ve
spoken heresy, so have the prophets, their scribes, and King Solomon, himself.”
“I’ve talked to Samuel,” Ephraim announced candidly. “He spoke highly of you. He
considers you a friend. You’re a fine speaker, Jesus. This is no more questionable than other
issues among learned men.” “Take my advice, though,” his voice dropped low, “stick to points
that aren’t controversial. You’re not going to change those men’s minds.”
Jesus laughed softly. Habakkuk, who stood alongside of Caleb, gave my brother a
worried look, and yet my heart swelled at the sight of three townsmen standing beside him now.
Gideon ambled back through the unwashed bodies, a small number of supporters at his
heels. “You consider Jesus’ words significant?” He scowled darkly. “This mere youth, who goes
on a voyage with a rich merchant and comes home thinking he has all the wisdom of the world?
Who is he to spout wisdom and religious niceties to us?”
“Are you offended by the Psalmist, the prophet Ezekiel, and King Solomon’s words?”
Jesus calmly asked.
“No, he’s offended by you!” Old Ethan shook his staff.
“Who are you to act so high and mighty?” Gideon wrung his fist. “You think traveling
with a rich merchant makes you better than us?”
“You asked for a sermon.” Jesus shrugged. “That’s what I’m giving. Would you prefer I
were mute?”
Before Gideon could answer or Habakkuk, Ephraim, or Caleb could advise him against
further controversy, Jesus called out in a loud, clarion voice “Heed Solomon’s warning: ‘He who
had everything, admitted in the end that he had nothing. He didn’t have the peace of mind of the
poorest fool on earth. Who then is rich? Who really is poor? Vanity, vanity, all is vanity. What
does a man gain by his toil under the sun? A generation goes, and a generation comes, but the
earth remains forever. The sun rises and the sun goes down, hastening to the place where it rises.
The wind blows to the south, and goes around to the north. Round and round goes the wind, and
on its circuits it returns. All the streams run into the sea, though the sea isn’t full, to the place
where streams flow again. All things are full of weariness. A man can’t utter it, the eye isn’t
satisfied with seeing it, nor the ear filled with its hearing. What has been is what will be, and
what has been done is what will be done, for there is nothing new under the sun. Is there a thing
which is said, See, this is new? No! It has already been in the ages before us. There is no
remembrance of former things nor will there be any remembrance of later things yet to happen
among those who come after.’ As King, Solomon applied his mind to seek and find wisdom—all
that is known under heaven, he failed, just as you shall fail. ‘I’ve seen everything that is done
under the sun,’ he cried, ‘and behold, all is vanity and a striving after the wind. What is crooked
can’t be made straight, and what is lacking can’t be numbered.’”

Looking up at the sky, Jesus dropped his eyes while staring into space as he concluded
this portion of his sermon. “Verily I say unto you,” he began, raising two fingers, his eyes
closed. “Solomon had all the wealth and all of the wisdom a man could have, but he wasn’t
happy. For wisdom, in itself, is madness and folly, just as gold, for its own end, is ruinous in the
eyes of God.”
******
Jesus, who had all knowledge, despised it when it became a stumbling block to faith and
pure understanding. This was, I believe, the greatest irony in his character. Clearly, his words
had focused upon the self-possessed Pharisees and near-do-well elders, but this time, as before,
he was reminding everyone of what was important in our lives. So typical of a narrow-minded
and half-educated townsman, however, Gideon took issue again with his words.
“Let me get this straight.” He cleared his throat. “You’re saying that Solomon’s wisdom
is for naught?”
“No,” Jesus answered quickly, “Solomon said it. I expounded upon it. Read it yourself.”
“Is that true?” Gideon glanced back at Ebenezer. “Did Solomon say this?”
“Yes, in deed,” Ebenezer laughed wryly, “that and more.”
“He didn’t have that one important thing.” Habakkuk looked into Jesus unwavering blue
eyes. “Peace!”
“All right, that’s very good,” Gideon waved impatiently, “but what about all that other
stuff, Jesus: that book and what you said against rich men. All of our kings and our priests have
been rich. Are they in Gahenna? Is paradise filled only with poor men and fools?”
Jesus folded his arms, his eyes narrowing in thought. “....Most of the great men in our
history—the judges, rabbis and prophets—were poor by our standards, not all were wealthy. But
you fail to understand what I meant, Gideon. It’s the love of money, not the ownership, that
binds us to Satan. Since the tendency to love riches is strong in the wealthy, they are in great
danger. Also in great danger are those seeking influence and high standing and those men, who
use the holy scrolls, to keep other folks in their place. Knowledge, like gold, is useless without
peace of mind. That is at the heart of Solomon’s words.”
This seemed reasonable even to Gideon, who had ran out of arguments against Jesus
words.
“Did I answer your questions?” Jesus asked, as the elder made his way through the
crowd.
“Yes, indeed,” he called over his shoulder, “you’re friend Joseph of Arimathea trained
you very well.”
It might have been sarcastic, but coming from his chief critic it was enough. In subdued
tones my brother’s three advocates counseled him as he stood in prayer.
“Jesus,” Ephraim whispered, as Gideon, Ebenezer and their friends retreated to the edge
of the crowd, “this is a good stopping point. You’ve made excellent points. Except for the
Pharisees, who argue about everything, these folks are thickheaded. The majority of them don’t
understand your fine words. Most of our town elders’ minds are clamped tightly shut. Please
Jesus, no more controversy.”
“I agree.” Habakkuk placed a hand on his shoulder. “The townsfolk have been patient and
supportive of you, but they’re on edge waiting for your father to return. There are many chapters
of the law and prophets not so controversial. You’re not the one for small talk, Jesus, but this is
an art you should learn.”

“Hopefully,” Caleb added his mite, “Joseph will return soon and calm our fears.”
“The Lord talks to me.” Jesus studied the three men, shielding his eyes from the sun. “I
never know when He’ll speak.”
I wanted Jesus to tell them about the wondrous things he had seen and done abroad. I
must have opened my mouth or made a sound, because, no sooner, had these thoughts came into
my head, than James hand was clamped over my mouth. Joseph, also intuitive, shrilled into my
ear, “Silence, you little fool!”
At this point, Jesus discourses seemed to end. It began at Ebenezer’s insistence and
ended with a nod of recognition from him. Old Ethan, one of Jesus’ earliest critics, stood near
the road, leaning on his staff, his eyes blazing in the sun. There were several conversations in the
audience, some of which had been generated by Jesus sermon, and others, I won’t recount, which
were complaints about the long wait.
“Frankly, this business of the book is frightening,” Ichabod’s wife was saying to Naomi,
Ezra’s wife. “Even King Solomon wasn’t safe. Would Jesus include my husband’s desire to
make a profit evil?”
“I think not,” offered Malachi, the potter. “There’s no virtue in being poor. Is it so wrong
to have nice things?”
“That’s not what he meant,” I said indignantly. “He was talking about all peoples—rich,
poor, Gentile, Jew—”
Once again a hand clamped over my mouth. Breathing down my neck, James warned, as
he gripped my collar, “Gentile and Jew? Are you insane? Nothing about the Universal God—
you understand?”
I couldn’t believe what just came out of my mouth. It was, no thanks to me, a miracle
that Jesus had kept his most important belief to himself.
******
The crowd was growing irritable because of the wait, a few listeners still grumbling to
themselves but most of them impatient with the delay. Many of them wondered why the town
rabbi wasn’t represented here. “Where’s Joachim?” they mumbled. “Why isn’t the rabbi
here? ….What’s taking Joseph, Ezra, and Horib so long?” No one really expected the infirmed
Samuel to show up. As Jesus continued his discussion in a muted voice with Habakkuk,
Ephraim and Caleb, Jesse, an orchard grower, walked over to Mama, who stood chatting with
Naomi and Ichabod’s wife.
“Mary,” he interrupted rudely, “what’s this nonsense about the Book of Life and his
criticism of ambitious men? Jesus is treading in deep water.”
Again Jesus shielded his eyes from the sun as he focused on Jesse. “Speak to me,
yourself,” an edge came to his voice. “I’ve said nothing not stated by the Prophets and our
Kings.” “All of you,” he spoke to the crowd, “take time to read our sacred scrolls. There’s
nothing contentious in my words.”
In the background Gideon and his friends frowned but said nothing. Ethan continued to
glare fiercely, and Ebenezer was no longer certain how he felt. Jesse, who had always thought he
was a clever fellow, called out, “When you cast your net, make sure there’s fish, not snares, in
the water.”
Jesus would say something like this to his chief disciple Peter, yet didn’t reply. It was
obvious that he had created hard feelings today, but the danger had passed. Only a small number

of listeners had taken issue with his words. Jesse, who had heard Jesus detractors mumbling
under their breaths, was in a position to estimate close-up the reaction of the crowd.
“I’m not a learned man,” he confessed to Jesus. “It’s not your words; it’s your tone that
bothers the Pharisees and elders. They think you’re a know-it-all Jesus, which you are. I’ve
never known someone so young able to carry on this way. You make them feel guilty because
they aren’t righteous but mostly because they don’t know as much as you. One day Jesus, with
your knowledge, you’ll do great things!”
Jesus gripped Jesse’s shoulder in appreciation. With that statement, that everyone within
earshot could hear, Jesse joined Habakkuk, Ephraim, and Caleb, in Jesus’ circle of advocates.
Though Ebenezer had backed away earlier from confrontation, he stood in apparent solidarity
with Gideon and the other elders now as Jesus began preaching again, a look of uncertainty on
his face.
“Man does not know his time,” he said, looking first at Jesse then at Ebenezer, Gideon
and their friends. “Like fish which are taken in an evil net and birds which are caught in a snare,
so the sons of men are snared at an evil time, when it suddenly falls upon them. He who sows
the good seed and casts the pure net is the Son of Man, but verily I say unto you that Elijah has
already come, and they didn’t know him, but did to him whatever they pleased. So also the Son
of Man will suffer at their hands...”
Jesus continued on this line of thought for several moments, first quoting Daniel’s
discussion of the Son of Man, “I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming
with the clouds of heaven...”, which was, I know now, a prediction of the coming Messiah, but
was, in Ezekiel’s scroll, simply another term for a righteous man. Nevertheless, Jesus most
controversial declaration had begun with a verse from Ecclesiastes and ended in a message
recorded later in Matthew’s scroll: a prediction of his own end. In hindsight, it seemed strange
when spoken to such an ignorant throng. Why had he added this enigmatic part? Even the
Pharisees, Habakkuk included, couldn’t grasp the true meaning. That understanding would not
come to us for many years.
It was as if Jesus was rehearsing for a latter day. Buoyed by his moderate success with
his fellow Nazarenes, his ear constantly turned to God, he moved out into the people for a short
while, answering questions or just chatting whimsically with the crowd. Though there were a
few men and women muttering disapproval under their breaths, most of the townsfolk mulling in
our garden and in front of our house, looked at Jesus with a newfound respect. Perhaps, after all
these years, they realized Jesus wasn’t insane or driven by Satan instead of God. Yet few of the
people, other than a handful Pharisees and town elders and Mama, herself, understood the
substance of his words. He had, James admitted to Joseph, spoken like a rabbi and teacher, but
the subjects were too deep for most members of the crowd. They understood snatches of his
sermon that applied to themselves, not the ultimate meaning, which even I, his brother, scarcely
understood. Already as they gazed out at the road in expectation of Joseph, Ezra, and Horib’s
return, they appeared to have lost interest.
******
Looking around reflectively over the heads of the crowd, Jesus closed his eyes a brief
moment before speaking. “....Reuben’s not a problem for us. The bandits are not a problem. The
Romans, whom many of you still distrust, are not a problem either. The Lord, in His infinite
mystery, has sent us protectors. Since their arrival, He and the soldiers have watched over our

town. Mark my word, as long you have faith and trust in God, Nazareth will be secure—Romans
or not. I shall pray for this town every day of my life, but you must pray too.”
“Are you implying,” Ethan bolted forth through the crowd, “that we are under God’s
good grace because of Jesus of Nazareth, the carpenter’s son?”
“You have said it,” Jesus answered, looking unwaveringly into the old man’s blazing
eyes.
Habakkuk, Ephraim, Jesse, and Caleb, as many of the others, didn’t know what to make
of my brother. It rankled Old Ethan most of all. It seemed as though everything Jesus said or did
upset that old man, whose opinion of him would never change.
“Bah,” he grumbled aloud, “prayer from this heretic blasphemer is no better than a
curse!”
With those words, Jesus stared coldly at Ethan, who was now the sole dissenting voice in
the crowd. A sudden breeze, too faint to cause concern, stirred the beards and garments of the
townsmen. I felt it. Mama felt it. I think my brothers, Habakkuk, Ephraim, Caleb, and Jesse
who stood close to Jesus now, felt it too. Old Ethan backed away, without another word, shaking
his head and muttering under his breath as he took his leave. Only a few idlers followed his
example as he walked home. The remainder of the crowd would stay on to hear the news from
Cana and what other strange thing Jesus might say.
“Whom do you think is safer,” he asked them then, “the wise man, rich man, or fool?”
“The wise man?” a man answered from the crowd.
“You would think so,” Jesus exhaled, running a hand through his hair, “but you haven’t
been listening. What was that other sin almost as great as greed?”
“Vanity,” Habakkuk answered, looking reflectively at the ground.
“The wise man, rich man and fool all face judgment,” Jesus resumed in a rising voice.
“Though the wise man may be a great teacher and rich man may, with his money, do great things,
the Lord looks into our hearts more than our deeds. God’s fool, though scorned for his
disinterest in wealth, fame, and power, needs only to share what he has with the poor and be
faithful and his chances are greater than the most generous and influential of men.”
“Does God punish our pride?” Habakkuk eyebrows knit. “Are fine things evil and
satisfaction with our merits wrong?”
“Habakkuk,” he replied sympathetically. “We all respect success, if it’s earned fairly, but
do we admire a rich man, if he lacks faith? Understand, faith is not ritual and custom. It’s
measured by strength and endurance, not by its showiness or knowledge of the law. Success,
fine vestments, and phylacteries, without true faith are unfinished business—dough without
yeast, which, in the eyes of God, becomes unleavened bread. As yeast makes dough rise, the
Holy Spirit prepares us for death. The reward for a selfless soul—God’s fool—and all humble
men, who are righteous, though rich or influential, is eternal life. We are judged first by faith,
not deeds. It’s quite possible to be judged charitable for the alms of one mite.”
“Well,” Habakkuk said, toying with a phylactery, “I might be an opinionated old dawdler,
but I’m not rich. I’m certainly not great.... But I get the point.”
Ephraim smiled wanly but slipped into the crowd. Caleb mumbled to himself, as he
walked away, muttering “words, words, words, so many words.” Moments ago, Jesse had
slipped away too.
“You have nothing to fear,” Jesus whispered to Habakkuk personally.
I could barely hear him, but it was the look in his eyes that spoke loudly now.
“Are you saying that I’m in that book?” Habakkuk’s voice trembled.

“You have said it.” Jesus gave him a knowing look. “Most of these fine people are.” He
motioned to the crowd. “You have God’s yeast. I’m sorry for your discomforts. Your burden’s
not fear of death, but physical pain.”
Realizing how difficult it was for Habakkuk to stand on his ancient legs, Jesus apologized
for his thoughtlessness, offered him his stool, then stood there chatting with him as the crowd
mulled impatiently in front of our house. I pricked up my ear in order to hear what my oldest
brother said next, but he was talking exclusively to Habakkuk now, no one else. It was strange
for my brothers and I to see such a friendship develop. Habakkuk had constantly complained of
his painful joints and hobbled about on a gnarled cane. That he found the energy to join the
assembly in front of our house in the first place had been significant, for, in deed, many of the
townsfolk and elders had stayed away. He was, Jesus would explain later to me, a seeker: that
rare soul constantly looking for the truth. Truth was more important to men like Habakkuk than
all the wealth and power in the world. One day, of course, we would all know that Jesus was the
truth. That day, we saw a small miracle: another Pharisee befriending our oldest brother, a youth,
who had, in many peoples minds, caused a rift in our town.
******
Mama gave Habakkuk a mug of pomegranate juice, and turned to frown with dismay at
the men and women trampling her garden as they waited for the news. There were mixed
feelings about what Jesus had said. The crowd seemed evenly divided in their acceptance of
Jesus now, though most of them appeared to have had more resentment for the detractors in their
midst. It seemed, at first, to his family as if he had gone back on his word to keep his head out of
the clouds, and yet all he had done was entertain us while we waited for news from Papa and his
friends. Unfortunately, matters had gotten a little out of hand. Jesus bent down that moment and
whispered something to Habakkuk in Hebrew instead of Aramaic, which was the language of
Galilee. Because Habakkuk was slightly deaf, he cupped his ear, so Jesus said it aloud enough
for those standing close him to hear. Many Galileans spoke Greek, but the rustic inhabitants of
Nazareth had little understanding of their ancient tongue. Though Papa had tried to teach us our
sacred language, what Jesus said sounded like gibberish to me. Fortunately, no one had heard
this muted exchange.
For a while, until Papa and his friends returned, Jesus chatted with Habakkuk and other
members of the crowd. Except for this polite talk, and the sound of Abigail and Martha playing
in the garden, a silence settled over the congregation. Caleb, Ephraim, and Jesse reappeared by
Jesus’ side. To Mama’s satisfaction, most of the people—supporters and naysayers alike—
seemed impressed with how Jesus comported himself. The children, including James, Joseph
and their friends, had been generally well behaved as Jesus spoke. Even the cynics, Gideon,
Ebenezer, and their friends stood in respectful silence those final moments, more concerned now
to hear what Papa, Ezra and Horib had to say when they returned. Habakkuk smiled and nodded
his head as Jesus turned and walked arm-in-arm with Mama into the house. We shall never
know what he said in Hebrew to the old man. It was between Jesus, Habakkuk and God, but I
was quite certain Habakkuk’s mind was filled with that peace Jesus told us would lead to
everlasting life.
******
For several moments after Jesus discourses, the townsfolk loitered in our yard waiting
impatiently for Papa to return. It was but a short journey to Cana—barely five Roman miles,

and yet it seemed to take forever. During the interval Jesus’ long, rambling sermon seemed to
teeter on the brink of heresy but remained, in the final analysis, within orthodoxy, robbing the
notables in our town of more reasons to resent our family and its favorite son. If Reuben and his
gang were reported dead, there would be great joy in Nazareth. With his God-given ability to see
into the future, Jesus probably knew already whether or not Reuben and his band were alive, but
that day, while we waited to find out, I was as anxious as everyone else. James, Joseph, Simon,
and our new friends stood with me next to the road, murmuring expectantly under their breaths.
A large number of people had given up and gone home. Hearing the clop of horses and seeing
shadowy silhouettes break through a cloud of dust, the remaining townsfolk suddenly cheered as
Papa, Ezra, and Horib rode up on their mules. Jesus and Mama ran out of the house with the
twins on their heels. Habakkuk stood there silently, leaning on his cane. An inscrutable smile
had replaced the troubled look on his withered face.
“Did they get them?” Jubal, Gideon’s friend, cried excitedly. “Are Reuben and his gang
dead?”
Following Jubal’s question, it seemed as if everyone was shouting out questions at once.
“Please,” Papa said wearily, “let us dismount and shake off the dust from the road.”
Ezra and Horib also looked pale and weary, as if the experience had drained the three
men of energy. Without further delay, the two Romans accompanying Papa and his friends
turned their mounts sharply and galloped back down the road. Surrounded by the crowd, the
three men passed through the gate and shuffled to the house, staring grimly straight ahead. I
can’t vouch for what was in everyone else’s mind, but I knew it was bad news. Standing on my
favorite rock in the yard with Ezra and Horib directly below, Papa held up his arms for silence
and announced in a loud, hoarse voice:
“Men, women, and children of Nazareth, I have good news and bad news to impart. The
good news is that Abbas and most of his gang of thieves and murderers are dead. The bad news
is that Reuben was not among the dead. There were several bandits rounded up after the
massacre. Though I saw Reuben’s original cohorts among the captives, Reuben, himself, was
not in this group. Longinus told me that these men will be crucified to remind others not to trifle
with Rome.”
“Where’s Reuben?” a lament of voices rose up. “Will he come back with more men?”
“People!” Papa cried out impatiently. “I was told by one of the captives that Reuben was
badly wounded. He might be dead by now.”
A few of the townsfolk cheered, but Papa shook his head and waved off this lackluster
emotion.
“I have more bad news,” he chose his words carefully. “Because Cornelius is satisfied
with the military results and feels that the cohort has fulfilled its obligations to my family and
our town, he ordered Longinus to pull out most of his men. Falco and Priam will guard our
house for awhile, a small detachment will continue to inspect the perimeter of Nazareth’s hills,
and sentries will make their rounds through Nazareth’s main street, but the Roman presence will
continue to shrink now that they feel the threat is gone. Behind Cornelius decision was the
heavy hand of the governor of the province, so we mustn’t blame the prefect or centurion.
Longinus was very disappointed when he gave Ezra, Horib and me the news. He’s worried that
Reuben and Abbas’ son might gather together the fugitives and wreak vengeance on Nazareth
without our protectors.”
“Abbas has a son? That’s just great!” a member of his audience groaned.
“Well, that’s all I can tell you.” Papa heaved a sigh and stepped off the rock.

“Thank you Joseph,” Habakkuk called out, leaning shakily on his cane. “I find this to be
a vast improvement over the odds we had before. It seems to me that the Romans have a tender
spot in their hearts for us.”
“Yes, I agree,” Malachi, the town potter, came forward. “If Reuben is wounded, he won’t
be much of a threat. I can’t believe Longinus will abandon us now.”
“Humph,” Yochabel, Malachi’s chubby wife commented, “that other fellow, Abbas’
son—he couldn’t be that old. Do you think he might be a threat?”
“Falco and Priam will kill him!” I cried.
“No, Jesus will protect our house,” Mama murmured, patting my head.
As the crowd broke into arguments over Papa’s news, Jethro and Obadiah, who were
close enough to hear what my mother said, looked at each other in puzzlement. Habakkuk,
hearing Mama’s words, embraced Jesus that moment. I will never forget what the old man said.
“Jesus will one day save us all!”
I felt such a close bound with my family those moments. While our neighbors and idling
townsfolk trickled out of our yard, scratching their beards and heads, Mama invited all of our
friends into the house to have lunch with our family. As I held Habakkuk’s free hand and helped
him into the house, I looked back to see an incredible sight. There silhouetted in the afternoon
sun was the portly outline of Uriah—the first friend I made after attending synagogue school. I
ran back to embrace my old friend. In the background, I heard my parents call greetings to Uriah
and James and Joseph make the same intolerant sounds. But Simon came forward to embrace
Uriah too, and Jesus placed his hand on his raven black hair, as if in blessing.
“This is our friend,” he said to his sneering brothers James and Joseph. “He was lost from
us, but now he’s back. Peace be upon Uriah, son of Joachim. You will always be welcome in
Joseph bar Jacob’s house.”
As we all crowded into the kitchen to eat a lunch of chopped fruit, bread and cold lamb,
we could not all fit on the benches of the new table, so we insisted that our guests be seated first.
Jesus, James, and Joseph scurried outside to retrieve the stools used for the old table. Even after
this measure, several of us still had to stand. A short blessing over the food was made by Papa
before we began eating. As I stood between Uriah and Jesus, eating a piece of lamb between two
slices of bread, I explained to Uriah what had been going on today and then invited him, as I
chewed, to join my band. He promised to sneak over as often as he could, and he asked Jesus to
pray that his father’s hard heart would soften, so that he and I could once again be friends. Jesus
gave him a troubled look but nodded his head.
Most of our guests left after finishing their meals. To James and Joseph’s irritation,
though, Boaz and Jonah remained seated at the table. With the exception of Ezra’s family, a few
of the other families, and perhaps my new friends, most of those who exited were of the fairweather sort. I could hear Papa and Mama talking about the congregation in our yard today. It
was, they agreed, a good thing for our family because it had, despite the controversy over Jesus’
sermon, brought the town closer together. We had all been reminded that we shared, if nothing
else, a common bond: our town’s security, which seemed in doubt now.
“There’s something I forget to tell our neighbors,” Papa said after a long swig of wine.
“Ah yes, very strange, very strange indeed.”
“Tell us Papa,” I called light-heartedly, watching Uriah wolf down his food.
“You’ve had enough wine,” Mama whispered, as Papa drained his cup.
Papa was becoming tipsy. “The boy, Abbas’ son, had the same name as you,” he looked
quizzically over at Jesus.

I shall never forget Jesus’ response. It was as if he already knew the answer. The room,
abuzz with worried chatter, grew suddenly silent except for his reply: “Jesus Bar Abbas. . . .
History shall know that name.”
“Abbas son?” Ezra muttered in disbelief. “He must be just a boy!”
“Yes,” agreed Papa with a yawn, “he should be about Jesus’ age.”
Jesus tilted his head and shut his eyes, as if he was listening to God. “. . . . He was old
enough to ride with bandits and rob and murder unsuspecting travelers. He’s more dangerous
than Reuben. Reuben is only a bandit. He doesn’t purposely kill. Abbas was a Roman hater,
like Judah, the Galilean. The fruit is often the same as the tree.”
“How does he know these things?” grumbled Ezra. “Longinus never told us that.”
“Jesus talks to God,” Jonah announced innocently. “I learned this from Jude.”
“Really?” Boaz frowned. “I didn’t see his lips move.”
“His lips don’t have to move,” Simon explained thoughtfully. “Jesus told us we can pray
inside our head.”
I looked up at Jesus and smiled. As if to cover up this lapse, Papa boasted to Ezra and his
wife Naomi about how hard Jesus was working in the shop. It was true that, since Nehemiah’s
funeral, Jesus had worked harder than anyone else in our family. Papa’s clients and our
neighbors had seen this. By now Ezra must have noticed this too. But it seemed obvious to me
that Jesus, though not wandering in the hills, was always talking to God. . . . He was just quiet
about it now. Except for an occasional sermon like the one today, he would keep his divinity to
himself until the Baptist’s call. Much would happen to our family before that day.

Chapter Three
Secret Places

James and Joseph had found their own friends among the older youths in town, but,
unlike my companions, their friends, Isaac and Jeroboam, visited our house only once or twice a
week. Perhaps because of lingering hostilities, they seldom came inside our house. Because
they were big and awkward for their age, Jethro and Obadiah, the tanner’s sons, didn’t fit into
our group. Like my brothers and I, who suffered because of our family’s peculiarities, they were
outcasts in town, too immature for James and Joseph’s age group yet too old for mine. No one
was really certain how old Boaz was, and yet he was, for a different reason, an outcast too. He
said he was twelve years old, but I think he was older than that. There were already whiskers on
his chin, and yet he was child-like in his behavior and had an infantile face. It was difficult to
know how old Jonah, the fourth outcast, was, since he looked like a girl, and yet, despite the
embarrassment his presence caused Simon and my friends, he was the least trouble of them all.
Like my previous gang, they were, as a whole, a collection of diverse personalities and outsiders,
drawn together with nowhere else to go. But they were all I had.
Jesus, who didn’t have any close friends, himself, sometimes joined my gang when we
were hiking in the hills. With Jesus popping up unexpectedly and Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz to
intimidate them, James and Joseph and their friends rarely harassed us. A drawback to having
Jesus’ added protection was that he would not allow any sort of mischief on our exploits. With
him around, we couldn’t spy on the Romans or shepherds or set traps for James, Joseph and their
friends. In his presence, our games had to be civil, which also meant that we had to respect furry
and feathered creatures and not place our lives in peril. Because of the lingering threat of bandit
bands in Galilee, our parents’ greatest worry was that we might venture too far into the hills.
With Jesus along, this meant we had to play our games between the property line of our front
yard and the boundary line of the orchard below our house—a small area for a group of unruly
youths.
One day, not long after Papa and his friends visited the Roman camp, when he and Jesus
were busy repairing the potter’s roof across town, Simon and I decided to share one of our secret
places with our new friends. No one else knew about this, except perhaps Jesus, who knew
everything. To avoid detection by our Roman guards, who, like Papa, forbade us to venture too
far, we waited until Falco and Priam wandered over to chat with Regulus on the road before
sneaking into the orchard and our hidden trail. We also had to keep alert for the appearance of
Gratian and Leto, who watched over the Nazareth hills, although these lazy fellows were
probably asleep that day or drunk on Odeh’s resinous wine. Many years later I would learn
about their sloth from Odeh himself, but for now we skirted the hill fearfully, bush by bush,
darting from tree to tree until we snuck up to the head of the narrow trail.
“You expect us to go down there?” Obadiah looked at me in disbelief
“Yes, it’s easy,” I said, moving sideways between cactus and thorns
“Are you sure,” groaned Jethro, “those plants look awfully prickly.”
Simon was next, with Jonah, Jethro, and Obadiah following reluctantly behind. Boaz
was too big and clumsy to avoid being scratched and refused to follow us down. As our group

descended the forbidding trail with hands held high to avoid contact with the thorns, we could
hear him whimper forlornly in the orchard.
“Boaz,” I called back, “hold up your arms, suck in your gut, and walk sideways. Our
guards will hear you if you carry on like that.”
Fearful of being caught, Boaz forced himself to endure a few bristles and thorns. By the
time he had reached the carved steps leading down to the sanctuary, we were all standing in the
shadows looking around at the writing and symbols on the walls. There was a rustling sound in
the dark recess untouched by sunlight. Simon and I thought it might be a small animal, but the
other boys began scrambling back up the trail.
“What is this evil place?” Obadiah called out.
“Move aside Boaz!” Jethro screamed.
Boaz was scratched and torn by the bushes as he followed Jonah back up the trail, but I
was still half convinced it was a mouse or hare. When Simon began to scramble up the side of
the sanctuary, however, I was filled with misgivings and began backing away. What if a
poisonous snake was slithering my way or this was the lair of a wild beast?
“Who goes there?” I croaked, continuing my retreat.
“Help me,” a voice broke the darkness.
“What was that? Did you hear a voice?” I heard my friends mutter.
“Hel-l-lp me!” the ghostly stranger cried out in a ragged voice, as I scrambled frantically
up the trail.
When I reached the top, prickled with cactus needles and scratched by thistles and thorns,
I looked down the narrow path into the black sanctuary below. Once again I heard the specter
groan, whimper, and call for help. My brother Simon and my friends had abandoned me. I
hesitated only a moment before running through the trees. When I broke through the woods, I
expected to see my friends waiting for me, but only Simon stood waiting on the path. Regulus,
with Falco and Priam accompanying him, was just that moment making his rounds. Slowing
down immediately, I fell in step with Simon just as the three Romans trudged down the trail
beside our house.
We were both bleeding slightly from various cuts on our arms and legs, but the wounds
were mostly on our knees and the tops of our arms. We moved forward, without looking back, as
the Romans tramped down the path, having just escaped, by mere moments, from being caught
in the act. In spite of this realization, the most important issue for me was the voice I heard in
the dark. The call of the optio, though startling, was a reassuring sound. For a brief moment, I
was tempted to tell him about what I heard, but something held me back. It was as if another
voice in my head shouted “Jude, don’t say a word!”
“You boys stay out of the hills,” Regulus barked. “Falco told me about your exploits.
The Shepherd’s Trail is the back door to Nazareth. Until we catch Reuben and Abbas’ son, these
hills aren’t safe!”
“Yes sir,” I called back, hoping he wouldn’t see the scratch on my nose, “we’ll tell all our
friends.”
“Should we tell them about the noises we heard?” Simon asked from the corner of his
mouth.
“No!” I whispered, placing my finger to my lips. “There’s something very strange about
this. We’ll ask Papa and Jesus what we should do.”
We could hear Falco discussing our town’s security with Regulus that moment. Behind a
pomegranate bush near the back door, we stopped to hear Falco’s complaint.

“I wish Cornelius didn’t have to cut our forces in Nazareth. We don’t know how many of
those bandits escaped into these hills. Without those men reassigned by Longinus, we’ll be short
handed. We should’ve caught them all when we had a chance!”
“Longinus is just following orders,” snorted Regulus. “Gratus, our new governor, is upset
with Cornelius for wasting so many troops. I just hope they don’t have us pull out of Nazareth
altogether now that he’s in control.”
This talk might have upset me once, but their discussion was old news to Simon and I.
Papa had already told us about the soldiers pulling out of town. Fortunately for us, Papa and
Jesus were working on Malachi the potter’s roof. James and Joseph were visiting their friends,
and Mama and the twins must have been working in the garden or she would have checked up on
us by now. I felt proud that Simon, cowardly by nature, had waited for me on the path, but I was
troubled that our friends had ran off like scared sheep.
When we entered the house, Mama had just arrived from the garden with a large basket
of vegetables, the twins cavorting behind. Almost immediately, she noticed our scrapes and torn
clothing, her hand flying to her mouth.
“Simon! Jude! What happened?” She shuffled over to inspect our wounds. “Did those
boys running from our house beat you up?”
“No, Mama,” I said, shaking my head, “they’re are friends. We just ran into some
thorns.”
“Thorns?” She looked at us in disbelief. “You both have cactus needles in your clothing.
Your clothes are shredded and torn. I see puncture wounds on your skin. Where have you boys
been?”
“We fell down a hill near the orchard,” Simon told a half truth, which was, of course, also
a half lie.
Mama thought about this a moment as she retrieved her medicines and bandages and
began cleaning and dressing our wounds. Our tunics were pulled off of us and pants rolled up far
above our knees. Simon yelped as she cleaned his wounds then applied her special potion.
Before wrapping some of our wounds in bandages, she gave me the same treatment. After seeing
how Simon carried on, I tried to be brave but found tears rolling down my cheeks. As Mama
turned to washing the dirt from our faces, arms, hands, and legs, delicately working around our
scrapes and cuts, her tender touch belied the angry edge to her voice.
“What is the rest of your story?” She seemed to address us both. “I haven’t seen cactus
plants anywhere on our property or in the nearby trees. You boys where roaming the hills again,
weren’t you?”
“No, Mama” Simon answered honestly this time, “we didn’t go into the hills.”
“Why are you lying to me?” She gave him a wounded look.
“He’s not lying,” I said, wiping my eyes. “We didn’t get scratched up in the hills.”
Mama held up her hand to silence me, but I knew I had to tell the truth.
“We found a trail near the olive orchard,” the words flew out of my mouth. “The trail led
to a dark place with funny carvings on the wall. Today, we heard noises. There was someone in
the darkness calling out “help me,” but we all ran away like frightened lambs.”
Mama’s eyes widened with fear. Within a short interval of time, the expression on her
gentle face had changed from alarm, to scorn, to panic, and now seemed to register all three
emotions at the same time as she considered what I had said.
“You foolish children!” She shook her finger at us. “Why didn’t you tell Regulus about
this? What if its one of those bandits they chased into the hills?”

“We weren’t in the hills,” insisted Simon. “There was,” he searched for the words,
“someone in our special place.” “Tell her more Jude.” He turned to me.
“He was wounded,” I explained carefully. “He must have crawled down there sometime
in the last few days. I was afraid to tell the Romans because I knew they would kill him.”
“Did you recognize his voice?” She asked, walking over to the back door and looking
out.
“No, his voice was like a groan or a whine, as if he was in great pain.”
“Dear merciful Lord,” she mumbled, shutting then re-latching the door.
That moment, with her face constricted with emotion, Papa lumbered wearily into the
room. Jesus, who was arguing with James and Joseph, was not far behind.
“It’s none of your business,” James was saying. “It’s not our friends’ fault that their
parents don’t like our family.”
“But you’re ashamed of your family,” scolded Jesus. “Don’t blame their parents. I think
your friends are acting like snobs and they don’t want to come into our house.”
“Jesus is right,” Papa said, collapsing onto a stool. “I’ve done some repairs for Isaac and
Jeroboam’s parents. They’re not bad folks. Those friends of yours, James and Joseph, have been
influenced by the rabbi’s sermons. I’ve heard Joachim is back to his old ways. While everyone
else in town are coming to their senses, they still think Jesus is a blasphemer and heretic.”
“Hatred and intolerance die a hard death,” Jesus replied grimly.
“But how can a rabbi act like that?” Joseph clenched and unclenched his fists. “If it
wasn’t for Joachim, hatred and intolerance for us would not have been born.”
Jesus slapped Joseph’s back with approval as they all sat down together in the kitchen.
What they were talking about was an old and tired subject. Jesus is a heretic. Jesus is a
blasphemer. No one, except Rabbi Joachim, James and Joseph’s silly friends, and crazy Old
Ethan cared about that issue anymore. Simon and I were waiting fearfully for Mama to blurt out
our discovery. Mama’s expression had softened, but she was still frowning and holding her bag
of medicinal paraphernalia in one hand. Papa smiled as she emerged from the afternoon
shadows, the sunlight breaking through the window to give her a saintly glow.
“What’s wrong Mary?” he finally asked.
Before she could answer that question, the words poured out of my mouth: “There’s
someone below the orchard in a dark hole who’s hurt. He might be dying. He called ‘help me!
help me!’ but we ran like scared sheep—”
I had almost got to the part where Simon and I didn’t tell Regulus and Falco what we
discovered, when I noticed Papa, Jesus, and my brothers quickly filing out of the house. Mama
stood in the kitchen, with Abigail and Martha on each side of her, smiling tolerantly at Simon
and me as we followed them out of the door.
“Come on boys,” Papa called, “I want to keep an eye on you.” “James, Joseph—go fetch
one of the guards.”
“You can’t do that,” I screamed at my brothers, “they’ll kill him. Falco and Priam will
run him through.”
“He’s right Papa,” Jesus reached out gently. “If they show up, they’ll drag him out. He
might already be dead. As Jude has said, he called out for help. Let’s go down there and have a
look.”
Papa thought for only a brief moment before calling James and Joseph back. Before
going any further, Jesus ran into the house to fetch Papa’s sword. The sword, we all knew, would

not be used as a weapon but to cut away brush. As we congregated at the edge of the orchard, I
called down into the dark recess “Hello! Are you there?”
There was no answer, so I called again. While we waited for the stranger’s response,
Papa sent Joseph back to the house for a lamp. By the time Joseph had returned with the lamp, I
had called several more times without a reply.
“Maintain a safe distance back there,” Papa instructed. “I’ll go down first. Keep the
lamp clear of the brush to avoid setting it ablaze.”
“He must be dead,” Simon declared, as Papa stepped forth brandishing his sword.
“No, listen everyone.” I cupped my ear. “I hear someone groaning and making grunting
sounds.”
“That would be me,” said Joseph, following behind with the lamp.
Papa cut a wide path with his ancient sword. It could be used as a formidable weapon if
trouble waited below, but it seemed to me that if the trespasser had been a dangerous fugitive he
would have dragged himself off to a new hideout by now. Motioning for Joseph to pass the lamp
forward, Papa instructed us to stay behind him. The exception was Jesus, who followed him
fearlessly into the shadowy pit. As a precaution, the rest of us grabbed handfuls of rocks from
the path to use as missiles. James, who brought up the rear, had found a limb, which he
brandished as a club.
When we had all collected in the hollow below, Papa gasped aloud at what was carved on
the walls. Simon and I gave each other sly smiles as James and Joseph made the sign to ward off
the evil eye. Jesus studied the inscriptions with curiosity and understanding.
“This is familiar,” James muttered to himself, “to the markings in Jesus’ cave.”
“Yes, and in Mariah’s house.” Joseph’s eyes were wide with horror.
It’s the old religion,” Papa explained, searching the dark, “the remnant of a civilization
our people destroyed.”
“Remember the Evil One we saw in the orchard?” Jesus whispered in my ear.
I nodded, shuddering at the thought. It was one of the many secrets Jesus and I would
share. At that point as if to accentuate the presence of evil, we heard a rustling sound, followed
by a moan and a gurgling groan. Raising the lamp up high and moving cautiously toward the
noise, with his sword clutched in one hand, Papa sounded the darkness “Who goes there? We’re
here to help.” Suddenly, as the lantern’s radiance highlighted the depths of the abyss, Papa
stepped aside with an intake of breath. Handing the lamp to James, he crouched down into a
warlike position. There, looming in the eerie glow, disembodied in darkness, was the bloodied
head of Reuben, the tanner-turned-bandit. Below the familiar face and grimy red hair, the dark
outline of a broken body was outlined against the rock. By now, James, Joseph, Simon, and I
had begun a hasty retreat. Glancing back as I scrambled up the carved steps, I half believed Papa
would run his old enemy through, until I realized that we had nothing to fear. Reuben was, as the
carvings, a remnant of what he once was. Cautiously, we rejoined Papa and Jesus, as they stood
appraising the fugitive below.
Papa knelt down to inspect Reuben’s wounds. “He’s close to death,” he whispered,
setting down his sword.
“If his injuries aren’t treated,” Jesus replied gravely, “he’ll soon die.”
Reuben was grimy with dirt and blood. A long cut, probably from a sword slash, ran
from his cheek to the side of his neck. An arrow shaft protruded from his shoulder. The lamp
was now passed back to Joseph. In the lamplight, we saw no movement whatsoever, except a

gurgling sound from his blood spattered mouth. Papa and Jesus agreed that he couldn’t stay in
this dark place.
As they discussed how we would transport Reuben back to the house, James wailed, “We
must tell the guards. We’ll be punished for helping this man!”
The light shook in Joseph’s hand as he shouted, “Let him die! Let him die!”
“Keep your voices down!” Jesus shushed, waving his arms.
“Since when do you walk away from a dying man?” Papa’s voice trembled. “Shame on
you James and Joseph. He’s no threat to anyone now. You’ll both help us carry Reuben back to
the house.”
“But that’s Reuben,” Simon muttered to himself, “he wanted to kill us.”
“It doesn’t matter,” I whispered in his ear, “Reuben asked for our help. I just hope it’s not
too late!”
While Simon and I, as sentries, pretended to play in the orchard, Jesus was sent back to
the house to fetch a large blanket. Papa would remain with Reuben, as James and Joseph stood
by nervously wringing their hands. For several moments, as we waited for Jesus to emerge from
the house, we scampered madly beneath the trees throwing dirt clods at each other in anticipation
that Falco, Priam or one of the other guards would walk up or down the path. Because the
Romans had become unpredictable lately and grown lazy with so little to do, we didn’t know
which direction they would come from. For all we knew, they might all be napping or lying
drunk under a bush or tree. Just when Jesus emerged from the house, Simon and I saw Priam
walking lazily up the trail, without a care in the world. Jesus ducked back in before being
spotted. Simon fled deep into the woods, leaving me standing alone by the trail.
“Ave, little Jude,” Priam called out cheerily. “Haven’t been romping in the hills, have
you?”
“No sir,” I grinned foolishly. “I was playing hide and seek with Simon.”
“Where is Simon?” He looked at me suspiciously. “Why don’t you give him a call.”
“Simon! Oh Simon!” I called in a quivering voice.
Simon broke through the shadows of the trees, a look of abject fear on his face. With my
back to Priam, I mouthed the words “Calm down!” Then, when he was close enough to me but
far enough away from Priam, I whispered, “Stop acting like a coward!” When he was standing
by my side, a snarl played on Priam’s stubbly face. I was certain at that point that Simon was
going to give us all away, but then Jesus appeared in our midst, carrying a mug of wine in one
hand and a loaf of freshly baked bread in the other.
“Mama wanted to show her appreciation,” he declared calmly, handing the food and
drink to the guard. “My brothers are only allowed to go within earshot of the house. They’re not
supposed to go into the hills.”
“Well, I could see that they’re good boys,” he said, munching on the bread and sipping on
his wine. “Excellent,” he added, raising his mug. “I love Greek wine. Your father’s business
must be thriving!”
“It is, it is indeed,” Jesus gave the Roman’s shoulder a pat.
“A fine day to you Jesus.” He grinned. “And to you boys.” He winked knowingly at
Simon and me.
As always, Jesus managed not to lie. It was true that we weren’t suppose to go into the
hills, but in the mind of the guards what we were doing now would be considered much worse.
We didn’t know where Priam was headed that moment, but all three of us heaved great sighs of
relief. We had learned that the surest way to dupe a Roman guard was to give him bread and

wine, but not all of the Romans we knew would have fallen for that trick. Before he had a
chance to tell his superior about his suspicious encounter near the woods, we had to get Reuben
into the house. Jesus raced back to grab the blanket. Simon and I ran ahead to tell Papa about
our close call. If one of the other guards just happened to be strolling up or down the trail during
our transport of Reuben, we would have been considered collaborators helping an enemy of
Rome. With this realization burning in our minds, we managed to place the unconscious Reuben
in the blanket and carry him speedily back to the house. He groaned continually as we attempted
the awkward climb up the steps and up through the ragged trail, until we reached the orchard and
lapsed into what seemed deathly silence. As we gripped the blanket and stumbled hurriedly up
the path to our back door, Jesus prayed aloud, and James, Joseph, and Papa looked fearfully
around for guards as Simon and I fought back the urge to cry.
Even with the path cleared by Papa’s sword, we couldn’t avoid the prickly bushes. All of
us received minor scratches that Mama would treat when the time was right. She was waiting for
us at the door, so that when we brought Reuben in, she immediately shut and bolted it behind us.
Reuben was laid on the table, the blanket remaining below his seemingly lifeless body.
Everyone stood back as Mama came forward with her bandages and bag of medicine. Jesus was
praying again, as Papa walked over to close the shutters of the kitchen window. Two large lamps
were lit at each end of the long table. It took only few moments for Mama to realize just how
serious Reuben condition was.
“We need Abner.” She looked up expectantly at Papa.
“By the time we find the physician, Reuben will be dead,” Papa said, sinking wearily
onto the bench.
“Why should we care?” James spoke my own thoughts aloud.
“Because the Lord would have it so!” Jesus shot back irritability.
“Then, by all means,” James challenged, snapping his fingers, “make him better!”
“Yes,” sneered Joseph, “you brought a sparrow back to life. Reuben’s still alive. Make
that arrow in his chest disappear!”
I thought Mama would rear up as she had before when Jesus had been insulted, but this
time she saw unanimity in four of her sons. This man had been our enemy. We had suffered
because of him. Our family had felt threatened and forced to rely on the protection of Roman
guards. Instead of rebuking James and Joseph, she turned to Jesus, who had been tempted by
James and Joseph’s challenge.
“No, Jesus,” she whispered, clutching his trembling hand, “it’s not your time. I shall
remove the arrow, and then we shall pray for Reuben as we have prayed for Samuel, Elizabeth,
Nehemiah, and Uriah.” “Joseph, my husband,” her voice rose gently, “you must forgive this man
enough to pray for him. Jesus is right; it’s the Lord’s will.”
“Wife,” he said, shaking his head, “you test my will. I don’t know what I was thinking in
going along with Jesus and Jude. This time an act of kindness will bring down more than the
town’s anger against us. If it’s discovered that we’re harboring this man, it will bring down the
wrath of Rome. We must let him die of his mortal wounds then place him back into in the abyss
in which he was found. If you pull that arrow out, he will probably die from injuries caused by
its barbed tip. If you leave it in, as you should, the wound will continue to fester so that he will
die naturally, probably very soon judging by his shallow breathing. If it had just been a sword
thrust or other wound that could be cleaned and dressed, he might have had a chance. As it
stands, though, our old enemy will probably draw his last breath today or tonight.” “Let this lost
soul be,” he waved resignedly. “I wish to God, they had never found that dark hole.”

Mama now comforted Simon and I, as we wept after Papa’s words. “Now, now, children,
your father’s not blaming you. He’s worried about our safety, but Jesus and I are worried about
our family’s spirit. It’s not our way to turn away the least of God’s children, even Reuben who
has been our enemy all this time. Is it right that anyone should die alone and in the darkness,
after calling out for our help?”
“No,” James said reproachfully, “he called to Jude, Simon and their dumb friends.”
“It’s true,” Joseph pointed at me accusingly, “Simon said your friends thought that place
was haunted. So did he. Why did you have to take us down there?”
“What? What did you say about his friends?” Papa jumped up from his stool.
“Did you forget to tell us something?” Jesus looked tolerantly at me.
Mama shook her head in dismay. “This isn’t good, Joseph. They heard his call for help.
We have only just recently won over Jethro and Obadiah’s father and mother and Boaz’s parents
too. What if those children tell their parents about hearing Reuben’s voice?”
“Mama,” I reached out to calm her, “they’ve never heard Reuben before. It didn’t sound
like Reuben to me either. I remember the way he talked: gruff, deep, and unfriendly. What I
heard was a moaning, groaning voice, without pride.”
“Is that the only way down into that pit?” Jesus’ eyes widened with concern.
“I dunno,” I shrugged. “It’s the only way I know.”
“There could have been a back way or other entrance,” Jesus declared, rising up and
pacing around the room. “Reuben was unconscious when we found him. What if someone else
brought him to this hideout, a fellow bandit or friend—”
“There were several men who escaped,” Papa pursed his lips in thought. “It’s possible.
Why not?”
“There’s other bandits in our hills?” Joseph slapped his forehead.
“We should have told the Romans,” James groaned. “What if they come looking for
Reuben? Why didn’t we leave him where he was?”
Papa looked around, the notion Jesus implanted in his head growing. While his brothers
wrung their hands in despair, Jesus did as he always did during a crisis and prayed. Drawing
upon her inner courage, Mama now set about the task of removing the arrow shaft from
Reuben’s chest. Papa stopped pacing and Jesus ceased praying and, while Mama gripped the
broken shaft, held Reuben firmly in place to prevent further injury, as the arrow tip was pulled
free of his chest.
“What if our friends’ parents tell the Romans,” Simon muttered, as I grew mesmerized by
my mother’s strength.
“This is madness!” James looked around in disbelief.
“Let’s run away from this house, ” Joseph lurched toward the door. “Samuel will give us
sanctuary. Come James, Simon, Jude, before our enemies storm our house!”
Something inside me, perhaps the Spirit of the Lord, made me fearless that moment. I
could not believe my eyes as I witnessed the shaft and barbed tip emerge from Reuben’s chest.
Papa seemed about ready to faint, but Jesus didn’t flinch. Mama calmly set the dreadful missile
aside and, sprinkling a white powder on the wound, began winding a bandage around the area,
tying it securely at the shoulder. The cut on Reuben’s face was cleaned with a rag, sprinkled
with the same powder, but covered with a smaller dressing. Awakening from the vision of my
parents and oldest brother ministering to our enemy, I ran across the floor. Joseph was struggling
with the board latching our door shut when I placed my smaller body in front of the door. To my

great wonder, Simon joined my blockade and, coming to his senses, James attempted to bar
Joseph’s exit from the house too.
“Stop it! Stop it!” James wept, gripping his brother around the waste.
“What if they find him in our house?” Joseph muttered hysterically. “The Romans may
cut off our heads. The townsfolk might burn our house. His friends could attack us in our
sleep.”
“Let us pray,” Papa called hoarsely to his sons. “Reuben’s still alive, but not for long
without God’s help.”
“We’re having a prayer circle for Reuben, the bandit,” I announced light-headedly as we
gathered hand-in-hand around the table.
James led Joseph into the circle. Simon took my hand without making a joke of it this
time. I felt Mama’s warm, comforting fingers in mine. There were not enough supplicants to
encircle the table, so Papa reached across awkwardly to grab Mama’s hand and James had to
bend forward, with a look of utter distaste, to join with Simon at the other end. This time,
because of the patient’s gory appearance, the twins were told to stay in the back room. Papa
opened with an introductory prayer that essentially asked God to spare Reuben’s misspent life or
at least be merciful upon his soul if he died. Jesus, who stood between Mama and Simon, added
a long-winded petition to God for Reuben’s health but also asked for special protection now that
the Romans were pulling out.
My prayer was simple: Lord make our enemy well. I don’t know if God listened to my
half-hearted attempt or how well my brothers did, but I knew that my parents and oldest brother
were praying very hard. When I finally opened my eyes, I could see no change in Reuben. His
eyes were half open and pupils fixed. There was no rise or fall of breath or movement from his
parted lips. He looked quite dead to us, until Mama performed the test applied to Nehemiah to
confirm life or death.
The mirror misted just enough to cause her to gasp, but the rest of us, even Jesus, looked
down at our patient with disbelief.
“He’s alive?” Papa’s mouth dropped wide.
“Thank you Lord,” Jesus whispered huskily. “Your wonders never cease.”
“Yeah? What about the sparrow and the Pharisee’s son?” I said, pulling on his robe.
“That was different.” A rapt expression had fallen over Mama’s face.
To this day I don’t see how it was really different. The sparrow, I’m certain, had been
quite dead. Jesus curing of Levi in Gaul was documented by himself; it seemed obvious during
the reading that Levi had at least been in the dark sleep, that threshold where the soul hovers
between life and death. Perhaps, now that I think about it, it was a matter of degree in Mama’s
mind. Levi was merely sick, while Reuben had an arrow in his chest and had been slashed by a
sword. Yet I saw the sparrow, a crumpled mass in Jesus’ hand, brought back from certain death.
Reuben, it should be obvious to everyone, was still in the dark sleep. In my own heart, because
of Jesus teachings on our walks in the hills, I held all life as sacred. I recalled a moment when
Jesus words “the breath of God is in all living things” implied to me that the sparrow had a soul
just like Jews and Gentiles, which meant that his resurrection was every bit as miraculous as
keeping a wounded man alive.
Without uttering a command, Papa led us all from the candle lit table into the greater
room where he motioned for James and Joseph to set stools around the newly tiled floor. As
weary soldiers sharing a hard won victory, we sat around in our circle looking vacantly at the
floral mosaics below. Light from the newly constructed back window streamed into the room,

casting Jesus’ shadow across the floor, which, now that I reflect upon it, seemed like a remote
prelude to the impact he would one day have upon the world. That moment, however, he was a
sixteen year old youth, still struggling with his Godhood, at odds with the family of Joseph and
his adopted sons.
Mama was the exception this hour. Though it might be small, another miracle had
happened in this house today of which she played an integral part.
“Where shall we eat dinner?” grumbled Simon.
“I don’t know.” Papa sighed. “We’ll just have to make do,”
“I know,” Mama tried to sound chipper, “let’s bring our old table back into the house.
I’ll rustle us up something to eat. Papa can have a mug of wine.”
“Mark my word,” Joseph muttered to James, “harboring this fugitive is a big mistake.”
“The Lord will watch over our house,” came Jesus refrain.
******
Reuben remained on the table throughout the evening, more dead than alive. Papa
promised us that, as soon as he expired or his condition improved enough to move him some
place else, we would be able to use the new table again. Since our patient had bled profusely
after Mama pulled out the arrow, however, it would require a great deal of scrubbing and sanding
to return the table to its original state. Papa tried to hide his disgust, but I’ve never seen him
show less concern for another man. Until then, the old table stored in Papa’s shop was placed in
a corner of the large room as far away as possible from the kitchen, which stank from pending
death. Already, Papa had selected a secluded spot between the house and shop to bury our guest.
Except for Mama’s ministrations and Jesus’ prayer, there was nothing else we could do.
It had been a tiring day for everyone, but we were allowed to go into the front yard before
sunset as long as we stayed close to the house. Roman sentries riding past our house could keep
an eye on us as we sat in the garden. There, in muted voices, Simon and I discussed the crisis in
our home. It wasn’t the first, we agreed. Our protection of Mariah, the town witch, had been
worse. Everyone in town knew about that. It had taken a long time for townsmen to get over the
drenching Jesus’ prayer gave them. Then there was Michael, Mariah’s’ delinquent son, who
brought back the town’s animosity after defiling the synagogue. Papa’s drubbing of the rabbi
hadn’t helped nor the continuing actions of out oldest brother. But that was then, I reminded
Simon, when our neighbors knew what was going on in our family. So far Reuben was a secret,
and we wanted to keep it that way.
Papa, whose nervous energy was best spent working in his shop, kept a close eye on
James and Joseph after they were given chores. Occasionally he, Jesus or Mama checked on us
to make sure we stayed put where we were. Simon and I had been badly shaken today. As the
sun set in a moonless night, we peeked over the window ledge. To facilitate our eavesdropping,
only a crack existed between the shutters, just enough for us to steal a glance. Mama sat at the
head of the table, her hands folded and head bowed in prayer. As I write it now, “a nearby lamp
cast its eerie glow on the face of the mother of God.” That moment, however, all I saw was a
kindly, worn-out woman, who never stopped helping someone else, whether it be her beloved
Aunt Elizabeth, Reuben, a sworn enemy of our family, or one of the orphans taking refuge in our
house.
The sound of galloping on the road was reassuring that moment. It meant that the
Romans were still watching over our town. Simon and I had been forbidden to romp in the

orchard and even the backyard in case an inquisitive guard passed through, and yet we needed
their vigilance more than ever now.
“Come inside Simon and Jude,” Mama tried to sound cheerful, “daylight has fled. It’s
time for dinner then bed.”
“All right Mama,” I said, heaving a sigh.
“Here goes,” Simon muttered, holding his nose.
The smell was so bad inside our house we would rather risk loitering outside than
suffering the stench. Dreading the interior of our house, we entered reluctantly, bombarded by
the smell of incense overlying the distinctive odor of feces and blood. Mama had put burners in
various corners of the house, which helped camouflage the smell of pending death. I tried not to
look into the kitchen, closing my eyes tightly a moment as the aroma from a nearby burner
dulled my senses. What I really wanted, the thought came to me, was a mug of wine. Out of the
shadows, Jesus appeared with Abigail and Martha in tow. It appeared as if they were more
frightened by what was going on than us. Jesus, who was as weary as my parents, had been
entertaining them as Papa finished up an order in the shop. James and Joseph had brought the
old table and its stools back into the house, placed a lamp on the tabletop, and sat staring at the
flickering light. Today’s discovery had taken its toll on them too. Fearful and anxious,
ourselves, Simon and I joined our brothers at the table, each of us holding one of the twins’ tiny
hands, while Papa and Jesus began preparing the evening meal. By now, I gathered, our parents
had begun worrying about the sanity of Papa’s namesake Joseph. His face was contorted in fear.
James had a haunted look, himself, as he looked around the room.
“Is them Romans gonna get us, Jude?” Abigail’s freckled face was streaked with tears.
“No, the Romans are here to protect us.” I looked down with a frown. “Don’t listen to
Joseph and James. Regulus, Falco, and Priam are our friends.”
“I’m not so sure.” Simon heaved a sigh.
“You’re not to play with your new friends until this matter ends,” Papa called from the
kitchen. “I don’t want them snooping around. You’re not to let them in our yard!”
I wanted to protest his decision, but I dare not argue with him that moment. The truth
was, I didn’t trust them either. What if the guards stopped to ask them questions, and they led
them to our secret place. For several moments, as Papa served up dinner and Jesus poured juice
into our mugs, James and Joseph sat motionless—the first time I could remember them being so
quiet. Simon and I calmed our sisters, who were frightened about the strange man in our house.
Mama rose up from her vigil, washed her hands thoroughly, and took her place at one end of the
table.
“Simon, Jude,” Papa said, his hands on his hips, “your disobedience may have been
unintentional. After all, you didn’t leave the orchard and enter the hills as I instructed, but you
ventured onto a forbidden path. Do either of you understand how all this might look to the
townsfolk and our guards?”
“Yes,” we answered meekly.
“What would the elders think if they knew we were harboring another evildoer?” He
asked, reaching down to pat our heads. “How could we explain that our patient is none other than
Reuben, our archenemy, who has been such a threat to our town?”
Tears rolled down our cheeks as we considered the danger our family faced.
“My sons,” Papa included James and Joseph in his glance. “Our fair-weather friends,
yours and mine, will turn against us if they discover our guest.” “But more important than the
elders or our friends,” his voice rose solemnly, “is how this would look to Regulus, Priam, and

Falco, our protectors. The Romans would not take lightly to this new act of charity. To contain
the terrible secret in our house will require staying close to home and out of sight as much as
possible.” “Let them think we have the plague,” he quipped grimly, bending over to embrace the
twins. “If playmates come up to the house,” he looked squarely at Simon and I, “simply say
‘we’re not feeling well.’ That won’t be a lie. Let them draw their own conclusions. You must
not tell anyone that there’s someone in our house!”
As his eyes traveled around to each of us, we all nodded vigorously. Papa had made his
point, but Jesus took issue with his last words.
“You would have them think we have the plague?” He inquired gently. “That would be a
lie. Since when do we have to lie to our neighbors and friends?”
“You would tell the Romans the truth?” Papa shook his head in wonder. “Sometimes,
Jesus, I think you should come down to earth. The truth would destroy our family this time.”
“The truth shall set you free,” Jesus muttered dubiously.
I felt that I understood my brother’s dilemma. Jesus, who couldn’t lie, was being
instructed to do just that. This time I fully agreed with Papa and yet I left my stool and ran to
Jesus to receive his blessing on my head. I wanted to believe that he, if not the Romans, would
protect our house. What would he do if he was put to the test? How wrong I was, though, to
think so shallow of him. I would learn from him one day that this conflict had triggered
something in his mind. Revelation flashed on and off momentarily in his head, leaving my
sixteen year old brother confused with what would one day shake the foundations of the world.
For now, he was left with the terrible dilemma of having to join our deception against the
Romans, inquisitive townsfolk, and our fair-weather friends. In a most heated conversation,
Papa and my brothers ganged up on Jesus, who appeared confused by his own words. Jesus
could not defend his position about not telling a lie, but he questioned the subterfuge of
pretending that we have the plague.
“Do we have to tell our friends that?” His gave us a troubled look. “Our house would be
quarantined. This could backfire on you Papa. What about your business? We will be outcasts
again, but this time under a cloud of deceit.”
“Cloud of deceit?” Papa was astonished. “This will be temporary Jesus. Reuben will
either live or die, and then we’ll go on with our lives.”
“If its God’s will,” replied Jesus grimly, “Reuben will die. But deception lives on like a
curse. It becomes a habit to hide adversity. We must trust in the Lord.”
“What do you suggest?” James spat. “Pray the problem away?”
“No,” grumbled Joseph, “prayer is prolonging this. If we’d let him die in the first place,
we could’ve buried our secret in the ground.”
Papa looked at Joseph in shock. “Shame on you!” his voice shook. “I can’t believe you
said such a thing! I’m not happy with this either, but we have given Reuben sanctuary. The deed
is done. It’s a miracle he survived at all.”
“Perhaps God sees a purpose in all this.” Jesus turned palms heavenward. “Who are we to
question His will?”
Joseph mumbled an apology, but he wasn’t contrite. Papa’s half-hearted scolding was
understandable, since he had already picked out a likely grave plot for Reuben in the yard.
Reuben was our enemy. Joseph had merely spoken all of our thoughts, except for what was in
Jesus’ mind. A sudden inspiration filled me that came out of my mouth almost as a jest.
“If we want to keep our secret,” I spoke up blithely, “we must hide Jesus too. Jesus can’t
lie.”

Chapter Four
A Stranger in the House

On the following day, Diblius, a perimeter guard seldom seen, strolled up the path
winding through our yard. Whereas Zeno, his partner, was a big, strapping fellow, Diblius was
the smallest soldier I had ever seen, and yet, in spite of his diminutive features, a fierce gaze was
permanently frozen on his face. Zeno, who was probably tipsy, often grinned to himself, while
Diblius was always serious and never smiled. I don’t think he disliked us anymore than any of
the other guards, but he was always in a bad mood. Considering our circumstances, Papa
thought it prudent to scurry inside and bring him out a mug of wine, which caused James and
Joseph to sneer with disgust behind his back. Diblius took the wine quickly but was
disappointed that Papa had not also brought out a loaf of bread. After taking the very bread from
our dinner that night and having to stand on the path talking small talk to this shiftless guard,
Papa’s mood was even darker than before. James and Joseph dare not say a word. Simon and I,
who had been eavesdropping by the corner of the house, watched as Diblius belched, nodded
curtly, and, without so much as a thank you, ambled on his way. When he was out of earshot,
Joseph took issue with the guard’s attitude, and James complained about Papa giving away
Mama’s freshly baked bread.
Papa raised his hand for silence that moment, looking self-consciously down the trail.
“Listen, my sons,” he counseled sternly, “be ever watchful. We haven’t seen Diblius for
months. We’ve got a wanted fugitive in our house. Isn’t it a coincidence that he was snooping
around this very next day? We’ve got to keep those moochers happy. They might turn on us at
any time. In a short while, when they’re gone, if more bandits are sighted, we’ll wish they were
back guarding our town. Right now they’re a threat. I can’t trust any of them. You never know
who might be walking up that path.”
No one, not even Joseph, could argue with this. Our current circumstances and the fear
of bandits took precedence over petty gripes. Convinced that he was talking to us too, Simon
and I trotted after them as they entered the house. As our family gathered in the smelly room
(except for the twins who were playing in the front yard), Papa whispered something to Mama.
She nodded and murmured this information into Jesus ear. Turning to their remaining children,
they began barking orders to James, Joseph, Simon, and me.
The threat he posed for our family and the pervasive odor and unsightliness of the
unconscious patient in the kitchen had convinced them to move Reuben into the new room built
for the oldest son. “Out of sight, out of mind,” quipped Papa as we began our task. James and
Joseph grumbled to themselves. Simon and I wrung our hands in despair. As Papa, Jesus,
James, Joseph, Simon and I gripped the table, Mama stood by, hands on hips, directing us, as we
lugged it across the floor. Above all, she warned, we must not scratch the tile. The table was too
wide for the door, so we had to tilt it to the side, while holding Reuben fast and then scooting it
in, a most distasteful chore for Jews, who hated defilement by blood. For several moments, as
we toiled, it seemed as though our load would not fit through the opening, no matter how much
we tilted it this way and that. Nevertheless, after grunting, groaning, and cursing under our
breaths, we succeeded in moving Reuben into the new room. Fortunately, the door had been just
wide enough to allow this maneuver, and, of course, we had Jesus on our team. The new table,

which had benches attached, was made of heavy oak and Reuben was a big, smelly man. To this
day I don’t know how we managed this feat. When we were done, we all collapsed onto the
floor from emotional stress as much as from exhaustion.
After checking on her patient again, Mama ordered us all to strip to the wastes and begin
cleansing ourselves. If my parents had the time and energy, we would have filled the large tub
stored in Papa’s shop and, with heated well water, bath one-by-one to do the job right. As it was,
my parents retired to the back room to clean themselves thoroughly before preparing dinner, so
that we ended up eating our evening meal late that night.
During our hastily prepared meal, after the shortest prayer I remember Papa ever giving,
there was barely a word spoken. Everyone was worried about the dilemma my discovery had put
us in. My brothers and I were also upset with Jesus for his self-righteous ways. Although I was
half serious when I suggested it and it caused hysterical laughter in Simon and James, my
suggestion that we hide Jesus was being seriously considered by Papa.
I heard him mutter discreetly to Mama, “Don’t let Jesus answer the door.”
“Shouldn’t we trust him?” Mama gave him a concerned look. “He’s never led us wrong
yet.”
“No,” Papa shook his head emphatically, “if the Romans find out about Reuben, we’re in
big trouble—even Jesus. Our children will be sold into slavery, and you and I will lose our
heads!”
I felt sorry for my oldest brother, but I fully agreed with Papa’s decision that Jesus stay in
the background for a while. Jesus would not agree to tell visitors there was sickness in the
house. It would, he believed, interrupt Papa’s business. The townsmen would think it was God’s
judgment upon us for our heretical ways. Both of these seemed to be good arguments to us. We
all knew, however, that it was more basic. Jesus couldn’t lie about anything; it didn’t matter
what. It was true, as he insisted, that a claim that there was sickness in our home would
quarantine our family, but Papa told the rest of us to simply tell visitors at the door that only the
twins were sick—a simple childhood fever. It was common for little children to have such
fevers; not all of them were fatal. This would downplay the fear of plague, but, as Papa told us
slyly, leave doubt in a visitor’s mind. When this imaginary sickness was over, the twins would
emerge and play in the garden as proof that the fever had passed. It was the first time we had
seen Papa practice deceit. To make it seem even worse in Jesus’ eyes was the fact he was
making his entire family a party to the lie. But we had no choice—Papa had to lie. He also had
to hide Jesus. If one of our fair-weather friends or a Roman guard asked him what was going on
in our house, my brother would be forced to stand there mutely or run away like a frightened
lamb. Short of performing a miracle to bring Reuben’s health suddenly back to him and
transport him to a distant place or use his powers to keep unwanted visitors from our house by
some sort of spiritual shield, Jesus could do nothing else. To suggest either of these options to
my brother would make him think even less of me after my suggestion to Papa that he be kept
out of sight. Yet this was precisely the time for Jesus to use his powers to avoid such a mortal
sin.
While we finished up dinner, Jesus looked glumly at his plate. Papa had drunk much
wine and had already gone to bed. When Mama stood up sleepily and led the twins into the back
room, Joseph’s five sons were left sitting at the table. Since Jesus would not willingly inform on
us, we had the opportunity to question him, without Mama interfering this time. I’m not proud
of it, but I learned much about how my oldest brother thought as James and Joseph began
taunting him that hour.

“Tell me Jesus,” Joseph began mockingly, “would you lie to save your brothers’ life?”
“That’s unfair.” Jesus looked up with a frown.
“Is it fair to place our family in danger?” James asked, a snarl playing on his face.
“Why do you test me?” Jesus grabbed the sides of his head. “You know I must do God’s
will.”
“Let me ask you this,” I said, recalling Papa’s words, “does God want you to tell the
truth, if it means our parents will lose their heads?”
“It’s strange,” Jesus replied, tilting his head, his eyes almost shut, “James and Joseph are
mean spirited, but there is no guile in your words.”
“What’s guile?” Simon made a face.
“It means Jude’s concerned more about his family than his own skin.”
Jesus stood up and walked over to the window, which, after Reuben’s transfer to the next
room, had been opened to let in fresh air. James and Joseph now taunted Jesus in earnest about
his inability to tell a selfless lie. Simon, who appeared to have no original thoughts, himself, sat
giggling like a jackal at their latest jabs. Sitting on a stool and looking out into the night, as he
had done so often in the past, Jesus ignored their cruel banter and spoke very strangely to us:
“For he is despised and rejected of men, a man of sorrows, acquainted with grief. We hid
our faces from him and esteemed him not, yet he bore our grief and carried our sorrows. He was
wounded for our transgressions and bruised for our iniquities. The chastisement of our peace
was upon him, and with his stripes we are healed.”
As Jesus’ voice trailed off into dreamy silence, his eyes peered into another world.
Except for an intake of breaths, we were all momentarily speechless. I didn’t understand what
Jesus meant, and I don’t think Simon cared, but James and Joseph, who had studied the Torah in
synagogue school, recognized his words immediately.
“What did he say?” asked Simon.
I shrugged my shoulders and scratched my head. Joseph’s face was contorted in thought,
and there was a dumbfounded expression on James’s face. Because we were within earshot,
Simon and I could hear their muted conversation. I’m certain Jesus heard some of it too.
“He quoted from the prophet Isaiah,” Joseph said from the corner of his mouth. “I’ve
never understood what that passage meant.”
“Isaiah foretold the coming Messiah,” James shook his head in bewilderment, “but why
would he pick those lines?”
“I’ve no idea,” Joseph replied. “He was acting normal until we brought Reuben home.
He’s got that look in his eyes. He had it when he was talking to that crowd in front of our house.
His head’s back in the clouds, like it was when he wandered the hills.”
Joseph had spoken the truth. Jesus sat this very moment listening to the Lord. It had
been a charitable act for our parents to bring Reuben into our house, but it placed our family on
dangerous ground, and it was proving to be a crisis of conscience for the oldest son. In spite of
Jesus’ stubbornness, I felt sorry for him. The concealment of Reuben, which required lying to
visitors—both townsfolk and Romans alike, challenged his principles and triggered his selfrighteous attitude about right and wrong.
“Jesus,” James gave him a troubled look, “would you tell the truth if it meant getting us
into trouble? Would telling the truth in this case not be a sin? Already, the life a thief and
murderer endangers our family, and yet we’re doubly imperiled because you can’t lie.”
James understood our fears. Jesus said nothing, however. There was a look of peace on
his face. In deed, as I reflect, as the Son of God, he had nothing to explain. He was without sin.

He couldn’t lie. A smile played on his lips. He seemed to be amused by this conversation but
had decided not to join in. That James and Joseph had been talking as if Jesus wasn’t here,
struck me as stupid. I was glad I hadn’t joined in, though I agreed with what James and Joseph
had said.
During those moments, as Mama walked back and forth from the kitchen to the back
room while tending Reuben’s wounds, she must have heard Jesus’ words and their criticism of
him, and yet she said nothing. As she entered the kitchen to fetch hot water from the stove, she
looked knowingly at James and Joseph, but didn’t scold them this time. Looking sheepishly at
each other, James and Joseph lapsed into silence that moment. Simon, who was falling asleep,
could care less. We sat quietly around the table as Jesus remained on his stool, staring back out
the window into the night. What Jesus had said troubled them very much, as it did Mama and
me, but Jesus had risen above the criticism. In my eleven-year-old mind the kernel of knowledge
pointing to Jesus’ divinity had been borne that day the sparrow flew from his hands and
disappeared from our sight. I was still too young to grasp the fine points of theology or
comprehend shadowy passages of scripture, but I had the illogical and uncomfortable feeling that
when Jesus had been talking about the Suffering Messiah, he was talking about himself.
******
The first night of Reuben’s stay in our house was uneventful. Not once did we hear a
knock on our door. Mama’s patient hovered over Gahenna—neither dead nor really alive, hidden
away out of sight in the oldest brother’s room. Once again, we were all crammed together in one
space as our parents and the twins slept snuggly in the other room. Our pallets had been hastily
tossed onto the cold tile floor and we had been left to fend for ourselves. Despite the surliness of
James and Joseph, Simon had, without words, followed my example and made peace with Jesus.
Both of us walked over to where he sat at the table reading a scroll. I patted his back gently,
waiting politely for him to speak. Simon copied my movements, including my effort to see what
he was reading. Though he had been in deep thought, Jesus looked back at us and smiled. Since
we couldn’t read Hebrew, it didn’t matter that we were being rude. It might just as well have
been pigeon scratches on his scroll.
“It’s a copy of Isaiah given to me by Joseph of Arimathea,” he explained, as we sat down.
“That’s the book James and Joseph were talking about.” I looked at him in amazement.
“Is that why you said those funny things?”
“Yes, but I shouldn’t have said that,” he answered, rolling up the scroll.
Simon and I marveled at the silver spool attached to one end of the scroll and the goldflecked sash that tied it together. I knew there must be a connection between the scroll, Jesus
words, and what James and Joseph had said, but I couldn’t yet put it into words.
Suddenly, as we sat there stroking the scroll, Mama emerged from the sick room, carrying
her medicine bag and a small lamp.
“Jude, Simon,” she snapped irritability, “go to bed! You’re keeping James and Joseph
awake! Climb into your pallets and go to sleep!”
“Jesus never sleeps,” grumbled James.
Simon and I yawned. Joseph called from across the room, “Is Reuben going to die?”
“It’s in God’s hands,” Mama waved dismissively. “Go to sleep boys—all of you!”
Simon needed no coaxing, but I lingered a moment after Jesus took back his scroll.
“Someday,” he said, as I settled on my pallet, “you’ll be able to read the sacred books,
yourself. Isaiah, you’ll find, is the most important book.”

“Isaiah told about the Messiah,” I chattered sleepily. “That’s what James and Joseph said.
Is the Messiah coming soon, Jesus? Will I see him one day?”
Placing a blanket over me and tucking me in as Mama often did, Jesus murmured gently,
“Yes, you’ll see him one day. Now go to sleep Jude. It’s been a tiring day.”
Almost immediately it seemed, as Jesus commanded, I fell asleep and was in a familiar
dreamscape. It had been quite awhile since I dreamed of my great white horse. Once again I
would meet Longinus in my dream. I reigned in my horse as he galloped toward me, waiting
fearfully as he approached. I sensed, as in times past, that I was dreaming. It was the meaning,
not the nightmarish imagery that troubled me. I had experienced this dream two times before,
shortly after Jesus had returned from his trip with Joseph of Arimathea. I looked beyond the
silhouette of the rider and saw three crosses on a hill. Though sunlight fell on patches of the hill,
the dark clouds rolling overhead made it seem like night. As Longinus sat on his mount beside
me, I didn’t ask him who were hanging on the crosses. Since I had asked this same question
before, I already knew the answer. It was, I recalled, searching the centurion’s stony face, two
thieves and the King of the Jews.
This time I came straight to the point with the question “Who is the King of the Jews?”
Longinus, who had identified one of the crucified men, shrugged his shoulders but said nothing.
I could hear voices in the distance, however, that alarmed me greatly, “You, who are going to
destroy the temple and build it in three days, save yourself! Come down from the cross, if you’re
the Son of God!” and then “He saved others but he can’t save himself. He’s the King of the
Jews. Let him come down now from the cross, and we will believe in him.”
Upon hearing those strange words, I awakened beside Simon, as I had the last time I
dreamed of the three crosses, but this time I didn’t let it slip to the back of my mind. I jumped up
onto my feet and immediately searched for Jesus, so that he could interpret my dream.
This time to my surprise, as I looked around the dimly lit room, Jesus was nowhere in
sight. Often he would still be sitting at the table with head bowed, sitting on a stool looking out
the window, or wandering outside deep in thought. I tiptoed around searching the sleeping hulks
around me and then stuck my head out the window to see if Jesus might be strolling outside. I
was forbidden to go outside at night, unless I had to use the cloaca, and could not go out by
myself even during the daytime, without an escort, now that we had Reuben as a guest. My
brothers and I resented the fact that Jesus had such liberty any time he chose. Slinking back to
my pallet, I waited patiently for him to come back into the house. To prevent myself from falling
asleep, I didn’t lie down but sat there rigidly on my pallet, keeping my eyes focused on the door.
Just as I was about to doze off, Jesus entered the house quietly from the back door and began
searching for his pallet, which was not far from mine.
“Jesus,” I whispered crawling over to him, “I had a bad dream. Would you interpret it for
me?”
“Well, I’ll do the best I can,” he murmured faintly, pulling my sleeve. “Let’s go over to
the table so we don’t wake the others.”
Hunched over the table, in a subdued voice, I related my dream to Jesus almost exactly as
it happened in my head: riding my great white horse, the appearance Longinus, the three crosses,
and the shouts on the hill. A long pause followed in which Jesus seemed to pray. I sensed at
once that I had trodden on forbidden ground. Perhaps this is the reason I failed to mention the
‘King of the Jews.’ I realize now, of course, a part of me was fearful of probing any further into
this matter. I had mixed feelings for his answer: both disappointment and relief.

“You have an excellent memory,” he replied, shaking his head in awe, “and you’re a
prophet in your own right. But my Father speaks to me now. . . . What do you think He said to
me Jude?”
“I don’t know the mind of God,” I replied, with a shrug.
“Yes you do,” Jesus said, with a sigh. “How do you explain the emotions battling in your
mind?”
“Why should I be afraid of the truth?”
“The truth?” Jesus seemed to roll the word around in his mouth. “. . . .What you were
seeing were glimpses, shadowed in symbols, of the future—prophecy. Only God has pure
knowledge of events. Even divine prophecy can be changed by God’s will.”
“So you’re not going to tell me,” I muttered, scratching my head.
“I have answered the best way I know,” he said with finality. “You’ll understand one day,
but not now.”
He rose up from the table on that note and led me back to my pallet.
“Sleep little Jude,” he whispered, tucking me back in. “You have been blessed with your
visions but also cursed. Dream of your white horse and your Roman friends, for these are
children’s dreams. When you have these nightmares, remember this, ‘God decides events as they
come, not on the basis of dreams and visions. If the Lord followed the guideposts of our dreams,
would our religion not would be a tangled mess?”
What nonsense, I wanted to reply, but instead I bid him goodnight and felt a perplexing
relief in the way he interpreted my dream. I lie there beside Simon thinking about his words for
a moment more before tumbling back asleep.
******
When I awakened the following morning, I glimpsed through half-shut eyes movement
all around me. Dark images from my dream world floated murkily in my head, and I wasn’t sure
I was really awake, until I felt a gentle nudge. Mama, Papa, and Jesus were all up and rousing
the rest of us up onto our feet. I was the last one struggling from my pallet. Our immediate
chore, Papa ordered, was to help Mama clean the house. We were all eager to return to our
normal regimen in spite of our guest, and the urgency in our parents’ voices reminded us of the
dilemma we faced. Nevertheless, my head was still in a spin; a sense of dread filled me. The
interpretation Jesus gave me for my dream didn’t satisfy my curiosity, and yet I sensed, as I
shared in our hasty breakfast, I had escaped a terrible truth. It was the sort of vague and
philosophical answer I expected from Jesus. I just hoped I wouldn’t have that awful dream
again. Looking back now, I’m not surprised that I hadn’t made the obvious association between
Jesus and my dream of the three crosses. It was difficult enough to grasp the possibility that my
brother, a carpenter’s son, was the long awaited savior, but the very notion that our nation’s
Messiah would be crucified like a common criminal would have been impossible for me to
believe.
It was difficult for us to wipe away the smell of blood, urine, and fecal matter from
Reuben’s presence in the kitchen which permeated the entire house, but with Jesus, James and
Joseph bringing in buckets of water and Simon and my help dumping the buckets into the yard,
our parents completed the task of scrubbing the floor in a timely manner so the house would be
ready for the prying eyes and noses of guests at our door. When our chores were finished, Simon
and I would be allowed to go into the backyard but not be able to play with our friends. While
poor Mama was stuck taking care of Reuben, Jesus, James, and Joseph returned to the shop to

finish furniture Papa had begun. Occasionally, when the workload was heavy, Simon and I
would assist James and Joseph in the shop. Papa divided his time between helping Mama with
her patient and supervising the shop. Except for when we saw Mama and, occasionally Papa and
Jesus, slip into the patient’s room, our home returned to its original state. James and Joseph’s
friends were snobs, and we didn’t have to worry about them, but it was too easy for Simon and
my friends to barge into our house, so the doors were barred shut. During this period, we entered
the back door of the house after knocking three times and waiting for the door to be unlatched.
This rule had to be followed even if we had been in the front yard picking weeds.
Until Papa was sure our secret could be kept from the Romans who tramped frequently
up and down the path, Jesus, James, and Joseph would all be working extra time in the shop.
If spotted by our friends, Simon and I would tell them we were being punished and couldn’t play
for a while. Because of Reuben’s condition, this might be for a long time. All that mattered
during this crisis was keeping our secret hidden. Papa allowed James and Joseph to slip away
once and awhile for a break, with the same restrictions, and Jesus would pause in his carpentry to
assist Mama in the house.
******
With our routine set by Papa and under his constant supervision, the days following our
rescue of Reuben were difficult for my brothers and me. One morning, after assisting Jesus in
the shop, Simon and I worked in Mama’s garden awhile before joining James and Joseph in the
kitchen to await news about her patient’s health. Mama had admitted to us that he was close to
death. How close he was, however, depended upon whom you asked. Mama remained hopeful
that Reuben would live, though none of us could figure out why, while Jesus raised his eyes to
heaven and said it was in the Lord’s hands. As far as Papa was concerned, it was just a matter of
time before he entered Gahenna, and the rest of us were hoping that it would happen soon so we
could get on with our lives. When a friend, such as Ezra came over, another fib would be told,
the same one we had to tell all visitors: the twins had a fever and we had to quarantine the house
until we were certain it was not the plague. This would keep visitors away, but it was not our
friends or neighbors that worried Papa the most . . . . It was the Romans.
After lunch, that was even less spectacular than breakfast, Mama returned to her patient.
We were all emotionally, if not physically, exhausted. I felt sorry for Mama, whose awful burden
was wearing her down. Papa’s drinking had grown steadily worse, and it seemed to be a miracle
he was able to work in the shop, supervise everyone, and still help Mama with Reuben, without
letting up. One question dominated our minds almost as much as our fear of exposure to the
Romans: Why couldn’t Reuben just die? Because he was a fugitive, we had worried all this time
how he might wreak vengeance upon us, and now we were worried that he would live, at least
long enough to be discovered in our house.
During our vigil that afternoon, a few visitors knocked on our door. Despite our family’s
traditional hospitality, they were not welcome today. First came Simon and my friends, who had
ran like frightened sheep after we discovered Reuben earlier in the week. I peaked out the
window and saw Jethro, Obadiah, Boaz, and Jonah standing sheepishly (as was appropriate) by
the door. Papa told them about the “sick twins,” and they departed quickly as sheep again. This
struck James and Joseph as humorous, but their friends didn’t come over at all. At least my
friends were not ashamed of our house. In spite of James and Joseph ridicule, I couldn’t blame
my friends for their hasty retreat. The plague was no laughing matter. As I watched our friends
dash away, I wondered how soon I would see them again. If their parents interpreted Papa’s

explanation as the plague, it might be a long time. I would be stuck with Simon as my only
playmate, unless Uriah snuck over to our house again.
For once we were fortunate we didn’t have a lot of friends. Because of the twins’
supposed illness, there was, as Jesus warned us, a self-imposed quarantine for our house.
Hopefully, until the issue of Reuben was resolved, no one would come around. One of the
exceptions, of course, was Ezra, Papa’s best friend. Later in the day, as Papa feared, he showed
up at our door, a look of concern on his shaggy face. Papa hated lying to him, but we couldn’t
trust even Ezra with our secret. After giving him the ‘official fib,’ Papa quickly stepped outside
to chat with him. Simon and I crouched below the kitchen window to eavesdrop. Fortunately
for us, it was a rather heated argument so we heard everything they said.
“See hear Joseph,” Ezra sputtered angrily, “Naomi saw both of your daughters
scampering in the garden just this morning. Boaz, the blacksmith’s son, told me an interesting
story yesterday when I stopped at his father’s shop. He said that your boys found a demon near
the olive orchard. I wouldn’t have paid heed to that witless oaf if I hadn’t heard the same story
from Caleb’s sons on my way home. Jethro and Obadiah told me the very same story. I know
those boys; I can’t imagine them making up a story like that.” “What’s going on here, Joseph?”
He grew belligerent. “Are the twins actually sick? What’s this nonsense about demons in the
orchard? Why can’t you trust me with the truth?”
“Please Ezra,” Papa held up his hands, “you’ll just have to trust me. I’ll explain
everything to you at the proper time. I would appreciate it if you would keep your voice down.
Our guards might be lurking about.”
“Joseph,” Ezra continued to badger him, “you’re lying to me. What have you got to
hide?”
For a brief moment, I thought Papa might just hit his best friend. Simon and I gasped.
By now, with nothing else to occupy them, James and Joseph had joined our watch and broke
into muted chatter.
“Shut up!” I whispered. “You want us to get caught?”
“Ezra’s going to inform on us,” muttered Joseph, “I just know it. I’ve never trusted that
grouchy ol’ man.”
“Papa should not have told him that ridiculous story!” grumbled James.
“I just hope he doesn’t punch him in the nose,” Simon said with wide, unblinking eyes.
Fortunately for Ezra, Papa stormed into the house as his friend muttered angrily to
himself.
“For now on,” Papa ordered testily, “if someone knocks, look out the window and see
who it is before answering the door. I don’t want that man to charge into my house. This is none
of his business!”
“Why did you go outside?” Joseph shook his head in dismay.
“Yes, Papa,” groaned James, “why did you even talk to him? The twins shouldn’t have
been playing in the front yard!”
“Papa,” Jesus suggested more delicately, “it would be better if we just didn’t answer the
door—period. Let our neighbors draw their own conclusions, now that the rumor the twins’
illness is out.”
Papa looked forlornly around the room, after settling heavily at the table. He wanted
more wine, but he didn’t want his family to think he was becoming a drunk. Normally he would
wait until we were all occupied and sneak a mug of wine, but we were all cooped up together
now, eight pairs of eyes watching his every move.

As James, Joseph, and Simon discussed our dilemma in hushed tones at the other end of
the table, I whispered into Papa’s ear, “Go ahead, have a mug of wine.”
“Ah, little Jude. Playing the devil, are we?” he chuckled softly.
“Yes, I’m sorry, Papa.” I gave him a crooked smile.
“That’s all right,” he said, ruffling my hair. “You understand your Papa. God help you,
you’re a lot like me, but you mustn’t encourage me to drink wine. We don’t want me to wind up
like Uncle Joab.”
“No,” I hung my head.
“Go fetch my jug,” he said from the corner of his mouth, “—the one in the cabinet. You
know where it’s at.”
I was honored that I had Papa’s trust. Mama once said, perhaps apologetically as we
looked on, that Papa needed wine to preserve his sanity. I had also heard Papa say that, if taken
in moderation, wine was good for the blood. I said a little prayer in my mind that he would
conquer this demon. I now feared that, given Papa’s workload and many worries, he might grab
his chest one day, as Joab had done, and fall dead on the floor. Jesus gave us a suspicious look
but said nothing. I’m not sure if James and Joseph even cared, but Simon scampered up and
looked expectantly at the pitcher.
“Can I have some too?” he asked impishly.
“Certainly not.” Papa frowned.
In an angry whisper I hissed at him, “it’s wine, you fool, go away!”
Papa called to him good-naturedly as he walked dejectedly away, and gave him a pat on
the head. Simon and I sat there quietly as he sipped his wine. Our discovery of Reuben had
greatly interrupted our routine. More than any time in our family’s history, we faced a crisis that
threatened our very lives.
I stuck out my lower lip, and my chin fell onto my chest. “This is all my fault. Simon
and I should’ve just let Reuben die.”
“Mustn’t say such a thing,” Papa declared with a burp. “It’s our tradition to help
wayfarers. We were once strangers in this land.”
“What’s a wayfarer?” Simon winkled his nose.
“It’s another name for a stranger,” answered Papa, pouring himself more wine. “That’s
how I’m beginning to feel in this town.”
I knew Papa was serious. The incident of the sparrow had changed everything. He had
been anything but a stranger in Nazareth before that day. Until Jesus began acting strangely, my
parents gave sanctuary to a witch, and Nazareth’s roofs and gardens felt God’s wrath, Papa, as
our family, had been highly esteemed by neighbors and friends. It had started that fateful
moment when Jesus opened his hands and released the sparrow. After that event, our lives and
Papa’s reputation began to change, for on that day, when the first secret poured from Jesus
mouth, we, Joseph’s other sons, knew he had performed a miracle. Papa asked him, “Jesus was
that bird really dead?” and Jesus answered very simply, “yes,” admitting in that one word that he
was, as Samuel suggested later, touched by God. On that memorable day when we, Joseph’s
other sons, began to learn the secrets of our family, I, more than any of my other brothers,
understood this fact. The greater truth remained the biggest secret of them all.
It all flashed before my eyes—the sparrow, Mariah, her burning house, the cloud burst
over Nazareth, Michael’s antics, the thrashing Papa gave Joachim, Jesus journey with Joseph of
Arimathea, and now Reuben unconscious in our house. With such a history, his long hours in the

shop, worries for his family’s safety, and constant threat of discovery, was it any wonder Papa
had turned to wine?
He was now on his second mug, and both mugs were filled to the brim. What he said
about our tradition of helping strangers couldn’t possibly have included someone like Reuben,
but I wouldn’t argue with him when he was in his cups. I understood Papa better than anyone
except Mama and, of course, Jesus, who knew everything. With my special memory and the
visions playing in my head, I sensed I was a part of something really big, but all Papa cared
about that moment was the safety of his family. I began feeling regretful for playing the serpent.
I should not have encouraged him to drink wine. I remembered the story about Adam and Eve,
and how Eve tempted Adam with forbidden fruit, much like I tempted Papa with the forbidden
fruit of the vine. Considering the circumstances we were in, I found myself laughing hysterically
at such a thought: me, Jude, a serpent. What would Jesus think of such a notion? The rabbi
would call me Beelzebub.
The flashbacks of my past sobered me those moments as I looked around the room. We
had gone through much together. Until this business about Reuben, we were living normal lives.
Once more my brothers and I had a small number of friends. Our parents were no longer
snubbed by most of the town. Gradually, over the last few years, they had rebuilt their reputation
in Nazareth. Papa’s carpentry shop was becoming successful again with new orders, and his old
customers were coming back, requesting repairs for roofs or broken furniture. Even the
Pharisees and town elders, who once shunned my parents, gave them begrudging respect for their
recovered standing and, after Jesus’ sermon in our front yard, for their incredible son. I was
filled with great love for my family but also great fear. Most of the fear, which surrounded our
new guest, I clearly understood. That smaller portion—my dreams, which Jesus refused to
interpret, I would not understand for many years.
******
Mama emerged wearily from the new room, with a pan filled with rags and her bag of
medicine slung over one arm. She would clean herself up and begin the evening meal ahead of
time, so that we could fend for ourselves this evening if Reuben’s condition suddenly changed.
A stew was prepared and placed on a slow burning fire. Papa helped her as much as he could in
his condition, which included simply chopping up plums and figs and slicing off several slices of
bread and cheese. Simon was falling asleep, as we sat at the table. James and Joseph, whose
friends shunned our home anyhow, were allowed to dawdle near the shop where they threw
knives against a panel of wood. I asked Papa if I could I play in back of the house as long as I
stayed close to home. In his light-headed state, he raised his thumb in the Roman manner,
though he made me promise not to drift into the front yard.
Simon joined me in a game Michael taught me when he and I had absolutely nothing else
to do: pebble toss. A circle of stones, which were plentiful on our property, were set twenty
paces away, into which we he tossed small pebbles. The object of the game was to get as close
as possible to the center point (a circle scratched in the dirt) with as many pebbles as possible.
This game, which I won handily, was followed by a guessing game that Nehemiah and I had
played when he was too sick to move about very much. Since I was smarter than Simon I won
this game too. One player was allowed forty questions in order to guess what the other player
had in his mind. All I had to do was tell Simon whether it was an animal, a plant, or a nonliving
thing. Hints were offered at my own discretion in reply to questions such as “Is it very big or
very small?” or “Is it far away or close to home?” I naturally started off by picking a nonliving

thing, which I knew Simon could not possibly guess. The object in my head was the great
lighthouse of Pharos, Jesus visited in his journey. When Simon reached his thirty-ninth guess,
however, I felt guilty for tricking him the way I did. When he offered “the Temple in
Jerusalem,” after trying everything from sheep dung to the Magi’s’ treasure, I slapped his back
and congratulated him.
“That’s it?” He looked at me in disbelief. “I couldn’t think of anything else.”
“Well, you got it boy,” I said, punching his arm. “Now it’s your turn.”
As Simon screwed his face up in thought, Mama stuck her head out the door and waved
excitedly to us. Her normally haggard expression had been transformed into a look of surprise
and awe. Simon and I scampered up to the house.
“What’s wrong Mama?” I called excitedly. “Is Reuben dead?”
“No, Jude,” she answered, taking us into her arms. “Praise be to God but woe to our
future. Our situation has worsened greatly. Reuben has awakened. He is very much alive.”
This news was both terrible and wonderful. When we entered the house we saw Jesus
exiting Reuben’s sick room. Had Jesus done this miraculous deed? Or was it just a dreadful
fluke? It really didn’t matter as we took turns looking into the smelly room. Reuben actually sat
up as he wolfed down a loaf of bread and slurped a mug of juice. It would require many weeks
of convalescence for him to be pronounced well, Mama explained to Papa. He should have a
proper doctor look after him during this time, but I had that same feeling I had those times when
I suspected Jesus had secretly performed a miracle. He would never admit it, so I said nothing,
but I raced up and hugged my oldest brother. If nothing else, he had gone into that awful room to
help Mama many times.
What blunted our horror and frustration were the contrite words of our unwelcome guest,
which left us momentarily speechless.
“Thank you for saving my life.” He looked at Mama. “Thank you for telling your parents
where I was.” His bloodshot eyes then fell on me. “Joseph,” his voice rasped, reaching out with
both arms, “please forgive me. I’ve wronged you and your family grievously. The Romans say
my friends and I tried to kill that soldier, but it was an accident, caused by a loosened boulder, as
we attempted to escape. I’ll regret my actions that night until the day I die. It ruined my friends
and my lives. I know there are rumors that the band I’d been running with had killed merchants
and pilgrims on the road, but I swear to the One God that my own hands have never deliberately
harmed another man. That day you saw me in Sepphoris with my friends and members of
Abbas’ band, I was a puffed up fool. I’ve always been a fool and now I’m a thief, but I was, like
others in the band, sickened by the murder and mutilations Abbas’ men had done. It might be
true that I fought Romans, but I’m a thief, not a murderer. My friends paid with their lives. By
all that’s holy, I should have been hanging on a cross too, but something incredible happened.
Thanks to your family, I’m alive. If you’ll let me depart soon, I’ll leave Galilee forever. I’ll
spend the remainder of my life repenting what my cohorts and I have done.”
“Fine words, pretty words,” Papa said with a slight slur, “but can your words wipe away
the fear you’ve caused my family and this town? Can your words wipe away your actions which
helped make my family outcasts here?”
“Joseph, please,” Mama coaxed, pulling his arm, “Reuben has just awakened from
death’s door.”
“He wanted to burn our house down!" cried Joseph.
“And he wanted to kill us,” James bared his teeth. “We’ve lived in fear all this time.
He’ll say anything to save his skin!”

“But he said he was sorry,” Jesus grasped Reuben’s outstretched hand. “Our Lord
forgives the penitent. Reuben’s still a child of God.”
A collective gasp went up in the tightly packed and malodorous room, as Reuben kissed
Jesus’ hand.
“I remember now,” he said in wonder. “I saw you in my dream. I was tumbling into
darkness and you reached down to pull me up—”
“What’s he talking about?” Simon frowned.
“He’s afraid of the Romans,” James glared fiercely. “It was a big mistake to take this
scoundrel in.”
“There-there,” Mama cooed, “he’s just delirious. Poor dear.”
Mama gently forced him to lie down. Papa stormed from the room, followed by Joseph
and James. Simon and I gawked at this apparent miracle. I could scarcely believe, after seeing
his terrible wounds, that Reuben was even alive, and yet in this hour he had awakened and just
repented his misspent life. It was an incredible speech for a man recently returned from death’s
door. I stole a glance at Jesus as he stood there watching Mama administer to Reuben. Jesus
didn’t act surprised at all. That sly fellow, I thought with a grin. He did it again! . . . Or did he, I
frowned, as he suddenly exited the room. Mama had been nursing Reuben for many hours and
continued to do so. Could it be, I asked myself, that her ministrations, and not Jesus’ prayer,
saved this man? I would never know the answer to this question. I had, like my other brothers,
hoped Reuben would expire soon enough to allow us to bury him and return to the normal
pattern of our lives. Now, with no other explanation than it’s God’s will, our mother and oldest
brother accepted all this in good spirits, while the rest of us sank into despair.
James, Joseph, Simon, and I felt trapped in this house. It was much worse for Papa,
whose heavy responsibilities were turning him into a drunk. Our concern for Papa’s health and
Mama’s foolishness made us feel helpless as we paced the floor. A highwaymen and thief
wanted by Rome would be convalescing in our home—a man we had every right to hate. He and
his friends had cast a shadow over our family and town. My parents’ act of charity toward
Mariah and her son gave men like Reuben an excuse to turn against our family. Because of
Reuben and his friends’ actions that fateful night, we were forced to rely on Roman protection,
which further alienated us from the town, including many of Papa’s friends. Rescuing a witch
and having a heretic brother were not enough; now we were giving shelter and aid to a notorious
criminal—the very man whose deeds brought the Romans to our town. In spite of all this, while
Papa drank wine and we fretted about, Mama continued to fuss over her patient. Jesus, always
collected, returned calmly to the shop to finish up a table Papa had begun, as if it was just
another day.
As Papa sat at the table clutching his mug, he gradually fell asleep. When his chin was in
his beard and he was snoring peacefully, we tiptoed out the back door and snuck around the
house to visit Jesus. We had many questions to ask our brother before Papa awakened or Mama
discovered we were not in the backyard.
“Did you bring Reuben back as you did Levi and the dead bird?” The words flew out of
my mouth.
“Only God resurrects the dead,” Jesus answered with a frown.
“The fact is,” Joseph said accusingly, “you encouraged Mama to cure that evil man.
What are we going to do with him now? He’s too sick to walk, but he can’t stay in our house.
What if the Romans find out he’s here?”

“Reuben can slip away in the night as Mariah once did,” Jesus said, blowing shavings
from a table leg. “He could vanish from our lives, like the wind.”
“Can slip away? Could vanish?” replied James excitedly. “You mean will vanish and
soon, don’t you Jesus? The longer he stays in our house, the greater will be the danger. I heard
Ezra yelling at Papa. I don’t trust him anymore. What if he talks to the guards? We’ve seen
how Rome treats its enemies. This could be the end of all us if they find out!”
“Keep your voice down!” Jesus looked self-consciously out at the street.
At that very moment, Gideon and Ebenezer were passing by our house. Both men
stopped and studied our little gathering. It was difficult to read their expressions from a distance,
but we had heard Gideon’s criticism of Jesus recently during the gathering in front of our house.
We looked at each other in dismay, wondering if they had been eavesdropping on Joseph and
James’ words, knowing it was too late if they had. Though Ebenezer had argued sensibly with
Jesus that day, Gideon had become irrational and insulting. While the Pharisee motioned for him
to move on, he stood staring at us, one hand cupping his ear and one hand over his brow to shield
his eyes from the sun. Such brazen efforts at eavesdropping caused Jesus to leave his workbench
immediately and go out to the street.
“What are you doing?” James called in disbelief.
“Go inside—all of you!” Jesus pointed angrily. “You’ve done enough damage today. I
must attempt to undo what you’ve done!”
Mama suddenly appeared, shooing us angrily into the house, “Go-go-go into the house!
We must talk.” “Where’s Jesus?” she asked looking into the empty shop.
“He’s talking to Gideon and Ebenezer,” I chirped, as she pulled me along. “Joseph and
James were talking really loud.”
“You foolish boys,” she said, smacking their heads.
“We can’t even go into the shop!” complained James.
“For right now, I want you all in the house!” She gave him another smack.
Simon and I ran ahead to avoid Mama’s blows. James and Joseph were greatly agitated
by Mama’s action and ran crying into the woods. I looked back at Jesus and the two men as I
followed Simon in. Mama said something that moment I would have expected from Joseph or
James. I stopped abruptly, as Simon ran straight through the house and exited into the backyard.
Standing in the doorway and shielding her eyes against the sun, Mama muttered in alarm, “What
can Jesus possibly do? Is he planning on using magic on those men?”
“Yes, he is,” I whispered to myself.
“Jesus!” She called mutely, her hand flying up to her mouth.
Papa awakened from his drunken stupor that moment, staggered out the back door,
disappearing without a word. I could hear Reuben coughing in his room. Mama hesitated only a
moment before rushing to his aid. A thrill ran though me when I considered what she had said.
Quietly, as she shuffled into Reuben’s room, I awaited Jesus’ return. Why on earth was Jesus
confronting those men? What could he possibly gain? Did Mama really believe he was using
‘magic’ on them? This was the sort of thing my brothers or I might have said in the past, but not
Mama. When he entered the house, Jesus flashed me a suspicious look, as if he had read my
thoughts.
“Where is everybody?” he asked, sinking wearily onto a stool.
“Papa’s drunk, Mama’s with Reuben, and our brothers ran into the woods,” I answered,
my hearting pounding in my chest.

“Well,” he sighed heavily, “we don’t have to worry about Gideon and Ebenezer anymore.
They were concerned that Papa wasn’t in his shop today. I can’t imagine why. Those men
haven’t done business with us for years.”
“Did you hex those men?” I blurted suddenly. “Mama thinks you used magic on them.”
Jesus shook his head with disappointment. “What were her exact words?”
“She said,” I quoted perfectly, “‘What can Jesus possibly do? Is he planning on using
magic on those men?’”
“Humph,” his eyebrows knit, “I doubt if she was serious. I’m not so sure about you. Just
when I thought you understood, you say something like that. I’m disappointed in you Jude.
Please get it through your thick skull, I’m not a magician or sorcerer. We pray to God for
needful things. We don’t use His power to cast spells on our friends.”
“Mama was serious,” I replied petulantly. “She believes in magic too.”
I wasn’t certain about this, but I was greatly annoyed with Jesus’ airs. Unless Gideon and
Ebenezer were hard of hearing, they must have overheard Joseph and James’ remarks. My guess
had been that Jesus said a prayer asking God to blank out their memories. He might even have
threatened them with divine retribution if they told. Then a notion came to me, as I pondered
Jesus’ denial. . . . What if Jesus didn’t know? Was it possible that God didn’t need to be asked in
order to protect our family? Had this been the reason our parents and Jesus were protected
against the plague that struck everyone else in Galilee? Nazareth had been spared the fever that
made Jesus brothers and sisters orphans in other towns, just as Jesus had been spared many years
ago in Bethlehem because of the angel that visited Papa in his sleep. I didn’t dare mention any
of this to Jesus. A sly grin spread across my face as I considered what might be the truth.
Nevertheless, an apology seemed to be in order.
“I’m sorry,” I offered lamely, “I don’t really believe in magic,” “. . . very much,” I
mumbled, unable to hide my smile.
“You rascal,” laughed Jesus, “you still want me to conjure you up a pony.”
“No,” I giggled foolishly, “a big white horse.”
“Shame on you!” He said, ruffling my hair.
That moment James, Joseph, and Simon, filed one-by-one into the house. Soon
afterwards, Mama returned with what she thought was good news. Jesus and I were still
laughing when she pranced excitedly into the room. Our brothers stood a distance away,
expecting punishment, until Jesus motioned cheerfully for them to sit down.
“I can scarcely believe it.” She clapped her hands with delight. “He’s much better. The
fever’s gone completely. He’s as hungry as an ox. Soon he’ll be up and about—as good as
new!”
After witnessing Reuben’s miraculous recovery, this was not unexpected. No one
doubted that he would improve after that event. Simon and I stared blankly at Mama as James
and Joseph turned away in disgust.
“That’s wonderful,” Jesus replied cheerfully. “More of that hearty broth seems in order.
When do you think he’ll be on his feet?”
“I don’t know,” she replied wistfully, “maybe soon. He’s tired of laying on that hard
table.”
“I don’t understand.” James scratched his head. “That man vowed to destroy us. He’s
robbed and killed people, and he’s an enemy of Rome. Why are you so happy, Mama? We’re in
great danger because he’s here. I don’t understand. Please explain this to me.”
“Because,” she answered, looking up to the ceiling, “it’s God’s will.”

“It’s God’s will we harbor a criminal?” Joseph muttered in disbelief. “Our people stone
men like him. If the Romans catch him, he’ll be crucified.”
“Don’t worry Joseph.” I patted his knuckles. “Jesus will protect our house.”
“God will protect this house,” corrected Jesus. “Please get it right!”
“Same thing,” I replied with a shrug.
Unwittingly speaking the truth, I noted Jesus acknowledgment of my reply. The frown he
had given me was replaced by a strange light in his eyes. The fact was, I believed God, and not
magic or sorcery, was watching over our house, but like everyone else, except Jesus himself, I
couldn’t possibly have believed he was really a manifestation of God. Yet Jesus’ eyebrows rose
with illumination, a smile playing on his face.
“Jude,” he said under his breath, “you don’t know how close you are to the truth.”
“I don’t?” I wrinkled my nose. “I thought I did. What is the truth?”
“God reveals truth, not men,” he answered quietly, “when we’re ready or when its time.
There are many truths, but only one source. As sunlight through the clouds, it may come in
stages or all at once in the clear light of day. The source is God. All other paths are false.”
I had a special bond with Jesus that my brothers didn’t share. I sensed, through my own
clouds, a fearful comprehension that Jesus was the path, but, as Jesus correctly foretold, I was
not ready and it was not yet my time. The truth, more like a dim shadow in my mind, now filled
me with dread. Mama had been quietly scolding James and Joseph when she noticed the look on
my face.
“Is Jude all right?” She interrupted herself. “Why’s he frowning like that?”
“Jesus said I was close to the truth,” I answered promptly.
“What truth is this?” Her eyebrows arched then fell down as suspicion lit her blue eyes.
“We’re not the only ones Mama,” Jesus answered thoughtfully, “God reveals his truth to
Jude too.”
“What did you tell him?” She gasped, a hand flying to her mouth.
“I told him nothing,” Jesus looked askance at me. “Our Father spoke to my little brother,
not me.”
Mama gave him a worried look but said nothing. As I sat there puzzling over his words,
Jesus prayed silently to himself, Simon scratched his head, and James and Joseph frowned in
disapproval at what they just heard. The recent gathering in front of our, in which he gave that
long rambling sermon, had worried Mama and Papa. Our parents wanted our house to return to
normalcy, which seemed impossible with Reuben in the next room. This was, we had been told
by Papa and Mama, a short-term situation that we could weather if we stuck together and kept
the secret locked safely behind our doors. The controversy surrounding the oldest son had
seemed to die down until it flared up once more when he preached to the crowd. After his
sterling performance, just when it appeared that he was acting normal, he had begun speaking
strangely again. We were harboring an outlaw of Rome, shuttered in our home by the fiction that
there was sickness inside our house. As I understand it now Jesus, in spite of his support of
Reuben’s recovery, felt that he was, by his complicity, a party to this falsehood. Jesus, after all,
couldn’t lie. Even at such a time as this, he was above the fray. Such a dilemma and its
consequences, like so many in his life, tested Jesus, not yet revealing to him who he was, but
reminding him of what he was: a blameless soul, attempting to live a perfect life in an imperfect
world.
Once again, I shared with Mama the realization that Jesus performed miracles subtly in
so many ways. I still believed he had used his spiritual powers on Gideon and Ebenezer to make

them go away. That moment, like so many in the past, I was certain he had read my mind. After
a moment of silence, after considering Jesus words to me, Mama rose up suddenly, walked to the
end of the table and took his face in her hands. “My son,” she scolded gently, “put these strange
words aside. Don’t hurry into a fate none of us understand.”
“I don’t understand it either,” he said, with a shrug. “It’s like I told Jude. It comes
through a cloud or a fog—”
“Samuel said that,” I chimed. “I remember him saying before Jesus left on his trip, “‘All
the things you’ve seen are like shadows in a fog and God is telling his secrets to us one-by-one.
Perhaps we aren’t ready for the answers yet and the Lord will tell us in his own good time.’”
“I said that myself,” Jesus clapped with delight. “You’ve got quite a memory Jude!”
“I thought we put this behind us,” Mama sighed wearily, “at least for awhile—hopefully
until you’re fully grown.” “Must God talk to you constantly?” She asked, playfully tousling his
hair.
“No,” he answered slowly, “. . . I’m just always listening.”
“I’m listening too,” I looked for approval at Jesus. “I think maybe God talks to me in my
dreams.”
Mama gave me an anxious look, as Jesus, moved by this moment, gave me a brotherly
hug. As expected, upon hearing our conversation, James and Joseph muttered disapprovingly
amongst themselves. Simon sat beside me sound asleep, snoring softly, his forehead touching
the table, until the back door suddenly flew open and slammed shut.
Papa now clamored into the house, bringing our current thoughts and emotions to a halt.
He was obviously drunk and in a terrible mood. The first thing he did was search Mama’s pantry
for more wine and then flash her an accusing look when he found none. At that one instance,
caught in the concern in Mama’s eyes, it occurred to us in full force: Papa was becoming a
drunkard, just as Uncle Joab had been. I can see it so clearly now as a potential disaster for our
family, but that moment, as I watched my father search frantically for more wine, it was just one
more crisis we had to confront.
“Where did you hide it?” Papa growled. “I had one more jar.”
“I hid nothing,” Mama said dryly. “You probably drank it.”
“No,” Papa pointed angrily, “I put it right here! Which of you took my jar?”
“James? Joseph? Simon? Jude?” Mama looked obligingly at each of us. “Where’s Papa’s
wine?”
James and Joseph shrugged their shoulders. Simon and I exchanged frightened looks.
Noting our facial expressions, Mama held her finger up to her lips. As Papa stormed out of the
house, Jesus jumped up quickly and followed him out. James and Joseph had looks of contempt
on their faces. Simon and I muttered fearfully to ourselves, as Mama bent forward to ask us
what was wrong.
“I’m sorry Mama,” I confessed in a whisper, “I once saw Papa pour his wine into an
emptied juice jug, but that jug’s empty. He drank it all.”
“You were right Mama,” exclaimed Simon, “Papa has no more wine!”
“Father Abraham,” she muttered, clasping her head, “what are we going to do?”
“Papa got his wine from Samuel.” James jumped up excitedly. “I bet that’s were he’s
headed now.”
“Then we must stop him,” Joseph exclaimed, close on his heels, “before he becomes the
town drunk.”

Mama wrung her hands and wailed, “It’s all my fault. I should’ve seen it coming. It’s
has all been too much for him. You should never have brought Reuben into our house.”
“You?” I grumbled, following them out of the house, “as in me? Are you blaming me
Mama? You’re the one who’s keeping him alive!”
“She’s blaming her sons—all of us,” James called over his shoulder, as we began our
search.
Mama reached back to clutch my hand and pull me along, cooing, “No-no, it’s really my
fault. We must show Papa our love—a united front.”
Unable to find Papa in the backyard or his shop, we scanned the front yard a moment
before detouring onto the road. Mama, who was herding us like sheep, was acting addled in the
head. When she wasn’t looking, Simon had already broke and ran back to our house. James and
Joseph were so mortified by this ordeal, they were quietly weeping to themselves.
“I don’t think this a good idea,” I murmured, as Ichabod and then Eleazar passed us by on
the road. “People are looking at us. Papa’s going to be very mad if we try to bring him back.”
“For once Jude’s right.” Joseph took Mama’s other hand. “Come on, let’s turn back
before we run into him.”
“Where’s Papa?” Mama looked around with wild, unblinking eyes. “You think Jesus has
found him by now?”
Suddenly, without asking permission, both James and Joseph followed Simon’s example
and ran home, leaving only me in her clutches on the dusty road. A Roman sentry rode passed
us, casting Mama a suspicious look. Mama was friendly enough to the few townsfolk on the
road, but her frantic look and quirky motions caused me great embarrassment. We had been
forbidden to show ourselves outside of our house in fear of our nosey neighbors, yet here we
were approaching Samuel’s house in front of the whole town, searching for Papa, who had
staggered off in a drunken state searching for more wine, while Reuben, the outlaw, lie
unattended in our house, and the twins, who were suppose to be sick, were probably romping in
the front yard in plain sight.
“Mama,” I said, tugging on her perspiring hand, “please, let’s go home. If Papa’s getting
more wine, we can’t stop him. Perhaps Jesus prayed hard enough for God to cure him of his
demon. Jesus should bring Papa back from Samuel’s house, not us. Let’s give him a chance!”
Mama awakened from her hysteria that instance. “Yes, yes, that’s it Jude. Papa has the
demon of drink. We shall make a circle and pray for him when Jesus and he return.”
“All right, this is fine and good,” I said, coaxing her back down the road, “but let’s go
home now. You must check on your patient. Reuben might need food and water. We can’t leave
James, Joseph, and Simon alone in the house with him. What about the twins? What if they’re
in the garden? Our friends might be snooping around. They’re already suspicious. If the
Romans discover our secret, we’re sheep dung!”
******
When we arrived back at the house, we found Jesus standing in front of the shop, perhaps
waiting for Papa to return. James and Joseph were nowhere in sight. The twins were playing in
the garden, as I feared, and Simon was sitting on the bench, eating a fig. After gathering up
Abigail and Martha, Mama ran immediately inside to check on Reuben. With great reluctance,
after waving at Jesus, I entered the house, wondering if Papa had made it back home, but the
kitchen was empty, so I knocked on the door to the back room. I had the sudden urge to say
“never mind” and run into the backyard, instead of confronting our old enemy again, but the door

opened. There inside the small, smelly room, stood Mama next to Reuben, who sat on the table,
his feet on the bench, a mug of water or juice in one big hand. In spite of the concern Mama had
for Papa, a smile played on her haggard face.
“Peace be upon you Jude!” A gravelly voice erupted from his shaggy face.
“Hello,” I said in a small voice.
A beam of light through the window fell on this unlikely pare. With Mama dressed in
white alongside of this dark stranger, it seemed as if an angel stood next to an infernal specter,
and yet I sensed that I had nothing to fear. Though it could not be seen or even heard, I sensed
something different in this gruff-speaking man.
“Where’s Papa?” I could think of nothing else to say.
“We’re going to pray about this,” Mama gave me a hug. “Reuben said he’d pray too.”
I uttered a hysterical laugh. “Is he going to join our prayer circle?”
“No, but Reuben’s going to walk around a bit to loosen up his legs,” she said, helping
him off the table.
“I must leave, kind lady,” he announced, moving sluggishly across the floor. “I know
these hills quite well. When darkness falls I shall slip quietly out the back door.”
“Nonsense.” Mama waved excitedly. “Have you forgotten our guards? In your condition
you wouldn’t make it through the hills. You want to wind up on a cross?”
“No,” he insisted, shaking his head, “but I’ve caused you folks enough grief. My
presence is threatening your family. It’s upsetting your sons and driving your poor husband to
drink.”
“God has placed you in our hands.” She held up her hand dismissively. “Our family will
weather this crisis as it has everything else. We shall gather and pray tonight for Joseph too.
With the Lord’s help, he will stop drinking soon.”
This sounded so strange to me I almost laughed. Here stood a man who, in his own
words, was a threat to our family, who had caused us only grief and placed a wedge between
members of our family, but who, according to Mama, had been placed by God into our hands. If
the Romans found out he was in our house, it would the end of us. Our parents would be
beheaded or crucified and we would be sold into slavery—at least this is what James and Joseph
believed.
“Mama,” I whispered after we left Reuben stretching his legs in the next room, “would it
be so bad if we just let him escape?”
“Jude,” she tittered, giving me a playful swat, “you know very well he’d be caught. We
can’t have that, can we?”
“Yes,” I replied, dodging an imaginary blow, “Reuben’s a bad man, Mama. He’s just
being nice now so we won’t turn him in.”
“It’s the Lord’s will. He’s one of God’s children,” she stated, as if this explained
everything.
I laughed hysterically again as Mama led me out the front door. In spite of their
reprimand, the twins slipped out of the house, this time into the backyard. Once again we were
leaving Reuben alone in the house. What if, in his befuddled state of mind, he answered the
front door? It would be over for us, I thought with a shudder—all because of one foolish exploit
to impress my friends. Mama, however, was to blame for what was happening today. Without
Papa’s restraining hand, she was acting muddle-headed. Disregarding his demand for caution,
she led me across the front yard, instead of the back, calling out Jesus name. When she spotted
him in front of the shop it seemed as if Jesus had been in a heated discussion with two of his

brothers. James and Joseph, with folded arms, had angry looks on their faces. Simon was
standing off by himself, totally unconcerned, as the twins frolicked in front of the shop. I broke
away from Mama’s nervous grip to join Simon, hoping we might slip away for a few moments to
romp in the backyard. Simon had begun to share my hope that Jesus could make all this right.
After working diligently to finish Papa’s orders, Jesus was greatly agitated by everyone’s
impatience.
“Where’s your father?” Mama looked expectantly at him. “Do you think he’ll return?”
“Yes,” he answered wearily, “he’ll be back soon. He promised me before he left.”
“Sober?” James sneered.
“You shall see.” Jesus gave him a scornful look.
Shielding his eyes against the sun, Jesus turned to scan the road. Samuel’s house, I
recalled, sat on the northeastern rim of town. As he reached down and patted my head, I found
his confidence comforting. It seemed like common sense that Papa would arrive from that
direction, since Samuel’s house was the only place he would find wine. The question was
“would he be able to make it home on his own two feet?” James and Joseph, as always, were
grumbling under theirs breath. Oblivious even to her daughters, who cavorted openly in the
yard, Mama followed Jesus gaze, placing her hand over her eyes to block out the glare. Soon all
of us were standing as a family in front of our house, Martha and Abigail ducking ineffectually
behind our backs, as a sentry galloped past.
“Jesus.” I looked up expectantly. “Are we gonna have another prayer circle?”
“Yes, Jude,” he replied, ruffling my hair, “when Papa returns.”
“When will that be?” pressed Mama, searching his face. “It’ll be dark soon. I don’t want
him to be out in his condition after dark. Please go find him Jesus, before he gets stumbling
drunk.”
Jesus answered her stare with a look of disappointment and walked slowly up to the road.
I scampered after him but Mama ran up, grabbed my arm and dragged me back to the yard.
“You and Simon go play quietly in back close to the house,” she directed impatiently.
“Bring him back to us, Jesus,” she called through cupped hands. “Please find him before night
falls. You know what to do.”
I felt sorry for Jesus. Not only did Simon and I expect great things from him, but I could
tell that Mama wanted him to use his “power” too. Perhaps she expected Jesus to persuade Papa,
using the power of prayer, yet her words, “you know what to do,” implied otherwise. This
morning when Jesus talked to Gideon and Ebenezer, Mama had asked whether or not Jesus
planned on using magic on them. Had Mama been serious? Now that I think about it, there had
been several instances when it seemed as if Mama believed Jesus had the power to change things
on his own.
While Simon and I tossed stones, battled each other with make believe swords, and then
played our guessing game, night descended upon Nazareth, the moon overhead giving us extra
moments to wile away the time. Simon would never guess the animal I had in mind. It was too
obvious for him to guess. The animal, of course, was him.
“What?” He gave me a blank look. “I’m not an animal. I’m a person. I would never
have guessed myself.”
I quoted from memory, “Jesus told us that in the division of Creation—animal, plant, and
non-living things—people are animals. You, our pet goat, and the fleas on Odeh, the shepherd,
are animals.”

“Bah!” Simon stomped his foot. “Jesus said a lot of strange things. I don’t remember
that. You cheated Jude. I’m not an animal. I’m not! I’m not!”
“Boys,” Mama called from the back door, “come inside for dinner.”
I ran ahead into the house, with Simon hot on my heels. Because I had played another
trick on him, I expected a punch in the arm. We both froze in our tracks when we looked across
the room and saw Papa sitting at the head of the table, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
He appeared calm and there was a smile on his face. We could hear him discussing carpentry
with Jesus. Mama, James, Joseph, and the twins took their places at the table, with little
comment. At the other end of the table, with his back turned to us, sat a hulking presence. With
the important exception that Reuben was sitting at our table, it looked like any other night when
we ate dinner. Reuben appeared to be wearing some of Papa’s clothes. He had been scrubbed
and tidied up so well he looked like any other hairy, oversized Galilean. Yet I shuddered at the
thought of sitting next to him, and was relieved to find that the spaces on each side of him were
occupied by Mama and Jesus. Upon closer inspection it seemed as though James and Joseph
were in shock. To me, all of this—Papa suddenly sober, Reuben contrite, and Jesus serenely
gazing at his family—were what made our family special. It was a specialness focused upon
Jesus, our saintly parents, and God and Rome’s protection of our house. If Papa was, in fact,
sober, it was one more miracle that pointed to Jesus.
Though I give Mama much of the credit, Reuben’s recovery in body and spirit were also
Jesus’ doing. It might be true, according to scriptures, that our prophets performed miracles, but
Jesus had been a child when he called upon God to heal the sparrow. He could give credit to
God all he wanted, but until we, his disciples, had been given such powers and Jesus performed
miracles in Galilee beyond our wildest beliefs, I had never heard of a living man whose prayers
had such power. On that day, during our trials and tribulations in Nazareth, Jesus was only
sixteen years old, a mere youth. Such events as storms, healings, and thought control that
followed in his wake were not mere accidents or the capricious will of God. From hindsight I
can see this clearly, but that day when Papa returned sober and our old enemy sat amongst us at
our table, my awe for my oldest brother was mostly limited to his miracles in Nazareth and in
our own house. The miracles he wrote about in his letters from abroad could not compare with
what we saw with our own eyes. He was ours, not yet the world’s. It would be a long time
before the glimmer of his divinity would show itself like this again.

Chapter Five
The Remaking of Reuben

On the night we had a special guest at our table, our supper was simple but tasty, with
plenty of warm bread and chopped fruit. Papa ate heartily and drank the same fruit juice Mama
poured into all of our mugs. Not one word was uttered about “demon drink” nor did Jesus ask
God to cure him of his thirst for wine. Our prayer circle on that night, in fact, seemed
unnecessary this time. As far as I was concerned Jesus had done his work. After what happened
to Reuben and seeing Papa’s improvement this hour, the half-hearted mumblings of Papa, Mama,
and the long winded prayer by Jesus was a pointless exercise. It should have been obvious to all
of us, with the exception of Reuben, who was still weak and unwell, that Papa was his old self.
And yet Jesus droned loftily, “Lord, we thank you for bringing Papa home. He has
endured much for his family. Guide us in our business. Protect us from the evil forces in the
world. Please continue to heal Reuben, who has turned from darkness and seeks your light.
Bring understanding into the hearts of my brothers, some of whom still harbor resentment for the
charitable acts of our parents. . .”
As I listened to Jesus’ censure, I suppressed a grin. I was certain Simon deserved some
blame too, and I had spoken against Reuben myself, but Jesus was talking mostly about James
and Joseph now. He continued on about other matters, both thanking the Lord and asking for His
blessings, but all I could think of was his censure, that had been a long time coming, and the
expression on James and Joseph’s faces.
That night, after we all crawled onto our pallets, thoughts spiraled in my head. What had
Jesus done to Papa? Had he summoned God’s magic, as he had so many times before? Or had
Papa just decided, on his own, to defeat demon drink? All of the questions that came to me
before I fell asleep were too much for my tired mind. My last thoughts before I fell asleep defied
logic and kept me awake for several moments. . . . What did poor Reuben do in place of using
the cloaca? Had he snuck out during the darkness to use it. . . Or, perish the thought, did he do
his business in his room? Poor Mama, I thought, setting up and looking around the room. The
awful things she has to do!
Everyone, except Jesus and I, were asleep. Simon snored faintly next to me. The darker
outlines of James and Joseph were unmoving, but I could see Jesus sitting at the table in the dim
light, a small candle casting its glow on his scroll. Without hesitation, I sprang up and shuffled
quietly across the room.
“What are you reading Jesus?” I whispered, easing onto a stool.
“Words spoken to the Israelites by the prophet Moses,” Jesus answered shortly. “You
should be asleep!”
“I heard about Moses,” I said, ignoring his rebuke. “What did he say?”
“He said many things.” Jesus exhaled heavily. “I found a passage I would like James and
Joseph to read.”
“Read it to me Jesus,” I jumped up and down excitedly on my stool.
“All right, but keep it down,” he shushed, looking down at his scroll.

Jesus leaned close, as he read, his voice tickling my ear, “The Lord executes the
judgment of the fatherless and widow and loves the stranger, in giving him food and raiment.
You must love the stranger for you were strangers in the land of Egypt—”
“Why are you laughing?” Jesus eyebrows plunged. “Moses said something very
important. Since the Israelites were wandering in the wilderness, he was telling the generations
that followed they must be charitable to the widow, orphan, and downtrodden. By taking in
Mariah, Michael, Nehemiah, and Reuben, our family has done all of these things and has also
practiced the forgiveness demanded by God.”
“According to Daniel,” he added, rolling out the scroll, ‘To the Lord belongs mercy and
forgiveness, though we have rebelled against him.’ The prophet Nehemiah told us ‘God is ready
to pardon, gracious and merciful, slow to anger, abundant in kindness.’” “There are many such
passages.” He raised a finger instructively. “Even King David, a great sinner himself, wrote of
God’s forgiveness. The Lord, who dispenses mercy and kindness, expects the same from us.”
“Whoa,” I gasped, his words spinning in my head, “my friend Nehemiah was named after
a great prophet? I don’t think James and Joseph will like this at all. They didn’t want us to help
Mariah or adopt Michael and Nehemiah. They sure don’t want Reuben in our house.”
“Shhh!” Jesus placed his finger in front of his lips. “You must not say a word about this
to our brothers. Let me read these scriptures to James, Joseph, and Simon, myself. You Jude,
have been guilty at times, yourself, but your heart is pure.” “Now, little brother,” he spoke softly
yet firmly, “crawl into you pallet. Dream of your big white horse. Tomorrow will be here soon.”
Honored once again by his confidence in me, I obeyed quickly with pounding heart,
eager to mount my stead but also excited to embark upon another day. With Jesus as a big
brother, I never knew what the day might hold. Among the miracles no one could deny, were the
raising of the dead bird and the calling forth of the rain to put out the fire consuming Mariah’s
house. The quieting of storms at sea and the curing of the Pharisee’s son, I had not seen, but
Jesus had recorded these miracles in his letters from Greece, Rome, and Gaul. There were other
instances of Jesus miracles I had been witness to that couldn’t be explained easily as coincidence
or chance. Among Jesus miracles, implanted forever in my head, as I fell asleep, was the curing
of Papa’s drunkenness. For this miracle, I felt great appreciation for my oldest brother, but also
frustration. Slowly it was penetrating my thick skull that God was the author of all wonders, but
in my child-like mind Jesus gave himself too little credit for the miracles he performed. Just
once I wished he would give me, if no one else, a wink or nod to acknowledge what he had done.
******
Mama tiptoed back and forth across the floor to check on Reuben, as James, Joseph, and
Simon slept through the night. I caught sight of her earlier, as I talked to Jesus but thought
nothing of it. It appeared as if Mama was merely making her nightly rounds. Jesus checked on
Reuben quite often himself. The passages he read to me proved that he had Reuben on his mind.
As I fell asleep contemplating Jesus and my great white horse, I heard Mama’s footsteps scurry
pass again, and I looked up just in time to see her pass by with a small lamp. Jesus jumped up
immediately to join her in the next room. I could hear Reuben groan like a great wounded lion.
A cool gush of wind into the room, as if the kitchen window or one of the doors was open,
alerted me in the darkness of a basic change in the room. The back door had been flung open!
“Come back you fool,” Jesus cried in a subdued voice. “The moon is out. The guards
will see you running in the dark.”

“James, Joseph, Simon, and Jude,” Mama called frantically, “Reuben is delirious again.
“We must grab him and drag him back before he alerts our guards.”
“What’s going on?” Papa called out groggily, lighting the large lamp.
Mama wrung her hands. “Jesus and I were trying to calm Reuben, but he broke away
from us and fled from the house.”
“If need be,” Papa’s vowed angrily, “I’ll kill him before he’s seen by our guards.”
All of us raced out the door after Reuben. Jesus had already seized one of his big burly
arms, and James and Joseph now grabbed the other. Papa stood in front of him, brandishing his
sword awkwardly in both hands. Simon and I huddled beside Mama, who held up the lamp. A
great dread filled all of us that a guard would be making his rounds this moment.
“Let me go! I’ll take my chances,” he wailed in a strangled voice. “Believe me, the
Romans won’t understand this. All it will take would be one of your children’s playmates being
questioned or a neighbor gossiping to a guard and wham! They’d break into your house. It
would be a disaster for you folks!”
“Get inside! So help me, ” Papa growled menacingly, “I’ll run you through.”
“Reuben your not thinking clearly,” Mama said gently. “Get into the house before they
see you standing here.”
“Papa,” Joseph yelped, “you can’t kill him. You didn’t kill him in the garden when he
threatened our family. Let him go. If the Romans find him this close to our house we’re
finished—all of us!”
Reuben didn’t sound delirious to me. Mama assumed he was out of his head when he ran
off, but he was making sense to everyone else. Papa could no more commit murder than Jesus
tell a lie. What convinced Reuben that he was acting foolishly was the sudden clatter of horses
hooves on the road in front of our house. Papa cursed angrily under his breath. As James,
Joseph, Simon, and I wept, Jesus scolded Reuben for not trusting in the Lord. It was the sound
of horses and Mama’s coaxing, however, that finally convinced him to return to the house. I
would have preferred Reuben escaping into the hills. With the exception of Jesus, I was certain
my brothers felt the same. When the door shut safely behind us and Reuben was led trance-like
across the floor, we all heaved sighs of relief, and yet a feeling of hopelessness settled heavily
upon us as we sat around the kitchen table contemplating our guest.
“What do we do now?” James groaned. “We can’t keep him in our house. Reuben said so
himself. Maybe you were right Papa. You should’ve killed him. It’s him or us.”
“That’s enough James,” Papa rasped, clutching the sword in his lap. “Joseph’s right. I’m
not a murderer. I can’t kill him. I had my chance.” “Here Mama,” he said, handing her his
weapon, “put this away then get us all a mug of juice.”
The perspiration on his brow and his shaky hands told us that he really wanted a mug of
wine. It was no wonder Papa threatened Reuben with a sword. For several moments, as Mama
went into the other room to store the sword and bring out the frightened twins, we all sat glaring
at Reuben. A twinge of pity filled me, as I watched his head droop. Mama gave Abigail and
Martha a handful of sweetmeats she had kept hidden from Simon and I and scooted them off to
bed.
“Reuben should lie down,” she called, bringing us a pitcher a juice.
An apron full of mugs clattered as she walked. After setting down mugs then filling them
for each of us, she went to fetch a basket of cheese and bread.
“Thank you fine lady,” Reuben murmured, raising his mug shakily to his lips.

“You’re welcome Reuben.” She smiled, nestling beside Papa at the table. “I’m proud of
you Joseph,” she whispered, gripping his knuckles. “I’m sorry we don’t have any more wine.”
“This is my fault,” Reuben said, looking forlornly into his cup.
“My drinking’s not your fault,” snarled Papa. “It’s your fault my family has lived in fear
and been forced to rely on Rome’s protection. It’s your fault we’re in the dilemma we’re in
now!”
“Peace, my husband,” Mama chided him gently. “You can’t blame Reuben for being in
our house. You and your sons brought him home. I, with the Lord’s help, have kept him alive.”
“Words!” spat Papa. “Let us deal with facts. The fact is we’re giving sanctuary to a
fugitive from our Roman protectors—one of the very men they’ve been protecting us from.
Reuben is right, Mary, they won’t understand this. It’s absurd. How long can we keep this secret
before one of our neighbors or one our sons’ playmates turns us in?”
James flashed me an accusing look. “I don’t trust Jude’s friends.”
“Can we trust anyone in Nazareth?” Mama uttered a bitter laugh. “Such fair-weather
friends!”
“At least I have friends.” I looked at Mama. “James and Joseph’s friends won’t come
into our house.”
“Your friends,” James said accusingly, “heard Reuben yell. That’s why they ran. What if
they told their parents? What if their parents tell the Romans about what they heard?”
“Stop it James,” snapped Jesus, “this isn’t Jude’s fault.”
“What’re we gonna do?” Joseph gripped his head. “Why did we take Reuben into our
house? We should’ve let him rot down there!”
With that said, Reuben rose up shakily and lumbered back to his room. Jesus ran ahead
to open the door and help him onto his table. Our family was facing its greatest crisis since
Mariah was in our house. As I listened to Mama scold James and Joseph, a notion grew in my
mind. It seemed inconceivable that we could hide Reuben indefinitely in our home. He was a
giant of a man and the hairiest man I’ve ever seen. To say that he was ugly, however, was unfair.
Beneath the grime and rags he wore, after he was cleaned up by Mama and given some of Papa’s
clothes, there was an ordinary, big, hairy man. His wooly head and long scraggly beard was
bronze colored with streaks of gray. If his beard was cut off and his head shaved, he would no
longer stand out like a circus bear. Who knows what lie beneath all that hair? Without even
thinking about what I was saying, I laid out my plan. As soon as the words left my mouth, I
realized I had found the solution to our problem.
“It’s so simple,” I declared, bouncing up and down. “All we have to do is change his
looks. Mama cleaned him up and he’s wearing different clothes, but he still looks like Reuben.”
“He’ll always look like Reuben,” Joseph snarled.
“What are you saying?” Mama studied me a moment.
I thought about what I was going to say. A flicker of humor lit Papa’s dark eyes, as he
listened to my plan.
“First Mama shaves off his beard and trims his hair. No one has seen Reuben without all
that fuzz. Next we disguise him as someone the Romans wouldn’t pay attention to.”
“That’s where your plan falls apart,” James said mockingly. “What kind of disguise
would hide that monstrous head, those bow legs, and trunk sized arms? Like Michael, he has
freckles and red hair.”
“It’s a stupid plan,” muttered Joseph. “We can’t disguise that man.”

“Wait a minute,” Mama held up her hand. “I could dye his hair black or brown; that
might help. There are many strange-looking men in Galilee with oversized heads and trunksized arms.”
“There’s something else James and Joseph have forgotten.” Papa stroked his beard.
“Longinus said their men will be pulled out of Nazareth at any time. If this happens it won’t be
hard for Reuben to sneak down the Shepherd’s trail and begin a new life.”
“What will he do,” Joseph asked scornfully, “and where will he go? He can’t stay in
Nazareth. He must go far away from our town, but do we have to wait until our Roman guards
leave?”
Jesus reappeared like a phantom in the room, startling us half out of our wits. “Reuben is
unwell,” he said reproachfully. “He can’t leave for awhile. He can barely walk. He told us that
he’s a changed man. I think we should give him a chance. When he’s ready, he’ll leave
Nazareth and return to Joppa where he grew up as a child. I overheard your plans to change his
appearance. I don’t like deception, but we must insure that he can leave safely without being
caught.”
James gave Papa a questioning look. “We must wait until the Romans are gone? That
might be days, weeks, or months.”
“Perhaps,” he answered curtly. “During the meantime we must be vigilant. No guests.
No one leaves the front and backyard. When Reuben’s sheared, we can claim he’s a relative or
friend. Until the Romans pull out, he stays put, and you stay put!”
“What about our friends?” Joseph gave him a forlorn look. “Must we be prisoners too?”
“For awhile.” He smiled grimly. “Our most important problem is Reuben. When he’s
feeling better, Mama can begin his transformation. That might require another miracle.”
“Above all, we must be calm,” Jesus said, raising two fingers, “and trust in the Lord.”
“Calm?” grumbled James, “how can we be calm?”
Unlike James and Joseph, Simon and I didn’t have to visit our friends. It was Jethro,
Obadiah, Boaz, and Jonah who visited our house. Under the circumstances, Simon and I
couldn’t blame my parents for keeping them away. Right now they couldn’t be trusted. In fact
no outsiders could be trusted. I felt a measure of pride that they took my suggestion seriously. I
tried not to gloat about it, as I sat there sipping my juice, but I had given my family a solution to
the problem. James and Joseph whispered back and forth heatedly a few moments, as Simon sat
staring blankly into space. Mama had slipped into Reuben’s sick room those moments, and, with
Jesus help, began escorting him to the kitchen to discuss my plan. Though I was not given credit
for it, Papa winked at me as she explained exactly what we were going to do. Reuben agreed
enthusiastically. Tears filled his bloodshot eyes, and, for several moments, we forgot that he was
our enemy and a hunted fugitive of Rome.
******
In the days following our meeting, Reuben was transformed into a clean-shaven, ravenhaired eunuch (Papa’s jest) that, in truth, looked nothing like the dirty, hairy, ragged horror
whose very name terrorized our family and town. It was learned in idle conversation from
Reuben that his father had been Greek, and Reuben could still speak the language. Reuben was
twelve years old when he and his Jewish mother fled from her drunken husband to relatives in
Nazareth. This revelation heartened all of us, because it meant that Reuben could masquerade as
a Greek. Because of our religion and custom, clean-shaven Jews were not common in Galilee,
but, according to Papa, it was not uncommon for Greek-speaking, Hellenistic Jews to shave off

their beard. Reuben’s ability to speak Greek would make his disguise much more believable to
anyone stumbling upon our strange guest.
For the first few days, after my plan went into effect, until Reuben’s disguise was
perfected, the fiction of our sisters fever kept Simon and my friends away. It was, in Papa’s
words, “wait and see.” Simon and I took walks together with our oldest brother, Jesus once
again chatting about the plants and animals alongside the path. We still didn’t understand where
he learned all this information. Though Simon and I were anxious to rejoin our gang, I didn’t
resent Jesus know-it-all airs this time and the fact he distrusted our friends. These were hard
times for our family. My fears about Reuben were more important than the boredom I felt. In
the days ahead, our friends trickled back to our house and were given news of the improved
status of the twins but then sent on their way. Ezra had not returned to our house since his
argument with Papa, but Ezra had been angry with Papa many times before. Until Papa felt
comfortable with our neighbors and his sons’ playmates, it remained wait and see. Simon and I
were restricted to nature hikes with Jesus, while James and Joseph would be kept in isolation
until our Roman guards were gone. Because of the hostility of their friends, Papa felt little
sympathy for them and promised to extend their isolation indefinitely if Isaac and Jeroboam’s
attitudes didn’t change.
During the second week as our ‘Greek guest’ lay low in our house, Simon and I grew
restless and bored. Impressed with our efforts at cooperation, Papa relaxed his restrictions, but
would not allow our vigilance to wane. The only way my brothers and I could socialize with our
friends was to allow Jesus to spy on us when we congregated in our backyard. It was a task
Jesus found distasteful but was necessary given Isaac and Jeroboam’s attitude and Simon’s loose
tongue. In addition to spying openly on each group, Jesus made random inspections of our
property when not assisting Papa in the shop. When he wasn’t snooping on my gang, he was at
different corner of the yard spying on James and Joseph’s friends. Though it was an
improvement for us, the effect of Papa’s strict control and Jesus’ presence behind every bush and
tree became stifling. James, Joseph, and their friends where able to adapt to the front yard as a
meeting place. Our friends greatly missed the orchard in back of our yard and the path leading
through the hills, yet they, too, begrudgingly accepted the temporary restrictions necessary
because of the possibility that bandits still roamed the hills. To keep them from straying into the
orchard, it was important for them to believe this threat without question. I still chuckle when I
think about this half-truth, which I almost believed myself. One of the bandits everyone feared,
Reuben, was no longer on the loose. Who the other bandits might be was left to our
imaginations. Ironically, the one event that would greatly relieve our anxieties about detection,
the departure of the Romans, would leave us open once more to our enemies. We had been told
by Reuben that his own friends were captured by the Romans, along with most of Abbas bar
Ibrim’s band, and it appeared as though his son, Jesus Bar Abbas was nothing more than a youth,
but what if Reuben was wrong? What if at least one of his friends had escaped to the outskirts of
Nazareth? The bandit Abbas bar Ibrim’s son might still be old enough to wield a knife, sword or
bow. What if all the other bandits, who escaped, were lurking somewhere in the hills?
During the second and third week of Reuben’s new identity, as a Greek we had dubbed
Alexander, these thoughts haunted us, but gradually, as we followed Papa’s instructions and
remained vigilant for intruders, we began to feel safe, at least in our own backyard. In James
mocking words “With Jesus prayers and Papa’s sword close by, what could we fear?” The truth
was, I felt safe having Jesus watch over us. I had seen Papa’s anger against our family’s foes,
and, even as a bluff, his great curved sword was a terrible thing. Now that I think about it, with

the Romans gone, there would be a fierce protector in our guest. With “Alexander,” Papa and his
sons on the attack, an intruder might not have a chance. And yet we dreaded the day that the
Romans would leave Nazareth for good. Though we seldom saw our lazy guards, we had grown
used to their presence—invisible or not—and the thought of their eventual absence filled us with
gloom.

Chapter Six
Farewell to the Romans

Reuben proved to be an awkward addition to our family. With his clean shaven
appearance, polite manners, and efforts to help us with our chores any way he could, he tried to
fit into our daily routine, but the memory of who he once was and the lingering threat of our
guards discovering him in our house had, in Papa’s words, poisoned the well. Though he tried to
forgive Reuben, Papa didn’t trust the reformed bandit and continued to resent him for the
dilemma our family was in. James and Joseph hated him for making them prisoners in their own
yard. Like Papa, Simon and I worried about someone spotting Reuben and seeing through his
disguise, but we no longer hated him. Unlike James and Joseph, we felt sorry for our guest.
Papa once told us that Rome never forgets. If this was so, Reuben would be a fugitive from
Rome for the rest of his life. He had two advocates in our home: Mama, his nurse, and Jesus,
who healed his spirit.
Without warning one day, Cornelius and Longinus paid us a visit. We knew immediately
that the Roman withdrawal had begun. Peeking out the window, Mama saw Falco, Priam and
the other guards standing with Regulus in our yard as their leaders waited to make the formal
notification. Fortunately, the odors of medicinal herbs no longer saturated the air and Reuben
had been silently ushered into his room. Papa scurried from his shop, with James and Joseph not
far behind. Jesus, who was working on a table in the backyard so that he could keep an eye on
Simon and my friends, whispered shrilly to us “the Romans are here!” and we froze like statues
in our tracks. It was then that Mama told us, as we moved fearfully up to the back door, what
she saw in our front yard. All of our guards were pulling out it seemed. It would happen this
very hour. My heart sank. I could see tears in Simon’s eyes and in our friends’ eyes too. I felt
light headed, perhaps because I was in shock, for I laughed hysterically to myself. Mama
hugged me first, then took Simon into her arms, as we broke down finally and cried. A dark
picture formed in my head. I had never seen Jesus Bar Abbas or his cohorts, but I could imagine
a small remnant band, carrying swords, bows, and spears, wearing the torn, grimy costumes of
bandits as they snuck through the hills up to our house. No sooner did Mama withdraw her
embrace from us, shut the door and join the meeting in our house, than Simon, myself, and our
friends ran around the house to overhear the conversation inside.
As we craned our ears under the kitchen window, Regulus, Priam, Falco, Gratian, Leto,
Diblius, and Zeno walked toward us laughing softly amongst themselves. Our friends
immediately jumped up and fled from the scene. Afterwards, Jethro, Obadiah, Boaz, and Jonah
stood by the roadside looking fearfully into our yard. Simon and I understood our guards’
friendly gesture, but to our friends the convergence of Roman soldiers boded ill. From earliest
childhood, I remember that basic fear and distrust of Romans shared by my own brothers, James
and Joseph and most Jews under Roman rule. Despite their dependency on the Romans for
security, the townsfolk would never forgive them for the crucifixion of so many rebel Galileans,
which included a number of Nazarene men. As our guards chatted with us, we could hear the
voices of Cornelius, Longinus, and Papa inside the house.
“Regulus, Falco, Priam,” I called cheerily.
“Ah little Jude,” Regulus chortled, “seems your friends have flown the coup!”

“Don’t worry lads,” Falco spat on the ground, “we’ll be back when Cornelius changes
Gratus’ mind. The new governor thinks guarding this backwoods town is a waste of time.”
As our guards aired their dissatisfaction with being pulled from this post, we could hear a
similar conversation inside the house.
“Gratus is a difficult man,” Cornelius explained to Papa. “Because of Jerusalem’s unrest,
his concern is now Judea, so he’s restricting the garrison in Galilee to the major cities of
Sepphoris and Caesarea. Rome has only provided one legion for Judea, Perea, and Galilee,
which leaves us stretched thinly across the province. The fault ultimately falls on Caesar’s lap.”
“Gratus is writing off the small cities,” Longinus said with disgust. “He thinks sending a
detail of legionnaires once a month to Nazareth will be enough.”
“What do you think?” asked Papa calmly.
“What do you think?” I whispered to Regulus.
“Listen!” Regulus cupped his ear.
All of us, my friends included, could hear Cornelius answer.
“There will always be bandits.” He uttered a bitter laugh. “We destroyed most of Abbas’
band. Reuben, I was told, was badly wounded. He may even be dead. His friends have all been
crucified. I’ll try to keep an eye on Nazareth, but my cohort will be short handed for awhile.”
“So they won’t be patrolling the hills,” Mama’s voice was filled with concern.
“I have heard about your son,” Longinus spoke artlessly. “My men think he has magical
powers. I no longer believe in the gods, but from what I’ve been told, your town has all the
protection it needs.”
Jesus, who had been silent since they arrived, said flatly, “I’m not a god.”
As I remember his exclamation, I’m convinced he believed it to be true, for Jesus
couldn’t lie. Day by day, he was, I know now, learning about his Godhood. That day by the
window I agreed with Jesus, however; he might have great power of prayer, but he wasn’t a god.
Though our guards half believed the rumors about him, Cornelius good-naturedly chided
Longinus for such an implication. Longinus, who spoke in jest, laughed, along with my parents
and his commander. For several moments, as Regulus and his men stood quietly in the yard
listening with Simon and I, my parents and the two officers discussed a plan in which the men of
Nazareth could take turns patrolling Nazareth themselves. A schedule would be set were two,
three or four men made their rounds during each shift, brandishing weapons that the cohort
would provide. Falco and Priam nodded silently in agreement and Regulus snorted his approval.
Yet most townsmen wouldn’t volunteer for such an enterprise, unless it was demanded by the
Governor, himself. In our family’s discussions, Papa had spoken about citizen militias before
Israel’s first king, but this was far more basic. I wasn’t sure whether or not my parents were
happy or sad about the Romans leaving, but I was quite certain they wouldn’t want the townsfolk
tramping through the hills in back of our house.
Mama offered to give the Romans food and drink, but Cornelius and Longinus politely
declined, which was for the best since my parents had no more wine. I could hear my friends
murmuring amongst themselves as they returned to our yard, their curiosity now greater than
their fear. As Cornelius and Longinus emerged from the house chatting with my parents, the
guards turned to heckle our friends as they approached. Falco called them cowards. More
kindly, Priam said they were fair-weather friends, a term my parents often used. I couldn’t blame
our friends for being afraid. Except for those Romans who befriended my parents and held Jesus
in awe, our protectors had little respect for Jews. Though they might not be cowards as Falco
claimed, it seemed likely, as Priam alleged, that Jethro, Obadiah, Boaz, and Jonah were, in fact,

fair-weather friends. What had drawn them to our house? Why now, after all this time? Perhaps
it was the notoriety or fame of our family. Had we not protected Mariah, the town witch? Jesus
became a local legend after calling forth a storm to put out the fire burning her house. In
addition to being Mariah’s protector, Papa was the firebrand who had attacked the rabbi in
defense of his heretic son. As I look back in time, these seem to be reasonable explanations for
our newfound friends, but it might have been something much more basic: the same thing that
lured previous playmates to our yard. The path leading from our house through Nazareth’s hills
became the Shepherd’s Trail, the rude beginnings of an ancient byway that led to Jerusalem,
itself, Israel’s holiest city, a vast playground were my brothers and our friends had romped and
cavorted as if it was our private realm.
With the withdrawal of our protectors, the lingering threat of bandits would make our
playground off limits, restricting our activities to our front and back yards. In spite of our
friends’ return, this depressed me very much, but not as much as the fact that our hills would be
unguarded. Unless the threat of bandits was removed once and for all, we might never be safe.
Over-riding even this concern was the imminent threat of disclosure, if not by the Romans,
themselves, by inquisitive townsmen and friends. Within the narrow boundaries of our property,
our new friends would prove to be a great nuisance in my family’s efforts to hide Reuben.
Simon and I didn’t trust Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz, and we sometimes found Jonah an
embarrassment to be around. I therefore had mixed feelings about our fair-weather friends’
return. On the one hand, I once again had playmates—a motley group of misfits like myself. On
the other hand, I was filled with nostalgia for my old gang. In spite of Michael’s mischief,
Nehemiah’s frailty, and Uriah’s timid ways, I had never worried about what they were thinking,
as I did with my current friends. They had been loyal. I trusted them. They looked upon me as
their leader in simple, at times mischievous, games. I longed for those carefree days with my
first gang, when our only concern was harassment by my brothers and not bandits lurking in the
hills. Before the bird flew from Jesus’ hands and our lives began to change, before Michael’s
mother was given sanctuary in our house, before the turmoil following Jesus second miracle that
made him a blasphemer and heretic in the rabbi’s eyes, and before the threat of the bandits
Reuben and Abbas, we had no thought for tomorrow. Until the incident of the sparrow, we had
no family problems or pressing concerns. Every day was an adventure for my friends and me,
until we visited Michael’s mother and set in motion that series of crashing events, which brought
the Romans to our town.
******
That day when the Romans finally marched out of Nazareth filled us all with misgivings
but it reduced the threat caused by Reuben’s presence in our house. Papa and Mama hid the
mixed emotions they felt with a cheery farewell to the troops, handing over to Cornelius,
Longinus, Regulus, and our guards our weekly supply of fresh baked bread and flasks of juice.
Simon and I felt close to our guards, especially Falco and Priam, and had even grown to like
Regulus, the crusty optio, as well. They promised to visit us whenever they were in this part of
Galilee. Perhaps, said Regulus, when the governor regained his wits, he would send them back
to patrol Nazareth on a regular basis once again. Simon and I then ran up to Cornelius and
Longinus to say goodbye before they climbed onto their horses. They also promised to return
someday if Gratus changed his mind, but I was afraid I would never see them again.
Cornelius, though we had seen little of him since the rescue of Mariah, remained my
favorite Roman. His appearance as a morning specter at the Nazareth bridge was my first

important encounter with Rome, but I also thought often of Longinus arrival that moment to take
our side against rabbi Joachim, and our introduction to the iron-jawed Regulus and our lazy,
carefree guards at the Shepherd’s camp. There were numerous times when Falco and Priam
chatted with us as we romped in back of our house, and yet of all the memories the encounter
with the Roman at the bridge had burned the brightest in my memory until my dreams of
Longinus.
Cornelius, the last rider to turn his horse toward the Jerusalem road, galloped back to
where I stood next to my brothers and friends. Perhaps out of curiosity, he turned back and sat a
distance away on his mount.
“Have you saved the coin I gave you little Jude?” He asked, looking down from his
horse.
“Yes, Cornelius.” My heart leaped in my chest.
“You never told me about that.” Simon frowned. “Where did you hide your coin?”
“The Roman prefect gave him a coin,” the words were passed down the line of boys
gathered by the road.
I gave them a mysterious smile.
Once again, as on the bridge, the sun was at Cornelius’ back. We had to shield our eyes
from the glare, until the rider and horse edged close enough to block out the sun. Standing in the
shadow of Cornelius, I could see, a great warrior. Once again he tossed a coin to me, but this
time he followed this up with a handful of coins that caused my brother and friends to scramble
excitedly on all fours in the dirt. Looking beyond Cornelius, as he saluted and sharply turned his
horse, I caught a glimpse of someone who would become even more important in my life, though
his presence now sent a chill up my spine—Longinus. How could he appear in the same dream
three different times without there being meaning in the dream? A feeling of foreboding I
couldn’t put into words filled me as I bolted onto the road.
“Goodbye Longinus,” I called out, tears willing up in my eyes. “Thank you for protecting
our house.”
“Fear not Jude,” he shouted merrily over his shoulder, “Rome won’t forget your town.
Give that brother of yours my regards!”
Suddenly, overwhelmed with the feeling of destiny I saw in my brother and I, I wept
silently to myself. Standing in the yard, between our mother and father, Jesus had said nothing
to the Romans but raised his hand in farewell. In a gesture that would haunt me for many years,
Longinus turned once more, reared up on his stallion, and saluted Jesus in recognition. As a cold
wind blew over me, I shivered and turned my back to the road. Simon and Jethro asked me what
was wrong, but I couldn’t speak. When I reached my parents and oldest brother, I found my
voice and searched Jesus blue eyes.
“I have dreamed of that man,” I said hoarsely, “not once but three times—terrible
dreams.”
“Hush, little Jude,” Mama cupped my mouth, fear widening her eyes.
“What’s he talking about?” Papa looked at Jesus.
Jesus gave me a sad look. Before I could reply, Mama took my arm and dragged me
across the yard out of earshot of them. Simon and my friends stood by the gate mystified by my
actions. I thought I might get a thorough scolding but found myself pressed to Mama’s bosom.
“Jesus told me about your dreams,” she whispered softly. “You have been blessed—or
cursed—with visions, as Jesus and I, yet we’ve never had such dreams. I’m not sure what yours
means. I don’t want to know. Your father especially doesn’t need to hear the dream about the

crosses. He has his own nightmares to bear. Perhaps, the meaning of your dreams will come to
you someday, but I pray they don’t come soon. You’re still a child, Jude. Jesus, despite the
storms and the sparrow, is only sixteen years old.”
“I’ll try not to have any more dreams Mama.” I looked up impishly.
She ruffled my hair with such affection I felt very special and scarcely heard James and
Joseph’s jeers. For them my fondness for Romans had become scandalous. I might as well be a
Gentile by the way I carried on. For Simon, however, it was a chance for some friendly banter.
“Jude, the little Mama’s boy!” he hooted good-naturedly.
“You can’t stop what you dream,” Mama was cooing to me.
Jethro, Obadiah, Boaz, and Jonah stood patiently there as she whispered endearments.
“Enjoy your childhood,” she said, “run with your friends, and forget all those silly dreams.”
Normally, I would have been embarrassed by such a display in front of friends.
Reluctantly this time, I broke away, wondering if James and Joseph were jealous or simply
disgusted with the affection shown to me. I didn’t care. I was in favor with Mama; they weren’t.
Simon was just being an ass.
“What was all that mushy stuff?” He wrinkled his nose.
“Oh, Mama was just scolding me,” I lied.
I tried to think of exactly what that might be, but Simon let the subject drop.
“How are you going to spend your coin?” Boaz blinked stupidly at me.
“I’m going to save mine,” I answered pertly. “Someday I’m going to buy a horse.”
“Are the Romans gone for good?” asked Jethro, as we scampered into the backyard.
We all seemed to run around aimlessly a few moments with nervous energy, as an answer
formed in my head.
“Maybe not,” I huffed and puffed. “Cornelius, Longinus, and Regulus said they want to
return. That’s good enough for me.”
“My Papa’s glad the Romans are leaving.” Obadiah made a face. “The Romans crucified
our people. They hate Jews.”
“Uh-uh,” I replied, shaking my head, “not our Romans.”
“Our Romans are different,” Simon nodded in agreement. “They protected us. They
protected you too—the whole town. You’re gonna be sorry they’re gone.”
I felt proud of Simon that moment. Though he often made fun of me, he had supported
me on this important issue. I wasn’t sure how the others felt about it, but I would spend many
weeks trying to convince Jethro and Obadiah that not all Romans were bad. Papa stuck his head
out the back door and warned us not to go into the trees. Jesus or himself would check on us to
make sure we had not gone into the orchard. I was just happy to run freely with my brother and
friends. To start things off, we played hide-and-go-seek. Fortunately for the purpose of this
game, there were several bushes and tree stumps behind our house as well as one scraggly oak in
the center of the yard. I volunteered to be the seeker, since I knew all of the best places to hide.
With my forehead pressed against the oak, I slowly counted to fifty. When I reached,
forty-five, I could hear the crunch of leaves. Though I had not finished counting, someone
seemed to be approaching from behind me. Was it an animal, perhaps a dog or jackal? I hoped it
wasn’t one of Abbas’ bandits moving up the hill. Fearing the worst, I opened my eyes and
peered around anxiously. A form moved behind me, skirting the far edge of vision, too high off
the ground to be a dog, jackal or other four footed beast. I let out a yelp that drew Simon out of
his hiding place behind a pomegranate bush.
“What happened?” he called through cupped hands.

“I don’t know,” I said, looking anxiously around. “I heard something. I saw something.”
“What? Where?” He cried, appearing wide eyed and mouth agape, by my side.
“It sort of flittered at the corner of my eye,” I tried to explain.
“Maybe it was a snake. That’s why you didn’t see it.” Simon looked down at the ground.
“No, it was high enough for me to see it up here.” I held my hand at eye level. “That’s
too high for an animal, unless it was as tall as me.”
A frightened look was taking hold of Simon’s face. I was reminded of those moments
when Jesus and I saw the Evil One, but this time, as I scanned and re-scanned our yard, I began
thinking that maybe my first thought was correct. It must have been an animal, possibly even a
large bird, such as a hawk diving down for its prey. That would explain it being at eye level.
Reconciled to this logic, I suggested that we continue the game without further pause. While
Simon ran off to hide again, I hid my eyes, quickly counted to twenty, and looked around with
foreboding at the yard. I was in no mood to play this game, but, because I knew all the great
hiding places, my discovery of my friends should move quickly. The object, of course, was to
tag the player before he ran and touched my tree. Boaz was found hiding behind a trunk too
narrow for his great hulk and Obadiah was hiding behind thin underbrush that could not
camouflage his dark tunic and pants. How I discovered Jethro was more dishonest, since I came
right out and asked Obadiah where he thought he might hide.
“I saw him run down the trail, ” He pointed. “I think he’s heading toward the cave.”
“Father Abraham!” I slapped my forehead. “We’re forbidden to go there!”
Boaz and Obadiah followed me down the Shepherd’s trail a ways, calling threw cupped
hands, “Joshua, Samson, free-free-free!”
“Not too far.” I raised my hand abruptly. “With those words, he’s supposed come back on
his own.”
“What if your Papa catches you down here?” Obadiah gave me a fearful look.
“Your right,” I gasped. “We’re past the tree-line. Come on. Let’s go back up the trail.”
Moving reluctantly down the trail behind us, after the game ending call were Simon and
Jonah, too frightened to move beyond the crest of the hill. In spite of my fear, a thought came to
me that moment.
“What’re you doing Jude?” Simon shouted angrily. “You’re gonna get us in trouble!”
“I bet Jethro’s hiding in the cave,” I cried, racing down the trail.
“Hurry up, Jude,” squealed Jonah. “Jesus’ll pop up any moment. We’re gonna get
caught.”
“Jesus is a heretic,” Obadiah spat accusingly. “My father thinks he’s a blasphemer too.”
“Do you even know what those words mean?” I punched him in the arm.
“Hurry! Hurry! Hurry!” Simon called over his shoulder as he charged back to the yard.
Boaz, as slowly as syrup, was trekking far behind us when Jethro appeared on the trail.
Quickly running past the oversized youth, he was muttering frantically to himself, “Someone’s
out there. I heard him. I saw’em at the corner of my eye when I was looking in the cave.”
“You shouldn’t have gone there,” exclaimed Simon. “We told you to stay off the trail!”
The other boys playfully pummeled Jethro with their fists, ruffling his hair, and heckling
him for being such a frightened lamb. He kept muttering over and over to himself as we arrived
safely in the backyard “Someone’s out there. . . . Someone’s out there.”
“Wait a minute,” I said, pulling him aside. “What’re you saying? Let’s hear what he has
to say.”

Settling beneath the oak, we crowded around Jethro, whose pale face and trembling
hands reminded me of how I felt. Jethro kept looking around, speaking in a hushed tone, “I was
on that little narrow path leading to the cave. I heard gravel crunch behind me, but when I
whirled around it was gone. Then, as I looked in the cave, I saw a shadow to the side of me,
crooked and terrible. I kept looking behind me as I ran back, and I could see something moving
in the brush alongside of me on the trail.” “Let’s go back to your front yard Jude,” he said,
bolting up and charging up the path leading around our house.
“Good idea,” I followed quickly behind. “Maybe Mama will give us some punch.”
“And some honey rolls.” Boaz’s eyes brightened.
******
When we reached the front yard, I remembered the rules about entrance: knock three
times then wait. It was the same for the backyard, but, considering what Jethro told us, we felt
much safer here. Reuben, I knew, would retreat to his room, and then Mama, Papa or Jesus
would answer the door. The fact that Jesus had not checked on us once during our romp in the
orchard belied his role as spy. When Mama stuck her head out finally, she had a sad look on her
face.
“What’s wrong Mama?” Simon and I asked.
“Samuel’s very sick,” she answered, holding the door protectively. “Jesus has gone with
Papa to his house. You boys play in the backyard now.”
“Will Samuel live?” I asked, reaching for the door.
“Yes, Jude,” she snapped irritability, “now go play in the back!”
“Can we have some of your pomegranate punch and rolls?” Simon called hurriedly as she
began shutting the door.
Reluctantly we returned to our play area, peeking around the corner of the house as we
scanned the backyard. Slowly, one by one, we walked slowly back to our tree. Soon Mama
emerged between the shop and house with a tray of pomegranate juice and rolls. To avoid
detection of Reuben, she had chosen this path instead of emerging from the back door. Simon
and I raced ahead of our friends in order to grab the choicest rolls. The route Mama had taken to
deliver our snack made sense to us but struck our friends as very strange. We couldn’t explain to
them that Mama was afraid they might peek into the back door. Jethro and Obadiah, who
already distrusted our family, seemed perplexed as they sipped their punch. Boaz, who stuffed
his face with rolls, didn’t care. When she was out of earshot, it was Jonah, with a look of wonder
on his girlish face, who questioned Mama’s route.
“Why did she walk this way and not that way?” He pointed his little finger.
“Shut up Jonah!” Simon growled under his breath.
“Very suspicious,” Jethro murmured to Obadiah, “very suspicious indeed.”
“I know what,” I quickly changed the subject, “let’s play stones.”
“What’s that?” asked Boaz, gobbling down another roll.
“Come on,” I motioned enthusiastically. “It’s a fun game!”
As Jethro and Obadiah grumbled amongst themselves, Simon and I made a ring of
pebbles, then placed cobble stones in the middle. Jonah stood staring at the back door, deep in
thought. I was afraid Simon was going to get into an argument with Jethro and Obadiah, so I
talked very loudly about the strange goings on in back of our house in order to distract Simon’s
mind.
“I think it was a bird, cat or dog,” he snarled, glancing back at our friends.

“How do you explain what Jethro saw?”
“What did he see?” Simon snickered. “You both saw a shadow—phfft—nothing more!”
Standing back to inspect the circle, I replied thoughtfully, “It wasn’t nothing. There’s
something out there. I kind of wish the Romans hadn’t left.”
The outline of our previous circle had merely required straightening up. With the ring
finished, we placed more cobble stones foraged from the side of the path in the center.
Afterwards, we each picked up a likely pair of stones to throw. By now Boaz and Jonah were
hefting fair sized throwing rocks, themselves. After whispering to each other a moment more,
Jethro and Obadiah joined us at the throwing line with dark, brown objects in both of their hands.
“Those are goat turds,” I explained drolly. “That’s a different game.”
Simon doubled up in laughter. Boaz shook his head with disgust as Jonah tittered politely
behind his hand. I couldn’t help breaking into giggles myself as they dropped the turds in horror
and wiped their hands on their tunics as if they had been defiled. With their faces flushed in
embarrassment, they gave us fierce looks before half-heartedly finding two modest sized rocks.
Quickly, averting Jethro’s angry glare, I explained to them that we must first toss our stones to
decide the order of the game. All six of us took our places at the throwing line. My stone came
closest to the outer line of pebbles, followed by Obadiah, Jethro, and Simon. Boaz had thrown
his rock wide of the circle, and Jonah, who threw like a girl, tossed his stone into a nearby bush.
Once again we broke into laughter. As I took my turn, Jethro and Obadiah heckled Jonah
unmercifully. The rumor that he was naked underneath his long flowing tunic wouldn’t die. To
shut us up, he pulled his tunic up to display a neatly tied loincloth, which only made us laugh
that much more. Mama stuck her head out that moment and scolded us, which seemed foolish
with Reuben lurking about.
“You never liked James and Joseph teasing you!” She wagged a finger.
As a Syrian hand puppet, she darted back in and quickly shut the door. We continued
playing stone toss, until we had finished the first round. No one had knocked a stone out of the
circle, which was the only way to win the game. Simon and I therefore changed the rules, so that
whomever came the closest to knocking out a stone won the game. When this didn’t happen
either, we moved the line up a ways, fetched our rocks and tossed again. This time, Boaz, of all
people, knocked a stone out of the circle. Dancing around like a circus bear, he slapped Jethro
and Obadiah’s arms and ruffled my hair.
“What shall we play now?” Jonah asked pertly.
It was difficult not liking Jonah. He reminded me very much of Nehemiah.
“What do you want to play?” I patted his curly locks.
“Tag!” He bobbed his head.
“We just played hide-and-go-seek,” replied Jethro. “If we can’t go into the orchard,
there’s no place to hide.”
“There’s different kinds of tag,” Jonah explained airily. “We can play blindfold tag.”
“Humph, I’ve heard of that.” I nodded with approval. “One player stands in the middle of
a circle of players wearing a blindfold. The object of the game is for the ‘blind man’ to listen to
the sounds around him in order to tag a player. The tagged player wins the game.”
“The players can’t move either,” Jonah raised a finger. “They can only make sounds to
draw the blind man to them.”
“Yes,” Simon laughed with delight, “but the sounds have to be clicking and clucking
noises.”

“Like so,” demonstrated Jonah. “The first one to be reached by the blind man wins the
game.”
Boaz scratched his wooly head in confusion. Jethro and Obadiah folded their arms in
dissent. I’m not certain what Jonah had in mind, but I was making it up as I went along. In the
game I remember, whoever was tagged by the blind man was actually out of the game.
“This is stupid,” Jethro balked. “When you’re tagged, you lose, you don’t win. I’m not
going to make those silly sounds.”
“Come on,” I motioned for us to begin, “this’ll be fun. Boaz will be in the center.”
Jonah and I drew a crude circle in the dirt around the Boaz, twenty paces from where he
stood. With Boaz as the blind man, Jethro and Obadiah were greatly amused. I ran to fetch a
clean rag from Papa’s shop. Simon wrapped it so tightly and securely around Boaz’s eyes there
was no way he could see. Stationing ourselves around the circle, we began squeaking, chirping
and clicking our tongues. Boaz stumbled around foolishly awhile, as we stood in our spots. At
one point, as he groped beyond the circle, I stuck my foot out and tripped him, but Boaz regained
his balance with my help, which, because he grabbed my hand, meant I won.
“You tripped him! You tripped him!” Jonah pointed accusingly at me.
Simon, Jethro and Obadiah slapped their knees with mirth.
“My mistake,” I said, helping Boaz remove his blindfold, “but that just lost you the
game.”
“It’s a silly game.” Boaz shrugged. “I liked hide-and-go-seek better.”
“Well I liked it,” Jonah stuck out his lower lip. “Jude wasn’t playing by the rules.”
“All right, what do we do now?” I piped, hopping onto a tree stump and folding my arms.
For several moments, puffed up by my role as leader, I listened to more suggestions on
what to play. Boaz insisted on hide-and-go-seek once more. Simon, Jethro and Obadiah wanted
to toss knives, while Jonah wanted to continue my made up game. Out of nowhere it seemed, a
youth about James, or even Jesus’ age, appeared in the yard.
“I’ve got a game for you,” he announced boldly. “It’s called ‘find the treasure.’ It’s
simple. Someone hides the treasure after drawing a map showing where it’s at. The treasureseekers begin searching, until someone finds the treasure. He then becomes the map-maker and
buries a treasure, himself.”
Our fear of bandits caused us to draw back in fear. As Simon and I listened to the
stranger, hefting rocks we grabbed up off the ground, our friends ran in different directions,
Jonah running completely out of sight until drifting slowly back into the yard. Jethro and
Obadiah gradually returned, each holding rocks in both hands. Boaz found a club, as Jonah
settled behind a bush.
“Who-o-o ar-r-re you-u-u?” Jethro called through cupped hands.
“. . . Adam,” the boy answered hesitantly.
“Where did you come from?” Simon glared.
“. . . Sepphoris,” he answered after a pause.
It seemed he wasn’t quite sure of his own identity. He looked hungry, weary and
footsore. He was barefoot too. The Shepherd’s vest and pants he wore were torn and covered in
grime. And yet there had been a strange dignity in his voice.
“Who’s your father?” I walked slowly over to him. “I’ve never seen you in Nazareth
before.”
He explained carefully, “...Abbas, my father, was killed by bandits, and the shepherds
chased me away.”

“What bandits?” demanded Jethro. “Why would the shepherds be chasing you away?”
The words “Abbas,” “bandits,” and “chased” were elements of truth in this attempt at
deception. Luckily, while everyone faced Adam, I was facing the house. The expression on
Adam’s face was difficult to discern beneath all that grime. A familiar face looked out of the
window that moment, and I realized, in a flash, who the stranger was. Reuben, who had
mentioned his name before, displayed instant recognition. Though he was in shadows, there was
no mistaking the expression on his face. Fortunately, his head dropped out of sight before he
was seen. Heaving a great sigh, I sat on my stump and thought about what I had discovered. It
seemed obvious but apparently only to me. Here stood the legendary Abbas bar Ibrim’s son,
Jesus, my brother’s namesake. It seemed plain to me that he was no more than a lost hungry
youth, and yet, like Reuben, he had been part of Abbas’ band and was therefore an outlaw of
Rome. I saw no weapon on his belt, which was a mere rope tied around his waste. His bloodied
feet had tramped over the sharp rocks, thorns and brambles of the Nazarene hills. Yet, upon
closer inspection, I could see a brave smile and clear, unblinking blue eyes. How similar, in fact,
he was to my oldest brother.
I found myself saying, “I will ask my mother for food and drink.”
Simon protested this act. Boaz scratched his head. Our friends grumbled amongst
themselves as I ran up to the back door. Close on my heels was Jonah, with wrinkled brow and
pouting lips.
“I said I’m going to ask my mother. Go back!” I turned and wrung my fist.
“This is a mistake Jude,” Simon said begrudgingly. “You know Mama. It won’t stop with
a handout. She’ll adopt him, like she did Michael and Nehemiah. We don’t need another
brother!”
“What are you hiding?” Jethro called in the distance.
The door opened then shut quickly, as Mama handed out a basket and flask, with the
words “I heard. We both know who Adam is.” I felt the urge to defend him, but felt
outnumbered at this point. Adam sat on the stump I vacated, devouring the bread and fruit and
slurping down the juice from the flask. Jethro, Obadiah, Simon, and Jonah stood around him
with looks of disgust on their faces. I had slipped Boaz a roll from the basket to gain his support.
When Adam was finished, he wiped his mouth on his dirty sleeve and stood boldly on the stump.
“All right,” he piped enthusiastically, “do you remember the rules of my game?”
“Yes, its simple,” Boaz nodded. “It’s like hide-and-go-seek, only everyone’s ‘it.’ ”
“Right!” Adam hopped down from the stump.
“That’s pretty good,” I patted Boaz’s back with approval.
Adam asked us to face away from the orchard and count to one hundred.
“One hundred?” Obadiah groaned.
“One hundred,” Adam insisted, backing slowly down the hill. “I shall draw the map in
the dirt and place four stones around it. It shall be a riddle, easy to remember. Don’t peek.”
“Remember,” I chirped airily, “no further than the trees.”
Boaz, I suspected, could barely count to ten. Jethro, Obadiah, and Jonah, I guessed, were
more concerned about what was in our house. Though I had misgivings, I coaxed them all to
participate in the game. Simon and I tried to keep an eye on them to make sure they didn’t peek
in the windows. As I acted as counter, calling the numbers out loud and clear, Mama stuck her
head out momentarily, frowned, then popped back in. “The sun will set soon, boys. Listen for
my call.”

“. . . twenty-one, twenty-two, twenty-three,” I droned, looking askance. “Get away from
the window Jethro. . . Twenty-four, twenty-five, twenty-six. . . Simon watch Obadiah and
Jonah.”
“I’m not peeking,” Boaz said defensibly. “What’re you hiding in your house?”
Coming from the plodding Boaz, this question thundered in my mind. Now, all of our
friends were suspicious. I had an overpowering urge to run and tell Mama. Perhaps I should
first find Papa or Jesus before our friends headed on home. When my count reached one
hundred, we turned away from the house and began searching for the map. Four stones should
not be hard to find. By now, however, after so many games, my friends were growing impatient
with this diversion. Who was this peculiar boy and his strange manner? They grumbled. He
was smelly and dirty and looked like a beggar’s son. Simon whispered in my ear “This isn’t a
good idea!” Only Boaz kept his tongue, but he too was afraid.
Simon was right, of course. I should have ran home and told my parents about this youth.
He was a trespasser, the son of a bandit leader. The very game he was teaching us to play,
treasure hunt, should have given us a hint of what he was. But he was also very young, arriving
on our property ragged, dirty, and without weapons and sandals on his blackened feet.
It was Jonah, the least interested in our game, who found the four stones. The map,
which Adam said would also be a riddle, made no sense at all. A crooked line, we assumed was
the Shepherd’s Trail, led to an X, which apparently meant “this is the spot,” but the crude
symbols meant absolutely nothing to us.
“Let’s follow the line,” Boaz suggested innocently.
“To where?” Jethro frowned. “We have to solve the riddle.”
“So, let’s solve it,” I said, squinting down at the map.
All six of us squatted down on the dirt to analyze the symbols. Upon closer inspection,
we decided that one symbol was a tree, which was not very helpful considering the number of
trees in the hills. The second symbol under discussion, which looked like spikes, we then
decided were thorns. Three slashes followed and then what, I guessed, by its shape, a large rock.
“I know what kind of tree that is.” I clapped my hands with delight. “It’s a thorn tree!”
“Yes!” Simon nodded with a grin. “I’ve seen them off the trail.”
“So what do the three slashes mean?” Jethro snarled.
“Humph.” I pursed my lips. “It obviously stands for three.”
“Three what?” Obadiah screwed up his face.
“The third tree!” Jonah hopped up and down excitedly.
I playfully ruffled his curly hair then set forth down the path leading to the Shepherd’s
Trail.
“Where are you going?” cried Simon. “Where not suppose to go down there!”
“I’m going to find the treasure,” I declared. “Hopefully it won’t be too far.”
“What about the rock?” Boaz gave me a puzzled look. “Shouldn’t we look for that?”
“That’s were the treasure is buried,” I explained, charging ahead.
Knowing very well I was disobeying my parents, I led my band down the hill, past the
orchard, until we reached the Shepherd’s Trail. Papa and Jesus’ apparent lack of concern
emboldened me. At that point, however, we paused a moment to reflect on what we were doing.
Considering the spooky goings on we had experienced in the orchard earlier and Jethro’s
encounter at the cave, it seemed foolish. A brief argument followed between my friends and
myself. Given the fact that the Romans no longer protected us, this enterprise might prove to be
dangerous. What if some of the bandits, who escaped the Romans, were lurking in the hills?

Who would defend us then? On the other hand, no one in Nazareth had ever seen a bandit
roaming our hills. It had become, I heard Samuel once say, a story much like the dark phantoms
mothers used to make their children behave. Both Simon and I personally knew one of the
bandits, and I was almost certain Adam was a fugitive too. This gave me more courage than our
friends. I was more afraid of my parents’ anger than bandits or any treachery from Adam, and
yet, in no way, did I trust this strange youth. Though Simon may not have shared my pity for
him, he shared my suspicion. As James and Joseph, he had grown weary of my parents adopting
orphans, but could Adam be any worse than Michael had been?
A strange compulsion seemed to guide me as we searched for the rock. I know now that
my desire to find the mock treasure could not have driven me. Nor had it been any search for
treasure, which gave me an excuse to romp in the hills. It was the treasure bearer, himself, that
had lured me into this game. The closer we came to the third thorn tree, the more I wondered
why we were playing this silly game.
“Well there’s the first thorn tree,” I declared, marking it off in my mind.
A little further down, Simon called out the second thorn tree. This was very encouraging.
Excitement and apprehension mounted in the group. For countless paces, we hiked down the
path, until we could see a jagged, white rock among the underbrush.
“There it is!” Jonah pointed excitedly. “The third tree!”
“That’s too far!” Obadiah groaned.
“Well, I hope there a trail up to it,” grumbled Jethro. “Those look like bramble bushes to
me. I’m not a snake.”
“Can’t you see?” Simon looked around at the group. “Adam’s playing a joke on us. We
can’t go up there.”
“Sure we can,” I said, my hand shielding my eyes. “All we have to do is find a trail.”
“I’m going.” Boaz set his jaw.
“Me too,” Jonah chirped, bobbing his head.
While Jethro, Obadiah, and Simon stood there with folded arms, the three of us looked
around for an opening, hoping it wouldn’t be like the orchard trail. It was Jonah’s bright eyes
that picked out a noticeable break in the underbrush.
“That must be it.” He motioned eagerly. “Let’s give it a try.”
“Onward! To the treasure!” I shouted, scooting ahead of him.
Boaz was fast on Jonah’s heels, but for several moments, as I glanced back, the other
three boys stood there on the main trail muttering amongst themselves.
“There’s no treasure up there,” Simon called out finally. “He probably buried some
animal bones or garbage. I bet he’s watching us right now from behind a bush, laughing like a
jackal.”
“Let’s go home,” Jethro said to his brother.
“Go ahead, go home,” Boaz sneered, “it’ll be all the more treasure for us.”
“You don’t really believe were going to find something valuable.” I gave Boaz an
incredulous look.
“Yes,” Boaz and Jonah both chimed.
We must have been traveling on an animal trail. It was narrow and precarious. At certain
points, deep holes, small boulders, and prickly plants lie in our path. To avoid stumbling or
being scratched by brambles and thorns, we moved carefully and slowly, cursing Adam under
our breaths as we moved. Before we reached, the X on our map, we could see Simon making his
way up the hill. Jethro and Obadiah hung back on the Shepherd’s trail. Upon reaching the foot

of the rock, which looked like some of the rock Jesus had showed Simon and I before, I
immediately spotted an X drawn on the ground between the rock and nearby thorn tree.
“Of course,” I laughed wearily, “X marks the spot.”
“We found it you cowards!” Boaz called out through cupped hands.
In the middle of the crudely scratched X, which covered almost the entire area between
the rock and tree, there was a large freshly churned mound of dirt. Jumping up and down, I
waved happily at Simon, whose expression brightened as he approached. Jethro and Obadiah
were moving slowly up the hill, continually grumbling amongst themselves. Boaz, Jonah, and I
didn’t wait for the others. We attacked the mount with great vigor. Upon seeing the dirt fly,
Simon hurried frantically up the path, and, before we had unearthed the treasure, had joined us in
the dig.
“What do you suppose it is?” Jonah drew back fearfully. “Maybe its a scorpion or
poisonous snake.”
“It’s probably sheep turds or dirt clods,” I snickered, pulling a cloth sack out of the
hole. Jonah and Boaz waited anxiously as Simon and I tugged at the knot.
“Well, at least he buried something.” I said light-headedly. “We gotta give him credit for
that.”
“It’s making a clanking noise,” Simon’s eyebrows shot up. “Dump it out Jude, let’s see
what it is!”
“Yes-yes,” Boaz sputtered excitedly, “dump it out, dump it out!”
Suddenly, as I poured the contents onto the dirt, our eyes were dazzled with shiny
goblets, tureens, and plates—eight items of pure gold.
“I was right,” I slapped my forehead in wonder. “Adam’s a bandit. He’s real name’s
Jesus Bar Abbas. Reuben—”
Feeling a dirty hand clamped over my mouth, I felt bursts of air in my ear, as Simon
whispered shrilly “Shut up, you fool!” Boaz and Jonah, however, were too excited to notice my
slip. Adam had buried real treasure. Hearing our commotion, Jethro and Obadiah, threw caution
to the wind, and charged up the hill. Soon, as we examined each item, appraising its value,
Jethro and Obadiah were down on their haunches inspecting the loot.
“That boy’s a thief!” Obadiah exclaimed breathlessly.
“Finders keepers!” Simon shook his head.
“But this stuff is stolen,” Jethro protested, as he admired a tureen.
The tureen, similar to one I had seen on Samuel’s table, but much finer, had Greek and
Roman gods frolicking on each side and two intertwined monsters as handles. All of us agreed,
in spite of our qualms for its pagan themes and the fact that it was obviously stolen, to hide it
somewhere else and plan our next move before telling our parents about our find. By then Adam
might return and explain to us where he found this treasure. Perhaps, I suggested, his story that
his father was a merchant killed by bandits was true and these items were actually his. Simon,
Boaz, and Jonah gave me questionable looks, and Jethro and Obadiah shook their heads. I, of
course, didn’t believe that Adam was anything other than Jesus Bar Abbas, a bandit chief’s son,
but I volunteered a hiding place somewhere in the orchard near our house.
As the sun begun to set, we hurried down the narrow trail, occasionally being punctured
in our elbows and arms as we took turns carrying the bag. Going up the Shepherd’s Trail was
much easier than the path we exited, and we could move much faster, but I was terribly afraid we
would meet Jesus or Papa coming the opposite way. Simon and I would be in big trouble if they
caught us this far from our house, especially with stolen loot. The closer we came to the orchard,

the more I expected Papa to come storming out of the trees, and yet, as we reached the orchard
and looked around for a hiding place, I could hear no shouts in the distance. As I looked up
toward our house, I felt dizzy with relief that the path was empty. Not a soul roamed the woods
except us. The only place I could think of to put the treasure was in a mulberry bush not far into
the trees. Placing it in the center of the bush and spreading leaves over it, we drew back, heaved
sighs, and trotted up to the house.
Jethro, Obadiah, Boaz, and Jonah all said goodbye to us as they scampered around the
house, leaving Simon and I alone in our yard. Before they left, I promised my gang that I would
guard the treasure with my life and we would divide it up equally when they returned.
“Well, here goes.” I drew in a breath.
“Something’s not right,” Simon commented as we approached the door.
“I know.” I exhaled. “I feel it too.”
When we entered the house, it was plunged into evening shadows. The curtain was
drawn in the kitchen window, allowing only a crack of light. We could see Reuben and Mama
sitting at the new table Papa had cleaned and refinished to remove all traces of blood and feces.
In the next room, we could hear the muffled laughter of the twins. Yet Papa and Jesus were
nowhere in sight.
“Greetings Reuben.” I saluted, with a bow.
“Greetings Jude.” He nodded in reply.
Eyes wide and lips parted, Simon and I eased down cautiously at the table, expecting the
worst. Reuben smiled slyly, as he sipped from his mug.
“Where have you been?” Mama asked, a slight frown on her face. “Did you hear me
call?”
“No,” Simon confessed, dropping his eyes, “we didn’t.”
“Where were you that you couldn’t hear my call?” She gave us a stern look.
Panic filled Simon’s eyes. How could he answer this without incriminating himself or
telling an outright lie?
“Well, it’s like this,” he began, panic filling his eyes.
“Mama,” I interrupted, changing the subject, “is Samuel all right?”
“I haven’t heard yet,” she said wearily. “He’s in God’s hands.”
“They’ve been gone all this time?” My eyebrows knit.
“Where were you?” She persisted, looking squarely at me. “Tell me the truth.”
I decided I would tell Mama a half-truth. I would tell her about Adam, but I wouldn’t tell
her about the treasure we found. It would have seemed terribly wicked of me if it hadn’t have
been for the involvement of Simon and our friends. The treasure, after all, was partly theirs. We
should, I reasoned lamely, vote on such an important matter.
“Adam played a game with us,” I explained carefully, evading the truth. “....We were
suppose to find him at a special place, but he never showed up. He was filthy and barefoot,
dressed like a beggar, with bad manners and smelly clothes, yet he was clever—like Jesus. He
was older than Simon and I. I think he was about Jesus’ age.” “. . . His name is Jesus, too,” I
admitted, looking into Reuben’s eyes.
“Bar Abbas.” Reuben nodded slowly. “. . . I recognized him at once. He’s the bandit
chief’s son. Now he’s a homeless orphan, a fugitive from Rome.”
“Where did you last see him?” Mama studied me closely.
“In our yard,” I answered promptly. “He came out of nowhere. After we fed him, he told
us to close our eyes and count to one hundred. He drew a map that led us to a thorn tree and a

rock, but he wasn’t there.” “It was a silly game,” I concluded, with shrug. “All we did was get
scratched up in those hills.”
“Let me see those scratches,” Mama ordered, reaching out to inspect Simon and my arms.
“They need cleaning. I’ll get my ointment.”
Simon smiled at me as she left the table. Reuben whispered, “He came back, as you
searched for him in the hills to thank your mother for giving him food and drink.” Before I could
ask him more questions, Mama had returned with her medical bag. Quickly going about her
work, she cleaned our scratches then placed her special ointment on them. While she finished up
a dressing on my elbow, Papa and Jesus entered the house in high spirits.
“How’s Samuel?” Mama looked up expectantly. “Is he awake? Shall I come and take
care of him?”
“Samuel was just fine when we left,” Papa exclaimed merrily. “One moment he was
unconscious and near death’s door, and the next moment he was laughing and drinking a mug of
wine.”
Mama searched Jesus’ face. I gave him a sly look as he took a seat next to Reuben. I
knew what happened. We all did, but Jesus just shook his head and repeated his oft said line, “It
was God’s will. I did nothing but pray as Papa did. Samuel is in the Lord’s hands.”
“Father Abraham, I bet he lives to be a hundred!” Papa declared.
“He just might.” Jesus inclined his head, giving me a searching look.
******
That night my tireless mother went into her kitchen to prepare dinner. James and Joseph
also returned and were scolded for returning after dark. Judging by Jesus’ poor shepherding of
Simon and I, my older brothers had probably snuck over to Isaac or Jeroboam’s house. As we
waited for dinner, Reuben told us of his plans to live with his sister in Joppa and help in her
husband’s bakery. My parents thought it was a fine dream. It was far better than robbing people
for a living. Before we could say the blessing, we heard a knock at the back door. James and
Joseph groaned. Simon and I could scarcely believe our eyes. . . There standing momentarily in
the doorway was Adam, whom Reuben stood up and introduced as Jesus Bar Abbas, a friend
who had hidden him in the sanctuary near the orchard. As he entered our home, he looked much
better than the filthy beggar boy we saw before. There were sandals on his feet. His face and
hands were scrubbed clean. It looked as if he was wearing some of James or Joseph’s clothes,
for Adam, like our own Jesus, was tall for his age. Bowing politely, he was directed to his seat at
the table across from Jesus, his namesake.
After the “Hear O Israel” blessing, my oldest brother chatted courteously with our guest.
No one, apparently even Jesus, himself, knew how important the name Bar Abbas would one day
be. Tonight, in our small house, the two Jesuses faced each other as friends, not opposites.
Because of this strange boy, Simon, our friends, and I had a treasure of gold like the gifts of the
Magi Papa buried so long ago. Now that I thought about our treasure and the buried gifts of
Bethlehem, it seemed to me that our family was not poor at all, but rich. It dawned on me also,
as I listened to Reuben and Adam chat with our family, that these two bandits probably had a lot
more treasure buried in the hills. It seemed only reasonable to me that Adam gave us only a
small portion of their loot. What if there was more treasure in the hills? What if, as James,
Joseph, Simon, and I often pondered, my brothers and I one day traveled to Bethlehem and also
dug up the Magis’ gifts?

Chapter Seven
The Pagan Shrine

Jesus Bar Abbas would be known to my family as Adam. In the same way that Reuben
would take the name of his uncle Bartholomew, rather than Alexander, which was a pagan name,
Adam, the name of the first man, was preferred by our new guest now that he was a fugitive of
Rome. He would stay with us for only that night. In the morning he would vanish as quickly
and as mysteriously as he appeared. How different Reuben and Adam’s paths would lead them
from our house! For the disciples, who knew Jesus Bar Joseph, Adam would always be
Barabbas, the thief who was spared crucifixion when the Jews chose Christ in his place. That
evening, after an eventful and memorable day, he was just one more orphan sheltered in our
house.
Adam had slept on the floor not far from where Simon and I bedded down. Perhaps it
was the Evil One tempting me that night. My mind, filled with such great adventures, conjured
up a less noble plan of what I would do with my portion of the loot. The decoration on the gold
work was pagan and might be recognized as stolen loot, so I would have to sell the objects to one
of the shepherds. I’ve heard that many of them were thieves, themselves. With my portion of
the loot, I would buy me a horse, and I would give some of the money to Papa to help buy
lumber for the shop. If there was a portion left I would, of course, give it to the priests in
Jerusalem as a sin offering, for indeed, spending stolen property must be a sin. At least this was
my plan. I had shadowy, confusing dreams that night, but no crosses, forewarnings or silly
riddles. I remember awakening once and seeing Mama ushering Reuben out the front door,
presumably to use the cloaca, but I fell asleep before seeing him return. More silly dreams
followed about my big white horse, galloping down the Shepherd’s trail, and a troubling
escapade in which I went to our hiding place and found the treasure gone. The next thing I
remember was seeing the morning sun streaming into the kitchen window. Adam, I noted
immediately, was gone. Recalling my last dream, I reached over and rudely shook Simon awake.
“Whazamattah,” he protested, “why’d you do that? You scared me, Jude, you really
did!”
He mumbled incoherently a moment afterwards, probably uttering blasphemies under his
breath as I pulled him up to his feet. Jesus was nowhere in sight, but James and Joseph snored
peaceably on the floor.
“Adam left. We gotta go check on our treasure,” I whispered frantically, pointing to the
door.
“Well, we can’t do it until after breakfast,” grumbled Simon, “and we have to do our
chores.”
“I know, I know.” I sighed heavily. “But we’ve got to put our treasure in a safer place. I
have an awful feeling that it’s not there anymore.”
“What?” Simon’s voice creaked. “Why do you say that? No one knows about it except
us.”
“Shhhh!” I placed my finger on my lips. “You want our brothers to hear?”
“I bet they were spying on us.” Simon looked down angrily at them. “They probably stole
it!”

“We don’t know that.” I shook my head. “I had a dream about it. Adam could have stolen
it, himself. Sometimes my dreams come true.”
“A dream?” Simon made a face. “This is all about a dream?”
As Mama appeared in the kitchen carrying freshly picked fruit, Simon’s attention was
momentarily detoured. Food outweighed all other matters, even gold, in his mind. We sat down
at the empty table, silently watching the twins help Mama fix breakfast. Jesus entered the house
that moment from the front door and immediately awakened our brothers. James and Joseph
grumbled and Simon and I laughed as he tapped their heads several times with his toe. Papa, we
assumed, was already at work in his shop to finish another order. The sawdust in Jesus’ hair told
us that he had been up early, himself, helping with the carpentry. Whistling happily to himself,
Papa appeared next and seeing James and Joseph still in their pallets walked over and gave them
both a playful kick. “The Lord hates sloth!” he called down to them through cupped hands.
Rising finally onto shaky legs, the boys made their way to a basin to splash water on their faces
and then joined us at a distant corner of the table.
James and Joseph had become outcasts again. In a flash of dream imagery I had found
my treasure missing from the bush. After hearing what Simon said, I could not help suspecting
them if my fears were real. Looking down at where Adam had slept last night, I wondered
fleetingly if he had seen me hide the treasure in the mulberry bush. Though the subject arose
briefly that morning, no one seemed to be surprised that he was gone. He had been another one
of those phantoms in my life. Michael had been one of them too. In many ways Adam, though a
few years older, reminded me of my old friend.
Anxiously, I waited as Mama placed bread in her stone oven and then began chopping up
the plums, figs, and grapes gathered by the twins. It took several moments for the bread to bake
and for Mama and the twins to prepare the fruit. Mama, always slow and methodical, seemed to
be moving even slower this morning. She had, I understood, much on her mind. Reuben was on
the mend now, but it was unclear whether or not the plan of disguising him as a Greek-speaking
Jew and sending him off to a sister he had not seen for many years would really work. Although
we had not seen Papa drinking for a while, he had seemed awfully cheery lately, and I think
Mama was worried about that too. Jesus had settled down and began acting quite normal again,
but James and Joseph’s standoffish behavior continued to bring frowns upon her normally placid
face. When I considered all of the other problems for our family—Elizabeth and Samuel’s
health, Rabbi Joachim’s continued enmity, and the fickle attitude of the town—I felt very selfish
for thinking only of gold. I almost wished Adam had never scratched that map in the dirt. I had
heard Papa once say that gold could bring on a fever as powerful as strong wine. I once snuck a
taste of wine in Samuel’s house during Jesus homecoming, and it could not compare with the
sight of sparkling gold cups and plates. What would Jesus think of my gold fever? Would he
think it was just a childish prank? Or would he think it was the Evil One guiding my steps?
My appetite was dulled by my anxiety and mounting guilt, and yet, as our family
congregated at the table and Papa said the morning blessing, I found myself wolfing down the
fruit, bread and honey in order to scamper outside into the orchard and check my bush. It would
be difficult for me to do such a thing for a while. I would have to wait until Simon and I had
finished our chores before scampering off to play. Papa might want us to help him and our
brothers in the shop before we worked in the garden or helped Mama around the house. Until
then, Simon and I would have to be careful. When our friends came over in the late morning or
early afternoon, they would want to inspect the bush themselves. If Simon and I were still doing

our chores, they might charge ahead on their own. What if their commotion led Papa or Jesus
straight to the bush?
As Papa handed Simon and me a sander, a more important question for me was “what if
the treasure was gone?” Why should we trust a bandit chief’s son? Adam might have returned
before dawn to retrieve his loot. On the other hand, I thought, glancing at Joseph and James,
what if Simon was right about those two? If they hadn’t stolen it outright themselves, they might
have been spying on us when we placed it in the bush and were just biding their time.
The period of time between sanding the table legs, picking weeds from the garden, and
being excused while Mama prepared lunch, plunged me into such despair family members
wondered if I might be ill. Casting me a searching glance, Papa gave us a short blessing before
taking his seat. As we embarked upon our second meal of the day, I forced myself to eat the
goat’s cheese and unleavened bread sat before me, but I might as well have been chewing dried
leaves and candle wax. Reuben, a totally different person in spite of his hulking form, sat next to
me on the bench. Though cooped up in his room for several months, he chatted cheerily as he
ate his lunch, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
“Peace be upon Reuben, our honored guest!” Mama raised her mug.
“Peace be upon Reuben!” Papa and Jesus intoned.
No one else joined Mama’s toast. James and Joseph glared at Reuben, as Simon
scratched his head.
“Peace,” I toasted belatedly under my breath, “to Reuben’s health.”
I think only Reuben heard my words. He had become, if only temporarily, a member of
our family. Mama was just trying to make him feel at home. All I could think of was the
treasure hidden in that bush. I didn’t recognize this clean-shaven stranger, who looked more
Greek than Jew. Until recently, he had been Papa’s mortal enemy; now he was our honored
guest. What would Reuben think of if he knew Adam had given us some of his loot? It seemed
quite possible that Adam had merely stolen these items from the older thief. Hysterical laughter
escaped my throat as I looked up from the table. A fearful possibility surfaced in my mind.
What if Adam had retrieved his ill-gotten gold after sneaking out of the house? I wouldn’t allow
myself to consider Jethro, Obadiah, Boaz, and Jonah as culprits. They knew Papa or Jesus might
catch them sneaking into our yard. Though it seemed possible that Adam might have retrieved
his treasure, I doubted if James and Joseph had found it themselves. They would be gloating
right now and wouldn’t be in such surly moods.
Judging by the conversation and the expressions on their faces, no one in our family
knew about Simon and my secret, unless we considered Jesus ability to read our minds. I
couldn’t worry about this. The worst thing that could have happened, I realized as I enumerated
the possible disasters, would be that the Romans had found out about the stolen loot. For once I
was glad that our guardians had left our town, and yet I didn’t trust Adam or even the reformed
Reuben in spite of his changed look. What was it that Papa once said about wolves in sheep’s
clothing? Who knows how much stolen loot those bandits had buried. It occurred to me, as I
listened to my parents prattle on about the disappearance of Adam and Reuben’s improved
health, that Reuben and his partners could very well have hidden the main treasure, which Adam
dipped into, somewhere in the hills. All this smiling and nodding could be an act. On the inside
he could be the same old wolf. On the other hand, Reuben, though thankful for his good
treatment, might just be biding his time. What better way to finance his new life as a reformed
thief than all those ill-gotten goods? My head swam with these thoughts. I was sweating quite
noticeably now and hadn’t touched my food. Greatest of all my emotions—even greater than my

lust for gold—was my fear of disclosure. I would throw it all away in an instance, I vowed those
moments, all the treasure in the world, in fact, to prevent this. Oh, why did Adam have to appear
in our lives? I wanted to shout. It was as if the Evil One, himself, was in control of my life.
“Jude, what’s wrong?” Mama reached over and shook my sleeve. “Are you feeling
well?”
“He’s been like this all morning.” Papa frowned. “Glum as goat.”
“Are you sad that the Romans have left?” pressed Mama.
“Sort of,” I mumbled with a shrug, “except Diblius. I didn’t like him much.”
“I don’t miss the Romans,” spat Joseph. “I’m glad they’re gone!”
Papa wagged a finger at Joseph but said nothing. Everyone had grown used to Joseph’s
outbursts. As beads of sweat continued to form on my brow, all eyes, except Simon’s, seemed to
be trained on me. Simon sat next to me chewing thoughtfully on his food. He appeared to be
unruffled by the threats facing us. Upon reflection, I believe it was too subtle for him—out of
sight and out of mind. Nothing but immediate terror, like he showed on the trail yesterday,
seemed to bother Simon very much. I felt Reuben’s rough hand patting mine, as they stared at
me. “Don’t worry lad, they’ll be back,” he murmured in a gravelly voice. Papa tilted his head,
as Mama whispered, “This is not like Jude.” As I squirmed in my seat, Jesus leaned across the
table and looked me squarely in the eyes.
“I think my little brother is anxious to play.” He winked knowingly.
“Yes,” I replied quickly, “I’m not hungry Mama. Can I go into the backyard?”
Papa nodded slowly and Mama gave me a troubled smile. Simon, who sat gobbling
every morsel in sight it seemed, arose reluctantly to follow me out the back door.
“Hurry,” I called discreetly over my shoulder as I ran down the trail, “before our friends
arrive or they catch us at the bush.” “Jesus knows,” I added, surging ahead.
“Slow down. They’ll see us running. How could Jesus know?” Simon cried, as I darted
into the woods.
Once again an immediate threat confronted him. During our meal he hadn’t given it a
second thought. When I reached our special bush, I looked inside and felt light-headed as I saw
the shiny metal catching rays of sunlight streaming down through the trees. All of our friends
should be finished with their chores and noonday meals. There was little time.
“Quick, we have to put this in a safer place,” I sputtered, pulling off my tunic and placing
the items inside.
After tying the sleeves together, one large plate acted as a cork, preventing the smaller
items from spelling out the neck, as we gripped the ends. Conspicuously bare-chested, cringing
as our treasure clanked inside, I led Simon toward our secret place.
“Where are you going?” He looked frantically around the orchard. “We don’t have
enough time.”
“I know a place,” I said, leading him to a familiar spot. “No one wants to go down there.”
“No, we’ll get all scratched up,” he protested, watching in horror as I slipped down the
trail.
“All right,” I said, puffing and panting, “you stay here. I’ll have to drag it. You stand
watch!”
This time I uprooted a dried bush near the entrance and, holding it before me, moved
carefully down the trail, while gripping both ends of my tunic awkwardly in my free hand. As
expected the cactus needles and thorns brushed against the branches of the bush and not my arms
and legs. Nevertheless, it was a slow and agonizing trip. I couldn’t see where I was going and

kept stumbling on roots and stones below my feet. My greatest fear these moments was being
caught in the act by Papa or having to answer to our friends. If I could just place the treasure in a
remote corner of the sanctuary and get back up the trail without being seen, Simon and I could
pretend we’ve been romping in the trees. It seemed to be a foolhardy plan, but we couldn’t leave
the golden plates and cups in such an exposed place. It would be much easier to explain my
change of hiding place to our friends after the fact rather than having them discover me down
here or on the trail.
Fortunately, my tunic hadn’t burst open and spelled its contents as I dragged it down the
trail. When I reached the bottom, I could hear voices in the distance. They sounded like
children, but I wasn’t sure. Voices in the wind are often distorted. As discreetly as possible, I
called several times to Simon, but received no answer, which led me to believe that he had
abandoned me as he had before. Stumbling around for only a few moments, I let the items fall
onto the damp ground not far from the steps leading up to the trail. After slipping the tunic back
onto my soiled chest, I scrambled hysterically with my dried bush back up to the top. A scrap
here and puncture wound there stopped me cold, for I felt as if I was being torn to pieces. I
could not possibly make it up in time. Frantically retracing my steps, filled with numbing dread,
I withdrew into the sanctuary, deciding I would hide down here for as long as it took. As I
recognized the voices of my friends, I could, when I strained my ear, hear Simon arguing with
Jethro. It was far enough away from the orchard trail to imply that they had had gathered around
the empty bush. My absence would lead to the conclusion that I had taken the treasure, which
was, of course, true. I could see no way out of this dilemma. If I came forward now they would
still think I had tricked and betrayed them. The commotion may already have alerted my parents
and oldest brother, whose opinion of me would plunge into the darkest depths. I would be
severely punished, if not beaten, by Papa and lose Mama and Jesus’ respect. Weeping bitter tears
in a dark corner of the sanctuary, I had forgotten even to be afraid of this frightful place, until I
heard a faint noise in the darkness. The sound grew progressively louder. This time it was
clearly the crunch of gravel as someone or something approached from the direction where we
had heard Reuben’s moans. “Jude, keep silent,” a subdued voice counseled me, “I shall save the
day.” I could scarcely believe my ears. I saw a light coming from what appeared to be a cave,
swaying back and forth as the intruder approached. Attached to the lamp, its eerie glow lighting
his face, was Jesus Bar Abbas, whom we now called Adam.
“Where did you come from,” I whispered hoarsely. “Is that how you and Reuben entered
the sanctuary?”
“Let’s pick up the treasure,” he whispered, sitting down his lamp. “You carry the bowel
and platter. I’ll put all these cups and plates in my sack. Let’s move them into my hideout.
Quickly, Jude, before your greedy friends brave the trail.”
“Your hideout?” I muttered in amazement. “I knew it—that’s how you both entered this
place!”
With the handle of the most valuable piece of the loot—the tureen—clutched in one fist, I
followed Adam down the lighted path into what was the ruins of a temple that my guide
explained was once a pagan religious shrine. There were painted figures similar to the fiendish
drawings in front of the steps and sculptures of naked priests and priestesses in various niches,
whose hollow eyes, Adam explained, had once held jewels, which his father had long ago pried
from the sockets. When we were in the center of a great chamber, I looked down to see a tiled
floor much more fantastic in design than my parent’s floor. A horned alter, which reminded me
of the one found in Deborah’s house by Papa and Samuel, sat in the middle of the chamber.

Adam motioned me over to a stone bench, similar to the benches for worshippers in synagogues,
though I shuddered to think of what went on in this room.
I could see that Adam had managed to keep himself fairly clean and well groomed since I
saw him last. Most of the grime was gone and his long hair had been tucked up into a turban
much like the one I saw Joseph of Arimathea wearing, except that it was simple homespun and,
in fact, was probably stolen from someone’s laundry drying in the sun.
He drew near to me, as if even in this inner sanctum we could still be overheard. “Listen
carefully to me Jude. . . You must never tell your friends where I put the treasure now. It was
foolish of me to play that silly game. As you must know, I lied to your parents. My father
wasn’t a merchant. He was Abbas bar Ibrim, the bandit chief.”
“Of course I know.” I nodded faintly. “Reuben told us about you.”
“Ah, Reuben and his friends!” Adam uttered a tired laugh. “They were never good
bandits. Too squeamish about using their knives. The Romans killed my father and my uncles,
and he managed to escape. They caught Reuben’s friends and crucified them, along with
members of my father’s band, on the road to Jerusalem. I was able to drag Reuben into this
temple. If I didn’t know better, I would call it a miracle, especially now that the Romans have
left Nazareth and Reuben is alive and well. I thought for certain his wounds would kill him, yet
your mother saved his life. Now he’s going to get a second chance, with a new identity. I think
another miracle is that Reuben dragged himself out through that corridor, instead of staying
inside the temple to perish. Perhaps he was out of his mind or perhaps the Most High directed
his movements, but somehow he found the back entrance. Otherwise he would be dead.”
“What about the treasure?” I looked at the items we stacked on the pagan alter.
“I’m going to go up to the orchard, through my secret passage, which I shall show you.
I’ll tell your greedy friends that it was a mistake to hide stolen treasure. All that it will
accomplish will be to get you in trouble with your parents. If the Romans get wind of this, it will
go hard on you and your family. This might be close to your property, but no Jew, even if he
knows about it, will visit this place. It’s unclean. Promise me that you’ll leave the treasure
where it is on the alter, until you’re grown up.” “Remember this though,” he said, raising a
finger, “this will always be stolen loot. If you take it Jude, you, too, are a thief.”
“I promise,” I responded quickly, “to leave it where it’s at.”
“Good,” he said, slapping my back, “now let’s go find your friends.”
I followed Adam, as he carried his torch, through a much longer corridor than the one
leading into the temple, until we reached a point were only a small stream of sunlight broke
through the blackness ahead.
“There was a cave-in,” he explained, raising his lamp, “but I found a way inside much
better than that thorn patch you and your friends took.” “What do you think, Jude.” He looked
back at me, as I cringed in the shadows.
“Think of what?” I squinted into the darkness. “All I see is one tiny pinpoint of light.”
“Follow me.” He advanced forward. “There’s more than meets the eye.”
After we walked down a hallway, whose walls were painted with profane art, his lamp
fell upon the arch of a great doorway filled with rubble, but that’s not where the secret entrance
was. Laughing softly at his little joke, he led me to a more narrow passage and, after several
moments, toward a growing shaft of light, which, Adam explained, was the proper way into the
temple. I expected to find some form of camouflage to hide the entrance but, as I trotted behind
Adam, I realized that no one, unless they had been here before would have been able to find this
hidden access. The light of the lamp was no longer necessary as sunlight streamed down onto

our passage. The walls on each side of us were natural formations, part Nazareth’s rock strewn
hills, similar to many crevices Simon, my friends, and I had discovered during our hikes, with
the exception that Adam’s hidden entrance now led to a treasure that sat on an alter in a
Canaanite temple where pagan sacrifices were made.
Adam blew out his lamp and sat it on a flat rock. The climb up the rocky path, which the
bandits themselves must have made, was not difficult. From here, we turned a corner of black
stone, Adam claimed had come from an ancient volcano, trekked through a stream bed with
dense foliage on each side, until emerging on the Shepherd’s path.
“I’m not suppose to be here,” I confessed trying to keep pace.
“Let me do the explaining,” he called over his shoulder. “If we run into your father, I’ll
tell him the truth, but I’ll also tell him a lie. I’m not sure what it will be yet, but I’ll think of
something. Your brother and your friends won’t dare tell them about the missing treasure. I’ll
explain that to them, and that will be the end of it. All right?”
“All right.” I nodded jerkily.
Soon, with my heart hammering loudly and lungs laboring for air, I could see, beyond my
fearless guide, all of my friends. Simon, to my dismay, was nowhere in sight. My mind raced
with unanswered questions. What if Simon told my parents what we did? What if my friends,
angered by my treachery, told their parents, and my parents’ fair-weather friends, when the
Romans arrived for a visit, told them about the stolen loot? What have I done to my family and
friends?
My one good fortune that moment was looking around and not seeing my parents or
oldest brother overseeing Adam’s short speech.
“Jude tried to talk me out of it, but I’ve decided to rebury my treasure. It would have
gotten you all in trouble with your parents. Of course, if the Romans found out, it would be a far
more serious matter. Jude was very brave to argue with me. You see, I’m not what I appear to
be. . . . I’m a bandit, not a merchant’s son. My father was the bandit chief Abbas bar Ibrim, yet I
consider Jude my friend.”
For one terrible moment I thought he might slip and mention Reuben, my family’s guest,
but instead of a long-winded speech, the sort of mistake that so often got the outspoken Peter into
trouble, he raised a hand in salute, pivoted and trotted back down the path. Though I had no
intention of following him this time, I made a few token steps in his direction, a determined
expression on my face.
“Don’t follow me Jude,” he shouted back sternly. “Be satisfied that you have a family and
warm place to sleep at night with plenty of food. I must use my wits just to survive!”
“Good bye Adam, son of Abbas.” I gave him a Roman salute.
The cowardly Simon appeared suddenly out of nowhere grinning like a jackal. My
gesture brought only contempt from Jethro and Obadiah.
“Not only do you consort with bandits, but your becoming a Roman,” Jethro sneered.
“Did you really try to save our treasure?” Obadiah frowned. “Why were you walking up
the trail with Adam. If he’s a bandit, why would you salute him like a friend?”
“I think Jude’s brave!” Jonah raced up and gave me a hug.
“Me too!” Boaz pounded by shoulders.
Simon remained silent, his smile turning into a snarl. I was greatly relieved he had not
informed on me, but I sensed his displeasure. I didn’t feel as if I had to elaborate on Adam’s
explanation, but we talked about it for a while as we sat in the yard. I was not certain about
Jethro and Obadiah’s lasting friendship but my standing with Boaz and Jonah had grown

considerably that hour. I simply reminded my friends of the importance of keeping all this a
secret from our parents. It was a great adventure, and I promised them more exploits in the
future. Simon, however, was not happy that our treasure was gone. He accused me later of
hiding it somewhere else, but he couldn’t argue that we were much better off without it. We
could never spend it without profiting from someone else’s misfortune and likely death. That
rascal Adam had, I wanted to believe, done us all a favor. He removed temptation from us by
placing the treasure in a place no faithful Jew would go. Such noble thoughts now that
temptation was removed! Questions haunted me after his disappearance. Was I giving Adam or
myself too much credit? He was, after all, Abbas’ son. What better way of helping him relocate
the treasure than placing it out of bounds? That crafty fellow! I could picture him sneaking back
in the dead of night to retrieve his loot. I could also picture myself yielding to temptation and
returning to the pagan shrine to snatch the treasure first!

Chapter Eight
The Rabbi’s Son

During the months following the apparent loss of our treasure, I gained something I was
told was far more valuable than gold cups and plates. It’s true that I had made two close, though
unlikely, companions, Boaz and Jonah, and because of tragic circumstances, Uriah would return
to our house as a full time friend. But I had made big plans with my portion of the treasure. I
still dreamed of taking the gold objects to one of the shepherds and having him sell them in
Jerusalem for me. I was a little embarrassed to be seen playing with a boy who looked like a girl
and another lumbering half-wit twice my size. For a small fortune in gold the Lord had blessed
me with a strange pair of friends. The gloom that came with Uriah’s appearance also put a
damper on our fun, especially with Mama running back and forth to Joachim’s house. She had
become a full time nurse it seemed. In a fit of rage, we were told, the rabbi suffered a stroke.
Mama’s list of patients—Elizabeth, Samuel, Nehemiah, Uriah, and Reuben—now included
Rabbi Joachim, himself. Such blessings I didn’t need!
Looking back over the years, with my pen poised over another scroll, I feel a recurrent
stab of guilt. What had the great Paul said about this in his epistle to the Corinthians? “When I
was a man I put away childhood things.” For love of a horse and my own childish greed, I was
delighted in the knowledge that there was still treasure not far from my house—treasure I no
longer had to share with my brother or my friends. It was there for the taking. After all, Boaz
and Jonah didn’t care about the loot. What did I care about Jethro and Obadiah, who
occasionally paid us a visit but remained critical of my families eccentricities, which now
included my association with a bandit’s son.
I didn’t need such fair weather friends. Tomorrow, if they let slip they had been in that
unhallowed place, Boaz and Jonah’s might be forbidden to come to my house, which left me but
one friend—Uriah, and I would, of course never tell him. Uriah would never understand my
frame of mind. Today, as I recall his curiosity at not being allowed into our house, I can
understand Uriah’s thinking on this matter. Unless fever had softened Joachim’s views, Jesus
would always be a heretic in the rabbi’s eyes. My family had always been quite peculiar in its
protection of orphans and widows. What would Uriah think if he knew Reuben was staying in
our home? What would he say if I told him that, with a bandit’s son’s help, I had hidden stolen
treasure in a pagan shrine? Here I was holding the darkest secrets for myself, and I pretended
that all was well, when in fact I was the greatest heretic of them all.
Back then we were suppose to confess our sins openly amongst fellow Nazarenes, which
is why many folks stayed away from synagogue at such times. Ironically, in many ways
Joachim, the rabbi, was a great sinner himself. Jesus taught his disciples that they didn’t need a
priest or rabbi and to pray quietly and confess their sins privately to God. Had I that comfort
then my soul would not have been in torment. Because of his probing eyes, I avoided Jesus’
gaze, for I still believed he could read my mind.
For obvious reasons, we couldn’t let Uriah stay with us while his home was in turmoil
nor could we tell him the truth about why he couldn’t come into our house. The story about the
twins’ illness had become transparent to many of Papa’s friends, who now shunned us as he
allowed Reuben to convalesce in our home. It was time, my parents decided, to confide our

secret to Samuel, in the hopes that the old man would allow Reuben to stay there until he got on
his feet. I followed along behind them ostensibly to visit Samuel myself, while the rest of my
brothers stayed at home fearful that our parents would dare ask Samuel for such a thing. Fully
intending to eavesdrop on them so that I could report back to the others at home, I found my
parents motioning me into Samuel’s chambers in order to greet our old friend. After exchanging
greetings with the old man, I stepped back politely into the hall, listening to their conversation.
It’s hard for any of us to recall the ill-tempered Pharisee as he once was. The old Samuel
might have flatly refused our request and notified the other elders immediately of this
impropriety, but the crotchety, nearly blind old man who listened to my parents plea, nodded his
head, smiled, and broke into cackling mirth.
“Ho-ho, this is worth more than gold to my fading wits,” he hooted wildly and slapped
his knee. “Reuben’s back. After all these years haunting, as a phantom, our little town—the mere
mention of his name bringing terror to our hearts—you’ve taken this blackheart in and made him
a new man. And your asking me to hide him, while you nurse Joachim back to health, after all
that man’s done to sully your son’s good name. That’s beats everything Joseph! I don’t know
what act of charity is worse. Your wife Mary is an angel and living saint!”
“Joseph must take much of the credit,” demurred Mama. “None of this would’ve
happened without his iron well.”
“And your heart is of purest gold,” Samuel coughed and wiped his eyes. “The question is,
of course,” he said with a frown, “will I agree to such an outlandish request? Ho-ho, you have
some nerve Joseph—some nerve indeed!”
“Yes,” Papa’s voice quivered, “you have done much for our family. I’m sorry to burden
you with this problem, but we’ve come to the end of a long lie. I don’t think anyone believes the
twins are sick anymore.”
“Don’t worry,” Samuel waved dismissively. “You had to tell them something. I’m glad
you’ve told me the truth. I wouldn’t worry too much about the townsfolk. You folks have a
reputation for eccentricity. Unless one of your sons tells, no one can prove Reuben’s in your
house. Your friends and neighbors will just shrug it off. Ho-ho, what’s Joseph’s crazy family up
to now?”
Mama smiled tolerantly as Papa bristled at his teasing. A mischievous gleam twinkled in
Samuel’s dark eyes. I couldn’t blame him for not wanting to hide Reuben in his house. What I
didn’t like was the way he toyed with my parents. For several moments he enumerated the many
things Joseph and his family had done that rankled the townsmen, including harboring a witch,
assaulting a rabbi, and encouraging Jesus in ‘dabbling in the black arts.’ What would they think
if they found out Papa talked him into moving Reuben into his house? Not long ago Papa had
complained that the old man was getting senile. Occasionally, he gave Papa riddles to solve or
played silly word games. Once, during her weekly visit, Samuel forgot Mama’s name, asking
her what she was doing in his house. But Samuel was eighty-one years old, Mama also told us—
what did we expect?
I held my breath as Mama now came to the point. “Samuel, please don’t tease us—will
you help? We have nowhere else to turn.”
“Why are you nursing Joachim?” He grew querulous. “That man hates your husband and
tried to turn everyone against your oldest son. And why would you bother with a rogue like
Reuben? Explain to me how he came to be in your house? I’m sure he didn’t just walk up to
your back door and beg admittance—after once wanting to kill Joseph and burn down your
house.”

“There’s much you don’t know.” Papa stepped forward.
“Reuben is not the beast we thought he was.” Mama looked dreamily into space. “I
believe he’s a changed man.”
“Bah!” Samuel tried to rise up. “Does a leopard change its spots?”
“There-there.” Mama eased him back down. “We didn’t come here to upset you. You’re
our friend. That’s why we help each other.” “Now it’s your turn again,” she said stroking his
matted hair. “Reuben, whose appearance is not the same, would be spirited to your estate in the
dead of night. No one would see him. Now that I must help Hannah nurse her husband and
Joseph is so busy, we can’t watch our house closely. What with my sons new friends and Uriah
lurking about it seems unreasonable to expect James and Joseph to shield our house, and
remember, Samuel, Jesus can’t lie.”
“All right, I’m thinking about it.” Samuel’s toothless jaws moved to and fro. “But I want
to hear everything, including how Reuben wound up, after all the Romans’ protection, in your
house.”
I knew that moment why they let me come along and listen in, for this was my story. I
had no intention of telling them about the treasure and the pagan shrine, but when Mama
motioned me forward to speak I gave him a careful account (with careful deletions) of when
Simon and I and our friends Jethro, Obadiah, Boaz, and Jonah stumbled upon the abyss where
poor Reuben lie bleeding to death. From this point, I took great pains to spread the credit or
blame to all of us but could not hide the fact from Samuel, when he asked, who first discovered
the path. I didn’t tell him about the inscriptions on the walls below the path nor what lie beyond,
yet, with dramatic flare, explained the deathly look on the man we drug out and carried to our
house. Samuel’s jaws continued to work as if he was chewing on something as I told him about
the miraculous healing in which Mama applied her medicinal herbs and what I believed was
Jesus part in Reuben’s cure. Samuel nodded at my suggestion that Jesus personal prayer was a
factor. That our prayer circle may have played a part went unsaid when I recalled the mean
spirited attitude of my other brothers and myself.
“Now,” I concluded, gazing into his black pupils, “he doesn’t look like Reuben anymore.
He doesn’t act like him. . . and it isn’t him. We found out that he speaks Greek and has a sister in
Joppa. He’s even changed his name to Bartholomew, the name of an uncle now dead. He’s sorry
for his past life and promises to make amends. He is, as my mother believes, a new man.”
Samuel clapped his hands in delight. “Come here boy,” he cackled, reaching out to ruffle
my hair. “With your memory you’ll go a long way.” “But tell me the truth,” his tone changed
suddenly. “Do you believe that man has changed?”
“Yes,” I answered dubiously, “he’s trying very hard.”
“He’s a murderer and thief!” Samuel looked accusingly up at me.
“Reuben’s not a murderer,” Mama said, hovering nearby. “He never killed anyone
himself, and he’s never been a very good thief.”
“And how do you know that?” Samuel demanded. “Did Reuben tell you this?”
“I can look into a man’s eyes and tell if he’s telling me the truth,” Mama assured Samuel.
“Do you believe this man?” He looked over at Papa.
“Yes,” Papa said quietly.
Turning his gaze back to me, Samuel’s raptor eyes belied a generous soul. I knew what
he would do. He would never let us down. Taking my hand in his, he smiled crookedly and
inclined his head.

“You also have saved that man’s life,” he decided with a faint nod. “You led your friends
down a forbidden trail to save your family’s enemy. Because of this selfless but foolish act, a
whole chain of events unfolded. Your mother’s medicine and, I’m certain, Jesus’ prayers brought
Reuben from death’s door, and it appears that your family’s charity inspired him to change his
ways. In spite of the dangers of protecting such a man and offending his friends, Joseph, your
courageous father, then shielded him in his house. You’re family suffered because of this man.
Now, because of my friendship with your family, I, too, feel compelled to help this man—one
more event in the chain that will not end until Reuben is gone once and for all from our lives.”
“. . . . But without your brave deed, Jude,” he added with great respect in his voice, “Reuben
would have died.”
My fear for Samuel’s state of mind vanished after that burst of words. I was certain that
my parents felt the same. The complement he gave me should, of course, be shared with my
father and brothers. I hadn’t been brave that day; I had been curious, perhaps even stupid. After
hearing Reuben’s plea, I fled in terror from that dark hole. Only after coaxing from Mama, did I
tell her what I heard. The rest is history. The question was, I thought with bated breath, had
Samuel just given us his nod? My certainty that this was what he meant grew as he squeezed my
hand and then patted my cheek, whispering faintly, “You, too, have a great destiny Jude. I’m
sure of this now. Has Jesus ever told you this?”
“Yes, . . . I think so.” I searched my memory. “Once he said my memory would serve me
well and something else. . . dreams, he called revelation—a word I still don’t understand.”
“Ho-ho, he said that?” Samuel laughed gently. “I was thinking of your character. Two
exceptional sons in one family.” “We must talk about this sometime,” he said his eyes traveling
to my parents, who approached as supplicants to the bed.
“Samuel, . . . Samuel, ” Mama broke into his reverie, “can we take this as a yes? ”
“Of course.” He sighed, reaching over to ring the servant’s bell. “We must do this quickly
before I lose my nerve. I don’t fear for myself. What could the townsfolk do to my withered
carcass? I fear for you, Joseph and Mary. It’s the movement of Reuben across town that worries
me. This is a small town, filled with suspicious and superstitious folk. As soon as he steps out
of your door into the darkness a passerby may spot him. What if he runs into someone carrying a
lamp? Even in disguise, his appearance at such a late hour will alarm people on a night errand or
peeking from their homes. He will be safer in my large estate than he would be in your small
house, but you must not forget our town is subject to unscheduled visits by Cornelius’ men.
What if one of your enemies reports their suspicions to the next Roman arriving in town? . . . Or
worse, what if a band of cavalrymen spots Reuben themselves? All of your efforts will prove
disastrous if his capture leads back to you.”
Normal folks might have been alarmed by Samuel’s doubts, but my parents had stuck
their necks out too many times to be upset by one midnight transfer of Reuben to Samuel’s
house. It would have been much worse if we attempted to do this in the day. After we bid good
day to our old friend, we could see the distress on Samuel’s chamberlain’s face as he stood by the
door. The elderly man had served the Pharisee for many years and was now being asked to help
shelter a wanted criminal. We talked about this in muted conversation as we walked home. Papa
confessed to Mama his fear that one of Samuel’s servants might betray him, but Mama dismissed
his worries with the wave of her small hand.
“Samuel’s loyal servants won’t betray us,” she insisted. “He’s been good and generous to
them. When they see Reuben, they’ll barely recognize him. The transformed Reuben we’ve
seen will convince them they have nothing to fear.”

Even as a child I was surprised by Mama’s naivety. Of course, I didn’t know the proper
word for it then, but it seemed to me that she trusted people too much. Her confidence in our
neighbors, who shunned us for so long, had been misplaced. She had kept faith in Michael’s
innate goodness when none existed. For a very long time, she refused to believe that Papa was
becoming a drunk. Michael had been gone for a long time now, and Papa had been sober for
quite awhile. Our neighbors continued to drift back as customers and it appeared, at least on the
surface, after Mama had shaved, scrubbed and given him fresh clothes, Reuben was a new man.
But I think it was a big mistake for us to trust Samuel’s servants. I was also not completely
convinced of Reuben’s transformation. What if Papa’s suspicions were correct and all this time
Reuben was just pretending? As for the citizens of Nazareth, Samuel was right. All it would
take would be one inquisitive townsman to inform on him, and if a Roman legionnaire came
riding by he would be caught in flight.
I wanted to talk to Jesus about this as we returned home, but I was afraid he would look
into my mind, as he had before, and see darkness—the workings of the Evil One. What would
he think if he knew I was hording stolen treasure in a pagan shrine? What if he read my very
thoughts and saw the conniving, deceitful person I had become? After we entered the house, I
scampered quickly ahead to avoid running into Jesus. Before I could exit the back door,
however, Papa reminded me to do my chores. After a request by Mama that Simon and I weed
her garden, I gave them both a hasty nod, ran into the backyard and began searching for Simon.
A nagging fear at the back of my mine had been that Simon would join my friends in a hunt for
the treasure. If our parents caught them in the orchard or on the trail, they might mention the
treasure we found in the hills. I had encouraged them to dig it up and hide it under a bush. I had
also moved it, at Adam’s suggestion, to the pagan shrine. How could I explain all this without
incriminating myself? The answer, of course, is that I couldn’t. I must avoid Jesus probing gaze
and pray that Simon kept his mouth shut and Jethro and Obadiah didn’t sneak into our yard.
For just one more day I would have to lie to Uriah about my sick sisters. I was not
looking forward to trying to fit him into my gang. While Mama looked after his father in the
afternoon, I was suppose to be nice to him and let him join in our games. With so much reeling
in my mind, this was a terrible burden. I longed to share it with someone else, who would not
judge me as a criminal and heretic. Who could that be? Certainly not Jesus! My head felt as if
it might explode when I looked out into the orchard and saw Simon and our friends wandering
through the trees and then, as I began trotting down the path, being informed by no other than
Jesus, himself, that Uriah was at the front door.
“Are you all right?” Jesus asked, as I shuffled up to the house.
I kept my eyes riveted on the ground least he read my mind. “I’m fine. I’m fine.” I
mumbled repeatedly.
“Jude, what’s wrong?” He gripped my arm. “Why’re you avoiding me?”
“I don’t want to play with Uriah,” I said, tears welling up in my eyes. “He whines
constantly and keeps asking questions. I wanna play with my friends.”
That moment I heard voices in the orchard: Jethro and Simon were arguing, probably
about the missing treasure. It couldn’t have been a worse time for me. Jesus pricked up his ears,
as he had all those times he was listening to God. This time, though, there was a look of
suspicion, not illumination, on his face.
“What are those boys doing?” He inquired, shielding his eyes from the sun.
“I dunno.” I shrugged. “Maybe hide-and-go-seek or tag?”
“Why are they yelling at each other? I thought they were Simon and your friends.”

“Honestly, I dunno.” I repeated, feeling myself shrink before his gaze
Suddenly, I felt trapped by Jesus’ question. He knew I was hiding something.
“I think you do,” he murmured, leading me through the house. “Go speak to Uriah in the
front yard, but later, when we’re alone, we must talk. Tell Uriah to wait outside a few moments,
while you fetch him one of Mama’s honey rolls. While Mama’s at Joachim’s house and Papa’s
in his shop, I want you to tell me the truth.”
I did as I was told. I couldn’t escape my fate. Though what he asked to do that moment
sounded like subterfuge, Jesus could not lie and would be forced to tell our parents, who would
not be as calm as he was acting now. If the whole truth came out, they might never trust me
again. Without even greeting Uriah, I reminded him that my sisters were sick and he would have
to stay outside. His disbelieving face brightened up quickly when I told him I would bring him
back a roll. Jesus placed his fingers in front of his lips as I re-entered the house and pointed to
the window, then walked over to pull in the shutters in case Uriah was lurking nearby. As an
afterthought, he tapped on Reuben’s door and, when Reuben peeked out, chatted with him
briefly. Reuben’s quiet and cloistered existence and nocturnal walks almost made us forget he
was hidden away in our house. Jesus reminded him that he would soon have more spacious
accommodations, which included Samuel’s extensive gardens. When he asked Reuben if he was
hungry or thirsty, Reuben requested some water and a roll. Uriah began knocking on the door
that moment. I dawdled awhile in the kitchen in order to delay my confession to Jesus, but
Jesus, always cagey, sat me down on a corner stool and fetched the rolls, himself. When he
returned from the kitchen, with a mug of juice and a basket containing two large rolls, he gave
Reuben the juice and one of the rolls, then handed me the basket so I could answer the door. Of
course, I thought grimly, Jesus couldn’t lie.
“Tell him you’ll be out soon,” whispered Jesus as Reuben retreated into his room.
Nodding unhappily, I opened the door and handed the basket to Uriah, mumbling hastily
“I’ll be out in a few moments.”
“Are you in trouble again?” He asked intuitively.
“Yes,” I admitted glumly, shutting the door.
“I’ll wait for you,” Uriah shouted. “We’ll play games like we use to.”
The thought occurred to me that, all things considered, Uriah was probably my best
friend and, after today, might be the only friend I had. I followed Jesus into the kitchen, which,
because the window was shuttered, seemed dark and sinister as he sat me down on the table
bench. Understanding that Uriah might be eavesdropping outside, we talked in low muted
voices, another creepy effect highlighting my doom. I immediately broke into tears as he came
to the point.
“Don’t cry Jude.” He stroked my hair. “You must tell me the truth. Why are those boys in
the orchard?”
“You know the answer.” I rubbed my eyes. “You just wanna make me feel bad.”
“I don’t won’t to make you feel bad,” he said, rising up and pouring me a mug of juice. “I
want to help you. This secret will consume you. It will eat up your spirit as lye. Remember
what I once told you, Jude: the truth shall set you free.”
My mouth dropped in disbelief. Jesus had said this before. These words would one day
promise salvation to the world. In my current state of mind, however, it gave me no comfort at
all. I didn’t want to tell the truth. It wouldn’t set me free; it would get me into trouble.
“Come on Jude, Uriah’s waiting patiently in front. While our parents our away and our
brothers are occupied elsewhere, come clean—be free, be pure of thought.”

I slapped my forehead and gasped. Now I was supposed to be pure of thought! The
entire adventure, from our discovery of the treasure until its final deposit in the pagan shrine, was
on the tip of my tongue. What kept the story from pouring out of my mouth was a vision of my
parents pummeling me with slaps and curses once they heard the truth.
“I have an idea.” He said, after studying me a moment. “I’ll tell you what I think
happened and you just nod your head, all right?”
Responding, with wide, fearful eyes, I braced myself for what came next by taking a long
swallow of juice.
“Adam, who is really Jesus Bar Abbas, has played a trick on you,” he whispered loudly.
He will come back to your hiding place and retrieve his loot. Has this not occurred to you?”
I nodded grimly for, indeed, the thought had crossed my mind. Adam, after all, was a
thief.
“You moved the treasure from its original hiding place, didn’t you? That’s why they’re
trying to find it. You rascal,” he snickered, gently punching my arm.
Noting my guilty expression, he continued in a subdued voice. At times I could barely
hear him. With Uriah standing by the window, Jesus was forced to lean forward and raise his
voice “Is this true Jude?’ Are your friends upset with you for hiding their gold?”
Dropping my chin onto my chest I answered miserably, “Yes.”
“Humph, I thought so.” He smiled and frowned at the same time. Rising up to open the
shutters, he called back discreetly, “Don’t worry, I’ll explain it to Papa and Mama. You go out
and play with Uriah. Unlike all your fair weather friends, he wants nothing from you. Papa’s at
Samuel’s house. I have to supervise James and Joseph in the shop. If you like, I’ll let you and
Uriah help sand furniture. That’ll keep Simon and your friends off your back.”
Jesus poked his head out and reached down playfully to Uriah. “Ah hah—caught you!”
Uriah, who had been eavesdropping, blushed foolishly, receiving a pat on the head. I
wondered now, as I pondered on the promise Jesus made, if Uriah would overwhelm me with
questions. After all, I told him I was in trouble, and he had waited patiently for so long. How
much should I tell them? I couldn’t tell him the truth. He might tell his father. Should I lie to
him? I wasn’t a good liar, especially with Jesus probing my mind. Hastily, filled with
misgivings, I grabbed a few more rolls, which had been intended for our dinner, and trotted
outside. The frown on Uriah’s pudgy face disappeared entirely when he saw my offering.
Simple food, not treasure, worked best on him. Of all my childhood companions, I recall, he
displayed little or no guile. He was and would always be Uriah Bar Joachim, the rabbi’s son—at
times annoying, sometimes boring and unimaginative, but always a faithful friend.
“Does your Mama have any freshly crushed pomegranate juice?” He asked, wolfing
down a roll.
“Sorry, I forgot.” I frowned, running back into the house.
“Hey, you got any chopped fruit?” He called after me. “Later maybe we can pick some
ripe, juicy plums.”
Uriah probably felt like he was starving because of the inattentiveness shown to him at
his house. Mama and Joachim’s wife had their hands full with the rabbi, who was much sicker
than they had thought. In the past few days poor Uriah has had to fend for himself, which is why
I was so patient with him this hour. Another reason for my patience was the fact that, after today,
he might be the only friend I had. Jesus was strolling to the carpenter’s shop and stopped to ask
him if he was eating properly. The plump little boy quickly recounted his misery at missing
breakfast three days in a row and his mother’s failure to even feed him lunch. Jesus promised

him that he would not go hungry in our house, stopping just short of inviting him for dinner
tonight. Uriah danced around happily in the yard, clapping his hands. Had Jesus forgotten that
we were moving Reuben to Samuel’s villa tonight? What about Abigail and Martha’ alleged
sickness? How would we explain that? Why had he said such a foolish thing?
Quickly, as I handed him a mug of juice, I clarified what Jesus meant. “Tomorrow night,
Uriah, we shall have lamb and lentils. Won’t that be great?”
“What about tonight?” He groaned.
“You greedy little pig!” I growled under my breath.
“Is your Mama really serving lamb?” Uriah eyed me suspiciously. “I think Jesus meant
tonight. Why are you acting so strangely?”
Before I had a chance to sock Uriah in the arm, I heard Jesus calling my name. While
devouring the rolls and fruit I brought him, Uriah remained in the yard, blinking stupidly at our
house as I settled forlornly on the garden bench. Having done one more good deed in his
blameless life, Jesus invited me into the shop to help James, Joseph, and himself sand and paint
table legs. My old resentment at Jesus’ high and mighty ways boiled up that moment. I told him
that I was suppose to pick some weeds for Mama, which, in fact, Simon and I normally did at
this hour of the day. Jesus said nothing, as he turned the corner of the house.
“That sounds like fun,” Uriah exclaimed, jumping up and down, “I wanna paint too!”
“Shut up, you fool!” I cried, charging from the bench.
Considering the ill feeling in the orchard and the trouble waiting for me when my parents
returned, I felt surrounded by tormenting factors. I was annoyed with the pesky Uriah, and I felt
guilty for dodging Jesus offer to help him in the shop. Feelings of fear, irritation, and guilt,
weighed heavily upon as I muffled Uriah’s mouth. Though I was in no mood to entertain him, I
had an excellent excuse for not going into the backyard. Embracing this chance as the lesser of
two evils, I forced a smile for him.
“I’ve got an idea.” I sighed, pointing to the garden. “Why don’t you help me pick weeds?
Afterwards, I’ll find you something more to eat.”
Easily persuaded, Uriah assisted me cheerily in the task Simon was supposed to do. I
made sure that I was busily plucking weeds alongside of Uriah when Jesus came to inspect our
work. “It looks much better,” he observed, reaching down to pat our heads.
Afterwards, when I wasn’t paying attention, Uriah crawled over to the fig tree and took a
nap. After clearing several rows of herbs and vegetables, I paused, slipped into the house while
Uriah dozed, and brought out more rolls and juice. I had to keep him in the front yard, away
from Simon and my friends, and divert his attention from the carpenter’s shop. When Uriah
politely asked me why I wasn’t eating and drinking myself, I giggled hysterically without
answering, settling heavily on the garden bench. Already I had depleted the entries for our
evening meal. It couldn’t be grape juice in the pitcher, I swore silently to myself; it had to be
pomegranate, my favorite juice. I found his gluttonous behavior especially unsettling in my state
of mind. I remember watching him stuff himself with the honey rolls earlier and then guzzle
down the pomegranate juice in practically one gulp. In my long life I’ve seen many men with
bad manners, but I’ve never seen anyone—man, woman or child—gorge themselves like that.
Swept with revulsion, I wondered, as he wolfed down his second snack, where he put it all. I
would, after all that food and juice, be visiting the cloaca by now. He prattled on through
mouthfuls of bread about his favorite delicacies, as if I could muster them up for him out of thin
air. I refused to chop him up some fruit, but I did pick him a ripe plumb, which he gobbled down
with dispatch.

“Thank you,” he said, licking his fingers, “I was hungry.”
“I’d never have guessed.” I looked away in disgust.
I heard him belch and hiccup at the same time but forced myself to smile. Once again, I
reminded myself, after what happened yesterday, he was probably my only friend, which
strangely enough gave me comfort those moments. Loyalty was an important thing. Though
forbidden to associate with me, he always came back. In spite of his father’s bitterness, he
refused to turn on me. From the beginning of Joachim’s quarrel with us, Uriah had been forced
against his will to shun us. Now here he was again, a steadfast mooring to my past. Never quite
understanding our childhood games, he had a forgiving spirit. Many times, I recalled, at his own
expense, he had made my old friends and I laugh. Though he said many stupid things, I don’t
remember him ever deliberately saying an evil, hurtful word.
Since Nehemiah was dead and Michael had fled, I prayed that God would watch over
Uriah. He was all that I had. I also felt sorry for him now that his father was sick and might die.
I wondered, as he sat on the bench staring dumbly into space, what he would grow up to be. I
planned on being a soldier and world traveler. Would Uriah be a rabbi like his father? If so, I
told myself giddily, maybe I should kill him right now.
“Are you laughing at me?” He recoiled at my mirth.
“I was picturing you as a rabbi.” I giggled hysterically. “Can you imagine that?”
“No,” he answered indignantly, “I don’t wanna be like him. I’m gonna be a Pharisee like
Samuel or my Uncle Tobin.”
“No, I don’t see you as a Pharisee,” I replied, wiping my eyes, “nor a priest or scribe.
You’d be smart if you learned a trade. You could be a blacksmith, like Boaz’s father, perhaps a
wool carder, like Papa’s friend Ezra, or learn to be a baker, like Jonah’s uncle Jared. You’d be
good at that, Uriah. Remember when you showed Mama how to make those fantastic rolls?”
“Yes, I remember.” He nodded slowly. “I watch my Mama cook and bake, but Papa says
it’s a woman’s work.”
“Joachim said Jesus is a heretic and blasphemer. He was wrong about that too. Come
on,” I nudged playfully, “let’s go help Jesus in the shop.”
Though carpentry had been the obvious choice, I had left it off my list. I was in no mood
to be around James and Joseph this hour nor suffer Jesus’ gaze, but now that I had picked most of
the weeds, there was nowhere else to go. Afraid that Simon and our friends would appear, I
grabbed Uriah’s sleeve, stifling an urge, when he protested, to give him a swift kick in the rear.
“Why must we work?” He whined pitifully. “I came over to play!”
“You came over mostly for food,” I said, dragging him remorselessly across the yard.
“I hate sawdust,” he wailed, “it makes me sneeze.”
“You hate work,” I replied, as we rounded the corner and I deposited him in front of the
shop. “Jesus is going to introduce you to woodwork.” I smiled at my oldest brother. “Who knows
he may one day pay you a day’s wage.”
And so began Uriah’s first day in the carpenter’s shop, an occupation we would share for
many years. Simon didn’t dare berate me in Jesus’ presence. None of my new friends dare
attack me for Adam’s removal of the treasure. It would, using a word I didn’t know then,
incriminate them. Whether or not they would believe that Adam was to blame for taking our
treasure away to another hiding place was out of my hands. Nevertheless, I dreaded confronting
Jethro and Obadiah and having to explain why actions to them. My chief concern, which I also
placed in Jesus hands, was how my parents would react when they found out I had conspired
with a thief to hide stolen loot in a heathen shrine.

******
I showed Uriah everything I knew about carpentry, including the sanding and finishing of
wood. Jesus supervised his learning, even allowing him to paint a few strokes of stain on a table
leg. James, Joseph, and I thought it was funny when he dripped varnish onto his toes. Uriah was
the clumsiest boy I had ever known. When the little fat boy got a splinter in his hand and
squealed like a Syrian pig, Joseph raced into the house to fetch a sewing needle. James held
Uriah’s arm steady, while Jesus carefully dug the splinter out. I’ve never heard such commotion.
After awhile, Uriah’s caterwauling brought Simon and the others running up the hill and into the
shop area, eyes wide and mouths agape, expecting one of those dreadful accidents carpenters
have. A few townsmen passing by stopped to gaze with concern but then, remembering our
family’s eccentricities, continued on their way.
It must have looked like he was being tortured by Jesus and James, but Simon, Jethro and
Obadiah, ignored Uriah’s plight and came straight to the point.
“Where is it?” Simon snarled.
“Yeah, you little thief,” spat Jethro, “it belongs to us all.”
“Where is what?” Joseph challenged him. “Don’t call my brother a thief!”
Uriah was sobbing loudly as the splinter was displayed to him. Jesus blew the tiny piece
of wood off the needle and stuck the needle calmly into his sleeve.
“There, that wasn’t so bad,” he said, tousling Uriah’s hair.
“What’s he talking about?” James looked squarely at me. “Why are they calling you a
thief?”
“I dunno,” I muttered, staring at the ground.
“Jethro, Obadiah, Boaz, and Jonah,” Jesus looked at each one of them, “go home and
think about what your parents would think if they knew what you’ve done.”
“We haven’t done anything wrong.” Boaz said challengingly. “Jude hid the treasure.”
“Yes we did.” Jonah smiled at Jesus. “We took treasure from a thief—all of us, not just
Jude. That makes us thieves too.”
After this disclosure, James and Joseph’s eyebrows shot up and mouths dropped wide.
“What?” sputtered James. “There’s treasure. Where? Tell us where?”
“What’s he talking about, Jude?” Joseph placed his hand on my shoulder. “Did you find
the Magi’s gifts?”
“That’s ridiculous,” Jesus scolded. “Papa told me where he hid the gifts.” “Are you boys
saying there’s treasure in the hills?”
“No, no,” Obadiah said, shaking his head. “We never said that.”
“We were playing a game,” nodded Jethro. “Make believe treasure—pretend gold, that’s
all.”
“Uh-uh.” Boaz folded his arms. “It was gold—real gold, and we found it first!”
Jethro, Obadiah, and Jonah walked away dejectedly. Boaz followed reluctantly behind
them, looking menacingly back at me, while Simon just stood there in front of me, a mixture of
loathing and disappointment on his face. I was disappointed in Boaz and Jonah. Obviously,
Jethro and Obadiah had gotten them worked up over the misplaced gold.
“We’ll talk about this later.” Jesus said to me, as Papa called suddenly from the road.
“My finger hurts real bad,” simpered Uriah. “It needs some of Mary’s potion.”
“Has your mother returned?” Papa asked, wiping his brow. “Don’t tell me she’s still over
at the rabbi’s house.”

“Still there.” I sighed, edging close to Jesus. “What’re you going to tell him?” I
whispered as Papa walked up. “Protect me Jesus—they’re gonna kill me when they find out what
I’ve done.
As I think about it, my plea was made to the future Savior of Mankind. At the time,
however, all I wanted was for my big brother to save me from my parents. Papa had never really
been hard on me, but Mama’s sense of right and wrong was very strong. Jesus said nothing but
gave me that enigmatic smile, which said so very much. When he added a sly wink and
reassuring nod, I wasn’t afraid, because I was certain he would somehow make it all right.
As we returned to our work in the shop, Papa glanced at us suspiciously a moment before
grabbing up his shaver and returning to his bench. Uriah continued to whine about his finger.
James and Joseph cast accusing looks at me, as Simon, angry about his lost treasure, ran back
down the hill. Before Mama returned from Joachim’s house, Papa asked me to go fetch some
fruit and vegetables from the garden. When I had begun picking plums from the tree, he
appeared suddenly beside me, startling me out of my wits.
“I’m sorry Papa,” I blurted.
“About what?” He frowned, biting into a plum. “I’m proud of you for showing Uriah the
craft.” “Trouble is,” he said, looking back at the shop, “I think he expects to be invited to dinner,
and we still have Reuben in the house.”
“What’re we going to do?” I asked, sighing with relief.
“Reuben will have to eat in his room. I think Hannah expects us to feed her son.”
“What?” I gasped. “Uriah’s staying for dinner?”
This struck me as ominous. I felt light-headed after all that had happened to me. Papa
frowned as I giggled hysterically to myself. What next? I wondered. Will Uriah become a
permanent guest in our house?
“Jude, are you all right son?” He shook me gently.
“Is Reuben happy about going over to Samuel’s house?” I changed the subject, grinning
foolishly.
“Let’s put it this way.” He shrugged and scratched his beard. “He’ll miss our family, but
he won’t miss being kept a prisoner in that room.”
“Everything’s spinning so fast,” I muttered under my breath.
I could see Jesus emerging from the house with some of Mama’s ointments to prevent
infection in Uriah’s tiny cut. I’m convinced that Uriah whined and complained for attention he
didn’t get at home. As I watched him run up to Jesus, holding his hand as if he had a serious
wound, a revelation swept over me that would, as Papa might say, tip the scales. Because of
Joachim’s sickness, Uriah would be sent to live with us. I would have to listen to his whiney,
simpering voice day and night. The great weight of issues I had felt for so long, which had
increased greatly in the past few days, now slammed down. The thought of having Uriah living
in our house, though unsupported by fact, was the final measure. My knees suddenly weakened
and head swooned as the weight pressed down on me. A strange combination of lightheadedness and heaviness sent me plunging down to the ground. I was aware of a soft landing
on a pile of picked weeds, Papa’s voice, and momentary blackness, but the time from when Papa
carried me into the house and I awakened on the kitchen table was forever lost in my mind.
“Jude, Jude,” Papa’s voice seemed to echo down a long, hollow tunnel.
I heard Uriah whimpering in this distant world “What’s wrong with Jude. Is he sick?
Will he be all right?”

James voice was also filled with concern, “Maybe he hit his head. Check his pupils like
Mama does. Check his pulse.”
“Maybe there’s a knot on his head,” Joseph offered, his fingers exploring my scalp.
“He didn’t hit his head.” Papa waved them off. “I was standing right next to him when he
collapsed. We need your mother. Uriah, go fetch my wife.”
I could see all of them hovering over me now. Nearby, the all-knowing Jesus was
comforting them, “Have no fear; Jude has merely fainted. Bring him water and Mama’s smelling
salts.”
“Wha-a-a happennned?” my tongue rolled thickly in my mouth.
“Uriah, come back,” Papa shouted belatedly. “His eyes are opened. “Oh thank you Lord.
Joseph, bring him some water.”
Before Uriah had ran back into the house, I heard Jesus whisper to Reuben, “He’s going
to be all right. Quick, shut the door before he returns.” Through the blur of motion, the first face
to become clear in my eyes was Jesus, as he waved smelling salts under my nose.
“Merciful Lord, what caused this?” Papa wiped his sweating brow with his sleeve.
“I dunno,” muttered Joseph, “there’s no bumps on his head. I didn’t see any bites.”
“His eyes are all right,” James piped, “and his coloring’s good.”
Jesus, who knew better, looked down at me, his eyes filled with great compassion, the
afternoon sun glinting in his hair. “I think Jude’s head was like a pot simmering on a fire. If
there’s too much broth and too hot a fire, steam will build up and the pot will boil over. When
the pot is taken off the fire and is allowed to cool, the broth will stop bubbling and the boiling
will cease.”
“What does that mean?” Simon made a face.
“It means,” Uriah offered, his chubby face looming above, “Jude’s head almost popped.”
My brothers and father laughed, more from relief than Uriah’s silly statement. With
characteristic sarcasm more than intuition James came close to the truth.
“I know what it means,” he said, tapping my skull, “its all that guilt inside.”
“Hello demons,” Joseph bent down to whisper in my ear, “demons come forth!”
Unwittingly, of course, but no less effective, they offered one possible reason for my
behavior at times. One day, as I recall—a memory foremost among his deeds—Jesus would cure
a madman of his demons, a miracle he had also done for Matthias, Joseph of Arimathea’s son.
That day in our house I was just a boy filled with childish things, and yet once, in the darkness, I
saw the Evil One with my own eyes. Gripped with sudden terror, I considered this possibility.
Could that be the reason I had hidden stolen treasure in a pagan temple and concealed it from my
parents. Tears filled my eyes, blurring my vision again. A sob escaped my throat as they loomed
overhead.
“No-o-o-o-!” I screamed.
“Now look what you did!” scolded Uriah. “Jude doesn’t have demons. My Papa has
demons!”
“James, Joseph—that’s wasn’t funny,” Papa snapped. “Your brother’s not possessed with
demons. Where did you hear such drivel? I’ve seen a possessed man, more likely mad, raving
and foaming at the mouth. The only demons I’ve ever seen are at bottom of a wine cup, not
someone’s head.” “Jude,” he whispered, raising me into a sitting position. “Boiling broth makes
sense. What’s troubling you my son. What terrible things could bother a child?”
“Nothing,” I answered miserably.
“There are demons in the Torah,” grumbled Joseph.

“Tell me the truth.” Papa leaned down for my confession. “What’s boiling inside your
head?”
Jesus, who disapproved of this line of questioning, pulled Papa gently away from the
table. For a few moments, as I sat there, I could hear them mumble back and forth. At one point
Papa looked back at me in disbelief, a sly smile almost lost in his bearded face. It was a
reassuring sign. I could scarcely believe that Jesus had told him what happened so quickly.
Uriah smiled at me.
“So your Papa has demons.” Simon gave him a playful sock.
As Papa and Jesus walked back to the table, Uriah nodded faintly, a simple admission
that shored up my faith in him. In spite of everything, he spoke up for me as a steadfast friend.
Now, with what he said about his father, he showed his solidarity with my family. Simon, whose
loyalty always returned, stood on the other side of me, as if he had forgotten completely about
the lost treasure. I’m certain Jethro and Obadiah got him riled up, as they had Boaz and Jonah,
today. If Jesus had, within such a short time, told Papa what I had done, I prayed silently that it
would all come out smoothly this moment and not spoil the feeling of well being I suddenly had.
Papa began what I thought would be a long interrogation: “That Adam was a rascal, was
he not? He tricked you boys into playing his game. All along he must have known he would
retrieve his treasure. The fact that it’s hidden in a pagan temple insures that faithful Jews will not
trespass this forbidden place.” “Is this not true, my son?” He placed his hand on my head, as if
in blessing.
“Yes Papa,” I answered slowly. “. . . Adam was sorry he tempted us with the treasure.
That’s why we put it where we did, so no one would dare try to find it.”
“I heard it was on a pagan alter.” Papa frowned severely. “I wonder what purification rite
we must perform for this.”
“Where? Where is the alter?” Simon drooping eyelashes flew open.
James and Joseph, for all their piety, also grew excited, as they contemplated treasure so
close to our house.
Simon and Uriah moved aside, so that Papa could loom over me and Jesus could stand by
my side. My other brothers stood behind me mumbling excitedly, as Papa asked me a series of
questions.
“Did you know it was a temple to the old religion, an abomination to our faith?” He gave
me a stern look.
I chewed on my lip a moment. “. . . . I wasn’t certain what Adam was up to . . . but I
knew when we entered that it was very old—an unclean place where I shouldn’t be.”
“Where is it?” Joseph now asked eagerly. “Is it far from our house?”
Another hysterical giggle escaped my throat, as James and Uriah asked the very same
thing.
“Don’t answer that question!” Papa turned and gave them a menacing look. “You know
what you did was wrong, even dangerous, considering the person who led you there. Promise
me that you’ll never go back there and this will between you, God, Jesus, and me.”
“And us!” Joseph glanced at Uriah and James.
“I promise,” I said, hanging my head.
“Jude’s been defiled,” Uriah announced, clasping his forehead. “He will have to see a
priest!”
“No priests,” Papa spoke with distaste. “In His own way, God spoke to Jude. When he
awakened on the table, I forgave him for his childhood stupidity. So did God. You should too.”

I know Papa was speaking to everyone present, but Uriah thought Papa was talking to
him personally and, with a contrite expression, gave me a hug.
“I forgive Jude for his heresy and blasphemy,” he exclaimed, looking around for
recognition.
Papa snorted irritably, Joseph shook their head, and Simon rolled his eyes.
“He’s his father’s son,” James snarled.
“He means well,” observed Jesus. “More than mere words, you must look into someone’s
heart.”
“Uriah’s my faithful friend,” I said so faintly that no one, even Uriah, heard.
The truth was, of course, I still had misgivings about him. Papa now gave me a short
lecture on trusting people. I had trusted Michael, and he had tried to steal from us. Adam, the
son of a bandit chief, had been much worse, and yet I had trusted him too. Now, because of my
mischief, one of my friends might slip and tell their parents about this stunt. Above all, I should
never have trusted Caleb’s sons! We didn’t need any more scandal. When would I learn? Far
from upsetting me, Papa’s words gave me comfort, because he had already forgiven me. I could
see it in his eyes. I expected to be punished and scolded again by Mama, but I was content with
his rebuke.
When Mama finally returned from Joachim’s house, she had good and bad news for us.
The good news was that Joachim wasn’t going to die. The bad news was that Joachim’s
distressed wife asked us to take in Uriah for awhile.”
“I knew it!” James gave a wounded cry.
“How long is awhile?” growled Joseph. “What if the rabbi dies? What if his wife runs
off, leaving her daughter? Are you going to adopt her too?”
“Huh? What? What did she say?” Simon, who had been dosing at table, came alive.
My revelation was correct. My thoughts mirrored Joseph’s concerns. As the three
brothers murmured anxiously amongst themselves, Papa told Mama about my lapse of judgment.
I expected her to be angry with me, but she was much too exhausted to show it. There was, we
all knew, much more important business tonight. Papa and Jesus had prepared dinner for us,
which allowed Mama a chance to relax as Simon, the twins, and I served our meal. Before the
blessing, Mama looked at Uriah, and receiving a nod from Papa, revealed our secret.
Without telling a falsehood and cause Jesus dismay, she said very simply, “Uriah, you
haven’t met our friend Bartholomew, have you?”
“Father Abraham,” I groaned.
“She’s going to tell him. She’s going to tell him,” Simon whispered fearfully to me.
Since it was decided that Reuben would be given a new name, this was an acceptable
subterfuge for Jesus. Had not Abram been given a different name in the Torah, signifying a new
beginning with God? Bartholomew, though once a brigand, was, as Abraham, reborn in the eyes
of God. Jesus would one day incorporate the concept of rebirth in his doctrine of salvation.
Back then, of course, he had meant only that Reuben was physically and mentally changed from
his old self. When he brought him out for inspection, we could see no recognition in Uriah’s
face.
“Hello Bartholomew,” he promptly greeted our guest.
“Greetings Uriah, friend of Joseph, my kinsman, ” he responded quickly.
Jesus recoiled at this exaggeration, yet Papa smiled at Reuben’s nerve. I couldn’t see
Mama’s reaction, but James, Joseph, and Simon giggled like jackals, almost giving him away.
“What’re they laughing about?” Uriah turned to me.

“I dunno.” I shrugged, glancing angrily at my brothers.
All of them, including Jesus, found Reuben’s statement outlandish, and yet a warm smile
spread on Mama’s face.
“Please sit down and sup with us.” Papa came forward, directing our guest to a seat at the
table. “Ru-er-Bartholomew is visiting us from Joppa,” he announced dubiously. “He plans on
visiting his old friend Samuel tonight before returning home.”
Uriah nodded thoughtfully. In his trusting gaze, we knew he had accepted this falsehood.
“Samuel?” he chattered innocently. “My father hates Samuel, but I know he’s a good man. I’ve
never been to Joppa. It’s a big city like Jerusalem, is it not?”
“Ho-ho, not as big as our holy city,” Papa replied good-naturedly.
For several moments, Uriah prattled amiably with Bartholomew about the ships that
sailed in and out of Joppa, some traveling to distant lands. My heart leaped at the thought, for I
hadn’t given up my desire to be a world traveler, perhaps as a soldier of Rome. As Papa gave the
blessing, which included a prayer for Bartholomew’s safety, I realized that he had carried their
fabricated story straight to God’s ear. I hoped the Lord had a sense of humor. With our family’s
eccentricities, He needed one. As we ate a simple dinner of stew, biscuits, and chopped plums,
grapes, and figs, we paused at times to toast, our mugs filled with the juice Uriah had not drunk,
to Joachim’s health, for the comfort of his wife Hannah, and the safe journey of Bartholomew
back to Joppa. Secretly, as I sipped my juice, I drank my own toast that my friends would one
day forgive me and that I would someday find the Magi’s gifts to replace the treasure now out of
reach.

Chapter Nine
Flight In The Night

The plan was for my parents to spirit Reuben/Bartholomew to Samuel’s house late in the
night, preferably after the inquisitive Uriah fell asleep. We all agreed that Uriah would become
suspicious if he saw my parents sneaking him out the house at such an hour. The hood Reuben
would wear over his head was intended to hide his face, and with Papa and Mama on each side
of him it might even appear, at a distance, as if they were ushering Samuel back to his home.
Jesus would scurry ahead of them to make sure the road was clear of townsfolk, and I was
suppose to watch Uriah and make sure he was asleep as they started their journey. If Uriah
awakened during the transfer, I would immediately tell him that Samuel was ill and required an
immediate audience with the adults in our house. Lame as it sounded, I was sure that Uriah,
trusting as he was, would accept this excuse. Our chief concern was unexpected traffic on the
road, such as Roman legionnaires and townsfolk, who might ask questions about the strange
hooded figure being escorted to Samuel’s house.
As planned, Uriah fell asleep and snored peacefully beside me as I watched the hulking
form of our guest tiptoe across the floor behind my parents. The lamp held by Papa highlighted
this small, but significant procession. Silently, without fanfare, Reuben/Bartholomew slipped
out of our lives. After being hidden away in Samuel’s house, he would set forth once more to
remake his life. One day he would awaken beneath a fig tree after hearing Jesus’ call. No one,
except Jesus, himself, knew how greatly his life would change. From tanner turned bandit to our
Lord’s sixth apostle, who would have ever guessed?
That night his journey began.
I awaited my parents’ return with great expectation. To have Reuben removed finally
from our house was vital for our happiness and peace of mind. Though we had grown fond of
our meek, mild mannered guest, it had never seemed real to us. Always, my brothers and I,
except Jesus, who knew the future, half suspected our one time enemy might go berserk in his
isolation and run amuck, perhaps doing us bodily harm. If Reuben was even suspected of being
inside our house by our neighbors it would be impossible to muster up a convincing reason, other
than the one we gave Uriah. I heard Papa admit to Mama that no one, except Uriah, would
accept such a story. Papa’s friends might wonder why they had never heard of Uncle
Bartholomew from Joppa. Ezra, Papa’s best friend, was already very suspicious about the goings
on in our house. Our only hope was that Uriah would forget about this detail during his stay with
us before going home.
Jesus returned first, and, hearing his faint knock on the front door, I arose quietly but
swiftly to let him in. My first words, in a sputtering whisper “Did everything go as planned?”
were met by a shush! Into my ear Jesus murmured, “All went well. Mama and Papa will be here
shortly.” Jesus then led me back to my pallet and tucked me in as he had many times before.
Not daring to speak again, I lay there a moment wondering what would happen to
Reuben/Bartholomew now. Would he find his sister soon and start a new life? Or, as my
brothers James and Joseph believed, would he return to his life as a thief? I chose to believe the
former prospect. Though I once feared Reuben, the bandit, I had grown to like Bartholomew,
our special guest. I would never have imagined that one day he would become Jesus’ oldest

disciple. I would also never have believed Jesus was the Messiah, who would bring salvation to
the world.
When my parents entered the house, all was well. As I fell asleep, they sat quietly at the
table discussing the day’s events. So much had happened to me in the last few days. For a few
moments, as I drifted off to sleep, I thought about Adam, the treasure, and my fair-weather
friends. Soon, a familiar dream returned to me, which I hoped never to experience again.
Though not as bad as previous nightmares, its similarity to my dreams of the three crosses at first
filled me with terror. Then something incredible occurred at the onset that would affect my
dream world. I learned once and for all how to control the dreamscape and wake myself up.
Already, in past experiences, I had “awakened” in dreams, realizing they were nightmares but
forced to play them out whether I liked it or not. The setting this time was so familiar I
recognized it immediately as dream imagery, but this time I was in control. Once again it was
night. I was riding my horse. As I came upon the distant hill, my recollections grew until a
voice in my head shouted, “You’re asleep. This is a dream. Wake up!” Without even a second
glance at the terrible scene on the hill, I galloped away happily, singing an off-key tune: “I don’t
hear you! I don’t see you! La-la-la-la-la!” When I awakened in the real world, Uriah, who had
been sleeping next to me, was shaking my arm. His shadowy face caught the flickering light of
the small candle on the table.
“You were singing in your sleep,” he whispered excitedly. “You were also laughing.
Were you having a funny dream?”
“No,” I answered groggily, “I was having a nightmare . . .” Recalling how I dispelled my
dream, I muttered aloud, “Uriah, I knew I was dreaming. It was like waking up inside a dream,
only this time I put an end to it. I woke myself up!”
“How strange,” murmured Uriah. “How’d you manage that?”
“I’m not sure,” I replied slowly “. . . I just looked around, remembered I’d been there
before, and I wasn’t afraid. I usually know I’m asleep. This time I felt great power, like I could
fight an army or ride my horse into the clouds, and I was in control. Most importantly, Uriah,
that dream will never bother me again.”
Uriah’s eyes seemed as large as almonds. “Tell me about it Jude. Was it a scary dream? I
once dreamed a lion entered my room and tried to eat me up!”
“Shhh! You’ll wake my brothers,” I shushed him. “It was much worse than monsters
chasing me. I stopped having those silly dreams after my brother cured the dead bird. Until I
talked to Jesus, my last three nightmares scared me a lot. They were,” I searched for the word,
“revelations. I’ve had many of these kind of dreams, but my dreams of the three crosses were
the worst.”
Resting his pudgy chin on his palms, Uriah’s facial expressions were caught in the
lamplight as he listened to my terrible dreams: fear, disbelief, and awe—sometimes all at once.
From my first dreamscape of the distant crosses until the glorious moment I rode my white horse
away from the dreadful scene, I quickly outlined the series of images I feared were revelations
(or, more correctly, prophecy, another word Jesus had taught me). I told Uriah about Jesus calm
reaction to my dreams. He had scoffed at the significance of them and advised me to concentrate
on childhood matters, but he would not admit if my dreams were really revelations or not.
Uriah made a face at me. “Humph, he didn’t say they weren’t either. What if you have
that dream again?”
“I’ll know it’s not real.” I frowned thoughtfully. “I chased away my nightmare. I bet I
can do that with all the nightmares I have.”

“But if you have that dream again and you know your dreaming, its like having a vision.
God talks to us this way in our sleep . . . . Jesus just didn’t want to frighten you,” Uriah explained
after deliberating a moment. “As you sleep, the Lord’s still talking to you but in the language of
dreams.”
I was impressed with Uriah’s knowledge. I hadn’t considered such a notion. Papa had a
vision once, when an angel came to him in his dream. This frightened me so much, I rolled over
and bit my fist. “Why’d you go say a thing like that?” I spat angrily. “I don’t want that kind of
stuff in my head—I’m still a child. Jesus saw that; why can’t you?”
Uriah had proven to me once and for all that he wasn’t stupid. A sly smile broke between
his chubby cheeks. “I’m sorry Jude. I’ve been a rabbi’s son too long not to recognize what this
is. It’s a vision. If you’re not really asleep, it’s even more important. It’s a prophecy of things to
come. Have you ever wondered just exactly who was on those crosses? Did you recognize one
of the men?”
“No!” I cried too loudly. “Please, if you want to be my friend, don’t say such things to me
again!”
This time Uriah didn’t whimper and beg forgiveness, because he knew he was right. I
could almost feel his dark little eyes staring at me.
“Jude,” he said, tapping me gently on the shoulder, “don’t be angry.”
“I-I thought you were stupid.” I looked back in frustration. “What was all that dumb stuff
you’ve been doing—just an act?”
“I’m might not be smart like you Jude,” he confessed, “but I’ve listened to my father rant
and rave long enough to know that your family’s special. Your oldest brother has always been
kind to me. I don’t believe all the awful things about him.” “Jesus is not like us,” he added, his
face resting on his arm. “God listens to him, and he listens to God. There’s something strange
about your dreams, Jude: your white horse, the Romans you meet, and all those other strange
scenes. I’ve had some strange dreams, myself. Jesus was in one of them. I bet he knew what
your dreams mean. If he told you not to worry about them, he’s trying to protect you. I’m glad
you’re able to control your dreams. It seems like you’re finally listening to him, at least in your
sleep.”
I could scarcely believe my ears. What he was saying made sense. Perhaps Jesus was
behind my sudden power over my dreams. Soon, however, to my relief, Uriah had fallen asleep
and was snoring peacefully beside me. I had felt momentary anger toward him for his blunt
words, but I couldn’t argue with what he said. It mirrored my own feelings. What gave me
comfort as I drifted back to sleep were the words spoken to my by Jesus when I asked him to
interpret my dream.
“. . . .What you were seeing were glimpses, shadowed in symbols, of the future—
prophecy. Only God has pure knowledge of events. Even divine prophecy can be changed by
God’s will.”
Jesus had dodged answering my questions, but I remembered the many times he said that
God gave us freewill, which meant that we could change our minds. It seemed to me that God
could change His mind too.

Part II
Home for Castaways

Chapter Ten
The Return of Michael

In the days following Reuben’s move, Mama balanced her time between visiting the
ailing Joachim and checking on the arrangement they had made for Reuben at Samuel’s house.
Papa would accompany her, returning to his shop when she went to assist the rabbi’s wife. I
heard Mama tell Papa this morning that Hannah was not right in the head. Mama had to do
everything. Because of the woman’s moods, Mama was afraid for her daughter Rhoda. If her
mother went insane as Mariah had, I suspected Rhoda would be joining our crowded house soon.
While Papa and Mama were gone, Jesus was totally in charge, with complete decision-making
capacity in both the shop and home. He kept Simon, Uriah, and I busy until noon picking up
wood shavings and trash in front of the shop and tending the garden and likewise forbade James
and Joseph to leave their workstations just because the master carpenter was away. Above all, he
demanded from the older brothers respect for the new guest in our home. They were not to
throw dung or rocks at Uriah or call him names. James and Joseph dare not argue with Jesus as
they had before now that our oldest brother was second-in-command. All of us, even Uriah, had
to work diligently during the morning hours. The remainder of the day was ours to do with as
we pleased, with the following exceptions: we were to stay off the Shepherd’s Trail, stay within
the precincts of Nazareth, and stop hunting for treasure in the hills. Jesus made all us, one-byone, promise to leave Adam’s gold alone.
Grimly, I accepted my fate. Simon, who had forgiven me for being deceived by Adam,
had done the same. Since hearing about the hidden treasure, James and Joseph suffered the same
“gold fever” afflicting Simon and I. With our friends avoiding us, a strange alliance bound us
together. We could not exclude Uriah, after what Jesus had said, so we allowed him to follow us
into the orchard. Earlier out of earshot of our guest, I heard James vow to Joseph to one day go
to Bethlehem to claim the Magi’s Gifts. It was on all of our minds, but we couldn’t talk about
this around Uriah, so we played hide-and-go-seek, with Uriah being “it.” The portly boy had
gained respect from me the first night he stayed at our house. He still whined occasionally when
he was hungry or tired and whimpered when matters didn’t go his way, but, unlike times past, he
proved to be a good sport and made a conscientious effort to play our games correctly, without
complaint. When he began looking for my brothers and I, he barely flinched when James and
Joseph jumped out from behind their trees frightening him half to death. Several times, when we
played team tag and when he was selected to be the “blind man” in the circle, he was tripped and
shoved rudely by James, Joseph, and Simon, but he smiled and laughed at them. When we broke
for lunch, he didn’t tattle on them to my parents or Jesus, and, the most amazing thing of all,
didn’t act like a pig at the table. Normally the little glutton would eat as much as all of us put
together, but he had showed restraint in the past few days. This morning he was on his very best
behavior.
Today, as we joined hands for a special prayer for both Joachim and Samuel, I took one
of Uriah’s hands and Simon begrudgingly took the other. Though Reuben’s name wasn’t
mentioned, when Papa prayed that God would pay special attention to Samuel’s house, we knew
he had our old enemy in mind. When the circle prayer was completed, we hastily added our

amens and plunged into our meal. Uriah, with his pudgy hands folded over his empty plate,
asked about the health of our kinsmen Bartholomew.
“Quite well, thank you,” Papa answered carefully. “He’s eager to return home.”
“He reminds me of someone,” Uriah said, as Mama filled his plate. “I can’t place the
face, but his voice sounds familiar.”
“Uriah,” I whispered shrilly into his ear, “shut up!”
Uriah smiled slyly at me, but never brought the subject up again. Looking back at this
day, I think Uriah would have understood if Papa had told him the truth. Unfortunately, the one
betrayal he committed—informing on Mariah after being pressured by his father—hung as a
shadow over him in our house. He was, in my brother’s eyes, the mean rabbi’s son. After
causing so much trouble, he couldn’t be trusted. It seemed as though Reuben, who had become
Bartholomew, the Greek Jew, would always be a secret in our family. Papa couldn’t be sure that
Uriah wouldn’t let it slip one day that we had rehabilitated Nazareth’s one-time foe, but I wanted
to trust him. One day, when I was certain of his loyalty, I might tell him about Reuben and about
the treasure I once found. Like or not, I had, by a process of elimination, wound up with Uriah
as my only friend.
I remember hearing Papa say to Mama, as Uriah was using the cloaca that morning, that
Samuel’s new tenant, in deed, seemed to be a changed man, but the old man hadn’t trusted the
ex-bandit until his guest explained to him his plans for the future. Samuel was impressed with
Reuben’s contrite behavior. The one-time tanner confessed all his sins to his host, including ones
Samuel had rather not have heard. His desire to make amends with his sister and start a new life
working for his brother-in-law in Joppa, did not impress Samuel as much as his ability to speak
Greek. When he tested Bartholomew with a few questions, he was surprised to hear a rude but
functional form of Koine, the common tongue spoken by Hellenist Jews. This advantage over
other Jews, he informed Papa, would allow him to be a traveling merchant or, if he could write
Greek words, even become a scribe. Papa had laughed heartily when recalling this. Now at the
table, I was amused by their silence at Uriah’s inquiry.
My parents were relieved when Jesus changed the subject entirely with a report of this
week’s progress in the shop.
“We have almost finished the new furniture for Hezekiah, Samuel’s friend,” he chatted,
after a sip of juice. “Most of the table legs have been sanded and James and Joseph have
varnished all of the new stools.” “Simon has been helpful,” he added, giving him a wink, “and
Jude is helping me teach Uriah the trade.”
“Wonderful!” Papa reached down to ruffle my hair. “How’s he doing?”
“He’s learning really fast,” I stretched the truth. “Already he can glue stuff together
without making a mess.”
“He’s just practicing on discards,” sneered James. “We won’t let him inside the shop.”
“Uh-uh,” Uriah made a face. “Someday I will. Jude said so. He and I cleaned up the
wood chips and picked weeds in the garden. I glued a whole bunch of things.”
“Yes, but not inside the shop,” insisted James. “Those boards were in the throwaway pile.
You must have used a half a pot of glue.”
“That’s correct,” Jesus smiled sympathetically at Uriah, “but he’s learning.”
Papa thought about this a moment as we sat chewing our food. As usual, the twins sat
fidgeting on the bench, eager to scamper outside. Mama looked over at Jesus as he stared into
space. I couldn’t imagine the thoughts racing through my oldest brother’s mind, but I could

detect scorn on Papa’s face. James, like Joseph, resented having the little fat boy hanging around
the shop and Papa had heard this in the tone in James’ voice.
“Are the finished pieces drying in the shop?” He began questioning Joseph and James.
“Yes,” they both answered with a nod.
“Is the table done? Have you varnished the chair we finished for Malachi?”
“All of it’s ready,” James said defensibly. “I tied a string around the furniture with a sign
on it that read “wet varnish. I wouldn’t let even Jude inside the shop.”
“I told him to hang the sign,” Jesus explained, tearing off a chunk of bread. “The
furniture bonding must dry for several hours.”
“Humph.” Papa gave them all an approving look. “I can see why you kept them out.”
“But you’ll have your day,” he promised Uriah. “And you Jude,” he added, wagging his finger
slowly, “shall continue working very hard to make up for that nonsense in the hills.”
“Of course.” I smiled wearily. My punishment had only been deferred during this busy
time. Papa had almost told Uriah about the treasure. Uriah’s eyes widened intuitively it seemed,
for he gave me another crafty smile.
“What nonsense is he talking about?” He whispered in my ear.
“Please Uriah,” I said under my breath, “shut up!”
It was probably best that Papa didn’t mention the treasure. Uriah would find out soon
enough from Jethro or Obadiah if they ever returned to my house. I wasn’t sure Uriah should
ever know about the circumstances of where the treasure wound up. Being a rabbi’s son, he
might think less of me. Now that Papa, Mama, and Jesus are in heaven, I’m the only one left
who knows about the shrine. Adam is dead, so he never returned to reclaim his gold. Except for
the record I leave for future generations, the secret in this dark abyss will be interred with my
bones. As a young boy, however, I felt greatly tempted to one day to return to the shrine and
fetch my gold. Though I would tell no one else about the hiding place, I had every intention of
doing just that.
As the other boys played games in the backyard, I was given a special task. After talking
to Papa about my mischief near the orchard, Mama decided that he was being too lenient. Her
righteous anger was stirred up. To imprint on my mind how wrong it was to even be in such a
place, my job would be, in addition to my normal chores, cleaning up the cloaca. Michael, who
had tried to steal Papa’s savings, had been forced to do this dirty deed and he ran away. I had the
urge to run away too, but this emotion passed, when I found the coins that dropped from Papa’s
bag.
Papa had told only Mama about the new location of his money. Because of my long
practice of spying on the shepherds, Romans, and family members and my parent’s habit of
whispering too loudly when we were supposed to be asleep, I knew exactly where he relocated
his bag of coins, but I would never remove the floor board to his shop to steal them. On the
other hand, I remembered the old singsong Jewish adage chanted by my brothers “finders
keepers.” According to James, who once found an ivory handled knife on the main road,
“Unclaimed valuables can be claimed by someone stumbling across them. It’s not stealing
unless you see someone drop the valuables and pick them up or deliberately rob that person as a
common thief.” So, for the time being, I placed the four coins in a safe place (temporarily in my
pocket) with every intention of hiding them with the coins given to me by Cornelius and
Longinus. In such a humble way, I began to save for my great adventure, a resolve, born of my
punishment, burning in my eyes as I waited for Papa to inspect my work.
“Very good—spotless,” Papa cackled, stroking his sawdust-flecked beard.

“Shall I pick weeds today or go directly to the shop?” I asked in a deadpan voice.
“The furniture pieces have all dried,” Papa answered, leading me by the hand. “Jesus is
busy in town, so I shall instruct you, Simon, and Uriah. This morning you will learn the
intricacies of sanding, cutting, and shaving.”
“What are intricacies?” I made a face. “Is it hard?”
“I mean the more difficult details of carpentry,” he explained, waving at Joseph and
James.
Simon was, as usual, nowhere in sight. I could tell by their “caught-in-the-act”
expressions and Uriah’s puckered lip that James and Joseph had been heckling Uriah, but Papa
had no patience for nonsense. There was a look of determination on his face, which frightened
us as he swept into the shop.
“Where’s that lazy Simon?” He called back to James, who followed at a safe distance.
“I dunno Papa.” James shrugged.
“Have you seen him Joseph? Wasn’t he supposed to help you bond those legs?”
“I’ve not seen him,” Joseph said glumly, as he entered the shop.
“You two,” he snapped impatiently, “finish bonding the table legs. Jude—you go find
Simon. You know were he hides. When you return, I’ll show you boys a few tricks.”
With Uriah on my heels, I ran into the backyard and down the trail into the trees.
Reminded of my lost treasure, I felt a haunting stab. I was comforted by the clink of coins in my
pocket but felt a little guilty about not reporting them to Papa. I had, altogether, only six coins
now, barely enough to buy a goat. At some point, between now and bedtime, I had to place the
coins with the ones given to me my Cornelius and Longinus. The box I had hidden beneath my
special stone in the yard was filled with the trophies of my childhood. The coins I would be
adding to my box were not trophies but symbols of my greed.
Suddenly, pricked by my conscience, I was tempted, not by the Evil One but by my better
half, to return Papa’s coins. I was guided, I’m certain, by the Spirit of the Lord. Jesus would
have called my change of heart righteous temptation. As I spotted Simon idling in the trees and
called to him, I was torn by two separate temptations. The bad Jude wanted to hide the coins
with my other ‘treasures,’ while the good Jude wanted to return them. For the time being, all I
could think of was to keep the coins in my pocket until I used the cloaca again. If the spirit
moved me, I could drop them back into the recesses of the floor where I found them. I might
even return them to Papa to gain his esteem. It won’t be an outright lie. On the other hand, the
Evil One seemed to whisper into my ear, “why not keep them for awhile and make up your mind
later.”
“Your Papa’s going to make me a carpenter!” Uriah exclaimed.
“Lucky you,” I sneered.
Uriah gave me a hurt look. “Don’t you want to be a carpenter? Don’t you just love
working in wood?”
“No!” I growled. “Why’re you so happy?”
Uriah was already puffing and panting as I we trotted down the hill. I couldn’t elaborate
on my answer without sounding ungrateful to my parents, so I cupped my hands and called more
loudly to my brother, “Simon, wake up you laggard! Papa wants you in the shop—now!”
“What’s wrong Jude?” Uriah asked as Simon strolled up the path.
“Nothing,” I responded moodily, “I’m just tired. Cleaning the cloaca is hard work.”
“Look what I found,” Simon held up a brightly colored snake. “It looks like the serpent
Jesus once cured.”

One would think Simon didn’t have a care in the world. As he fondled the creature,
Uriah looked in horror at Simon, the snake, and me.
“Jesus cured a snake—the symbol of Adam’s fall?” He cried in horror.
Simon tossed the serpent at him then. “Welcome back ,” he snarled, “—the old Uriah’s
returned.”
Swatting his clothes furiously and stomping his feet, Uriah danced around a moment,
causing Simon and I to laugh foolishly for several moments until we had regained our wits.
Fortunately, the tiny serpent slid away safely into the leafy ground. Suddenly, to our
astonishment, Uriah’s reddened face broke into a smile and he began laughing at himself. Simon
and I stopped giggling, wiping our eyes of mirth as we followed him up to the house.
“I’m sorry Uriah.” I patted his back. “That was a dirty trick.”
“That’s all right,” he lied unconvincingly, “I was just pretending.”
“Yeah,” Simon said, socking his arm, “you really had me fooled.”
Together, as a most unlikely trio, we scampered into the shop, finding Papa and Jesus
discussing a new contract our oldest brother had made with Solomon, the butcher, in town.
James and Joseph were working on the table legs, giving us surly glances as we were given
scrapers by Papa and ordered to practice scraping wood. I couldn’t really blame my older
brothers for resenting slackers. Evidently the order Jesus had obtained from the butcher was
quite large. Solomon, who had inherited a modest fortune from his rich aunt, planned to build a
villa on a hill not far from Samuel’s estate. Papa and his sons would not only contract a team of
workers to build the house but make many pieces of furniture themselves.
Uriah, Simon, and my contribution to these efforts during this period were minimal at
best. Simon and I were quite happy to avoid serious labor. Uriah, however, thought he was
doing something important. The fact that it was only practice made no difference to him. He
had been allowed to glue boards yesterday. Today he was actually shaping wood. Simon
snickered at Uriah’s efforts and James and Joseph looked at the three of us with great contempt,
and yet, while they showed displeasure at our new guest, Uriah pulled out a small knife he
carried in his belt and begun shaping his board into a figurine. Simon and I continued the boring
ritual of rounding out our boards, until Jesus walked over and stood over Uriah watching him
work.
“That looks like a person.” He laughed softly. “What would your father think?”
Uriah answered slyly, “Papa said it’s forbidden to make pictures or statues of people and
animals, but this is only practice. It doesn’t count.”
Jesus laughed heartily, complimented him on his artistic ability then turned to inspect
Simon and my efforts. Simon, who was dozing on his log, had barely made a dent on his board,
while I had shaped mine almost to a point.
“My-my are you making a weapon,” he chortled, holding it up and making stabbing
motions in the air. “. . . . You’re not very enthusiastic about this kind of work, are you?” He
observed, studying my drooping head.
The truth was, of course, I had no desire to be a carpenter. When I didn’t answer, Jesus
sat down next to me, looked over at Simon and Uriah, and told us a homily about doing our best.
Though I record it on my scroll, it was not listed among his parables. This form of preaching,
practiced frequently in his youth, would be important during his mission.
“A master woodworker left his apprentices alone as he went into town. While he was
gone two of his best men took advantage of his absence and loafed for a long period of time,
while the youngest apprentice, who had much to learn, continued to work diligently to show his

master that he was worthy of his pay. When the master returned, he noticed that the first two
men had done little during his absence but the third man had continued working while he was
gone. Though he knew the first two had talent, he couldn’t trust them, while he could trust the
third man, who didn’t need his constant supervision when he wasn’t around.”
“What is the point?” Joseph snarled. “You only mentioned three apprentices. What about
us—James and Joseph? Are you seriously saying that lamb turd is trustworthy? He was
supposed to use the scraper, but he used his knife. Jude and Simon barely even tried.”
Simon and I stirred uneasily on our logs. Uriah grinned like a circus ape as he carved his
board. Jesus ignored Joseph’s grumbling and remained focused upon Simon and I.
“The point is,” he said, pointing to Uriah, “the third worker made the effort and they
didn’t. God rewards industrious souls and has little patience for sloth.”
“They, meaning you!” James pointed accusingly at us.
Simon screwed his face up. “What is industrious? What is sloth?”
“Hard work and laziness, respectively.” Jesus gave him a reproachful look.
“What about me?” I stuck out my lip. “I made a spear!”
“Yes,” Jesus answered with a sigh, “but you, little brother, can do better than that.”
Jesus’ homily made Simon and I ashamed. It didn’t help Uriah’s relationship with my
brothers, but it pleased Uriah very much to be singled out like this. It made him feel important
and special. Smiling shyly up at Jesus, he looked back down at his masterpiece, which was
nothing but a formless blob now, and began whittling enthusiastically again. I couldn’t stay
angry with Uriah after all the effort he had made. I wouldn’t admit it and neither would Simon,
but Jesus had spoken truly. Uriah had a purer soul than us. No one could blame him for his
father’s hatred of my family. Perhaps, now that Mama was helping Hannah to keep that dreadful
man alive, Joachim would, like Reuben, our ex-enemy, become our friend.
Notwithstanding James and Joseph, whose moods changed like the clouds, we were a
forgiving family. My parents had forgiven all of their old enemies. Even Simon had warmed up
to Reuben a little and begun treating Uriah as a human being. Jesus had frequently stressed the
notion of turning the other cheek, worded differently each time. Today, after leaving Simon and
me to reflect upon our sins, I heard him talking to James and Joseph after Papa went into the
house. Unfortunately, Uriah was listening too.
“Joachim is a mean spirited man,” James was saying. “The only reason he should live is
so we don’t have another adopted brother. We have had enough of them!”
“I shall never forgive Joachim or his fat little son,” Joseph did James one better.
“You’re ridiculous,” Jesus began scolding them, “Uriah’s couldn’t be an orphan; his
parents are still alive. Our town wouldn’t let the rabbi’s wife become destitute if Joachim died.”
“The point is, my brothers, you are mean spirited.” He wrung his finger. “The Lord wants us to
forgive those who persecute us. Mere words should not have the weight of actions, and yet
murder and even war result from them. If someone wrongs you James and Joseph, don’t let the
offense harden your hearts. You both expect the worst from people, such as Uriah, Michael, and
Nehemiah, who are different from you. Even our Roman guards, who never wronged either of
you, received your contempt. As you count the wrongs heaped upon you, also count the good.
You shall find the scale tipping in favor of blessings almost every time.” “Remember this
always,” he said, looking at the workers gathered in the shop. “Welcome the stranger. Give your
neighbors the benefit of the doubt. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”
There it was! I look back now and realize that Jesus had with this statement, when added
to his previous sermons to our family, said just about everything he would say during his earthly

mission, short of preaching salvation, itself. Nevertheless, James and Joseph scoffed at his
historic words.
“Ah, he’s back—the visionary and prophet!” Joseph exclaimed.
“Are we to understand that we should forgive and turn our cheek to robbers and
cutthroats,” spat James. “Are these your own ideas, Jesus, or did God tell you this?”
Jesus winced at their rebuke. Simon just sat there half asleep—in the words of Paul,
neither hot nor cold, but Uriah and I were angry with James and Joseph for what they said. I
wasn’t quite sure what Jesus meant by “do unto others,” but his doctrine of forgiveness made
sense to me.
At almost the same time Papa and Mama were trotting out of the house, Uriah stood up
and screamed, “Shut up! Leave Jesus alone! Jesus and your parents forgave my Papa and me—
why can’t you?”
“Are you both blind and deaf,” I shouted. “Have you forgotten the Three Magi, the dead
bird, and everything else Jesus has done? Even I, the youngest brother, know how special he is.
You make fun of him, but you know he’s right. I believe God talks to him every hour of the day.
If Jesus said we should forgive our enemies, we must do as he says or we are disobeying God!”
My parents seemed to stand in awe at my words. I wondered if they had also heard Jesus’
speech. I understood, by the frown on his face, that Uriah felt I had gone too far, but even
Simon’s spirit had awakened those moments. Jesus walked over and embraced me. Papa and
Mama stood in the background grinning with pride.
“Well said little brother,” he whispered huskily.
“Jude should be a rabbi!” Simon ran to our parents. “Papa, Mama—did you hear his
words?”
“Yes!” Papa gave Simon a hug.
“We heard Jesus too,” Mama stepped forward to stroke Jesus’ back.
I sank onto my log, as would a bladder filled with escaping air, trying to comprehend
what I had said. Once again, as it had happened that moment when Jesus left on his odyssey, the
truth about Jesus flashed in my head, but it was just too extraordinary for me to believe. Jesus
down-to-earth mannerisms made him seem too human to be divine. Uriah also sat back down,
the frown still playing on his face. My other brothers, however, had shrunk into the shadows of
the shop, expecting to be admonished for their rash words.
“You, James and Joseph, will never change,” Papa said with disappointment. “Mocking
your oldest brother is bad enough, but you’ve forgotten our most important custom: hospitality to
our guest. When will you learn? Jesus is right: your hearts have hardened. You scarcely seem
like my sons!”
I expected Papa to sentence them to punishment as he had done to me. It sounded quite
grave, after hearing him almost disown his sons, and yet, with the wave of his hand in dismissal
he did far more to injure their spirits than extra chores or a smack on the head. Looking at them
with utter contempt, he returned to the ornate table he was carving. James and Joseph walked
dejectedly out of the shop and mulled around aimlessly in the backyard. Until I understood that
this was an insult to my brothers, I was upset with Papa’s failure to punish them. Now they were
even shirking their duties. I stood there staring with disgust at James and Joseph. Uriah also
made a face at them, as did Simon, whose expression seemed also to express disbelief at what
had just transpired.
Then, as the three of us continued half-heartedly to practice on our boards, I realized
Papa was going to shun his second and third oldest sons. He had grown weary of their moods

and fits of anger. Mama and Jesus walked away, hand-in-hand, talking in muted voices,
probably about his strange words.
“Hey, let’s go romp in the orchard,” Simon suggested slyly. “James and Joseph won’t
bother us now!”
Uriah stuck out his lower lip. “I want to learn more stuff. Your Papa promised to teach us
carpentry.”
“All right,” I nodded with a sigh, “let’s go ask him what he wants us to do.”
“Awe, what for?” Simon tossed down his board and shaver. “Papa’s busy. Let’s go play
that blind man game or hide-and-go-seek.”
I walked slowly over to the shop, Uriah egging me on but Simon protesting under his
breath. I had almost entered the shop when Papa suddenly emerged, almost knocking me out of
the way.
“They didn’t finish the legs,” he shouted angrily to Jesus, “—not even close. Where are
those two lazy boys?”
“Don’t worry, I’ll go fetch them,” Jesus called from the front yard.
As she walked to the house, Mama laughed softly at something Jesus had said.
“Sir,” Uriah said in a hopeful voice, “we can help finish the legs!”
“Not yet my little apprentice,” he patted Uriah gently as he stormed by. “We’ve got to get
this order done. Later, I’ll let Jesus spend some time with you. Go report to Mama. Maybe
she’s got some gardening for you to do.”
“Forget that!” Simon muttered under his breath.
“Do we have to?” Uriah gave me a worried look
“Well,” I said with a shrug, “it’s almost noon. Papa forgot about our lessons. Mama
went inside. I guess we’re free.”
“I’m hungry,” Uriah groaned. “I wonder what she’s fixing for lunch.”
“We can go pick some berries.” I said, charging ahead. “Mama might put us to work.”
To appease our whiney friend, Simon and I ran ahead of Uriah into a sector of the orchard
discovered during our exploits. Uriah was panting like a stray dog. Growing rampant on the
remnants of an ancient wall were tangled vines of berries.
“Oh goodie—my favorite!” Uriah squealed with delight. “There like the ones growing
near Mariah’s house.”
“We need a bucket,” cried Simon.
“We’re not going up to the house until Mama calls us for lunch.” I replied with finality. “I
saw an old pot around here. Michael wanted to smash it, but Nehemiah said it might be
valuable.”
“That figures,” Simon sneered.
“Valuable?” Uriah wrinkled his nose. “What was in it?”
“Nothing,” I answered, shielding my eyes from a shaft of sunlight, “but it looked very
old, so Nehemiah and I hid it when Michael wasn’t around. I guess I forgot about it.”
Uriah began eating the berries directly off the vine, as Simon and I began searching
around the wall. As I looked down into a bush and spotted the rim of the pot, I almost wet my
pants. The pot was filled with gold coins. Adam immediately flashed into my mind. You rascal,
I thought giggling to myself. He had left me a memento of himself. This time I would tell no
one. Reaching and gripping the side of the pot, I pulled it with all of my might to a new location
many cubits from its original site. As Uriah and Simon stuffed their mouths with berries, I found
a hole in the wall where a large stone had fallen forward, leaving a space just large enough to set

my pot. The most difficult job was hefting the stone back into its spot. As I puffed and panted,
trying desperately to pull dry brush up to conceal my treasure, Uriah and Simon, their faces
splattered with berries, called to me.
“What’re you doing Jude?” Simon frowned. “There’s no berries over there?”
“He’s looking for buried treasure,” Uriah replied innocently.
“The little beast!” I swore under my breath.
“What do you know about our treasure?” Simon blurted, his hand flying to his mouth.
“Whoops,” he giggled foolishly, as Uriah trotted over.
Saving me from disclosure was Mama’s voice suddenly calling us to lunch. Uriah’s
suspicious expression immediately brightened at the thought of filling his little belly. Realizing
he had almost given our secret away, Simon sighed deeply, casting me a contrite look as we ran
up to the house. I wanted to thank him for his change of mood. To deflect his attention away
from my subterfuge, however, I pretended to be upset with him.
“Simon, you have to be more careful,” I muttered from the corner of my mouth.
“We’re lucky he’s so stupid,” Simon snickered as Uriah skipped and pranced to lunch.
“Oh, he’s not stupid,” I replied slyly. “He lets us think he’s stupid. He proved that to me
the other night.”
Before I could tell Simon about my conversation with Uriah, we were approaching the
open door where Mama stood, a thin, tired smile on her haggard face. Thoughts raced into my
head. I would bring one of Mama’s baskets into the orchard for the berries. When it was
possible, I would transport the gold coins to an even safer spot off the trail leading down to the
sanctuary. No one wanted to reach into that thorny underbrush. I had promised never to go into
the shrine again but the trail, itself, wasn’t off limits, I reasoned, envisioning all my coins. They
were mine. Adam had given them to me. This secret I must keep locked in my head until I could
one day spend my gold on a fine horse and an exciting adventure around the world.
“Thank you-thank-you-thank-you!” I muttered, running up with outstretched arms.
“You sweet child,” she said, patting my head, “your Papa fixed lunch. It’s not much, just
chopped fruit, bread, and goat’s cheese.”
“Yummy,” cried Uriah, scooting passed. “My Mama doesn’t fix lunch at all.”
“I’m having berries with my lunch,” declared Simon.
“Where are James and Joseph?” Papa called from the kitchen. “They know its time for
lunch. Have they run off again?”
Simon trotted in with his hands full of berries. Mama scolded him for bringing the messy
fruit onto the tile, and Papa ordered him to immediately dump the berries into a mug, which
Simon filled to the brim. His face, like Uriah, was smeared with berry juice. How wonderful it
would be, I thought light-headedly, to be like Simon or Uriah. Here I was, only eleven years old,
with a new stash of gold, and their only concern was the berries growing on the wall. My
treasure, I estimated that moment, was worth at least as much as the gold cups and plates hidden
in the shrine. Considering the Gifts of the Magi I might claim one day, I was rich. With great
excitement, I plopped on the bench beside Uriah, my head swimming with the great adventures
ahead riding my white horse and seeing the wonders of the world. As Abigail and Martha
reached out on tippy toes to place plates and cups on the table, I patted their blond heads and
tweaked their rosy cheeks. I smiled at Uriah, listening without hearing, to his prattling voice.
Simon, who had ravenously devoured his berries before the blessing had been spoken, placed a
wet berry on Uriah’s knuckles, snickering mischievously as it dribbled over the back of his hand.
Uriah’s cry of protest at his prank made me giggle foolishly to myself. James and Joseph, who

were in a surly mood after being shunned by Papa and scolded by Mama for shirking their
chores, could not dampen my mood as they flashed Uriah, Simon, and me dirty looks.
When Papa called us to join hands for the blessing, I silently thanked the Lord for the
special blessing given to me to by my friend Adam. Had not Jesus, himself, once said “the Lord
works in mysterious ways.” When I listened to Papa’s unselfish petition to God to restore
Joachim and Samuel’s health, I felt ashamed of my own prayer, especially when Jesus jumped in
with his own plea that his brothers show more initiative in helping Papa with the projects in the
shop. Mama said a few words about Joachim’s wife’s bad attitude, and then, according to the
circle of prayer format, we were all suppose to stand there and pray silently to the Lord. I felt
stupid thanking God for ill-gotten loot, but, of course, I didn’t steal it. It was Adam and his
cohorts who had stolen the gold, not me. If I turned my pot of gold into the Romans or temple
priests, they would probably stuff into their own pockets before giving it to the poor. Papa hated
religious leaders for their hypocrisy, especially the priests. As much as I liked the Romans, I
couldn’t believe they would not keep the money for themselves. I certainly would!
It should be quite plan by now to the reader what sort of fellow I was as a child. As I
look back I both smile and cringe at my callous spirit. It was not so much what I did, for, in
deed, I don’t recall deliberately doing evil to my family or friends. It’s what I didn’t do at times.
I never reported to my parents all the pranks I had seen James, Joseph, and Simon do nor the
vandalism and mischief done by Michael. My worst sins of omission where the treasure and the
pagan temple, which Papa had forced me to reveal and the pot of gold I found in the berry patch,
which I had no intention of disclosing. Didn’t Papa say to his sons once “God helps those who
help themselves.” Someday, I told myself as I ate my goat’s cheese and chopped fruit, I might
make a sin offerings and a thank offering, though I shared Papa’s dislike of those greedy priests.
After all my journeys, if I managed to lay my hands on the Magi’s Gifts, I would buy me a fine
mansion like Samuel’s villa. I was not certain how far my pot of gold would go, but it wouldn’t
last forever. My most important goal was the white horse galloping in my dreams—everything
else was but honey on the roll.
“Jude is acting strange today,” commented Papa, as if I wasn’t here.
“Yes, I noticed that when he came in for lunch.” Mama flashed me a look of concern.
The truth was I wasn’t here, at least not my wits. After finding the treasure, I became a
daydreamer. With the discovery of the pot of gold, my daydreams grew to flights of fantasy.
“Jude!” Jesus reached across the table and shook me. “Are you all right?”
“He’s possessed,” Simon cackled.
“I agree,” Joseph snorted. “Something happened to him when Michael was here.”
“Yes, he’s never been the same,” observed James. “Look at all the crazy things he does.
We should say a prayer for him. What’s that prayer to call forth demons?”
“I was only joking,” objected Simon.
Papa glared with disgust at James and Joseph yet said nothing. “I understand Jude’s
feelings.” He gave me a sympathetic look. “He’s going to do just fine. I’m going to make a
carpenter out him yet.” “That goes for Uriah.” He added, raising his mug. “You shall both learn a
proper trade!”
“Yes-yes!” Uriah nodded eagerly.
Though I had no intention of doing any such thing, I chimed “A carpenter! A carpenter!”
“Me too,” Simon felt obliged to say.
“Yes, you too!” Papa chortled.

“I thought Jude wanted to be a Roman soldier,” grumbled Joseph. “I’m going to be a
scribe!”
“Jude will do many great things,” declared Jesus, raising his mug.
“Let’s make a toast,” Mama joined in.
“I just drank all my juice,” Uriah said with a belch.
Mama filled Uriah’s mug to the brim. Everyone lifted up their mugs, including the
grumpy James and Joseph, so that Papa could make a proper toast.
“Here’s for Joachim and Samuel’s health and also for the continued success of our
carpentry business. Here’s to the cooperation I expect from all of my sons. Here’s to the
happiness and well being of my family, our friend Uriah, and all the fine citizens of Nazareth—
may they live long and well!”
Each time he raised his mug, juice spilled out, some of it onto the table and on our
upturned faces. If I didn’t know better I might suspect that Papa was drunk. For working so
hard, he was in a cheerful mood. Mama, on the other hand, looked totally exhausted after
tending to the rabbi and dealing with his unstable wife. Mingled in with my euphoria were
feelings of anger—for James and Joseph’s surliness this hour and for the rabbi and his
incompetent wife for wearing my poor mother down. I was upset with Uriah for wanting to be a
carpenter and with Papa for putting this idea into his head. Yet, with all these irritations, my
mind still swam with visions of the future. Always, I rode my great white horse and pictured
myself in distant lands. It seems as though the imagery Jesus put into my head about his travels
helped to corrupt my innocence. I write this in retrospect, of course, for, at the time I would
never have imagined Jesus doing anything wrong. The truth was, of course, Jesus could not have
been blamed for my yearning for adventure. His letters from Egypt, Gaul, Cyrene and other
lands gave direction to my childlike fantasies, but the desire was already there. Because of
Jesus’ letters, I knew where I wanted to go and what I wanted to see—from the great light house
and museum of Egypt to the wild land of the Gauls and the enchanting caves of Cyrene.
******
I awakened from my daydreams, hearing Uriah’s voice again. Still seeped in the
imagery, my ears picked up excited bursts from his little mouth, but he was always chattering.
Many times I simply ignored it and pretended to be listening to his prattle. This time I should
have been listening. After we excused ourselves from the table, I shuffled after him, expecting
that we would join Simon in one our many childhood games, but instead he began leading me to
the carpenter’s shop.
“Uriah, its after lunch—playtime,” I muttered in disbelief. “I’m not going to work in the
shop. I’m going to find Simon and romp in the orchard.”
“But your Papa said he would make us carpenters,” he bleated. “I don’t want to play your
silly games. Simon makes fun of me, but Jesus and your Papa are nice to me. I’ll go find him by
myself!”
“Uriah,” I snarled, “you’re beginning to get on my nerves!”
The rabbi’s son, in a haughty manner reminding me of his father, marched off without
another word. I quickly ran the opposite way, around the house, into the backyard, and down the
trail leading into the trees. On the way I met Simon idling on a stone with something in his hand.
My first thought was that he had found my new treasure and was holding a handful of coins.
When I came closer, though, I saw another small snake in his hands. Such a scene would have
shocked Joachim and many religious minded Nazarenes, but it caused me to break into hysterical

laughter as I watched the small, brightly colored serpent wind around his fingers and slither up
his arm.
“Don’t let our parents see that,” I advised, wiping my eyes with my sleeve.
“Jesus played with a snake.” He grinned madly. “I’m going to make a cage for this one
out of sticks and feed it little birds and mice.”
“You’ll do no such thing,” I scolded gently. “Jesus wouldn’t interfere with God’s plan.
You shouldn’t either. Let it go free and find its own food. That’s what Jesus would do.”
“I’m bored,” Simon confessed, as little snake wriggled in his hands.
“Let it go.” I stomped my foot. “We’ll go find some more berries.”
“Some of them are really sour.” Simon made a face. “I don’t think they were quite ripe.”
I heaved a sigh of relief after my stupid suggestion. That was the last place I wanted
Simon to be. With Uriah pestering Papa about working in the shop, I wanted to get as far away
from our yard as possible. Papa might decide to give Uriah and I both an extra learning session
in the afternoon. Trotting a ways toward the orchard, I turned briefly to beckon Simon as if I had
a great secret. Simon released the snake into a nearby bush and followed me down the trail. I
didn’t want to disobey my parents by straying too far, but the further away Simon and I traveled
the better. Soon we were on the Shepherd’s trail and I had no idea where I was going nor, for
that matter, how I could justify defying my parents as we were. Little did I know what awaited
Simon and I down the trail.
For several moments, I led him recklessly down the trail. Simon was worried that we
would get into trouble, but I reminded him of the many times we ignored Papa’s rule. He was
also afraid for our safety, which I also tried to dismiss. Reuben and his friends had never shown
themselves once, I reasoned with him. Now Reuben was our friend and one of the few survivors
of Abbas’ band. It was true that the Romans were gone, but, with the exception of Adam, a mere
youth, most of the bandits were dead. The remaining fugitives, who would be crucified if they
were caught, wouldn’t be stupid enough to return to Nazareth. Simon listened to me, nodding
his head as I spoke, yet he looked expectantly at the path ahead, continued to scan each side of
trail, and, occasionally looked in back of himself fearfully as if Papa might suddenly appear and
reprimand us for breaking the rules.
Finally, after scanning the hillside where we found the treasure, Simon grew weary of
walking aimlessly and so did I.
“Let’s go back,” he suggested, wiping his brow. “We can hunt for pomegranates or ripe
berries. Its cooler in the orchard. Maybe Mama will give us a snack.”
“I dunno.” I shook my head. “Papa might pull us into the shop.”
“Thanks to your friend Uriah,” growled Simon, “he wants to give us extra training.”
“Uriah wants that,” I said disparagingly. “Can you believe it? He wants to be a
carpenter.”
“Well I don’t like it,” Simon growled, “it’s too much work!”
“I don’t either.” I shook my head. “I wanna see the world. I’m gonna find those caves in
Cyrene. I bet I could find me some more gold!”
Simon summed it up, as we forged ahead. “If Papa wants to train us, he should do it in
the morning, not in the afternoon when we want to play.”
I nodded, filled with sudden misgivings. As we negotiated the winding path and tried to
avoid the thorns, Simon added petulantly, “James and Joseph hate Uriah. I don’t care what you
say; I think he’s stupid. I really do. He’s not going to be very popular with me if I have to work
extra hours so he can learn the trade.”

While I listened to Simon’s complaints, my misgivings continued to mount. As we exited
the prickly path, I glanced down the hill and froze in my tracks. “Look,” I shouted to Simon, “do
you see that?” Simon’s gaze followed my finger. It was the first stranger I had seen coming from
the desert in a very long time. Now that I had brought him to Simon’s attention, he was even
more terrified than me.
“It’s one of those bandits!” He cried racing frantically up the trail.
“Maybe it’s just a shepherd,” I offered, gasping for breath. “Why would he be coming
off the desert?”
“It’s not a shepherd,” Simon called back. “We can’t see their camp from here. Why
would one of them be walking on the desert—the old Jerusalem trail? Let’s get back to the
house and get Papa’s sword.”
“No,” I said, glancing back down the trail. “He’d know where we’d been. Please don’t
go racing into the house and let them know we were in the hills.”
Simon agreed by turning up his palms. We stood at a safe distance from the clearing
where an intruder could be seen entering the orchard trail. If one appeared, we could easily
sound the alarm and make it safely into the house. I was worried that Simon would cry out and
alert our parents. Like Simon, I was also worried that a bad man was approaching. As we stood
at end of the path that lead up to our house, looking into the orchard, I asked God to prevent the
stranger from coming near and also keep Simon from screaming and giving us way.
After sitting beneath a pomegranate bush and peeling the troublesome fruit, I gave Simon
one pomegranate and began peeling one for myself. Simon thought it unreasonable when I
suggested again that the stranger’s destination was merely the shepherd’s camp. Why would he
be coming off the desert in the heat of the day? Anyone coming off the desert was up to no
good, he insisted, and I half agreed. Suddenly as I began to doze in the shade, I heard Simon
making a croaking noise and looked down the hill to see the stranger breaking finally through the
trees.
“I’m getting Papa,” Simon managed finally to say. “Papa will kill him with his sword!”
“No!” I reached out and grabbed his sleeve. “That’s not a bandit. . . Don’t you recognize
him?”
Even from a distance I knew who it was. I recognized those blazing green eyes and red
hair . . . . It was Michael. He had returned.
My first impulse, when I considered the circumstances of Michael running away, was to
fetch my parents or Jesus and let them deal with this boy. Simon, in a panic, insisted upon
charging into the house, convinced that one of Abbas’ men was entering out yard.
“Simon! Simon!” I tried reasoning with him. “Look carefully. He’s not a bandit. It’s
our old friend Michael.”
“He’s never been my friend,” Simon spat angrily “He hated our family. Papa said he’s a
thief. After what we found in the cave and Mariah’s house, I think he’s a devil-worshipper too.”
For a moment, as Michael stood there on the path, I wondered why he would return after
all this time. He must have been desperate to come back to Nazareth after the reputation he
earned as a mischief-maker. When I shared this thought with Simon, however, he broke away
from me finally and began running to the house.
“You better leave Michael!” I shouted hoarsely. “My parents washed their hands of you.
Our neighbors might stone you if they know you’re here.”
“Jude,” he called hoarsely, “please listen to me. Don’t run away.”

As he trotted toward me, I backed away fearfully, then dashed frantically to the house.
On the way, I met Jesus, who seemed to materialize out of nowhere. Jesus did this often, always
appearing when I needed him the most. As he shielded his eyes from the sun, there was a look of
alarm on his normally placid face.
“Go in the house,” he ordered gently. “I shall talk with Michael, myself.”
For a brief moment, Jesus gave me a hug. I broke down into sobs in his arms, as I
recalled the old Michael—a happy-go-lucky, mischievous child who seemed to care for no one
and respected nothing. Glancing back, as Jesus met Michael in our yard, I discovered several
arms grabbing me and dragging me inside the house.
“Get in here,” growled James, “we’re not going to put up with him again!”
“This time I hope they stone him!” Joseph wrung his fist.
“I can’t believe it,” Papa was saying to Mama, “after all this time he trots like a stray into
our yard. What shall we do? Our custom says we must help a stranger in need, but this isn’t a
stranger. This boy is a predator. He and his mother have caused our family much grief.”
“Don’t worry Joseph. We’ll let Jesus handle it,” Mama replied, wringing her hands,
“he’ll look into Michael’s heart. He’ll know what to do.”
As I sat down at the table, Joseph whispered accusingly to me, “You were in the hills,
weren’t you. Uriah told Papa you ran off. He said you were afraid of doing extra work.”
“I did not,” Uriah groaned, “you’re twisting my words.”
“Leave Jude alone,” Mama chided, appearing by my side, “can’t you see he’s upset?
Michael was once his best friend. He was not always a bad boy. He just wants a meal and good
night’s sleep.”
“He can’t stay here!” James gnashed his teeth. “He can’t! He mustn’t!”
“James is right Mama,” Joseph reasoned softly. “He’s no good. Don’t forget those things
he wrote in the cave and on the walls of the synagogue and Maria’s house and all his mischief
and pranks.”
“That little thief tried to rob Papa!” James gripped his forehead in disbelief. “He’d a done
it to, if Jesus hadn’t stopped him in his tracks. And you’re going to feed him and let him sleep in
our house?”
“He’s really dirty,” commented Simon. “I barely recognized him. If it wasn’t for his red
hair, I would’ve thought he was a beggar or leper.”
“You thought he was a bandit at first.” I frowned at him. “What we’re all afraid of now is
that he’ll stay and not leave. Look what happened when we took Reuben in.” “My brothers are
right this time, Mama.” I squeezed her hand. “Michael can’t stay unless Jesus tells us he’s
changed. We’ll soon find out. I’m just afraid Jesus might not look closely enough.”
“Yes, Michael is very devious,” Papa looked thoughtfully down at me.
“He’s an ill wind,” snarled James.
“No, he’s a shadow,” Joseph sneered, “that will bring darkness back into our house.”
I looked across the room at them, shaking my head. “That’s stretching it. Perhaps
devious—whatever that means, but Michael isn’t a demon as you imply.” “He’s . . . ,” I searched
for the words, “. . . just bad, like fruit spoiled on the vine.”
Papa nodded thoughtfully at this. Settling on the bench across from me, he pursed his
lips. “That sounds like something Jesus would say, Jude, but Michael walks in darkness
nonetheless. Whether we blame the tree or the fruit doesn’t change the fact that Michael is either
good or bad.”
“He’s bad,” Simon decided, folding his arms.

“Is everything black and white and dark and light?” I asked, feeling intimidated by the
consensus in the room. “Couldn’t someone be both good and bad—perhaps gray, instead of dark,
like the clouds?”
“Dark and bad—an ill wind,” James said with finality, as we heard a knock at the door.
“We shall know soon enough.” Papa’s bushy eyebrows shot up as he stroked his beard.
The sound of knuckles on wood became incessant. Was it Jesus or Michael knocking on
the back door?
“I’m scared,” whimpered Uriah. “Let’s not let Michael in the house.”
Slowly, Papa opened the door. The silhouette of Jesus in the sunlight caused everyone to
gasp. Once again, without understanding, we saw a glimmer of his godhood. The corona on his
tawny locks, I recall, gave him an otherworldly look. After he entered the house, however, this
effect faded, and a youth, not yet sprouting a beard, stood amongst us, his serene expression
belying the sorrow he felt for a fallen spirit. I could see it in his eyes and hear it in his voice,
though he tried not to speak unkindly about my old friend.
“He’s very tired, very hungry, and apparently delirious.” He looked squarely at me. “I see
great torment in his soul. His mind is filled with chaos.”
“What’s chaos?” Uriah wrinkled his nose.
“Chaos is like clouds bumping together to cause thunder, lightning, and rain,” Jesus
answered with a sigh. “You’ve never had chaos Uriah; your spirit is pure.” “Some folks,” he
added, glancing at the door, “will have chaos. They walk in darkness and avoid the light.
“Enough with the sermons,” James stomped his foot. “Has Michael changed?”
“He’s a disturbed, unbalanced child,” Jesus answered, staring at the floor.
“What does that mean?” Simon scratched his head.
“It means he’s very unhappy and lost,” Jesus gazed into space. “ . . . Poor Michael. He’s
suffered greatly.”
“I think your avoiding the issue.” Joseph placed a hand on Jesus shoulder. “The question
is: has Michael changed?”
“Yes, tell us, Jesus,” demanded Papa, “before we let him into our house, ‘what sort of
person has Michael become?’ ”
Jesus replied in stages: “His mother disappeared, his relatives threw him out, he had to
beg for food in Jerusalem, he was chased, beaten, and shunned, until arriving at our doorstep.
The cruel hand of adversity has wrung Michael into a mere shadow of what he once was...We
can’t turn him away. The Lord touched my spirit as I spoke to him. We must, as we did for
Reuben, trust the will of God—one more time.”
All of us had gathered around Jesus in a tight circle. This was another crisis. This time
no one prayed aloud, though I knew Jesus had already talked to God. With eyes shut tightly, my
parent’s lips moved silently for only a few moments. James and Joseph glared with impatience
at them, Uriah seemed to look for an avenue of escape, and Simon seemed very bored with it all
as I tried to pray.
“Please God,” I whispered to myself, “change Michael’s heart. Make him a good boy.”
On that note, Jesus opened the door and called Michael back into our lives. A collective
groan arose from our throats. Uriah just stood there blinking stupidly as the filthy youth
sauntered into the house. From a ragged silhouette, this specter, upon closer inspection, looked
nothing like a child. He had lost all vestiges of his innocence. His face was gaunt, there were
bags under his eyes, and his arms, legs, and hands were caked with grime. His long straggling
hair was so dirty it was actually a reddish brown. His long, black fingernails had not been

trimmed in ages, and his grimy feet were fastened with rope inside mere hunks of leather, which
served as sandals. His clothes were mere soiled rags. There were sores on his skin, some of
them still festering. There was a yellow tinge to his skin, which I remembered Nehemiah having,
and the most serious change that should have touched even James and Joseph’s hard hearts was
the haunted, empty look in Michael’s green eyes.
“Father Abraham,” Papa groaned.
Except for Jesus welcoming embrace, which made me cringe, his brothers were silent.
Uriah backed away to the other side of the room, and stood there with his mouth agape. As
Mama offered him a cup of water, I gave him a simple greeting “Hello Michael. It’s been a long
time,” but Michael said nothing. He didn’t even smile or blink his eyes. After gulping down the
water, he dropped the cup onto the floor and stared straight ahead.
“Is he all right Mama?” Abigail yanked on her dress.
“He’s acting really spooky,” Uriah’s voice quivered. “Are you sure that’s Michael? He
doesn’t look like Michael to me.”
“Joseph,” she ordered quickly, “take the twins outside. Let us know if someone walks up
to the house.”
Wide-eyed and fearful, Joseph took Abigail and Martha outside. Uriah was right on his
heels. I would have scampered after them if Jesus weren’t standing beside me holding my hand.
“Papa,” Simon blurted, “Michael’s not right in the head,”
“What’s the matter, is he mute?” snarled James.
“That’s enough boys,” Papa stepped forward and extended his forearm in greeting.
Michael still didn’t budge, so Mama gave him a handful of grapes, which he devoured
like an animal, not bothering to even wipe his face. As if he had overstayed his welcome,
Michael shrank, like a wraith from the room. Before the door shut behind him, Jesus exited the
house, calling shrilly “Michael, stop, look at me. . . . That’s it—into my eyes.”
“I’ve seen enough of this,” Papa said, throwing up his hands. “Mama—we must talk.
James, take Jude and Simon outside.”
Rudely, annoyed by my defense of Michael, James shoved me out the front door. As we
trotted into the garden, Simon and I broke into excited chatter. Joseph, Uriah, and the twins had
been sitting on the garden bench and jumped up expectantly as we approached. James was
highly agitated with this turn of events. Though he didn’t say so, I know he blamed me for
bringing Michael into their lives.
“Is Mama gonna let him stay in our house?” Joseph ran to James.
“I don’t know.” He gripped his head. “This is insane!”
“I wonder what Jesus is saying to Michael.” I looked at Simon. “Remember what he did
to Mariah.”
“He put her to sleep,” Simon’s lip curled. “I hope he does more than that.”
“Let’s go find out!” Joseph said, pulling James’ sleeve.
“Come on boys,” I called spiritedly, “let’s spy on them, like we did in the old days.
Maybe Jesus is going to perform another miracle—this time inside Michael’s head.”
James laughed hysterically as he followed us around the house. Abigail and Martha
stayed with Uriah, who promised to watch them and warn our parents of visitors arriving at the
gate. When we peeked around the corner—me on the bottom, Simon hunched over my back,
Joseph’s head next, and James head perched on top, we could see Jesus standing over Michael,
who lie crumpled on the ground. I remember his words to Michael as we were hurried out of the
house: “Michael, stop, look at me. . . . That’s it—into my eyes.” It reminded me of an Egyptian

snake charmer, Papa had once told us about, whose magic caused the serpent to freeze then
weave back and forth. It appeared as if we were witnessing the first phase of Jesus miracle in
which Michael had fallen asleep, as had his mother, Mariah. Now Jesus, the snake charmer,
cried out in a booming voice, “Lord God, forgive me for questioning your will. I know what’s
wrong with this youth. I’ve seen it before on my journey with Joseph of Arimathea. As your
vessel, pour your spirit into me so I may cure this unfortunate soul. . . . In the name of God, the
Creator, Lord of heaven and earth, I call upon Michael’s demons to depart. Out-out-out—
demons depart!”
“Father Abraham!” gasped Simon. “He’s casting out demons again.”
“Shush!” James thumped his head.
“This is heresy, plain and simple,” Joseph muttered. “I can’t believe my eyes!”
“Shut up—all of you!” I hissed. “Jesus has done this before. I just hope it works.”
“Jude!” Uriah shouted through cupped hands. “Your parents are having a terrible fight.”
At that point, as if the spell had been broken by his outburst, Jesus collapsed onto his
knees and dropped his face into his hand. Michael just lay there motionless on the ground.
“You fool! You idiot!” I leaped upon Uriah, throttling him with my fists.
“That’s it, Jude, now punch him in the face,” James egged me on.
I wanted to kill Uriah for destroying Michael’s only chance at being human again. Both
James and Joseph were delighted that the little fat boy was getting what for.
“All right, Jude, that’s enough!” Joseph finally jumped in and pulled us apart.
“You’re always spoiling everything with your big mouth.” I screamed in rage. “Why did
you have to come to our house?”
Though I had not done much damage to him, Uriah was bawling and gasping for breath,
lying in a quivering ball on the ground. Just for good measure, Simon kicked him a few times,
himself, grumbling “nice going, fat boy!”
“You think it worked on Michael?” Joseph murmured to James.
“I don’t know.” He shrugged, rudely pulling Uriah up off the ground. “Let’s go find out.”
As I followed my brothers, I was convinced Uriah had broken the spell—Jesus’
communion with God. I had wronged him deeply but was too caught up in the crisis to care.
Michael was unconscious. Jesus remained kneeling, clasping his face. Under these
circumstances, the fact that my parents were fighting had seemed unimportant to me. I’m certain
my brothers felt the same, but we didn’t know then how serious their fight was. Mama had gone
too far this time. Uriah ran into the house to tell my parents what I had done, which would make
them even more upset. I hated him those moments. An irrational urge filled me, as it had before,
to run away. Michael had done it, so had Adam, but then, I asked myself, looking down at the
death-like face of Michael, “where had it gotten them? Adam was a fugitive of Rome and
Michael had apparently lost his mind.”
We stood there for a while, waiting for Jesus to compose himself. When he looked up to
the sky, his face, streaked with tears, was radiant. Once again, as it had in the meadow and by
his favorite rock, light played on his upturned face. I noticed, from the corner of my eye
movement from the house. I knew my parents would arrive on the scene, but they were
approaching slowly, moved as we were by this event.
“Is he all right?” Simon finally asked.
“Jesus,” I cried out in a constricted voice, “is he even alive?”
James shoved him aside and looked down at Michael’s face. “Can’t you see that he’s
dead?”

Simon nodded, whistling under his breath. “He looks dead to me!”
“No, I see movement.” Joseph knelt down excitedly beside Michael. “Look there—his
hand twitches. There, it’s doing it again. He’s alive! He’s alive!”
“Is he cured though?” I asked, watching Jesus close his eyes. “Are his demons gone?
When he wakes up will he be the same Michael who ran away?”
“There was only one demon,” Jesus answered, looking into my eyes. “You saw him in the
orchard. He’s been with Michael ever since he left our house. Now Michael’s very tired and
very sick. It will take another miracle to bring him back whole. Already I feel as if I have gone
against God’s will.”
“That’s nonsense.” Mama came forward, with arms outstretched. “Michael’s still a boy.
The Lord will give him one more chance. Have you given up on him too?”
The play of light faded as Jesus gave her a disbelieving frown. “No, of course not,” he
replied, unnerved by her display of emotion. After hugging him fiercely, she bent down to attend
to her stricken patient, muttering, “We need my potions and some of my herbs.”
“I told you Mary.” Papa wrung his fist. “I will not have that criminal in my house!”
“There-there,” she cooed, examining the unconscious youth, “he’s no harm to us now.”
“He must have done something terrible to be run out of town,” grumbled Papa. “What if
he committed a crime in Jerusalem—a robbery or murder? Michael could be fugitive just like
Reuben.”
Mama airily dismissed his worries with the wave of her small hand, a trait that maddened
poor Papa. We could tell what our parents had been arguing about. It would divide us all greatly
in the coming weeks. Though I dreaded the problems in having to hide someone else in our
house, I was hopeful that Jesus had cured Michael of his evil ways. James and Joseph protested
calling it “casting out demons,” which they felt, for some inexplicable reason, Jesus had no right
to perform. I still believed they were jealous of his power. The fact remained, as we carried
Michael back to the house, we wouldn’t know if he had changed until he awakened from his dark
sleep.
When my parents and older brothers laid Michael on the table in the new room, thoughts
of our previous ordeal reeled in my head. All of us, even Mama, groaned with dismay at the
hopelessness of our situation. Unlike Reuben, who was injured grievously with recognizable
wounds, Mama’s new patient’s malady was unknown. Her potions and herbs she spoke so
highly of might not work if Michael had a wasting illness like Nehemiah or had a fever of the
brain, which Mama admitted could not be treated by ordinary means. When she gave him that
special look, a signal for him to use his power, Jesus frowned. His eyes flashed with anger at her
presumption. The room fell silent as he stirred, his gaze saying, “I won’t test the Lord, even for
you!” After what he said outside, this should have been clear to her. If Jesus first prayer, to
expel Michael’s demon, failed, Mama’s medicine, her own special ‘magic,’ would have to work.
Otherwise, as he lay trapped in the dark sleep, it would require a miracle to save my friend.
The word “chaos” that Jesus used to describe Michael’s mind seemed to be appropriate
for the state our house was during these hours. Even now, with all that’s happened in my life, I
am awed by my parent’s compassion toward the downtrodden. At the time, however, I felt
overwhelmed by the urgency. Papa kept telling everyone how important it was that we tell no
one about our new guest. As in the case of Reuben, we were giving sanctuary to a rogue who
had caused our town much grief. The fact that Michael had never been a threat to our family
didn’t overshadow the reputation he had gained from his mischief and the mere fact he was the
son of the town witch. After the discovery of what seemed to be diabolical scribbling in Jesus’

cave, Mariah’s house, and on the wall of the town synagogue, Michael was considered by many
townsmen to be a greater rogue than Reuben, a mere murderer and thief.
There was an anxious moment for all of us when there was a loud knocking at our front
door. It’s difficult for me to explain my emotions during this time. I was frightened, confused,
and angry that I our lives were being turned upside down again. Everyone was running in
different directions from nervous energy. Mama and Jesus were in the next room with Michael
and Papa and the twins were attempting to fix the evening meal, while the rest of us were simply
trying to stay out of the way. Papa had sent James and Joseph out to secure the shop, which had
been left open during the crisis. After only a few moments, they rushed back into the house
fearful of the dilemma their parents had placed all of us in. Once again, James complained, we
had to worry about nosey, suspicious neighbors. Simon, Uriah, and I listened to James and
Joseph’s grumbling a moment until we heard the commotion on our porch. The sun had almost
gone down, which was not the usual hour for a visitation, and we had few friends. Who could it
be at this hour? When a voice punctuated the hammering on the door, we realized who it was. It
was one of the last persons on earth Papa wanted to see.
“Joseph! Joseph! It’s Ezra,” he shouted gruffly, “open the door!”
“What could he want?” Papa asked, brandishing a large knife he had been using to chop
fruit.
“Don’t answer the door,” Mama cried wringing her hands, “Michael’s coming to. He’s
making strange noises. How will we explain this to Ezra?”
“I thought his demon was cast out.” I gave Jesus disappointed look.
“He delirious,” Jesus replied simply.
With clear, sober eyes, he glanced around the room as Ezra beat on the door. I stood
there expectantly, heart hammering and head swimming, as James, Joseph, and Simon cringed in
a far corner of the room. Jesus was our strength. For a brief moment, until our eyes met, I
thought I might faint. Uriah sat whimpering at the table. The twins had fled into the other room.
Having given her report, Mama was tending to Michael, as Papa hovered, with knife in hand, by
the door afraid to respond. Only Jesus remained calm and collected. I will never forget what he
said that day.
“Papa,” he called gently, “put the knife away. Ezra will see it in your hand. You must not
lie to him this time. Rumors are much more dangerous than the truth.”
“Oh really?” Papa frowned in disbelief. “What shall I tell him? I can’t tell him Michael’s
in the house. You want that to get around town?”
“You must tell him what happened—from the beginning,” Jesus explained, taking the
knife from his hand. “One falsehood breeds another. The original lie becomes much worse at the
end. You are halfway there Papa. Why lie? It will all come out when it becomes impossible to
believe.”
Without further comment, Papa unbarred and swung open the door. The evening sun
gave Ezra’s husky frame a frightening look—a silhouette fringed with gold, until he walked into
the dimly lit room. From a stick set aflame in the oven, Jesus lit an extra lamp, raising it up to
capture Ezra’s angry face.
“All right Joseph,” he growled looking around the room, “what’s going on? I have
important news. What took you so long to answer the door?”
“Mama’s sick and Papa’s fixing dinner.” I stepped forward boldly.
Jesus hadn’t asked me to tell the truth. Avoiding his disapproving look, I retreated into
the shadows as all evil-doers do and allowed James to elaborate on my story.

“Mama has a fever,” he spoke rapidly. “We have her in the next room until we’re sure
she’s not contagious.”
Joseph and Simon both nodded vigorously. Papa just stood there sheepishly, trying to
sort out his thoughts: should he tell the truth as Jesus insisted or should he lie and save our
family from explaining Michael’s presence in our house? What decided the issue was the
impatience of our visitor.
He took in the room with a slow rotation of his head, his voice suddenly booming, “The
reason I intrude during your evening meal is to bring you grave news!”
Ironically, this ominous introduction brought a prayer of thanksgiving to our lips. Mama
had implied that Michael was delirious, though I couldn’t hear him in the next room. I hoped he
was still alive, but I was happy he was silent this moment. The terrible news Ezra would give us,
I reasoned light-headedly, could not be as bad as the discovery of Michael in our house. After
hiding Reuben from him, there’s no telling what he might do. Jesus gave him a cup of fruit juice,
which he guzzled down quickly. I couldn’t help grinning and sighing with relief, as he wiped his
mouth and handed Jesus back the cup. Papa seemed to be smiling and frowning at the same
time. As Uriah continued to whimper, James, Joseph, and Simon whispered threats to him. I
gave him a look, myself, as if to say, “You’d better keep your mouth shut!”
After a heart pounding moment in which Ezra glanced with obvious suspicion over at the
new room, he thundered “The bandits are back!,” startling everyone out of their wits. Uriah
began sniveling loudly. I must have jumped a cubit off the floor. After this dreadful statement, a
rush of words poured from Ezra’s mouth: “Bar Abbas’ men were seen by the shepherds after they
attacked their camp. Among them, according to Odeh, was Abba’s son Jesus, who he believes is
leading what’s left of Abbas’ original band. They robbed the shepherds, injured two of them, and
threatened to kill them all if they told the Romans. Odeh said they took a different path than the
Shepherd’s Trail, disappearing into the brambles on the hillside facing the old Jerusalem road,
perhaps to hide out until morning, but I wouldn’t wager on it. When I went to buy wool from
him, his camp was a shambles. This could be a disaster for me, Joseph, and all of us in Nazareth
if that handful of men run amuck and aren’t captured soon.” “Come!” He barked, striding back to
the door. “Let us ride to the Roman garrison to inform Cornelius and Longinus they’re back. I
have borrowed mules from Odeh, who will accompany us. He waits now by your gate. We must
hurry Joseph. There’s no telling what those rogues are up to now.”
Papa gave me a frightened look. Once again I almost passed out. Would they go after
the gold objects in the sanctuary? Perhaps, as I suspected, there was more treasure in the hills.
But what about the pot of gold coins my parents didn’t know about that I had moved to a
different location? Half of me prayed that they would find it and leave us alone. The other half
hoped they would be satisfied with the cups and plates in the shrine and just leave us be. This
was much worse than Ezra finding out about Michael or even the fact that the bandits were back.
These bandits, I was certain, would not be satisfied with merely robbing the shepherd’s camp.
They were looking for the gold. Although, I had hoped Adam left the coins for me, there seemed
to be a good chance his cohorts would come after me when they discovered the pot missing. As
Papa hastily gave us orders—eat dinner, clean up the dishes, and make sure our sick mother
received a bowl of lentil soup, he was, by Jesus standards, beyond the halfway mark. For my
part, I hoped the truth about my parents’ sanctuary to one-time enemies and fugitives remained
buried in our house, but I knew Papa was torn by his latest lie.
While Papa grabbed two loafs of bread, a sack of fruit and three flasks of water for Ezra,
Odeh, and himself, James, Joseph, Simon, Uriah, and I stood numbly by the door, wondering

what came next. I felt some measure of safety with Jesus in the house, my chief concern being
the gold coins I hid in the wall. I also felt guilty placing my family in harm’s way. Jesus’ other
brothers and especially Uriah were terrified of the threat looming over our house. With the
greatest reluctance, Papa followed Ezra out of the house. As soon as the door slammed behind
them, Mama stuck her head out of Michael’s room and asked breathlessly, “Are they gone?”
As I stood on a stool looking out the window, I reported grimly, “They’re climbing onto
their mules. . . . They’re riding away. . . . It looks like Papa and Ezra are arguing about
something.”
“I don’t like that man,” James grumbled unhappily. “Why didn’t he go by himself and
leave Papa to protect his family. Our house is closest to the Shepherd’s Trail.”
“Where’s Papa’s sword?” Joseph looked around frantically. “We should all hold a knife in
our hand in case they break in.”
“How many times do I have to tell you,” Jesus cried out, “the Lord will protect our
house!”
“We could pray,” Mama suggested. “There’s not much I can do for Michael.” “Come,
let’s join hands.” She snapped her fingers.
At such times Mama’s presumptions were exasperating. Bandits were roaming the hills
yet she wanted a prayer circle. James, Joseph, and Simon protested. Even Jesus recoiled at her
suggestion. Only Uriah, deeply afraid, offered her his chubby hand as she stood at the head of
the table.
“I thought we were gonna eat dinner.” Simon wrinkled his nose.
“We shall make our blessing a part of our prayer,” she explained reaching out for my
hand.
“Papa should be leading us,” James challenged. “Isn’t that part of our tradition?”
“Papa’s busy tonight, but I don’t think God will mind,” she spoke casually, signaling
lazily to Jesus with her eyes.
I don’t know how he did it, but he always understood what she wanted. This time, of
course, it would be a special prayer for Michael. There were other times, however, when she
would silently ask him to do something very specific, outside of our normal routine, as she had
earlier when wanted him to use God’s power. It was as if they could read each other’s minds. At
that moment, I hoped they couldn’t read mine. It was in turmoil over the treasure I hid in the
wall. I felt guilty and a little frightened, though not as frightened as Uriah or my other brothers,
for I almost believed Jesus had the power to protect our house. What would he think if he knew
what sort of person I had become?
Looking up to the ceiling, which I understood to symbolize heaven, he prayed silently a
moment. I can imagine, though I never asked, that he was asking God discreetly to help me
mend my ways. Perhaps he also prayed that James and Joseph would stop their mistreatment of
our guests. When he was done, with his eyes still shut, he began a long-winded prayer for
Michael’s health that I prayed would end soon. Like everyone else, I was hungry. Sometimes I
wondered if Jesus ever got hungry. I saw him bleed once, but I don’t remember ever seeing him
use the cloaca or get really sick like the rest of us. . . . Perhaps he was divine. As my mind
wandered, I heard him finally ask the Lord to bless our meal. A collective sigh went up as we
attacked our food. Trying to avoid Jesus and Mama’s eyes, I sat down next to Martha, and
immediately began gobbling up the cheese, bread, and chopped fruit, guzzling down the grape
juice Mama had managed to prepare this week. As I chatted nervously about Papa’s trip to the
Roman camp, Uriah belch happily, a Nabataean custom that meant the food was good. Since this

was a Jewish household, Mama playfully scolded him for his manners, giving me a delayed reply
on my concern.
“Don’t you worry about Papa,” she said reassuringly, a frown playing on face. “The Lord
protects the righteous.”
I nodded bleakly as I munched on my cheese. The Lord protects the righteous—where
had I heard that before? If I had written down all the platitudes uttered by Mama, Papa, and
Jesus, it would fill one endless scroll. Even now, as I consider the countless martyrs that died in
Jesus’ name, I find that platitude silly. The Lord didn’t protect me from the Persian authorities. I
might very well lose my head or be impaled like poor Barnabas. But I felt comfort those
moments as I listened to Mama’s assurance that God had been watching over the family of
Joseph bar Jacob for a long time. We had all survived bandits, angry townsmen, and the Roman
authorities, who wouldn’t understand my parents caring and sheltering a fugitive of Rome.
“So we should be afraid of a handful of starving thieves?” She spread her palms and
laughed softly to herself.
“I’ll go get Papa’s sword,” James offered rising from his seat.
“Hah! Papa should have brought that with him.” Joseph shook his head with disgust.
“He’s the only one who can handle that heavy weapon.”
“We won’t need Papa’s sword.” Jesus raised his two fingers piously. “He who lives by the
sword shall perish by the sword.
“What?” James gave him a disbelieving look.
Jesus, himself, found his exclamation dubious. Years later, during that terrible night in
Gethsemane, he would use those exact words to admonish Peter who had just cut off the ear of
one of the guards sent to bring him to the Sanhedrin. That night in Nazareth, however, during
our table talk, it was a strange thing for him to say.
“Could Joshua have taken Jericho or David defeated Goliath with that kind of thinking?”
challenged James.
“What about Papa’s sword?” Joseph looked at him defiantly. “He would’ve killed Reuben
that night!”
“Yes, I recall the passages.” Jesus sighed and looked into his cup. “There were many
swords, spears, and arrows used by Joshua and David in their days. I’m troubled by their
slaughter of innocent women and children. God’s ways are mysterious, but perhaps now He’s
looking for a better way.”
“What does that mean?” snarled James.
“Are you saying that you know God’s will?” Joseph asked a fateful question.
Mama gave Jesus one of her looks—this time to say shut up, you’ve said enough!
Her soft, lilting voice, took on an ominous edge as she cried, “James and Joseph, say no more.
We don’t need a sword. Jesus shall protect our house with prayer. Enough with your doubts. I
must tend to Michael. You both help your younger brothers clean up the kitchen.”
With mixed emotions I asked, “Is he gonna be all right?”
Half of me wanted him to live. The other half wanted things to get back to normal.
“Don’t worry, Jude.” She patted my head. “Jesus said he’ll recover. We must trust in the
Lord!”
“My Papa thinks Jesus is a heretic!” chimed Uriah.
Everyone ignored his outburst except Jesus, who smiled and gave him a hug.
“The question is my little friend.” He gave him a wry look. “Do you think I am?”
Uriah shook his head. “Papa thinks everyone’s a heretic who doesn’t agree with him.”

Chapter Eleven
Thieves in the Night

That night we waited anxiously at the kitchen table, listening for the sound of horses’
hoofs and clatter of armor on the road. We understood, after seeing Mama’s expression, that
Michael’s condition was not any better: he would either live or die. It was not like our ordeal
with Reuben, where an arrowhead was removed and Mama’s powder was added to the wound.
As Mama explained wearily, Michael had no visible signs of disease or injury. His sickness was
unknown; there was no telling how much damage it had done to his body and mind. A greater
worry, of course, one that threatened our very lives, was those bandits roaming the hills.
Having no idea when or if the Romans would return to Nazareth, we were trapped in our small
house, at the mercy of desperate men.
Mama had quarantined the twins in the back room to shield them from our worldly
concerns. When not tending to Michael, she was checking on Martha and Abigail or
eavesdropping on us as she passed through. I don’t know where she got her boundless energy or,
for that matter, how Jesus remained so cheerful at such a time. That night he was a source of
optimism and spiritual strength. He reminded us, as we waited for the soldiers, that Rome would
protect Nazareth, but the Lord watched over our house. To keep our minds off the dangers
outside, he taught us a game he learned during his trip. From the back room where the twins
played, he brought a piece of parchment, a quill, and Papa’s prized ink well which he sat
carefully on the table. With light deliberation, he drew two horizontal lines and then bisected
them with two vertical lines, so that there were nine boxes in the strange looking design. He then
drew two symbols (a circle and plus sign) on the margin of the sheet, which would be used to
identify players in the game.
“Is this more heresy?” quipped Joseph. “It looks like something Michael drew in the
cave.”
Uriah and I frowned at Joseph. James uttered a sour laugh. Disregarding this attempt at
humor, Jesus explained how the game was played. His positive and lively attitude had already
begun to brighten our mood. Jesus would not allow us to get dispirited. It was clearly a
children’s game, but during idle time I would play this game with the other disciples. The
symbols chosen by each player could vary as long as they were not profane. The easiest ones to
remember were the best, Jesus counseled. For our benefit, he had used circles and the Latin et or
plus sign (+), but after the Crucifixion, we changed the et, which looked like a cross, to an X, the
first Greek letter in the word for Christ. The object of the game was to outwit your opponent by
entering your symbol inside a continuous set of squares either horizontally, vertically or
diagonally before the other player blocked your moves by entering his sign. The player who
enters three symbols in a row won the game. I understand such words as horizontal, vertical, and
diagonal now, but back then it was enough for us that Jesus demonstrated on the margins of the
sheet the directions we might take.
“I wanna be first!” I jumped up and down excitedly in my seat.
“All right, but be careful with the ink.” Jesus held the well protectively. “Let me fill the
quill.”

Very carefully, thinking I was being very clever, I scrawled a circle in the center square, a
totally different pattern from the sample he drew on the margin of the sheet. Jesus followed with
a plus running diagonally from my sign, so I put a circle directly above my first entry, giggling
foolishly at my move. When Jesus placed a plus left of the center symbol, I placed a circle above
it, but Jesus countered with another plus below. Simon gasped. Uriah tittered nervously, as I
took the quill. Seeing the danger of my next move, I blocked Jesus by putting a circle beside his
plus. He countered with his last plus, ending the session with this block. Stubbornly, screwing
up my face, I placed the final symbol in its square.
“What’s the point?” James sneered. “No one won.”
“That’s the beauty of it,” Jesus said, ruffling my hair. “This game can result in a tie.” “It
is, after all, the race that counts,” he expounded airily. “Have you not seen two runners reaching
their destination at the same time or two archers hitting the center of the target?”
“No, never,” snorted Joseph. “There has to be a winner. What’s the purpose of a game or
contest if there are no winners?”
“You’ve asked an important question.” Jesus looked around the table. “Many people
think that winning is important, but life’s not a game. One day the player’s winnings will be
interred with his bones. So much for the race! I believe that it’s the contest or, more accurately
the ‘test’ of life that matters to God, and He’s the ultimate judge. Each of us has our limit; some
can go further, while others can’t go quite so far. No matter. It is the running, the playing, and
life’s decisions that are important. If we live up to our capacity and reach our personal limit, we
have won our race, but we must ask ourselves ‘to what end?’ Was our efforts for the good of
others or just ourselves? In God’s eyes it’s the goals reached at the end, which are weighed in
the balance. Remember that life is a test for our souls, not a game of skill or chance.”
By now Jesus had lost everyone, except Mama in the room. Sitting down at the end of
the table, she smiled knowingly at her oldest son. “Ah, so wise is our Jesus. What can also be
asked James, is ‘how does one define winning?’ A philosopher and an athlete would have totally
different answers.”
“This is logic, Mama, not philosophy,” Jesus responded grimly. “What profits a man if he
gains the world and loses his soul?”
“Bah!” Joseph spat with great insolence. “Words—always words. We were playing a
silly game.”
James muttered protests too, and Simon, so typical during our evenings, was falling
asleep, and yet I sensed, in my precocious mind, that Jesus had said something very important
this hour. Now, as I write down my thoughts, I remember him saying this again shortly before
his crucifixion and death. How is it that even then, not yet twelve years old, I sensed but
couldn’t accept who and what he was, harboring in my own craven soul lies and deceit, which he
had most certainly seen in my eyes? Yet I said nothing, as Jesus handed the quill to Uriah.
Instead of rebuke, he seemed to understand my youthful exploits. Cuffing me gently on the
shoulder, he declared, “Good game Jude. You think like a Roman.”
Many Jews would have considered that an insult, yet I grinned with pride. It was no
secret how I felt about the Romans. As I reflect upon it, my admiration for them was a great
heresy, and yet that night, as bandits roamed our hills, their imminent return gave me a feeling of
well-being. Until Papa returned with the Romans, Jesus would be our family’s protector. As
James and Joseph took turns using the cloaca, with Jesus on guard, Uriah and I sat playing
“squares” without a care in the world. It would be a long night. As I watched my friend
deliberate on where to put the first sign, I stifled a yawn. In spite of his irritating ways, I had

grown fond of Uriah. We had come along ways since our days in synagogue school. Though I
could never trust his moods, I had grown fond of Simon too, but James and Joseph were like
strangers to me. How would I feel about Michael when he awakened? Would I embrace him as
a long lost friend—which was certainly a lie? Or pray that, when he’s able, he’ll leave us in
peace? . . . Only time would tell.
Carrying a large lamp, Jesus entered the house with his brothers close behind. Uriah had
lost the game soon after enteringe. James and Joseph laughed heartily at his dumb expression.
Simon awakened just in time to see Uriah make his final move. Instead of blocking my deadly
line, he placed his plus in the top right-hand square, thereby sealing his fate.
“Uriah, you don’t understand this game,” Jesus said kindly. “You must block the other
players move or you’ll lose.”
“Uh-uh, you said it didn’t matter,” he pointed out quickly. “You said it’s the playing that
matters and that life is a test for our souls, not a game of chance or skill.”
“And so I did,” Jesus grinned, handing the quill to James. “You have taken the better
portion.” “Most of my brothers didn’t understand that,” he added, giving me wink.
“I understand.” Uriah hung his head. “I’m always losing.”
“What you said about a man losing his soul,” I murmured, looking squarely into Jesus’
eyes. “I understood that, but what if the profit a man has is only a little sum...enough to buy
himself a horse and a trip to Rome?”
“Are you trying to tell me something?” Jesus gaze became serious.
“No, not me,” I replied, shrinking in my seat, “I meant Michael, for he has many sins.”
As Jesus thought about this, James quickly made his sign in a square, arbitrarily as if it
was of no concern to him. Jesus as quickly made his. The speed of the game set, James swiftly
countered.
“We’ve talked about Michael, have we not?” He studied me awhile, as the game once
again fell into a tie.
When I finally answered, he was handing the quill to Simon, as if he had decided to make
the grumpy Joseph wait for his turn.
“Will Michael be different or will he be the same Michael who tried to steal Papa’s
coins?” the words rushed out of my mouth.
“Michael has free will,” Jesus answered evasively. “That means its up to him. He’s in the
Lord’s hands.”
Joseph stuck out his jaw. “How can it be up to him if it’s in God’s hands? That doesn’t
make sense.”
“Yes,” James jumped in. “Those two statements cancel each other out!”
“Not so,” Jesus answered, watching Simon scratch a large et sign in the center of the nine
squares.
“You copied me,” I pointed playfully.
I tried to get back into the spirit of the game. I thought I had changed the subject
successfully to Michael, but Jesus kept giving me that look, as if to say “You’re not fooling me a
bit!”
Simon lasted only a little longer than Uriah in spite of a sensible move. His problem, as
always was concentration, worsened by drowsiness. When Joseph began playing the game,
Simon’s eyelids began to flutter again, and Jesus was explaining to us the mysteries of God. As I
listened to him explain the concept of damnation caused by original sin, I visibly trembled,
wondering if I had, in my greed, taken a dark path.

“We, the children, are given the right to chose right or wrong in life. We aren’t Syrian
puppets. Our paths can lead into light or darkness: Paradise or Gahenna. The Book of Life,
which is part of the unknowable God, lists who will choose good or who will choose evil, so that
even freewill is foreordained.”
“That’s nonsense,” Joseph stared at him in disbelief. “A Book of Life which foretells who
is damned and who is not? Those town elders, who heard you speak, thought that was heresy.
What if someone strives to believe and be good all their lives and their name still isn’t in that
silly book?”
“You did say strive, did you not?” Jesus frowned severely at him. “True faith comes
easily. Gahenna will be full of philosophers and fools.”
“Rubbish!” Joseph threw down the quill.
Ironically, he had placed the final et in the squares after Jesus continued blocking his
every move. As he stomped off into the darkness, I felt a cold chill on his behalf, as if he had set
his mind on a path that would in fact lead him into darkness. To this day, as I sit in my cell, I
know not where this troubled brother is. James, on the other hand, seemed to make the first
move that night toward his understanding of Jesus divinity, feeble though it was.
“How do you know all this Jesus,” his voice constricted. “I’ve heard nothing about this
book. Where did you get this mixed up notion of freewill? . . . Is my name in the book?”
“Am I God?” Jesus reached out to grip his forearm. “Be not troubled my brother. One
day you will know the truth.”
“Bah!” James uttered his favorite word, retiring to another dark corner of the room.
Even Jesus’ manner of speaking was different tonight. It was deeper, more precise. He
had talked about this to the townsfolk gathered in front of our house that day we waited for news
about those killed in Abbas’ gang. Once again he spoke of things not written in our sacred
scrolls. I didn’t understand clearly yet, but as I write this chapter, I can say that, in his sixteenth
year, he was experiencing his Godhood. The glow in his blue eyes, unlike ours, seemed to
reflect an inner light, rather than lamplight, which I saw dancing in Uriah dark eyes. How ironic
it seems to me that he asked James “Am I God?” James, as everyone else, shrank from the
notion of Jesus’ divinity. Who could have imagined that he would, as a disciple like myself,
write his own epistle one day? That moment, however, I was greatly annoyed with both Joseph
and James. Quite possibly there were bandits outside of our house, yet, thanks to them, I felt
dissension in our small island of peace. Without speaking, Jesus reached out to grip Uriah’s and
my hand. The sound of our brothers’ sandals shuffling on the tile and those strange, unearthly
mutterings in the next room belied the tranquility in Jesus’ gaze. After visiting the twins, Mama
was back in the new room with Michael, whose demon could still be with him, thanks to Uriah’s
interruption today. James and Joseph lurked moodily as jackals in the shadows, while Simon
snored fitfully, in the throes of a nightmare, his forehead on his arm. Only Jesus was whole in
spirit and mind. Aware of his special strength, Uriah and I huddled around him as would
sojourners around a small but rising fire.
“Uriah, your father will recover from his sickness,” he promised, his eyes tightly shut,
“and you, little brother, fear not. No matter where you go, you shall find peace.”
“Peace?” Joseph grumbled from the shadows. “In this house there is no peace.”
Uriah smiled uncertainly at Jesus’ prophecy. It must have been hard for him to discard
the prejudices Joachim put into his head. For James and Joseph there was no excuse. I, on the
other hand, had accepted Jesus wondrous gifts and felt great comfort in his words. I had judged
him correctly: he knew about my exploit but, because of his faith in me, would let the matter

drop. If the bandits didn’t find my pot of gold, did Jesus’ silence mean I could keep it? Perhaps
God, like Jesus, was merely patient with me and there would be a reckoning one-day. The
thought both comforted and discomforted me. A period of grace existed for me in which I could,
at any point, reveal my treasure to Jesus or my parents. The thought made me shudder as I
watched Jesus ink in a new set of lines on the sheet.
“Here’s a new game I learned in my travels,” he announced blithely. “I watched Roman
soldiers playing it in Gaul. It’s much a harder game.”
“What do you call this one?” Uriah asked, studying the scratching on the sheet.
“The sailors on board ship simply called the game ‘clues.’ The soldiers called it ‘guess
what.’”
“Jesus,” Mama stuck her head out to say, “the children must go to bed soon!”
“This won’t take long.” He waved lightly. “You’ll note,” he said, pointing to the lines he
scratched on the sheet, “there are twelve spaces to be filled by the guesser. Each time I say
‘guess what’ you must try to guess what I have in mind.”
“This it like our game forty questions!” I clapped my hands.
“Yes, but this time I shall give you twelve clues to match twelve spaces. For instance,
my clue might be animal, and you answer lamb. If you’re wrong I’ll begin drawing a stick
figure,” “like so,” he demonstrated, drawing a primitive head on the margin.
“When do you say ‘guess what?’” Uriah asked perkily.
“It’s said after each clue. For example,” he pursed his lips, “I might say plant, then
‘guess what.’ You’re reply might be fig tree. If you’re wrong, I would add a neck to my man. If
you’re right, however, you get a check in one of the spaces.”
“I get it,” I cried. “Now let’s play!”
Jesus turned around slyly, then, turning back quickly, held out two closed fists. “Each of
you pick a hand,” he directed gently. “Whoever picks the coin, gets to go first.”
Swiftly, I tapped Jesus right hand, which in our tradition is the most correct hand. When
he opened his hand, though, it was empty, which meant Uriah would go first.
“Oh well,” I exhaled, “this’ll go quickly.”
While Jesus called out hints to Uriah, after giving him the first clue, “animal,” Uriah
continued to give the silly answers until the little man was almost finished while the spaces
below remained empty. Before I had my chance to play the game, James yelped fearfully
“bandits!” Jesus jumped up, Mama ran into the room, and Uriah hid under the table as I clung
fearfully to Jesus’ hand.
“How do you know?” Jesus whispered, as James peeked out the back door.
“I can see light in the trees,” he answered breathlessly, quietly shutting the door.
Joseph sat down fearfully at the table, muttering, “This isn’t good. This isn’t good at all.”
“Turn down the lamp,” Mama ordered curtly. “That’s it Joseph. Now place it in far
corner so there’s just barely enough light.”
Joseph followed Mama’s directions. All of us gathered by the open door peering out into
the darkness. We could see several dark forms moving in the distant trees. Four lamps swung
back and forth for a reason only I understood.
“How very indiscreet,” James commented. “What are they looking for at this hour?”
“I bet there looking for treasure” Uriah appeared suddenly by my side.
“Treasure? What’s he talking about?” Joseph looked down at me. “I thought that matter
was settled. You know anything about this Jude?”
“Uh-uh,” I murmured, tempted to sock Uriah in the arm.

I could always depend on Uriah. An excited conversation broke out after he told them
about Simon’s slip of the tongue.
“Are you looking for buried treasure?” Uriah quoted Simon verbatim.
“Really? Where? I thought he was joking,” Joseph sputtered.
“I heard Papa say something to Mama about that,” remarked James, “but I thought he
was talking about the Magi’s Gifts. Is there really treasure in the hills?”
“I don’t know.” I stomped my foot. “If there’s treasure out there, they buried it
themselves.”
“This isn’t good.” Simon’s voice trembled. “Pretty soon they’ll be heading straight for
our house.”
Once again, Simon, in his ignorance, almost gave it away. I had been forced to deepen
my lie, as Jesus warned Papa not to do, by flatly denying knowledge of the treasure. Worse still,
my subterfuge had placed my family in danger.
“Let’s shut and bar the door!” Uriah wailed.
“Calm down everyone,” Jesus called in a muted voice. “Remember what I told you: the
Lord protects our house!”
“Just the same,” Simon replied anxiously, “we need the sword.”
While Joseph bolted the back door, James made sure the shutters in the new room, large
room, and kitchen were secured and front door was also barred. Simon ran into the back room
and fetched Papa’s weapon. This action frightened Abigail and Martha very much. For a few
moments we heard Mama cooing to the twins: “there-there, the boys are just playing a silly
game.” I realized that moment that Mama was not above telling a fib. These were trying times
for our family. Only Jesus was above the fray: cheerful yet indestructible, constantly giving us
comfort and homilies to make us think. Undaunted, as everyone else quaked with fear, he led
Uriah and I back to the table to resume our game. Soon James and Joseph had joined us, terror
glowing in their eyes, while Simon stood holding the saber in his small hands.
“It’s going to be a long night,” observed Mama. “You boys should get some sleep.”
“Uh-uh, not a chance,” James shook his head vehemently.
“Is she serious?” Joseph muttered hoarsely. “Members of Abbas’ gang are out there
looking for loot they buried near our home. There’s something just not right about this—not
right at all.”
“Simon, place the sword in the corner, away from table,” Jesus ordered testily. “Joseph,
shut up and play the game with us. It’ll take your mind of what’s outside.”
James watched Jesus draw legs and arms on the stick man as Uriah attempted to guess
what. Charitably, I let James go ahead of me when Jesus finished Uriah off with the twelfth
stroke: the man’s hair. Joseph seemed too frightened to concentrate on the game. As James took
the quill, his hand was trembling, but he guessed correctly after the first clue—animal, so that, as
Jesus directed, he checked the first space after writing below the twelve squares ‘small.’
“A small animal. Very good James.” Jesus inspected the sheet. “That narrows it down.
Your second clue is ‘multi-colored.’ This is an easy one.”
“What’s the point of this stupid game?” James grumbled. “That could be almost
anything—a bird, a bug, a lizard.”
He poised the quill over the sheet then groaned in despair as he mind went blank.
“Remember your first guess.” Jesus gave him another clue. “I said animal, and you said
small. Now what sort of animal has many colors? Come on, you almost guessed the answer.”

James smiled sleepily. Simon was nodding off once more. I was getting sleepy too. As
Mama sat down at the table, she yawned expansively, her eyes fluttering, half shut. It seemed to
be a safe guess that Martha and Abigail had finally fallen asleep. Only Jesus and Joseph, who
began pacing back and forth over the floor, were fully alert.
“How’s Michael doing?” Jesus asked, after giving James another clue.
“Resting peacefully,” Mama answered, dropping her chin to her palm, “but there’s no
peace out there!”
Always placing our mother first, Jesus paused in the game to check on Michael as Mama
dozed off and, after reporting in a whisper that he was sleeping peacefully, lead her gently to her
pallet in the next room.
“Now don’t argue Mama,” he scolded gently her, “you need sleep. I’ll try to get Uriah
and my brothers into their pallets. I’ll keep an eye on Michael. You need sleep. There-there, lie
down. That’s a good girl. Pleasant dreams.”
That moment I remembered the little serpent Simon was playing with. I knew at once
that the answer was ‘snake.’ By now, however, Simon was sound asleep on his arm, a drool
escaping his parted lips. Though utterly terrified, Uriah had also given up his vigil and was
curled in a little ball on the floor. James, like me, was fighting sleep but losing the battle, both of
our heads nodding jerkily like two Egyptian string puppets. Even the high-strung Joseph was
battling fatigue as he moved nervously around the room.
“Joseph,” Jesus called discreetly, “James is ‘giving up the ghost.’ Sit down and take his
place. I’ll teach you how to play the game.”
“How can you be so calm?” Joseph looked at him in disbelief.
For a brief moment, as Joseph paced back and forth, I experienced that weightless
sensation preceding sleep. Any moment, I suspected, I would awaken in another dreamscape.
Would I be riding my white horse again? Would I see those dreadful crosses? As my head
drooped lower and lower, Joseph’s agitated movements prevented me from falling asleep. Just
before I blanked out, my head jerked up reflexively as Joseph gasped and raced across the floor.
He was acting very excited, much like the night Reuben was brought to our house.
“Listen!” He pressed his ear against the door. “I can hear them shouting outside.
I think they’re coming up to the house!”
That jolted me into full consciousness. “Huh? Wha-happened? The bandits here?”
“Shhh!” Joseph waved his hands.
“Ezra was right,” murmured James. “They’re here!”
“Fear not,” Jesus whispered into my ear.
Tilting his head, he listened calmly a moment, his arm around Uriah and my shoulders.
The voices, though faint, grew louder, as though the men were approaching our house. Jesus
sighed deeply that moment and braced his shoulders, his eyes widening with resolve. Another
crisis was upon our house, this time bringing imminent danger. Suddenly, to no one’s surprise,
there was the expected hammering on the back door, followed by a familiar voice.
“Jude, Jude, where’s my pot of gold?” Adam shouted through the door.
“I knew it!” Joseph gave me an accusing look.
“Tell him,” Jesus directed sternly. “Where’s the gold?”
“In the wall, passed the berry vines,” I answered promptly, “near a small bush.”
“If it’s not there, I’ll be back.” he said threateningly. “You better be telling the truth.”
Before I realized it, everyone was standing there, arms folded or hands on hips, staring
reproachfully down at me as I sat dejectedly at the table. I could hear the twins whimpering in

the back room. For a moment, we sat in cold silence, broken only by frightened breathing, and
then a barrage of questions and accusations caused my mind to reel, foremost of which was
Joseph’s shrieking voice, “All this time, the little thief had it hidden practically in our back
yard!”
“Jude, how could you?” Mama wrung her hands. “That’s blood money, stolen from
murdered merchants and pilgrims.”
“He could and he did!” James gave a wounded cry. “The lying little sneak!”
“For shame,” wailed Mama. “For shame!”
“That’s enough everyone.” Jesus spread his palms. “We’ve got to keep our heads!”
As James and Joseph grumbled, Mama sat quietly at the table, shaking her head. Uriah
rubbed sleep out of his eyes, Simon looked around the room in a daze, but Jesus just stood there
looking down at me, a smile playing on his face.
“You seem to have a nose for gold.” He leaned down craftily. “You sly fellow. Saving
that to buy a horse, were you?”
“Uh-huh.” I nodded obligingly.
With the exception of Jesus, my brothers became a united front against me. Uriah’s
mouth dropped and eyes popped open, fully awake. An ‘I got you look’ grew on Simon’s sleep
drenched face. “Ah hah!” He pointed excitedly. “I saw you sneaking around by the wall!”
Uriah, like Jesus, however, seemed amused by my feat.
He wagged his pudgy finger at me. “You found that pot when you were hunting for
berries, didn’t you? Then you moved it to a safer place. How many gold coins do you think
were in that pot? Would you have given some to me?”
“Yes,” I answered, dropping my eyes.
Lying had become easy for me. The truth was, of course, I had no intention of sharing
my gold. I expected some sort of punishment. Mama was obviously upset with me. As we sat
around the table, however, wondering if Adam had found the loot, the matter seemed settled.
The thought occurred to me that Adam might still leave a few coins in the wall to show his
appreciation. It seemed more likely, though, that he would resent my subterfuge. Very likely, I
told myself, he had found it by now and was slinking down the Shepherd’s Trail with his friends.
I didn’t expect, nor want, him to return and thank me for telling him the truth.
All at once, as I sat suffering the scrutiny of Mama’s gaze, listening to my brothers
muttering their disdain, there was a terrible commotion in the backyard much worse than before.
This time we heard a raspy, guttural tone and another man screaming in a deep, hoarse voice
“The treasure isn’t in the wall. Where is the treasure? Tell us where the treasure is or we’ll
knock down your door and kill you all!”
Immediately, I looked at Jesus, as if to say, “Well, do something!,” while everyone else,
including Uriah, looked at me, as if to say, “This is all your fault!” This was, I was convinced,
my darkest hour, but my only concern those terrible moments, was that my family wouldn’t be
harmed.
The relentless sound of “Bam-bam-bam-bam! Where’s the gold? Bam-bam-bam-bam!
Would did you do with our gold?” continued as the back door hinges creaked and the wooden
panels rattled ominously. Jesus stood up, turned to us, as we huddled in back of the room, and
instructed us to keep silent while he dealt with these men.
“Jesus, be careful!” Mama wept.
“Use the sword,” Simon called breathlessly. “When you open the door, let’em have it!”
“Those who live by the sword, shall die by the sword,” came Jesus’ refrain.

Jesus took the lamp off the table. Removing the board, he threw open the door, capturing
the scraggly faces of three men in the glow. In spite of our knowledge of Jesus, we half expected
the men to rush in and hack us to death, but they just stood there mutely, staring at the silhouette
of the oldest brother.
“I warn you,” Jesus spoke calmly, “this house is protected by the Lord.”
“Oh no,” James groaned, “not now.”
“He’s tempting the Lord,” Mama rocked back and forth. “Those men will cut him down.”
“Is there a Jude living in this house,” a third man, with an evil high pitched voice asked.
“I will speak for members of this household.” Jesus replied sternly. “If your gold isn’t
where my brother put it, then someone else moved it.”
“Did you move that pot of gold?” Joseph shrilled in my ear.
“Yes, and that tickles.” I clamped my hands over my ears.
I wanted very much to shut out the world. Except for Jesus, my family and friend were
united against me. All three bandits began shouting at Jesus at the same time: “Your little
brother stole our gold! Where’s our gold! We’ll cut out your livers if you don’t give us our
gold!”
In disobedience to Jesus’ command, Simon retrieved the large sword. Tapping frantically
on Jesus’ shoulder, he cried, “Here, Jesus, take the sword!”
“Yes, Jesus,” Mama screamed, “please take the sword!”
“What are we waiting for?” the deep voiced bandit shouted. “Let’s make them talk!”
In all the commotion no one thought to ask where Adam was. For all I knew, the other
bandits had killed him when they couldn’t find the rest of their loot. Three big, mean-looking,
desperate men, stood ready to charge into our house, and Jesus refused to brandish the sword. In
stead, he began praying as he had never prayed before, “Lord God, master of heaven and earth,
defend us from these evil men. Stop them dead in their tracks before they harm my family. As
you once protected your patriarchs, prophets and judges, protect this humble house from evil
doers. . .”
Following his prayer, all we could hear was the footfall of the retreating men and then
silence as Jesus stood with his back turned to us, the sword Simon forced upon him held limply
in one hand, the lamp held high, signaling in my memory, a turning point in his life. Jesus had
physically stood between good and evil, and he had won. As I half expected, in the midst of his
prayer as he called upon the righteous anger of God, he managed, by sheer will or magic, to
scare away three desperate men. None of us could see a glowing face or fiery eyes that might
have frightened the bandits off, but it was impossible for us not to see this as a great act of
courage on Jesus’ part, if not an outright miracle. Though thanking him profusely, Mama had
called his act foolish, but the remainder of us, including Jesus’ detractors James and Joseph,
praised his bravery in tempting God. Whether or not it was divine intervention or Jesus’ words
that scared off the men, it had worked. If nothing else, James argued with Joseph, Jesus fierce
countenance was a God-given power. No one could argue that our house wasn’t protected by
God. On that wondrous note, everyone collapsed onto their pallets and slept through the night.
******
From this day forward, with occasional lapses caused by Jesus high-handed ways, James
and Joseph, his one-time detractors gave him the begrudging respect he deserved. In the days
ahead, I expected punishment of some sort, but I was not concerned about this. It was the
suspicion and distrust for me, re-awakening afresh on everyone’s face the next morning, that

made me feel like an outcast in my own house. I was in big trouble this time. As far as Joseph
was concerned, I had outdone even Michael. Michael had only written blasphemies on a few
walls, whereas I had hoarded blood money and polluted myself in a pagan shrine.
One question that remained in our minds, though no one asked, was “Where had Adam
been during this showdown?” I wasn’t sure I really cared. Adam had, after all, led his cohorts
up the trail and was at least indirectly responsible for them terrorizing our house. When I finally
mentioned this to Jesus as he sat at the table basking in his family’s adulation, he prophesized
again, declaring simply, “Adam fled.” That was all, there was nothing more, but it was enough
for me. No one asked him where Adam fled to or if he would come back looking for the gold.
Everyone knew I would catch it when Papa returned from the Roman camp. I would probably be
getting extra chores for the rest of my childhood. Satisfied with that knowledge, James and
Joseph gave me surly looks as we ate breakfast, Simon snarled at me a few times, and I was
shunned even by Uriah when I tried to make conversation about last night. What we did
eventually come back to, however, was where I had hidden the gold. At that point, I exploded in
anger at Joseph’s accusation.
“You stupid fool. You actually think I’d lie to those bandits? I moved the gold to another
location in the wall. That’s it, story’s over. I made a horrible mistake!”
“I don’t believe you!” Joseph slammed the table with his fist.
“I don’t either,” cried James.
“You know what,” Simon tried to sound intelligent, “I think he snuck back down and put
it somewhere else.”
“That was so original,” I looked at Simon with disgust. “So tell me wise Solomon, when
did I have time to go down there after we came up for dinner? Did any of you see me sneak back
down there today? You were with me the whole time we picked berries, Simon. I moved the
coins, right in front of your eyes, to another place in the wall. You were just too stupid to
notice!”
I had never talked to my brothers this way. Mama scolded me mutely by wagging her
finger, yet no one blamed me for my outburst. As we continued eating our breakfast, James,
Joseph, and Simon continued to grumble. Uriah had smiled at me once but was busily gobbling
up every morsel in sight. Only Jesus had been friendly toward me, and this morning he had
lapsed into silence to, at one moment closing his eyes, as if in prayer or receiving a revelation.
“One of the shepherds took it,” he replied, opening his eyes, “… coming shortly before
the bandits arrived, slipping past our house and creeping up to the road where a friend waited
with two mounts. Odeh’s nephew had followed Adam when he hid the gold in the wall. When
he saw the bandits in the distance, he knew it was time to fetch the prize. He must have
investigated the remainder of the wall.” “…. From this day forward,” he added slowly, “… let’s
us call Adam by the name he’ll be called by thieves and murderers, . . . Barabbas!”
No one questioned Jesus revelation this time. It all made good sense. A grin spread
across my tear stained face.
“So, it wasn’t Jude after all?” Joseph murmured, scratching his head.
“Those thieving shepherds!” cried James.
“They did us a favor.” Jesus sighed with resignation. “Odeh claims his people are
descents of Ishmaelites, who once worshipped the Hebrew God. I believe he’s a God-fearer, like
us, but most of the shepherds are pagans, just like the Syrians, Romans, Edomites, and Greeks.
Like many roving folk, they’re an enterprising, practical people, with no qualms about nabbing
stolen gold or treasure from a pagan shrine.”

James gnashed his teeth. “Stealing is stealing. If I had my way they’d be banished from
Galilee—forever!”
“You’re taking this personal, James.” Jesus frowned thoughtfully. “The shepherds didn’t
steal from us—not directly. They’re our neighbors. At worst, they stole from another thief:
Barabbas.”
“The shepherds aren’t leaving Nazareth,” Mama’s voice trilled. “It would hurt Ezra’s
business. They’ve always been friendly to us. Abbas’ men are the enemies, James, not the
shepherds. A handful of bandits can’t chase them away.”
“They’re thieves,” Joseph muttered.
“They took Jude’s treasure,” Simon grumbled under his breath.
“Come on Jude and Uriah,” Jesus beckoned, rising to greet the day. “Let’s take a walk.”
Because Jesus had ignored his other brothers, I felt special. Uriah, who had tried being
angry with me, also felt special. As if nothing at all had happened last night, he chattered
happily about being a carpenter and making all sorts of things. I was reminded as Uriah carried
on, that he was, whether I liked it or not, my best friend.
Jesus placed his hands on our heads, as we walked toward the shop, and said something
very strange. “Someday Uriah, you will be a rabbi like your father, whose trade will be carpentry.
You will, as Jude, see much of the world, and work tirelessly for the Lord.” “You my brother,” he
singled me out, gripping my shoulders sternly, “must give up foolish things. You have a great
destiny too, but God, not Judah bar Joseph, shall decide your path. We are bound forever, Jude.
You, like your friend Uriah, will serve the risen Lord.”
I never asked Jesus what he meant by those words. For years, as I worked in the
carpenter shop saving up for the adventures ahead, it sounded almost pagan to me. One of the
gods of the Egyptians, I learned, was Osiris who rose from the dead. The Greeks’ Phoenix was
consumed by the sun’s rays, rising from the ashes into a new body to begin a new age. It would
never have occurred to me that Jesus was talking about his own resurrection as the risen Lord.
Uriah, the son of a rabbi, would have considered that heresy, as would Joseph and James. I don’t
believe my parents, especially Papa, would have understood the subtle meanings of Jesus
teachings, for it required a leap of faith hastened by God’s will. Even Nicodemus, wisest of the
Pharisees, didn’t understand what Jesus meant by ‘born again’—the very heart of Jesus’ mission.
When he tried to explain his relationship to the Father to his disciples, he said, “Before Abraham,
I am,” an answer which still doesn’t make complete sense to me.
And that’s the problem: fidelis tripudio as my Roman friends would say—that leap of
faith too wide for learned men and almost impossible for simple folk. Is it any wonder that a boy
not yet twelve years old had problems with Jesus’ cryptic words? Increasingly, through each
year of his occupation as a carpenter, the Lord would speak to him, stopping him in the midst of
his work or leisure, his dreamy eyes closing then opening wide with revelation. I was never sure
whether or not he was praying or listening to God. He was the greatest mystery of my life. And
yet, because of my special gift, that day is catalogued away clearly in my memory as I sit writing
my family chronicle, as a day, in Jesus’ shadow, when I began to grow up, unraveling in my own
plodding way the identity of the mysterious stranger masquerading on earth as Jesus, my brother,
who would one day become the savior of the world.

Chapter Twelve
Return of the Romans

We began to worry when Papa and his friends hadn’t returned from Cornelius’
headquarters. It seemed obvious that they had camped overnight with the Romans, and yet,
previously, after inspecting the remains of Abbas’ band, it had been less than a day’s journey
back to town. What was taking them so long? The thought that they might have ran into trouble
on the road began to consume our thoughts as morning turned to noon. After leading Uriah and
me into the carpenter shop, Jesus gave us each clamps and little pots of glue and patiently
instructed us in the method of fastening legs to seats. Uriah was quite messy at first, but,
watching my careful hand, managed to glue and clamp together his own stool. Though bored
with such work, I did my best to outshine my friend by fastening legs to two stools, but Jesus had
glued together four stools before I was finished and was already assisting Simon with his work.
While Mama kept the twins busy in the house, James, Joseph, and Simon, as Uriah and I, were
assigned tasks of a descending order of difficulty. James, who considered himself an apprentice
carpenter by now, shaped table legs with shaver and plain, while Joseph, still a trainee, sawed
and rough worked pieces, which Simon sanded and Uriah and I glued together with supervision.
During our daily routine, we frequently glanced at the road. Mama stuck her head out the
window at one point, her hand shielding her eyes from the sun, hoping to glimpse Papa and his
friends on their mules, safe and sound. But the sun sat high in the sky, the noonday meal must be
prepared, and there was no sign of Papa or his friends.
When Mama called us to lunch, our hearts were heavy. The look on her haggard face—a
mixture of concern, exhaustion, and irritation that her husband was dallying on the road—caused
Jesus to embrace her and whisper into her fragile ear “Don’t worry, Papa’s on his way.” Having
overheard this bit of prophecy, I brightened immediately yet didn’t share my knowledge with my
brothers and friend. Jesus had been the last one of us to enter the house. Was this another
revelation or had he looked out from our front yard and seen travelers on the road? Regardless
of how he did it, I was confident Papa would clamor into house within the next few moments.
When Mama suggested sullenly that Jesus give the blessing for our food, Jesus stood up
dramatically and asked, “Why not have Papa give the blessing himself?”
“What’s he talking about now?” grumbled Joseph.
“Behold!” Jesus marched over to point out of the kitchen window. “The Romans have
returned!”
All of us managed to cram our heads into the kitchen window and witness a grand
parade. At the head of a procession of legionnaires, riding with Longinus, himself, were Papa,
Ezra, and Odeh, grinning with embarrassment as townsfolk looked on. Jesus was right—the
Romans were back! Unfortunately, the clamoring of hoofs and bark of officers awakened, with
alarm, our normally sleepy town, stirring the natural distrust and dislike from Jews. Though
many sound-minded citizens were glad the Romans had returned, a procession of Syrian dancers,
acrobats, and jugglers would not have produced a more hostile reaction from some of the
Nazarenes who stood along the sides of the road.
“We don’t need Roman watch dogs again in our town,” Aden, one of James’ estranged
friends, shrieked.

“Let Jews govern themselves!” a more treasonous response from Uriel, Joseph’s onetime
friend, rang out.
Neither of these youths would have anything to do with our family because of our
heresies and collaboration with Rome. After their outbursts, as Longinus, always vigilant, set his
face into a frown and Papa, Ezra, and Odeh climbed nervously off their mules, a spat of hoots
and catcalls short and to the point followed, causing many of the Roman legionnaires to shout
angrily at the ingrates. When the warning was given by Regulus, one of the optios in charge,
“Disperse, back away, so help me, I’ll give you the flat of my swords,” a restless silence fell over
the hecklers, except one gravely voice, an old man just arriving on the scene.
“Murderers!” He cried. “You killed my brother Ezekiel. Ezekiel wasn’t a bandit. Why
did you kill my brother?”
“Uh oh,” Uriah pursed his lips.
“Who said that?” Longinus shouted, reigning in his horse. “Bring me that man!”
“I remember hearing about that incident,” Jesus murmured thoughtfully. “That’s old
Nathaniel. Ezekiel was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Those were troubling times.”
“You Roman pigs!” Uriel screamed in a strangled voice. “You solve everything with a
sword!”
Other idlers we had not heard from shouted their protests. Aden, the first to heckle the
Romans, was also screaming “Pigs! Pigs! Pigs!” in mindless rage.
“James and Joseph,” Mama threatened, “I can see that look on your faces. Don’t you
dare say one word. I forbid you to run out there to be with your friends.”
“They’re not our friends anymore,” grumbled Joseph, “but they’re right; the Romans are
pigs and murderers!”
“We’re not stupid Mama,” confessed James. “Those Romans are in no mood for protests.
I’m worried about Nathaniel and our onetime friends. I’m just glad Isaac and Jeroboam aren’t in
that group.”
Mama whispered praise to James for being sensible. After Papa and his friends
dismounted, they stood by the gate looking on helplessly as Longinus men scuffled with the old
man and his supporters. At that point, Mama and Jesus left their perch and ran to open the front
door. In a most menacing voice, strange to her delicate throat, she absolutely forbade the rest of
us from entering the yard. Since Jesus was not much older than themselves, James and Joseph
thought this was unfair, but Simon, Uriah, and I were quite happy standing on the sidelines as the
Romans began busting the protestors’ heads.
Papa signaled ‘halt’ to his wife and oldest son. Mama and Jesus paused in the middle of
the front yard, as he erupted in heated conversation with Regulus, who stopped only inches from
his face. It was a heart-stopping interval, causing James, Joseph, Uriah, and I to gasp aloud. We
could see Jesus restraining Mama as she wrung her hands. I grew numb. The whole world
seemed to reel around me as I imagined Papa getting himself killed.
I could hear him yell “That wasn’t necessary, Regulus. Those men didn’t have weapons.
Why did your men have to rough them up?”
“Stand away Jew,” the optio blared, sticking out his jaw. “We can’t allow insurrection to
smolder in Nazareth. Your neighbors forgot we’re protecting this town!”
Longinus shoved his way between the two combatants, asking Papa to go into his house
and ordering the onlookers to go home. Through the mulling bodies of townsfolk, which
included the parents of Aden and Uriel, I glimpsed legionnaires surrounding the malcontents,
their shields raised and swords drawn. Because I couldn’t see them, I assumed that Aden, Uriel,

and the old man had been beaten to the ground. Uriah, whom I discovered was nearsighted,
squinted his eyes fiercely. In a constricted voice I explained to him what I saw. James and
Joseph stood behind us, gnashing their teeth, beside themselves with a feeling of helplessness
and rage. Simon had snuck out of the house, ran around the back way, and was watching the
commotion when the altercation between Papa and Regulus began. We could see him in the
shadows of the garden. Wide-eyed and mouth agape, he bolted up and ran back into the house.
Ezra and Odeh must have slipped away during the commotion. Making scooting motions, Papa
herded Mama and Jesus back into the house. As soon as they were safely inside, James slammed
the door shut, bolted it then dashed over to shut and lock the kitchen window too.
“That’s not necessary James,” Papa exhaled, sliding onto the bench. “They’re not going
to attack our house. They just wanted to scare us. Those foolish boys got a few knocks on the
head and Nathaniel got off with a bloody nose.”
“What happened Papa?” Joseph asked fearfully. “Why did they do that? Weren’t they
supposed to hunt down the remnants of Abbas band? That was the reason you went to the
Roman camp.”
“Oh, they’re going to look for the bandits,” Papa said, stroking his beard. “Unfortunately,
a few days before we visited the Roman garrison, there was an uprising in Sepphoris because of
Gratus’ harsh hand. Longinus lost several men; one of them was Regulus’ brother Aulus. The
Romans were going to return anyhow. Our visit just hastened matters along.”
“What about Priam and Falco?” I blurted excitedly. “Did they kill them too?”
“No,” Papa answered curtly, “those soldiers were stationed in Sepphoris where the
uprising began.”
“Dear me,” Mama cried, her hand flying to her mouth. “Is Aunt Elizabeth all right?”
“They’re not mad at Jews, Mary. They’re mad at Romans.” Papa replied indulgently,
patting her hand.
“Are they going to stay after they find Adam and his friends?” Joseph probed anxiously.
“Will they be stationed in Nazareth again—watching our every move?”
“I don’t know,” Papa replied testily, “and his name isn’t Adam; it’s Jesus Bar Abbas.
That’s what the Romans call him. If they catch those men, they’ll not wait to crucify them like
those fools in Sepphoris” “Your friend is lucky, Jude.” His dark eyes focused on me. “They’ll kill
the bandits outright when they’re caught. Longinus won’t bother carting them back for trial.”
“Adam’s still a child,” Mama clucked with disapproval.
“Hah!” Papa exclaimed. “That child—the son of a bandit chief—robbed and killed
innocent travelers. The crucifixions of his father’s men incited hotheads, like Aden and Uriel, to
attack Romans indiscriminately. Thanks to children like Adam, there’s an angry bunch of
Romans in our town.”
“They would have come anyhow to look for insurrectionists,” reasoned Jesus. “They
once came here looking for rebels after the rebellion. Let’s not forget the last time when they
came as protectors.”
“Yes, but this is a small scale event,” snorted Papa, “—more like a tantrum.” “Not over
important matters such taxes like in Judah’s rebellion,” he added with disgust. “Their protests
over Rome’s unscheduled inspections of their town was a ridiculous pretense. The real issue was
those brutal executions by the roadside. Longinus told me that the city fathers of Sepphoris, like
Nazareth, have been complaining because they’re no longer protected full time by Rome. How
ironic! What a waste of good Jewish lives!”
“We are an impatient, unruly people,” Jesus muttered to himself.

One day Paul would utter a similar complaint after being roughed up by self-righteous
Jews. No one could disagree with Jesus’ statement. It was, as my Roman friends would say, res
ipsa (it goes without saying). As though a shadow fell over my brother, he sighed deeply, his
eyes closing tightly as if he were in deep thought, and he prayed silently to himself. As every
other bad thing in life, Jesus took this personally. Already, though I couldn’t yet put into words
then, he took upon the sorrows of the word. At times such as this, I wondered if, in spite of his
divinity, he might be possessed—perhaps by an angel, in place of a demon. (Now there’s a
thought!) Feeling great fondness for my oldest brother I sat down beside him, listening to an
argument break out between Papa and Joseph and James.
Worded differently, perhaps, it struck me that Papa said the same thing as Jesus.
Slamming the table with his fist, he growled, “When will our stiff necked people learn that this
isn’t the time to rise up against our oppressors? That moment will arrive with the coming of the
Messiah. It’s pure madness for club wielding Jews to attack heavily armored, mounted Roman
soldiers. If Aden, Uriel, and Nathaniel had so much as rake in their hands, they’d be killed on
the spot!”
“They didn’t deserve to be roughed up like that,” protested James.
“Why did the Romans seize them?” objected Joseph. “Why didn’t they let them go
home?”
“They’re lucky.” Papa wrung his finger. “Longinus just wants to frighten them. He’ll let
them go when they apologize for calling his men pigs. They weren’t the only ones heckling the
soldiers. They’re the only ones that got caught.”
“When will the Messiah come?” I whispered to Jesus.
“At the river,” he murmured dreamily, “when the prophet calls.”
What nonsense, I thought smiling tolerantly at him. One day I would understand his
prediction. James and Joseph hadn’t heard Jesus enigmatic answer, but they found Papa’s words
unjust and sat grumbling to themselves.
“Aden and Uriel’s parents lost relatives in the rebellion,” argued Joseph. “Nathaniel lost
his brother to those Roman pigs.”
James winced at his brother’s disrespect. Papa rebuked him for attacking the people who
protected our family and town in the past. “Would you bite the hand that feeds you? Though
their ways seem stern, so was the Israelite Joshua against the Canaanites, who slaughtered
women and children along with men to fulfill God’s purpose, as did King David against his
enemies, many of whom were innocent victims of his greed and lust. God allows the good to
perish with the wicked. Sometimes, to protect us, he even makes our one-time enemies our
friends.”
“You are saying that God is unjust?” Joseph looked at him in disbelief. “King David was
punished, was he not? The Canaanites worshipped false gods and deserved to be destroyed.”
“Wrong on both accounts,” Papa smiled slyly. “If you’d read your scriptures, you’d know
that King David punished himself when he did evil deeds, by throwing ashes on his head and
praying. Some punishment! If any other man had committed even a smidgen of David’s
offenses, they would have been put to death, and yet God personally struck men dead in the
Torah for much lesser crimes.” “God’s ways are mysterious,” he reminded him. “Otherwise how
can you explain God allowing Joshua to slaughter innocent citizens? Life is harsh, Joseph. The
Lord’s methods are severe. Our stiff-necked people failed to heed the prophets, so the Lord sent
foreign armies to punish, disperse, and turn us into slaves. With a Persian King, we were set
free, so that we could one day be ruled by Greeks and then Romans, who, until our own kings

proved incapable of doing so, allowed us self-rule. The Romans have proven to be the most
tolerant of our masters. Unlike the Babylonians and Greeks and like the Persians they at least
respect our religion. Many Jews have become prosperous and famous citizens of Rome. With
the exception of Galilee, which is filled with highwaymen and rebels, a traveler can go almost
anywhere in the empire and be safe.” “Look at your oldest brother and his friend Joseph of
Arimathea.” He pointed to Jesus. “Except for the storms God quelled, not once did he write to
tell us of dangers on the road or at sea. Yet look at what trouble your friends are brewing up in
our own town.” “You will have nothing more to do with those troublemakers, Aden and Uriel.”
He made a sweeping gesture. “I forbid you to see them or invite them to our house!”
“Aden and Uriel already shun our house,” Joseph scowled. “Thanks to the Romans and
our many heresies, we don’t have many friends.”
“Then you should’ve made more friends,” Papa counseled sternly, “ones who accept you
for yourselves, not the fair-weather sort who fill your head with foolish, dangerous thoughts.”
“I still can’t believe they called the soldiers pigs,” remarked James. “I’m just thankful
they’re still alive.”
“Until you met boys like that, you and Joseph never spoke rebellion in our house.” Mama
reached out and gripped his wrist. “I agree with Papa. We must not question the Lord’s will.
The Romans have protected us against our enemies as surely as the shepherd watches over his
flock. Because of the Lord’s will, four hundred innocent children were killed by Herod just to
save our son. Unlike Herod, Rome ruled us then and now with a firm, yet just hand. How long
we shall be ruled I don’t know, but I believe that they’ve protected our family and town because
of our son. No Roman ruler could be as wicked as some of our kings. Most of them are but
simple men.”
“What if Aden, Uriel, and Nathaniel had been killed today,” Joseph persisted stubbornly.
“Would you say that then?”
“What if! What if!” Papa waved dismissively. “It didn’t happen, Joseph. The important
thing for you to remember is what the Romans could’ve done. They could’ve beaten those fools
severely or even killed them, as they did in Sepphoris after being attacked.” “In this house,” he
cried shaking his fist, “we keep our heads and rely on wisdom through prayer, not loose words.”
“Rebelling against Rome is rebelling against God!” I exclaimed, jumping to my feet.
Somewhat startled, Papa and Mama laughed softly at my outburst. Though James had a
blank, confused expression and Joseph frowned severely, Jesus gave me a hug, an inspired look
growing on his face. Uriah looked at me proudly and Simon nodded his approval with sleepy,
half-shut eyes. Only Joseph, Mama’s troubled son, sat in dark gloom over what happened today.
I was glad the Romans were back. In spite of the problems it created in our house and
town, I hoped that they would stay. I was not completely sure about James approval of them
now, but it seemed as if most of our family agreed with what Papa had said. There was really no
way of knowing how many thieves and murderers were out there in Galilee during these troubled
times. I just hoped Adam was wise enough not to come back looking for more gold.

Chapter Thirteen
Family Burdens

In the weeks following the Romans’ return, Longinus assigned the optio Regulus and his
men once again to our sector with the same three shifts and another squad of mounted sentries to
patrol all four sectors of Nazareth, as well as the perimeter of town. Because of the recent
uprising and the fact that the bandits were still at large, it was expected that there would be more
Romans in Nazareth than before. The Roman guards, who performed lazily and loosely the last
time, seemed much more organized. Regulus inspected his patrols more often, Longinus, in turn,
checked on his four optios, and, we were told the prefect Cornelius, himself, would frequently
review the soldiers patrolling Sepphoris, Nazareth, and other Galilean towns. The main
difference, of course, was in the attitude of Regulus toward Papa and the other elders in
Nazareth. During the altercation in front of our house, he had referred to Papa and the rest of us
as Jews, as if the word were an insult. Clearly among Regulus and many of the soldiers
patrolling our town, we had lost our status as allies and friends. We were now troublesome Jews.
Papa promised to make peace with Regulus, who was, he believed, upset because he interfered
with the optio’s job. We all believed, however, that it was much more serious than this. Once
again Jews had needlessly attacked and killed Roman soldiers. The fact that it happened in
Sepphoris made no difference to Regulus, whose brother had been murdered by the same kind of
rabble he saw outside our house. So, from the beginning of the new occupation, we were
careful, as were most Nazarenes, to remain friendly to the Romans but to keep out of their way
and avoid congregating in groups more than three or four.
Almost as important to our lives as the Romans’ return was the condition of Michael,
whose death-like state in the back room had made us almost forget he was in the house. While
Simon, Uriah, and I continued to learn the craft of carpentry, poor Michael hovered over
Gahenna neither alive nor dead. Our friends trickled back one-by-one partly because of our
renewed fame, partly from curiosity, and partly from the begrudging notion that I had tricked
them out of their gold. Because Papa and his friends had brought the Romans back to Nazareth,
they were esteemed by many townsmen, who were more afraid of rebels and bandits than
soldiers and a minority of hotheads, who believed our family were traitors and sycophants of
Rome. We all knew what being a traitor meant. As he explained our situation with our guards,
he defined for Simon, Uriah, and my benefit, what sycophant meant: a flatterer who said things
he didn’t mean in order to be favored by other men. I had done that before with my parents,
brothers, and friends, but I sensed that it was much worse to be a sycophant as an adult than as a
child.
Often I thought about foolish things. During times of trial, I mostly daydreamed about
my great white horse and imaginary Roman friends. I would become a knight, with sword,
spear, and shield. I would have a shiny helmet like Cornelius, Longinus or Regulus, fancy armor
on my chest, and sturdy boots on my feet. When I felt Papa suddenly shaking my shoulders, I
tumbled back down to earth. I had stopped listening after he defined the word sycophant. I
didn’t have a clue to what he was talking about now.
“Jude,” he said irritably, “are you all right? Are you having another episode like before?
Get your head out of the clouds!”

Mama’s face loomed in front of my eyes: large blue eyes in her infantile face. I blinked,
smiled foolishly, and followed Papa, Simon, and Uriah to the shop where Jesus was supervising
James and Joseph in the cutting of hardwood.
“Easy with the ax, Joseph,” Papa quipped. “Are you pretending that’s me?”
“No,” Joseph replied, setting the ax aside and wiping his brow, “I’m pretending its one of
the soldiers who attacked my friends.”
“That’s not funny,” Papa said, taking the ax from Joseph’s hand. “You’ve got to have a
clear mind when you’re doing something like this.”
“He was joking Papa.” James gave his brother a worried look. “We know the Romans
mean business this time.”
Papa handed James the ax. “I’m glad you’ve come around!” he exclaimed, giving him a
pat.
Without explanation, Joseph was given a sander and led to a stack of legs. Papa began
showing Simon, Uriah, and I what he wanted us to do. Jesus had a quiet conversation with
Joseph as he half-heartedly did his work. In spite of my dislike of carpentry, I wanted to please
Papa, so I rough sanded the splintery table top with great gusto, until I got a splinter in my
thumb. Seeing the tears well up in my eyes, Papa took my shaver away from me and pointed
disgustedly to the house.
“Have Mama pull the splinter out,” he called, as I trotted up to the house.
“He did that on purpose,” Simon grumbled.
“Come back and finish your project when it’s out,” Papa called in a singsong voice.
“He’s a slacker,” protested James, “just like Simon.”
Yes, I’m a slacker, I thought as Mama appeared with a sewing needle and jar of medicine,
but I was also a dreamer and planner. After the ordeal today and the many calamities for our
family beginning with the rescue of the widow and her son, I had no intention of staying in this
backwater town. My plans, which included my magnificent white horse, were fixed. More than
ever I wanted to travel and see the world. I was not quite so certain about becoming a Roman
knight. Though I admired Cornelius and Longinus, I had seen a dark side to their men, starting
with the uprising in Sepphoris and its effects in Nazareth as Regulus let loose his company of
men. Only yesterday, Uriah and I had seen Falco and Priam rough up Seth, one of James and
Joseph’s friends. I was glad my brothers had been absent during this event. James and Joseph
were in the shop. As Uriah and I picked weeds, Simon had probably been idling in the backyard
or asleep under a tree. Falco and Priam had just been on their patrols in our sector of town when
Seth said something to them. Uriah and I couldn’t hear the words, but the guards reacted
quickly, Falco grabbing Seth by the collar and shaking him violently as Priam growled into his
face “a curse on you troublesome Jews!” I couldn’t blame the Romans for losing their temper. I
didn’t want to believe that Priam meant what he said. I was certainly not troublesome to them
nor was Simon, Uriah, and most of the citizens of our town, who did everything possible to treat
them with respect. But there was a difference in our protectors I couldn’t put into words. Their
smiles were guarded, and they avoided eye contact with us whenever they passed. Until the
resentment blew over, we were counseled by Mama and Papa to stay out of their way. We would
have to be careful around Regulus, too, because of the murder of his younger brother by angry
Jews.
Along with my dread of Mama’s needle, the incident in Sepphoris and its repercussions
in front of our house weighed heavily upon my mind. I tried not to cry when she dug out my
splinter. It was so small, she had to squint and bring my hand directly under the sunlight entering

the kitchen window. With patient tenderness, it was out and a drop of medicine sprinkled on my
thumb before a tear had a chance roll down my cheek.
A question came to me, as she sent me on my way. “Didn’t Papa once say that the
punishment should fit the crime?”
“You are talking about those men who are being hung on crosses outside of Sepphoris,”
she observed thoughtfully. “Yes, Jude, those men stoned those soldiers to death. They should
likewise been stoned, but that’s not the Roman way.”
“What’s the Roman way?” I sighed heavily. “. . . . I thought I knew.”
“The Roman way, my son, is to rule harshly but justly as Papa said. They have, as matter
of policy, made examples of those foolish men.”
“I don’t understand Mama,” I said, shaking my head. “Cornelius is a good man and so is
Longinus. Why would the prefect feel he has to make such cruel examples, and why would a
just man like Longinus carry it out?”
Mama kissed my forehead but shoved me gently toward the door. “Long ago, when
villagers scorned me, your father told me that such men are true to their natures, and that it’s only
the will of God that raises us up and divides our natures from beasts. These words were hard for
a simple woman to understand, until I suffered the flight into Egypt and heard what Herod did to
the children of Bethlehem just to kill one child. The years of suffering and abuse from our own
people, those terrible months when our charity to the widow and her son ultimately brought
Rome to our town, have taught me that there are good and bad Romans and good and bad Jews.
Sometimes, as Papa said today, the will of God works in the Gentile as well as the Jew. If we
compare hardnosed soldiers hanging malcontent Jews on crosses to a Jewish king murdering
innocent children or our own neighbors wanting to crush our bodies with stones, who is worse—
Gentile or Jew?”
Greatly impressed by Mama’s wisdom, I hugged her one more time, feeling the tear roll
finally down my cheek. How could I have ever thought my mother was simple? In one
sweeping statement she redefined the will of God as well as Jesus had done, himself. As I look
back, I’m certain that she had God-given wisdom too. It troubles me, as I recall her intelligence
and insight, that Papa and my other brothers didn’t see this. She was dependable and even
saintly, but rarely did she shine as she did those moments after the splinter was dug from my
thumb. I would learn one day that she was the mother of Christ, but on that day as I returned to
my project in the shop I knew only that Mama had great wisdom in spite of her simple ways.
******
The fact that I shared in the mysteries gives me strength as I sit in my Persian cell. As I
dip my quill into its precious ink well, I can see, through my mind’s failing eye, through the
prism of time, as if it were yesterday. The day had begun with great excitement but simmered
down to a mundane and, in my thinking, boring routine. Mama returned to her duties in the
house, supervising the twins, tending to her patient in the back room, and looking ahead wearily
to her visit with the ailing Joachim and his unstable wife. With much easier lives, my brothers
and I, aside from our chores, could look forward to loafing the rest of the day. Even Papa and
Jesus would, if the workload was on schedule, take walks into the yard, idly discussing the
business while munching on figs, plums or grapes. Not so for poor Mama, whose work was
never done.

When Simon, Uriah, and I received Papa’s nod of satisfaction for our plodding efforts, we
ran into the house for lunch just in time to see Mama drag her tired bones through the gate and
shuffle slowly up to the house.
“Why can’t Hannah take care of the rabbi?” I boldly asked, as she stumbled for the door.
“From the mouth of children comes wisdom,” Papa quoted an old Jewish adage.
I remember reading the Letters to the Hebrews and seeing this passage. It strikes me as
significant that Paul, a onetime Pharisee, shared this adage with Papa. In spite of the new books
such as Paul’s Letters, righteous men often dipped into the old books for basic truths. What
impressed me very much about that moment was that Papa finally put his foot down about Mama
stepping in to help the unstable Hannah, who had failed to take care of her husband, herself. I
had by my question, as my Greek friends would put it, opened a Pandora’s box.
“Look at you Mary,” he protested, gripping her elbow to give her support, “you’re
exhausted and ready to drop. This is going to stop—today!”
“You don’t understand Joseph,” she explained testily. “I must help poor Joachim or the
poor man would starve and die of thirst.”
“What?” exclaimed Papa, helping her up to the door. “How bad off is the rabbi? Is he
unconscious? What’s Hannah been doing all this time? Where are their relatives? Are you the
only one in town taking care of that man?”
“There were other women at first,” Mama tried to explain as Papa led her into the house.
“Hannah’s moods have driven them away,” she added, as he seated her at the table. “The rabbi is
conscious but he stares motionless at the ceiling. As I have done for Michael, I tend to him the
best I can, but it’s Hannah who needs watching the most.”
“This is dreadful!” Papa shook his head. “Where are Hannah and Joachim’s brothers,
sisters or cousin, who should step in now? That’s Jewish custom, Mary, is it not? Are they
orphans? Why are you the only one to step in and help them out?”
“I don’t know.” Her head shook as if she had palsy.
“And that no account Michael in the new room,” he said, shaking his fist. “What are we
going to do with him?”
Simon, Uriah, and I, thanks to the open window by the kitchen, had heard everything.
Uriah was sobbing quietly. Simon cursed the rabbi under his breath as our parents talked, but I
felt only pity for his fat little son.
“Uriah,” I whispered, giving his dark curls a pat, “she won’t let your father die. It’s not
your fault what kind of parents you have, but don’t blame Papa for losing patience with them.
Your father hurt his business and almost ruined our reputation in town. Now, in spite of
everything, Mama’s doing your mother’s job!”
At one point, as we listened to Papa scold Mama for not tending to her own health, she
broke down and wept. My heart went out to her. Tears gathered in my eyes. “What shall we do
with poor Uriah?” she wailed softly. “His father’s not responding. His mother’s a wreck. What
about poor Rhoda, Uriah’s little sister?” Though Mama’s last question was distressing, I tried to
comfort Uriah, who must have felt like an orphan, himself. James and Joseph, however, were
not so charitable. After catching the gist of the conversation, Joseph threw a tantrum in the yard.
“Rhoda?” He slapped his forehead. “Not only are we adopting Uriah, we’re adopting
Rhoda too? Father Abraham, we need a bigger house. We don’t have enough room!”
Mama’s lamentations and Papa’s consolation prevented them for hearing Joseph’s
outburst, but he was close enough to the road to be overheard by passers-by. As he aired his
grievances, Simon and I tried to shush him. James, who had been quietly gnashing his teeth,

reached out to clamp a hand on his brother’s mouth. After eavesdropping, himself, from afar,
Jesus ran over to see what was wrong. Joseph resented James’ effort to silence him. As they
tumbled into the garden, it looked for a moment as if they were fighting. Grabbing them by their
collars, Jesus yanked them up to their feet.
“What’s the meaning of this?” He asked in a shrill whisper.
“Haven’t you heard?” cried Joseph. “Where going to have a new sister.”
“Keep your voice down.” Jesus looked back self-consciously at the road. “Our neighbors
are watching, and the Romans are back in town.”
“Well, it’s a distinct possibility,” James said in a muted voice. “Joachim is deathly ill and
Hannah’s minds addled. Where else are Uriah and Rhoda going to go?”
“Listen you numbskulls. We don’t need dissention in our family. We have enough
problems without our neighbors hearing our business. Joachim and Hannah’s health is not your
concern,” he said, shaking them by their collars. “The only thing you can do to help Mama is
pray and trust in God’s will.”
“It’s his fault.” Simon pointed accusingly at Joseph. “James was just trying to shut him
up.”
“I know.” Jesus nodded. “It’s what came after Joseph’s outburst. The Romans are men
of action. That kind’ve of commotion is worse than words.” “Control yourself,” he looked
squarely at Joseph, “it’s not the Romans who care about our problems. They’re worried about
order. Many of them think we’re troublesome Jews.” “Worry about our eavesdropping
neighbors,” he tossed his head, “not the soldiers. Rumors can be as deadly as swords.”
Jesus gave James a pat on the back after releasing him but held Joseph’s collar a moment,
gazing into his eyes. James brooded in the garden, as Simon and Uriah sat down on the bench
munching on figs. I drew close to Jesus, perking up my ears. “Jews, not Romans, shall bruise
the Son of Man,” he murmured, so faintly I’m not sure anyone else had heard. We had, of
course, heard him say strange things before. What concerned us these moments is what Mama
had told Papa. That moment, as Joseph walked away, Jesus sprinted into the backyard to pray. If
we ever needed the power of his prayers this was such a time. James and Joseph were right,
however: we didn’t need any more occupants in our house. Uriah had been difficult enough to
warm up to. I couldn’t imagine trying to cope with his sister. Her tantrums, he once informed
me, lasted for hours. She would bare her teeth and try to bite anyone in the room. Joachim had
once attempted a demon expulsion on her only to be badly mauled. Uriah said nothing after
hearing Joseph’s tirade, but I could see great apprehension in his eyes. I wouldn’t hear Jesus’
prophesy about the Son of Man again for many years.
******
Lunch was a depressing affair. James and Joseph were in surly moods. The condition of
Joachim and his wife loomed as a dark cloud. Except for Jesus, my family was plunged
momentarily into silence. For the first time ever Uriah was silent too. The one ray of light,
though it caused little enthusiasm among us, was Jesus announcement that he had prayed very
hard for the health of Joachim and Michael and asked God to set Hannah’s mind straight. He
didn’t promise anything in his prayers. Everything, he reminded us, depended upon the Lord,
and yet I believed Jesus had the power to change events if he so wished. He felt the Lord’s
presence as he prayed at his favorite rock. There were, he enumerated, many Nazarenes touched
by our prayers and Mama’s healing hands—Samuel, Nehemiah, Uriah, Joachim, Michael, and
others in the past. Left off Jesus’ list, because Uriah was present, was Reuben—the greatest

miracle of them all. Most of Mama’s patients, not all, had recuperated, but that was God’s will.
Jesus admitted the perceived injustice in allowing an old man to live and an innocent child die,
but we mustn’t question the Lord. Even more unfair it seemed was the fact that the wicked
prosper and righteous perish. I knew that, in the first instance, Jesus was comparing Samuel’s
longevity to Nehemiah’s death and that, in the second instance, he was referring to the greater
issue of why god fearing people suffer and many times die at the hand of evil men. I wondered
as he tried to explain God’s mind whether Michael would be counted among the wicked and
whether Reuben’s new beginning added his name to the Book of Life. In spite of Jesus
unwillingness to defy God’s will, he had a revelation those moments. He lapsed into silence a
moment, blinked his eyes, and looked blankly into space.
“I prayed very hard for Joachim,” he said slowly. “He’s in the Lord’s hands, as is his wife
Hannah, whose affliction is of the mind, but when I asked God to cure Michael I felt a warm
breeze blowing over me. I think, in a greater sense, Michael’s greater affliction like Hannah and
Mariah, his mother, is of the mind. The Evil One has left much wreckage. Like the storm
crashing over a ship, however, it shall not prevail. When the storm passes, the ship, though
tossed about and damaged, will still be afloat. Michael is still afloat, hovering between good and
evil and dark and light. Only time will tell how much damage has been done.”
“Excuse me.” Joseph leaned forward. “You’re saying that Michael’s going to live?”
“Yes.” Jesus nodded faintly. “The question is how. I never believed he would die.”
“Michael’s worse off than Joachim,” James replied boldly. “How can you promise such
things Jesus? You keep telling us about God’s will. Aren’t you tempting the Lord?”
“You misinterpret what I said,” he chided gently. “I never said I promised; I said I prayed
that it would be God’s will. What is meant by ‘tempting the Lord,’ is asking for things that are
irrational and unrealistic—”
“Such as expecting Michael to get better?” James tossed his head.
“He will live,” Jesus clarified, “not necessarily better.”
“That’s what we’re afraid of,” replied James, “that he might stay this way forever.”
“What about Nehemiah?” challenged Joseph. “You prayed for him too and he was on
death’s door, yet he died. He was worth saving, Jesus. Michael isn’t. You once told us to pray
for needful things. Michael’s not needful. He’s more dead than alive.”
“That’s precisely the point.” James looked questioningly at Jesus. “At least Joachim
comes to once and awhile and Reuben had a wound Mama could treat. Michael just lies there
wasting away from the Lord-only-knows-what, causing Mama grief. The question is ‘how long
will he be this way: a week, a month, a year, forever?’ ”
“No-no, my sons,” Mama’s voice trembled, “though their afflictions are not the same,
there’s no difference between treating Reuben, Joachim or Michael. It’s the Lord’s will.
Michael’s in a dark place right now, but trust me—he’s alive. There’s hope. Reuben, like
Nehemiah, was actually much closer to death, and Abner believes the rabbi is merely recovering
from a stroke. With proper care, such a condition can lessen, even be cured. I believed Jesus
when he said Michael’s demons are gone, but they’ve left wreckage behind themselves, only
time can heal.”
“So!” Joseph gave Jesus a challening look. “It’s practical to save a scoundrel, and
impractical to save an innocent child?”
“You’re dense,” Jesus said, tapping his forehead. “We just discussed this: ‘the good die
yet the wicked live.’ Lamps glow in the windows, Joseph, but there’s no one to answer the

door.” “I stand at the door and knock.” He tapped Joseph’s forehead several more times. “Listen
with your heart next time, not your mind.”
“Listen with your heart?” Joseph backed away with annoyance. “What rubbish.”
“You talk in riddles,” James grumbled. “It’s just plan absurd.”
“Was asking the Lord to save Nehemiah im-practical?” I stumbled with the word. “You
helped save a thief, our onetime enemy, but you couldn’t save him.”
“It was God’s will.” Jesus gave me a hurt look.
How many times would I hear this? We seemed to be ganging up on Jesus again. We
had, in fact, broadened the subject to include all of Mama’s patients. No one, however, thought
to mention Uriah’s miraculous recovery. Of course, Uriah didn’t linger on as a patient either. He
was up on his feet within hours, hungry as a goat. I chewed on my lip and looked at my halfeaten plate of food.
“Sorry,” I mumbled under my breath. “It’s so hard to understand.”
“That’s all right,” murmured Jesus, “I know your heart. It’s basically pure.”
“Pure?” muttered Joseph. “That little sneak-thief pure?”
“I said basically.” Jesus shook his head. “Jude’s not perfect. No one is.”
“Pure is an absolute.” Joseph frowned. “Like black and white and good and evil.”
Until that moment, Papa had sat patiently on his bench, and had not interrupted the
discussion, but Joseph’s obstinacy was the final straw.
“Nonsense,” he suddenly erupted, “you sound like a Pharisee. God is the only absolute in
this world. No one understands His purpose. Why did he afflict a good, blameless man like Job
with boils and destroy everything he had? Didn’t Joshua murder Canaanite children along with
their parents to fulfill God’s will? You better go back and read the Torah, Joseph. It’s filled with
examples of righteous men, such as Job, as victims to evil designs.”
Jesus might as well have been speaking Egyptian to Joseph, but Papa’s words caused him
to squirm uneasily on the bench. He was not used to having the Torah used against him. James,
in spite of his own words, now had a troubled expression on his face. Mama just looked very
tired. As we thought about what Jesus and Papa said, Mama excused the twins, ordering Simon
to escort them into the front yard. It was a signal that our meal was over, but Uriah remained
sitting at the table, his dark little eyes filled with illumination.
“I remember something,” he called out excitedly. “Listen everyone. . . . After the scorpion
bit me and I was laid on this table, I nearly died—just like Reuben. It just didn’t take as long.
When I was asleep, I saw Jesus in my dream. Wasn’t that strange? It’s like he cured me from
afar. If that wasn’t a miracle, what was?”
Joseph flashed James a dubious look. Papa and Mama smiled.
With the greatest affection, Jesus walked over and embraced my friend. “Uriah, little
rabbi, you have the purest heart of all, but trust me: It wasn’t your time. Like Reuben, it was the
Lord’s decision, not mine.” “But make no mistake,” his voice rang out in the room, “it’s a Godgiven truth: the good die with the wicked and evil sometimes triumphs. . . . in this life. The
righteous get their reward in the next life. Uriah had been given a glimpse of paradise. The Lord
was saying to him: ‘life doesn’t end with death!’ ”
I felt a twinge of jealousy that moment as Uriah gave Jesus a hug. The fact that Jesus
called him little rabbi had given him special status. I was simply “little Jude.” All that other
“stuff” I would write down reverently in a different frame of mind. That day, after being
reminded of Jesus divinity, I had grown terribly bored.
“Are you mad at me?” I asked, sticking out my lower lip.

“Not at all,” he said airily. “I would like Simon, our little rabbi, and my inquisitive
brother to follow me into the hills. It’s been a long time since we had ourselves a good walk.”
“Be careful Jesus. The Romans are in a bad mood,” Mama called anxiously, as we
followed him out of the house.
I felt much better with my new title. Inquisitive, I was certain, meant I was smart.
Considering the fact that he didn’t want to be a rabbi, Uriah’s title was actually an insult. With
Papa’s stern coaxing, James and Joseph rose up and shuffled across the floor. As I held open the
door, I heard Joseph whisper to James, “another nature hike. Maybe we’ll find another dead
bird.”

Chapter Fourteen
Jesus’ Secret Place

As we gathered around Jesus, our teacher, in the backyard, a familiar figure scampered
into our yard. Jonah, in his flowing shift, became the first of our fair-weather friends to return to
our house. I remember thinking that this curly-headed little boy, though timid and adversely
influenced by others, was the best of the new friends, yet I was alarmed by his display of
affection and repentance. Not only did he carry on as if he hadn’t seen us in years, but he
apologized for telling his uncle we hid stolen treasure near our house.
“Why tell us now?” Simon looked at him in disbelief. “I hope your uncle doesn’t tell the
Romans. There are soldiers in our town, Jonah. We’ll probably see some of them in the hills.”
“I don’t think my uncle believed me.” Jonah shrugged. “I was angry that Adam took our
gold. That’s why I tattled on you, Jude. But my uncle is much too busy with his business to
worry about treasure.” “Do you forgive me?” He looked contritely at both Simon and me.
“I dunno.” Simon made a face
Jesus laughed heartily. James and Joseph, who didn’t like my friends, folded their arms.
“Come here,” I said, reaching out to grip his forearm as the Romans did. “This is how
soldiers greet each other.”
This was not demonstrative enough for Jonah, who embraced me again, then Simon and,
for good measure, Jesus and Uriah too.
“Stop that,” Uriah cringed. “You feel like a girl.”
“I am a girl,” he confessed suddenly. “My name’s Tabitha Bar Jonah. I never told anyone
what I was. I just let everyone think my name’s Jonah, which is only half a lie.”
“You told us your name is Jonah!” Simon slapped forehead in disbelief.
“I never told you that,” she shook her head emphatically. “Boaz introduced me as Jonah.”
“But you let us believe you were a boy!” I pointed accusingly. “I remember Jethro and
Obadiah teasing you about that silly dress.”
“Think Jude,” Jonah held my shoulders tearfully. “You said you had a good memory. Do
you remember what Boaz said to you when you first saw me?”
Suddenly, it came back to me. I remembered the day the big, plodding Boaz goodnaturedly shoved little Jonah forward.
“I remember,” I confessed, looking into Tabitha’s gray eyes. “He sort of mumbled your
name—like he wasn’t sure. Did Boaz know who you were?”
“He knew who I was,” Tabitha admitted, “but he didn’t know what I was.” “My parents
died of fever. My uncle raised me the best way he knew how, but most of the children my age in
Nazareth are boys like you. Would you have played with me, if you knew I was a girl?”
“No,” Simon and I both answered promptly.
James and Joseph, after looking on in shock for several moments, broke into laughter. At
this point, Jesus, who had been listening with humor, himself, stepped forward to ruffle Tabitha’s
curly head.
Jesus studied me closely. “Jude, Tabitha has been honest with you. She has no friends in
Nazareth, except you and your gang. What would be so wrong about allowing a girl to romp the
hills with you boys?”

“Uh-uh.” Simon balked, running back to the house.
“This is embarrassing,” Joseph said to James, “let’s go help Papa in the shop.”
“Jude?” Jesus frowned at me, as Uriah backed fearfully away. “There was a time when
you had no friends. Don’t disappoint me. Embrace your new friend.”
I braced my shoulders, lifted my head bravely, and reached out in the Roman manner,
only to find Tabitha giving me another hug.
“That is how your greet men,” Jesus announced, moving down the path, “not girls.
Tabitha is a girl and you’re still a boy. Come with me. I want to show you both a real treasure.”
Uriah followed at a distance. Out of curiosity, Simon lagged far behind him, with James
and Joseph begrudgingly dogging our trail. As we hiked down the Shepherd’s Trail, we met
Zeno, one of the lazy guards who patrolled the foothills.
“Greetings Zeno,” I hailed excitedly. “We’re glad to see you back. Where’s Falco and
Priam?”
“Those slackers,” he spat irritably, “will be anywhere that’s got food and wine.”
“Your welcome also to our house,” Jesus said, with a nod. “Please give Regulus our
regards.”
Zeno said something under his breath that was probably not very nice. In spite of the
altercation they had with Seth, Falco and Priam had at least treated us civilly. I hoped that our
Roman protectors would warm up to us again. A sudden commotion drew our attention to the
Shepherd’s camp at the bottom of the hills. We could see Roman soldiers surrounding a small
group of frightened men. Regulus seemed to be very angry with Odeh and his kinsmen. The
optio towered over the cringing shepherd and his relatives, pointing at each of them with
contempt. Though it was too far away to hear them, it looked as if Regulus was accusing the
shepherds of something.
I remembered Odeh telling us that he was a God-fearer like us and that his people were
descended from Ishmael, Abraham’s oldest son. It occurred to me that moment, as I looked
down at the shepherds, that our ancestors, the Israelites, once looked like them. Nomads, who
wandered the desert, as we once did, they were our kinsmen with the same patriarch. Now they
were shepherds and part-time thieves, treated as outcasts by many Jews. When I shared this
observation with Jesus, however, he shook his head and reminded me as delicately as possible
that the Edomites and Samaritans claimed descent from Abraham too. “Nabataeans, Edomites,
and Samaritans, like some Jews are thieves. As I once told you, Odeh’s men have been dealing
in stolen loot. I heard Longinus tell Papa about a dead shepherd found in the hills, probably
killed by bandits. A golden necklace was found in his clothes.”
Suddenly the words flew out of my mouth, “But there was only cups and plates among
Adam’s treasure. My pot of gold contained only coins.”
“What golden necklace?” Simon cried. “We found no necklace!”
Uriah had clearly heard Simon’s outburst, but James and Joseph lagged too far behind to
catch his words. At the same time their pace quickened because of our gestures, and then
Regulus looked up the hill, his hand shielding his eyes from the sun.
“He saw us! He saw us!” squealed Uriah.
“What happened? What did Jude say?” James charged toward the scene.
“Simon,” Jesus shrilled from the corner of his mouth, “shut up. This is a dead issue now.
The gold’s gone. Drop the subject. We’ll talk about this later.”

At this point, we noticed the squad of Romans moving toward our hill with Regulus at
the head. James and Joseph froze in their tracks, all other concerns evaporating in the Roman’s
dust.
“The Romans warned us not to congregate in groups of more than three or four
townsmen,” whispered Joseph. “This is bad. This is very bad!”
“Where do you see four men?” inquired Jesus calmly, glancing around our group. “I see
four children, two youths and one young man. Hardly a congregation. Just let me do the
talking?”
“What treasure were you going to show us?” Tabitha took Jesus’ hand.
“I haven’t forgotten.” Jesus smiled down at her. “Soon, little lamb, soon.”
Already Tabitha, whom I had thought of as Jonah, had wormed her way into Jesus’ heart.
Unlike James, Joseph, Simon, and Uriah, I couldn’t be frightened in Jesus’ shadow. It seemed
impossible to me that God would allow a band of Roman ruffians to harm Jesus when King
Herod had failed. As I looked around me, it also made good sense how Jesus defined Longinus’
order. Except for Jesus, himself, we were mostly children playing in the hills.
“Don’t worry,” I whispered into Tabitha’s shell-like ear, “Jesus will protect us.”
How could I’ve not seen that this lovely creature was a girl?
“Peace be upon you Regulus, protector of Nazareth’s southern flank,” Jesus called,
raising his hand in salute.
“Ave Jesus, son of Joseph,” Regulus brought his fist to his chest. “Your father’s a brave
man to call on Rome. Please give him my regards.”
“Thank you optio,” Jesus bowed deferentially. “My father is concerned for the safety of
our town and the well-being of our Roman friends. Nazareth shall sleep more safely tonight.”
Regulus inclined his head and grinned at Jesus boldness, gripping Jesus forearm in the
Roman way.
“Your not like those young hotheads.” He motioned to James and Joseph with his head.
“You’re different. I saw that the first day we met. You’ve got that look about you: the natural
leader, self-assured, who knows what he wants. I heard about your miracles. . . . When I look
into those unblinking eyes, I’m not surprised. What was it, Jesus, magic? Are you a god?”
“I am my father’s son,” Jesus replied enigmatically, as if his response had a dual
meaning.
Regulus was serious about Jesus leadership qualities, but he was playfully mocking Jesus
now. Despite his attitude toward Jews in general he seemed to be genuinely fond of him. Before
he moved on with his men, he briefly recounted an event that changed my view of this man.
“I was in Greece when I was a youth. Once when I visited a temple I saw many gods, all
made of stone, except one pedestal that was empty. The inscription below the platform read
simply ‘To the unknown god.’ I thought about your invisible god then. My mother, who was
once a slave, had converted to your faith, but my father, a Roman citizen, wanted me to be a
soldier like himself and worship Mars and Jupiter—proper gods for a legionnaire serving Rome.
“Tell me, Jesus,” he murmured, a smile twitching on his face, “am I my father’s son. . . or
am I a Jew?”
To answer this question it seemed as if Jesus might have to contradict himself. As Jews
we were taught religion by our father, but our faith was carried in our mother’s blood. Jesus,
who could have dodged the question, by explaining this fact, replied mysteriously, “Of this earth,
you are, as myself, your father’s son, but of the father in heaven, the greatest bond is with your
mother who gave you life.”

Regulus accepted this dubious answer, though he couldn’t possibly understand what Jesus
meant. We understood, though we didn’t fully comprehend, Jesus distinction between his earthly
and heavenly fathers, but I wondered that moment if any of my brothers understood Jesus
relationship to his earthly mother. I remembered the dream I had about Papa in the orchard, in
which I heard Jesus call from behind us “this is our adopted father, husband to the Virgin Mary.
The impact upon my brothers would be slow to come. Joseph would never accept this notion,
but James, as myself, would be forced to one day accept the fact of Jesus’ virgin birth. For the
time being, a severe look from Jesus told me to keep our secret about my dream. Thinking that
Jesus had merely referred to Hebrew tradition, James and Joseph nodded in agreement and let the
matter drop. Uriah scratched his head, and Simon yawned. When Regulus released Jesus arm,
he gave him a curt nod and was on his way. Priam and Falco marched passed as Jesus stood
there watching the optio lead his men.
“Fear not Regulus,” Jesus called through cupped hands, “the road you take is to the
kingdom where you shall meet the unknown god.”
The optio frowned at this brash statement yet tossed back his head and laughed. Priam
winked at me and Falco ruffled my hair. That Jesus might be referring to the Resurrection and
rebirth of our faith would not have crossed my mind. Even with my dreams of the three crosses,
which I asked Jesus to interpret and he suspiciously dodged, I didn’t have a clue. The notion was
just too inconceivable for a Jewish mind. All that mattered was that Regulus had shown us
civility, and Falco and Priam seemed to be their old selves.
“Are you going to watch over our house?” I asked.
Feeling Jesus’ restraining hand, I jerked back as the contingent marched past.
Priam’s voice was good to hear after all these months. “I could use some your Mama’s
freshly baked bread,” he seemed to barter.
“And some wine,” Falco suggested, “and maybe some of those honey rolls too.”
“Consider it done!” I chimed.
“Whoa, little Jude,” whispered Jesus. “Our mother’s worn out form her labors. That shall
be something you and I can do.”
“Bake bread?” I looked up in disbelief.
“Yes, Jude, it’s easy.” He gave me a playful poke. “We can even learn how to make honey
rolls from Uriah. Now lets go find that treasure I promised. I think I saw it somewhere down
this trail.”
******
Jesus led our motley band onto a narrow animal trail Michael had shown me that had
seemed to lead nowhere. Michael and I had ignored it in favor of the larger paths skirting the
overhanging cliff. As soon as we entered the narrow passage, the foliage loomed up on each side
of us, almost blocking out the sun. Instead of the thorns and brambles we had encountered on
most trails, the underbrush reminded me of the plants growing near Jesus’ cave, yet it was taller
and fuller, and its multi-colored leaves didn’t prickle or scratch our feet and arms.
“Jesus,” I exclaimed with awe, “I’ve never seen this part of Nazareth!”
“It’s one of my special places,” he confided reverently
Uriah was whimpering to himself, and James and Joseph murmured fearfully under their
breaths, but little Tabitha muttered with delight.
“We almost need a lamp here,” Simon observed, his voice tinged with fear.
“This won’t last long,” Jesus promised, as he took Tabitha’s little hand.

At one point, as we came out upon a rise overlooking the far corner of the shepherd’s
camp, Uriah squealed with delight, “pomegranate bushes, scores of them. Wild grapes and
berries. Look at the fruit trees!”
I could scarcely believe my eyes. The entire slope was covered with fruit trees and
tangled vines. I had never seen so many ripe pomegranates on just one bush. No longer fearful,
my brothers ran to the nearest fig tree and plucked several of them, while Simon and Uriah
grubbed like pigs among the berries and grapes.
“Is this the treasure Jesus?” Tabitha blinked her large gray eyes.
“No,” he answered, patting her shimmering curls, “it’s the bounty.”
Tabitha’s golden features and fond gaze caught my fancy. She was beautiful. As I looked
around at my brothers and Uriah, the rabbi’s son, they seemed special too. As I write down these
memories, the word transfigure comes to my mind, especially when I watched Jesus in his white
homespun tunic, as a shadow and then, as he turned to face us, a radiant, otherworldly being.
Jesus was greatly amused. I’ve never known a happier and more peaceful soul. For a moment,
as the late afternoon sun illuminated their upturned faces, while they picked fruit or bent down to
pull off handfuls of grapes or berries, I found it strange that it was so important with the same
fruit in our yard and so close to our house. It was, I decided, watching James and Joseph pelt
each other with ripe figs, the sheer quantity of the fruit that was significant and the fact that Jesus
was sharing with us his special place.
“This is Jesus’ bounty,” Tabitha danced gleefully around the slope.
“But it’s not his treasure.” I said, playfully tossing a grape at her head.
Simon snorted happily as he sampled different grapes. Uriah grunted with delight in his
berry patch. While James wrestled with Joseph in the evening light, Tabitha and I followed Jesus
to the edge of the slope where an outcrop of the stratified rock I’ve seen in the hills jutted out,
giving the impression, as Jesus stepped onto the outcrop, that he was at the edge of the world.
“Is this the treasure?” I asked, stepping cautiously to the edge.
“No, this is the promise,” he glanced back slyly at me.
“I know what that is,” Tabitha murmured dreamily. “My uncle told me that this is the
Promised Land.”
“So, what’s the treasure?” I grew impatient. “I see no gold in the rock or jewels lying on
the ground.”
“God’s creation is infinite,” Jesus seemed to change the subject. “When you look around
at the plants, animals, and rocks, you see such a variety of things, but also see a great mystery.”
“Yes, yes we know that.” I muttered with irritation. “The mystery of God—blah-blahblah.”
“You don’t know about this Jude.” He gave me a troubled look. “I’ve prayed about my
discovery in my secret place, asking God how such a thing could be, but this time God has been
silent. I know now that the answer is already inside me. God answers in his own way.
Sometimes silence is saying to us “well, what do you think?”
“So,” he pointed to the outcrop beneath us, “what do you, Jude and Tabitha, think?”
I had not noticed the strange deformity in the otherwise smooth rock. The shadows
caused by the setting sun, however, highlighted the outline of a strange looking creature. I had
seen the molds and casts of shells and snails, which Joseph insisted were left over from Noah’s
flood. Because of the precarious location of one such oddity, Michael and I had given up trying
to reach it and went on to something else. . . . Here in Jesus special place was an even greater
oddity but one we could reach down and touch

“What is that?” I gasped.
“It looks like a big snake!” Tabitha exclaimed, clasping her little hands.
“I’ve thought about this a great deal.” Jesus squatted down and brushed dirt away from
the outline with a leaf. “It’s not a snake I’ve seen in our hills, and it’s skeleton is made of a
crystal-like substance, which I believe replaced its original bones after a long, long time.”
By now James and Joseph’s ears had pricked up. Joseph, always alert for signs of heresy,
immediately discounted the strange impression.
“I know what that is,” he declared, folding his arms. “It’s an imprint placed by the devil
to confound our minds.”
“No,” James snorted, shaking his head, “it’s a creature that lived before the Flood.”
“What do you think?” Jesus gave me a nudge.
“Michael thought they were really old,” I replied, tracing my fingers over the skeleton of
the ancient snake. “I think this serpent once lived here and somehow got itself sealed in this
rock.”
“I think James and Jude are both right.” Jesus nodded thoughtfully. “Six days for the
Lord, which is the time interval for His creation, might have been infinitely long.” “Come,
children.” He motioned to us. “There are more wonders in the rock that make me also believe
God has a sense of humor.”
I remember Jesus mentioning these wonders in the Caves of the Old Ones in his letter
from Cyrene. He reminded his brothers of this episode, stopping suddenly at the rim of the cliff
and holding his arms out in order to prevent us from pitching forward onto the jagged rocks
below. At the very edge of the outcrop, glistening like precious jewels, were other examples of
James’ antediluvian animals: small skulls, bones, and teeth embedded in the white stone.
“Jesus,” I piped, tugging on his sleeve, “let’s chip some of these out so I can show them
to my friends.”
“Not today, Jude.” Jesus shielded his eyes from the setting sun. “We must turn back
before darkness falls.”
We all nodded our heads in agreement. As we negotiated the shadowy passage of Jesus’
secret place, James and Joseph whispered back and forth. I took Tabitha’s small hand, feeling a
stirring I had never felt before. I had much to think about: Tabitha’s admission that she was a
girl and the wonderful things Jesus had shown us today. Simon and Uriah had made themselves
sick gorging on nature’s bounty and cared little for our chit-chit.
“So that was your treasure,” Joseph said scornfully, “the devil’s footprints. It would be
better to shield your eyes from these monstrosities. They have no place in our faith.”
“Well, I think they’re treasure,” Tabitha chirped enthusiastically. “Jude and I are gonna
chop some of it out and show it to Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz.”
“Not without supervision,” Jesus corrected her gently. “I’ll find a patch of monstrosities
we can extract safely.”
Tabitha and I laughed with delight. As we departed Jesus’ secret path and entered the
Shepherd’s Trail, our pace quickened. Joseph argued with Jesus about his interpretation of
creation. Against Jesus belief in constant revelation, he threw the weight of the Sadducee,
Pharisee, and rabbinical tradition. I can see this now, but that evening, as we scurried home, it
sounded to me as if Joseph had clamped his mind so tightly shut that any illumination no matter
how wonderful and beautiful it was, if it smacked of heresy or blasphemy, would strike his
closed mind as evil and wrong.
“What do you think, James?” Jesus asked, looking back at him.

“About what,” grumbled James, “I still can’t believe Jonah’s a girl.”
“Do you think what I discovered is blasphemous?”
“No,” his tone became thoughtful, “Jude and Michael found shell and snail impressions
once. It was interesting to find shells so far from the Great Sea. I told him I thought they were
deposited before Noah’s Flood. I’ve always taken the Torah literally about God creating the
earth in six days, yet I’ve wondered how there could be so much variety in the earth in such a
short span of time.”
“James,” Joseph cried in shock, “you don’t believe that?”
“I don’t know what I believe,” James admitted, as we approached the house.
We could see Mama standing in the evening light talking to two shadowy figures, whom I
recognized immediately as Priam and Falco, our favorite guards. We called out greetings back
and forth. “Peace be upon our protectors, Falco and Priam,” called Jesus. “Peace be upon the
family of Jesus,” Priam replied. I thought Papa might scold Jesus for keeping us out so late. He
appeared in the doorway with brimming mugs and hot bread for the guards. Falco and Priam’s
watch was ending. Their replacements, Arturius and Clement, would be arriving soon, as were
the other middle watch guards.
“I’m sorry Mama and Papa,” Jesus apologized. “I should have brought them back sooner,
but we were having such a good time.”
Papa stepped out passed the guards, and gave us all a pat on the head. “Don’t worry
boys,” he reassured us, “It’s good to see you all getting along so well.”
“Jonah should go home,” Mama said with concern. “His uncle will be worried. Jesus you
shouldn’t have kept him out so late.”
Mama’s mild rebuke was followed by our laughter. Jesus winked at me, as if to say,
“Let’s not tell her yet.” As Falco and Priam stood drinking from their mugs and chewing off
large chunks of bread, I wondered if Papa had given them wine. If this was so, I didn’t smell
wine on his breath. Papa had kept his promise to God and his family. The guards, however,
finished their mugs with satisfied belches, tucking the remainder of their loaves in pouches they
carried on their belts. Thanking Papa and Mama for the bread and wine, the guards patted me on
the head and waved at Simon and our friends, but to Joseph and James, who had once heckled
and teased Regulus’ guards, they gave only curt nods.

Chapter Fifteen
Idle Hours

While we filed in for the evening meal, I realized Tabitha had followed us into the house.
I found myself once again holding her little hand. Because it was getting dark, Mama asked
Jesus to walk her home. I quickly volunteered to escort her, myself, but she said it would be
better if she snuck into her uncle’s house and avoid all the fuss. By now Jared would be drunk
and in a surly mood and we would have to give him a lengthy explanation of why she was out so
late. Before long, she reassured us, her uncle would be snoring peaceably and not remember her
absence the next day. What the old drunk didn’t know, wouldn’t hurt him, she giggled
hysterically before scampering out the door. Before Papa gave the blessing, we sat there at the
table discussing what Tabitha had so casually said. It had an ominous as well as comic ring.
James, Joseph, and Simon laughed when she called Jared an old drunk, but I was worried about
my little friend. Uriah, whose heart was pure, could not believe this of the town’s baker.
“He makes such wonderful cakes and pastries.” He shook his head in wonder. “How
could he have kept that secret from my papa?”
“The same way Jonah kept her secret from us,” Joseph said with a snicker. “Jared was
probably so drunk he never even knew.”
This caused James, Joseph, and Simon to break into giggles again, so Papa called order to
our table, uttered a quick blessing, and Mama, with the twins’ assistance, began shoveling stew
into our plates. As we ate a strange-looking but hearty stew Papa had whipped up himself and
munched on yesterday’s bread (since our guards had eaten tonight’s loaves), we discussed
today’s events. The confrontation with the Romans, Jonah/Tabitha’s confession, and then the
wonders of Jesus’ secret place seemed hard to surpass. Papa was shocked to hear that Jonah was
really a girl, but Mama was not surprised.
“Oh, I suspected something was wrong, all right,” she said with a shrug. “He or she was
much too pretty for a boy. I’m worried about that uncle of hers.”
On the subject of what Jesus found in the rocks, Mama was greatly impressed and it was
Papa’s turn not to be surprised.”
“Oh, I use to collect those as a child,” he pshawed. “The elders insisted that they were
creatures left over from the Flood, but I knew they were much older.”
When we had almost tired of these subjects, Mama, who had slipped out for a few
moments to check on her patient, wearily reported about her own experiences today. In spite of
her exhaustion, there was a gleam in her eye as she returned to the kitchen. Yet I barely listened
to her. I’m not sure if James, Joseph or Simon listened at all.
“Michael opened his eyes while you boys were gone. He closed them again, but then his
fingers and toes moved. He moans continually in his sleep. It’s as I thought before. Michael’s
sickness, unlike Reuben who had actual wounds, is in his mind.”
So, what else is new? I thought, taking a sip of juice. Papa sighed, and Simon yawned.
James, Joseph, Simon, and I continued to work on our stew. Once again, after a faint groan
filtered from Michaels’ room, Mama re-checked her patient. This time, when she returned after a
brief moment, her voice raised a notch, she clasped her hands with delight, and a more excited
utterance flowed out of her mouth. “Michael spoke to me again!”

“Oh,” Papa said lightheartedly, “what did he say?”
“Michael made funny noises today,” Abigail chimed.
“This just happened.” She smiled at Abigail. “I heard it just now.”
“Really?” James looked up from his stew. “Did he lapse into unconsciousness again?”
“No,” Mama smiled slyly, “he’s still awake, just very weak. I’m going to bring him a
mug of juice and bowel of stew. Would you all like to take a peek?”
“What?” Everyone cried.
After practically ignoring her throughout our meal, we sat upright on seats, mouth agape
and eyes popped wide. Papa took the tray out of her shaking hands. Jesus, who had been inside
the room with Michael, called out cheerily, “Behold, our friend Michael!” A lamp sat on the
windowsill, its orange light giving Mama’s patient an otherworldly glow, as it did Jesus. The
youth lying on the padded table, his head resting on a feather stuffed pillow, looked nothing like
the mischievous, fun-loving child I had romped with in the hills. His skin was deathly white, and
his lips were cracked and bloodless. His eyes were sunken into his head, with dark circles
beneath. As he gazed out from the rim of Gahenna, it seemed obvious as I looked into his
unseeing eyes that he would never be the same. Dreadful things had happened to his body and
mind. He had escaped the black sleep just to remain in its shadow the rest of his life. . . or so I
thought, as I looked down at my old friend.
“Greetings Michael,” I said in a croaking voice.
“Ju-ju-ju...” He tried saying, though his lips hadn’t moved.
“Yes, we’re all Jews,” I tried being glib. A similar exchange had occurred between
Nehemiah and I when Nehemiah awakened.
“His mind’s addled,” Joseph said dismissively. “He still looks possessed.”
“No, no,” Jesus said, reaching out to stroke Michael’s matted hair, “the demon has left
him, but the battle was hard. It’s the war Michael must win. What matters most is his soul,
Michael’s mooring is in his shadowy world.”
“Gibberish,” Joseph grumbled. “He can barely talk.”
“Joseph, leave the room!” Papa’s voice thundered.
“I’m sorry Mama, but it’s true,” James was apologetic, looking away from Michael’s
eyes. “The glow in his eyes is lamp light. Behind his eyes there’s darkness and madness. Look
at him Mama. He can’t even feed himself.”
“You too, James—out!” Papa pointed toward the door.
Mama raised a spoon of stew up to his mouth. Michael allowed her to shove the spoon in
and seemed to chew his food, though the juice dribbled out of his mouth. At that point, he tried
to say my name again but made other sounds—squeaks, grunts, and a mewing noise, which upset
me very much. Joseph had obediently left the room. I would not have been surprised if he ran
away after tonight. James had also taken his leave as Papa demanded, as did Uriah who seemed
frightened by what he saw. Simon had always been fascinated my gross matters, and yet
Michael’s attempts at talking and his unblinking eyes spooked him too. Suddenly, there were
tears streaming down my cheeks. The image of Michael’s withered, listless body shook me
deeply. Sobbing behind my fist, the effort to cap my emotions failed. As Papa led me quickly
out of the room, the old affection for my lost friend spilled out in one great sputtering shriek.
Just as suddenly, I was surrounded by concerned faces. With Papa’s hand on one of my
shoulders and Jesus on the other and Mama bending down to give me her motherly hug, I stood
between the three pillars of my life. Uriah was in the background asking, “What’s wrong. Has
the demon passed into Jude?” Papa scolded Uriah gently for his remark. As their heads loomed

into view, I could see Simon sniveling and even James’ eyes filled with tears. To complete this
mental picture, was Joseph mumbling an apology to me. As Jesus took over feeding Michael,
the rest of us congregated glumly at the table. Abigail snuggled up on the bench beside me with
Martha standing close behind, both looking very much like two German twins I would later see
in Rome. I remember them, in their innocence, as being unaffected by this crisis. After
everything my poor parents had gone through—the ordeal of Jesus’ divinity, a seemingly endless
procession of adopted children, and persecution for the charity shown to a widow and her
incorrigible son, they provided even more dangerous care to Reuben, a wanted fugitive of
Rome. . . . Now this! I thought, sipping juice from a cup held lovingly in Mama’s hands.
As Papa studied his youngest son, there was a haunted look on his face. The implications
of what Michael’s vegetative existence meant to our family was too much for him to bear. So
why was everyone comforting me? I know Papa wanted a mug of wine. No one should blame
him if he did. And Mama, who was responsible for the care of two patients, after caring for
Reuben for so long, was as worn out bodily as Papa was in his mind. I could understand, even as
a child, that Mama’s will was stronger than Papa’s. Somehow, by her faith in God and love for
her family, she would persevere. Though her body might gradually give out, she would never
lose her mind or indomitable will. I could, at the same time, see great frustration in Papa’s eyes.
His words those moments summed up everyone’s thoughts on the subject, including Jesus, who
sat down at the end of the table as Papa called us to prayer. Before the actual prayer, he
explained to us unequivocally that we confronted another serious crisis in our house.
“My family,” he uttered, looking around the table and taking time to stroke Martha’s
blond head, “this time Mama’s patient is a youth whose mind is lost and may never return. We
had prayed that Michael, after he ran away, would find his way in the world, but he’s back,
damaged and discarded after his misadventures, a castaway in the world of the living, still
hovering it seems in the land of the dead. I know Jesus believes that Michael’s demon is gone,
but we must pray foremost for Michael’s soul. He is a hollow vessel, not alive nor dead. So
long as he lives, he’s neither in paradise nor Gahenna. We must ask God to either take this
tormented soul or give him one more chance among the living. . . . Let us join hands in prayer.”
Papa’s preamble to our prayer circle for Michael had been brief. His introductory
prayer was even more brief: “Lord, if it be your will, take this unfortunate youth into your
kingdom or let him recover and start a new life, whole in body and spirit—not this in-between,
neither-here-nor-there shadow of a person we see now.”
“Let us hold hands and share our secret prayers with God.” He directed, reaching out to
grasp Mama and Jesus’ hands.
This time, following Papa’s example, we reached out to the person next to us as we sat on
the table benches. I grasped Abigail tiny hand, as she squirmed in her seat. Uriah reluctantly
took mine, still not completely comfortable with our family’s eccentric ways. Contritely, it
appeared to me, Joseph, after taking Simon’s hand, made a conscientious effort to petition God
as did James who joined with Simon and Martha, both fidgeting with their eyes tightly shut.
Mama who held Martha and Papa’s hand, scolded Martha for wiggling so much. After a few
moments of circle praying, she excused the twins, who were becoming a distraction, which left
me holding Simon’s hand, who distracted me very much. Though Jesus had taught his younger
brothers how to pray, Simon wasn’t able to do it in his head without muttering aloud and peeking
through the slits of his eyes. He once confessed to me that he couldn’t pray in the total darkness
that shutting one’s eyes caused. My prayer, in spite of Simon’s twitching and squirming,
remained focused on one simple request. As I sit writing in my cell I can see it flashing in the

blackness of my skull: “Lord, make Michael whole again in body and spirit,”—a simplified
version of what Papa said in his opening prayer. At one point I looked around to see Jesus and
my parents praying feverishly, faces uplifted, lips twitching, with beads of sweat forming on
their brows. Joseph and James were trying very hard, themselves, as was Simon in his own
plodding way, but Uriah had released my hand and was standing there idly, his eyes wide open, a
deadpan expression on his pudgy face.
“Uriah, you’re supposed to be praying!” I whispered into his ear.
“I’m finished,” he replied with a shrug.
“You’re not finished until Papa says amen,” I corrected him. “You’re supposed to keep on
praying and say it over and over again while others pray in the circle.”
Uriah had been the subject of one of our circle prayers and I thought he understood.
Stung by my rebuke, he clasped my hand, murmured a brief apology to me, shut his eyes again,
and, as his lips moved jerkily, returned to his prayer. “Make Michael better! Make Michael
better!” I heard him chant. I for one was tired of saying the same thing over and over again, so I
began asking the Lord for a horse and whether or not the bandits had left more of their treasure
in the hills. When the word amen was uttered from Papa’s lips, I looked around sheepishly,
wondering if anyone had overheard my new prayer. Jesus had told me that I must ask for
needful things. I felt as if I needed a horse, but asking God to help me find more stolen gold
seemed almost blasphemous during this hour.
“Now what?” Uriah muttered.
“We wait,” I said from the corner of my mouth.
Papa stood up, yawned, stretched, and looked fondly back at the kitchen pantry he had
built. He needed a mug of wine. Mama, who peered, with blurry eyes, across the room, dreaded
her vigil over Michael. Everyone else in the room, except Jesus, who was pure of soul, had
probably thought, “Let him live or let him die,” as they prayed. There could be no in between
netherworld where he could slowly waste away, while we lied to our friends or tried to explain
our behavior to our neighbors when it was obvious we were hiding something in our house. Ezra
and his wife Naomi were not stupid. None of the townsmen who snooped around our house or
the friends prevented from entering our home could have been completely fooled by the
deception. Perhaps the citizens of Nazareth had finally grown used to the strange behavior of
Joseph bar Jacob’s family, but the pressures of hiding people in our home—Mariah, Reuben and
now Michael weighed heavily on our parents. My brothers and I understood this clearly. Only
Uriah, who had escaped a tyrannical father and unhinged mother, felt better off in this unsettling
house.
Ironically, I can bear witness now, that my parents were doing God’s work. Jesus was
right to scold us for complaining about our own needs during that period of our lives. And yet,
with the exception of Uriah, it seemed so unfair to the remainder of us that we had to go through
this again. For my friend, who had not suffered through the rescue and sanctuary given to
Mariah, the witch, and Mama’s nursing of our one-time enemy Reuben, today’s excitement made
his stay with our family an adventure and this episode with Michael a passing affair. He had
spoken my own mind when he said, “It’s up to God, not us. Let’s play a game.”
“What?” Simon looked at him in disbelief. “We can’t play in the dark. What shall we
play?”
“I know,” I cried, snapping my fingers, “we’ll play the mug game Michael taught me.”
“I’ve never heard of that game.” Simon looked suspiciously at me. “How come you never
showed me this before.”

“Yes, Jude,” protested Uriah, “you never showed that to Nehemiah and me.”
“He showed me it just before he ran away,” I struggled momentarily with that bitter
memory. “I guess I forgot all about it until now.” “Here’s how it goes,” I said, walking across the
room to fetch three mugs. “I take this grape, someone dropped on the floor, place it under a mug,
move all three mugs around, and you guess which mug holds the grape.”
“All right,” Simon agreed. “Who goes first.”
“What’s the purpose of the game?” James called from across the room. “Are you
gambling for something? That games going to grow old pretty fast.”
“We’ll use pretend money,” I suggested, running to fetch a bunch of grapes. “These will
work just fine, and we could eat them when we’re done.”
“I suppose that would be all right,” said Papa, laughing softly to himself.
“As long as it’s all pretend.” Jesus’ eyebrows knit together. “Gambling is a game of
chance, not talent or strength.”
During my discipleship, I don’t recall Jesus ever preaching against gambling, in itself.
When he spoke to us that night about Michael’s game, he might have thought it was a frivolous
way to while away our time, yet he did something that night that reminded me of another episode
in which he seemed to frivolously use his powers. Unlike the night he changed Michael’s pagan
dice so that they displayed the Hebrew symbol of life, however, Jesus had merely played a trick
on us. He walked over to the three mugs, placed a grape beneath one of the mugs, moved them
around quickly, and asked me to guess which one hid the grape. Jesus had only made a few
movements. I immediately pointed to the first mug. When he lifted up the first mug, the grape
wasn’t there. He then lifted up the remaining two mugs and, to our amazement, the space
beneath them was also empty.
“How’d you do that?” Uriah squealed with delight.
“Is that magic?” Simon clapped his hands. “It’s gotta be magic! Do it again! This is
better than Michael’s dice!”
“Let’s not bring up the dice.” Jesus smiled slyly. “This wasn’t magic, Simon. It was
slight of hand—a Syrian magician’s trick. I switched the cups around so fast, you didn’t notice
me concealing the grape in my palm.”
He handed the grape to Uriah, who immediately plopped it into his mouth.
“That’s it? There’s no point this time?” Joseph’s mouth dropped in surprise.
“None whatsoever,” Jesus chuckled. “And here’s something else to occupy your time.”
He seemed to present Michael’s dice out of thin air. “There’s a different Hebrew symbol
on each side. With a little imagination you can make an interesting game out of the pieces. Who
wants to try?”
All of us, even James and Joseph, charged forward with hands outstretched. Suddenly,
the cup game and Jesus’ Syrian slight of hand trick were forgotten.
“Each symbol should be given a value, from one to six,” James suggested.
“Exactly.” Joseph nodded, examining the dice. “We can write the equivalents and make
rules for the game as we go along.”
I nodded eagerly, happy to see Michael’s dice. “The rules should be simple,” I offered
light-heartedly. “Whoever rolls sixes, wins one round of the game, and so forth.”
“How many rounds should there be?” Simon fingered one of the dice.
“As many as we want,” Uriah said enthusiastically. “We’re making up the rules!”
I would one day learn that the game we thought we invented had been played in the time
of the Pharaohs, but the wonderful dice had done their magic. In what may not have been a

miracle, Jesus had done one more wondrous deed in bringing his brothers closer together that
night. Always the advocate of fraternity and family fidelity, his prayers and coaxing united us
around a simple game of chance.
Our new crisis and Jesus efforts to divert our attention toward brotherly pursuits included
Uriah, whom we suspected would be among us for a long time. I had accepted Uriah, with all
his childish quirks, as a member of our family and considered him a loyal friend, perhaps the
most loyal of the boys I knew in Nazareth. Tabitha seemed to fill a new, wondrous category too.
All this time Jethro and Obadiah’s taunts about Jonah’s girlishness had a solid foundation. He
was a girl! I will never forget Nehemiah, whose loss I still feel greatly. Of all my friends in
Nazareth, Michael made the greatest impact. Unlike Nehemiah, Uriah, and Tabitha, however, the
impact was more harmful than good. As I look back, it seems plan to me that Michael’s stay in
our house had sparked a mischievous streak in me. Even after I turned against him for his
attitude about my family and attempted theft of Papa’s savings, I was inspired by his
inquisitiveness and philosophy on life. The important thing, he had always told me, was “only
do what you can get away with” and “don’t get caught.” This philosophy had worked well for
Michael until he went after Papa’s savings. Jesus had been aware of Michael’s plans, just as he
knew about my lust for treasure. After attempting to keep my treasure all to myself, my guilt had
been too much for me, causing my recent fainting episode and disclosure to Papa of my hidden
pot of gold. Jesus, I’m quite certain, already knew. So in the end, though tempting when it
suited my ends, Michael’s philosophy didn’t work in our house. It was a good thing the
shepherd stole my loot. It’s too bad the bandits caught up with him, but the lesson was clear,
after our ordeal last night. Had it not been for Jesus’ protective spirit, my greed would have cost
my family dearly.
******
After we gave the Hebraic symbols of the dice numeric values and agreed that we would
toss to decide the order of the roll, I found myself in last place and meditating on my dark deeds.
As a child, I had been sheltered against the evils of the world, so I naturally magnified my
misdeeds into terrible crimes. I had horded other men’s stolen gold, which seemed to make me a
thief too. I had, because of my greed, placed my family in danger. What sort of son would do
such a thing?
James, who won first toss, rolled a three and a one, followed by Simon, who tossed a four
and five. Uriah, then Joseph, both tossed a pair of two’s. Simon thought he would surely win
and hooted and did a little dance. Because he couldn’t lose, Jesus remained on the sidelines, as
an observer, a warm smile on his face. When the dice were handed to me, I cast them out
without fanfare and rolled two sixes, which meant that I had won the first round. Simon stomped
his foot, but the other boys congratulated my good fortune. The symbol for the sixes, ironically,
were the Chai symbols for life.
On a piece of parchment, Joseph jotted down our scores. The results, though in my favor,
failed to make an impact on me, until Jesus reminded me of what they meant.
“Are you all right?” he whispered, holding up the dice. “I don’t believe in omens or luck,
but do you know what that means?”

“Yes,” I replied with a sigh, “it means life, but I don’t deserve it. I’ve been really bad,
Jesus. I hid treasure that belonged to people the bandits may have killed. A shepherd was also
killed after finding my gold. It was blood money, which means that my hands were bloodied—”
“Nonsense, Jude, ” Jesus cut me off. “You’re still a child. Your judgment is faulty, but, in
most cases, your heart is pure. In the end, when confronted with evil, you recognize it. You
confess your misdeeds. It just a matter of time before you tell the truth.”
“You’ve always have faith in me,” I looked at my oldest brother in awe.
As the game proceeded, I continued to roll the highest scores, which included several
more pairs of sixes. Playfully it seemed, Joseph accused Jesus of bewitching my dice. Simon
called it an outright miracle that I did so well. I couldn’t disagree with them. The fact that I had
rolled “life” so many times made me almost feel immortal. That night, as Michael began
showing improvement in his bodily movements and speech, Mama moved with dedication
between his room and the table were we congregated, her concern divided between her patient
and family. The small improvements Mama reported were not enough to raise our spirits, which
was achieved by the games we played while drinking pomegranate juice and eating the grapes
intended for the game of mugs.
Papa, who had disappeared as we played mugs, returned with wine on his breath as we
finished a round of dice, but no one appeared to notice at first. Uriah, James, Joseph, and I had
begun dozing off. Simon was already sound asleep. It was refreshing to see Papa happy and in a
good mood. He had been talking to Arturius and Clement, the night guards who relieved Falco
and Priam. According to Papa, they weren’t such bad fellows, especially Clement who, like
Regulus, claimed his mother was a Jew. Clement had run away from home to join the legions, a
story that immediately perked me up. Everyone at the table had been waiting for Mama to return
with another progress report. So far we had been told that Michael’s eyes followed her
constantly now, he was trying to form sentences, and lastly a tear had formed in his deadpan
eyes—all signs of improvement she believed. These small indications, however, seemed
insignificant once we dashed into the room to see for ourselves. Though his eyes moved,
Michael was still in a dark place. Papa’s sudden, noisy return roused everyone at the table and
jolted Simon awake. Interrupted by her tired enthusiasm, I had the sudden urge to hug and kiss
my saintly mother, though I was unimpressed with her report. As we listened to Papa relate the
exploits of the ‘Jewish guard,’ it seemed likely that he had plied the normally grouchy night
guards with wine, which he drank freely himself. We were amused more by his telling of the
story than the story itself. He was obviously tipsy, and Mama was not pleased with this at all.
Jesus cast him a sad look yet said nothing. I couldn’t blame Papa for his lapse. The look in his
eyes and weariness in his voice had been a forewarning to us. Many Jewish men turned to the
vine. Uncle Joab had been a drunk and so was Tabitha’s Uncle Jared. It looked very much as if
Papa was becoming a drunk too. . . . But Mama wasn’t a drunk, I marveled, watching her shuffle
across the room to check on Michael once more.
Gradually, as Papa chattered about the state of affairs in Nazareth and the Roman world,
his eyelids fluttered and words slurred until finally, and predictably, he nodded off to sleep. By
then Simon and Uriah had drifted away from the table and tumbled onto their pallets. After
awhile, James and Joseph, too tired, themselves, to show proper disdain, stood up, smiled faintly
at me and took their leave. Finally, as I watched Papa’s head pitch forward, a light-headed giggle
escaped my throat as his brow thudded on the table and a snore fluttered out of his beard.
“It’s not funny,” James called from his pallet.
“I know,” I exhaled, “I just don’t want to cry.”

Jesus, after slipping out of the house awhile, re-entered that moment, bolted the door, and
walked over to tuck me in. It was sort of a ritual for us during times of trial. As he pulled off my
sandals and pulled the blanket over me, he said nothing. I knew he was upset, perhaps because
he had prayed so hard for Papa, even more than Mama, and yet when I was tucked in with my
head resting on my favorite cushion, he gave me great comfort. I believed his words instantly,
without one shred of doubt.
“Listen Jude,” he whispered so only I could hear, “one day Papa, as all mortal men, will
meet the Lord, but it will not be by wine. I’ve had a nice chat with the Father. Once again this
urge will pass. Our ordeals will end. Please trust in the Father, if not me. . . . Sleep little brother.
Dream of your great white horse and the many adventures ahead. Cast the worries of this world
from your mind!”
“I trust you Jesus,” I said drowsily. “If you say it’s gonna be all right, I believe you. But
what about Michael? . . .Will he stay this way for the rest of his life? . . .Will he live or die?”
“Go to sleep Jude,” he replied, patting my head. “Say one more prayer for Michael before
you tumble off to sleep. I’ll lead Papa off to bed and then say one more prayer for him myself.”

Chapter Sixteen
A Walk with Jesus

Jesus had suggested that I dream of my white horse again. This was my plan as I drifted
off to sleep. I was confident that once again I would be riding somewhere on my faithful steed,
my cape fluttering in the wind, the landscape streaming passed me as I galloped toward the
unknown. Quite often, of course, I wound up riding right into a nightmare or prophetic scene.
This time, however, when I found myself in my dream world, I was on foot. I was running
swiftly, frightened out of my wits. This struck me that moment as especially bad. I could hear
men shouting, “There he is. He’s one of them. We got him now!” I could hear the clanking of
armor and clang of swords against shields, indicating that they were soldiers. At first, I assumed
they were Romans, but I dare not look back and break my stride. All I could think of was to
keep on running. Somehow I must escape my pursuers. Unfortunately, I found myself running
up a sharp rise, which grew steeper as they approached. My legs grew heavy with fatigue, my
lungs burned for lack of air, and I continued to stumble on the rocky path, until, finally, I lost my
balance completely, falling backward down the trail.
Into the arms of shadowy forms, who looked nothing like the Romans guarding our town,
I fell. On each side of me, rude, burly hands reached out to grip my arms, legs, and hair. A
bearded face with a strange, peaked helmet on his grinning face loomed over me, grinning
fiendishly as his cohorts hauled me down the hill. I remember thinking, as times before, that this
must be a dream, but in previous dreamscapes, I hadn’t been running for my life. This troubled
me greatly. The nightmarish images had always been reference points I observed calmly before
awakening and seeking an interpretation for my dream. Always, I had been concerned about the
message, not the dilemma I was in. This time there was no message in my nightmare and the
plot was centered upon me, which made me forget that it was a dream. Times before, as I rode
my trusty stead through my dreamscape, I felt no pain. During such lucid dreams, I felt only
alarm—a dread of things to come. In my current dreamscape, my body ached and my lungs felt
like they might burst. The breath had been knocked out of me. My vocal chords were frozen in
terror. When I tried to call for help, all I could muster was a muted scream. This time I was
being dragged to a place of doom by strange-looking soldiers, who treated me like a criminal, . . .
until finally, as in previous dreams, the scene faded to black, and I awakened moaning, clawing
at my blanket, with Jesus looking down into my face.
“Jude, wake up,” he whispered discreetly, “you’re having a nightmare. Sit up, drink this
water. Everyone else is asleep.”
As I sipped the cold well water, I looked around the dimly lit room and realized I had
awakened at what Papa called the “crack of dawn,” a time when only Jesus, who never seemed
to sleep, was roaming about. It was, Jesus once told us, a holy time—the best time to pray.
“Jesus, Jesus, I had a terrible dream,” I sputtered, as he clamped his hand over my mouth.
Releasing his hand and placing his index finger on his lips, he helped me to my feet and
led me toward the door.
“Come, walk with me,” he said, as we slipped out of the house.
“Tell me about your dream,” he murmured, guiding me into the garden, which was ablaze
with the first brush of dawn. The rising sun, peeking as a shy maiden over the eastern hills, cast

a special glow over my oldest brother, whose shadow, stretching those moments across the yard,
would one day encompass the world. Motioning for me to sit on the garden bench, he looked
down at me, his tanned face and white raiment pure in the light, and chatted a moment about the
bounty of Mama’s many vegetables and herbs. I knew he was going to make a point. Though I
was impatient to tell him about my dream, I waited patiently as he lifted up a handful of dirt,
brought it up to his nostrils, smelled it, then let it drop back to the ground.
“What is the most important thing about a garden?” He asked, inclining his head
thoughtfully.
“The vegetables,” I answered promptly, “the fruit, and herbs.”
“No, that’s incorrect,” he said, lifting up a turnip root and then lovingly placing it back in
the ground. “It’s the soil in which it’s planted. Our family is the soil in which we, the sons of
Joseph, have grown up. Mama has tended her garden, and the soil reflects her care. Her
children’s roots have likewise been nurtured by the parents, but it’s been the Lord who’s tended
to the family of Joseph, which is the soil from which the children have grown.”
“So, we can’t fail?” I replied obligingly.
“I didn’t say that.” Jesus shook his head. “I haven’t finished. Occasionally, weeds will
grow in perfectly good ground, so the gardener must pick the weeds and sometimes add fertilizer
to make the soil richer. In the same way, raising a family requires such care. Once Michael was
such a weed. My point is, Jude, you’re soil is good and you’ve been raised righteously by Mama
and taught by Papa, but, because you have freewill, you can become a weed too.” “You are
blessed by this soil—the seed of David,” he added, raising a pinch of dirt then blowing it from
his palm. “Remember this fact when people like Michael or Adam lead you astray.”
I nodded gravely, deeply moved by Jesus gentle rebuke, almost forgetting about my silly
dream. He had waited patiently until this perfect moment. The gist of it all was that ‘I came
from a good family, but I could, even with my parents supervision and the Lord’s guidance, go
astray.’ The only thing I could think of saying was, “I’m sorry. I’ll try to do better.”
“I know you will.” Jesus placed his hand on my head, as if in blessing. “You must know
this too. I can see, from your sway over your friends, that you’re a leader Jude, not a follower,
but you must also lead yourself—from temptation and foolish pursuits.”
At that point, I realized he was not merely talking about me being influenced by youths
like Adam, but my own lapse of judgment and greed. To make matters worse, I mislead my
brother and my friends. This time I gave Jesus a half-hearted nod but said nothing. It would be
very difficult for me to give up my desire for gold. I was still not convinced that there wasn’t
more gold in the hills. Jesus studied me a moment before looking squarely into my eyes.
“Jude, do you want to be a weed?” A smile played on his lips, as I vigorously shook my
head. “I want you to pray very hard about this matter.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “You
don’t have to wait until we’re sitting down for dinner or we have a circle of prayer. You can do it
on your own, anytime of day. It’ll make you feel better—bodily, mentally, and spiritually. I’m
not experienced with wine, but, like wine, a heartfelt talk with God is stimulating, especially
when you can feel His very presence in your head.”
“It can make you drunk?” I wrinkled my nose.
Jesus chuckled softly, shaking his head gently and tousling my hair. Reaching around
deftly as I sat pondering my sins, he picked us a couple of figs. After quickly peeling the fruit,
he handed me one and began munching on his fig as if he didn’t have a care in the world. I know
now that this wasn’t true. Even as a youth of sixteen he carried the weight of the world on his
shoulders. That day, as morning broke in our garden, he carried me. Yet, in spite of my

wayward spirit, I knew Jesus loved me very much. In many ways I should have felt honored that
he took so much time with me. I don’t remember him ever spending as much time with James,
Joseph, and Simon. One day, as a disciple, I would understand why. That morning, however, as
I followed Jesus around the garden, into the backyard and onto the orchard trail, the notion that
he would one day be the savior of the world would not have occurred to me. Romans watched
over Nazareth and our home again, but Jesus was my protector and the spiritual guardian of the
family of Joseph. With him around, I feared no one, not even the Romans, whom I learned, after
watching them rough up James and Joseph’s friends, might turn on us if we gave them cause.
We stopped beside Jesus’ favorite rock where he often prayed. This time we sat on the
smooth, white stone and he gave me a sermon on a familiar subject. He couldn’t have picked a
more boring topic for me, and yet it was basic to the doctrines he would later give to the world.
“Everything,” he explained with a wave of his hand, “that we see, touch and hear is
God’s creation. Nothing made by His hand is evil in itself. It’s men and women, who make
things evil. Though we share, as others, a mother, father, brothers, and sisters, our first parent is
the Lord. He’s the Father. We’re all a part of His family. In this way, though the non-believer is
ignorant of it, we share with them His sacred blood. Everyone, everywhere in this world, are
God’s children. Our people were given the first covenant with Him, but there will be a new
covenant for everyone, Jew and Gentile alike. Our people believe that the Messiah shall come
into the world in order to smite the Gentile and set us free. But freedom from death is the
purpose of the Messiah. For this reason he shall come into the world to deliver all peoples from
death if they believe.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I stifled a yawn. “I know about the Universal God. You
told us often enough.”
“Then you must also know that everyone, including you, has freewill, and you can
choose life or death.” “Right now, Jude, you are just old enough to be accountable for your sins.”
“So,” I said, suppressing a smile, “this isn’t just about the Universal God. . . It’s about the
gold.”
Jesus reached out to brush the hair out of my eyes. “Both,” he murmured, inclining his
head. “God is watching the Gentiles and Jews, and He’s watching you, little brother. We’re
judged by our actions, but until the Messiah comes, we—the Jews—especially so. We’re the
messengers of the first covenant. We know better. You’re old enough, Jude, to be accountable
for your actions. Because of our legacy, we must set an example. This includes Judah bar
Joseph, the treasure hunter. You have God-given gifts. You, more than your brothers and sisters,
should understand God’s will.”
I wasn’t upset with Jesus friendly rebuke. I deserved much more. All this talk about
God’s nature, freewill, and my God-given gifts made me nervous, but it had been covered before,
just not so early in the morning. From such lofty thought, so often expounded by my oldest
brother, he chatted with me a spell about down-to-earth matters, such as Michael’s health, our
over-worked mother, and my fair-weather friends. I felt very close to Jesus those moments. My
favorite brother had become my best friend. We must have been talking for over an hour. Papa
and Mama were probably up and about wondering were we where. As we glanced up at the trail
winding around our house, Falco and Priam, the daytime guards, arrived on the scene to relieve
Malchus and Probus, who were probably asleep somewhere in the hills. Jesus had begun
discussing the fruit trees growing on our property and in the hills, comparing the fruit to the
various peoples of the world and the trees, themselves, to each land he visited, whose soil and

climate helped shape the taste and nature of the fruit. The point Jesus was making would have to
wait as Priam gave him a rude greeting.
“Ave Jesus, sorcerer of Nazareth. With your magic and Rome’s muscle Nazareth has
nothing to fear! ”
Bringing his fist up to his chest, Priam grinned rakishly. Jesus dropped the pomegranate
he was holding and, instead of being insulted, laughed heartily at his disrespect. I wondered if
the uncouth guard might be a little tipsy. Falco chided him for this brazenness, yet giggled
foolishly at the thought. Perhaps, I thought, he was drunk too.
“Keep your eye on that one.” He wagged a finger at me.
“So far,” bantered Jesus, “I’ve not been able talk much sense into him, let alone magic.”
“Oh, he’s a bold lad,” Priam ruffled my hair and pinched my cheek.
“The question is,” Falco snorted, giving me a stern look, “are your friends going to show
us proper respect. You mustn’t associate with the likes of them.”
“They’re not my friends,” I replied truthfully. “They spread their poison to my brothers,
but Papa won’t allow James and Joseph to be disrespectful to our guards.”
“Well spoken, little Jude!” Falco took his turn messing up my hair. “And you Jesus,” he
added, cheerfully poking his arm, “teach him well. Keep him away from the troublemakers in
town!”
In spite of his cheerful mood, Falco had made his point. The two guards laughed jovially,
giving both of us playful cuffs before swaggering down the trail. Jesus turned to me, rolled his
eyes, and placed a finger before his lips, waiting until they were out of earshot before
commenting on their rudeness.
“They don’t know any better,” he explained, reaching down and picking up a stick. “We
have to be careful with Falco. He reports everything he hears to Regulus. Priam is genuinely
fond of us Jude. Unfortunately, they both think I used sorcery to save that bird, like all the other
‘miracles’ circulating in Nazareth. Falco made it clear he doesn’t like your friends.”
“When you made it rain, it was a great miracle!” I piped enthusiastically.
“That was a long time ago.” He sighed resignedly. “I wish I had been more prudent back
then. I should never have reported those incidents at sea and Levi’s cure in Gaul. All that stuff
has done is create problems for our family.”
“Uh-uh.” I shook my head stubbornly. “You’ve always protected our family from bad
people. You made it rain and stopped those two storms. You cured the Pharisee’s son. Before
the Romans returned, you made those bandits go away.”
“All that was because of the Lord’s will, Jude, not me,” he argued, squatting down and
writing in the dirt. “If God had wanted Mariah’s house to burn down, it would be ashes. If he
had wanted or our ship to sink at sea, all the praying in the world would not have saved us. We
would be dead. The sparrow would be also be dead, and Levi would have died. The Lord
decides what’s best for the world.”
“I don’t understand,” I said, giving him a bewildered look, “I thought you said that
prayers could do anything.”
“If God wills it!” He said forcefully. “Remember that Jude. We can never know His
inscrutable mind.”
At that point, before I had a chance to tell him about my dream, Jesus stood up, strolled
down the trail a ways, and began talking strangely again.
“What I learned in all those countries I traveled in, after meeting so many different kinds
of people, is that folks are basically the same everywhere you go. The point of difference, not

always apparent, is their country’s beliefs. The tree gives character to its fruit. In some lands,
men worship animals and in others they even sacrifice their children to their gods. The Roman
and Greek gods are cold, stone carvings of men and women deities that have little effect on
people’s lives. Our fellow Jews are divided into four religious groups: Pharisee, Sadducee, rabbi,
and zealot, none of whom understand the great need in men.”
“And what’s that?” I asked, studying his scratches in the dirt.
“Salvation,” he murmured.
He had written the Chi character—the symbol for life. After rolling so many of them last
night, I wouldn’t have been impressed if he hadn’t just reminded me what it really meant.
“There’s so much I can’t tell you,” he groaned, “and so much I’m learning still.”
“I don’t understand, Jesus.” I sat down next to him in the dust. “What does this symbol
have to do with other peoples in the world?”
“Nothing yet,” he answered, rising slowly to his feet, “but someday everything!”
“Jesus,” I sighed heavily, shaking my head, “that doesn’t make sense. We were talking
about miracles. Salvation for a pagan world? Do the Romans even believe in heaven? Until
those things you wrote to us, I was told that only Jews go to paradise. That’s what James,
Joseph, and even Papa once said. Did God really tell you these strange things? . . . You still
haven’t listened to my dream.”
Jesus stood there, clutching the stick and staring down at the symbol in the dust. I took
his hand and led him back up the trail. He was so very deep in thought, I decided I would let the
subject drop. Jesus had said some silly things this morning, just like he did in his letters. My
dream was silly too. But then, as was his nature, his mood as quickly changed from grim back to
light-hearted. He uttered what sounded like a hysterical laugh, ran his hand through his shoulder
length brown hair, and tossed his stick to the side of the trail.
“I’m sorry Jude,” he said apologetically, a smile twitching on his face, “please tell me
about your dream. Soon it will be time for breakfast. Let us find a nice shady tree.”
Beneath a large, ancient olive tree, we sat down. I felt drowsy after such an early rising
but Jesus’ mood was now perky and, as always, he seemed to listen with all of his heart. His
only interruption came just before I spoke. “Wait,” he said, snapping his fingers, “was that white
horse in your dream?”
“No,” I answered, shaking my head and yawning, “this time I was on foot. Men were
chasing me up a hill, shouting, “There he is. He’s one of them. We got him now!”
“How dreadful.” Jesus gasped.
“It was awful,” I said with a shudder, “the worst dream I ever had. This time I wasn’t
sure I was dreaming.”
He seemed to be holding his breath when he asked, “Who were chasing you. How were
they dressed?”
“Well, I thought they might be Romans, until they caught me. I’ve never seen guards like
that.”
“They didn’t look like our sentries?” Jesus gave me a puzzled look.
“No.” I shook my head. “The man looking down at me, as they dragged me away, had a
beard, peaked helmet and funny-looking clothes.”
“That could be the temple guards in Jerusalem,” he replied, staring into space, “…and
they said you were one of them?”

“Yes.” I frowned. “One of whom? What did my dream mean, Jesus? Am I going to be
an outlaw like Reuben, Adam, and their friends? Like those men in my dreams, will I be nailed
to a cross?”
“I don’t understand,” he muttered to himself, “this time it’s different than your other
dreams; it’s about you!”
I know now that the men chasing me were Persian soldiers. They were the same men,
who captured me and took me before the magistrates, who placed me in the prison in which I
await my fate. That moment, however, I was a frightened child, fearful of the implications in my
dream. To make matters worse, Jesus jumped up, highly agitated, and screamed to the heavens,
“Why Lord? Take this gift from him—he’s just a child?”
I almost started bawling. As he turned back, tears gleaming in his blue eyes, I felt as if
my future held great peril, until he smiled bravely and gave me a long, back-patting hug.
“How very strange,” he muttered aloud. “It doesn’t make sense—even to me…. It’s just a
nightmare Jude. You’re mind is very creative. Perhaps you saw those men somewhere. Often
nightmares are shadowy images of real-life events.” “Ask yourself this question,” he brightened,
“if you were a bandit or insurrectionist, why wouldn’t it be Romans chasing you? Why would it
be temple guards?”
“I’ve never seen those kind’ve men.” I answered, feeling his body shudder with a sigh.
“…Why would I have such a terrible dream?”
Jesus didn’t answer this time. Breaking away gently, he wiped his eyes, brushed the hair
off his forehead again and led me through the trees. As we walked beneath the branches,
morning shadows and dawn’s light played upon his face as he thought about my dream. Perhaps,
a portion of revelation, in which the temple priests did, in fact, arrive in Gethsemane to arrest
him, flashed though his mind, but he remained silent. I was satisfied with his explanation, if not
interpretation, for my nightmare. After all, I reasoned, Jesus couldn’t lie. Today, I know
differently, but those moments, I trusted him.
“Next time,” I promised him, “I’ll concentrate on my horse. I’ll picture him my head like
you told me to do. If I have another bad dream, I’ll remember what you said. Only Romans
chase Jews, not those silly temple guards.”
Jesus smiled, placing his arm around my shoulders, as we approached the house.
“You have great gifts Jude,” he said, as we paused several paces from the door, “a
memory that never fails and something else I don’t yet understand. I must trust God’s will, for
its seems as though he has given a child the gift of prophecy. This last time, it might have to do
with your conscience. For you see, Jude, dreams also teach. Perhaps God, using symbols, like
the Chi sign, that means life, was using those men who were chasing you, to mean guilt.”
“And death,” I swallowed, shivering at the thought.
Gazing off momentarily before opening the door, he replied ominously, “The wages of
sin are death.” “But you’re a child,” he added quickly, “and I know you’ll live righteously.”
“Enough,” he whispered self-consciously, “this is a secret—for just you and me!”
“Did God tell you this?” I persisted as we entered the room. “How can you be so sure?”
“I’ve always known,” I thought I heard him say.
And yet, as I look back in time, I recall doubt on his face, which seems inappropriate for
the Son of God. Could he have had a glimmer of his godhood then? When I asked him if God
told him I would live righteously, what did he mean when he answered, “I’ve always known?”
Would that not make him God? This question would not have dawned on me as a child, and yet

even now in my cell, awaiting my fate, grappling with Jesus words and Paul’s writings, I still
find this difficult to understand.
******
“Let’s not talk about this with the others,” his frown now said to me. Inside the
awakening house, my brothers, who had just been shaken from their nests, stood scratching and
grumbling amongst themselves. Uriah, wide awake, and waiting for his breakfast, jumped up
from the table and ran to us, as my parents, in muted conversation glanced our way. With the
exception of Uriah, who was without guile, looks of suspicion spread in the room, until my
family were all standing in the dim morning light staring at Jesus and I, wondering why we had
snuck out of the house at the crack of dawn.
“Jude and I had a nice walk,” Jesus announced promptly. “Priam and Falco are early
risers. We met our guards on the trail.”
I was so stimulated by our conversation I couldn’t speak. When Uriah began prattling
about Michael, I barely heard him. Would I have another revelation tonight? I wondered, my
head swimming with Jesus’ words. I hoped it wouldn’t be like my dream last night. Papa was
good-naturedly asking Jesus why we got up so early, while Mama was bending down to ask me
what was wrong. I heard Papa tell Jesus that a short while ago Michael had screamed and
awakened the entire house. Mama had checked in on him and found him sleeping peacefully.
The terrible dreams and specter of Michael in our house seemed intolerable to me. What if he
never awakened and stayed in his twilight sleep? What if Joachim died and Uriah became
fixture in our house? Would he become a dreadful pest? Would Rhoda join our household too?
What if Michael finally awakened, found Papa’s sword and murdered us all in our sleep?
Suddenly, as I tried to form a sentence for Mama, the room began to reel, as it had the
previous day when I was overwhelmed by guilt and greed. I was still plagued by guilt and greed,
but it was fear and anxiety that overwhelmed me then. Once again I fainted dead away. Mama
and Uriah cried out as I tumbled down the dark tunnel to unconsciousness. After an unknown
period of time, I opened my eyes to see the faces of my brothers and parents surrounding me. I
was lying on the floor. Uriah was whimpering somewhere out of sight. After a brief moment,
Jesus face loomed over my face, and a wet rag was pressed on my forehead. Mama was holding
a small flask that I assumed were her smelling salts, and Papa held a mug of water or juice. As I
was lifted up into a sitting position by James and Joseph, Papa pressed the mug to my lips. I
slurped down the pomegranate juice—my favorite—and almost emptied the mug. I remember
feeling a light-headed euphoria, similar perhaps to Papa’s wine in the effect my condition had on
me. Jesus said a prayer of thanksgiving but also concern as I looked around through half-closed
eyes, smiling crookedly at my family and friend.
“Jesus,” Mama’s voice quivered with emotion, “you know things we don’t know. What’s
wrong with Jude? You talked to him this morning. Please tell me what’s troubling my youngest
son?”
“The most important thing,” Jesus answered without hesitation, “is his dreams. Jude
seems to have the gift of prophecy. His dreams foretell the future or so it seems. He’s told me
about places that he couldn’t possibly know, but it’s the people, places, and events that haven’t
happened yet that are troubling.” “Added to this,” Jesus included, giving me a gentle pat, “are the
worries of growing up in our family. Just the other night bandits tried to break into our house.
By the grace of God, we’ve provided refuge and care for two lost souls, whose presence has
caused great problems in our dealing with neighbors and friends. At times, Jude can’t deal with

the overload of dark information in his mind. Thanks to the explanation I gave him, he now feels
responsible for these visions. Jude must understand that he can change, through freewill, even
revelation, if it’s God’s will. The mere fact that such visions come so randomly, should tell us
this.”
Jesus stopped short of telling them about my guilt and greed, and yet he managed to
speak the truth. It was one of his many gifts that he could, without actually lying, dodge the
truth. The wrinkles at the corner of Papa’s eyes, as he smiled, made me wonder if he already
knew. Everyone else had popeyed, slack-jawed expressions after hearing Jesus’ words.
“What exactly did Jude’s prophecy foretell?” Joseph was skeptical. “Jude’s never even
read the Torah or shown the least shred of piety. Why would the Lord use his head as a vessel
for revelations?”
“That was two questions—neither of which can be answered like that.” Jesus snapped his
fingers. “What do you think prophecy is, Joseph? Have you read Daniel, Isaiah, and Ezekiel?
Much of their writing is in symbols and language, they themselves barely understood.”
“You compare him to Daniel or Isaiah?” James snarled. “Jude’s still a child.”
“I know,” Jesus said with a sigh, “I told him that. I’m going to pray, and let’s all pray to
God that these dark visions leave Jude’s mind. He’s too young to be dreaming about distant and
disturbing events even an adult such as Daniel or Isaiah couldn’t comprehend.”
“You use a lot of big words,” Uriah interrupted stupidly.
As Papa carried me to the table, I complained that I was hungry, which caused hysterical
laughter from everyone in the room. “That’s a healthy sign,” he chortled, setting me on the
bench. Uriah and Jesus sat on each side of me to hold me in place. Simon reached across
uncharacteristically to pat my wrist, as James and Joseph seemed to be looking at me with
newfound respect. The twins had been setting at the table during this entire episode and resumed
their chore, as Mama portioned out chopped fruit, hot bread, and cheese. We listened impatiently
to a short blessing by Papa at the head of the table, before attacking our food. Still muddleheaded from my ordeal, I could barely understand Papa’s blessing or the chatter around me. The
imprint of Jesus explanation for my swoon was my mooring to reality. I heard him whisper into
my ear the comforting words, “for now on, ignore your dark dreams. They’re nightmares, that’s
all, like all bad dreams you’ve had, just more interesting. What’s worse, being chased by men or
seeing a lot of strange, silly things?”
Though these seemed like two different things, this made desperate sense to me. I
grabbed this mooring and held onto it. For now on, I would remember Jesus’ words, and dispel
my visions with his logic. Unfortunately, of course, my visions, including my dream of being
chased, would all one day come true.
******
As I had before when my head nearly exploded from too much thought, I recovered
quickly. After breakfast, a circle prayer was said for me, each of us, including myself, praying
that the nonsense leave my head, and Jesus, in splendid form, asking the Lord to channel his
messages from my head into his head if it be His will. Papa, who was perplexed by the whole
affair, seemed both angry and sympathetic. There was also a twinge of amusement in his voice.
Of all of his sons, I was the most like him. Now this! While giving me a mug of juice, he
muttered in frustration to himself. I couldn’t hear his words only see his mannerisms, as if he
was silently crying out “not another visionary son!” Despite this, so characteristic of Papa when
it came to me, he also chuckled under his breath. Mama, with a look of resignation, treated the

matter very calmly after Jesus’ prayer. Considering everyone, especially Jesus’ support, I felt
that I was in good hands, and, after eating heartily, ran off with Uriah and Simon to begin our
chores.
We would have an eventful day, and I wanted to get my work done. Mama and Papa
planned to pay a visit to Samuel and his secret guest during the noon rest. Because Uriah would
want to tag along, I didn’t know if they would let my brothers and I accompany them.
Coincidentally, as Uriah, Simon and I charged out the door, Regulus, optio for the southwestern
sector of Nazareth, reigned in his horse, dismounting by our gate. Disarming us immediately
with the explanation that he was going to visit his men, I ran in the house to get him a mug of
juice with such spirit no one would have suspected I had been unconscious only a short while
ago. Papa, who had returned to his work, had seen the optio, too, and anticipated my move. As I
began exiting the back door, he was already bringing him a mug of wine. No matter, I thought,
taking the mug of pomegranate juice into the shop to drink it at my leisure. Romans didn’t like
fruit juice; they wanted wine. Hopefully it would put the high-strung Regulus at ease.
“Are you all right now?” Jesus asked, as I began my work.
I really had no desire to work in the carpenter’s shop, but to impress Jesus I nodded
enthusiastically as I sanded a table leg. Not wanting another splinter, I had wedged my sleeve
over the top of the sander to avoid contact with the wood.
“Thank you, Jesus,” I said, through gasps of air. “I hope my thoughts don’t explode your
skull.”
“Slow down,” he said, laughing softly to himself. “Just brush the wood evenly like this,”
he demonstrated moving his wrist gently over his palm. “That may be a clever way to protect
yourself from splinters,” he explained, tying a string quickly around my sleeve, “but you’re
losing control of the sander and damaging the wood.”
“Whoops!” I made a face. “Did I damage the leg?”
“No, not yet,” he said, placing the sander back in my hand. “Jude,” he changed the
subject discreetly looking over at Uriah and Simon as they labored awkwardly at their chores. “I
asked the Lord to transfer your visions into my head, but it was only a request. You do
understand that I added ‘if it be your will’ to my prayer? You might still have dark visions, if it’s
not His will.”
“I don’t understand why God’s picking on me,” I said petulantly. “I’m just a boy. Why
doesn’t he pick on James and Joseph—they’re older than me? Why’s the Lord putting all that
nonsense in my head? I scarcely get a decent night’s sleep!”
“Walk with me.” He motioned impatiently. “. . . . In the first place,” he said from the
corner of his mouth as we settled on the garden bench, “God is not picking on you. For some
reason He’s chosen you, perhaps because of your incredible memory to hold these revelations in
your head.”
“No, no, that’s awful!” I held my hands over my ears.
“Jude,” Jesus scolded testily, “stop acting like a child!”
As I drummed my feet on the dirt and made la-la-la noises to drown out his words, he
pulled my hands from my ears, clamped a hand over my mouth, and shouted angrily into my face
“Listen to me, you ungrateful child. You can’t dispel me like that. I’m not one of your dream
images. Open your eyes and stop scrunching up your face. I’m not going away!”
“You said I wouldn’t have anymore bad dreams,” I began blubbering uncontrollably.
“You always add ‘it’s the Lord’s will’ whenever something goes wrong like Nehemiah’s death.

What does that mean ‘it’s the Lord’s will?’ Why wouldn’t God pick you for those awful
visions?”
“Pshaw!” Jesus uttered, waving his hand. “My minds filled with a constant stream of
images. You have no idea. You were a mere observer in your dreams. I’ve seen and heard
things in my head directly related to me.”
“What? Tell me what!” I leaned forward, disarmed by this admission.
“That’s just the point,” he exhaled raggedly. “I don’t know what it means. All this has
come about after that fateful day with the bird. A gate opened in my head, like the Pandora’s box
of Greek myth, letting out God’s mysteries and revelations. Though I recognize some people and
places, most of the time I’m seeing things to come, not things that are. I’ve seen the same sort of
dark symbols in the books of the prophets. For reasons I don’t understand Jude, God works in
such mysterious ways. A monster rising out the sea, is not a monster at all but Satan, himself, in
Daniel’s words. Just so are the scenes we see in our dreams that may have an entirely different
meaning when compared to visions that follow.” “Think of this my brother,” his voice
constricted. “I have these visions night and day, asleep or awake—always. . . as a constant
stream.”
Not knowing that Jesus, in his youth, was struggling with his Godhood, I still sensed his
divinity in what Samuel saw as being touched by God. Believing that this was a terrible albeit
wondrous thing, I reached out to my oldest brother to steady his trembling hand only to find my
entire body shaking progressively, “I’m sorry, Jesus,” I found myself saying, a feeling of
weightlessness overtaking me as the words left my lips. “Your burden is much greater than mine.
I’ll share God’s visions with you.”
I could tell that Jesus had been greatly moved. For a moment, I thought I felt myself
falling into another swoon, and his expression turned to concern. In a latter day, I would know a
similar experience as the Holy Ghost, but now the Lamb sat before me alive and well. He
watched me for a moment, until he was satisfied I was all right. Mama had looked out the door a
few times but had not interrupted our discussion until seeing my light-headed response to Jesus’
implications of his divinity. Perhaps he was silent those moments because he knew he had said
too much.
“Is he all right?” She asked through cupped hands.
“Yes, Mama,” Jesus replied, gently helping me to my feet. “Jude and I were having a nice
chat.”
“That didn’t sound nice to me,” she responded nervously. “You both were shouting. Is
everything all right?”
“Yes, Mama,” I said, as Jesus gripped my shoulders to steady my walk. “We were talking
about my bad dreams.”
“Say a prayer before you doze off,” she called airily. “That always works for me.”
Jesus suggested that I follow Mama’s advice, but couldn’t promise that I wouldn’t have
another vision when I fell asleep. After hearing about Jesus non-stop revelations, I couldn’t
complain. That moment I remembered Jesus familiar admonition “you mustn’t kick against the
goads!” For the remainder of the work period, I sanded diligently, answering questions from
Uriah and Simon about my state of mind with half-truths, but never telling them exactly what
Jesus said.

Chapter Seventeen
Tabitha Joins The Family

Mama’s visits to Joachim’s house had become less frequent since Michael demanded so
much of her time. She might scurry over to the rabbi’s home to make sure Hannah was giving
him his medicine, but after Michael’s return, she had checked up on Joachim much less
frequently, including one brief visit yesterday afternoon. Papa had put his foot down. It was
time for Hannah to take responsibility. With the job of taking care of her family and two other
patients, Mama’s hands were full. As we were told upon their return that afternoon, however,
she had talked Papa into dropping by for quick peek at the rabbi after leaving Samuel’s house. In
his delirium, Joachim managed to explain that Hannah, who had lost her wits, and her daughter
Rhoda, fled the drudgery of his illness to visit relatives in Sepphoris. Even when the rabbi was
well in mind and body, Hannah had never fit into our backwater town. Now, because she
abandoned her husband, Mama was virtually the only caregiver. As my Roman friends might
say, “Sic transit vita nostra.” Fatalistically, she shrugged her shoulders. Papa was beside himself
with anger, and yet, out of good conscience, was forced to relent. If she didn’t take care of the
rabbi, he might wither away and starve.
Earlier, that very day, as if my parents didn’t have enough problems, Tabitha had arrived
at our doorstep. During our noon break right after my parents left for Samuel’s house, I saw her
walking dejectedly up to the door. I knew there was something wrong as soon as I caught sight
of her. She had, she confessed to Jesus, not eaten that day, so she joined us for the lunch
prepared by Jesus and the twins. After what she told us about her drunken uncle previously,
Mama had begun to worry about the little girl. It appeared as if Mama’s fears were justified.
Tabitha was not merely hungry, she was unwashed. She ate ravenously, as if she had not eaten
for a while. Her long chestnut hair had flecks of dough and flour in it and there were smudges of
grease on her face. As politely as possible, Jesus handed her a wet towel and helped her spruce
herself up between gulps of food.
When my parents returned from their discovery at Joachim’s house, Papa was still
smoldering from the implications now that Hannah had fled. Surprisingly enough, Uriah was not
nearly as upset as Papa by the fact his mother had abandoned him. Knowing Mama’s big heart,
Papa knew she would have to increase her visits to the rabbi’s house. Mama must have given
him a mug of wine to calm him down. He sat there sipping the suspicious beverage in his
favorite oversized cup. When he had calmed down and began chatting about the improved
condition of Samuel and how Reuben/Bartholomew was almost ready to be on his own, Jesus
told him and Mama about Tabitha’s plight. Tabitha, who had scampered outside with the twins
after lunch, was gently called back into the house. Since Jared had always treated our family
well, Papa was still reluctant to make a complaint, but Mama had no scruples against marching
over and demanding that the baker take better care of his niece. What stopped her was Tabitha,
herself, who insisted that her uncle was just going through a spell. He did this ever so often
when he began thinking about his dead wife. It would pass, she promised us. Without Jared, she
had nowhere else to go. At that point, everyone, except Uriah gasped. The look on Papa’s face
was almost comical. In spite of the numbing effects of wine, his eyes seemed to bulge out of his

head. As a fishing treading water, his mouth opened and closed rapidly, though all he made were
strange guttural noises. Yet no one laughed because the implications seemed quite clear.
“I’m sure Jared will come around,” James said, a look of panic growing on his face.
“Yes, yes,” Joseph said disingenuously, “the poor man would miss his little niece.”
“And Hannah will return too,” Mama consoled Uriah.
Two disasters appeared to confront us. Simon sat shaking his head at their folly, but
Uriah seemed almost pleased. Papa took a long swig of wine, as Mama gently took Tabitha
aside. I tried following them out the door but was told to get back in the house. Losing control
again, Papa stood up that moment and stomped angrily to his shop. Jesus turned from Michael’s
door that moment after peeking in, concerned about Tabitha’s dilemma but more worried about
Papa’s lapse. Holding his hand up to signal stop to Simon, Uriah, and me, he waited a moment
then followed Papa out the back door. We sat back down at the table and broke into a discussion
with James and Joseph about this turn of events.
“Tabitha’s going to be living with us,” Simon announced glumly.
“No she’s not.” James shook his head. “Michael would have to die first. We don’t have
enough room.”
“Well, he’s gonna be here for awhile!” Joseph pointed to my friend.
James and Joseph laughed hysterically. Uriah’s face broke into a grin. At this point, I
was not certain how I felt.
“What’s the matter with you Uriah?” Simon frowned. “Don’t you miss your mother and
father?”
“No.” He made a face. “Papa’s mean to me and Mama’s insane.”
“What about your sister?” I posed the question. “Don’t you miss her?”
“Uh-uh,” snorted Uriah. “Rhoda’s a brat. She’s always getting me into trouble.”
I had heard Uriah complain about his sister before. From what he told me, Rhoda was
also deranged. It seemed, after all was said and done, that Uriah, at least, might be permanent.
When Mama entered the house with Tabitha in tow, the look on their faces—sympathy and
hope—said it all: Tabitha must be rescued from her negligent uncle! Not only would Uriah and,
due to circumstances, Michael, become members of our family, but it looked like Tabitha was
joining us too.
I was torn between depression and a strange, irrational excitement. I was certain that no
other family in Nazareth, or the entire world, had such a household. When Jesus returned from
the shop, he tried to be cheerful about our circumstances, but I could tell he was upset about
Papa’s drinking. Heaving a pent-up sigh, Mama placed her arm around Tabitha’s shoulders,
cleared her throat and announced, “I’m going over and talk to the baker. Tabitha will stay with
us until I’m convinced it’s all right at her uncle’s house.” “Jesus, would you come with me?” She
reached out for his hand. Without hesitation, Jesus, always the obedient son, left with Mama and
Tabitha to confront the little girl’s uncle. With Jesus restraining hand removed, we ran outside to
search for Papa. We were all concerned that he was becoming a drunk. After discovering that he
was nowhere to be seen in his shop or in either yard, James concluded that he had found himself
a nice tree in the hills to set beneath and drink wine. Joseph and Simon agreed, but I
remembered one time when Papa got upset like this and visited Samuel. Unless he was too
drunk to care, I was certain he would not want himself seen by our Roman guards in such a state.
While James, Joseph, and Simon headed into the hills, Uriah and I set out for Samuel’s house. I
had been told not to go into town, but the Romans were here now and the very man whom they
had originally been sent to protect us from was now our friend.

I can’t claim to have had foresight this time, for no such revelation came into my head,
but as Uriah and I walked rapidly up the winding Nazareth road, we were met coming the
opposite direction by Mordechai, Samuel’s chief steward. I knew immediately that something
was going to happen.
Recognizing us from a distance, he called out “peace be unto the sons of Joseph bar
Jacob.”
“Peace be unto the house of Samuel bar Zadok,” I replied, bringing my fist to my chest in
a Roman salute.
“Listen, young Jude,” he spoke discreetly, when he was only a few paces away, “we
found your Papa wandering in Samuel’s orchard. He’s all right, but he’s too drunk to be seen in
town. Samuel understands the problems your family is facing and has decided to share his house
with your family. Is your mother at home?”
“Mama went to Jared, the baker’s house, to scold him for not taking care of Tabitha.” I
explained in one long breath. “She said Tabitha will be staying with us, as is Uriah, until her
uncle’s home is safe.”
“Precisely the point.” Mordechai nodded gravely. “I shall go over there myself and talk
with her. Meanwhile, you children head on home. The Romans have been testy lately. You
shouldn’t be skulking around town.”
“I told you!” Uriah said under his breath.
When I asked Mordechai if Papa would return home soon, he told me not to worry. Papa
was in good hands. That was good enough for me. Thanking our benefactor profusely, I
promised him that we would rush home with the good news. Mordechai then turned on his heel
without further comment to find the baker’s house. I was so happy about this turn of events, I
did a little jig on the way and ruffled Uriah’s hair. This caused him to lose his balance as we ran
and almost tumble onto his face. As I looked back at my slow moving friend, I could see a
worried scowl on his face.
“Do you know what this means?” I called jubilantly over my shoulder. “Samuel’s house
is like a big castle. His garden’s huge, his orchard’s vast, and his table’s filled with fine food!”
“Oh, they won’t let me come.” Uriah huffed and puffed, unable to keep up with me on the
road. “There’s too many of us. He doesn’t have that much room. What about Michael? What’s
he going to do with him?”
Uriah couldn’t believe our good fortune, but I was in no mood for his doubts, so I dashed
ahead of him as fast as I could, until he was far back on the road as I charged through the gate.
When I entered the house hoping to tell James, Joseph, and Simon the good news, I screamed in
horror, and ran back out of the door. There sitting at the table, as if he had just awakened from a
nap, was Michael. In the light from the kitchen window I could see that he was eating a loaf of
bread. A mug of juice or water was in front of him. He smiled at me but said nothing as he
raised the mug up for a sip. Uriah saw me run madly out of the house and called, out of breath,
“what’s wrong. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“I sort’ve did!” I collapsed in a sitting position by the gate. “Michael’s in there sitting at
the table—not a care in the world. I can’t believe it Uriah. Where is everybody when you need
them?”
“Father Abraham!” Uriah cried.
Turning to the source of his gaze, I could see Michael emerge lazily from the house. I
knew that my parents wouldn’t like him being exposed like this, but I was in too much shock to
complain. He walked out stiffly and blinked fiercely in the sunlight, which indicated that he had,

in deed, awakened from a long rest. Other than his sickly pallor and disheveled hair, however, he
seemed normal enough, nothing like the wraith greeting us before. James, Joseph, and Simon
rounded the far side of the house just in time to see him take several steps.
“Moses’ ghost,” James shrieked, “get him back in the house!”
“Come on boys,” Joseph cried frantically, “let’s go get him.”
“You go get him.” Simon looked at him in disbelief.
Now that most of my brothers were on the scene, Uriah and I felt safe enough to
approach Michael, who had taken the liberty of picking a fig and sitting on the garden bench.
When we had gathered around the bench, looking down at our family’s latest burden and one of
the chief causes of Papa’s return to wine, we had strong emotions about Michael’s sudden return.
I remember studying my brother’s expressions. All three of them cast smoldering glares at my
old friend, while I was torn between thankfulness that our prayers seemed to have been answered
again and resentment at God’s capricious will. He would let an innocent child like Nehemiah
waste away, while letting this rascal virtually come back from the dead.
“Welcome back,” I said, scratching my head.
“Greetings Jude.” Michael flashed me an impish smile.
“Mama and Papa won’t like this,” Joseph was shaking his head vehemently. “He might
be recognized. Let’s get him inside the house.”
“He’s right.” James snarled at him. “Get back in the house!”
“Is this another miracle?” Uriah asked as we escorted Michael into the house.
“I dunno,” I replied light-headedly. “It was a delayed reaction if it was.”
I think my older brothers would have drug Michael bodily into the house had he resisted.
With Michael perched on a stool at the front of the table and the rest of us equally distributed on
each row of benches, it almost seemed as if Michael sat in judgment as he confronted our
unfriendly stares. Though Jesus would put a good face on it, this development complicated our
lives that much more. As I would overhear Joseph say to James, it would have been simpler if
Michael had died and was buried in the dead of night. I felt guilty even considering this possibly
before, but the question reeled in my mind: “Now that he’s awake, what do we do with him?”
Michael was alive and well, at least on the surface. Except for his pale skin and the rings under
his eyes, he appeared to be on the mend. Whether or not his sickness might still be inside him,
was something we could not know, since he was not acting like his old self—the Michael I knew
years ago when his mother was still that mysterious woman on the hill.
The mischievous gleam seemed to be missing from his eyes. Upon closer inspection I
realized that he also looked very tired. He had fought long and hard against the Angel of Death
and it showed not only in his pallor and eyes but also in the tremor in his hands and faltering
speech.
“What was it like?” Uriah broke the silence. “Was it dark there . . . or, like it was for me,
a room of light?”
“It was mostly dark,” Michael answered with a shudder, “. . . but the truth is I don’t
remember very much.”
“Do you remember arriving in our backyard?” James asked with a snarl.
“What about our Papa’s savings?” sneered Joseph. “Do you remember trying to steal
that?”
Michael ignored James and Joseph’s sarcasm. “I remember feeling weak and tired when I
arrived and talking to Jude and then to Jesus. . . . It was like looking through smoke or fog and

hearing muffled, faraway voices. . . . From that point on, I can only recall snatches of light and
sound but mostly darkness.”
“You sound tipsy,” quipped Simon, “like you’ve been drinking Papa’s wine.”
“After what he just went through,” I came to his defense, “he sounds pretty good. It’s
amazing that he’s even alive.”
Stopping short of admitting it was a miracle, I nevertheless made a crucial decision that
day. Already, it appeared to me that Michael had changed. Jesus had promised as much. I could
tell by Uriah’s expression that he was ready to forgive Michael of his transgressions. Could I,
Michael’s one-time best friend, do less?
“I forgive you Michael,” I said, reaching out to grasp his trembling hand.
“Me too.” Uriah nodded pertly. “You’re still my friend.”
“How very touching,” scoffed Joseph, “I’d expect that from Jude, but have you forgotten
Uriah what he did to your father’s synagogue? They were the same markings of the Evil One he
smeared with animal’s blood inside Jesus cave and Michael’s burnt out house.”
“We mustn’t forget,” James jumped in self-righteously, “his mother’s a witch. Is not the
fruit like the tree?”
I remember Longinus saying “The fruit is judged by its tree,” and Jesus saying during his
mission during my discipleship, “Every tree is judged by its fruit”—a surprisingly similar
homily. What James was saying, however, was different, for he was comparing the son to the
mother, whereas Longinus and Jesus were giving the father the praise or blame for the son’s
deeds. I remembered Longinus saying this to Papa during his confrontation with Joachim in
front of his house, and I wondered if James had just misquoted what he heard or had deliberately
switched the words around to make his point. If so, he made a good point. Apart from being
incorrigible and a thief, Michael couldn’t deny making those dreadful scrawls on the cave and
walls of the synagogue and his mother’s house. The questions in my mind were “did Jesus really
cast out Michael’s demon?” or “was Michael pretending now?” I prayed inside my head that my
old friend would behave himself from now on and not give my parents grief. Uriah and my
brothers noticed my eyes being tightly shut and lips moving. James and Joseph snickered at me,
but my friends, Uriah and Michael, were moved by my foolishness.
“I could never do that properly,” Michael confessed, a strange light in his green eyes.
“I can, it’s simple,” Uriah boasted, demonstrating comically by shutting his eyes and
moving his lips.
“Jesus taught us how to pray,” Simon frowned thoughtfully. “For Michael and me it
didn’t take.”
“You can’t pray with you eyes shut?” Joseph looked at him in disbelief.
“What do you think,” Simon looked at Michael, “maybe we just didn’t try hard enough.”
That moment, as Michael sat listening to our chatter, he licked his dried lips, his eyelids
fluttered, and he stared into space awhile as if he was returning to his vegetative state. Without
coaxing, Simon jumped up, and fetched Michael a mug of juice, indicating those moments that
he, too, had forgiven Michael and was willing to embrace him as a friend, if not a member of our
family. Michael admitted in a matter-of-fact, listless fashion that he had been a scalawag and
burden upon our family and had shocked townsfolk with his silly scribbling, and then, when he
came to his greatest crime in my mind—running away from our family and our friendship
without so much as a thank you or goodbye, tears formed in his eyes.

For Michael, who had rarely ever shown sincere emotion, this was truly amazing. Even
my cynical brothers, James and Joseph, took note of this and pressed forward in their seats, but it
was what he said now that surprised us the most.
“Forgive me, my adopted brothers,” he exclaimed, his shoulders shaking and body
doubling up into sobs. “I don’t deserve a second chance.”
“Don’t call me brother,” spat James.
“He doesn’t deserve a second chance.” Joseph slammed the table. “It would’ve been
better if he’d died.”
Joseph’s outcry, an ill-timed statement of how most of us felt, caused James to wince.
Uriah and I immediately denounced his declaration, but it was his cohort James, who scolded
him for his outburst.
“Joseph, you don’t mean that.” He looked around as if he expected Jesus or our parents to
walk into the room. “That’s a terrible thing to say. He has asked our pardon. His friends, Jude
and Uriah have forgiven him. We should at least give him a chance.”
“Thank you,” Michael said to James, reaching out timidly to touch his hand, “I promise
to honor your trust.”
“Well, all right.” James cringed, withdrawing his hand. “Let’s take it day-by-day. I’m
glad you’re better.”
I knew, from the expression on James’ face, that this was a lie, but I appreciated his
begrudging acknowledgment. It took a lot for him to make this small allowance, and it isolated
Joseph in his mean spiritedness. Suddenly, as Uriah and I sat there marveling over Michael’s
wondrous recovery and James’ change of mind, I remembered why I ran home in the first place.
“Uriah,” I cried, “we forgot to tell them the good news. I had this feeling as we
approached Samuel’s—a revelation.”
“Oh yes,” Uriah clapped his pudgy hands, “me too!”
“James, Joseph, Michael,” I announced, placing my hand on Michael’s head.
“Mordechai, Samuel’s chief steward, told us that, because of our crowded home, he’ll open his
house to us.” “Do you know what this means?” I looked around at their stunned faces.
“Yum-yum-yum,” Uriah rubbed his hands.
James’ eyes popped wide. “Are you serious? Was Mordechai drunk?”
“No,” I said, giggling foolishly, “but Papa was. Mordechai said he was resting peacefully
at Samuel’s house.”
“Then Papa must have told him,” muttered James. “It’s about time that stingy old man
helped our family. He has a large estate and plenty of money. Our parents have always been
there—night and day—when he needed them. Why shouldn’t he share it with us? Papa would
continue to run his shop, while Mama takes care of Samuel. We could help around the place
too.”
Joseph, still miffed by James’ rebuke, nodded with approval. “This would solve our
problems. We would have more space and better food,” “but what about him?” He pointed
rudely at Michael. “What would we do with him?”
“Who cares?” James’ face broke into a grin. “We could disguise him, like we did with
Reuben. Reuben’s doing just fine.”
“Don’t worry, Michael. We’ll move you in the dead of night.” I gave him a reassuring
pat.
The truth was, however, we didn’t even know whether or not Samuel would accept
Michael in his house. Michael might live in our home with Mama or Papa, while the rest of us

stayed at Samuel’s estate. The most important thing for us, of course, should be Michael’s return
from the dead. I couldn’t wait until Mama and Jesus came home to make this discovery for
themselves. When we finally heard a knock, I dashed from the table, raising the board from its
latches and throwing open the door, blinking into the radiance of the afternoon sun.
“Dear child, what is wrong?” Mama threw her hand up to her mouth.
“Is everything all right?” Jesus charged into the room, running immediately into the back
room.
Tabitha slipped in quietly to stand by my side.
“Michael,” I began out of breath, “he’s awake. He’s alive and well!”
“What?” Mama cried in disbelief. “Michael’s awake?”
She ran to him as if he was a long lost son, embraced him and began praising God
deliriously, checking him over—eyes, ears, nose, and mouth—as she often did to a sick daughter
or son. James and Joseph were embarrassed by this excess and ran out of the house. Uriah,
Tabitha, and I stood there speechless, as Jesus gave us all a hug. What we were all witnessing
justified his attempt to cast out Michael’s demon. The important thing—demon or not—was that
Michael was back. He sat there, somewhat overcome, himself, by all this attention, patiently
allowing Mama to perform several tests on him to make sure he was on the mend.
Afterwards, as James and Joseph drifted back in, we sat with mugs of fruit juice,
excitedly chatting about Samuel’s offer and Michael’s return. I assumed that Mordechai told
Mama that Papa was “resting” at Samuel’s house. Though it was at the back of everyone’s mind,
no one brought up the subject of Papa’s drinking. For the first time in months, all of my brothers
sat at the table agreeing on a common subject: Samuel’s offer of hospitality. Tabitha was just
glad to be here. Jesus asked us not be greedy about our accommodations, but admitted, as did
Joseph, that it would solve many of our problems. The question we dare not lay on the table was
“who would go and who would stay?” I wanted to be one of the guests at Samuel’s estate, but I
would volunteer to stay home with Michael and, for that matter, Tabitha, if our parents didn’t
want to take advantage of Samuel’s hospitality. Until Papa returned home, no decisions could be
made, so Uriah, Simon, Tabitha, and I ran outside to romp in the backyard, while Mama and her
remaining sons sat discussing these wondrous events.
As I led them back to the wall where we found the berry vines, the urge to check my old
hiding place was overpowering. Simon and Uriah rooted happily among the berries hanging in
thick, lush rows on the ancient wall, as I drifted toward the bush that marked the spot.
“What are you doing?” asked Tabitha, as I bent down, pried the branches a part and
looked into the dark recess.
“I thought I saw something,” I answered lamely. “Stay back—there may be snakes and
scorpions!”
There have been many times in my life when I experienced something so mind boggling
and unreasonable I felt light-headed and on the verge of fainting, but this seemed impossible to
me. . . . There, unmoved, still sitting in the ancient Canaanite pot were my gold coins, screaming
in the face of logic, my own promise to Jesus, and seemingly against the very will of God.
“Nothing.” I gasped, falling back onto my rear. “Sweet mother of Jacob,” I swore under
my breath, jumping up, taking Tabitha’s hand and pulling her from the orchard.
“Why are you holding my hand?” She smiled sweetly at me.
I was in shock. My body felt weightless and my mind reeled with conflicting thoughts:
disbelief, guilt, excitement, and confusion. Temptation mocked my promise to Jesus. I actually
felt depressed those moments. Why me God? My mind cried. The little girl walking beside me

was my mooring to this world. Her tiny hand was warm and soft. Her bright gray eyes were
filled with an innocence I had long ago lost. Before I was forced to muster up another lame
response for Tabitha, Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz appeared suddenly in our yard. I sensed
immediately why they were here. It was about the treasure I thought Adam had taken back. The
looks on their faces told me they had parleyed somewhere and were intent on getting back the
gold. I had once thought the big, dumb Boaz might protect me against bullies, but he had the
most frightening expression of the three.
“We want our portions of the treasure,” Jethro said through clinched teeth.
“Give us our gold!” cried Obadiah.
Boaz just growled. I could hear Uriah calling to me, “Jude, what’s wrong. What do they
want?” Simon ran immediately up to the house to get help. I told Tabitha to go inside but she
refused to abandon me.
“Look, Obadiah,” scoffed Jethro, “he’s holding Jonah’s hand. I told you he was a girl!”
“I am a girl,” she spoke up finally. “My name’s Tabitha. I’ve just been pretending all this
time. There’s no gold. Leave Jude alone!”
She had temporarily disarmed them. They began laughing so hard they forgot their
original mission. I took the cue, gripped Tabitha’s hand, and ran for the back door. Fortunately,
Tabitha was a faster runner than me. After breaking away, she was already at the door, holding it
open for me, when the three intruders realized their mistake. Quickly barring the door behind us,
Tabitha and I listened to Simon explain, out of breath, eyes wide with fear, why the boys were in
our yard.
“Yes, yes,” Mama waved impatiently, “we’ve heard all about this. Jesus, James, and
Joseph, please make those children go away.”
James and Joseph were delighted with such a chore. Jethro and Obadiah had once
threatened to beat them up, but the towns’ youths were afraid of our oldest brother. I just hoped
Boaz remembered this fact. He had looked almost possessed as he entered our yard. His small,
piggish eyes, moved crazily about as he searched for the ill-gotten gold.
“That’s it,” we heard Jesus shout, “run home, you rascals, before Priam and Falco catch
you trespassing in our backyard!”
As Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz were driven from our yard, Simon, Uriah, Tabitha, and I
huddled at the table, rolling the dice I found in my pocket. Mama said she was going to check on
Joachim once more today and asked Uriah if he would like to come along. For a moment, I
thought he would politely decline as he had before and that would be that, but this time he
graciously accepted her suggestion. Perhaps he felt guilty that he had ignored his father for so
long. Simon and I agreed that it was a good idea, now that his mother and sister were gone and
his Papa was alone. When Mama asked the rest of us if we wanted to come, however, we shrank
from her as if she had leprosy.
“Uh-uh, uh-uh, uh-uh,” Simon rotated his head.
“Mama, we shouldn’t have to go.” I said as kindly as possible.
“Rabbi Joachim won’t approve of me.” Tears fell from Tabitha’s large gray eyes.
“What on earth do you mean?” Mama’s eyebrows shot up.
I gave Tabitha a hug. “Nazareth knows her as Jonah. Her uncle let her run around as a
boy all this time without anyone catching on.”
“Well, I know that,” Mama tittered airily, “but Joachim’s not the same man—he’s
changed. His memory fails him now, but he’s trying very hard. Each day, I see improvement in

his body and mind. Even the flight of his wife and daughter has not dampened his spirit. He’d
love to have visitors at his house again. Let’s not forget he was once the rabbi of our town.”
“Let’s also not forget,” I replied bitterly, “he turned most of the town against us. Has he
ever apologized to you for that?”
“Well, . . . no.” she said with a sigh, “but I know he’s sorry. It’s just some of the things
he’s said.” “Why don’t you come along, Jude.” She motioned gently, as she led Uriah to the door.
“Please come,” Uriah called piteously, “my Papa’s never apologized to me, but I knew he
was sorry.”
Heaving a great sigh, I stepped forward alone. Neither Simon nor Tabitha had moved a
step with me.
“Please don’t be mad.” Tabitha said meekly. “I’m going to stay here with Simon.”
“Give Joachim our regards.” Simon smirked.
As we filed out the door, Jesus, James, and Joseph emerged finally from the backyard.
They were laughing as they clapped each other on the shoulders. Jesus informed us, with a wave
of his hand, that our fair-weather friends, Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz, had been expelled—
poof!—from our yard. Mama then asked him if he would go over to Samuel’s house and bring
Papa home. When she asked James and Joseph if they wanted to come along with us, James said
it might be interesting, and, to our surprise, Joseph decided to tag along too.
******
What we discovered at his house changed my feelings toward Joachim. After seeing the
pitiful condition he was in, I no longer hated him. Like my brothers, I felt sorry for him. His
memory had been damaged by the fever that had gripped him. Now there was an empty shell of
the little rabbi, who once cursed our family. His vacant eyes, gaping mouth, and limp right arm,
and dragging foot, Mama explained in a murmur, had been caused by his sickness. Later, in my
journeys, I learned that these symptoms were caused by a stroke. Uriah wept when it seemed
Joachim couldn’t even remember his own son. After a short while, however, he began talking to
us from the corner of his mouth, as I did myself when I was being sneaky, only Joachim was
struggling to be heard.
“Irling chemenky,” he uttered finally.
“Irling chemenky?” James frowned.
“I think he said thank you,” Mama translated.
“Chemenky! Chemenky!” Joachim croaked.
“I love you to Papa!” Uriah bowed foolishly.
“It sounds like a foreign language to me,” Joseph wrinkled his nose.
“I don’t think so.” I made a face. “It sounds like gibberish. He sounds addled in the
head.”
“What does it matter?” Mama asked, pouring him a mug of water. “His speech will clear
up. Samuel’s physician has seen this before. He believes Joachim is actually on the mend.”
“Are you sure?” Uriah looked hopefully up at her. “He looks pretty bad.”
“Trust me,” Mama said, patting his head.
While poor Joachim made more croaking noises, we stood around his bed chatting to
him, as if he could actually understand. I told him that I forgave him for being such a mean man.
His response was “Orgala chemenky.” The key word seemed to be chemenky, whatever that
meant. James and Joseph tried to be civil, but couldn’t mask their disgust. As I looked down at
the rabbi closely, I barely recognized the cranky, firebrand who almost got Mariah stoned. He

looked worse than either Reuben or Michael had been, even when they hovered in the shadow of
death. Uriah, I was certain that moment, would be staying with us for a long time.
When we returned home, we found Jesus and Michael in a muted discussion. Jesus, with
a hand on Michael’s shoulder, was wagging a finger in front of his nose. As Michael nodded his
head, Jesus appeared to be scolding or counseling him about his future. When Mama broke in
anxiously to inquire about Papa’s well being, Jesus’ arm moved from Michael’s shoulder,
pointing in straight line to the back room.
“Napping is he?” She laughed, tossing back her head.
“Don’t worry, Mama.” Jesus looked up with a grin. “Papa’s much better. The new
arrangement with Samuel will make a difference. I’m sure of this.”
“Praise be to God.” She looked at the ceiling, palms upward.
“Michael and I’ve been having a nice chat,” Jesus announced, as Mama plopped down at
the table.
“You’re a living, breathing miracle!” She placed a hand on Michael’s brow. “No fever!
Your color’s returning. Why, you seem almost normal!”
“Yes, he’s doing a lot better.” Jesus sighed. “How’s the rabbi doing?”
“Joachim’s able to walk a ways and use the privy,” she explained wearily. “I brought the
boys over and he attempted to speak. I think he recognized Uriah. His eye movements and tone
prove that his mind is whole.” “Your father’s on the mend.” She glanced at Uriah. “It’ll just take
time. We shall have a circle prayer tonight for Michael, Joachim, and Samuel, too.”
“Will Papa be up for that?” James asked dubiously. “He’s gonna have a terrible headache
when he wakes up.”
******
Before the evening meal, we had long discussion about Joachim’s convalescence.
Though Joachim could walk now and even use the privy on his own, he had difficulty fixing
meals for himself. Mama, to our astonishment, had set out on his kitchen table bread, fruit, and
cheese to be consumed throughout the week. As often as possible, she told us, she would fix him
a proper meal and even clean up his house. Clearly, everyone agreed, Mama needed help.
Surely there was at least one other woman in town who could nurse the rabbi. Was he that
unpopular now? Jesus suggested that Papa use his restored reputation with many prominent
citizens to encourage their wives to take turns nursing the rabbi back to health. This problem,
and other family issues, drew my brothers and I closer together. Uriah listened attentively to our
discussion. I knew that Mama and Jesus would try to make him feel like a part of our family
while his father recuperated, but Uriah was still intimidated by James and Joseph’s glares.
Tabitha clung anxiously to me as we talked about Samuel’s offer. I wondered, without making
an issue of it, where she fit in. Except for this nagging concern, I shared my brothers’ excitement
about living in Samuel’s sumptuous estate. It heartened me that Joseph began treating me civilly
after our visit with Joachim. Part of the reason, of course, was our mutual dilemma of a crowded
house that now seemed solved by our new living space. There was also our concerns for Papa’s
drinking and our overworked mother. The most important issue, Michael, had been solved—by
the Good Lord, himself. The unanswered question in everyone’s mind was “what next?”
Out of earshot of Michael, who sat at the table talking again with Jesus, I heard James
complain to Joseph, “What do we do now? Disguise him as we did Reuben?”
“Yes, that might work.” I nodded enthusiastically. “He’s older now. She could die his
hair black like ours. In a few years he’ll grow whiskers. We’ll pretend he’s one of our cousins.”

“Even so,” replied James, “where’s he gonna stay until then. Will he be sneaking over to
Samuel’s estate or hiding in our house? They mustn’t find out he’s living here again. Papa will
lose the status he’s regained, if they find out he’s here.”
“The important question,” Joseph said from the corner of his mouth, “has he really
changed? What if that helpless look is all an act?”
All of us, at Mama’s insistence, took our muted conversation outside. Tabitha continued
to clutch my hand. Uriah had a haunted look, as he mingled with us in the yard. “Don’t worry,”
I whispered to him, “this will always be your home.” His eyes misted and a smile twitched on
his face. Looking at Tabitha heart-shaped face, I repeated what I said to Uriah and had the urge
to kiss her as she looked up at me. When James and Joseph continued their conversation in the
orchard, I had heard quite enough of their grumbling about my old friend.
“Give him a chance,” I said irritability. “It’s our parents’ decision that Michael stays. I’ve
forgiven him. Why can’t you?”
“I’ve forgiven him.” Simon stepped forth.
“And so have I,” exclaimed Uriah. “Michael was my friend too.”
Tabitha had not known Michael very well but echoed our support.
James and Joseph scoffed at our outbursts and continued walking into the trees.
“Let’em go,” Tabitha sniffled, “they’re mean, brutish boys.”
“They don’t like me either, Jude,” Uriah noted, with a troubled frown. “If my Papa
doesn’t get well soon, it’s going to get worse.”
“What about me?” Tabitha’s voice trilled and eyes blinked. “My uncle’s a mean man. He
doesn’t want me anymore.”
Uriah and I looked at her in disbelief. Simon, who partially agreed with James and
Joseph, had a worried look on his face.
“Is that true?” I studied her face. “I thought Jared was just a drunk. He’s been mean to
you?”
“Look at this,” she said, raising her shift.
Simon and Uriah immediately hid their eyes, though Simon peeked through his fingers
and Uriah peeped through the crack between his hands. The loincloth beneath Tabitha’s shift
couldn’t hide the bruises on her chest, stomach, and legs. After dropping her shift, she showed
me the marks on her arms I had missed and an old scratch on the back of her neck.
“Phew, Tabitha,” Uriah said with a giggle, “warn us before doing something like that!”
Simon, his eyes wide and mouth agape, muttered, “I don’t believe it! I don’t believe it!”
“Your uncle made those marks?” My eyes smoldered with rage.
“Uh-huh.” She bobbed her head.
My voice quivered and fists clinched. “Did my mother see this?”
“Uh-huh,” she answered hesitantly, “...the ones on my arms and legs. Uncle Jared told
her I was clumsy.”
“He should be punished.” Uriah made a fierce face.
That moment I felt as if I was standing between two cherubs. Simon giggled foolishly at
this pair. Placing my hands on each of their shoulders, I decided in my youthful mind that I
would protect my two friends at all costs—Tabitha from a deranged uncle and Uriah from an
unstable home. With his mother gone and father addled in the head, Uriah would never be safe
again in his house, and poor little Tabitha had no one to take care of her but us. Now, whether or
not my brothers accepted them, Uriah and Tabitha were members of our household, and Michael,
who had once been part of our family, had apparently returned for good.

Chapter Eighteen
The Paddling

One morning, several days after the revelations on that fateful day, our parents gathered
us together at our morning meal to explain the new living arrangements. All of us, especially
Simon and I, sat with bated breath. Uriah and Tabitha were just happy to have a safe haven.
Michael, who sat next to Jesus, his spiritual advisor, was happy just to be alive. Though James
and Joseph were Papa’s apprentices, they hoped to manage their time between the shop and
Samuel’s estate. We were all eager to hear Mama and Papa’s decision.
“Here’s what your mother and I have worked out,” he announced briskly. “Most of us
will spend time at both locations, while others will stay indefinitely in Samuel’s estate.”
All of us clapped with delight. Mama smiled tolerantly as Papa read the list of those
family members that would live more or less full time at the estate. There was only five persons
in this group: Mama, who would become Samuel’s nurse, which meant she would have two
patients again (Samuel and Joachim); Michael, who would be hidden away like Reuben in
Samuel’s house; and the three girls (Tabitha and the twins), who, in addition to spending most of
the time in the estate, would return with Mama to our house to prepare the morning and
afternoon meals. We would continue working on Papa’s orders during the day. The evening
meal would be shared with Samuel and his chief steward each night. Reuben and Michael would
have their meals separately and remain secluded in the house. Until Papa clarified our
arrangement, James and Joseph grumbled about the plan’s unfairness. At first it sounded like we
would be corralled in the shop while the girls spent lives of leisure at Samuel’s house. To our
relief, Papa explained that the boys would be spending half of their days learning the craft and
taking care of our home and the remainder of each day, including the night (during our turns) at
the estate. Papa or Jesus would spend alternating nights each week with two of the boys, which
meant we would still be sleeping at least two or three nights in our home. The exceptions, Papa
explained, would be Michael, Tabitha and the twins, who, like Mama, would be spending most
of their time at the estate. Tabitha, who wanted to be near me, didn’t like this a bit, but Mama
was worried about her uncle arriving at the house in a drunken rage. I promised to visit her on
the days I would be staying overnight at our house. Uriah, Michael, and Tabitha were overjoyed
that they had been included in our long-range plans.
That morning we had a festive breakfast. All of us, even Michael, chattered gleefully, as
we speculated on the days ahead. Michael promised Jesus he would try to make friends with his
mother’s old enemy, Reuben, who would be sharing his part of the house. Papa reminded the
rest of us boys that we still had to do our share of the work. When large orders for furniture
came in, we might be required to work extra hours. The girls would also have to do their share
by assisting Mama in her gardening and the preparation of meals when Papa was busy in the
shop. A great irony was seen by us, especially James and Joseph, that a no account such as
Michael, who had caused our family so much grief, would idle his days away without a care.
Nevertheless peace reigned in our family as we accepted the logic of Papa’s plan. Michael,
because of his reputation, was like Reuben, as my Roman friends would say, persona non grata
in Nazareth. The safest place for him was Samuel’s sumptuous estate. More importantly for
Papa’s peace of mind, it would remove the suspicion surrounding our house, which had caused

Papa to start drinking again. The issue of Uriah and Tabitha’s future, which depended upon
Joachim’s health and Jared’s state of mind, respectively, would be decided at a later date.
Because Papa wanted to finish an order for a rich Pharisee in Sepphoris, Jesus, James,
and Joseph, now wage earners, would be working most of the afternoon. Simon and Uriah were
allowed to accompany Mama and the girls to Samuel’s house. Michael would arrive at the estate
late tonight, as had Reuben, to avoid detection. I volunteered to keep him company and also help
Papa in the shop. My real reason, of course, was to sneak down into the orchard, and finger my
gold. To my dismay, Uriah’s conscience prickled him and he turned back, as did Tabitha, but
Mama would only allow Uriah to return. I should have been greatly moved by this scene, but I
wasn’t. It would be very difficult for me to check on my gold with Uriah following me around.
I did feel a little sorry for Tabitha. She would be bored to unconsciousness having only Simon
and the twins as companions. That would change after today, however. Everything would
change when Michael was moved to Samuel’s house.
As Uriah trotted, huffing and puffing, back through the gate, I waved to Tabitha as she
followed Mama, Simon, and the twins.
“Are we gonna help your Papa?” He asked eagerly. “I’m glad you decided to stay.
There’s so much to learn, Jude. Soon you and I will be apprentices, like Joseph and James. I
love working in wood.”
“What?” I slapped my forehead in disbelief. “Are you serious? I stayed because of
Michael. That’s all. Tonight we’re gonna sneak him over to Samuel’s house. Tomorrow, we’ll
have to work until noon and then phtt—I’m gone! I’m heading down the road. Our work period
hasn’t changed. We—you Simon and I—work until noon. The only thing that’s different is that
we take turns sleeping in Samuel’s house. Papa and my older brothers, who get paid for their
efforts, are working on a special order. Tomorrow, if they’re finished, James and Joseph will
create great dust clouds as they run to Samuel’s estate.”
“You don’t wanna be a carpenter, do you?” Uriah gave me a disappointed look.
“No,” I confessed, kicking at the ground, “I never have. Get that in your thick skull.
Stop volunteering us for extra instructions!” “Uriah,” I cried in exasperation. “Why are you
trying to get us extra chores? Don’t rabbi’s sons grow up to be rabbis. You should be studying
the Torah, not sanding table legs.”
“I’ll never be a rabbi—no more than you’ll be a carpenter!” His face flushed and he
stomped his little feet. “Never! Never-never-never! I don’t care what my father wants. I won’t
do it. I won’t! I won’t!”
“All right!” I muffled his mouth. “You’re not going to be a rabbi. I’m not going to be a
carpenter. I don’t want Jesus to think we’re arguing.”
Quickly, I prodded Uriah through the front door, expecting to see Michael sitting at the
table or moping around the house. As I looked around at the large room and kitchen area,
though, I could see that it was plunged into lonely shadows. A terrible thought came to me: in a
befuddled state of mind, Michael had wandered off. After looking into our sick room and
finding it empty, I ran to the back door, threw it open and scanned our backyard and the orchard
beyond. All I could see was the distant figures of Falco and Priam walking up the trail.
Slamming the door shut before I was spotted, I retreated into the kitchen and began searching the
remainder of the house. When I found the back room empty, I decided to ask Papa and my
brothers if they saw Michael lately, a nagging fear building up in me that he had walked out of
the house, as he had before, and just kept going.
“Where do you think he went?” Uriah’s eyes were wide with concern.

“I don’t know,” I exhaled raggedly, “but we gotta tell my Papa and Jesus. We better start
looking for him before he’s spotted near our house.”
“Let’s go!” Uriah shuffled swiftly across the floor.
Together, in excited outbursts, we informed the woodworkers that Michael was gone. At
a glance, we could see Jesus, James, and Joseph in front of the shop, scraping and sanding wood.
Papa, we assumed, was inside his shop doing the more serious work of the carpenter. Suddenly,
to Uriah and my surprise, my brothers tossed their heads back and began laughing. Papa stuck
his head out, grinning in his beard, and motioned for Uriah and me to approach. Jesus gave us
both a pat on the back as we passed by him. There inside the shop, as Papa stepped aside, sat
Michael on a stool, sanding a piece wood.
“Michael!” Uriah and I cried.
“Shhh!” Papa whispered, placing his finger before his lips. “Michael has decided he
wants to be a carpenter.”
“Won’t someone see him?” I looked self-consciously around the premises.
“It’s too late to worry about it now,” Jesus called discreetly. “After dinner, when it gets
dark, we’ll spirit our new brother to Samuel’s house.”
“We’re not eating dinner at Samuel’s house?” groaned Uriah.
“No, it’ll be too late.” Papa reached over playfully and tweaked his cheek. “You boys
should’ve gone with Mary, Simon, and the girls.”
“We didn’t want to leave Michael alone.” I motioned with my head.
“You didn’t have to do that,” he murmured submissively, “I don’t want to be a bother.”
He doesn’t want to be a bother, I thought, shaking my head in wonder; he just wants to be
a carpenter! I mentally choked on his show of humility, yet visibly displayed a stout hearted
smile. This was completely out of character for the Michael I once knew. I couldn’t help
wondering if he was not playing a game with us. It seemed almost inconceivable that Jesus
efforts to cast out his demon had failed or that Michael’s travails in Jerusalem and escape from
death had not changed him from the selfish, reckless youth he was before, and yet those words “I
don’t want to be a bother” seemed insincere. Perhaps he was just embarrassed by all the fuss
given to him, but if that was the case why did he journey all the way back from Jerusalem just to
collapse at our doorstep in such dire straights? I had heard how horseman often had to break
wild horses in to make them good mounts. Was it possible, I wondered that afternoon, that
Michael’s wild spirit had been broken in enough that he could be trained for such a dull task as
working with wood? Somehow, I didn’t think so. I am reminded today of how Judas crept into
Jesus circle, only to betray him later. For Michael this would prove to be only partially true, and
yet that day, as he half-heartedly worked at a piece of wood, my distrust of him was rekindled.
To my utter disgust, Jesus also gave Uriah and I pieces to sand, so we spent the remainder
of the afternoon, when we normally romped in the backyard or orchard, helping Papa fill his
special order. As it turned out, Michael was only sanding scrap wood, as Uriah had been during
his training period. All we had for a late afternoon meal was cheese, uncut fruit, and stale bread.
I know the rest of us drank well water, but I wasn’t so sure about Papa, who smacked his lips a
few times as he often did when drinking wine. During our dinner, Jesus’ ears pricked up and he
motioned for silence at the table. Running to the back door, he threw it open just in time to see
Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz skulking into our yard.
“I warned you about trespassing!” he called out angrily. “Do you want our guards to
arrest you?”
“My Papa said your family are collaborators,” we heard Jethro scream.

“Do you even know what that word means?” Jesus asked.
Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz, responded to Jesus warning with foul curses that caused Papa
to slam his mug down and stumble for the door. James, though afraid, felt obliged to make a
show of his outrage, himself, grumbling, “Come on, Joseph, they can’t whoop us all!”
“How dare they come on my property and talk like that!” Papa shouted. “I’ll give them a
thrashing they’ll never forget.”
“No, no, Papa,” Jesus counseled, “it’s the wine talking. Let the guards chastise them.”
“James and Joseph.” He pointed to the table. “Sit down!”
As if Jesus had once again conjured up a miracle, we heard the distant voices through the
doorway of Falco and Priam. Swiftly, I raced to the entrance to stand with Papa and Jesus.
James and Joseph sighed with relief as they joined our vigil. Behind us, cringing in the shadows,
stood Uriah, while Michael sat calmly at the table as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
“They’re gonna get it now!” I whispered excitedly. “Better get the wine ready, Papa.
They’re coming our way.”
When the three trespassers took to their heels, Priam charged ahead, while Falco, holding
back, called through cupped hands, “You three! Hold on! We know where you live, so halt—
stop dead in your tracks!”
Jethro and Obadiah stopped at once, but Boaz continued running. Priam, with sword
drawn, told the two boys to lie face down on the ground, while his cohort retrieved the third
member of their gang.
“This isn’t good,” Joseph groaned. “They’ll really think we’re collaborators now.”
“Come,” Papa motioned, stepping forth, “let’s diffuse this situation.”
“May I do the talking?” Jesus asked from the corner of his mouth as we approached.
Papa grunted his consent. Uriah and I hung back a few paces, as Jesus chatted with
Falco. James and Joseph, who were unpopular with our guards, watched the proceedings at a
distance. The old Roman, like many of his fellow guards, was in awe of Jesus, the miracleworker, but, in spite of Papa’s generosity, considered him to be just another troublesome Jew.
Priam, the most reasonable of the two, had always seemed found of our father, the more so for
the occasional mug of wine and Mama’s warm bread. Jesus explained to Falco, as simply as
possible, that the three malcontents were friends of his brothers, who had been arguing over
childish matters, but they meant no offense. Nevertheless, despite Jesus protests, Falco playfully
gave Jethro and Obadiah three swats with the flat side of his sword and warned them, “on pain of
death,” never to be caught near Joseph bar Jacob’s house again. Jesus and Papa were horror
stricken by this turn of events. Because Michael was alone in the house, James and Joseph
sought refuge in the carpenter’s shop. When Priam returned with Boaz marching at the point of
his sword, he addressed Papa, the head of the house, which was normally the custom of Roman
soldiers, and asked him if this young ruffian might be the ringleader, since he was the ugliest of
the three. Papa shook his head helplessly, making a feeble attempt to disengage the youth.
Falco moved in front of him, his sword glinting in the evening sun. “No,” he spat,
glancing over his shoulder, “he’s not the leader. Running from Roman guards makes him the
dumbest of the three. He’s lucky I wasn’t carrying my bow.”
“Please stop this,” Papa cried, wringing his hands, “these are mere boys!”
Jesus stood beside him, arms outstretched, eyes raised to heaven, praying, I fancied, that
God would send a thunderbolt crashing down on these cold-hearted men. Boaz’s little eyes
became slits. Even now, as I wept in the background, he managed to communicate smoldering
hatred for me, and yet as he clinched his fists, his lower lip quivered as if he was about to cry.

“Stop this!” Papa screamed. “Stop this nonsense at once!”
Unmoved by Papa’s pleas or Jesus’ praying, Priam singled Boaz out for discipline,
ordered him to bend over then gave him a sharp whack with the flat of his sword. To be fair to
the others who received three whacks, he gave him two more on the rear and dismissed them all
rudely with, “Out of here—all of you! If we catch you around here again, it’ll be the cross!”
Abject terror replaced the spitting hatred in Boaz’s face. By the time Jethro and Obadiah
had jumped to their feet, Boaz was running and stumbling in fear up the path beside our house.
The insensitive Romans, like children who just committed some minor mischievous act,
snickered at each other, gave us expectant grins and stood there with arms folded as Papa
signaled me to fetch them some wine.
“Bring us some of that warm bread of your mother’s,” Priam called.
Uriah followed me into the house, whimpering uncontrollably. James and Joseph were
nowhere in sight. Michael had been napping on his arm.
“Don’t exert yourself.” I glared at him.
I saw Papa hide his wine in a special place in the shop. After, handing Uriah all the stale
bread I could find, I told him to wait for me while I fetched a flask. When I returned, I picked up
some of the moldy uneaten grapes to compensate for not having fresh bread. Though tempted to
spit in the flask and on the food, I still felt enough wicked delight in our tormentors’ punishment
not to judge Priam and Falco too harshly. The boys were still alive and none the worse for their
paddling. Prodding the frightened Uriah out the door then down the little path, I felt both numb
and light-headed. I could just imagine how my timid little friend felt. When we handed the
guards the wine and food, they showed their disdain for the stale bread and grapes by shoving
them back to Papa, taking turns with the flask until they had drained it dry, then, in a complete
change of mood, gave Papa and Jesus bear hugs, afterwards ruffling Uriah and my hair.
“Rules are rules,” Falco spoke directly to Jesus, the most upset of us all. “Until we
capture the remainder of those bandits and quiet those hotheads in Nazareth, Jews mustn’t
congregate in groups of two or more, especially in this sector of town.” “Thank you for the
wine,” he added with a curt bow.
“Why the long face?” asked Priam, handing me the empty flask. “Them boys were
troublemakers. I’ve seen their kind before.”
Falco and Priam swaggered up the path to reconnoiter with their reliefs, Clement and
Arturius. After guzzling down an entire flask of wine, they were probably drunk, but now,
thanks to the men relieving them, they could return to camp and sleep it off. I didn’t hate them
for what they did. They didn’t know any better. I knew two noble Romans: Cornelius and
Longinus. That would be enough for now. My only concern was the three enemies I had made
this hour. What comforted me, in spite of the excesses of our Roman guards, was the thought of
that pot of gold in the wall. Perhaps my all-knowing brother knew about it too. For reasons I
still find hair brained, he blamed himself for what happened this evening.
A notion had flittered through my mind, as I watched Falco and Priam paddle those boys:
what if they had found the gold? This thought filled me with dread.
“I let it happen,” Jesus murmured, as we entered the house. “I just stood there petrified
and let it occur.”
“No Jesus,” I said, shaking his tunic. “You couldn’t stop it. When the Romans arrived, it
was out of your hands.”
“Uh huh.” Uriah nodded. “They always come up the trail at the same time to be relieved.
It was just bad luck for those boys.”

“Oh, now it’s luck,” Jesus groaned, grasping his head.
Papa, who was still tipsy, blurted, “Jesus, you can’t pray your way out of everything.
What’re you supposed to do, strike’em dead? It just happened. End of story!”
“I’m suppose to be good with words,” Jesus said, shaking his head, “and yet I was mute.
The one time I could make a change, I didn’t have God’s ear. The prayer in my head was made
in anger so it fell upon deaf ears. I just stood there frozen, letting matters take their course.”
“It’s the Lord’s will,” Michael said in a deadpan voice.
“What?” Papa’s head jerked up. “That’s ridiculous, especially coming from you. God had
nuthin to do with it, Michael. He didn’t want that to happen. That little episode outside didn’t
help our family one bit!”
James and Joseph re-entered the house just in time to hear Michael’s pious exclamation
and Papa’s response. All of us, except Jesus, ganged up on Michael that moment. Even Uriah
took issue with him. Sitting across from Michael at the table, I asked him if it was God’s will
that Jethro, Obadiah and Boaz were going to beat me up the first chance they had.
“Don’t forget their parents.” Papa belched. “If they show up, I’m gonna point straight at
the Romans. This is their fault!”
“I thought they were our friends.” I looked at Papa, who seemed to be falling asleep.
“Oh, Priam’s all right, for a Roman.” He burped again. “Falco’s not that bad either. It’s
that Regulus you gotta watch out for. He’s carrying a grudge.”
“I don’t like Regulus.” Uriah frowned severely. “He’s scares me. I don’t think he likes
Jews.”
“We can’t blame a creature for its nature,” murmured Jesus. “Is the lamb better than the
lion?”
James and Joseph laughed at his statement. I don’t think I ever understood what it
meant. Jesus was always saying strange things. In spite of their rough treatment of Jethro,
Obadiah, and Boaz, I noticed improvement in our guards, especially Falco and Priam. During
our nature hike with Jesus, Regulus had actually been friendly on the trail. For several moments,
as we sat digesting the latest crisis, I studied Michael’s placid face, wondering if I had judged
him too harshly. Unable to comprehend his dull expression, I motioned for Simon and Uriah to
follow me into the backyard. There would be no investigation of my coins this evening, unless I
could slip away.
******
That evening, before the sun set, we congregated in the orchard as we had that day James
read us Jesus’ letter from Rome. It was one of those special times in our childhood that an event,
such as the Roman paddlings, brought us together in solidarity if not fellowship. I remember
feeling a sense of well being that hour, especially with my pot of gold close by. With the Roman
presence re-established in Nazareth and Jesus’ vigilance, what did we have to fear? Who would
dare sneak into our yard and steal my gold? I realized that moment how very special my family
was. In spite of our differences, we came together in good and bad times. It once seemed that
the whole town was against us, yet we had gained a special status in Nazareth. We were the
carpenter’s family with that strange older son, who, it was rumored, used sorcery to make it rain,
cast demons out, and breath life into a dead bird. Legends had grown up around the parents, who
once gave sanctuary to a witch, that Jesus, as a mere child, performed acts of purest black magic,
such as bringing clay birds to life, striking a playmate dead, and other slanders I heard in my
youth, which the unstable Thomas would one day record in his gospel of Jesus’ life. Real and

made up miracles had increased since Jesus return from his trip with Joseph of Arimathea,
especially after the miracles recorded in Jesus’ letters leaked out of our house. In later life, as a
disciple, I read a copy of Thomas so called gospel and was shocked to see a written record of our
neighbors’ scurrilous lies, which made other God-sent miracles of his childhood suspect to
followers of the Way. And yet Jesus eccentric behavior and the stories surrounding his birth and
lineage told by Samuel to his friends had made many of the outrageous claims believable to
people in our town. After all, was not the raising of his son from death and the quieting of two
separate storms witnessed by Joseph of Arimathea, himself? Could not such a prodigy, who
breathed life into a sparrow, not turn clay birds into living things and, if bringing back life, not
cancel it out?
But I digress. The plain truth is that our house was always full of secrets and strange
goings-on. We were fortunate that day Falco and Priam caught my friends sneaking into our
yard and gave them the flat of their swords, that they hadn’t learned about Reuben and the
witches son or, for that matter, my ill-gotten gold. Even now I shudder at the thought!
This time, as we gathered below the trees, Uriah instead of Nehemiah was in our group.
He was, as usual, whiny and fidgety, filled with silly chatter, and yet, for my sake, my older
brothers treated him politely as we discussed today’s events. The main source of our concern
had been Michael’s return and miraculous cure, but today a much more serious event had
occurred.
“Mark my words,” James declared, pointing to our yard, “that action is going to cause us
problems.”
“They’ll tell their parents.” Joseph looked fearfully around at the group. “Soon that grimy
blacksmith and smelly tanner will be pounding on our door.”
“I’m not so sure,” I said, resting my head against a tree. “I’ve been thinking about this,
Joseph. How are those boys going to explain being in our yard? No one in our family laid a
finger on them. How are they going to explain being paddled by our Roman guards? Will
searching for bandits’ gold be an excuse for trespassing in our yard.” “Tell me, my brothers,” I
repeated, chewing on a twig, “how are they going to explain any of this?”
“Humph!” James scratched his chin thoughtfully. “An excellent point! I don’t think their
parents would be sympathetic with them if they knew why they snuck into our yard.
Was not Boaz’s father one of the men accompanying Papa to the Roman camp? Jethro and
Obadiah’s father is too busy with preparing Ezra’s hides to make an issue of this.”
“Yes.” Joseph’s dark expression brightened. “. . . . Even so, who would they complain
to—Regulus? Longinus? Papa?” “No,” he decided, with a great sigh of relief, “The mood of the
Romans isn’t good. After seeing Papa thrash the rabbi, I can’t imagine them charging up to our
house”
“That matter settled,” I jumped up blithely, “let’s play a game.”
Everyone followed me into the trees, away from the wall and my hidden pot of gold.
What I had in mind wouldn’t require hiding behind trees or playing tag, which were games that
James and Joseph now found childish.
Pulling the cubes from my pocket, I cried, “Let’s throw dice and gamble!”
“All right.” Simon nodded. “What shall we gamble with?”
“Gambling is a sin,” Joseph recoiled.”
“Hiding criminals in our house is a sin too.” I cocked an eyebrow.
“That was a crime, not a sin,” challenged Joseph. “I mean a Hebrew sin.”

“Its a matter of definition,” offered James. “What we’ve been doing would probably be
considered a Roman sin.”
Joseph laughed. Uriah crawled around on the ground a moment as I explained how my
game would be played, rising on his knees with a handful of small pebbles.
“We’ll use these,” he held up his hand.
“All we do is clear a throwing space and take turns tossing. One player calls out one of
the number equivalents we decided upon just as his partner throws his dice. If he rolls doubles
with the number on it, he shares the tally with his partner. If he rolls only one of the numbers
called out, he wins half the tally. In this way a large call can be worse than a smaller number.”
“My head’s swimming.” Simon made a face.
“It’s easy,” I pshawed, “we’ll have a practice throw.”
“I get it.” Uriah began looking for more pebbles. “This is going to be fun!”
“And you’re a rabbi’s son.” Joseph shook his head in wonder.
“Well,” James said with resignation, “Jesus saw no problem with us using grapes for
tender. I see no harm in pebbles, as long as it’s not money.”
Joseph joined us in our effort to clear a space. After rolling the dice to see who goes first,
we played until it was almost dark. It was, I confessed to them, one of Michael’s favorite games.
Uriah did surprisingly well with his tosses, almost winning the game, but it was Joseph, of all
people, who had the highest score, always calling low until his score was high enough to take
chances. Such thinking, I recall, would benefit him as a merchant and scribe. Though we did
poorly, ourselves, James, Simon and I were amused by how well our brother had done. As I
looked back at James and smiled, I saw Michael’s face in the window, perhaps yearning to play
one of his old childhood games. At just that moment, Jesus appeared characteristically in the
doorway holding a lamp.
“Our night guards might take issue with this congregation,” he announced, motioning us
into the house. “We’ll have our evening meal before escorting Michael to Samuel’s house,” he
added as we filed obediently into the house.
We spent the remainder of our idle time, throwing the dice on the kitchen table before and
after a quickly prepared dinner. Michael joined in but with none of the wild abandon displayed
in the past. Papa, who seemed to be sober, was nervous about transferring another wrongdoer
from our house. There were, he explained, pacing back and forth, far more Romans in our town
than before, who were in no mood for groups moving about in the night. Escorting a hooded
figure in the darkness would appear suspicious. What if a sentry challenged them on the way to
Samuel’s house? How could they explain having Michael in their midst? Ultimately, to calm
himself down, Papa sat down at the table with a mug of wine. None of us, even Jesus blamed
him. This single act could ruin his reputation in the town. It made us shudder to think what the
Romans might do. The wine, added to his weariness from long hours in the shop, caused his
head to droop, until finally, to no one’s surprise, a snore whistled through his beard.
As his forehead bumped the table, everyone, even the normally disapproving Joseph,
laughed. Jesus let Papa snooze for a short while, as he held vigil by the window. If we heard
hoof beats on the road it would mean that a night officer is making his rounds. This, Jesus
informed us grimly, would be our cue.
Back and forth from the front and back windows, he paced, until finally, hearing the
clatter of hooves, Jesus roused Papa from slumber. Softly he ordered, “Time to go,” helping him
to his feet, and then guiding him to the door. It all happened quickly, within one graceful
moment. Knowing full well what came next, we looked down at Michael, who rose more

solemnly, as I recall, like a prisoner being led to his cell. Like Simon, Uriah, James, Joseph, and
I, he had been happy at the thought of living at Samuel’s house, but he now seemed reluctant to
leave. Part of Papa’s plan, to have at least two people staying in our house, had been scrapped
tonight because of his condition. Though he discussed it in a whisper with James, Jesus said he
took full responsibility for the decision. There was no need for anyone to stay behind. We
would all sleep at the estate tonight. Fortunately, there would be a lull in his carpentry business,
which would allow Papa to rest and recuperate before going back to work. Jesus agreed with
James reasoning that, technically at least, the Romans were guarding our house. Our goal to
spirit Michael to the Pharisee’s estate was simple. James would run ahead to check the traffic on
the road, while we led Michael’s hooded figure up the road. We would also have to lead Papa,
who would get lost in his current condition. Because of the Roman rules of congregation, we
spaced our trek, two by two: James guided Papa, Jesus led Michael, and Joseph, Uriah and I
straggled behind to avoid being seen as a crowd. It was an unjust rule, but, after what happened
in our backyard, none of us complained. We had learned a grim lesson today. With the
exception of Cornelius and Longinus, the Romans were not really our friends. I wanted to
believe that Priam and Falco were not like the other soldiers in town, but we had seen a dark side
of them today. In James words, “They had molested visitors (albeit intruders) on our property
and treated us with great disrespect.” Because of the rumors that would spread after today, our
family’s standing in town might suffer a setback, but at least we could temporarily find a
sanctuary in the big house.
With these thoughts weighing heavily upon me, I followed the others into Samuel’s
estate. The sweet burden of my treasure had offset my concern for my reputation in Nazareth.

Chapter Nineteen
Samuel’s House

Mama, who like Jesus never seemed to sleep, came out into the hall to greet us as we
slipped into Samuel’s house. Reuben, of course, was nowhere in sight. I remember the
distressed expression on Mordechai’s face when he saw how many of us arrived that night. This
hadn’t been in the plan, he muttered fretfully. Mama was very unhappy that Papa was drunk.
The chamberlain led us into a room where a table offered us a meager fare, which was nothing
more than leftovers from the evening’s sumptuous feast. Because three of us were suppose to
remain at our home, Samuel would not have expected all of us to show up for dinner. I
wondered if he would offer lamb, fish, and such delicacies every night. Simon, Tabitha, and the
twins had eaten most of the sweetmeats. Tabitha ran up to hug Jesus and me, before I fell upon
the remnants of candied dates, pastries, and fruit. I totally ignored the leftover lamb and fish.
Papa, who was still quite tipsy, inspected the jugs on the table for wine until Mama prodded him
irritably to their room.
Uriah and I would share a room. Michael would be sharing a room with Jesus. As the
servants led us down the corridor to our chambers, James and Joseph grumbled under their
breaths about the lack of hospitality. Jesus reminded them amiably of the original plan. Because
of Papa’s new order they were not suppose to eat dinner with the others. Three of them should
not even be here tonight. Nevertheless, James and Joseph felt that they could have at least saved
more of the delicacies, which would have made a nice late night snack. It was one of those rare
moments when I silently agreed with them. I was certain that Uriah felt the same way, and yet
he managed to scrounge up a napkin full of candied dates and pastry scrapes that we munched on
while we lie in our pallets discussing my interesting family.
“Jude,” Uriah declared lazily, “I’m having more fun at your house than I’ve had in my
entire life.”
“You consider what happened today fun?” I replied, chewing methodically on a date.
“You should’ve been at our house when Mariah was here. I’ve lost track of how many disasters
we’ve gone through.” “Let’s see,” my voice dropped off gradually, “Mariah’s house on fire,
Reuben threatening us, Michael’s mischief, Papa and Joachim wrestling in your front yard. . .”
“I’ve heard about them all.” Uriah nodded thoughtfully in the candlelight. “Many of my
Papa’s sermons were about your family’s evil deeds.”
“Ho-ho!” I laughed aloud. “Those were the days. The whole town hated our family
then!”
“Do you blame me for any of that?” His voice softened.
“No, of course not.” I said with a yawn. “You were just a boy. Your father probably had a
demon, like Michael. Papa said most rabbis, Pharisees, and priests are soft in the head.”
Uriah made a face, while stuffing a date into his mouth. While chomping on the morsel,
he responded slowly, sleepily, “I dunno. . . At least you have your brothers and sisters. . . . For a
long time I had no friends at all.”
It seemed appropriate to point out to him that, except for Tabitha, Michael and he, I didn’t
have very many friends, myself. In stead, I closed my eyes and pictured my great white horse.
He was waiting for me. Waves of slumber lapped at my mind. At one point, I heard Uriah ask

me a startling question, “Who was that strange looking bald-headed man in Samuel’s house? “I
don’t remember seeing a bald-headed man,” I replied irritability. Reuben had, I recalled with
relief, a full head of hair. I don’t remember seeing Reuben wandering around the house. I had
almost mentioned our ordeal with him after listing Reuben among the disasters of our family, but
I had thought better of it. Although I sensed that Uriah had gotten wind of the story, I remember
Papa forbidding me from telling it to any of my friends. I knew that Uriah couldn’t keep a secret
unless you threatened to beat him up. Now, because of his isolation from the rest of the town, I
saw no reason why he shouldn’t know this deep, dark secret.
With that thought in mind, I found my body drifting weightlessly above the floor. Down
below, Uriah was asking me the same question again and nudged me several times when I didn’t
respond, but my wakeup world had ended and my dream world had returned. My friend’s voice
faded and the candlelit chamber in Samuel’s house grew dimmer and dimmer until I was far
away, in the midst of another nightmarish dream.
This time, it appeared as if the Lord might be replaying my previous dreamscape. If it
wasn’t, as Jesus insisted, merely a nightmare, but revelation as he categorized my other dreams,
God had added significant details. Once again, I was running from what Jesus labeled temple
guards, whom I know now were the Persian soldiers arresting me for preaching the Word. This
time, as I glanced back and saw the same bearded and peaked-helmeted guards, I realized I had
gained greater distance on them and reached the top of the rise. “He’s getting away!” they cried.
“Let’s head him off on the trail!” Not knowing if they meant the trail I was currently on, I
wondered if I would run into a trap on the other side of the hill. I recalled the last dream I shared
with Jesus and how frightened I had been. During our prayer circle, he prayed that God would
take away my gift. He warned me afterwards that God might still plague me with visions, and
yet I was still annoyed that his prayer had failed. At first, at the onset, I was certain it was
another lucid dream. After all, as in the dreams of the crosses, there were reference points, such
as the features of the players and the plot, itself. Nevertheless, I was, in spite my
foreknowledge, frightened. New details had been added. More than the men chasing me, I had
dreaded what lie at the end of my dream. Always in previous dreamscapes there was a shadowy
punch line. What would it be this time? I wondered as I ran down the other side of the hill. As
before, however, when a lucid dream began slipping away to become a nightmare, I was no
longer sure why I was afraid. Did I dread the message or was I fearful of being caught? When I
looked ahead and saw those awful men, the transition became complete. Turning sharply left, I
found a second path. Praying feverishly that I would escape my pursuers, I followed the new
path through a dark forest. I wished I had my white horse that moment. Why was I on foot and
being chased by strange men? This, in itself, seemed significant. Flashing through my mind
repeatedly was the question, “Who was I suppose to be?” Was I criminal or a victim of mistaken
identity? After all, many of our Roman guards felt that all Jews looked the same.
A ghostly specter ahead now called out my name, “Ju-u-u-de!” At that point, with this
added touch, I laughed hysterically as I raced down the path. Suddenly, just as I heard shouts in
back of me, I looked ahead and saw a bank of fog roll over the trail. Inside the mist, dark
shadows lurked, while behind me men, who wanted my blood, approached. Having no other
choice, I entered the fog, realizing I had entered another nightmarish landscape, which I label in
my chronicle, the Land of the Dead. Slowly, as in other dreams, I sensed a meaning to the
imagery. Dark bodies moved around me—faces I recognized from the past: Uncle Joab,
alongside of his deceased wife Miriam, whom I scarcely remembered, stood listlessly, with
hollow, lifeless stares. Though there was no peace here, I called out “Shalom!” I could think of

nothing else to say. Up ahead, on the forest path, I saw Nehemiah, with the same pasty
complexion and sunken eyes. When I hailed him, he rotated his head slowly, like a turtle, but
said nothing. When I reached out this time, he receded in disembodied fashion into the fog, as
did all of the bodies I brushed against. The thought that I might be dead, like them, was offset by
the fact that there were living men in pursuit, and yet, as I had been before on top of the hill, I
began feeling trapped. Was I was visitor in this land or a tenant as the others?
As I continued my trek, I asked an old man. “Where am I? What is this place?”
“Bring us the lamb!” a deep voice sounded.
The old man hadn’t spoken. In fact, he faded back into the fog. The speaker was
somewhere up ahead. Who was this specter? I froze in my tracks. Once again I was gripped in
terror.
“What lamb?” I looked around fearfully. “Where are you? Is this Heaven or Hell? Why
is my friend, an innocent child, in this place?”
“We wait for the sacrifice!” the voice boomed.
Dreading what lie ahead, I was between two worlds—the dead and the living. Both of
them implied death. As I retreated down the path, I realized how hopeless my situation had
become. At the boundary of the fog, the guards stood waiting, apparently reluctant to cross.
One of the men shouted hoarsely, “There he is, with the others. Now he’ll never escape!”
Surely, as I backed into the fog, I felt trapped in that underworld scarcely explained in the Torah.
Turning back into the thick mist, I could see a multitude of dark shadows. Among the bodies
randomly sprinkled in the fog, a number of them clumped together and came forward in the same
disembodied way Nehemiah moved. I now, with insight, believe that many of them were
members of the twelve, who became martyrs for the risen Lord. Though at the time I didn’t
recognize him, I know my older brother James in the group. Like the others, he had a beard and
had a travel worn, shaggy look. None of them, including James, whom, like the other members
of the twelve, I identify in retrospect, were familiar. Thanks to my nearly perfect memory, I
know their names now. At that point, the looming hulk of Peter became the only one of my
dream images to speak, which was fitting as the chief disciple. I knew it was his voice that had
beckoned me, when he elbowed his way through, exclaiming, “We, his apostles, wait for the
lamb!” This makes no sense to me even now. The apostle John told us after the crucifixion that
Jesus promised a repentant thief on the cross he would be with him in paradise that day, and yet
Matthew wrote in his gospel that the dead shall rise for judgment, the goats being separated from
the sheep. Had there been both goats and sheep in the fog? I wonder now. Those moments
during the troubling dream, however, it was confusing, yet I sensed the dark days of the future.
It made me fearful but also angry. Why hadn’t Jesus prayer worked? Why did I have to suffer
such dreams? The man, whom I would one day know as Peter, the Rock, was just one more
nightmarish image to me. When he repeated those ominous words, stared at me with those dark
foreboding eyes, and reached, as if to ensnare me in his nightmarish world, I decided that I had
enough. Something triggered my memory, perhaps the absurdity of it, and I shouted into the
man’s face, “This is ridiculous—a silly dream! You’re not real. Why are you troubling my
sleep?
I wonder, as I write these words, if this was, in fact, a revelation of my own martyrdom
when I will join other members of the twelve now long since dead, but the time, I was greatly
annoyed. That moment in Samuel’s house, as I ridiculed my dream image, my shouts, which
registered as grunts and groans, frightened my friend Uriah. Not yet fully awake as he shook me,

I wanted to dispel these horrors once and for all. As if I were casting out demons from my mind,
I thrashed about at war with my gift.
“What’s wrong Jude?” Uriah whispered frantically. “Why’re you pounding your
forehead? Stop it, Jude! You’re scaring me!”
“Get out! Get out of my head!” A growl came from deep in my throat.
“You must be possessed,” he cried, jumping to his feet. “I’m gonna go get Jesus. He’ll
know what to do!”
Those hysterical words brought me back to earth. Grabbing Uriah before he opened the
door, I drug him back into the room, my hand clamped over his mouth.
“Listen, you numbskull,” I shrilled into his ear. “I had a bad dream—a nightmare.
Everyone’s asleep. So shut up. Just calm down. I’ve caused my oldest brother enough grief!”
Uriah settled on a nearby stool, his lips quivering in fear. I drew up another stool,
marveling momentarily by the fact that it had gold filigree running along its plush cushion and
backrest.
“Samuel must really be rich!” I exclaimed, reaching across to finger a pillow lying on a
table.
“What?” Uriah gave me an astonished look. “I thought you had a bad dream!”
I ignored him for a moment, as I studied the table. It was on which the pillow had sat. It
was a dark, rich wood, unlike anything created in Papa’s shop. Uriah sat there quietly, his cubby
faced screwed up in a frown. It must have been quite late. Earlier in the evening, before I
drifted off, I could hear muffled laughter somewhere in the house and voices, but now there was
dead silence—not so much as a bird’s chirp or rustle of wind.
“Jude, are you all right?” He reached out to grip my trembling hand.
“I can’t talk about this with you, Uriah,” I looked up, my face glistening with tears. “It’s
hard enough trying to explain it to Jesus.”
“Did you do something bad?” He asked slyly.
“You mean inside my head?” I sneered. “I was asleep, Uriah. I had a bad dream. Please,
I don’t want to talk about it.”
I was trying to make light of my dream. I was not certain whether Uriah was being
perceptive or stupid. I had, in fact, done a bad thing, but I was upset by my dream, not because
of my lust for gold. I had no intention of telling him about my dreams. If Jesus didn’t
understand them, how could Uriah? As far as the gold was concerned, I had decided not to tell
anyone about that until I had grown up and was old enough to see the world. Uriah, however,
suspected a deep, dark secret and would not let the matter drop.
He continued to prod me with his eyes and wheedling words, “Come on, out with it. . . .
Tell me the truth. . . . You want to get it off your chest. . . . Is it really a bad dream? Or did you
do something really naughty?”
“Uriah, shut up!” I snapped, dropping my face into my hands.
“Why can’t you trust me?” He tried a different tact. “I won’t tell a soul. Is it really that
bad?”
Uriah was more concerned with my conscience than my dream. I wouldn’t consider
telling Uriah my deep, dark secret. I might as well stand on our roof and shout it to all of
Nazareth. Yet there was no reason I couldn’t relate the substance of my dream. I would leave
out what it might mean. It was, I sensed even then a revelation, but I doubted very much that
Uriah would see that.

“It’s like this,” I began in an offhanded way, “I was being chased by guards. I thought it
was because I was a criminal, especially other people appeared in my dream. They were all
dead—ghosts, like lost souls. It was that place they call the underworld. My Uncle Joab and his
wife were there. Nehemiah was there, too. I’m not sure if bad people as well as good people
were there, but for a while I was worried. It certainly wasn’t Heaven. Oh it was really spooky,
Uriah. None of those ghosts looked happy. They all had pasty faces and unblinking stares, like
those people called the living dead.”
“You were in Gahenna!” Uriah exclaimed, rising to his feet. “What an awful dream.
You’re conscience must have been bothering you for you to dream about that. Please, Jude,
that’s enough. I get the idea!”
Though Uriah was convinced I had done something naughty, I remained silent. Lying
back down on my pallet, I motioned for him to do the same. A nagging feeling lingered in my
mind, as I prepared my mind for sleep. In his innocence, Uriah knew I had done something
wrong. Also troubling me was the meaning of my dream, which Uriah missed entirely. Not
wanting to go either place with him, I chatted lazily with my friend about down-to-earth matters.
“I’ve got an idea,” I gave out one last outburst of energy. “Tomorrow, let’s go exploring
in Samuel’s woods after we’re finished with our chores.”
“How far does it go?” Uriah wrinkled his nose. “The hills in back of Samuel’s estate
aren’t as wide and tall as the ones in back of your house.”
“I followed a trail to a clearing,” I replied, shielding my eyes from the sun. “Maybe we
can find out how far it goes. Who knows we might find another cave.”
“I don’t like caves,” Uriah said with a groan. “I got bit by a scorpion in one. I almost
died!”
“That’s right,” I laughed softly. “You’re one of our family’s miracles!”
“I owe your family a lot,” he said thoughtfully. “Papa’s never going to be the same. I
might not see my mother again...”
“You’re part of my family now, Uriah,” I murmured, tumbling into slumber.
This time, as my friend whispered a groggy “Thank you,” we appeared to fall asleep at
almost the same time. I could hear Uriah snoring softly as I drifted into my dream world. An
inkling of dread followed, as everything faded to black. Bursts of light, dark shadows, and
patches of dreamscape were punctuated by the familiar appearance and feel beneath me of my
great white horse, but this time, when I awakened the next morning, I could remember only a
simple, uncomplicated dreamscape: riding into a field of swaying wheat, cape fluttering in the
wind, spear held high—aimed at a distant line of enemy warriors; climbing off my horse,
walking to cliff—Jesus secret place in the hills—and looking out to an endless panorama of cities
and roads; and then, receiving the last patches of dreamscape, I found myself riding through a
familiar line of tall green trees. From that point, the scenery, even the ground below me, became
warped, as would a heat chimera in the desert. As I wondered what horror waited for me this
time, daylight turned to night and substance—my horse, cape, spear, and surroundings—turning
to fluid darkness, as I tumbled down the long black corridor from sleep.
“Jude, Jude!” a familiar voice called in the darkness.
I looked up to find the reassuring face of Uriah once more. The house, itself, was astir
with voices and movement. Morning had come quickly, though I felt as if I had experienced
great epochs of adventure. This time, however, there was no apparent message to be deciphered.
I can recall no other period in my life when the Lord gave me so many visions, but the remainder
of that night after falling asleep had merely been confusing. Clearly I was destined to be a

soldier. In almost all of my dreams I was on my horse, dressed as a warrior, but did I really want
to be a soldier? I asked myself, rubbing sleep from my eyes. I had seen a dark side of the
Romans that gave me second thoughts. As I listened to Uriah inform me that Mama had called
through the door “It’s time for breakfast,” I wondered if I really wanted to join the army. It
sounded like such a dangerous occupation. Perhaps, I reasoned, I could be a military scribe.
Joseph once said he wanted to do that kind of work. Surely, the Romans would need them too.
I lay there a short while studying the little fat boy gazing down at me, wondering if he
would follow his father’s occupation or really become a carpenter as he wished. Springing up to
my feet I gave him a spontaneous clap on the back, then gripped his shoulders as I once saw
Longinus and Regulus do. Throwing open the door, I greeted Papa as he shuffled slack-jawed
down the corridor. I also called out to James and Joseph as they passed. “Uriah,” I exclaimed
light-headedly, “you have a noble heart. Promise me you’ll never change.”
“I promise,” he murmured obligingly. “You sound like you’ve been drinking your Papa’s
wine.”
“Not wine, wisdom. You must never be a rabbi, Uriah,” I added, ruffling his hair, “nor a
Pharisee or money-grabbing priest.”
“Never!” He shuddered.
As we ambled down the corridor, chatting about the day ahead, Mama scurried past with
Tabitha and the twins in tow. As she glanced back, I could see a smile dancing on her face, and
she was humming off-key under her breath.
“You boys, go into the main hall,” she trilled cheerily. “The servants have laid out a nice
meal for us. Samuel will be attending breakfast, himself.”
“Oh goodie,” Uriah whooped with joy. “I bet they’ll have pastries.”
When we reached the main hall, we found most of the family assembled at the large
table, including Samuel and Mordechai, the chamberlain, whose diligence had found great favor
in the Pharisee’s eyes. I looked out upon the gathering, seeking out the bright face of Tabitha,
who had settled bubbling happily between Abigail and Martha. James and Joseph sat quietly
across from them, anxiously awaiting the arrival of our meal. Simon, normally late to rise, raced
into the hall as Uriah and I took our seats. Reuben, I was not surprised, was nowhere in the
room. I was certain Samuel wanted to keep him out of sight. Strangely enough, though, Michael
was in our midst. That moment, Jesus was talking to Michael in a muted voice at one end of the
table. Samuel, our host, sat at the other end with Papa and Mordechai, pausing in his discourse
to signal to the servants to bring in the food. With our mother seated, breakfast could begin.
Though he was in no mood to do so, Papa arose to say the prayer.
Looking back upon the daily events of my life, I’m reminded of the fact that Papa rarely
said the Hebrew Shema the way it’s suppose to be said. His morning, afternoon, and evening
prayers were always personal. When he stood up, at Samuel’s request, to recite the Shema “Here
O Israel: the Lord our God is One. . . ,” our family looked up in surprise. Unfamiliar with the
words at first, our memories were jogged by the formula, and yet the words seemed uninspiring
compared to Papa’s creative touch. Each of his prayers had always been unique. He talked
personally to God, sometimes speaking poetically and even sang with Mama and Jesus in the
spirit. His voice had never droned on with such little inspiration or passion as it did that morning
nor end so abruptly we barely had a chance to bow our heads. Until then his prayers had always
commanded our attention. In truth, of course, Papa had only given the first verse before
collapsing into his seat. The rest of this most important prayer in Hebrew, so foreign to our ears,
would have been tedious for us, and yet we knew full well there was more. We sat in

embarrassed silence, aware of Papa’s illness, most of us remembering what happened to Uncle
Joab many years ago. Samuel frowned with disapproval, as did the chamberlain, but said
nothing. Upon Mama’s signal, Jesus finished the Shema, first looking apologetically at Papa and
our host.
“Blessed be the name of His glorious kingdom for ever and ever. And you shall love the
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. And these
words that I command you today shall be in your heart. And you shall teach them diligently to
your children, and you shall speak of them when you sit at home, and when you walk along the
way, and when you lie down and when you rise up. And you shall bind them as a sign on your
hand, and they shall be for frontlets between your eyes. And you shall write them on the
doorposts of your house and on your gates.”
When Jesus was finished with the Shema, he sat down solemnly, our host silently blessed
our breakfast, and we turned quietly to our food. The servants had brought in an assortment of
chopped fruit, breads, rolls, cheese, and juice. It was not merely the variety but the quality of the
food that made this a fine feast. After awhile, as we listened to each other munch, smack, and
slurp our food, Samuel broke the silence.
“Joseph, you have a fine family.” He laughed softly, focusing on Michael, Tabitha and
then Uriah. “It looks as if it’s growing.” “Well,” he added with a shrug, “that’s why we’re
gathered here this morning. I’ve opened my house to you. . . . And it’s about time!”
Raising his hands in a gesture of welcome, he nodded and giggled querulously as old men
often do. I heard something else that morning that most persons at the table appeared to miss.
Papa was looking forlornly at his plate, while the rest of us ate our breakfast. I was looking
directly at Samuel as he inclined his head and whispered to Papa. I had never liked the haughty
way to he talked to my parents. His voiced rose gradually until it filtered into my ears.
Mordechai and Mama had looks of surprises on their faces. As Uriah stopped chattering a
moment, I heard Samuel say, “It’s true my friends, I would like this arrangement to be
permanent. I should’ve done this a long time ago. For many years I’ve valued my hermitage.
After my wife and child died, I devoted my life to selfish pursuits: my garden, orchard,
valuables, even my faith. Except for my chamberlain’s counsel, my house became a shrine to
loneliness until I discovered your incredible son. Through him, I was introduced to Nazareth’s
foremost family—Joseph bar Jacob, his wife Mary, daughters, and sons.”
Papa seemed to be speechless at what Samuel was muttering. Mama looked over proudly
at her oldest son, who was talking to Michael, unaware of Samuel’s words. I’m sure she told
Jesus about it later. That moment, however, he was only concerned about Michael’s wellbeing—the Good Shepherd, worried about the least of this sheep. It was a pattern exhibited
throughout Jesus’ entire life. Because Uriah stopped eating long enough to begin chattering
again, I never heard the rest of Samuel’s praise. The only thing that mattered to me were
Samuel’s words “I would like to make this permanent.” The realization rang into my mind: The
old man had just taken our family into his household!
Such an arrangement would solve our problem of living space and also permanently hide
Michael, like Reuben, from the outside world. I could barely contain myself with this news.
Why hadn’t Samuel announced this to everyone aloud, instead of acting so secretive? Before I
saw Mama shake her head at me, I was ready to share the news with Uriah and my brothers, who
were out of earshot too. The look on her face, though, said to me “I’ll believe it when I see it.”
After Samuel’s promise to give everyone in my family gifts, I remembered Papa warning us
about the old man’s state of mind. I never got my horse nor had Papa’s shop been improved.

Now Samuel was turning his house over to my family, which now included three more children
under my parents’ care. If the old man was addled, as Papa once suggested, this might all be
forgotten by nightfall. Shrugging my shoulders with resignation, I finished my breakfast, waited
until Uriah’s gluttony ended, then, after we all congregated in front of Samuel’s house, followed
Papa and Jesus back to the shop.
I decided to keep what I knew to myself. Straggling behind the others, I managed to keep
a distance between myself and my laggard friend. Glancing back with annoyance, I caught sight
of Uriah—waddling unsteadily on his feet, belching freely, his tunic splattered with food. He
had played the glutton this morning. Not only had he eaten his portion of breakfast, but Tabitha
and Martha’s uneaten portions as well, plus everything else on the table he could cram into his
mouth. It would be fortunate for my poor parents if Samuel’s words rang true. Otherwise, that
fat little boy would eat us out of house and home. Overwhelmed with worldly concerns—Papa’s
drinking, our family’s welfare, and the mysterious reappearance of my gold, my heart wasn’t into
sanding furniture this morning or listening to Uriah say silly things.
******
As we gathered in front of the shop, we understood that Jesus was in control. Because
there was only one order left, the workday would be light, but that didn’t mean we could shirk
our chores. Dividing the tasks between us based upon ability, Jesus gave particular attention to
the tabletop, which Papa had turned over to him. Without argument, I smiled as Jesus ruffled my
hair and repositioned the sander in my hand. James and Joseph grumbled a little, as did Simon
with Jesus overseeing our every move, but I had more important things on my mind. The day
was still young. There was only one table left on this order. . . . And I still had a pot of gold in
the wall.
While we settled into the rhythm of our craft, Uriah was applying his sander diligently in
spite of his physical distress. He was following Jesus instructions exactly: slow deliberate
motions and even strokes, sanding with the grain of the wood. Papa remained absent from the
shop, while Jesus moved amongst us inspecting our work. As we went about our tasks—James
and Joseph scraping, Simon, Uriah, and I sanding, and Jesus settling down to put the final
touches on a table before slapping varnish on finished stools, we could see Jethro, Obadiah, and
Boaz slinking as jackals up and down the road in front of our house. They still wanted their
portion of the treasure. Jesus shot up finally, glaring menacingly at the three boys as if to say
“You’re forewarned: keep off our property!” Once again I felt great love and pride for my oldest
brother. He would protect us. I wanted to have confidence in Papa as a protector too, but his
battle with wine had come back to haunt him. I still had faith that Jesus’ prayers could work
wonders again for him, and yet, as we waited for him to emerge from the house to announce our
afternoon break, a gloom settled over my brothers and I. Jesus would have to coax Papa out of
the shadows into the bright sunlight, blinking fiercely, wobbling to and fro, his head ringing like
a gong. Jesus and James would have to escort him back to Samuel’s house that evening. . . . Our
Papa was a drunk. Soon, if they hadn’t guessed already, the whole town would know.
******
Falco and Priam visited our house in time to pick up their wine ration. Aware of Papa’s
latest hiding place, Simon and I dashed over to it with two mugs and quickly poured them
brimming cups. While Simon carried the wine up to the guards, I detoured into the house to grab
some fresh fruit Jesus had picked earlier. More tactfully this time, Falco and Priam each tried

one of the plums, nodded appreciatively, and stood there enjoying their wine as we waited in the
front yard.
During this familiar ritual, Papa sat down wearily on the garden bench as we glanced
sheepishly over our shoulders at the street.
“What’s wrong with your father?” Priam addressed Jesus.
Jesus, who couldn’t lie, avoided falsehood but answered with an untruth. “Papa isn’t
well. He’s been working too hard and needs a long rest.”
Before leaving our house unattended again, Jesus asked Priam and Falco to watch over
our home and make sure the evening and early morning guards did the same. They both agreed
amiably, as they handed back their empty mugs. We were certain that the guards would search
our house for food and wine while we were away and might even find Papa’s stash. As we hiked
up the road, Papa reminded Jesus that his order was not complete and he couldn’t rest very long.
Jesus insisted that everything was almost ready. All that was needed was a little more sanding
and varnish before we glued and nailed the pieces together. While Papa rested up, he could
supervise us once more to make sure the order was finished on time. Before agreeing with Jesus,
however, he argued feebly a few moments. We knew that he had been drinking a lot lately; we
just didn’t know how much. He looked terrible in the sunlight. As Samuel’s house loomed into
view, a legionnaire approached astride a large gray mare. The Roman looked down at Papa, as
he rode passed, laughing softly under his breath. The sneer on his face seemed to say “Ho-ho,
too much wine!” I was able to differentiate between Roman soldiers as well as horses now, so I
knew the rider was an optio just like Regulus, the southwestern sector’s optio, but this officer’s
men guarded the northeastern zone of town.
Once again in the midst of a family crisis, I focused upon something silly. My big white
horse, shiny armor, long, sharp spear, gilded sword, and adoring troops flashed through my mind
as I watched the optio gallop away. Not long ago, I might have shared such a fancy with a friend
or member of my family, but I had learned to hold my tongue around my parents and older
brothers. What was the use? Papa was a carpenter, but not one of his sons wanted to follow in
his footsteps. James wanted to study the law, and Joseph planned on becoming a scribe. I’m not
sure what Jesus would be one day, but I knew Simon hated carpentry as much as me. Only Uriah
actually said he wanted to be a carpenter, and I didn’t believe that. . . . Uriah would be a rabbi,
like his father—I knew it as certainly as I knew I would be a soldier one day.
But that was then—during the golden twilight of childhood. Now, as I sit in the darkness
of my Persian cell, I laugh at my folly and weep at the loss of Uriah, my old friend, who, like all
the others who followed the Savior, died so long, long ago.

Chapter Twenty
Letter from Sepphoris

One morning, not long after Samuel opened his doors to our family, Papa awakened in a
cheerful mood. He seemed to be his old self again. After a modest breakfast of warm bread,
honey and goat’s milk, we followed him out of the great doors into a new day. Samuel, as is the
fashion of old men, cried out in parting “He-he-he, Joseph’s recovered from his love affair with
the grape!” Mama, who thought she knew Papa best, was not amused. His behavior had been
pure foolishness. He would always have the weakness that so many Galilean men had, but with
Jesus by his side, how could he fail? Mama believed this until the end. The truth, however, was
crueler than these gentle lies. Papa had not recovered from his love of wine. Even Jesus
couldn’t stop Papa’s cravings for strong drink. It seemed to be God’s will to test our father, and
yet he would return to supervise and expand our family’s business for many years with full vigor.
Papa’s energy was inspiring. I decided, after much soul searching, to ignore the pot of
gold in the wall, until a more opportune day. When and if that day would ever come I didn’t
know. The lure of my treasure proved to be a constant temptation for me during the first few
days after Papa’s rebirth. This characterization of Papa’s state of mind was thought up by Jesus.
It would never have occurred to any of us how significant the notion of rebirth might be. Jesus,
of course, during his ministry, would take it to the next level: from a physical to a spiritual
rebirth. One day, as John and I eavesdropped on his conversation with Nicodemus, we heard
him explain to the Pharisee the warning and promise of salvation: “Except that a man be born
again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” In the darkness of my cell, I remember the words
clearly and often compare them to Jesus’ youthful faith that Papa would stop drinking. I
understand now that Papa’s drinking was a physical problem. The Messiah had come to save our
souls. How could simple Nazarene folk have understood this idea when a great Pharisee found it
difficult to comprehend? When Jesus first spoke of being born again, Nicodemus asked him how
an old man, like himself, could be born a second time from his mother’s womb. I still marvel at
my brother’s answer: “Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he can’t enter the
kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is
spirit. The wind blows where it will and you hear the sound of it, but you don’t know whence it
comes or wither it goes. So it is with every one who is born of the Spirit.”
Even at this hour, as I contemplate my fate, I am comforted by the reward of heaven and
yet I find Jesus answer to Nicodemus hard to digest. During the period of time in my childhood
when we lived in Samuel’s house and helped Papa in his shop, I gave it no thought whatsoever.
Papa’s rebirth meant one thing to us: staying sober. For his family, Jesus was not yet a god.
******
To take my mind off of my gold—for I now believe he knew about it all along, Jesus
devoted much of his time in training me to become an apprentice for Papa. Though he watched
me the closest and was always hovering nearby, his supervision helped shape my brothers and
friend into woodworkers too. Jesus, himself, never claimed to be a master carpenter, and yet he
knew the business as well as Papa now. While Papa scouted the countryside with his friend Ezra,

who also needed more clients, Jesus was totally in control of the carpenter shop. Inexplicably
one night, in response to Michael’s petition to Papa and him, Jesus snuck Michael back to the
house, so that he could be introduced to the craft of carpentry. Jesus had such a big heart. He
saw good in everyone and wanted to give Michael another chance, but it struck everyone,
including Mama, as a harebrained idea. Though Papa relented, it meant we would have to sneak
him back to Samuel’s house each time we returned. It was important, Papa explained without
great conviction, that Michael, like us, learn the craft. But Michael had to do his training inside
the shop when he wasn’t in the house, which, from the moment he was spirited him back to the
house, meant he had to be guarded both night and day.
Something else occurred during this busy week that made our lives even more
burdensome. To show our appreciation for Samuel’s hospitality, we all volunteered to pick
olives in his orchard—the profits to defray the cost of feeding our large family. Rueben would
stay hidden, and so would Michael, since the path leading into the trees was visible from the
road. Mama decided that we would also pick olives from the orchard in back of our yard, while
we were in the mood. All of this would take place after the noon hour break, which meant we
would be working almost continually each day until the picking was complete. Also added to
Mama’s schedule, after a courier brought her a letter from Sepphoris, was a future trip to see her
Aunt Elizabeth. Elizabeth’s only living brother, Zedekiah, dropped dead during a visit to her
home. In addition to her grief, her son John was becoming quite a handful. He had no friends in
Sepphoris and longed to run away and join a sect of wild men in the desert. Elizabeth, who was
still seriously ill, needed the consolation of her family.
Other than the times he returned at night to our house, Michael had, until yesterday,
obediently stayed put in his quarters. That day, after walking boldly into the orchard, he was
scolded by the chamberlain and given two burly servants as guards. The expense and hardship
this created for our host caused my parents great dismay. In an unguarded moment Samuel made
a suggestion he thought would solve our problems here in Nazareth for good. Why not take the
moody child with them to Sepphoris and let him stay with Elizabeth. No one knew him there.
Samuel spoke querulously those moments, making it obvious that he considered Michael a
liability in his household. Mama shook her head emphatically against this plan, but I could see
Michael’s face brighten at the prospect of seeing the light of day. Papa nodded in agreement.
James and Joseph were so enthusiastic about the idea they proposed a toast at the breakfast table
“to Elizabeth’s adopted son.” Mama was reluctant to expose her aunt to this troubled youth, but
the idea was supported at first by everyone else, including Jesus, whose two qualifications—
Elizabeth must accept the plan wholeheartedly and she must be paid accordingly—seemed quite
agreeable to Papa and us.
Simon, Uriah, Martha, Abigail, and I danced around happily as we thought of the pending
festivities at Aunt Elizabeth’s house. Michael sat at the breakfast table with a blank expression
as Papa and Mama discussed his fate. Jesus placed his hand on Michael’s shoulder and nodded
at mother, as if to say, “It’s all right Mama.” When she saw the resignation in Papa and Jesus’
voices, her normally placid expression change before our eyes. She cocked an eyebrow, placed
her hands on her hips, then a frown became fixed upon her lovely face. Her main concern, she
explained to us, was that Michael would run amuck in Sepphoris as he had in Nazareth. She also
feared that he would wander away as he almost did in Samuel’s orchard. Jesus was too trusting.
I could see doubt lined in Papa’s face, after these words. Except for Jesus, the rest of us began
having second thoughts too.

A change of mood settled upon us as we envisioned Michael in Elizabeth’s house running
amuck. Mama flashed him an apologetic look as he stared blankly into space. “In his current
state of mind,” she reasoned, “he requires constant supervision. He’s mind’s still fragile and
unpredictable. He’s not ready to be lodged in a stranger’s house.”
“Elizabeth’s servants will keep an eye on him.” Papa pursed his lips.
“Yes, Mama,” Jesus said thoughtfully. “I saw one of them; Joash is a big, strong fellow.”
“But he’s only one man,” She replied, shaking her head. “Samuel has many servants.
Joash can’t keep an eye on him all the time.” Looking around the room that moment, she avoided
Michael’s gaze. “What if he steals from Aunt Elizabeth?” her voice hardened. “She’s bed-ridden.
Her servants will have the authorities put him in jail. What if he tempts John into mischief as he
did Jude?” “Forgive me Michael,” she said, throwing up her hands, “but you’re just not ready!”
“So you think he’ll misbehave?” Papa frowned.
“It’s possible in his state of mind.” She sighed.
“We’ll tie him up and lock him in one of Elizabeth’s rooms,” suggested Simon.
“Oh,” muttered Uriah, “this is getting scary.”
“It needn’t be,” she replied. “The earlier solution was quite simple!”
Jesus stroked the down on his chin. “Mama, I’ve prayed about this a lot. We must give
Michael a chance.”
This time there wasn’t conviction in Jesus’ voice. He closed his eyes as if God might be
talking to him again. His words, I noticed, had almost caught in his throat.
“Well,” Joseph offered, “you said he might wander off like he did before. That wouldn’t
be so bad.”
Joseph had spoken most of our minds. Next to running amuck, this was, we were
reminded, her greatest fear, and yet it was a solution to our problem. Mama’s argument had
brought James, Joseph, Simon, Uriah, and I back down to earth. Papa scratched his beard and
shook his head. “What were we thinking?” he muttered under his breath. “Mama’s right; we
can’t take him along.”
“Yes,” James murmured, “he’ll ruin everything!”
Jesus nodded faintly to Mama, which, though unspoken, made it unanimous.
Michael looked up with a flicker of emotion that moment and shook his head. “No, I’ll be
good. I promise.”
“Humph,” grumbled Joseph, “you haven’t changed. You’re just biding your time!”
“What?” Papa raised his bushy eyebrows.
“How can you say that after what he’s gone through?” Jesus asked in disbelief.
“I’m just being honest.” Joseph folded his arms. “Our family’s suffered because of him.
What about what we’ve gone through? Doesn’t that matter? Now we have to worry about him
stealing Elizabeth’s valuables and running amuck. It’d been better for us if he never returned!”
“Enough Joseph!” Papa exhaled, spreading his palms.
The angry edge in Papa’s voice told Joseph he had gone too far. As his mood darkened,
Joseph uttered a hasty apology, which diffused Papa’s anger but didn’t stop him from scolding
him severely for insulting our special guest. I tried to stop up my ears when I heard Mama jump
into the rebuke, thinking how strange it was that my parents defended this troublesome youth
against the convincing arguments Joseph and Mama, herself, just made. I saw Simon and even
Uriah nod. James and I held our tongues those moments, but Joseph glared unrepentantly at our
guest. Papa and Mama’s rebuke of Joseph for being inhospitable seemed unfair after what we
had gone through with Michael and Reuben. Strangers, widows and orphans were one thing;

Reuben and Michael’s stay were quite another. I agreed wholeheartedly with a Jewish adage
Papa quoted during Reuben’s recovery: “a man’s family comes first.”
When my parents had finished reprimanding Joseph, I pulled my fingers out of my ears,
opened my eyes and looked around the room. Despite my efforts, I heard most of what was said.
Joseph acted as contrite as possible, lightly embracing Mama and receiving Papa’s blessing on
his head. When they weren’t looking, however, he smiled slyly at us. Tabitha, with the twins in
tow, scampered outside into the garden, while the rest of us stood around the table where the
cause of our family’s discord sat calmly staring into space. Silently, Uriah, my brothers, and I
presented a united front. James, always more diplomatic than Joseph, now stepped forth to speak
our minds.
“Mama, Papa, Jesus. I respectively agree with Joseph,” his voice filled the silence.
“Since Michael’s returned, a shadow hangs over our house.” “Look at him!” He pointed
accusingly. “He’s barely said a word in the past few days. Why have we taken this rascal back
into our house?”
“He’s sick,” Jesus offered gently. “When someone recovers from bodily disease and
spiritual sickness, it takes more time. The body mends easily, but the mind, emptied of evil,
takes longer to mend.”
“Nonsense,” Joseph muttered, too faintly for our parents to hear.
Everyone, even Papa (in his heart), agreed with Joseph. I looked up at my third oldest
brother with newfound respect. Unlike the rest of us, he had never wavered in his views. One
day that close-mindedness would work against him, but today it overshadowed Michael’s needs.
Here, though bowing in parental respect, was our champion against outsiders threatening our
family’s peace—be they Romans, criminals, or wayward youths.
Shoulder-to-shoulder, mind-to-mind, James, Joseph, Simon, Uriah and I glared at the
source of our grief. Michael returned our look with a straight-faced expression. Simon made an
ugly face at him, but Uriah just tittered foolishly as I studied my old friend. The thought
occurred to me to air my own views, but James and Joseph anticipated the words building up in
my throat.
“Michael’s mind is still healing,” James feigned sympathy toward our guest. “Look at
him. He can’t help himself. Jesus said so himself. For his own sake, and the citizens of
Nazareth and Sepphoris, he must come out gradually. Already, he’s allowed to learn the trade,
though he must be ushered over in the dead of night. But he’s not ready to be around other
people—not in his present state. He must stay hidden away in Samuel’s house until he’s ready.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, avoiding Michael’s stare, “but he’s right.” I looked around the room.
“Michael needs more time!”
“So what can we do?” Uriah asked, as if on cue. “What if he runs away and becomes a
bandit like Reuben?”
“Mama’s right,” snorted Joseph, “Samuel’s servants are capable of guarding him. They
caught him sneaking into the orchard and drug him back. He’s not happy about it, but we’ll offer
to pay Samuel for their services, ourselves. That might shame him into doing it for free.”
“Yes, yes, that’s a good idea.” I hopped up and down. “Samuel has big, strong servants
like Joash. They can follow him everywhere and even be stationed outside his door. We could
ask Reuben to keep an eye on him too.”
“Oh, we couldn’t do that, could we?” Mama appeared to consider the possibility.
“Why not?” Simon stomped his foot. “Michael will spoil everything if he comes along.”

“Wait a minute.” Papa raised a hand. “I’ve been thinking. For the sake of argument, isn’t
a good idea to get him out of Nazareth? Samuel’s an old man. Already were taking advantage of
his charity by bringing Uriah and Tabitha over. They weren’t even part of the deal. Now he has
to provide special guards to watch Michael so he won’t run away?”
I couldn’t believe it. This was insane. Suddenly it appeared as if Papa was changing his
mind.
“I think you’re right Papa.” Mama looked sheepishly at Michael. “We shouldn’t leave
him there. I really haven’t seen any big, strong guards like Joash there, and Rueben’s not the one
to watch that boy. You’re right Papa. It will be a burden on Samuel’s servants and our friend to
have to watch that boy.”
“What burden?” James scowled. “We’ve only just begun staying at Samuel’s house.
Today we’re fending for ourselves. This is something we should do as often as possible to lessen
our host’s expenses, but that old man loves our family. He seems amused with Reuben. I
thought he approved of Michael being under his roof. We—Joseph, Simon, Jude, and Uriah—
trust Samuel’s servants to keep an eye on Michael while we’re gone. You and Papa should too.”
James, who had rebuked Michael before, sounded the most reasonable of us all. His
respectful tone caused a smile to break Papa’s beard and Mama to thoughtfully incline her head.
“I mean no offense to our friend Michael,” she said, walking over to stroke Michael’s
head, “but Nazareth has not yet forgiven his desecration of the synagogue nor the fact he is his
mother’s son.” “This is unfortunate.” She studied Michael’s unresponsive face. “I would love to
have seen the old Michael who first befriended my son, but, I must repeat, you’re not ready.
James’s right; you don’t talk enough. I can’t read your mind. The safest place for you...and us is
in Sepphoris with Aunt Elizabeth. Joash, once a rowdy youth himself, will know how to control
you, though I hope Jesus is right when he says that you’ve changed.”
Mama had used James and Joseph’s argument against them. Ironically, she had also used
it against herself. All of us, except the oldest brother, looked at her in disbelief.
“The question is,” Papa mused, looking at Jesus, “in what way has he changed? A storm
is quiet until it gathers momentum. It’s unpredictable and, by its nature, dangerous for all those
around it.” “I see nothing in Michael’s eyes.” He looked down at him. “But then I can’t see into
someone’s soul like Jesus.”
Papa had merely tried to make a point. I was certain that moment that Mama had become
addled in the head. James, Joseph, Simon, Uriah, and I howled in opposition, but my parents
grimly stood their ground, shaky as it was.
Jesus, who had stood in the background listening a moment, now gave Michael his
greatest defense since he came back into our lives: “During my journey with Joseph of
Arimathea, I saw men and women afflicted with demons. Once, a rabbi in Rome named Othniel
called out in the name of God an evil spirit. I will never forget the blank look on the woman’s
face. Othniel told me that she had the mind of a child now. She might never be the same.” “Let
us pray that Michael will return to normal someday,” he added, looking around the room, “but let
us not judge him on his past sins. Everyone has sinned and fallen short of the grace of God, even
Abraham and Moses.” “Judge and ye shall be judged,” he preached, closing his eyes. “Forgive
those who have trespassed against you, as the Lord has forgiven you. This is a blessed house—
all those who are part of this family must set a higher mark than the rest of the world. What we
do to the least of us, we do to the Lord, Himself.”
All of us, even Michael, who looked up with surprise, were shaken by his words. At this
point, Jesus was not merely talking about Michael’s fate. He was using words he would one day

say to the multitudes. I know that as clearly as the sun sets and rises, but that day, as we
accepted our ambivalent mother’s decision, most of us still felt bitter that we would have to drag
Michael along. I felt ashamed that I judged him harshly, but, after the way he had been acting, I
didn’t trust him. I didn’t hate him as Joseph and James did nor did I fear his actions as Mama
and Papa did. As Mama, I had wanted to see the old Michael return, but I sensed deeply he
would become a terrible nuisance during our celebrations at Aunt Elizabeth’s house. Papa’s fear
that a storm waited to burst forth in him might be a real danger, yet I was also worried that
Michael would wander away in a daze and never be seen again. I wanted to tell him this now, as
he gave me a vacant look, but I wasn’t sure it would even register in his state of mind. Mama sat
next to him a moment but said nothing, as Papa motioned for all of us to follow him out the front
door.
“Well,” Jesus called out cheerfully, “back to work. We have much to do.”
“I’ll finish up the tables,” Papa looked back at us, “you boys listen to Jesus. James and
Joseph, you’re fine carpenters now, but you must accept Uriah into our group. If Jesus is busy,
you must give Uriah guidance, like you do for Simon and Jude.” “Simon, Uriah, Jude,” he added
sternly, “no more daydreaming and slacking off in your work. While Mama fixes us an old
fashioned lunch, we’re gonna finish this order.”
“What’s Michael going to do this time,” Joseph grumbled, “whittle more scrapes and
sand discarded pieces of wood?”
“What can he do, shut away in the shop?” chided Jesus. “With all that lumber in there, he
barely has room for serious work. Hopefully, there will be a day when Nazareth forgives
Michael and he can see the light of day.”
“Nazareth will never forget,” James murmured. “Many of those self-righteous townsmen,
have not even forgiven us for our supposed sins.”
James had spoken for all us. I recalled Jesus sermon in our yard that moment. Gideon
and Ethan had been his worst critics, but there was a large number of elders and Pharisees, many
of whom were not present that day, who resented Joseph’s ‘heretical’ son and our checkered past.
As we began our work, I thought about Michael’s problem that Jesus and James expressed, and it
made me feel sorry, not resentful of Michael’s lack of energy. What was actually wrong with
him? Had the casting out of demons, as Jesus had done, really addled his head? Or was he
pretending? Was all this just an act, as Joseph suspected? Was Michael just biding his time?

Chapter Twenty-One
Unlikely Savior

Though troubled by Michael’s effect on our lives, I still managed to think about my
treasure. What if those sneaks, Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz, crept into our backyard and found my
pot of gold? How would I know? How would I ever know, if I couldn’t sneak down to the wall
and see for myself? I remember giving Uriah an irritated look that moment and thinking, “if it
wasn’t for you dogging my trail, I’d go down there after lunch!” As it was, however, Uriah
would, in fact, follow me around like dog, until we returned to Samuel’s house.
I tried not to think about Michael and my gold as I began my work. I decided, just as
resolutely, I would do better that day. Simon seemed to put a little more effort in his sanding,
himself, but Uriah was still struggling. Jesus walked out of the shop, where he had been
assisting Papa, looked down at James and Joseph as they continued varnishing stools, and, after
nodding with approval at Simon and my small pile of sanded table legs, stopped in front of
Uriah.
“Let me see it,” he murmured, reaching out to take the piece of wood. “Not too bad,
Uriah, but you’re not sanding with the grain of the wood.” “Do you remember what I said about
going against the grain?”
“Yes.” Uriah nodded. “To go against the grain scratches and doesn’t sand the wood.”
“You must move with even strokes, like so,” he said, demonstrating awkwardly. “Up and down
the length of the wood, not back and forth.”
As I looked over at him, I almost laughed at his crude efforts. He could barely hold the
table leg in one hand as the other hand moved the sander up and down the wood.
“He’ll have to be a rabbi,” I whispered to Simon. “He won’t be able to do anything else.”
“He has chubby little fingers,” Simon snickered. “His hands are too fat.”
When I heard Jesus tell him what he thought was wrong, after hearing word-for-word
from Uriah what he had been taught, I realized that Simon was correct. According to Jesus, who
I strained my ear to hear, Uriah hand was too small and stubby to hold something so large. It
was as if he had read Simon and my mind. I watched him show Uriah a better way to hold a
table leg: between his legs, moving the sander up and down the wood in slow, even strokes.
Once again, within the same hour, I felt ashamed for misjudging a friend, and yet I resented it
when, after finishing our work, I couldn’t skulk away to my secret wall. Before Mama had
finished preparing her special lunch, I decided to at least try. All I could think of was my pot of
gold. It had become such an obsession in my life. As I slipped out the back door, however, right
on my heels, like a curse, was my friend Uriah.
“Go away,” I waved angrily, “I want to be alone.”
“What for?” Uriah asked, puffing and panting, as I ran from the house into our backyard.
“I want to pray,” I lied, running faster and faster, as a plan hatched in my mind.
“About what? For Michael? What are you up to Jude?” Uriah’s voice faded behind me
as I dashed down the Shepherd’s Trail.”
I would lead him down the trail so far it would take him a long time to come back.
During the meantime I would double back, run up over the hill, through the trees to my wall,

check it quickly, and then pretend like this was all a joke. Uriah would be angry, but he would
get over it if he believed I had merely played a trick on him.
My plan almost worked. Poor Uriah was just cresting the hill when I turned around and
ran passed him going the opposite way. He was so winded he couldn’t even scream. For a
moment, as I scanned his scarlet face, I almost stopped to make sure he was all right. My greed
got the best of me again, though, as I slowed down. As he collapsed into a little ball, I forced my
feet back up the trail, running faster and faster, ready to collapse myself, my conscience
obliterated by fatigue and my lust for gold.
By the time I had reached the tree line and was heading toward my wall, I saw movement
at the corner of my eye. Was it the Evil One? I wondered, as I looked frantically for my special
place. Ignoring this distraction, I went straight for the wall, reached down into the dark abyss
and felt around for my pot of gold. When my fingers felt the ancient pot and the coins inside, I
yelped with joy. Just then a shadow fell over me. It’s Jesus! I thought, a sinking feeling
replacing my happiness. If not Jesus, it was Papa or one of my brothers. The game was over, I
told myself, gradually turning my head.
There, towering over me, was none other than Regulus, himself. In spite of his civility
recently, like most Romans following the unrest in Sepphoris, he didn’t trust Jews. After the
report given to him by Falco and Priam about the incident in our yard, he might be looking for an
opportunity to crack one of our heads. Here I was sneaking around, looking for my gold. It was
worse than anything I could imagine. I felt both light-headed and heavy at the same time: I
couldn’t gather my wits and yet I couldn’t move. I just looked up dumbly at the iron-jawed
Roman, certain I had been caught with stolen loot.
“What’re you up to little Jude?” He frowned severely at me.
Suddenly, as if God had taken pity on my foolishness, I spied a patch of berries nearby,
grabbed a handful, and stuffed them into my mouth. I had accidentally stuffed some of the
leaves as well but I chewed them fiercely, tears rolling down my eyes.
“Picking berries, are you?” He reached down to ruffle my hair.
Pulling my hand away from the pot, I pretended to be grubbing around for more berries,
when suddenly I felt a searing pain in my hand.
Jumping up and clutching my hand, I watched the scorpion fall to the ground, euphoric
through my pain that I had diverted his attention from the wall. Spitting the mash of berries out
of my mouth, I began wailing loudly as my palm swelled up. With expertise, Regulus whipped
out a small knife, a white piece of cloth, took my hand, made a small incision on the sting, and
then wrapped the cloth around he wound. Slumping limply onto the prickly bush, I felt the
strong, bristly Roman pick me up in his arms and carry me through the trees.
As I hovered between wakefulness and unconsciousness, Regulus chatted pleasantly to
me as he carried me up to the house: “You seem addled in the head. Has your brother bewitched
you? I heard he cast a demon out of your friend....”
His words had a calming effect upon me, which may have been his intention. I remember
thanking the optio, sobbing quietly, terrified as the world faded in and out. I had been bitten by a
scorpion like Uriah. God would punish me for my sins. Unlike the righteous Uriah, however, I
would probably die. From this point on, I barely remember what happened next. I could hear
my friend calling faintly to me, “Jude, what happened? Why is Regulus carrying you to the
house?” About then I heard Mama scream and Papa cry out “Dear merciful Lord!” and then
blackness as I experienced the dark sleep. This time there were no dreams, only a moment of
darkness that was actually an indeterminate period of time.

I awakened, surrounded by worried faces. As Nehemiah, Uriah, Reuben, and Michael
before me, I lie on the kitchen table. Had they prayed for me as they had for the others? Among
the onlookers was Regulus, so I knew it couldn’t have been too long. What was one more dead
Jew to him?” Joseph’s diatribes against the Romans must have had some effect upon me in spite
of my desire to be a soldier, but this impression was false. Regulus had probably saved my life.
Conspicuously missing from the group was Michael, probably hidden in the back room.
“Jude, Jude, you foolish boy,” Mama said, wringing her hands, “what were you doing by
the wall?”
“He was eating berries,” Regulus volunteered jovially. “Before that, he was acting quite
strange. I watched him stuff berries into his mouth. Some of them weren’t ripe and he was
chewing on the leaves.”
“I don’t understand,” Mama said, checking my pupils. “Why were you by yourself? I
saw Uriah running up the trail. Where you boys playing tag or hide-and-go-seek?”
“No,” I answered truthfully, “I was exploring. I don’t remember very much.”
“Why were you so far away?” James looked accusingly at Uriah. “If Regulus hadn’t
arrived, he could’ve died.”
“Jude played a trick on me,” Uriah replied defensibly. “He ran down the path through the
orchard. I ran after him, but when we were on the trail, he doubled back. He was acting addled
in the head!”
Glancing at Jesus, Joseph asked a strange thing. “Where do demons go when they leave
their hosts?”
“Jude’s not possessed.” Jesus shook his head impatiently. “That’s not how it works. Jude
hasn’t led a sinful life. Evil attracts evil. A demon wouldn’t dare enter our home!”
Both Jesus and Joseph had carefully omitted Michael’s name. The less Regulus knew
about Michael the better. As my memory oozed back as honey onto a roll, however, I began
laughing to myself at the absurdity of what Jesus said. Me, not sinful? Hah! If only he knew!
At a latter day, Jesus and his disciples would find that innocent men, women, and children, not
just evil souls, could be possessed by demons. I couldn’t blame Joseph for thinking I might be
possessed too.
“Are you sure he’s not inhabited by an evil spirit?” He studied my giggling face.
“You blockhead!” hissed Jesus.
“It’s the potion,” Mama explained calmly. “I tried something new—Rachel’s root. I think
it’s befuddled his mind.”
“Humph!” Regulus cocked his head, closing one eye. “Are you a witch, like that Jewess
Mariah?”
Mama’s hand flew up to her mouth. Everyone, except me, gasped. (Regulus had winked
slyly at me.)
“That’s ridiculous, Regulus!” She looked at him in disbelief. “The remedy will bring
down his fever, nothing else. It’s not a sorcerer’s brew!”
“Really,” he toyed with her. “Rachel’s root sounds like black magic to me!”
Papa was speechless: Regulus suspected Mama of being a witch! Mama was now forced
to defend herself from Regulus’ suspicions by explaining the use of Jewish medicinal herbs and
roots. The optio thought about her explanation a moment, and then gave her a curt nod. Papa
very wisely brought him a mug of juice. A collective sigh rose up in the room. The very thought
of Mama being called a witch had caused hysterical laughter from Simon and Uriah. Though
disappointed that his mug was not filled with wine, Regulus was happy to receive a freshly

baked loaf of bread and pot of honey, which seemed a bargain for what he had done for me.
Mama would explain later that the reason Uriah had been more sick than me was that the
scorpion’s venom had entered his bloodstream. Because Regulus had made a quick cut and bled
me a moment before tightening the bandage, most of the venom had drained out of my body.
After hearing from Simon and Uriah the details of this fateful hour, I would always have a warm
place in my heart for the crusty Roman. For a brief moment, as he stared down at me, we
exchanged smiles. Wordlessly, with a gentler nod, he seemed to say something. I saw his lips
move mutely as he brought his fist up to his chest in a Roman salute. Uriah told me he said
‘vale,’ the Roman word for goodbye, but I’ll never be sure. When he swaggered out of the
house, Michael emerged as a skulking shadow from the back room. Simon and Uriah helped me
down from the table. Mama brought me a mug of juice as I sat amongst family and friends.
Jesus said a prayer of thanksgiving for me. During our excited chatter, Papa confessed his own
private thanksgivings for my quick recovery and the amiable departure of Regulus from our
house. I’m certain he wanted a mug of wine, but he had held up very well today. I was proud of
him for getting the order done for the rich merchant of Nain. I couldn’t help being thankful I still
had my pot of gold.
Belatedly, at a time when I had little appetite, Mama called us to the table for her
specially prepared lunch, minus a loaf of bread and pot of honey doled out to Regulus. He had
deserved much more for saving my life. All was well, as we talked quietly about our blessings
and were stirred by Jesus’ reminder that we would be returning that evening to Samuel’s house.
For once in my life, I looked forward to lying down on my pallet even if I had to suffer Uriah’s
prattle. I had treated him deplorably and needed a long rest. Perhaps I would dream of my white
horse again and my pot of gold. Though I can’t explain it now, Regulus had added inspiration to
my dream.
******
That evening, while we waited for Papa to use the cloaca (perhaps to have a swig of
wine) and Mama to go round up the girls, Simon tactlessly told Michael about Regulus suspicion
that Mama was a witch. I knew better, of course; the optio had told me this secret with his eyes,
but I didn’t correct him. Sitting at the end of the table, unmoved at first, Michael’s placid mood
suddenly changed after he heard Simon’s news. His eye brows shot up in surprise. A crooked
smile contorted his stony face. He snickered under his breath then began giggling so hard he
coughed, hiccupped and turned red in the face.
“Welcome back to earth,” James snarled.
“I’m sorry,” Joseph looked ruefully at Jesus, “Jude might not be possessed, but he is.”
“For the last time,” Jesus snapped irritability, “Michael’s evil spirit is gone!”
“We shall see,” replied Joseph gravely, “but I pity poor Elizabeth for having that rogue in
her house.”
After sundown, as we sat anxiously at the table, Mama ordered us to gather in the yard to
begin our trek back. When there was enough darkness, we would return with Michael after the
last sentry rode past. Mama placed her hand on my brow and smiled with pleasure as I entered
in the garden. Worried that Papa might have taken a nip, she walked beside him, a lamp in one
hand, as Simon and Uriah placed themselves on each side of me to steady my walk. Jesus, who
also carried a light, talked quietly to Michael, looking back protectively at me as I navigated on
my wobbly legs. Far ahead of us, united again, this time in their concern about Michael’s frame

of mind, James and Joseph charged ahead as Tabitha and the twins scampered up and down the
line of hikers without a care.
“Oh, to be a that young again, eh Joseph?” James called out loud enough for us to hear.
“Girls are stupid!” Joseph made a face.
“Everyone seems to agree,” Papa said indiscreetly. “Michael’s not right in the head.”
“Everyone except Jesus.” Simon sneered.
I laughed at the ridiculousness of it. Jesus, who should have known better, still believed
in Michael. Mama scolded Papa gently for airing his views but I was certain she half believe it
herself. What gave her hope was Jesus’ insistence that Michael was suffering the after effects of
his “cleansing.” The absence of evil left a void. Such nonsense! I muttered to my brother and
friend.
As we converged upon Samuel’s estate, I welcomed the cool interior of his spacious
house. I was told that its thick clay walls kept the building cool in the summer but warm in the
winter. Cleverly designed louvered windows allowed air to circulate continually and, when shut
tightly, prevent the entrance of Galilee’s chilly winds. During the cold months, terracotta piping
beneath the floors, heated by a special furnace, made the great estate comfortable and even cozy.
I was impressed with its columns, tiled floors, frescos, and potted plants. Each day our family
shared Samuel’s house, I discovered a new nook or cranny to explore. Often, as we scampered
about, I pretended I was in a great palace in a far off land. Simon and Uriah were two of my
officers. Tabitha and the twins were members of my court. Any moment, as we wandered its
halls and corridors I would run into an oriental king or the emperor, himself. Samuel’s spacious
gardens provided a backdrop for my imagination too. I was one of the Gallic chiefs Jesus had
written about, hunting wild boar or a Roman general leading my men through the forest—savage
Germans all around. This afternoon, still woozy from Mama’s potion and feeling a burning
sensation where Regulus had made his life-saving cut, I fancied myself, more humbly, as a
wounded Roman knight being escorted by my slaves and comrades into my house. To reinforce
my fantasy was Samuel himself, who singled me out with a fond pat on the head. The crotchety
old Pharisee was up and about, ordering the servants to tend to our needs. From the entrance, I
could see the long dining room table we had supped at before. Soon, I thought wearily, it would
be filled with fine food and drink, which my servants would dish up graciously and my comradein-arms would encourage me to eat.
What challenged my fantasy and brought me finally down to earth was our treatment by
the servants, themselves. As it turned out, all of us needed baths before our evening meal.
Samuel, a strict observer of the law, required cleanliness in his home. Instead of proceeding to
the dining hall, we were, in fact, rudely diverted this time to the baths.
“They smell like unshorn sheep,” a servant complained.
“These Galilean rustics are all unwashed!” another quipped.
Papa took offense at these remarks and threatened to report it to Mordechai. The
servants, in a groveling manner, apologized for their attempt at levity, promising to keep such illtimed humor to themselves, but they snickered when they herded us like sheep into the steaming
rooms.
“You are whitened sepulchers,” Jesus said with contempt.
As I write down this cryptic reply by a youth who would one day say the same thing to
judgmental Pharisees, I can understand why we were all puzzled. To James and Joseph, whose
anger was focused upon the servants, the silly rejoinder brought only frowns. I was more
concerned by whether or not Papa would actually talk to the chamberlain and decided, when I

felt better, to tell Samuel, myself, if Papa failed to do. Mentally flashing back to my fantasy, I
envisioned my men dragging the wrongdoers out of the house and nailing them to Samuel’s
trees. It was a terrible fantasy, which I later regretted, but I was not in good mood. I was a
wounded warrior, who wanted food and rest, and here I was being prodded by common servants
into a large pool, along with my Papa, brothers, and friends. In two separated rooms, which
Joseph described contemptuously as Roman baths, Mama and the girls and then Papa and the
boys were driven. I could hear Mama protest on the other side of the wall and then the girls
giggle foolishly as they splashed in the pool. All of the boys, following Papa and Jesus’ reluctant
example, removed their sweaty garments.
It was a humiliating experience to strip down in front of my brothers and friends.
Samuel’s rules had been slack until tonight. Papa reminded us that strict Pharisees considered it
ritually impure to eat unwashed, and Samuel was aware of the fact that our family had not bathed
in many days. Why he picked that one evening to crack down I will never understand, but it
soured his relationship with my family. Though Jesus was quick to forgive, I don’t think James
and Joseph ever forgave him for this affront. Mama was deeply hurt, and I was certain Papa
would always hold a grudge. I for one remember Samuel as a querulous old man, out-spoken but
not unfair, judgmental but not lacking mercy and, through my initial shock at being ushered as a
dumb beast to a watering hole, I remembered him singling my oldest brother out as touched my
God. Somehow, in my dulled state of mind, it helped make our treatment easier to bare.
Besides, as Papa confessed, it was the only way we were going to get dinner.
Gathered together in this strange room, wearing only loin clothes, we shivered in
embarrassment as Michael dived like a porpoise into the pool. In the next room there was
another pool where Mama and the girls now bathed. I couldn’t imagine Mama wearing such
skimpy attire. In fact I shuddered at the thought. My thoughts for Tabitha, who I once knew as
Jonah, were caused by different emotions. I couldn’t help wonder what she was wearing.
Perhaps it was the potion that caused my head to fill with these silly thoughts, but for the first
time that I could remember I felt a stirring in my loins. While Papa, my brothers, and I followed
Michael’s example, stepping gingerly down the steps into the warm water, Michael seemed to
have transformed in the last hour from the empty vessel Jesus called him to a Pandora’s Box of
unleashed emotions.
“Are you sure he’s cured?” Papa murmured to Jesus.
“Well, he’s certainly not an empty vessel,” I chimed.
“He’s not possessed,” Simon sneered. “I think he’s addled in the head.”
“Simon’s not far from the truth,” Jesus gave the cavorting Michael a worried look. “The
demon has left much wreckage behind.”
“Jesus, one more time,” Joseph’s tone was respectful, “are you sure the demon has left?”
Jesus nodded wearily at his stubborn brother. I could tell by his expression that James
agreed with Joseph. Instead of talking about Michael’s mental state, however, James made an
important observation about our treatment this evening.
“This is very strange,” he said, looking around the group. “Our host is said to be a strict
Pharisee and yet he makes us wash in a Roman bath. Please explain to me Papa how we’re
purifying ourselves in this pool.”
“We are being defiled!” Joseph cried.
“Keep your voice down,” Papa shushed him. “I don’t trust those servants. Samuel’s been
a hermit for a long time, and his servants aren’t use to visitors in his house.”

“The fact is,” Jesus addressed Joseph, “we’re not being defiled. Samuel’s baths aren’t
pagan. Because of our custom of modesty, these pools may not be conventional, but this doesn’t
make them wrong. Is it not written ‘cleanliness is next to Godliness?’ It’s the actions of the
servants that are wrong? We have been too busy to observe this rule. Our host, as a Pharisee, is
merely obeying the law.”
“Jacob’s beard!” James swore. “Is this the price we pay for being under his roof?”
“It appears so.” Jesus sighed.
Papa gave us all a worried look. “Mordechai told me, as we entered, that Samuel’s going
to make an announcement that will affect all of your lives. That concerns me more than this
bath.”
“What could it be?” Joseph’s eyebrows shot up. “You think he’s going to give us gifts?”
“No, I don’t think that at all.” Papa frowned. “He might just be laying down the rules.”
“What’s wrong with a few rules?” Jesus smiled at James.
The voices around my mind sounded louder than normal because of the drug. I had
stopped thinking about Tabitha and began enjoying the great pool. James, Joseph, and Simon
were also settling into the comforting warmth of the water. James dunked his head into the
water, and Joseph and Simon followed his example, while Michael swam underwater, emerged
in a burst of spray, and then laughed gleefully as he splashed water into my face. Unaffected by
this disturbance, I smiled at Michael as he was scolded by Papa and Jesus. Uriah, with his nose
above the surface, blew a spray of bubbles, moving along like a turtle in the water. I broke into
laughter, mustering enough energy to dunk his head as he approached. In spite of his scolding
for roughhousing, Michael climbed up the steps and jumped into the pool again. We all moved
to the far end of the pool as he thrashed around. The water was not that deep yet Michael
pretended to be drowning, at one point remaining submerged for alarming period of time. In
spite of the pool’s shallow depth, however, Jesus swam over to Michael with precise arm strokes
and fluttering legs, pulled him rudely up from the bottom, and reprimanded him loudly for all to
hear.
“You fool!” He cried. “You were given a second chance! Why are you misbehaving
now?”
“Where’d you learn how to do that?” James called out to Jesus in surprise.
“I never taught him.” Papa laughed with delight. “Who swims in the Jordan?
“God taught him,” Uriah piped.
“Yes,” I shouted happily, “one more miracle. I bet Jesus could walk on water!”
“Not yet.” Jesus looked back with a grin. “That’ll come later.”
I know he was joking that moment. As if on cue, everyone began splashing wildly in the
pool, even Papa, making a mockery of Jesus’ words. Now, as I record the history of my family
and Lord, my own words strike me as prophecy. We cheered Jesus as he wrestled playfully with
Michael, Simon, and James, his cryptic words lost in the moment, and yet stored away in my
mind are those special moments when my oldest brother frolicked like a porpoise with his family
and my friends. It seemed as if the old, carefree Michael had returned to us as a normal,
mischievous boy.”
As I watched them cavort and the pool water spill onto the Grecian tile, Papa placed his
arm around my shoulder. We stood there silently a moment, father and youngest son and I felt
very blessed. “You all right now, son?” he asked, giving my head a pat.
“I’m very all right.” I smiled up at him. “Michael’s all right too. He’s just happy to be
alive, Papa. I’m glad the old Michael’s back!”

******
After we dried off, put on clean garments provided by the servants, and were herded,
along with Mama and the girls, to the large hall, we were amazed by the banquet provided by
Samuel tonight. Clearly, even to the trusting Uriah, this was an ominous display. Papa
whispered to Mama that moment, “I wonder what he’s going to say.” “We must trust in the
Lord,” Jesus counseled gently. “Samuel has God’s ear.”
“What does that mean?” I asked, sitting next to Jesus. “Does God really have ears?”
“Are you serious?” James grinned in amusement.
“It’s the potion.” Mama reached over and patted my head.
“God hears us, Jude,” Jesus explained, “as a father hears a son. When we share our
troubles with him or ask him for a blessing, he hears us. Sometimes he may not answer us at
once, but in one way or another he’ll answer our prayers.”
“Here comes the question,” Joseph said mischievously to James.
“What kind of blessings?” I wrinkled my nose.
“Well,” Jesus said, looking around the table, “they’re not for horses or buried treasure.”
We all laughed at Jesus’ jest. Tabitha, who sat next to me, seemed to read my dopey
expression. This time I wasn’t thinking about my white horse. Did Tabitha know the effect she
had one me? Once again I felt that uncomfortable stirring I had experienced in the pool. While
the rest of us were provided modest garments to wear, the servants had given all the girls colorful
dresses. Tabitha wore a bright yellow shift tied at the waste with a red sash. She had, when I
reflect upon it, doll-like features. Her brown hair, large gray eyes, heart shaped face, and small
puckered lips were unlike anyone I’ve ever met.
As we waited for Samuel to arrive at the table, I heard Papa complaining to the
chamberlain about our treatment in the pool. Mordechai promised to pass his complaint on to
Samuel and talk to the servants, himself. “Papa did it!” I wanted to shout. I looked around at the
reaction of the others and saw mostly smiles. Jesus frowned faintly, concerned perhaps that a
conflict was brewing in Samuel’s house, but Mama’s soft titters seemed to show approval for
Papa’s complaint.
Uriah took this opportunity to inform everyone within earshot that Samuel didn’t like
him. The old man always seemed to frown or shake his head when he looked at him. I should
have explained to him that Samuel was near-sighted and hard-of-hearing and looked at everyone
that way. Instead, I smiled indulgently at Uriah and shook my head.
“You look too much like your father,” James observed. “Samuel has no use for rabbis,
especially him.”
“What’s that old passage?” Joseph sneered, “ ‘The fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree.’ ”
“Yes,” chuckled James, “like father, like son.”
“Uriah’s a fat little plum! A fat little plum!” Simon chimed in a singsong voice.
“Shush!” Mama waved. “It’s his father he doesn’t like, not Uriah.”
I wanted to tell Joseph that it was Longinus, the centurion, who, during Papa’s
confrontation with Joachim, said ‘the fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree.’ It was not a passage
from the Torah, but an association Longinus made between a father and son. Even with my
dulled wits I could see that. I remember Papa saying that Pharisees don’t like rabbis and rabbis
don’t like Pharisees or priests, but poor Uriah suffered because he had the misfortune of looking
like his father. Though Jesus would use Longinus’ proverb for his disciples one day, it was
unfair to apply it to my friend. Joachim had poisoned the well in the town for his son. I had

been wrong to tell Uriah he would be a rabbi in Nazareth. His only chance was to learn the craft
of carpentry and, when he grew up, move far away from this backwater town.
With these thoughts in mind, I reached over to pat his hand, whispering, “We’re just
kidding. You’re one of a kind Uriah. You’re not your father’s son.”
Uriah gave me a studied look but said nothing. He never knew when I would make sport
of him. As I recall that hour and others like it, I regret not taking his part. He was, I’m ashamed
to say, a comical figure, ripe for taunts and sarcasm—a target for abuse. Yet, like so many other
times before and after, his face broke into a smile that evening.
“No, Jude,” he murmured quietly, “I was born of my family’s tree; that’s not my fault.
But the seed from the fruit was planted in another garden. Here I grow into my own tree, to do
as I want.”
No one heard his reply except me. I record his words now, with the certainty that Uriah
had spoken like a philosopher, and yet, at the time, I was almost speechless.
“Uriah...,” I muttered in amazement, “that came from you?”
******
By the time Samuel arrived at the table, our cheerful moods had become subdued by our
hunger and Mordechai’s argument with Papa that the Romans were oppressors in Nazareth. I
was surprised that the chamberlain would say such a thing, especially considering Samuel’s
acceptance of the Romans as protectors of our town. I was proud of Papa for defending them,
but it was obvious by his loud, abusive tone that they were both in their cups. Without
explanation for his tardiness, Samuel sat down slowly at the head of the table. He had probably
been taking a leisurely bath or just awakened from a late afternoon nap. Though crotchety and
querulous, his movements were regal and somewhat condescending. To use a Roman
expression, Samuel seemed to present himself as our de facto patriarch by his actions.
“May I have your attention please,” he clinked his cup with a knife. “Before our blessing
and fine meal, I have an announcement to make about furthering Joseph bar Jacob children’s
education. Though learning a fine craft, they suffer, along with other children in town, from not
having a synagogue school. Our unfortunate rabbi is too ill to fulfill his functions as teacher to
Nazareth’s youth.” “Well,” he rose up again, with Mordechai’s help, “I might have my
differences with Israel’s rabbis, but my good friend, Gamaliel, a student of Hillel, has agreed to
share his enlightened teachings with us.”
“Why is he telling us this?” James grumbled.
“Shut up!” Mama hissed.
“Joseph, my good neighbor,” he said in a patronizing voice. “You’re a fine carpenter and
your oldest son is a great prodigy whose knowledge confounds my mind, but your remaining
sons are growing up almost illiterate, without the proper teaching in the law—”
“I can read!” James objected.
“So can I!” Joseph cried.
“I’ve taught my sons to read,” Papa said indignantly. “I introduced them to the Torah
before they learned to walk.”
“Perhaps,” he replied, with a palsied nod, “you introduced them to the Torah. This is all
fine and proper, but do they understand it? Do they know our traditions, history, and the fine
points of the law?”
“They already know much of our traditions and history,” Papa answered defensibly. “I’ve
taught my children at the kitchen table. Don’t forget who their oldest brother is. James and

Joseph once told me that they want to study the law, but do all my children need to know what
Shammai or Hillel thought?”
“Ah, you said it.” Samuel pointed a crooked finger. “Jesus knows it. My nephew heard
him argue with learned men in the temple. Why not have all of your sons become adept in the
law?”
“Adept? Now there’s fine word.” Papa laughed sarcastically. “I don’t expect all of my
sons to be Pharisees, Samuel. I want them to learn many things I can’t teach them, not all of
which are in the Torah: different peoples, places, and animals. Jesus has spent many hours
showing his brothers the wonders of God. His journeys to far off lands have brought back
knowledge to his younger brothers they might never find out on their own.
“I never studied with Shammai or Hillel,” Jesus said politely.
“What?” Samuel’s almost toothless mouth gaped wide.
“Jesus, no!” Mama whispered, gripping his wrist.
“It’s true,” he insisted, looking into Mama’s eyes.
“Surely, you studied somewhere.” Samuel spread his palms, shaking his head as he sank
into his chair. “Where else did you obtain your great wisdom? Did your father teach you all
this?”
“No,” confessed Papa, his anger giving way to alarm, “I still find his visit to the temple
mind-boggling, yet Joseph of Arimathea was a witness to it. All knowledge seems to be his.”
“That’s absurd!” Samuel cried out in a wavering voice. “He learned it somewhere. The
Torah must be read and learned. It doesn’t appear in our mind’s full blown at birth.”
“I’m sorry, Samuel.” Jesus heaved a broken sigh. “.... I just know.”
One more moment of truth in the miraculous childhood of my brother crashed upon us.
Though it should have been obvious given the facts, everyone was shocked by what Jesus just
said. The subject of our education was temporarily forgotten as Mordechai aired his views.
“In all due respect Joseph,” the chamberlain exclaimed, “Jesus’ ability to engage the
Pharisees and scribes must’ve been learned. Did God put all that knowledge in his head?”
“Talk to me,” Jesus said, rising to his feet. “My father’s not on trial here.”
“Why you’re not on trial—either of you.” Samuel raised a quivering hand. “Jesus, you’re
touched by God. Mordechai believes this too. But even the prophets had to read and study to
become proficient in their work.”
“Where’s it written that Isaiah or Jeremiah were doctors of the law?” Jesus asked calmly.
“The prophets got most of their wisdom from the Lord. Prophecy is, after all, revelation, which
becomes illumination when written down as the Word, but a prophet doesn’t even have to know
how to read.”
“What’s all this gibberish?” Mordechai frowned at Samuel.
“I don’t know.” Samuel gave him a worried look.
Jesus eyes flashed with anger as the Pharisee and chamberlain whispered back and forth.
James and Joseph, though resenting their oldest brother’s status, remained silent. Right now
both of them resented Samuel’s haughtiness much more. The implications of all this caused me
to retreat into my thoughts. I thought about my treasure, my dream horse, and the mysterious
girl by my side, but in the end all I could think about is what Jesus said: “I just know.” What did
he mean? Wouldn’t that make him a god? Mentally I bit my tongue. It was a good thing I didn’t
say that aloud. As I looked around the table, I realized how upset Samuel had made my family.
Scowls were frozen on James’ and Joseph’s faces. I couldn’t see Michael and the twins, but
Simon and Uriah’s discomfort was plain to see. They were fidgeting badly. Uriah was

whimpering at the thought of food. Except for the whispering at the end of the table, the only
sound to break this silence was Papa’s voice. He was quite tipsy now.
“Samuel, why are you two whispering?” he protested with a slight slur. “That’s rude!
You’re servants treated us badly, herding us like cattle into your baths. You treat me badly now
by insulting my family and my son. Why’re you doubting Jesus words? Why’re you treating us
with such disrespect?”
“I didn’t plan on this argument,” Samuel’s voice cracked, “but what he said was pure
heresy. Knowledge does not come ex tempore. I don’t know how he argued with those
Pharisees and scribes, but I can’t believe his pretensions. He’s still a mere youth.”
“There’s nothing mere about our son.” Mama stood up in Jesus’ defense. “We’ve heard
him say things no mortal man could know. He’s always saying strange, wonderful things.
You’ve heard him Samuel. Sometimes, when he’s hiking with his brothers, he points to a plant
or animal, talking about it with such knowledge it’s as if he created it himself.”
Jesus winced. Mama had only made matters worse. Samuel popped up like a Persian
stick puppet, crying out “Jesus is not divine!” Mordechai rose up more slowly, mumbling
“Heresy! Blasphemy!” staggered by her words, but before Samuel or Mordechai had a chance to
admonish my parents or Jesus further, Papa ordered all of us to gather ourselves up—we were
going home.
“What about Michael?” James asked, as we stood up and filed out of the room.
“Michael will return with us,” Papa said, opening the great door himself, then motioning
impatiently for all of us to begin the trek home. “Mary, Jesus, children—out. I’ve had enough of
this overbearing, insufferable old man.”
One-by-one we departed, our hunger unsatisfied yet our principles intact. Michael ran
out first, apparently happy to leave. The rest of us, however, had mixed feelings about going
home. On the one hand, we were upset by our treatment by the servants and Samuel’s insulting
tone. On the other hand, we would miss the fancy quarters and fine food. Beside the fact we
lived in an overcrowded house, we were again faced with hiding Michael from the outside world.
It was one more dark night for my family, though not the worst. This time we weren’t worried
about bandits storming into our home or trying to hide a wanted criminal in our house. Nor
could Papa’s decision to break with Samuel be as bad as the ordeal we faced when we hid a
witch in our house and were forced to rely on the Romans to escort her, in the dark of night, to
the shepherd’s camp. Nevertheless, I would miss the exciting interior of Samuel’s estate and
roaming in his enchanted garden and mysterious woods.
James and Joseph, I noted with respect, exited the house after Michael with defiant
glares. Samuel had insulted them personally. Yet Tabitha, Uriah, and the twins were sniveling as
they followed them out the door. Mama and Jesus were next, but not before Mama gave one of
the servants a piece of her mind. The servant laughed foolishly, yet bowed deferentially to us. I
was one of the last to leave, being prodded out the door by Papa, who turned to make the sign to
ward off the evil eye, with great relish. In spite of its inappropriateness, I look back on this event
with great pride. Without asking permission, Papa had confiscated a lamp from Samuel’s house
to light our way home. Half drunk, his wits dulled like mine, Papa had stood up to the haughty
Pharisee. Reinforcing my feeling of pride on this day is the memory of all us of obediently,
without argument, following Papa’s lamp down the walkway toward the road. Michael was
given a napkin from Samuel’s table to hide his face from passersby and told to be quiet.

It’s all over, I thought calmly, the effects of Mama’s potion still clinging to my mind. I
found myself taking Tabitha’s little hand, listening passively to my parents who were discussing
Papa’s decision to leave.
“Joseph.” She shook her head. “Once again you drank too much wine. Was it necessary
to make such a fuss?”
“Yes,” he trumpeted, with a proud frown. “Samuel called my son a heretic. He was
trying to say Jesus’ God-given knowledge is a lie!”
Everyone had to agree with this, even Uriah, who acted as if he was half-starved. Jesus
promised to assist Mama in whipping us up a quick meal when we got home. Michael, who
believed he would be abandoned at Samuel’s house as Reuben had been, was jubilant. In a spirit
of rebellion, while Jesus supervised Michael, our brothers laughed and cavorted like young
children. As Tabitha and I walked hand-in-hand, Martha and Abigail tattled to Mama, but Mama
was much too tired to care. In subdued tones, while the twins skipped and pranced up and down
the line, my parents continued their discussion. Uriah stopped whimpering, rejuvenated by the
thought of food. In a short while, we would be back in our crowded home, freed from Samuel’s
tyranny as James and Joseph now saw it. Fearful of the Roman ordinance against congregations,
we were forced to walk two-by-twos, another bone of contention for my brothers. It had become
a force of habit for Nazarenes such as ourselves, but Mama had to continually scold us to keep in
formation. Though they giggled hysterically at our predicament, hunger and anger, two
conflicting emotions, caused James and Joseph to grumble amongst themselves and Simon to run
crazily up and down our ranks. Then, only a few moments from our home, just as a Roman
sentry rode passed, something remarkable happened that would change Papa and Mama’s minds.
“Joseph! Oh Joseph!” Mordechai’s voice rang out.
“What does he want?” Papa snarled.
“It’s the chamberlain,” Simon told James.
“Joseph, be nice.” Mama shook his arm. “Let’s hear what the man has to say.”
“Stingy old man probably wants his lamp back,” grumbled Papa. “He’s never expanded
my shop. He’s all talk—no action. He’s not making Pharisees out of my sons.”
“James and I are gonna be scribes!” Joseph exclaimed.
“That’s better?” Jesus muttered to himself.
The horseman galloped passed without issue, which strikes me now as dereliction of duty
when I consider how suspicious we all looked: a procession of Jews, one of whom was
suspiciously hooded and another shouting at the top of his lungs, and this sentry didn’t give us a
second glance. Panting and out of breath, the chamberlain repeated what sounded like a
rehearsed speech: “Samuel sends his deepest apologies for insulting the family of Jesus.”
“The family of Jesus?” James muttered. “What happened to the family of Joseph, our
father.”
It was the first time I would hear our family described this way. The next time I would
hear these words they would be spoken reverentially by the Apostles when discussing Jesus’ life.
Perhaps, because they were so surprised by Mordechai’s appearance, my parents overlooked this
slight. It seemed evident that Samuel valued Jesus’ good opinion of him even more than Papa’s.
Joseph and James were disgruntled by this acknowledgment but let it pass.
“.... Very well, Mordechai,” Papa said, after a long pause, “I’ve always taught my
children to forgive foolish souls. You may tell your master that we accept his apology. We
remain concerned about Samuel’s health.”

Papa’s response was brilliant. In spite of his tipsiness, he had shown both forgiveness
and concern for the Pharisee but also insulted him by saying he was a foolish soul. When airing
his concern for the old man’s health, however, I think he was implying that Samuel was addled in
the head. I also liked the way he referred to Samuel as Mordechai’s master, though I knew the
toady chamberlain, who, out of necessity, shared his master’s opinions, was not to blame for
what happened tonight. Mama saw this plainly when she dismissed his apology outright.
“If Samuel wishes to express his regret,” she spoke gracefully, “he can say so himself.”
Papa, in spite of being overridden, nodded with amusement. James and Joseph, in spite
being famished, cheered, while Uriah and Simon groaned. We expected that to be the end of it,
but Mordechai bowed slightly to Mama and spoke to her directly, “that’s why I’m here mistress.
Samuel also wanted me to say ‘pay no attention to a stubborn old man with addled wits. Please
give him another chance and return to finish our feast.’”
Mama laughed hysterically. Papa’s mouth dropped wide. I wasn’t sure how to respond.
“Never!” Joseph cried, folding his arms.
“No, no, I thought we’re going back home!” Michael wailed.
Just that moment, the night sentry galloped passed again. Papa jerked the hood back
down over Michael’s face. “Not so loud,” I heard him speak firmly. “You’re going to be all
right. Have we not taken good care of you? These Romans don’t trust us, Michael. Control
yourself!”
Though silenced, Michael continued to grumble, whine, and kick the dirt. Casting us a
sideways glance this time, the sentry slowed down, touched his helmet in salute but continued on
his way. He must have been drunk not to notice Michael’s tantrum. Jesus took him aside,
scolding him more severely than Papa had for making a scene. Mordechai waited patiently as
my parents whispered amongst themselves. Though Papa had accepted his apology on behalf of
Samuel and Mama had made her point, they were worried about the Pharisee’s designs on their
family. We couldn’t tell who was trying to convince whom to accept the chamberlain’s offer.
Mama shook her head resolutely and folded her arms and Papa clinched his jaws angrily as if
one or them was trying to change the other’s mind. Mordechai was becoming frustrated with
their stubbornness and we growing impatient with the delay. We were all hungry—torn, as Jesus
commented, between what was right and what was needed. This conflict was, of course, much
worse for the self-righteous Joseph and James. It was good that Papa and my brothers cared
about our family’s honor, but our home was crowded and, in spite of Papa’s growing business,
poorer for the numbers. The single most important reason to go back, however, was Michael’s
presence in our house. His very presence restricted our freedom and made it almost impossible
to allow neighbors or friends to visit our home. My parents had agreed that this problem
wouldn’t be solved until Michael was sheltered in Samuel’s house or foisted upon Aunt
Elizabeth—a solution Mama still found hard to accept.
Despite Michael’s protests, he couldn’t stay in our house much longer, and yet today we
saw changes in him that indicated to us that the old Michael, we once knew, might be back.
Now, as he whined and whimpered inside his hood, I wasn’t sure. My family’s original plan had
been to travel to Sepphoris after our visit with Samuel. Until Samuel spoiled it, we thought
tonight was going to provide a great send-off for our trip. Secretly, I believe Mama had been
hoping that Michael would wind up staying in Samuel’s house instead of coming along. When
Papa turned and crooked his finger, we heaved a collective sigh. Mordechai raised his lamp and
turned in the direction of Samuel’s house. Mama walked over to Jesus and helped him guide the
hooded figure up the road. We were going back! As we followed after Papa, with Mordechai in

the forefront, he counseled us to be polite and respectful at the table, but I sensed such great
hostility in James, Joseph, and himself, I didn’t see how this was possible.
******
I was feeling much more clear-headed as we reentered Samuel’s house. Mama’s potion
was wearing off, but in its place were pangs of hunger, which I shared with everyone in our
group. Once again we had to wait awhile for Samuel to arrive, this time in the anteroom, for
reasons we were never told. When we were finally seated by the servants, Samuel slowly
reappeared, moving with the speed of a turtle to the head of the table. Mordechai, who followed
us into the dining hall, gave his master a signal with his hand. A collective groan went up from
members of my family as the old man once again made us wait for our food until he made his
speech. Through it all, Mama was most gracious, but the rest of us greeted Samuel with frowns.
Papa was beside himself with irritation, and yet he bowed to Mama’s wishes and placed his hand
over his cup when the servant attempted to poor him some wine.
“Water only,” he murmured politely.
“Thank you Joseph,” she whispered, as Samuel took his seat.
“You have my gratitude and deepest apologies,” the old man began in a quivering voice.
“I have gathered you here tonight to offer you the full hospitality of my house, but also to give
the sons of Joseph an excellent education, without the necessity for them to leave home to the
distant city of Jerusalem away from their beloved home.”
“What sort of education?” Papa’s eyes widened with alarm. “Please explain.”
“Don’t worry,” he spread his hands, “I won’t make Pharisees out of your sons. All I want
for the boys is that they experience the joys and wonders of the Torah and history of their
people.”
“Who will be teaching them?” Papa eyed him suspiciously.
“Gamaliel, a gifted young rabbi, who will introduce them to the great philosophies
supporting our way of life.” Samuel answered in one labored breath.
“Is he a Pharisee?” Papa’s eyes narrowed to slits.
Samuel hesitated only a few seconds, long enough for Papa to give him an ‘I-thought-so’
look. The answer the old Pharisee gave belied his addled disposition.
“You may not realize it Joseph but one of the main differences between a Pharisee such
as myself and a rabbi such as Joachim is wealth. I admit that I’m wealthy, but Gamaliel is
relatively poor, and yet he’s the finest teacher I know.” “He also belongs to the school of Hillel,
which interprets the Torah liberally rather than through the narrow minded views of Shammai.”
Papa’s eyebrows knitted together. “I gather this Hillel was a Pharisee too.”
“No,” Samuel shook his head vehemently, motioning for the servants to begin, “he was a
great rabbi, like Gamaliel. I’m aware of James and Joseph’s plans of being scribes and Jude’s
hopes that one day he will ride a fine white horse and see the world. Jesus’ future is too large for
me even to imagine, and I have a feeling that Simon will make a fine carpenter one day.
“Not a chance,” Simon grumbled.
“What about me?” Uriah thrust out his lower lip.
“Oh, I heard that you want to be a carpenter too,” Samuel winked.
Uriah nodded vigorously. Michael remained silent, as the Pharisee looked down the table
at him. No one expected much out of him. How wrong they would be! Like everyone else that
hour, however, I was so hungry I could care less about this conversation.
“What about the other children in Nazareth?” I heard Jesus say.

“What about them?” Samuel answered huffily.
“Since the rabbis’ illness,” Jesus clarified, “not merely my brothers but none of the
children in Nazareth are being educated.”
“Are you suggesting that Gamaliel teach all the children in Nazareth?” Samuel asked in
disbelief.
“Yes,” Jesus replied with a nod, “that would only be fair. You could use the synagogue.
Gamaliel could even preach there to the townsfolk.”
A sigh rose up in the room as the servants brought food in during this exchange. In spite
of our great hunger, what Jesus suggested was unacceptable, not only to Samuel but everyone at
the table, especially me.
“You would have my enemies at this school?” I looked at Jesus in astonishment.
“Jethro, Obadiah and Boaz aren’t your enemies.” Jesus shook his head.
“Yes they are,” Simon cried, “and they’re mine too!”
Uriah nodded in agreement. James and Joseph seconded Simon’s assertion. I could hear
Papa and Mama protest under their breaths about the foolishness of Jesus’ plan, and I saw
Mordechai take a long gulp of wine. The greatest objection came from Samuel, the benefactor of
the school. Standing up shakily on his ancient legs, he studied Jesus, reminding me of a tortoise
in the way he moved his head. Convinced of his righteousness, Jesus stared back with
unblinking eyes. Deep down in our selfish hearts, we knew he was right.
“You have a charitable heart.” Samuel’s voice cracked and wheezed. “I commend you for
this, but your idea isn’t sound. I’m paying Gamaliel to teach members of your family, not the
children of our town. I’m not so sure the elders would even accept Hillel’s thinking. Many of
them are students of Shammai, a more rigid interpreter of the scriptures and the law.” “I also
agree with your brothers.” He singled each of us out with his watery eyes. “Jude, Simon, and
Uriah have been intimidated by those ruffians Jethro, Obadiah and Boaz, and I’ve heard about
James and Joseph’s hot-headed friends. We don’t need childish dissension or anti-Roman
sentiment in Gamaliel’s school.”
Reviewing our mutinous faces, Samuel mumbled a quick blessing and collapsed in his
seat. The lamb and fish, now slightly tough from being too long on the spit, were compensated
by the many delicacies offered at the table, but the bread was no longer hot and the chilled juice
was no longer cold. I made up for the stringy meal by filling myself with stuffed dates, candied
fruits, and pastries. I noticed that all of the other children also gorged themselves on sweets.
Papa, though he held on for almost an hour, was sorely tempted during a toast made by the
Pharisee. After the servant filled his goblet with wine, Mama gave him that look that said, “All
right, Joseph, but that’s it—no more!”
Now that Samuel had reassured him that he wouldn’t turn his sons into Pharisees, Papa
seemed to accept this restriction, partially for his sons’ benefit but also, I found out later, because
he shared Samuel’s concern that Hillel’s philosophy would be offensive to some of the elders in
town.
After we finished dinner, Papa, Mama, Samuel, and Mordechai retired to a special
chamber for further discussion. Because Jesus was recognized by Samuel as a young man now,
he was motioned, rather condescendingly I recall, to tag along. While the girls were led by
servants to their room, James and Joseph to theirs, and Uriah and I were directed to the room we
had before, my parents and oldest brother became privy to the details of the new school. I’m not
sure where Michael wound up, but I assumed he would be sharing a room with Jesus as he had
before. Just before we entered our chamber, I saw a furtive shadow in the corridor—probably a

servant and wondered light-headedly where Reuben was cloistered in this big house. Would we
ever see him again? Perhaps he had already made his way to his sister in Joppa to start a new
life. What did it matter as long as he was safely out of Nazareth and our lives?
I was feeling much better, but I was too tired to dwell on Samuel’s silly school. I was
going to be a adventurer or soldier. Perhaps I might visit Reuben in Joppa during my travels. I
might even visit Simon of Cyrene and explore the Old Ones caves. What did I care for learning
the fine points of the Torah or memorizing a lot of Hebrew law? What I wanted to learn was
Latin, the language of Rome. Though our guards spoke halting Aramaic, the language of Galilee
and Judea, I heard Regulus once tell Papa that only the sentries of the legions stationed in the
East could speak the local tongues. Wouldn’t that be something, I thought as I drifted off to
sleep, if I could learn Greek and Egyptian too?
While I hovered in that twilight state preceding sleep, Uriah chattered about his concern
at being taught by Gamaliel. Normally, as I lie down on my pallet, my thoughts would carry me
to that special place where my great white horse and faithful men waited to follow me on a new
adventure. There have been many times when my adventures carried me straight into another
nightmare that I would want Jesus to interpret, but I was attempting, as Jesus once suggested, to
confront my nightmarish specters and dispel them. He had told me not to worry about these
specters and concentrate on dreaming pleasant things when I fell asleep. Lately, I hadn’t been
very successful. Gradually, in spite of Uriah’s efforts at keeping me awake, I slipped away, his
muted voice fading gradually, replaced by that floating sensation preceding sleep. Please God, I
thought light-headedly, not another nightmare!
“I heard Papa say that Gamaliel’s a heretic,” my friend jabbered. “He thinks he’s soft on
Hebrew law.”
“That’s nice Uriah,” I murmured, feeling my body grow weightless. “Now go to sleep.”
“Some of his ideas, Papa thinks, make him sound like a Gentile.”
“The...Romans...are...Gentiles...”
“The Romans are pagans, Jude, so are the Greeks.”
“Uriah, ...Shut up!” I muttered, pulling a cushion over my head.
“Blah, blah, blah-blah-blah, blah-blah” Uriah droned.
“Zzzz...zzzz...zzzz...zzzz.” I snored softly, entering my dream world at last.
“Onward my men,” I called out to my troops, “let’s get those thieving bandits before they
escape!”

Part III
Coming of Age

Chapter Twenty-Two
Gamaliel

Because Uriah’s father had been the town rabbi, Uriah understood our religion much
better than me, and yet, due to his father’s tyranny, he cared little for the Torah and had almost no
comprehension of Hebrew, except for a few important words. Our family’s collective ignorance
included Mama, my sisters, Tabitha, Michael, Simon, myself, and, to a lesser degree, James and
Joseph as well. Though we admitted it begrudgingly, we needed education badly. Papa, who
appeared to be self-educated, himself, realized this fact the night we gave sanctuary to Mariah
and her son. Even before this point, when the synagogue became off limits to us and during
moments of inspiration or when he was in his cups, Papa instructed us in what he knew of the
law and the prophets. Unfortunately, he was (in Samuel’s mind) inconsistent, perhaps because of
his workload and the many concerns for his family. That old unwritten proverb, ‘what you
learned today, you’ll forget tomorrow,’ may not have occurred to Papa but it fit his children quite
well. Because of our family’s charity and goodwill, we had been, in addition to being outcasts in
town, cut off from the synagogue. Without schooling and a town rabbi, our ignorance deepened.
My brothers, sisters, friends, and I looked ahead to an uncertain future in Nazareth, until
Gamaliel, a learned rabbi, arrived in town to save us from our ignorance and change our lives. I
can see this clearly now, but the realization didn’t come immediately.
After a modest lunch, we gathered in Samuel’s main hall at Papa and Mama’s coaxing,
apprehensive about our new teacher, each of us given stern warnings from our parents and our
host as we filed into the room to mind our manners and treat him with the utmost respect.
According to Gamaliel, our teacher, knowledge, to be effective, first requires repetition. The
teacher must pound it into our heads, but simple memorization is not enough. Like all muscles,
the brain, where we store our knowledge, requires exercise. In Samuel’s words “knowledge
without application, is like uncooked flour.” James and Joseph at least had instruction in Hebrew
and an introduction to the Torah, and yet they didn’t have Jesus’ and my memory. Because they
didn’t practice what they learned, they forgot much of it. As Samuel might say, the flour spoiled
or was blown away by the wind. I was, on the other hand, blessed with almost total recall. All I
had to do was concentrate very hard and my memories would come flooding back. It dawned on
me slowly, as I sat in the class, that this was a tremendous advantage over everyone else.
Nevertheless, like the other students, the knowledge provided by our teacher had to be first
planted in my head, which meant that, at this stage in my education, I was ignorant too. Only
Jesus had perfect knowledge. I believe now, as I write down his deeds, that he was born with
such awareness. All things considered, Jesus’ family, except, of course, Papa and himself, were
an ignorant bunch until Gamaliel came along. Our short-term education in Joachim’s synagogue
was simply not enough to make a dint on this ignorance, and Michael, Tabitha, and my sisters
had no education at all.
As I Look back on this time, I shudder at the ignorance in my family. In both Samuel and
Gamaliel’s opinion, we had much catching up to do. The question was “who was to blame for
our ignorance?” Was it Joachim, for turning the town against us and preventing us from
attending school? James and Joseph blamed our parents. It was Papa who pulled us out of the
synagogue after my parents break with Joachim for protecting Mariah and her son. With the

exception of our training in carpentry, he and Mama never followed up on their agreement to
turn our kitchen into a classroom after we did our chores. I never blamed either Mama, who
remained illiterate her entire life, or Papa who cared not a fig for the prattling of Pharisees or the
harangue of rabbis. I blamed the rabbi and the town. All things considered, therefore, Joachim
was to blame for our ignorance. My parents were devout yet simple folks, as were most
residents of Nazareth. The townsmen had been influenced by Joachim’s hateful words. When
the town rabbi had his breakdown, as Mama called it, he left the town without a spiritual leader
as well as a teacher. All of the other youths in our town, including the friends my brothers and I
once had, would also remain ignorant, until a new rabbi arrived in town. But all that had
changed—at least for us. We had Gamaliel—the great teacher, who had come to shape our lives.
During our studies in the Torah and eventually the language of the holy books, themselves, he
would teach us exclusively, as Samuel had intended, for he had no intention of being stuck in this
backwoods town.
Someday the world would know Gamaliel’s name, but back then, as Simon, Michael,
Uriah, and I approached manhood, Gamaliel was ours. If it had not been for this great rabbi, I
would not have been introduced to Greek, Aramaic, and the language of our forefathers. I had no
interest in our history and the details of our religion. I decided, as I contemplated my future, if I
couldn’t join the army, I would become a scribe. With my memory, all of that other knowledge
would take hold in its own good time, and, more importantly, I would memorize as many
languages as possible to improve my chances when I set out on my own. With death so close,
such blatant confidence seems ludicrous to me, for I have little confidence now, but it served me
well in my youth, especially during the years Gamaliel taught my brothers, sisters, friends, and
me.
Gamaliel laid down his simple formula for learning at the very beginning of our first
class: discipline, repetition, memorization, practice, and application—words he had to define for
most of us. In his school, Uriah, Michael, Tabitha, my brothers and sisters, and I would learn the
basics of our religion and learn how to read and write. As I said, I had no interest in this, so I
would put my memory to work, hoping that it would take hold. It was not customary for girls to
attend school, but Rabbi Gamaliel insisted upon the girls joining our group, which angered
Samuel greatly but pleased Mama very much. The basics that Gamaliel would teach us included
many things, which James and Joseph had supposedly learned in the synagogue before my
family’s break with Joachim. The most difficult thing for Gamaliel would be to teach us to read
our ancient language, which Papa, James and Joseph had learned well enough to read the scrolls
of the Torah Papa stored in his special place. Actually speaking Hebrew, which I had never
heard them do, would take much longer. Though he boasted once that his father had taught him
how to read, Uriah admitted to us before class that his understanding of Hebrew was limited to
the names of the patriarchs and prophets and a few religious words. During his introduction of
what we would be learning, Gamaliel discovered that James and Joseph, though they had some
schooling, were probably not schooled properly in the language, history, and religion of our
people. Jesus, who, to please our sponsor, attended our first session, remained silent out of
respect for Gamaliel, until James and Joseph grew insolent toward our teacher when he
discovered just how ignorant they really were. Though he carefully laid out his schedule,
information I was certain that Simon, Michael, Tabitha, and the twins would soon forget, our first
day would start with discipline, which didn’t mean the rod or switch as commonly thought, but
how he would conduct his class and how we would behave during our lessons.

The problem with class discipline began when Gamaliel first stood in the great hall of
Samuel’s estate. All of us filed in politely, except James and Joseph, who skulked forward in
sullen moods. At first glance, James and Joseph felt intimidated by the teacher. With my almost
faultless memory, I recalled Uriah telling me about seeing a bald-headed man in Samuel’s house
during my family’s overnight stay. Uriah showed no recognition, himself, so I kept my
discovery to myself. That bald-headed man had been Gamaliel, himself. I was not immediately
impressed with this tall, hawk-nosed rabbi with the fuzzy beard and gleaming scalp before I
heard his voice. There was something about his tone that commanded our attention and made
James and Joseph fearful that we would all discover how little they really knew.
“I am Gamaliel, teacher of the law, grandson of Hillel the Elder.” He eyed each of us
personably. “It’s the custom in my classrooms for the students to introduce themselves to me:
your full name, your age, and what you would like to do in life.” “I shall begin with you,” his
voice boomed, looking squarely at me.”
“Judah bar Joseph,” I announced pertly from my seat. “I am twelve years old, but no
longer a child. Someday I will have a fine white horse and travel the world.”
“Well, Judah.” He gave me a nod. “That sounds like an exciting ambition. However, you
didn’t tell me what you want to do. Do you want to be a carpenter, like your father, a Pharisee
like Samuel, or perhaps a merchant?” “Merchants travel a lot,” he added, as if suggesting an
alternative.
“Jude’s gonna be a soldier,” blurted Uriah. “He told me once.”
“What?” Gamaliel’s eyes widened. His black pupils shot back to me.
“You idiot!” I swore under my breath.
The rabbi’s probing dark eyes reminded me of Samuel’s bird of prey gaze.
“Is that true, my son?” His head inclined and he drew in a breath. “Unless you plan on
being a troublemaker, this means you want to join the legions. Is this correct?”
“I dunno,” I shrugged. “I just wanna a horse and see the world like my brother Jesus.”
“Then you should consider being a merchant like Joseph of Arimathea, Jesus’
benefactor,” Gamaliel concluded, with a sly wink.
“I dunno sir,” I repeated, feeling trapped, “perhaps I’ll be a legion courier, like Justin. I
just want to ride and travel around.”
“Humph, you don’t know then.” He shook his head sadly. “What you want is adventure,
which lacks purpose.” “The question is,” he directed his words to the class, “what do you want to
do with your lives?”
Jesus, who sat on a separate chair next to the wall, smiled at me.
“You there,” Gamaliel began calling upon the others.
Uriah blanched before giving his full name and age. Gathering his courage he added
defiantly “I shall be a carpenter, like Joseph bar Jacob.”
“Good lad,” Gamaliel said approvingly, “that’s a noble profession.” “And you.” He
pointed to James. “What about you?”
“James bar Joseph. Fifteen. Carpenter,” he answered curtly.
“I see no passion in those words,” the rabbi frowned. “What shall be your purpose in the
world?”
“All right,” James replied more enthusiastically, “I’d like to study the law.”
“Excellent!” He clapped his hands. “As you know, though, a rabbi or Pharisee must have
a profession. What better one than working in wood?”
“Very well.” James sighed.

“What say you?” the rabbi pointed to the next in line.
“Joseph bar Joseph,” the answer came quickly, “fourteen. I want to study the law too, but
I shall live in Jerusalem, and work in the temple.”
“Ah, no equivocation there,” replied Gamaliel, stroking his bushy beard, “but let’s not
forget our livelihood.” “Not everyone can become a rabbi, Pharisee, or scribe. I was most
fortunate to have a wealthy father to finance my studies.”
He studied Joseph a moment before pointing to Michael. Joseph had bristled under his
scrutiny. Michael just sat there staring into space, as if he had once again lost all his wits. Jesus
stood up silently, shook Michael, and then returned to his seat.
“Samuel warned me about this fellow,” the rabbi frowned. “What’s your name?” He
called through cupped hands.
Nervous titters followed, yet Michael remained silent. Instead of demanding an answer
from him, Gamaliel shook his head, and directed his questions to the class. “Is he ill? What’s
wrong with him? Is he still touched in the head?”
“His name’s Michael,” Uriah answered after some thought. “His father was named
Jeremiah, who was a merchant and very rich.”
“That’s enough Uriah!” I whispered into his ear.
Since we had all been warned severely by Papa and Jesus not to say anything
controversial during class, the subject of Michael’s mother and his own misadventures was not
brought up by the rest of us, and yet I was certain that Gamaliel already knew. I’m sure Samuel
told him everything he wanted to know about his students. He was probably also informed by
the Pharisee about the town witch and the notoriety of her son. I think all these questions and
answers were the rabbi's way of getting to know each of us. It was part of our class discipline.
Perhaps the rabbi expected Michael’s condition to have improved. If so, he hid his
disappointment very well. As his gaze fell on Simon, Simon promptly sounded off his name and
age after Michael’s bad example. Though he didn’t know what his purpose was yet, he reassured
the rabbi that he would follow in his father’s footsteps like all the rest of his sons.
Gamaliel’s handling of our diverse personalities was tactful as I consider it now. His
treatment of Tabitha and the twins in class was especially sensitive, considering our peoples’
attitude toward girls. Though Papa and Mama were more open minded on the subject, there was,
according to our customs, no future for unmarried women. As I write these lines, however, I
can’t help laughing at this custom, when I think of the willfulness of Tabitha and the spirit of my
sisters when they grew up. Tabitha responded to the first two questions about her name and age
with little thought, but answered the third question ‘what will she do with her life’ with the clever
reply that she would be a wife and mother and whatever God wishes her to be. Abigail and
Martha, who had already grown to admire Tabitha, echoed her words exactly. This left the future
wide open for them, for, as Papa often said, who knows the mind of the Lord. Was not Deborah
a Judge of Israel and Judith a warrior of our people? Taken back a moment, Gamaliel thought
their identical answers amusing and left it at that. It was quite possible that Mama had been
lurking in the halls, eavesdropping those moments as the class began.
When he came finally to Jesus, Gamaliel was even more careful. Now that I consider it, I
think he was actually deferential to my oldest brother. Jesus reputation had preceded him. All he
said to Gamaliel after announcing his full name was “I will follow God’s will,” and the rabbi said
no more.
He now tested all of us (except Jesus) on how much we knew about the Holy Scriptures,
our history, and the Hebrew tongue. Ultimately, as I suspected, this test would cause outbursts

from James and Joseph and bring Jesus finally to his feet. At this point, however, all it caused so
far in my elder brothers were grumbles, groans, and frowns. Gamaliel raised a bell I hadn’t
noticed before and jingled it vigorously, which brought servants scurrying into the room, each
man carrying large baskets in his arms. From the baskets, a tablet and a stylus similar to the type
used in synagogue school was passed out to each of us. Gamaliel promised to give us empty
scrolls later when we had learned some Hebrew and, at a latter day, for writing down answers to
questions asked during class. The most important items given to us were two small cubes—one
marked with an X, which stood for true, and the other empty of symbols, which our teacher
explained was false. To avoid the student next to us from seeing our choice, both cubes must be
brought up at the same time. While holding our hands into the hallow of the basket we would
release what we considered the correct cube, while keeping our fist closed around the remaining
cube until the answer was given by the teacher. In this way, it wasn’t necessary that we knew
how to read. It was, the rabbi explained with a flurry of his hand, our memories that mattered
most at this point. This, I brightened, seemed to give me a great advantage over the others.
“Put aside your tablet and stylus for now, he instructed us, as he opened the lid to the
third, smaller, basket sitting on the table. “Most of you can’t read or write anyhow,” he added,
holding up the basket, “so we won’t need your writing tablets yet. I need to know what level
each of you are at in the understanding of the Torah and our people’s history. So when I ask a
true and false question, you will walk up with both cubes, as I instructed you, and deposit your
answer inside the basket.” “For example,” he demonstrated with his own pair of cubes, “if I were
to state Roman soldiers carry swords, I would select the X cube, because this is true. If I had
stated Romans soldiers don’t carry swords, I would have selected the blank cube, because this is
false.” “Remember,” he reminded us, “keep the other cube tightly clutched inside your hand until
the answer is called out.”
“What if it’s neither true or false?” Joseph scowled. “Not all questions are so easy to
define.”
Gamaliel, who I suspect was familiar with Joseph’s antics, studied him closely, his
shaggy eyebrows plunging into a frown.
“This is not a class in philosophy,” he answered dismissively. “Most issues, you will find,
are black and white.” “Does everyone else understand what I mean?” He called out with
irritation.
Everyone except Joseph, and his cohort James, nodded their heads. Jesus, I noticed with
an intake of breath, seemed poised on his seat after Joseph’s outburst. It was obvious that our
brothers felt slighted being in this remedial group. Joseph sat between Michael and Uriah and
James sat next to Abigail, an eight year old child.
“Very well—almost unanimous.” Gamaliel grinned, spreading his palms in exasperation.
“Now here’s you first official statement, which is either true or false—”
“Oh goodie!” Uriah bounced up and down in his seat.
“True or false?” Gamaliel called out blithely. “Adam had two sons.”
After only a short while, all of us lined up for our turns. One-by-one, under the teacher’s
scrutiny, we dropped in our cubes, keeping the second cube clutched in our fists as we sat back
down. Jotting down each of our responses on a scroll he had pulled from his robe, he waited
patiently as Jesus quietly prodded the laggard Michael up to the back of the line. When Michael
had dropped in his cube and took his seat, Gamaliel strolled up and down each side of the table
to make sure we kept our fists tight. I understood, even at this early stage, that he was training us
to follow the rules—discipline. Nevertheless, he managed to show warmth toward us, by patting

each of our heads as he passed by. My thick black raven’s nest received a good tousling, but not
for my answer.
“You all failed to answer that question correctly, even Rabbi Joachim’s previous students
James and Joseph bar Joseph,” he announced dryly looking at his scroll. “All of your answers, as
I’ve recorded on my scroll, are X for true, but Adam had three, not two sons: Cain, Abel, and
Seth—from whose line all men descended.”
“That was a trick question,” Joseph protested. “You didn’t say ‘Adam had only two sons.’
You said ‘Adam had two sons,’ which is a true statement.”
Gamaliel waged a long bony finger. “That might have been true if this was a class in
logic, but this is an elementary subject of history in which we start at the beginning to learn how
much you students know. Adam is at the beginning of the Messianic line. The fact is he had
three sons.”
“True or false?” He continued, looking around the table. “Enoch was the grandson of
Noah.”
This time the movement toward the basket was slower. I didn’t know the names of
Noah’s sons nor his grandsons. I could barely even read. So, sensing it was a trick question, I
played it safe by dropping in my blank cube. As before, when the last student (Michael, of
course) was seated, our teacher raised up his scroll again and cleared his throat. A collective sigh
of both anxiety and boredom rose up in the room. Once again he walked up and down the
marble floor, this time with his hands folded behind his back, looking over our shoulders to make
sure our fists were tightly clutched. By now, as we expected, the twins were fidgeting in their
chairs and sat with blank expressions on their faces. Tabitha acted quite bored, herself, and
Simon, to no one’s surprise, was falling asleep. James and Joseph faces were screwed up in
thought, as I sat staring dully into space. Reaching down over my shoulders he tapped my fist,
retrieved my remaining cube and held it up for all to see.
“This is the correct answer,” he said, displaying the blank cube. “Enoch, as some of you
might know, was the first truly righteous man: God took him up whole, without death, into
heaven. But he lived long before Noah’s time.”
“I thought this was a beginning class for students,” James called out irritably. “Enoch is a
minor figure in the Torah.”
“Oh really,” Gamaliel pursed his lips. “There’s an entire book attributed to him: the
Secrets of Enoch. That doesn’t seem minor to me!”
“All right,” James huffed, looking around the table, “maybe so, but how many people
would actually know that?”
“I did!” I piped. “The answer’s ‘no!’”
“I didn’t think anyone lived before Noah,” Tabitha confessed.
“You’d be surprised what people know,” Gamaliel said wryly, pacing the room. “The fact
is, that was an easy question: it’s either right or wrong. Half of you, I noticed, gave the correct
answer, which is false. You, James and Joseph, answered with true, which is wrong. We’re not
yet passed the true and false stage, but let me ask the class a really hard question this time.”
“Moses Beard!” Joseph groaned.
“All I need is a number now.” The rabbi scanned the room. “.... How many grandsons did
Noah have?”
“Four,” chimed Uriah, “Maddai, Rhodas, Javan, and Lud.”
“What?” James and Joseph cried.
“Ho-ho-ho!” Gamaliel laughed with mirth. “Thus spake the rabbi’s son.”

“Uh-uh,” Uriah shook his head, “I’m gonna be a carpenter. Jesus is teaching me to work
in wood.”
We were all in shock. Gamaliel smiled tolerantly at him, yet managed once more to
frown. I can see the irony now in this as I write down his words. Uriah, though he cared not a
wit for Hebrew or the details of our religion, very likely knew more about our history than either
Joseph or James, yet he wanted to work in wood. My brothers, on the other hand, were destined
to become Pharisees or scribes in their own right, but had failed twice after dropping in their
cubes.
“So what have we learned about facts?” He looked around the group. “You will know
whether you have the answer or not.” “It’s right here.” He pointed to his head. “I don’t expect
you to know the answers, especially the little ones,” he added, nodding at twins, “but it’s
important for us to develop our routine—”
“What’s a routine?” Simon screwed up his face.
“Our way of doing things,” explained the rabbi. “We also need to find how much you
know. As you already saw, Uriah has surprised us with his knowledge, while two of Joachim’s
students have missed both questions so far.”
“I don’t like the way we’re doing this,” grumbled James. “Joseph and I can read and
write. Ask us plain questions, such as who did this or who did that? This true and false method
is too random; it doesn’t show what we know.”
“But the others can’t read,” Gamaliel replied testily. “They haven’t had your schooling.
For those like Uriah, who just started learning Hebrew an X or blank cube is best. This is not
random, young man—this is quite black and white. Considering the fact he can barely read, I’m
impressed that Uriah was able to name Noah’s grandsons. You and your brother Joseph, in spite
of having a head start on the others, didn’t have a clue.”
“Carpenters don’t need to read,” Uriah muttered unhappily. “I wanna go outside and
play.”
“True or false students?” Gamaliel rang out again. “The law is greater than the word of
God?”
“The law is the word,” Joseph protested. “How can you separate the two?”
“This isn’t philosophy,” hissed the rabbi. “This is a religious question. Get that straight!”
I knew the answer to this question because I heard Jesus say this once to us, so when we
had finished with dropping in our cubes and the rabbi had written down the results, I knew, even
before he announced the correct answer that my chosen cube was right. The answer, of course,
was no—the blank cube. It turned out, as he called out the “winners” this time that Uriah had
also chosen the right cube, but James and Joseph had, ignoring Jesus own words, dropped their X
cubes into the basket, which was the case for all the others too. It sounded like a reasonable
statement, the rabbi would later explain to us. The word ‘law’ carried authority just in the sound,
but this was an illusion, the rabbi also told us, because the word of God, which was defined too
narrowly by Pharisees and Sadducees, included the law as will as the spirit, and therefore
transcended everything else.
“What does transcend mean?” Tabitha now asked.
“That it’s more important,” Gamaliel smiled. “I’m sorry I keep using big words. That’s
rude of me. I shall try to use plain, simple words.”
As he strolled up and down the floor, chatting with us a moment, he paused behind my
chair.
“Who told you this?” He whispered confidentially to me.

“Jesus.” I answered promptly, looking back at him.
“And you?” He tapped Uriah’s shoulder.
“Jude.” Uriah confessed, sticking out his lower lip. “I saw his other cube.”
“I like honesty,” the teacher replied discreetly, “but you mustn’t cheat. There’s no point
in that. No one in this room is stupid or smart in my eyes. All of you,” his voice raised
progressively, “with the exception perhaps of Uriah and Jude, are sufficiently ignorant of the
scriptures to allow us to start on the same level. When we get to Hebrew we might need James
and Joseph’s expertise, but for now, let us begin at the beginning in Moses’ first book.”
I sensed that Gamaliel singled Uriah and I out in jest. At this point, though, as I
promised, James and Joseph took issue with the rabbi’s assumption of their ignorance and
erupted into a rant.
“Jude doesn’t care a fig for our faith,” Joseph cried. “He’s a heretic, just like Jesus. What
does he know about the word of God?”
“I can’t believe you think Uriah knows more than us,” James added his two mites. “That
fat little numbskull is as dumb as a tree!”
This introductory tirade was followed by a stream of pent-up insults that had been
brewing for a long time. All of it, in spite of my parents’ efforts to squelch it in the past,
stemmed from Jesus supposed pretensions and airs but was exacerbated by the intrusion of
Michael, Nehemiah, Uriah, and Tabitha into our lives. Now, after also being compared
unfavorably to their youngest brother and the rabbi’s son too, they reached the ignition point,
much like the flint’s spark into dried brush. I didn’t know that James and Joseph knew such
words. Jesus swooped down upon them, with a righteous anger I’ve never seen in him.
Gamaliel, who had shown his forbearance to us, seemed ready to rush upon them, himself, but
moved too slowly, and Jesus beat him to it.
“You’ve gone too far! You’ve said too much!” He shouted angrily. “I can’t let you
disrupt this class further or insult this honorable man.” “Out-out-out,” he shrilled yanking them
up one-by-one and escorting them out of the room by their collars. “Go home, cool off, and
meditate upon your sins!”
James and Joseph offered no resistance, which would have been foolish considering
Jesus’ mood. When they had fled from the scene, Jesus apologized to Gamaliel on their behalf,
after which Gamaliel gave a short speech that haunts me to this day.
“Except for Adam’s sin, which effected all mankind, we are guilty for personal sin. Who
are you Jesus bar Joseph to taken responsibility for another’s sins?”
Though the question was asked in goodwill, Jesus face fell as if he had been hit hard in
the chest. The rabbi embraced him warmly, reassuring him immediately that it wasn’t a rebuke,
yet Jesus seemed on the verge of fainting as he collapsed into his chair. I ran to my brother then,
as did Simon, Uriah, Tabitha, and my sisters, but he quickly regained his composure, apologized
again—this time for interrupting the class, and insisted he was all right. But Jesus wasn’t all
right. Something had flashed before his eyes. I sensed it then, and, as I write my chronicle, I
know it now.
Paul of Tarsus once asked me when I thought Jesus learned about his divinity. I answered
quickly that Jesus had always sensed his specialness with God, but on that first day of Gamaliel’s
class, he learned what his purpose was in the world. I had once thought that the healing of the
sparrow triggered the memories he carried since his birth, but I believe that, like so many times
before, the Lord spoke through others. In this way, even the words of Gentiles provided him
wisdom for his parables. I believe that my dreams of the crosses, helped remind him of who he

was, but it was, I’m certain, Gamaliel’s question “Who are you Jesus bar Joseph to taken
responsibility for another’s sins?” that pressed the point home. That Jesus was the Lamb of God,
the savior of the world, was the furthest thing from our minds. Like everyone else I was in
denial, and yet, because of my troubling dreams, I had sensed this all along.
Gamaliel rang his little bell, and, when servants scurried into the room, he ordered
refreshments for all of us, especially Jesus, who was to be given a mug of Falernian wine.
Gamaliel inquired about his well-being as we sipped our juice and ate the grapes and chopped
fruit brought in by servants, but Jesus explained, as he enjoyed his wine and stared into space,
that he shared a secret with the Lord that had overwhelmed him momentarily and like poorly
cooked food was hard to digest. As much as the rabbi tried to pry out the substance of his
sudden fear, Jesus politely refused to give him details, but at no time denied it was not grave
news.
“Is Jesus ill?” Gamaliel bent down to ask.
“No sir,” I answered carefully, “it’s his way. . . . Jesus is always having these moments.
We just wait until they pass.”
“Dear me,” he muttered, stroking his beard.
Collecting himself, he rose up, snapped his fingers, and directed the servants to distribute
wax tablets to each of us, along with a writing stylus, articles I had seen Papa use in his shop.
“In our first class,” he announced cheerily, “I would like to find out how much you all
know about Hebrew. Most of you might not know the words, but might remember some
important letters, such as aleph and hemet. Before we begin learning the script, we must learn
the letters.”
“I don’t know anything,” Simon confessed.
“Me neither,” Tabitha’s face drew into a pout.
“I do,” I exclaimed excitedly. “Here,” I added, writing several of the letters Jesus had
‘magically’ transferred to Michael’s dice, “look at this.”
“Jude!” Jesus groaned. “That doesn’t count.”
“These are the symbols for life and death.” The rabbi drew in a breath. “He wrote them
perfectly, as would a scribe. Did he learn these in Joachim’s class?”
“He wasn’t in the synagogue school long enough to learn much.” Jesus gave me a
surprised look. “I deciphered those symbols inscribed on a pair of dice.”
“Did he practice afterwards?” The rabbi asked as if I wasn’t even there. “I couldn’t have
written them down as well, and I’ve studied Hebrew all my life.”
“I showed him once.” Jesus marveled at my letters. “These are indeed perfect.”
The rabbi asked me if I knew any more letters. I dug back into my memory and found a
few more I had not written on the tablet.
“I should tell you sir,” Jesus admitted as if he was divulging a deep dark secret, “Jude
isn’t like other children.”
“Neither are you.” Gamaliel smiled. “Are there any other prodigies in your family?”
“No, just us,” Jesus whispered discreetly. Clearing his throat, he declared forthrightly
“Jude has perfect memory and is very smart.”
Unlike the response we expected from James and Joseph, Simon, my friends, and the
girls nodded in agreement at his words. Though only Jesus and Uriah knew about my visions,
members of my family had always known about my memory, which Jesus called total recall. A
guarded frown told Uriah that he wanted him to keep my visions to himself, and yet Uriah gave
me a knowing look while nodding to Jesus. I hadn’t told anyone that I shared one of my dreams

with Uriah, which was further proof of Jesus’ divinity. What had struck the rabbi as incredible
was taken for granted by my family and friends. My tablet was filled with perfectly formed
Hebrew letters. Lifting up his own tablet, he now demonstrated how to press the stylus into the
wax. After smoothing out his first entry with the same tool, he inscribed a large aleph symbol on
the surface and, looking around the table, directed the other students to do the same. While
chewing on grapes and sipping juice, Simon, Uriah, Michael, and Tabitha attempted to draw
aleph symbols, but their attempts were crude, and my sisters barely made the effort at all. With a
faint smile in his beard, Gamaliel glanced silently at their efforts. Laughing softly to himself, he
walked slowly around the table, pausing briefly to inspect my tablet before regaining his train of
thought.
“Students, it’s good that you’re trying to follow Jude’s example, but it’s not important to
master writing perfectly at this stage; that, after all, is the work of the scribe. I want you to learn
to read the symbols and scribble down as best you can what you see when I hold up my tablet to
the class, which will be the way you learn—for your own selves—how to write Hebrew words
and read the Torah.” “Is that clear?” he asked, looking around the room.
“Yes sir!” Uriah and I chimed.
From this point on, all of his students would answer this way.
Before he returned to his seat as peacekeeper, Jesus smiled at me, a look of pride on his
face. I was so overwhelmed with the recognition given to me I beamed with self-importance,
though I tried not act puffed up. It occurred to me that moment that I had, like Jesus, special
powers. I didn’t feel as if they god-like gifts—that would be blasphemous, but I felt unique and
blessed by God. Jesus had said so myself. I wasn’t fully aware of how much my association
with Gamaliel would change my life, but already a change had taken place inside of me. The
rabbi’s enthusiasm was infectious even before the full disclosure of my talents. It had opened a
porthole in my mind and made me want to learn. To a lesser degree this was true for Simon and
Tabitha. Most of my eagerness, I must confess, however, was fed by my own childhood
megalomania. It delighted me that Simon, Uriah, and Tabitha admired my skill. What would
they do when I learned whole words and then sentences effortlessly? After Jesus praise of me,
there seemed to be no limit to what I might accomplish in Gamaliel’s class.
******
Before long, to everyone’s surprise, I had mastered all of the symbols held up to us that
day. During the third phase of our first day, which the teacher called recitation (a word he
defined as the reading of history), he skipped over the complex laws of Moses, and went straight
to the stories of our people, which Papa loved so well. The purpose of this portion of our studies,
he explained, would become plain to us when we were able to read and write ourselves as we
studied our holy scrolls. Of course, with my recall, I would leap far ahead of the others. When
our class broke up finally at Gamaliel’s signal, Tabitha and the twins ran out the door as fast as
their heels could carry them, while Simon, Uriah, and Michael walked solemnly behind them
their minds reeling with the information crammed into them that day. As I sat practicing on my
latest symbol, with Jesus looking down at my work, the rabbi called Jesus and I aside as the
others fled the room.
“Tell me,” his voice rumbled hoarsely, “what did you think of today’s lessons?”
“Do you wish me to recite them?” I asked obligingly.
“No, that won’t be necessary.” He gave me an odd look. “Are you serious, Jude?” He
cocked an eyebrow. “Could you really recite the entire session?”

“What does session mean?” I wrinkled my nose.
“It’s everything I talked about today.”
In spite of his original dismissal, I gave him a sample of my talents by reciting the story
of creation, “God created the heavens and the earth and the earth was without form or void....”
As I recited, Gamaliel looked at me in utter disbelief.
“Ah, what irony,” he said, shaking his head. “Truly an open vessel to pour knowledge
into.” “How is his cognition?” He looked at Jesus expectantly. “Can he deal with abstract facts?”
“Yes.” Jesus nodded, giving me a pat. “If you define the words and facts, he’s quick to
piece them together.” “. . . . Something else too,” Jesus added reluctantly, “Jude might have the
gift of prophecy.”
“Now, Jesus,” Gamaliel uttered an embarrassed laugh. “You’re talking about seeing the
future. He’s but a child. What sort of prophecies?”
“To begin with,” Jesus explained carefully, “I said he might have the gift. The Lord has
been silent on this issue. I prayed very hard that He would lift this burden from my brother.”
The rabbi’s head rocked in bewilderment. “What are you saying? Are you serious? How
do these visions come to him: in dreams, in broad daylight?”
“In nightmares,” I spoke up finally. “I wish they’d go away.”
In spite of the cautionary look he had given Uriah, Jesus, himself, had let slip my secret.
Gamaliel stepped back now in awe as well as puzzlement. Jesus and I stood together, seemingly
with a new alliance, under his scrutiny. I no longer felt as small in Jesus’ presence after what the
rabbi said, yet I felt a great deal of gratitude that he shared his renown with me. I’m ashamed
now for thinking such thoughts. I was foolish and conceited for thinking I was on Jesus’ level,
but this was one of my finest hours. It was as if, God forgive me, I shared in his divinity.
Samuel, with a servant supporting each arm, arrived in the main hall as the rabbi was
gathering up the tablets and cubes and placing them in a basket. Gamaliel, though deeply
religious, was a man of reason and logic. What he had learned from Jesus and me wasn’t
reasonable or logical. It was scarcely so to Jesus, himself, and yet, the rabbi, quietly accepted
my “powers” at face value because Joseph’s oldest son had said it. The servants began cleaning
the mugs, plates, and uneaten fruit off the table as the three of us watched Samuel approach. It
took several moments for the decrepit Pharisee to reach the end of the table where we stood.
While he wobbled forth, he muttered querulously, “Infernal relatives, can’t wait until I’m dead
and buried. I won’t have it! I’ll ask Cornelius and Longinus to post a special guard at my house
to keep them out!
Not far behind the Pharisee was the chamberlain Mordechai, a worried expression on his
face. I remembered hearing my parents discuss the concern Samuel had that Lot and Phoebe, his
nephew and niece, would visit him in the summer, but this was only the spring. Suddenly, the
wondrous events that had occurred today in Gamaliel’s school were eclipsed by this bad news.
Jesus saw my face drop and placed his arm around me as I glared at the old man.
“When are they arriving?” He asked thoughtfully. “Did you ask them not to come?”
“I forbid them from coming,” Samuel growled fiercely, slamming down his cane. “Justin
arrived with a letter from them this morning. Can you believe it, Jesus? In a few months, they’ll
be at my doorstep! They’re like vultures, my nephew and niece. I’m not even dead yet, and they
want to pick my bones!”
“Calm down Samuel,” Mordechai cried, wringing his hands, “you’ll have a stroke.”
“There-there, master, here’s a mug of wine,” a servant pressed a cup to his lips.

“Stop that.” The old man waved him away. “Let me sit down. Phew! I’m changing my
will, Mordechai. I’ll make it so they needn’t come at all.” “Yes, yes,” he added gulping down
the wine, “I’ll send some of my men to turn them away. They’ll tell them that Nazareth has had
an outbreak of the plague. If that doesn’t work, I’ll post my servants and guards around my
house, perhaps with a couple of Romans, to keep those vultures away.”
“Sir,” Jesus bent down to say, “perhaps, face-to-face, when they arrive, it’ll be a good
time to show them your will and set them straight.”
“That’s nonsense, Jesus,” scolded Samuel, “you don’t know my relatives. Lot, that
money-grubbing jackal, and Phoebe, that blood-sucking shrew, can’t be set straight. They’ll
hang around my estate until I’m dead and buried to make sure they get their share.”
Samuel emptied his mug, wiped his mouth on his sleeve, and sat there a moment as if he
had forgotten what he was saying. Gamaliel whispered something to Jesus, as the chamberlain
ordered one of the servants to summon the physician now making his rounds in Nazareth. I think
the rabbi told Jesus that we didn’t have to wait around. Jesus nodded politely and squeezed my
hand.
“Go into the garden, Jude,” he counseled after pulling me aside. “When Samuel calms
down, Gamaliel will give his report for the first day. It won’t take long.”
“You there, Gamaliel,” I heard Samuel call piteously, as I exited the hall. “Please help me
keep their greedy hands off my estate.”
“That can be done.” The rabbi nodded thoughtfully. “You have plenty of witnesses in this
house. I’ll amend your will, if that’s what you wish.”
“Amend nothing! I want them cut out completely,” Samuel wrung his gnarled fist. “I
haven’t seen them since they were snot-nosed brats, tormenting my servants and fouling my
home like hyenas before they left.”
Mordechai shook his head in dismay. “I hope Abner arrives soon. This could be fatal for
your heart!”
“Bah!” Samuel snorted, after a loud belch. “There’s nothing wrong with my heart that
isn’t wrong with anything else wearing out in this old bag of bones.”
The servants giggled hysterically, and Gamaliel offered a nervous laugh, but Mordechai
knew how many times the old man had come close to death and fretted anxiously as his master
sat fuming and fussing about his potential guests. That silly, stupid old man! I thought, as he
ranted and raved. Slipping out finally after eavesdropping awhile, I heaved a broken sight,
greatly irritated with him for breaking the spell. Feeling suddenly weary from today’s events,
weighted down with my thoughts, I used one Samuel’s fine cloacas and then, after picking a
plum from a tree in the garden, found my favorite bench. Munching on the plum a moment, I
thought about my adventure in class and what Jesus had told Gamaliel. Nothing could change
that! Before long, after bunching up my cloak behind my head, I lie back on the bench and,
feeling drowsy and weightless, fell quickly asleep.
No sooner had I taken a short nap, in which I had a nonsensical dream, than I felt myself
tumbling back down that long dark corridor from the nether world. This time, after being shaken
vigorously, I found myself looking up into the face of Jesus. In the background, as this vision
cleared, I also saw Gamaliel. When I sat up groggily and scanned the garden, however, Samuel
and his servants were nowhere in sight. This was fine with me, I told myself, I didn’t like that
old man. My opinion of Samuel would change drastically, though, after what Gamaliel and Jesus
told me about his thoughts on Gamaliel’s report.

“Jude, we have good news,” Jesus was saying when I was fully awake. “Samuel was
impressed with what Gamaliel told him. Here, let him tell you himself.”
“Yes, Jude,” the rabbi sat down next to me, “most remarkable in deed. It seems that our
good fortunes—you, Jesus, your parents, and I are intertwined. I shall teach my students, as
before, but I will help shape your mind in order for you to one day attend Nicodemus’ collegia in
Jerusalem. You are going to be a scholar!”
“Kind sir,” I responded delicately, “I just want to travel and see the world—”
“I know, I remember, you also want a white horse,” the rabbi replied good-naturedly.
“Many great rabbis see the world. I’ve been to Rome three times.”
“Really?” I glanced at Jesus. “I don’t have to sell Egyptian pottery and Syrian rugs?”
“No, you don’t,” Gamaliel replied, patting my knee.
Gamaliel and Jesus laughed heartily.
As I reveled in my new status, Gamaliel explained to me the good fortune that awaited
my parents and himself.
“Luck has played into the hands of God,” he declared pleasantly. “Samuel was in good
spirits after I promised to rewrite his will—a simple matter. This, he promised, will include your
family. He also has big plans for our school. He will have his chamberlain send a letter off to
Phoebe and Lot telling them not to come. All I have to do now is find a magistrate to notarize
the will. He was also cheered by the fact that your family has another gifted son. By then, of
course, Samuel was tipsy on wine. He’s an old man, a little addled in the head. So let’s wait
until tomorrow to make sure he doesn’t change his mind.”
“Samuel does that a lot.” I smirked, looking back at Jesus.
“Don’t worry.” He winked slyly. “He needs my counsel. For that matter, he needs your
mother’s tender care. But just to be sure, let’s not celebrate yet. Tomorrow morning, if he
doesn’t remember what he said, I shall remind him of his promises. No matter what, Jude,
you’re a genius. Do you know what that means?”
“No,” I answered truthfully, “but it sounds important.”
“It’s a Latin name,” Gamaliel explained, ruffling my hair. “It means you’re smart, but
naturally so, unlike the rest of us—quite like Jesus and my own teacher Nicodemus of
Jerusalem.”
In a distant time, Nicodemus’ meeting with Jesus would help define his mission. That
moment in Samuel’s garden, however, I was perplexed by all of the rabbi’s big words. Gamaliel
and Jesus laughed at my ignorance. Hah—me a genius? The implications of all this were just
too momentous for my twelve year old mind. I giggled foolishly at the thought of wearing a
shimmering teacher’s robe like Gamaliel or fancy clothes like Joseph of Arimathea. From that
point, my untutored imagination stopped. All I wanted, or I thought I wanted, was a white horse
and a clear road ahead. Nevertheless, in spite of my foolishness, the rabbi placed his hand on my
head as if in blessing, “He doesn’t yet know the word for what he is. His vocabulary may be
small. By the beard of Abraham, he doesn’t even know what vocabulary means, and yet, with
his memory and intellect he’ll know more than me by the time he buys his horse!”
******
The years have piled up behind me as the slabs of stone depicting ancient life encased in
the rock in Nazareth’s hills. As Jesus, himself, speculated one day, the oldest such relics would
lie at the bottom and the youngest would naturally lie at the top of rock, which struck me as one
of the most heretical things he had ever said. That these treasures are infinitely older than the six

days required to create the world was a troubling factor when I pounded the impressions, molds,
and, in some cases, the hardened bones of strange animals and plants that supposedly lived
before the Deluge. Though he never tried to explain the conflict between word and fact, Jesus
was correct. My own eyes, touch, and reason, proved him right. This heretical way of thinking,
Jesus and I shared, was encouraged by my many journeys in which I collected countless relics in
hills and the bedrock of streams. Remembering Jesus ideas on this subject and his discussion of
such wonders in Nazareth makes it easier for me to envision each year of my life as a slab filled
with the relics of my past. Now it appears that the final slab with the final relic—my
execution—sitting at the top of the stone awaits life’s finale—my own personal Deluge, while
deep down toward the base of the abyss sits one of the important relics of my life: my education
at Gamaliel’s school.
But I digress again. Each day that I attended Gamaliel’s class in Samuel’s house with
Uriah, Michael, Tabitha, and my brothers and sisters was a period of growth for me, as well as
for them. For them, however, as I understand it today, it was a normal and gradual growth in
learning. For me it was period of rediscovery. All of the promise Jesus claimed for me
blossomed quickly, after lying dormant, like a flower in Mama’s garden. Each day, after hearing
lectures on our history, we would be tested, using our true and false cubes. During the second
half of the class, he would teach us Hebrew, from learning the symbols to the formation of
simple words. The first words we learned would enable us to write our answers to questions, as
either ‘true’ or ‘false’ on our tablets instead of the cumbersome method of dropping our cubes
into a basket after our answers were recorded on a scroll. James and Joseph, after apologizing to
the teacher and working in the carpenter’s shop without pay for several weeks as punishment,
were given one more chance to attend school. In spite of our schooling, we all had to do our
chores, which meant that we had only an hour or so each day to romp in the hills.
After several months, an important test was given to determine how much the students
had learned. Gamaliel then divided his class into groups on the basis of how many answers we
got right on our tablets and how much Hebrew we had learned. At the top of the learning
pyramid, as Gamaliel called it, stood myself—alone, far ahead of everyone else. On the next
level were James and Joseph, who had entered the class with some knowledge of history but a
limited comprehension of the language, except for well-memorized verses gleaned before their
self imposed exile from Rabbi Joachim’s school. Below this level were Uriah, Simon and
Michael—with a decreasing understanding of language and history, followed by Tabitha and the
twins, who were almost totally ignorant of these subjects. From this point on, the teacher posed
different questions to each group that reflected their level of understanding of history and
Hebrew. In this way, he didn’t hold back one group nor show unfair expectations of another.
Occasionally, he would throw in a more difficult question to a member of a lower group to see
how much they had learned. This allowed each student to move upward to a more advanced
level. In less than a month, after the pyramid method was introduced in Gamaliel’s class,
Tabitha moved up to Simon’s group, and Uriah joined Joseph and James. Even before the
pyramid test, I was tutored by Gamaliel after class, which meant less chores for me but also less
play time. This preferential treatment irritated James and Joseph, who showed it in various
subtle ways after class. Though I was far beyond them, Jesus, who occasionally sat in on our
classes to monitor our behavior, counseled me on showing humility—a word I understood
because of my expanding vocabulary but, because of my new status in Gamaliel’s eyes, was
difficult to do. Like that fast growing flower in Mama’s garden, I sprouted up and beyond the

others so quickly it was very hard not to have a swelled up head. I’m reminded today, as I
recount those heady days, of King Solomon’s lament: “Vanity, vanity, all is vanity!”

Chapter Twenty-Three
High Expectations

Though it’s not written in the Torah, Hebrew tradition expects children, especially boys,
to be held accountable for their actions and begin taking life more seriously at the age of twelve.
This was the age of Jesus when he discussed our faith with learned men in the temple. We
simple Nazarenes, however, like all Galileans, have generally ignored this stage. My parents
were no exception. The holy books, themselves, have never been clear on when we are held
accountable for our actions or sins, so there was much leeway. In backwoods towns such as
Nazareth, I would learn, it was not uncommon for young men to be in their twenties before they
set forth on their own. Until that time, they were expected to act their age and do their fair share.
Though no ceremony was attached to it, the twelfth birthday was, until Samuel and Gamaliel’s
invention, a point separating us from children—nothing more. According to tradition, when
passed this age, parents should no longer distinguish between older and younger brothers. We
were all no longer children, so we should act our age. In parents’ mind this meant we should
work harder and take responsibility for our chores. Since Jesus, James, and Joseph were wage
earners, they had greater responsibility, which moved them up on the ladder of accountability,
and yet our parents had never given them any special ceremony for reaching a certain age nor
had they been strict about enforcing the rules. Because we all looked so different from each
other, few people would have guessed that we, Joseph’s sons were, in descending order from the
oldest brother, only one year a part. Although the girls were also expected to become
accountable for their actions, they were still too young. Tabitha was eleven and the twins had
recently turned nine years old. The fact is, as I record in my chronicle, no such
acknowledgement was ever made for them. Tabitha, I would learn later, resented being left out,
but my sisters were quite happy in their state. None of us expected or wanted to be singled out.
The remainder of us, including Uriah and Michael, had passed the twelve-year mark, yet, with
the exception of Jesus, were still children at heart—a state of affairs that would soon end now
that Gamaliel was in town.
As my brothers, friends, and I embarked upon our education at Rabbi Gamaliel’s school,
it was Samuel’s decision to mark this period in our lives by a special ceremony that he and
Gamaliel dreamed up, which the rabbi called “Coming of Age”—a common theme among
people I’ve found in my travels, but back in Nazareth it was a frightening notion for Galilean
children to comprehend. Gamaliel was mostly concerned about making us serious students in his
class. The real reason behind all this, though, that our parents found so troublesome, was
Samuel’s concern about the unruliness of Papa’s sons. Like many Galilean children they lacked
proper breeding. Though Papa pointed out that James and Joseph were the only unruly ones in
our house, Samuel informed him that Simon kept falling asleep at school, Michael appeared not
of this world, and Uriah, who was his father’s son, was picked on constantly by James and
Joseph in class. Not a word was said about the girls, who were of no consequence to him, but
Samuel confessed his disappointment that I wanted to be a soldier instead of a Pharisee or scribe.
Unfortunately, I had boasted about this to my family and friends. It was, I saw clearly then,
foolish for uttering this in the old man’s presence. It was one more challenge for Gamaliel to
educate us properly, especially me.

In spite of the benefits of education, I feared my life would become a frightful bore. So
much was expected of me as the newest prodigy in our family. As the ceremony drew near, I
had, like everyone else, mixed emotions about the rabbi and Pharisee’s plans, but my concern
went beyond the readings dreaded by my brothers and friends. I almost envied the girls because
of their anonymity in Gamaliel’s school. Though Tabitha hoped to have her chance one day, she
and the twins remained unaffected. All they had to do was show up. Simon, Uriah, Michael, and
I, like James and Joseph, would be on public display. For different reasons, we were anxious and
fearful about the ceremony ahead. Simon, a slacker, Uriah, an underachiever, and Michael, who
had shown little progress, were terrified at the prospects of reciting in front of a group. James
and Joseph had been insulted because they were lumped into our group, and now felt intimidated
because they were matched against me. I, of course, was confident of my delivery. More than
anything else, I was afraid of its outcome. What was going to happen after that day? How
would it affect my life? Would our childhood automatically end and, as Gamaliel suggested,
make us give up childish things? This is what Samuel believed. “Don’t waste that mind being
idle,” the rabbi chided as I daydreamed in class. “You, like Jesus, must live up to your
potential,” called the Pharisee, as I ran off to play. The most ominous thing ahead of me, though,
was their plan for me attending Nicodemus’ collegia in Jerusalem. This might be James or
Joseph’s goal; it wasn’t mine. I had no intention of being a rabbi or doctor of the law. There was
even a brief spell before the festivities in which I actually considered spoiling the event. A poor
reading might make the others lose their nerve. It would make us the laughing stock of Nazareth
but take the pressure off us for a while. Everything would get back to normal as Gamaliel
lowered his expectations, and, perhaps, left Nazareth in the dead of night. My brothers, friends,
and I could enjoy our childhood again, instead of balancing our time working and going to
school.
As I considered spoiling the ceremony with a poor reading, I shuddered at the thought. I
could never deliberately make my teacher or benefactor look bad. Nor would I shame my
parents or allow myself to look foolish in front of my family’s friends. My parents needed
Samuel’s help now. I needed the knowledge Gamaliel put into my head. I had become puffed
up, and, in truth, I couldn’t wait to outshine the others on that day. The prospects of me
stumbling in front of an audience even accidentally seemed remote. Perish the thought! It was
more likely that, at least James, Joseph, and Uriah would, in fact, do well, and it had been mean
spirited of me to wish them ill.
Alongside of Samuel’s motives of making us grow up, was Gamaliel’s task of
enlightening our rustic minds. Not only was the rabbi teaching us to read and write, he was
presenting to us, in glowing terms, the history of our people and sharing with us those portions of
Greek science and philosophy acceptable for young minds. Though demanding discipline in
class, Gamaliel treated us with respect, never calling us names or brandishing a rod as Joachim
had done. Yet we were, even the girls, expected to act our age and do our best. Already, in the
early weeks of class, our teacher was addressing us by our full names. My Romanized name was
no longer appropriate. I was no longer Jude; I was Judah bar Joseph. This was all right for the
other youths, whose namesakes weren’t notorious rebel leaders. To make me feel better, the
rabbi told us the story of Judah Maccabee, a great Jewish leader who once defeated the Greeks.
Not only were we students of the Torah, but we were students of our people’s history of which
my namesake was an important part. Unfortunately, reminded Gamaliel, this meant we were
required to put away childish things and concentrate upon serious matters, such as becoming
good carpenters in order to provide for ourselves as we go about doing God’s will.

Hah, such fine words! Gamaliel didn’t have a clue. No one in my family, except Uriah,
and perhaps Jesus, wanted to follow Papa’s trade. James, Joseph, Simon, and I had no desire to
stay in this backwoods town. Of course my parents didn’t expect us to suddenly grow up at the
stroke of midnight, but I sensed, without knowing the exact word for it, that our lives as funloving children would never be the same. Gamaliel was one of the important people of my life,
and yet when I considered the implications of the Coming of Age ceremony, my debt to Samuel,
our family’s benefactor, fell like a shadow on my path. Why, I asked myself, did everything
have to change because of that old man? Even our education, apart from the ceremony, itself,
was intended to shape our lives. I knew Rabbi Gamaliel would teach us things I needed to know,
but he wanted me to be a teacher and rabbi like himself as I worked as a carpenter or some other
menial trade. I wanted no such thing! The world awaited me. I would be a free-spirited
adventurer, with a fine horse, not a penniless rabbi or narrow-minded doctor of the law. I was,
unlike my brothers and friends, conflicted: both happy and sad, much like my feeling of guilt and
happiness about my gold.
******
Nothing like the Coming of Age Ceremony planned by Gamaliel and Samuel had ever
occurred for simple Galilean rustics. Nor would they have wished it upon themselves. Because
it was expected (at least by tradition) that a youth should be able to read from the holy scrolls by
the time he reached his twelfth year, James and Joseph had learned just enough Hebrew to utter a
few quotes, and they had done this during synagogue school before my family’s break with the
rabbi of our town. No one made an issue of it back then. There was no thought for a ceremony
or fanfare for being twelve years old. Now, here I was, arriving at Gamaliel’s school an illiterate
child, and, within a short while, far surpassing the others in reading, writing, and knowledge of
our holy scrolls. After being lumped in with younger boys, James and Joseph couldn’t be
blamed for resenting my gifts, especially when they had to work so much harder in class.
Looking back now, I know that Samuel had done us a great favor when he brought Gamaliel to
our town. My parents had never thought much about our coming of age and never taken
seriously Papa’s notion of a family school. Compared to Jesus’ astounding confrontation with
the doctors of the law and ability to quote from our holy books, James and Joseph’s performance
as intellectuals had been quite pitiful. But that was before Rabbi Gamaliel had arrived in our
town.
Jesus is the high-water mark from which all of mankind falls short. Back then, though on
a much smaller scale, it was no different. My parents were shocked by his audacity in his twelfth
year when he argued in the temple with learned men. They had never ceased to be amazed
afterwards at how little they knew about their oldest son. Everyone, including me, had been
diminished by his stature. Now, lo and behold, it appeared as if I was a prodigy too! That there
was another wonder in the family rankled James and Joseph that much more, yet I remember
how proud Papa was of James and Joseph when they returned begrudgingly to class and began
applying themselves. They had, thanks to Samuel’s invitation, been given the opportunity to
learn from a great rabbi and scholar. Even they realized how important this opportunity was. It
was only their stubbornness and pride that stood in the way. They would be able to read, write,
and speak Hebrew and obtain knowledge about our history and the workings of the world. What
James and Joseph didn’t want was to look foolish when it was their turn to read. More than
anything else, they dreaded being compared to me. That the Coming of Age ceremony might do
just that was one more bone of contention for the second and third oldest sons. Knowing full

well that when it came my turn to quote from to read scriptures I would outshine everyone else,
as Jesus had done, they politely protested this time so as not to lose another week’s wage.
“Papa,” Joseph groaned, as I eavesdropped below the windowsill, “Jude has a good
memory. We all know that. But memory is not the only measure of intelligence. He’s lazy and
willful. Let’s not forget that. It’s unfair that he be raised above us, which will happen when he
shows off his memory in front of people from our town.”
Papa, I noted after a quick glance, gave Joseph a disappointed look. “I’ll ask Jude not to
overdo it, if that’s what you want, but neither Simon, Michael nor Uriah complained.”
“Simon’s lazy and doesn’t care,” explained Joseph, “Uriah only wants to be a carpenter,
and Michael’s addled in the head. All this education is wasted upon them.”
“That’s nonsense,” Papa said impatiently, “you have a low opinion of your brothers. You
will both attend the ceremony. Even your cousin John wants to be there. He’s studied the Torah
as much as me.”
James muttered unhappily, “No, no, Papa, this is not right. Where in the Torah does it
demand we make spectacles of ourselves?”
“The Torah demands obedience,” Papa grew testy. “If you understood our laws, you’d
recall the words ‘honor thy father and mother that thy days be long before the Lord.”
James and Joseph couldn’t argue with such an important passage. When Papa returned to
his shop that day, they remained behind him grumbling to themselves. As Simon, Uriah, and I
stood in the shade of the fig tree gloating at their predicament, their protests rose carelessly as
they passed by the kitchen window. By then Papa was out of earshot, but Mama heard their
exchange and flew suddenly out of the door.
“So, you wouldn’t attend this event to please one old man?” She shouted angrily.
“Shame on you Joseph and you, too, James. Samuel’s thinking about your futures. I expected
better from you!”
“James’s right,” fumed Joseph, “it’s not in the Torah. Samuel’s ceremony is a stupid idea.
It’ll be humiliating when we’re compared to the youngest son.”
“You shall go—both of you!” she cried, wringing her fist. “Jealousy of Jude is no excuse
to sulk about like jackals when Samuel, our friend, and Rabbi Gamaliel are giving you this
opportunity you might never have had.” “Go!” She pointed irritability. “Concentrate upon
helping your father in the shop!”
I could scarcely control my glee. Simon, Uriah, and I had ran from the garden, peeking
around the corner of the house, our ears pricked up, stifling our laughter as Mama herded them
into the shop. I could see all of Joseph’s resentment toward me boiling up in his dark eyes and
scarlet colored face, as if his head might just explode. James, always the more reasonable of the
two brothers, argued more calmly with Mama, as Joseph stormed off to the shop.
“Mama, there’s no point in this,” he reasoned gently. “Joseph and I don’t need to go
through this ceremony. We’ve passed the twelve-year mark. This should be Jude and his
friends’ hour, not ours. Like all your children, you and Papa celebrated our birthdays—the
twelfth is no different than the rest. Joseph and I started learning the Torah before we were
twelve. That should put an end to it. It takes time to learn Hebrew. In Galilee you’re not
reckoned a man until you twenty years old!”
“Oh, this from my Torah waving son?” She placed her hands on her hips. “Now you
want to wait until your twenty years old?” “Off with you!” She made scooting motions with her
hands. “This has nothing to do with common sense. This is jealousy, James—plain and simple.

It’s not enough you and Joseph have envied Jesus all these years. Now you’re envious of Jude.
You’re afraid he’ll outshine you during this event.”
“That’s not the reason,” James said, shaking his head. “I’m proud of Jude too. I just
don’t like my nose rubbed in it. It’s not our fault we weren’t born with perfect memories. Like
our younger brothers, Joseph and I were unable to finish our schooling. We’ve spent a lot of
time helping Papa in the shop. Now suddenly, we awaken to the fact that our family has another
wonder—a boy who remembers everything he hears or sees.”
“Oh, I understand your feelings.” Mama waved impatiently. “You’ve had to suffer
because of our charity toward Mariah and her son and your older brother’s strange ways. You’re
tired of all these people being in our house. Your list of grievances is long. It’s made you and
Joseph bitter. I don’t blame you; sometimes it makes me bitter too. Why couldn’t we have a
normal family? I dunno, James, but it’s God’s will. Not only do I have to worry about Jesus, I
must worry about Jude now. I thank the Lord that not all my children are so blessed. Yet, like
Jesus and Jude, you and Joseph are special in your own way too. God has bestowed each of my
children with His gifts: cleverness, diligence, intelligence, and good memories. Who knows
what great things my sons will do? This is a special time for our family—all of us. Unlike me,
my children are being educated by a great rabbi; they shall know our history and our law. It’s
true that Jude, like Jesus, is different, sometimes in a vexing manner, but we should be proud of
the youngest son. What Gamaliel told Papa and me is amazing—beyond my wildest dreams. I
was worried that he would go astray as Michael once did, but now I see a path ahead for Jude
too.” “It’s not just his memory,” she added huskily, “it’s his ability to learn. It’s also the visions
Jesus told me about. Jude, like Jesus, is a very exceptional son. You should be proud of him like
Simon, Uriah, Tabitha, and the twins. I don’t envy him for some of his gifts. A child’s head
should never be filled with such things.”
“What things?” James wrinkled his nose. “You mean those funny dreams?”
“You heard about them?” Mama gave him a startled look.
“Yes, but not on purpose,” he answered with a shrug. “I remember him talking to Jesus
about them. They thought we were all asleep, but I woke up just in time to hear them talk about
Jude’s dream of the three crosses—”
“No, no, James!” Mama wrung her hands. “Please, never speak of this again. You’d
make me a happy mother if you’d honor Samuel’s request. Don’t trouble yourself about Jude’s
dreams. I don’t understand them. Even Jesus doesn’t understand what they’re doing in his
head.”
Peace had been made between mother and son. Mama had, in an effort to raise his
spirits, told him that he and Joseph, like Jesus and Jude, were special. They had special gifts. I
couldn’t imagine what they might be, but James was satisfied with her words.
“As you wish.” He bowed obediently. “I’ll talk to Joseph. He’s always wanted to be a
great teacher, himself. Unlike Jude, who learns effortlessly, he has to work very hard. It’s made
him sensitive. I admit it: I’m afraid of standing up in front of all those people at that ceremony.
But I’ll do it for you and Papa’s sake. I’m certain Joseph will too.”
“Oh thank you, James.” Mama kissed his cheek. “That’ll please us very much!”
At that point, Simon, Uriah, and I grew tired of this conversation. James had regained
Mamas’ confidence and was given a long, backslapping, hug. We had been reassured that, like it
or not, he and Joseph would recite the Torah with the others in Samuel’s great hall. I would
undoubtedly overshadow them, unless I deliberately fumbled in my recitation, which I surely
couldn’t do. Even my mother understood the importance of my memory and visions. I would

therefore sparkle at this special event for my family and our friends. That James knew about my
troubling dreams surprised me very much. A day would come, of course, when he and the rest of
us, Jesus’ disciples, would know the meaning of my dreams, but, during our time as a family,
neither Mama, James nor I would mention such visions again.

Chapter Twenty-Four
The Readings

On the day before our Coming of Age ceremony, a most unsettling thing happened. Not
long after the start of Gamaliel’s school, Samuel had, with great fanfare at one of our dinners,
announced his decision to have the ceremony in his great hall. Until the arrival of Gamaliel into
our lives, we had all planned on visiting Aunt Elizabeth and Cousin John. My brothers, sisters,
and friends had looked forward to this visit with our cousin and aunt. Because of the opportunity
offered to us, however, we had to delay our trip. After the ceremony we would give our teacher a
rest and travel to Sepphoris as originally planned. In spite of Samuel’s protests, this was
Mama’s decision; nothing could change her mind. When Justin, our courier, happened to make
his rounds in Nazareth, Papa gave him a letter informing Elizabeth of our trip. We had no
knowledge then of a second letter Samuel slipped in the courier’s pouch. This letter, in effect,
canceled out the first. To prevent what Gamaliel and the Pharisee saw as a disruption in our
schooling, Samuel invited Elizabeth and her son to his house. Ignoring the intentions of Papa’s
scroll, the second note’s ostensible purpose had been to insure that John shared in the Coming of
Age festivities. John was also invited to join Gamaliel’s school. It was quite sneaky of the old
man. He waited until the very day of their arrival to inform us of what he had done, perhaps to
surprise us but more likely to prevent a mutiny among the students in Gamaliel’s class. We were
all quite upset. Gamaliel, who denied any knowledge of the correspondence, apologized
profusely, but Samuel was unrepentant for the trick. He knew he had done the right thing. My
parents had been relieved of the burden and expense of travel. Papa’s business would not be
interrupted for this period of time.
The most important reason for inviting Aunt Elizabeth and Cousin John, we understood,
was to prevent an interruption in Gamaliel’s teaching. Nevertheless, my parents realized, it was
a magnanimous act. It was a comparatively short trip from Sepphoris and Nazareth. The wear
on our sickly aunt on such a journey was less than a houseful of noisy guests. Samuel,
Mordechai reassured my parents, would give her his finest chambers with attending servants, so
she could rest well during her stay. Abner, Samuel’s physician, would be at her beck and call,
and the chamberlain would personally see to all her comforts while she was here.
There was, of course, a downside to the Elizabeth’s stay, which no one talked about.
Until a few days ago, we thought the old woman was going to draw her last breath. It would be
dreadful, Papa confessed to Mama, if it was drawn in Samuel’s house. The very next day, after
our benefactor’s disclosure, we stood in front of his house, our disappointment compensated by
thoughts of seeing our cousin again. In the distance, on the road passing Samuel’s estate, a cloud
of dust rose up. The clatter of wheels and neighing of horses proclaimed their arrival as they
came into sight. Riding ahead in order to dismount and assist the guests, were four servants.
Not far behind, the Roman escorts rode up to the chamberlain, saluted smartly, then, after being
handed their pay, galloped back to their fort. Soon, to our delight and our parents dismay, we
saw two, not one, large coach rumbling our way. Lo and behold, not only our aunt and cousin
returned with the men provided by our host, but several long lost relatives we hadn’t seen in
years. After all the incredible things occurring in our lives, we shouldn’t have been surprised by

their arrival, but this was unexpected. The children clapped. The adults groaned. What a sight!
On the surface Samuel took the addition of these strangers in stride, but Mama was worried that
the mounting guest list, which included notables from Sepphoris and Jerusalem, would cause the
old man undo stress. Abner, who looked beyond Samuel’s joyful mood and lively step, feared
for his racing pulse and shortness of breath, insisting that his heart couldn’t take the excitement
and anticipation bubbling in his mind. Now, with the sudden appearance of Aunt Elizabeth’s
entourage, a frown twitched on the old man’s face as his jaws jerked up and down in utter
disbelief.
As the great door opened and Mordechai, the chamberlain, began reading from the list
presented to him by the coachmen, “Mistress Elizabeth, John bar Zechariah, Azrael bar Jonah,
Nedinijah bar Zemrid...”, Samuel whispered to Mama, “What is this Mary. I recognize
Elizabeth. She looks deathly ill. Who are these other people? I didn’t invite them!”
“I certainly didn’t,” she replied defensively. “These must be her kinfolk. I’m sorry
Samuel. I remember you inviting only her and John.”
“I shall talk to the cooks and other servants,” Obadiah, the steward, muttered hurriedly,
after calling a greeting to the guests. “Don’t worry Samuel,” he said from the corner of his
mouth, as he pivoted and dashed away.
Ishmael, the chief butler, stepped forward then, with Samuel’s guards in tow, to assist
Elizabeth’s servants with the luggage, while Samuel, my parents, and Abner rushed up to help
Elizabeth emerge from the coach. Uriah, my brothers, and I stood back to watch the show, until
we saw John finally hop out of the cab, wearing, for the first time we could recall, fine clothes.
His ruddy face had been scrubbed and scraped of dirt and down. A blue turban, similar to the
ones I saw Joseph of Arimathea and his sons wear, was cocked rakishly over his forehead. In
addition to his silver striped tunic and matching pants, a white robe was tied around his neck, he
sported a red sash with a small gold cased dagger attached, and wore blue and gold laced slippers
on his normally dirty bare feet.
James and Joseph broke into giggles. Soon Simon and I were doubled up in mirth at
John’s attire. Uriah, unaware of our cousin’s eccentricities, couldn’t understand why we were
acting like fools. When I described to him the cousin we knew in Sepphoris, Uriah joined in the
merriment. Tabitha and the twins, ignorant of the jest, were amused by our foolishness and
tittered amongst themselves. In spite of Mama’s disapproving look, even Papa began chuckling
as John bowed politely to Samuel and my parents, John’s face reddening with embarrassment, as
he looked our way. My family’s friends, whose children weren’t even members of our class,
approached the entrance from the main path, pointing excitedly at the arriving dignitaries, Ezra,
who was familiar with John’s habits, grinning in amazement as they arrived.
Speechless for once in their lives, James and Joseph fell onto their rears, howling with
glee. Through guffaws, Simon kept saying, “He looks like a Syrian whore! He looks like a
Syrian whore!”
“Abraham’s beard,” Uriah exclaimed, “it’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen!”
Unlike Uriah and myself, contempt, as well as mirth, registered on James and Joseph’s
faces. Poor John, I chided myself. When I stopped to think about it, it seemed unfair that John
was singled out. Had not Joseph of Arimathea, his sons, and his magnificent guards been
dressed in colorful, showy garb? I wanted to apologize for laughing at him, but felt sudden
intimidation as he approached. John, who had suffered laughter for pleasing his doting mother,
must have seen the contempt in my brothers’ eyes. He paused momentarily, gave them both a
hard look, as if he might just take them to task, and then, looking straight ahead, continued on his

way. Several guests paused at the entrance of the villa as he strutted passed. “Who is that
strange looking boy?” a townsman asked. James, Joseph, and Simon continued to snicker under
the breaths. Uriah grinned like a fool. John remained the center of attraction. After the look he
gave James and Joseph, I decided not to offer apologies and gave a mumbled greeting instead.
At this point, apologizing to John would have been an unpopular action to my brothers and
friends. James and Joseph, who had never liked John very much, shook their heads with disgust.
Simon, still giggling like a hyena, stopped to sneer at him as he proceeded, while Uriah stood
there gawking, much like the patrons of the museum in Alexandria probably gazed at a strange
beast. I was certain that this was all Elizabeth’s idea. If John had his way he would probably
have arrived barefoot in rough woolen garb with a rope tied around his waist. I felt sorry for
him, but, for the time being, I kept it to myself.
Jesus appeared suddenly in the atrium as the crowd gathered, dressed in the same plain
white tunic as the rest of us, greeting his cousin in the Jewish manner, arm on shoulder, giving
him a simple bow, followed by “Peace be upon John bar Zechariah. Welcome to our gracious
host Samuel’s house.”
It made me feel ashamed. The twins ran up to grab Jesus and John’s big hands. Without
warning Tabitha grabbed mine, bringing a smile to my face. Along with my feeling of shame,
other emotions bombarded me now: pity for John, expectation of the coming event, irritation at
my other brothers, and a sudden longing for Tabitha whose womanhood was blossoming under
her dress.
“There-there,” Mama cooed, as she and Naomi held Elizabeth’s frail elbows and led her
into the house.
“They’re still children,” Elizabeth’s voice quivered. “Tonight that shall change. What a
wondrous day!”
This, my mind cried out, wasn’t true. Look at the way my brothers and friends carried
on. Did she think they would awaken in the morning full-fledged men? Our mother giggled
stupidly after her words. The more I thought about her words, the more I realized how absurd
Samuel’s expectations were. All Gamaliel wanted from us was that we behave as proper
students. Except for our work habits, I don’t think Mama or Papa really cared.
Abner and a servant were helping the wobbly Samuel to his chambers that moment,
concerned only with his health. I heard Ezra and Papa commenting that moment upon
Elizabeth’s behavior as they looked around the grand house. Ezra wondered if she might be
drunk. Papa replied quickly, “She’d have to be to make this trip.” Noting the difficulties the
elderly physician was having with his patient, Papa offered a steadying hand. Abner was huffing
and puffing. The servant seemed to be carrying most of the weight.
“She’s probably drugged” Ezra decided, as Abner allowed Papa to step in. “I’m surprised
her physician didn’t come along too.”
“Thank you, Joseph,” Abner gasped, as Papa led Samuel into the hall, “Samuel needs a
strong hand, not these worn fingers.” “I think your right, Ezra,” he responded belatedly,
collapsing momentarily into a cushioned chair. “...poor Elizabeth is medicated to calm her heart.
It’s what I try to do for Samuel, but he doesn’t always listen. I don’t like her coloring, Joseph.
The woman is ghastly pale.”
“She should be in bed.” Samuel muttered querulously. “She never should’ve made this
trip. Those relatives of hers should be horse whipped for bringing her along.”
Since Samuel, himself, had invited Elizabeth to his house, this outburst was absurd.
Despite hopeful signs in the past, it appeared as if his mind was slipping. Several guests,

including ones from Sepphoris, glanced back at the old man. The sound of sandals on the marble
floors echoed with the footfall of servants preparing our feast. With the aid of a servant, Abner
rose up on his shaky legs. He looked almost as old as Samuel that moment, as he took the
servant’s arm.
“What’s that old adage?” He cackled, wiping his brow. “You can lead a lamb to water, but
you can’t make him drink.”
As Papa gripped his arm, Samuel grumbled to himself. “How am I going to feed all these
people?” His mind began to wander. “We only have one pig and lamb…Where is that fool
Obadiah? His place is at the door!”
“Don’t worry,” Abner said, regaining his breath, “there’s plenty of food. It’s lodging you
have to worry about. Mordechai will think of something.”
“I have only so many rooms,” whined the Pharisee. “Everyone will have to double up.
What will happen if some of them have to sleep in my garden and in the corridors?”
“Master, we have plenty of room,” a servant reassured as they guided him to his room.
“You must lie down for awhile. Please stop fretting. Your guests can wait.”
Papa attempted to calm the agitated Pharisee, himself, but in a light-hearted mood. As
Uriah, Simon, Tabitha, and I listened in, we could hear him add in a sing-song voice, “Ho-ho,
sounds like someone needs a nap.” Ezra tossed his head back and laughed. I noticed, after Papa
returned from escorting Samuel to his chambers, that both he and Ezra emerged in the mulling
bodies, holding mugs of wine. To my surprise Mama and Naomi were holding mugs too. It
might have been the same pomegranate juice that was served to the children of guests and my
brothers, sisters, and friends. Simon and I took advantage of the festivities, sneaking sips of
Falernian wine when unwary guests set down their cups. No one could blame Samuel for
resenting this unexpected onslaught, but the most important concern for my parents and the
physician had been to make sure Elizabeth and Samuel got their proper rest. Also worrying my
parents was the possibility that Michael might suddenly show up at the feast. Because our
benefactor had invited so many guests, Michael would have to lie low.
Even though he might not be there in person at all times, Samuel had promised to share
the festivities and Coming of Age ceremony with us. Several times, I thought I saw him lurking
about from the corner of my eye. While we loitered in the great hall and in the garden, waiting
for the remainder of the guests to arrive, our host and Mama’s aunt did, in fact, take a short nap.
Abner suggested that Elizabeth might forego the event altogether if her coloring didn’t return.
Mama agreed that, if this were the case, they would let her sleep through the meal. Samuel,
however, would have been furious if they let him slumber through the ceremony and feast. To
prevent this disaster, Abner, who had his own chambers next to Samuel, gave a servant orders to
wake both of them up just before the guests were seated in the great hall.
******
My parents, who were simple folks, would have preferred The Coming of Age ceremony
to be simple and unconventional, with a small gathering, rather than this event contrived by
Samuel, but Samuel insisted that it be done properly in the presence of townsmen, relatives, and
friends, with an important rabbi such as Gamaliel present. A much more sensible way, I heard
Joseph suggest to James, would be to have Papa give the Shema at the Shabbat meal during this
period of time, as we normally do—no fancy rabbi or fussy old Pharisee to officiate, and give the
blessing, with just our family and maybe a few friends. After Papa’s blessing, like the Patriarchs
of old, he would turn the scrolls over to his sons to finish the sacred words. I remember James

and Joseph attempting this on such a day. Though they stumbled over the passages, James and
Joseph were able to read a short Proverb too. It wasn’t an impressive performance. They had,
Gamaliel would discover, a rude understanding of Hebrew and had probably memorized most of
the Shema after hearing it so many times. Even so, Papa had consoled them before we arrived at
Samuel’s house, most of the other children in Nazareth could barely read at all. Only a few
households, we were informed, actually contained scrolls of the Torah. Not that poor Jews could
afford it anyhow, but there had never been a special ceremony for this in Galilee or Judea.
Moreover, now that I think about it, reason was more important that money on this matter.
Making an issue about turning twelve, especially to practical minded folks like my parents, when
most of us still had children’s bodies and minds, was neither practical nor logical. I’m convinced
even now, though this ceremony caught on with wealthier Jews, such festivities should be
simple, reflecting merely a starting point in boys (and girls) lives in which our childhood
innocence would begin to fade and we would, with greater knowledge of the Torah, be held
accountable for our actions and, as Gamaliel put it, become the author of our sins.
It was, when all things were considered, our traditions and the bits and pieces of history
passed onto us by our parents that helped shape our minds as Jews, but it was the stern hand of
Papa and Mama in our childhood that helped guide our paths. This was true for most Galilean
children. Jesus’ counseling and constant example has also influenced his brothers and sisters.
There was, however, even in Jesus freethinking, a need for a permanent religious teacher in our
town. Ignorance, he once told his disciples, left us unprotected against sin. Without a
functioning town rabbi, the people of Nazareth had to rely solely upon the head of the house for
their religious needs. For his adopted children, who had been cutoff from the synagogue, and
castoffs such as Tabitha, Uriah, and Michael, Papa and Jesus’ counsel filled a religious void.
Nevertheless, as Samuel pointed out to my parents, many townsfolk were slipping into heresy
and unbelief. Gamaliel had been acting as the students’ religious instructor but would not accept
the role as rabbi for our town. There was no financial incentive for him. Frankly, because of
Joachim’s bad example, this suited Simon and I just find. We didn’t want a rabbi telling us how
to think. For Uriah, who had been smothered with Joachim’s preaching, there was hatred for
religious dogma greater even than our own. In their own carefree way Papa and Mama had
given us their own views of life and interpretations of faith. Upon glimpsing his Godhood, Jesus
had begun to add his own heresies into the patchwork, so that, in addition to a simple foundation
for our belief, we had what I now understand to be a framework for Jesus doctrine of salvation,
which would be the culmination of the new faith. My family had relied upon Papa and then, like
it or not, upon Jesus for our religious training ever since our break with the synagogue, but James
and Joseph had never thought that this was quite enough. In spite of my parents and oldest
brothers’ efforts, they felt spiritually adrift. The fact that Joachim’s current illness had caused the
remainder of his congregation to be deprived of knowledge from the Torah had, in a wider sense,
left a void in many of the townsfolk lives. This void was felt acutely for James and Joseph
tonight, sense they were being forced to show their limited understanding of Hebrew in front of
relatives and guests from town.
Because of its sacred nature, Gamaliel confessed during the feast, the ceremony should
have been held on the Shabbat. Although the walk by the local guests and even the trip from
Sepphoris made by Aunt Elizabeth’s company complied with the law, his suggestion caused
frowns around the table. The Shabbat, after all, was a sacred event. Many of the guests laughed
and shook their heads, as if they thought he meant this in jest. So as not to offend those who
might think that his suggestive inappropriate, he didn’t press the point, but I sensed he had been

serious. When asked bluntly by Azrael, a kinsman of Elizabeth, why this ceremony was even
necessary, he frowned at the swarthy, uncouth man. Papa, who was feeling his wine, glared at
him too. To my surprise, however, Gamaliel grinned, his eyes twinkling with mirth, and
admitted that this was a good way of showing off the school. This occasion, he explained
pleasantly, would serve two functions: a coming of age ceremony for the boys and a night of
recognition for all the students in his class. The rabbi was proud of what we all learned, even if
it seemed to break with tradition. Even the twins, who were not old enough for a ceremony,
would read from the Torah. In less than a year, Tabitha would be twelve years old, herself. I
know differently now, but it seemed that, in Gamaliel’s liberal thinking, she might “cross over”
too.
******
Azrael nodded begrudgingly at his reasons for the event but frowned with disapproval
when he included the girls. Receiving approving looks from the other guests, Gamaliel
explained how the ceremony would proceed. It was really quite simple. The Shema would be
recited by the host, as was proper, followed by the feast. Afterwards, at a signal from the rabbi,
all of the students would file up one-by-one for their turn to read from the scroll. The women
tittered nervously and most of the men grunted with approval. The aroma of fine foods wafting
into the hall overrode their curiosity and suspicion. As I looked around the room, I caught sight
John, sitting next to his mother. Elizabeth, who insisted on being seated like everyone else, was
propped up by pillows. Her skin was ashen gray, and her eyes were sunk deeply into her skull.
John’s attention seemed to be divided between her welfare and the festivities in the room.
Though Elizabeth’s relatives were a burden on our host, I was glad that she and John had come.
In her own way she was, like Samuel, a benefactor for our family. Though her son was nearly
Jesus’ age, he had never experienced such a ceremony, so these festivities were intended also for
him. Because he wasn’t a student in Gamaliel’s class, his knowledge wasn’t being tested. I was
certain that the other students envied him and James and Joseph resented this fact. John would
not have to make a fool of himself, as they would this evening. As the son of wealthy mother
and temple priest, it was assumed that he had been tutored in Hebrew, history, and the law, but
John never made such a claim. His education would come when he joined a band of hermits in
the desert. That fateful day at the river Jordan was a long ways away. This night, with his flashy
clothes and sickly mother, he was really only a guest, like most of the others. He must have felt
bored and out of place. I was the only one looking forward to this event.
During this glorious time I would shine like a pearl among pebbles, but I had promised
Gamaliel to be humble tonight. I would read only what the teacher suggested and nothing more.
Of course, this didn’t prevent me from showing off my skills as a speaker. I had memorized
many of the passages, which meant I could, as Gamaliel himself often did, quote scripture from
memory. Unlike the stumbling efforts of the others, I could look up at times and make eye
contact with the audience. Gamaliel had taught us to use hand gestures when speaking to
emphasize certain passages. When I was finished tonight I would show James, Joseph, and
many of the townsmen that I was no longer a silly child. In my heart, though, I still felt like a
child. I had the conflicting urge now to resume my escapades with my friends and brother
Simon. My parents reassured us, as we returned to Samuel’s house after doing our chores, that
the ceremony would not immediately transform us into adults. It would be a gradual process. At
this stage we were responsible for our actions before God and must set out on our path in life.
Judging by the words of old Samuel after delivering a croaking, stammering Shema, however,

this ceremony meant that Uriah, my brothers, myself, and Michael (in absentia) were now young
men and must put away childish things. As I look back, his words remind me of a passage from
Paul’s first gospel to the Corinthians, which I was privileged to read, “When I was a child I acted
like a child, but when I became a man, I put away childish things.” During my visit with Paul in
Ephesus, when I first read his scroll, I recalled those similar words spoken by our teacher and our
benefactor and was deeply moved. I hadn’t read this in the Torah and found it significant that
Paul chose those exact words. When spoken by Samuel at the table, they were frightening. They
carried conviction, not merely a desire for order in class, which I believe was Gamaliel’s
intention. Unlike the rabbi, the old man believed his speech. I might like showing off my
knowledge to my family and their friends, but I wasn’t ready to leap into manhood. I was certain
that the remainder of the initiates, including James and Joseph, were not ready for such a leap
either, so I clung to my parents words as I listened to the Pharisee admonish us for our foolish
ways then praise us for the transition we were making on this hallowed eve.
It took all of Samuel’s energy to deliver his short speech. Abner coaxed him into lying
down on the divan provided by servants. Mordechai, the chamberlain, had them place his master
close to the table, much like my parents did when he visited our house. It seemed to me that
poor Elizabeth should be lying down too. Our feast was sumptuous, even by Samuel’s standards.
The old man, who could not eat solid food, himself, gave us a seven-course meal—something
one might expect for a Roman aristocrat but certainly not a mere ceremony in a Pharisee’s house.
The first course naturally was lamb, an appropriate dish for such an occasion, the night before
the Shabbat, but this was followed by a second course of fish from Galilee stuffed with
mushrooms and rare herbs, a dish that most Jews would never normally eat. The third course
was a strange blend of different fowl—quite delicious. For all we knew, though, Samuel’s cook
had added crow and other exotic birds to the stew. The fourth and fifth courses, beef and deer
meat, whose preparation Mordechai had overseen himself, were so overwhelming that the last
two courses—lentil stew (Mama’s specialty) and a variety chopped fruit, intended for the
squeamish, were quite forgotten during the feast. My favorite was the mushrooms. If Mama had
not slapped my hand, I would have stuffed myself on those morsels. There was all manner of
bread, from unleavened to fancy loafs prepared by the baker. Throughout our feast, the servants
continued to fill our mugs with juice, water, or wine. Papa, Ezra, a few of Elizabeth’s relatives,
and some of the townsmen were becoming drunk. Even so, we were all expected to make room
for the cakes and sweat meats served after our meal.
When it came time to take our turns reading from the Torah, Tabitha and the twins and
slipped away and were playing hide-and-go-seek in the garden, Simon was asleep, and Uriah had
ran to the cloaca to throw up his food. James and Joseph were so nervous they had, like Simon
snuck sips of wine from chattering guests until they were dosing off too. Everyone, including
the women and other children, were fidgeting badly, with queasy stomachs or swelling bladders.
No one cared a wit for our Coming of Age ceremonies at this point, least of all us.
Just when I began searching for an avenue of escape, Gamaliel stood up and looked
around the room at his students, his dark, hawk-like eyes settling finally upon me. I felt trapped.
A moment of truth had come for me. Giving me a slight nod, signaling, with the upward motion
of his hands, for me to rise up and set an example to the others, he walked over solemnly and led
me to the rostrum he had set up at one end of the hall.
The guests looked up groggily as I passed, yet Jesus, like my parents, beamed with pride.
For most people in the hall this was a frightful bore. Simon was asleep. The twins and several
of the other youngsters in the room, including Tabitha and Uriah, were fidgeting in their seats,

while James and Joseph, in spite being tipsy, managed to give me a proper snarl. Everyone else
in the large hall appeared to be in various stages of drunkenness after so much wine or frowned
with physical discomfort from eating so much food. The expressions of all these onlookers made
my performance even more difficult. Using the traditional yad, my teacher selected, I recognized
with a gasp, one of Isaiah’s prophecies: the Messenger of the Messiah. As a disciple, I would
recognize these passages as pointing to our cousin John, but that night in Samuel’s house it
sounded, as so many prophecies, like gibberish. Why couldn’t Gamaliel have given me a simple
psalm, proverb or passage about the law? The psalmists and author of proverbs had written in a
simple, poetic style. The five books of Moses, which James and Joseph treasured so much,
though boring at times to read, were constructed in easy to read sentences. Probably thinking he
had done me favor in picking a favorite subject for Jews—prophesies of the Messiah—he now
pointed to this difficult passage for me to read.
“ ‘Comfort my peoples,’ sayeth the Lord,” I began after clearing my throat. “Speak
tenderly to Jerusalem and cry to her that her warfare has ended, that her iniquity is pardoned, that
she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins. A voice cries in the wilderness,
make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, and every
mountain and hill be made low. The uneven shall become level, and the rough places a plain.
And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it together for the mouth of the
Lord has spoken.”
Gamaliel’s hand upon my shoulder seemed to tell me I had read enough. Sighing with
relief, I realized it had not been so bad. I had not been forced to read the entire chapter. As I
turned away, however, the teacher moved his yad down the scroll to a new passage, tapping it
several times. A strange sense of foreboding filled me as my eyes fell upon the first lines, and
yet I no longer feared for my delivery. Many of the guests, whose heads were not drooping or
were nodding off to sleep, gave me thoughtful looks. James and Joseph had looks of envy upon
their faces. Simon looked on sleepily those moments as Uriah, Tabitha, and my parents clapped
their hands with joy. Inexplicably I looked at Jesus, who was frowning those moments as I
quoted the prophet’s words, “Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings. Lift
up your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of good tidings. Lift it up, and fear not; say to
the cities of Judah, ‘Behold your God!’” Then, as if to drive the point home, Gamaliel moved
passed this chapter to a prophecy no one clearly understood. At first I thought it must be an
accident. Though he wouldn’t admit it for many years, I think the Lord might have guided his
choice. Jesus face fell as my clarion voice filled the hall. Instead of the ringing lines “Behold, I
have given him for a witness to the people, a leader and commander to the people,” from a
preceding chapter, the words “He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and as
one from whom men hide their faces he was despised and we esteemed him not. Surely he has
borne our grief and carried our sorrows. Yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten by God, and
afflicted. He was wounded for our transgressions, and he was bruised for our iniquities. Upon
him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are healed—”
“Enough!” cried Samuel from his couch. “Jude’s skipped several chapters. Where’s the
part about the conquering Messiah, who brings peace and happiness to his people?”
“Yes,” blared Ezra, clanking his mug on the table, “give us happy lines. These words
don’t belong in this ceremony. We need cheerful words that give the students hope.”
I noticed, as I scanned their faces, that—with the exception of some of the men, who
were drunk—the adult members of my audience had troubled looks on their faces. Jesus’ frown
had deepened. Mama was clutching her hand to her mouth. James and Joseph’s snarls were

replaced by raised eyebrows and parted lips. Uriah and Tabitha had blank expressions, Simon
was rudely awakened by Gamaliel’s yad, and the twins had snuck away into the garden to play
childish games. Everyone else it seemed, including Cousin John, Aunt Elizabeth, and my
parents, had been shaken one way or another by these mysterious words.
“You may take your seat,” Gamaliel dismissed me gently. Under his breath he added,
“Well done Jude. Your execution was flawless. Soon, we shall begin your training in Greek.”
Samuel was grinning slyly at me as he reclined on his couch. Not sure what my words
meant, both Uriah and Tabitha nevertheless clapped with delight as I sat back down. Everyone
else, however, sat in moody silence.
“James bar Joseph,” Gamaliel called out, “you’re next. Please come to the rostrum.”
To his delight, James was given a passage from the first chapter of Exodus, one of the
most important chapters for the children of Israel. As he had during his recitation of Jesus’ letter,
James’ booming voice read the beginning lines of Exodus in grand style and with perfect
inflection: “ Now these are the names of the children of Israel, which came out of Egypt; every
man and his household came with Jacob: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Zebulon,
Benjamin, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher. And all of them that came out of the loins of Jacob
were seventy souls, for Joseph was in Egypt already...”
James delivery had been excellent. I was proud of him and told him so. The begrudging
nod he gave me, as Joseph replaced him at the rostrum, was equivalent to a Roman salute. If
only the others could do as well as James and I, I thought jubilantly, we could all share equally in
Gamaliel’s good graces as colleagues. Alas, as the third son began his recitation, I realized that
this was not to be. Joseph, who was actually smarter than James, had been dreading this event
all day and it showed. Though he read a chapter from the same book as James, he did it
haltingly, wetting his lips and coughing nervously, until Gamaliel rescued him from his torment
by clapping his hands and telling him how excellent had been his understanding of our tongue.
“For his first time in front of an audience,” extolled our teacher, “this isn’t bad. Joseph is
a fine student and will make a great scribe.”
Lies, all of it, I told myself, as Uriah took his turn. Unlike Joseph, Uriah didn’t stammer
or stutter; he just went blank as he gazed out at the listeners. With Gamaliel’s prodding, he
managed to utter a few lines from a psalm, “Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all ye lands...”
From this point, Uriah went blank again, read a few more muted lines until being directed
politely to his seat.
Compared to the bumbling efforts of Tabitha, who was far to shy for such a display, Uriah
did quite well. We would never know how Michael might have done. Simon, however,
surprised all of us with his rude effort. “Heart thine strengthen shall he and courage good of be
Lord the on wait—”
“Why, that sounds backward,” Samuel cackled aloud. “Is the boy drunk?”
“Gibberish,” grumbled Ezra. “What’s that man teaching these children?”
It wasn’t gibberish. I knew for a fact that Simon had been sneaking wine, but this
problem had been noted by Gamaliel before. The teacher whispered something into my brother’s
ear. I would learn later that he told Simon to begin at the end of sentence instead of the
beginning, reading the opposite way. Simon nodded and began the psalm again, but haltingly,
“Wait...on...the...Lord, be of good courage,...and he shall strengthen thine hearts...”
Papa’s jaw fell. Mama, who had groaned with dismay, during his first effort, beamed at
him with delight. Jesus gave them a knowing smile, as the audience looked on in amazement.
Simon had stolen the moment, and I stood up to applaud him loudly when he returned to his seat.

“Is it true?” Papa jumped up like a Persian stick puppet. “Does Simon see words
backward? Can you cure him rabbi? He’s always been slow. Thanks be to the Most High that
you’ve found this out. Simon must learn, like the others, to read—”
“Fear not.” Gamaliel reached out with a restraining hand. “I’ve seen this condition
before. A Greek I knew called it mirror vision. Simon was learning to read, as he saw it with his
mirror vision, backwards. Now to train his mind, his will start at the end of a line or verse. He is
learning to write this way too. Everything else, including his skill at adding, subtracting, and
dividing sums, his logic and reason in class, and his ability to memorize historical facts, is quite
above average. If he is slow, Joseph, it’s a simple matter of youthful sloth. Simon, like your
other sons, could be anything he wants. I have great confidence in him.”
“And,” Malachi, the town potter, called out resentfully, “you’ll teach some of our sons
too!”
“Yes, indeed.” Gamaliel gave him a curt nod. “If your town fails to find itself a rabbi,
those of you honoring Joseph’s family and Samuel’s house can send their sons to me to learn
Hebrew, history, and the law.”
This was a great revelation to us all. Gamaliel’s response to Malachi sounded almost
rehearsed. Most of the boys and girls attending the feast with their parents were, considering the
precedent he made for Tabitha and the twins, eligible for his school if a new rabbi wasn’t found.
Joachim had undoubtedly taught many boys the rudiments of Hebrew and history yet many of
them, Malachi implied, like his own son, were still ignorant of the Torah. It seemed only natural
that the children, whose parents had been hostile to my parents in the past, hadn’t been invited to
our feast, but I wondered if they might be included with Malachi’s son, Ezra’s daughters, and all
the other children of my parents’ friends, if, in fact, a new rabbi were brought to our town. I
assumed that the good rabbi told my parents’ kinsmen and friends this fiction in the belief that
Nazareth might once again have a rabbi, and yet expanding the enrollment of Gamaliel’s class
hadn’t been Samuel’s intention at all, though Gamaliel had just implied that other children in
Nazareth would be taught too if a rabbi didn’t arrive in our town. Although they weren’t present
in the hall, Caleb and Horib, who were fair-weather friends, had sons too. The very thought that
Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz might wind up in our school made me fearful of the future.
Samuel had wanted to restrict Gamaliel’s class to just Joseph’s family. Now Gamaliel
had, in the words of the Psalmist, opened the floodgates. Since it seemed unlikely that a new
rabbi would come soon, the word would get around. All of the rustic villagers would want to
send their unwashed and uncouth sons and daughters to our school. Was not Joachim still alive?
James asked his brother under his breath. “What if those miserly elders wait to see if he recovers
before paying the wage of a new teacher? Would the townsmen not take Gamaliel up on his
offer and demand that he enroll their children in his class?”
In spite of our misgivings, James, Simon, Uriah, and I were happy to be in Gamaliel’s
class. We didn’t want things to change. Joseph, though embarrassed by his recital, was also
afraid of the undesirables that might wind up in our school. The remainder of Gamaliel’s
students, however, proved to be a big disappointment in class. Michael, who remained hidden
somewhere in the big house, had proven that he cared nothing about learning. Unlike the rest of
us who had goals in life, he seemed content to have a fine meal and soft pallet to sleep in at
night. Tabitha, Abigail, and Martha, had dashed Mama’s hopes for their continuing education
after Gamaliel confessed that the three girls could still barely read and showed little inclination
to do so. We thought that this would be the end of it and they would suffer the same ignorance
and illiteracy as Mama and all the other women and girls in our town, but our teacher promised

to give them another chance. The same offer was made for Michael, who was even lazier than
Tabitha and the twins.
“After all,” I heard him confide to her as the guests filed out of the hall, “they’re younger
than the others. They can’t all do as well as Jude and James.”
******
That night, after we bid Ezra, his family and our other friends good night, and Mama
made sure Elizabeth was resting comfortably in her room, we expected Papa to gather up his
sleepy wife and children and lead us home. In spite of Papa’s sleeping arrangement set for us
during busy periods, it was obvious that poor Samuel had too many guests in his house. John
had even volunteered to come home with us during the feast. After Papa’s magnanimous
gesture, the doorman sighed with relief and the servants nodded with approval as they scurried
back and forth in the hall, but Mordechai, arriving in the nick of time, called out in a wavering
voice. “Samuel’s not feeling well, but he asked me to give you this message.”
“Oh dear, not again!” Mama cried, her hand flying up to her mouth.
“Don’t worry.” The stuffy chamberlain held up his hand. “He’s just overly tired. Abner
gave him a potion. He’s sound asleep now. Before he drifted off to sleep he said: ‘Elizabeth’s
relatives were not invited, but Joseph and his family are my honored guests. If anyone sleeps in
the garden, it shall be those strangers, not my good friends!”
It seemed as if the chamberlain always had a rehearsed statement ready. He didn’t seem
too happy about Samuel’s decision. He looked worn out, himself, and quite perplexed. Except
for Abner’s medical aid, the old man relied upon the chamberlain for everything, from running
the household to his business affairs.
Though everyone else, except Mama and Jesus, cheered the news, Papa replied quickly
with a bow, “Absolutely not, there’s not enough room. The chamberlain and our friend Samuel
have already been too kind. I saw the strain on his face when Elizabeth showed up with all those
people. It’s no bother for us to sleep at our own house. Please convey my deepest thanks to our
ailing friend for the feast honoring my children tonight. We shall pray for Samuel’s health when
we return home.”
“If you wish sir,” he replied with a shrug. “He’ll be angry when he wakes up, but the
truth is some of Elizabeth’s relatives would be sleeping in the garden if you stayed.”
“Samuel’s lucky to have a servant like you.” Mama squeezed his arm.
“I’m his friend, not his servant,” he corrected gently. “I’ve served him most of my life.”
“Well,” Papa piped, giving him a pat, “you’re our friend too. Tell Samuel we’ll be back
in our normal routine when Elizabeth and her relatives return home.”
“When do you suppose that will be?” The chamberlain gave him an anxious look.
“Oh, I suspect her relative will go on without her.” Mama chirped reassuringly. “Abner’s
worried about her getting on the road too soon.”
This was both good and bad news. With that said, Mordechai uttered, “Peace be upon
Joseph and his family” before shutting the great door. With a lamp in one hand, Papa motioned
us on. A Roman sentry galloped passed as we filed two by twos onto the road.
“You didn’t tell me that,” Papa said under his breath as Mama took his arm.
“I just found out from Abner,” she said with a yawn. “Dear Lord I’m tired.”
“You do too much,” he grumbled. “I suspect now you’ll be nursing her too.”
“Abner will be watching over mostly,” she prattled. “He’s not been feeling well, himself.
I have a feeling the old physician will soon retire.”

“That’s just great!” Joseph muttered to himself. “Another patient for our mother.”
“That means John’s going to be staying with Samuel,” groaned James. “I hope he stays
put!”
“At least those unfriendly relatives will be leaving.” Mama sighed contentedly. “All in all
I think the evening went quite well.”
Papa nodded begrudgingly. In spite of our disappointment, no one could argue with this
fact. Samuel, and now Gamaliel, were a part of our lives. Quite unexpectedly that moment,
John trotted up to us still wearing his princely garments, a torch clutched in his hand.
“Don’t worry my kinsmen.” He crowed, ruffling James and Joseph’s hair. “It’s not my
mother’s time yet. She doesn’t want to be a bother. She’ll be in a hurry to return home.”
Mama embraced her nephew. Although I had been idly listening to their conversations, I
was in a daze as I walked next to Tabitha holding her soft hand and gasped with surprise as he
vaulted down the road.
“John!” Simon and Uriah cried.
“You’re suppose to stay put,” Papa scolded. “There’s no reason why you have to sleep on
a hard floor.”
“I’d rather be with my cousins,” he said giving Simon and me a hug.
“This is ridiculous,” Joseph growled. “We’re packed like smoked fish. You had a room at
Samuel’s estate. Why would you want to stay in our crowded house?”
“I barely know those people,” he explained with a shrug. “Suddenly they’re all attentive
now that mother seems to be on death’s door.”
Jesus, who had been quiet since the feast ended, draped an arm around his kinsman but
said nothing as they discussed Elizabeth’s greedy kin. Papa informed John that Samuel had
greedy relatives too, but the Pharisee had forbidden them to come uninvited to his house.
“I’m sorry son,” he added as kindly as possible. “Your mother’s unexpected visit
shouldn’t have included all those people.”
“We can make room,” I said beaming up at my cousin. “John can stay with our family
now!”
“Cousin John’s always welcome in our home.” Papa gripped his shoulder. “We would be
happy to share a pallet with you, but not tonight.”
“Yes, our home’s more crowded than Samuel’s house!” blurted James.
“That’s not the main reason,” Papa sighed, fumbling for words. “Your mother will be
upset if she finds you gone in the morning. Look at your fine garments. Tomorrow morning will
be a busy time in my shop. Did you even tell her you’d be gone?”
“No,” John admitted sheepishly, “she was asleep.”
Papa had summed up his reasons why cousin John should return to Samuel’s house, but
James and Joseph’s words rang most truly. We didn’t have enough room, and it was silly for him
to forsake a soft-feathered pallet for sleeping on our floor. John confessed, before he said
goodnight to us that he had snuck through the back way of the villa—an unlocked door that lead
into the garden. From there, after borrowing a torch, he climbed over a fence to complete his
escape.
“You rascal!” Jesus found his voice. “Our cousin—always the adventurer.”
“Dear me, will you have any trouble getting back in?” Mama gave him a worried look.
“I’m surprised you could manage the fence in that getup,” snarled Joseph. “It’s a wonder
you didn’t set yourself on fire!”

“Don’t worry my relatives,” he chimed, patting the twins blond heads. “I’ve done this
plenty of times back in Sepphoris.” “By the way,” he called, as he walked back to the villa, “I
met two strange men in the garden—Michael, he calls himself, and an older fellow name
Bartholomew.”
“Moses ghost!” Papa groaned.
“Where they trying to escape?” the words flew out of Joseph’s mouth.
“Shut up Joseph!” grumbled James.
John paused on the trail leading to Samuel’s estate, holding his torch high, majestic,
almost other-worldly in the light. “They claimed to be servants of the Pharisee. Why would they
be trying to escape?”
“Why, I have no idea.” Papa uttered a nervous laugh, “no idea at all.” “Joseph, why
would you say such a thing?” He turned to face him, his expression belying his tone.
Joseph answered haltingly, “I-I was thinking of the bandits we had. That’s why the
Romans are here. You remember John—all those threats, Mariah’s house on fire, those men
running amuck in our hills. You never know when one or two might be lurking about. They
might be out there right now.”
“Humph.” John frowned in the light. “They’re not bandits. I thought they might be father
and son.”
“Is that what they told you?” Mama’s voice quivered.
“No,” John shook his head, “after giving me their names, they ran into the darkness, I
assume back through the garden door”
“Let’s hope so,” murmured Papa, “that was a damn fool thing for them to do.”
“Goodnight John,” he called back to our cousin. “Please visit us soon. We’ll check on Elizabeth
tomorrow.”
With that dismissal, John pivoted quietly, his torchlight fading as he sprinted up the trail.
Were Bartholomew and Michaels now friends? No one spoke of this again until we turned in for
the night. Weary and surfeited with victuals, we lapsed into silence as we continued our trek
home.
******
As we filed into our small house, I remembered with regret that I had forgotten to bid our
teacher goodnight. I promised myself that I would thank Gamaliel again when I saw him again.
Maybe I would bring him a basket of Mama’s honeyed rolls. The realization would grow in my
mind that his ability to teach the dull-witted Simon to read and write Hebrew was a far greater
feat than teaching me to use my God-given talents, something another scholar, half as good as
Gamaliel, could do.
That night, before crawling onto our pallets, we sat around the kitchen table discussing
the highlights of our feast. None of us had ever eaten such fine food, even on the night of Jesus’
departure with Joseph of Arimathea. A seven-course meal was always welcome after eating
Mama’s simple fare. Our successes and failures as speakers, however, were spoken of in a
general sense. To avoid making Joseph jealous after his poor performance, Papa, Mama, and
Jesus said they were proud of our efforts. Each of the boys had shown progress. They admitted,
of course, that James and I had shown exceptional ability and were disappointed that Tabitha,
Abigail, and Martha hadn’t even tried. Michael, of course, had given the teacher little
encouragement. He would have made a fool of himself if he were allowed to speak. When no
one was looking, Papa winked at me. Jesus, because he couldn’t lie, would confess later to me in

confidence that my readings had been spectacular whereas James had been merely good. James,
after all, he pointed out reluctantly, had read only one passage. In spite of Gamaliel’s
encouraging words, Simon’s problem reading had filled our parents with misgivings. They could
scarcely comprehend the Greek notion of mirror vision. Nor could anyone understand the
meaning of my reading of Isaiah. I don’t remember who coined the title Suffering Messiah; it’s
not written as such in the Torah. Isaiah’s passage about this character is so different from the
conquering Messiah extolled by rabbis and Isaiah, himself, it makes little sense as prophecy.
None of us, not even Jesus, could have known the impact this mysterious figure would have on
our family and the world.
Very briefly, almost in passing, Papa asked us all what we thought of the visitors in the
garden.
“Well, it was very stupid right after the feast,” James replied quickly. “What if John tells
Samuel about this? What if they were thinking about striking out on their own?”
“I dunno,” Papa said, stroking his beard. “. . . it wouldn’t be so bad if they didn’t get
caught. Bartholomew will have to be leaving one of these days.”
“John won’t make an issue about this.” Jesus shook his head. “I’m amazed they have
stayed hidden this long.”
“It really isn’t a problem,” Uriah offered innocently. “That’s a lovely garden. They
probably just wanted some fresh air.”
Mama clapped her hands with delight. “From the mouth of children comes wisdom!”
“Indeed!” Papa good-naturedly mussed Uriah hair. “All of us tremble like frightened
sheep, searching for reasons but you see the obvious!”
“He has a pure heart!” Mama brought him to her bosom.
“And an empty head,” quipped Joseph, rising from the bench.
One by one, after embracing our parents, Joseph the carpenter’s sons and daughters
turned to their pallets. Uriah, grinning with pride, settled down beside me that night. For a few
moments before we both drifted off to sleep, we discussed, in muted tones, the readings of the
Torah, which I had shone brilliantly in, and the great feast, which Uriah loved the best. Now that
Uriah was privy to our family secrets, we also talked about Samuel’s secret guests and Uriah’s
simple explanation. “Why should they want to escape that lovely mansion?” he asked, as I
mulled it over in my mind. “Where will they go? The Romans would surely catch them.” It
sounded so logical, even Jesus liked Uriah’s reason for Bartholomew and Michael presence in
the garden. Considering the alternative of escape, what Uriah just said was likewise sensible, but
Uriah didn’t know Michael like I did. He was sneaky and unpredictable. Bartholomew, for that
matter, must have been getting restless being cooped up like a prisoner in Samuel’s house. I
wasn’t so naive, and I don’t believe my parents and brothers were really fooled. I didn’t need a
revelation to know that Bartholomew and Michael were at least thinking about escape. What
stopped them cold in their tracks were the sentries riding back and forth down the road and the
guards posted throughout our town. The first chance they had, if, in fact, the opportunity arose,
they would vanish like phantoms in the night. With the exception of Uriah, my parents, siblings,
and I received John’s report at seeing the pair with alarm. Why had they run away at seeing John
enter the garden? What were they doing there in the first place?
I would be seeing Michael at school when Samuel’s guests were gone. Perhaps, I would
pay a visit to our old friend too. Sound reason seemed to agree with Uriah’s words. Those two
rascals were safe and sound where they were. No longer a liability to our family now that they
had found a sanctuary, the problem appeared to be, least temporarily, solved. This was the hope

when they were escorted in the dead of night, each at a different time, to Samuel’s estate. With
the return of our protectors in force, Bartholomew’s departure, in fact, seemed indefinitely
delayed. Given the memory of Mariah and her incorrigible son among townsmen, Michael
would lay low too. Yet, I told myself before I drifted off to sleep, neither one of these troubled
souls had been ruled by reason. Reuben had become a bandit. Michael, I suspected, was slightly
mad. On the other hand, even a madman and thief must have a shred of reason. Rome, Regulus
once told us, never forgot, and Nazareth’s townsmen, I learned by experience, never forgave. If
they were caught escaping his villa, it would incriminate our friend and benefactor Samuel.
Michael would prove to be a great embarrassment. The Romans wouldn’t understand Samuel
hiding a fugitive in his house. Nazareth was no place for Michael and Bartholomew, but for
now, I prayed, they must both stay put. Samuel’s estate was the safest place in Galilee for them
to be.

Chapter Twenty-Five
Back In The Shop

In spite of my parents promise that our lives wouldn’t change and we would remain
children in their eyes, the Coming of Age feast was suppose to be a turning point in our lives.
That we were responsible for our actions and sins seemed reasonable to me, considering the guilt
I carried with me about my gold. All of us, I’m certain, except, perhaps, Tabitha, Uriah, and the
twins, had been answerable to God long before this day. The notion, however, put forward by
Samuel and Gamaliel that we boys had crossed a threshold in which we were to take life more
seriously rankled us very much.
The next morning, after Jesus bent down to shake us awake, Uriah, Simon, and I looked
up through bleary eyes at the shadowy figure overhead. Inexplicably, I remembered a passage
from Genesis we had studied in school, “And they heard the voice of the Lord God walking in
the garden in the cool of the day...” I recall feeling a sense of foreboding. I was certain the other
initiates felt the same way. Our day had come! The first thing that came out of Uriah’s mouth
was “Will, what do we do now?” We were taken back when Simon, of all people, answered halfjokingly “We’re men now. Let’s go find ourselves some maids!” I broke into laughter. Though
James normally awakened in a surly mood he laughed at this quip, as did Uriah as he rubbed
sleep out of his eyes. “That’s not funny,” Jesus called from the doorway. “No one expects you to
suddenly become men. Samuel spoke rashly last night. The rabbi never meant that. But you
must take the event seriously. A journey has just begun for you, and more will be expected of
you on the road of life.”
Joseph grumbled at his words. James sat there a moment on his pallet shaking his head.
We had heard two absurd things this morning. Jesus wanted us to be serious “on the road of
life,” and Simon wanted us to go find ourselves some maids. As I record Jesus’ words in my
chronicle, his advice makes sound sense: we had to grow up—that was a fact, just not
immediately, but gradually, one step at a time. This should have comforted us after hearing
Samuel’s speech, and yet we knew that Jesus wanted us to get up off our pallets and share in the
responsibilities in Papa’s shop. In this way his lecture was meant to be a prod. After a hasty
breakfast of bread, water, and goat cheese, our parents, with Jesus as our shepherd, herded us like
sheep out of the house. It was time once more to help Papa with his orders and do our chores. A
reminder by Jesus on what would be expected of each of us in order to finish the projects on
time, was followed by Papa’s lecture (no doubt inspired by Samuel) that we were no longer
children and must start doing our fair share in the shop and helping Mama around the house.
Papa’s second demand was directed more at Simon, Uriah, and me. We still did most of Mama’s
gardening and performed menial tasks. The first demand, the most important for our
advancement, was aimed at our efforts in carpentry as well as our sloth at learning the craft.
Now that we all shared the role of initiates, James and Joseph accepted, with begrudging
resignation, their positions as Jesus assistants in Papa’s shop. They were paid more money, but
they had more responsibility and were held accountable, like Jesus, for what we produced. Since
Simon and I were more advanced woodworkers, we didn’t have to be watched as carefully as

Uriah. Uriah had shown enthusiasm for carpentry in the past. All he needed, Jesus reminded us,
was a little extra patience. Soon, if given the proper guidance, he would measure up like the rest
of us. It might just take a little more time. Once more, as we considered this possibility, we
broke into giggles. Even Uriah found this hard to believe. Jesus admonished us sternly, a smile
belying his words, “Remember what Papa said, you’re no longer children—so says the Pharisee
and our teacher. Do your best. This is all God expects.”
I realized, as did James and Joseph, that Jesus had gently mocked the form of the
ceremony while upholding its function, which was to make us more responsible at home and in
the shop. In this respect, Gamaliel wanted us to be serious students in his school. We
understood, by Papa’s absence, that Jesus was now totally in charge. To offset this ominous fact,
was Jesus reminder that we would, as James and Joseph, now receive a daily wage. Of course,
he also explained, it wouldn’t be as much as the apprentice woodworkers, since they had to train
us and were responsible for a greater share of the work. Because of this fact, it seemed that
James and Joseph as full-fledged apprentices, should already be on the road to adulthood, and yet
they were, like the rest of us, still children, only a few years older than ourselves. Yesterday,
before the ceremony, we did a few chores then ran off to play children’s games, but today we
would have to show our older brothers, James and Joseph, greater respect, as we showed Jesus,
the eldest son. We would work most of the day in order to make a few mites and learn a trade all
of us, except the inept Uriah, wished to avoid. Papa, as owner and master carpenter, would
spend most of his time searching for clients and working on his projects, leaving us completely
under Jesus’ control.
Considering our diverse personalities, this seemed to be an overly ambitious and
unreasonable plan. Our first day as James and Joseph’s assistants had followed a simple
breakfast, at which Papa was not present. Mama explained, with great delight, how he dashed
off to Ezra’s house to plan their trip to Jerusalem. It was something they had been planning for
quite some time, and Papa was excited about the prospects ahead. At the crack of dawn
tomorrow, the two men would set off for the Holy City, where they would meet with prospective
buyers in order to drum up business. The trip would require a Roman escort, which Longinus
had promised to provide the previous week. Samples of Papa’s furniture and Ezra and Naomi’s
wool clothing would be packed on several mules, which meant, of course, Mama pointed out, we
would all have to be up before dawn to help load the pack animals. Groans had erupted at the
table, stifled by Mama’s scolding, turning to grumbles and curses as we filed into the shop.
Jesus stood over us with his hands on his hips, his voice booming that morning, “James,
keep an eye on your brothers. Uriah, remember what I told you about even strokes. That’s it
Jude, keep up the good work. Remember, men—we’re a team! I shall work on Papa’s tables.
Joseph will finish up the stools. While the rest of you continue sanding, James can begin
roughing out those blocks of wood.”
“What do I do first?” James frowned at Uriah. “You want me to keep an eye on my
brothers, but he’s had a hundred accidents since he started working in the shop.”
“Don’t worry about the others,” replied Jesus patiently, “just Uriah. Joseph’s starting to
do fine work. So is Jude. Simon’s a shirker, but I think he can do a good job. When Uriah’s
using a shaver or sander, you must make sure he doesn’t cut himself again. I see great promise
in him. He has the heart and the will; all he needs is the chance.” “Patience is the key word.” He
wrung his finger. “All of us together must guide Uriah, not just James!”
“Promise?” Joseph whispered to James. “What’s he talking about? He sees promise in
Uriah? Tabitha would make a better carpenter than him!”

“Ah, but remember,” James quoted Jesus, “he has the heart and the will. We must give
him a chance!”
We were all growing annoyed with Jesus’ airs. For a few moments, as our older brother
ducked into the shop, Simon grumbled to me, “he’s even more bossy now. We might as well be
his slaves.”
“We’re wage-earners.” I shrugged my shoulders. “He’s our leader. Papa expects a lot
from the oldest son.”
“What?” James mouth dropped. “This from Jude the slacker and daydreamer. How dare
you preach to us?”
Joseph’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Where did you get such wisdom little brother?
Not only do you have a perfect memory and learned our language but you’re filled with such
bottomless wit.”
“Oh, I’m not perfect,” I maintained, tossing my head, “I have much to learn.”
“How humble of you,” James said succinctly. “Why don’t you teach that numbskull and
let us get on with our work.”
“Everyone treats me like a baby,” whimpered Uriah. “No one wants to give me a
chance.”
“You’ve had plenty of chances,” snarled Joseph. “How many chances do you want? You
had a dozen accidents just this month. You do all the safe, easy work, nothing hard or dangerous,
and even that you mess up!”
“Uriah’s improving,” I came to his defense. “He’s learned how to sand wood and apply
varnish. Pretty soon Papa will trust him with harder tasks.”
“No, he won’t!” James waved irritably. “Uriah can’t be left alone—not for a moment.
We have to watch him constantly just to make sure there’s no sharp instruments in his little fat
hands. We can’t turn our back on him for fear he’ll hurt himself or damage the wood.”
“Maybe he should just help Mama in the garden,” Simon replied flatly. “I’m just glad we
don’t have to deal with Michael now. He’s not right in the head.”
“Michael’s Samuel’s problem,” snorted Joseph.
“Michael’s everyone’s problem,” spat James.
“More work, less talk.” Jesus’ head emerged suddenly from the shop. “Uriah knows what
he’s suppose to do. We have a deadline to meet.”
My brothers had been talking about Uriah as if he wasn’t here. Michael’s moods had
been more difficult to deal with than Uriah, but Michael was no longer here. In addition to
James, Joseph, and Simon’s distrust of my friends, was their inability to accept him as a member
of our family. To his dying day, Nehemiah was never welcomed into our family. Michael, of
course, would never fit in. Until last night Reuben (now Bartholomew), who John saw loitering
with Michael, had almost been forgotten by everyone, except perhaps Jesus and Mama, who
would have adopted Reuben too if she had her way. Now Uriah, as poor Nehemiah, depended
solely upon my friendship and my parents’ goodwill.
With Papa and Ezra planning on finding clients in the Holy City, there were many orders
for us to fill. Jesus was in no mood for our antics today nor would he tolerant my brothers’
surliness, Uriah’s recklessness nor Simon and my impatience to finish our work so we could run
freely in the hills. Yet in spite of the pressure on him now, the oldest brother, though bossy and
crisp, kept his cool this hour. Walking with wide strides over to Uriah, he reached down, gently
gripped his hand, and pulled him to his feet.

“Today you learn how to join wood by pegs instead of glue,” he announced, leading him
into the shop. “We’ll show them what a find carpenter you are!”
“They were being mean to him,” I whispered, looking accusingly at Joseph and James.
Jesus nodded quietly at me.
Simon, who had been unkind, himself, growled under his breath at Uriah’s unsanded
boards. In stony silence James stood looking down at their unfinished chores. I continued to
sand my project diligently, avoiding their glares. For Jesus benefit, I thought, recalling a homily
he gave us at such a time, I would play the good and cheerful worker. Secretly, of course, I
would be satisfied just to sneak away for a few moments and check on my gold. Because of the
many projects Papa would drum up by his trip, our free time would shrink considerably. We now
had to attend school each morning, return home for lunch, then work until dusk. There was little
time for our own recreation except for limited activity during the Shabbat and those lulls when
all of Papa’s current projects had been completed. In the last several months, such lulls were few
and far between. I hadn’t been able to check on my treasure because of Uriah and my brothers’
prying eyes. For all I knew, one of my disgruntled playmates had snuck back into our yard to
steal my pot of gold.
After all my fine words to Jesus, the old itch was returning. My mind began wandering
as I did my work. The resentment I once had for Uriah returned as Jesus tutored him in the shop.
Once again, because I sided with him, Simon appeared to be aligning himself with Joseph and
James. In spite of my standing with Gamaliel, reputation as a prodigy like my oldest brother,
and the renewed respect of my parents, I was miserable this hour. I was also bored. James and
Joseph couldn’t hide their jealousy of me. Thanks to my defense of Uriah, Simon was mad at me
too. Restlessness, irritation, and greed grabbed a hold of my spirit. Guilt for my dark secret
weighed heavily upon my mind. When Papa returned from Ezra’s house, he took Jesus aside for
a short meeting. As I paused in my own sanding to help Uriah slop glue into the table recesses,
my eyes wandered to the passage between the shop and house and the trail leading to the wall.
James, Joseph, and Simon looked up once awhile to glare at us, as Uriah’s fat little hands began
fumbling with the glue, and I pretended to be absorbed in my work.
“No, no, Uriah,” I groaned, pushing him away, “drop the brush. Wipe off your hands
before that dries. I’ll glue it. You just hold these pieces together.”
“Your brothers make me nervous,” he complained, wiping his fingers on his shirt.
“Use this, numbskull.” I threw him a rag. “Now let’s finished this project so we can take
a break.”
As I slopped on more glue, he announced petulantly, “Jesus is gonna teach me something
new. I want to learn to fasten wood with pegs. Someday I’ll learn to sand like him.”
“Jesus is too busy right now,” I said through gritted teeth. “Pay attention to what you’re
doing, Uriah. Press the leg down evenly—gripping the end. That’s it. Hold it steady. Stop
whining. We got three legs to go!”
I shook my head at Uriah but said nothing. Despite Jesus’ efforts to teach him, he was all
thumbs. I had no patience for him today. Though I tried very hard, my heart wasn’t in it.
Restlessness, irritation, and greed continued to vex me. As I record my memories, I remember
them reeling in my head—plus a fourth emotion, always at the back of my mind: guilt. My
secret—a bandit’s gold—festered in my mind, at times crowding out everything else. Competing
with my concern for my treasure those moments was the annoyance I felt toward Uriah. There
was, despite my efforts to clean him off, glue on his face, arms, and toes. He managed before I
took over the gluing process, to leave his fingerprints on one of the legs. I tried using some of

Papa’s solvent to clean off the smudges, but there were still faint imprints where he touched the
wood.
Despite my irritation with Uriah, we managed to glue all four legs into the table. With the
tabletop face down on the ground, I added weights to hold each leg in place as the glue set.
Uriah sighed with relief, as we back on our haunches to survey our work. Luckily for us as I
cleaned up the mess, James and Joseph had been absorbed in their tasks. Now, as I heard the
crunch of gravel, I wondered if Jesus might have watching us all this time. He had a way of
appearing out of nowhere to catch one unawares. As his shadow fell over us, he momentarily
blotted out the sun. Had I known what I know today, I might have seen an omen in this specter.
As it was, the cold breath of fear filled me when the silhouette placed its hands on its hips and
cocked its head. Had Jesus read my thoughts somehow or, during that pause he was talking to
Papa in the house, slipped out the back way to ferret out my hiding place? I must have been
delirious to think such thoughts. I wasn’t even certain Jesus could read minds. With the gentlest
laugh, he reached down, pulled Uriah up to his feet and led him to the house.
“James,” he called over his shoulder, “keep an eye on them while I scrub Uriah off.”
Joseph burst into laughter as he was led away. I held my breath as James walked over to
inspect our work.
“You thought we wouldn’t see that?” He folded his arms.
“I didn’t do that leg,” I replied defensively, “Uriah did. I did the other three.”
“Look at that!” He pointed accusingly. “I hope we can rub that out. I can’t watch him
every moment, Jude. I’ve got my own work to do!”
“He’ a numbskull,” Joseph scoffed. “Two things you never give Uriah: sharp objects and
glue.”
“He can’t help it,” I said halfheartedly, “Uriah has fat little hands. He tries to do better.
He’s not stupid—just clumsy. I’ve never known anyone as clumsy as him.”
In my reply I had defended but also insulted my friend, and yet I felt exonerated of
Uriah’s misdeed. Casting me disgusted looks as if it was my fault, they returned to their jobs. In
spite of their presence in the work area and Jesus imminent return, I felt the sudden urge to slip
away and make a run for the wall. I had enough of this. I couldn’t concentrate on my task now
after watching Uriah almost self-destruct again as a carpenter. Unless Jesus submitted a
powerful prayer on his behalf, there was no way Uriah could succeed at this occupation. His
enthusiasm for woodwork did not match his intellect. I had been right next to Uriah, trusting
him to slop on some glue when he slopped it all over himself. Joseph was right; sharp objects
such as chisels or knives, were dangerous in his hands. When not tripping over his two left feet
as he worked, he was all thumbs when handling tools, no matter how closely he was watched.
He often dropped or spilled things, as if they were mysteriously launched out of his hands.
Unless he was under close scrutiny, he would over-sand a surface or injure himself with splinters
or drop something heavy onto his foot. He was, James once exclaimed, a disaster in the making.
He shouldn’t be allowed one cubit from the shop!
Now, as I attempted to slip away unnoticed, Jesus was nowhere in sight. I knew this was
my chance. All I had to worry about was James and Joseph believing that I was going to use the
cloaca. I had used this excuse so many time in the past to idle away my time I was surprised that
it worked again. I ran directly to the cloaca, my plan being to linger just long enough to sneak
along the front of the house, run around the opposite end, and dash into the backyard. After
checking my hideout, I would quickly retrace my steps, and emerge from the direction of the
cloaca shack as I had done countless times before. Hopefully James and Joseph will have been

distracted by their work enough to let pass my tardiness. It was a reckless and foolish plan. Not
only would I be seen shirking my work, I might be caught in the act checking on my gold.
Racing through the steps necessary to accomplish my task, I prayed feverishly to God, as
if He would actually help me deceive my brothers and allow me to keep my ill-gotten goods.
Jesus could emerge from the front door at any time or James and Joseph could become
suspicious enough to check the cloaca shack and even search for me in the backyard, and yet, at
least for a time, God, in fact, appeared to be with me, when I arrived at that special point in the
wall. As I reached into the recess, my heart hammered loudly, I felt that familiar dizziness I had
before when I was up to no good, and a flood of recriminations filled me as I touched the ancient
pot in which I had put my gold. For a brief moment, the pot, by itself, reassured me that my
treasure was safe. In my haste to return to my work station, that seemed good enough for me at
first, until, almost as an afterthought, I reached further in and discovered its barren interior. It
was empty! Someone had stolen my treasure! Stricken with grief, sadness, and fear—the worst
emotions a mortal could feel, I crumpled momentarily onto the ground and wept like a child,
which, despite my coming age, I still was. I had been a fool, a liar, and a deceiver. Surely the
Lord was punishing me now. If only I had never seen Adam’s gold! The shiny yellow metal had
poisoned my spirit. Running blindly in my tears, I headed in the direction I had come from,
stumbled over a stump, ran straight into a pomegranate bush, and then found myself, after
tripping over my favorite rock, dashing around the house and passed the front door. When I had
skirted the house and reached the cloaca shack, I realized I was a sweaty mess. James, Joseph,
and Simon would know I had been crying. My first impulse was to run back into the house and
tell Mama and Jesus I had been stung by a wasp, but then I would have to display its sting. A
safer plan would be to pretend that I was having problems, and sit in the cloaca awhile. What
decided the issue was the sound of the door shutting and Jesus counseling Uriah about the quality
of his work. I could care less what Jesus was saying. What almost caused me to faint was
Papa’s voice, “Jude, where have you been?”
In the short run, the bad news that came next caused a flood of relief in my mind. In the
long run, as I reflected upon my sins, it was one more tragedy in my life. It appears as if
Mordechai had paid my parents a visit after I snuck into the backyard. The gist of it, as I listened
to the voices inside the house was: Michael was gone, and he was nowhere in sight. Members of
my family emerged from the front door that moment as I halted, out of breath, in front of the
shop.
“Keep it down, boys,” Papa shushed them, as they cavorted in the front yard. “We don’t
want our guards to hear.”
“Jude, you missed the good news,” Joseph whispered through cupped hands. “Michael
ran away. Nazareth is rid of him once and for all!”
“Our suspicions were correct,” crowed James, “Michael must’ve been thinking about this
when John saw him last night.”
“Good riddance,” Simon couldn’t contain his enthusiasm, “he was no damn good!”
“How do we know for sure?” Papa scratched his beard. “Did anyone at Samuel’s house
see him take off? How long’s he been gone?”
“You heard Mordechai.” Joseph shrugged. “He’s just gone. End of story—period.”
“I wonder if Reuben was trying to stop him.” Mama sighed, wiping her brow.
“Mary!” Papa wagged his finger. “It’s Bartholomew—not Reuben in case anyone finds
out he’s holed up at Samuel’s house.” “Please remember that—all of you.” He looked around
the group.

Papa might as well have been speaking Egyptian at that point. I heard what I wanted to
hear. I was saved! It wouldn’t take long for them to notice my perspiration and tear streaked
face. The loss of my treasure seemed almost secondary to me as a solution to my dilemma
surfaced in the crisis: an outright lie—the worst I’ve ever told.
“Listen to me,” I exaggerated my exhaustion, still gasping for breath, “I saw him run in
back of the house. I chased him for a while, but he was too fast. He’s gone. I knew he’d run
away.”
“What?” Papa’s mouth dropped.
Mama’s hand flew to her mouth.
“It’s true,” I said, avoiding their stares.
“But you went to the cloaca,” Joseph flashed me a suspicious look. “That’s in the front of
the house. How did you see him run past?”
“Yes, Jude,” James said with a frown, “what were you doing in the backyard?”
“More importantly.” Papa shook his head. “Why would Michael not just run into
Samuel’s woods?”
“I know Michael’s mind,” I answered promptly. “He would pick the Shepherd’s trail,
leading to the old Jerusalem road. As I left the cloaca, I saw him run in that direction. He
returned to us that way. That’s where he fled.”
“That makes sense to me,” nodded Simon. “Michael’s crazy. I bet he stole some of
Samuel’s stuff and sold it to the shepherds.”
I realized light-headedly that at least half of what I told them was probably the truth. It
would be just like Michael to pull such a stunt. The question that would never be answered was
how? He must have ran away last night or early in the morning. Jesus arrived in our midst, his
arm still resting on Uriah’s slumped shoulders. Uriah’s face looked flushed from the scrubbing
Mama gave it. Jesus said nothing to me, as I thought he might, but he immediately put doubt
upon my claim.
“You don’t know that, Simon.” He heaved a sigh. “Michael would be stupid to run off.
He has a home, an education, and, if our town can forgive him, a future in our family. I will pray
on this matter. The Lord knows Michael’s heart.”
“We’ll all pray,” Mama said resolutely. “We can have a prayer circle today.”
Papa made no reply. Even Jesus thought this was a bit much. As I listened to James and
Joseph grumble about Mama’s suggestion, I continued to shrink morally in front of their eyes,
and yet, I was quite certain that only Jesus had any inkling of what I had done. The question
foremost in my mind was “Did he know that I was lying now?” Why didn’t the all seeing Jesus
know the whereabouts of Michael? What if Michael came strolling into Samuel’s garden,
whistling foolishly to himself, as he often did? This thought was like a thunderclap in my head.
That would be the end of me in my family’s eyes, I thought, giddy with terror. Mama startled me
half out my wits, as her little hands clasped my forehead and felt my pulse.
“What’s wrong with you Jude?” She asked, her voice tinged with suspicion.
Papa had asked me where I had been. That seemed covered at this point. Now Mama
was worried about my health. I quickly decided that moment to play on this excuse for my
quirky behavior.
“I don’t feel well,” I replied truthfully, my head ringing and stomach wrenched into a
knot.
“You never feel well when it comes to work,” Joseph grumbled.

“Uh-uh,” Uriah came to my defense, “Jude worked real hard this morning. We glued a
table together and got done really fast.”
“Precisely the point,” James snorted, “a hastily done, sloppy piece of work.”
“Come, sit down my son,” Mama ordered gently. “Simon, go fetch Jude a mug of juice.”
Simon, who would drink liberally from the pitcher, himself, ran swiftly into the house.
Tabitha, Martha, and Abigail scampered after him as he returned, drawn by the commotion.
Holding the pitcher in one hand and a string of mugs in the other, Simon trudged awkwardly up
to us, the mugs clanking on the line and punch spilling onto the ground. On his own accord,
Simon sat the pitcher down on a small unfinished table and began pouring each of us a mug of
juice. I could see past the family members the silhouette of old Habakkuk ambling down the
road. That moment a Roman sentry galloped down the road. Hopefully, my mind wandered,
Priam or Falco wouldn’t show up on the scene. Dear Lord, I lamented silently under their
scrutiny, I would, in a flash, exchange my role as wonder student for my old gang! After waving
at the town elder, Papa stroked his beard with irritation at this interruption in his daily schedule.
My brothers slurped down the juice with relish, but Papa would much rather have had a mug of
wine. Mama let the twins share the drink given to her by Simon. Uriah gulped his punch down
it seemed in one gulp. Simon poured me a mug of juice and stood there a moment, as everyone
else finished their drinks, a sly grin on his dirty face. Tabitha lingered in the small crowd, a mug
clutched in her tiny hands, staring artlessly at me.
As I sat on the stool brought out by James, the group’s shadow fell as an accusation upon
me. James, after his act of civility, gave me his characteristic snarl. Displaying what I
recognized as an attitude of distrust, Joseph folded his arms, his nostrils flaring and eyes
narrowing to slits. Even Uriah was frowning at me now, though it might have been because of
the scrubbing he just received. Only Jesus’ expression was difficult to read. Often in the past his
eyes would flash when he was angry. Seldom did his forehead wrinkle in anger, unless
something catastrophic occurred. Mama’s face, however, registered disappointment this time,
the most troubling expression of them all. As I sipped my juice, Simon grinned mischievously at
me. There was a fresh moustache of berry juice on his upper lip and wicked gleam in his eyes. I
wasn’t comfortable with the story I gave them. If Michael showed up at Samuel’s house, I
thought with trepidation, it must not be from the main road into town. Whatever his intentions
for running away in the first place, he must return, as I claimed, through our backyard. It
appeared very much to me that Simon, if no one else, was not fooled by my story.
The punch swished tastelessly in my mouth. What I really needed to numb my brain was
some of Papa’s wine.
“Are you all right?” Uriah reached out to touch my head. “You’re sweating an awful lot.”
“I’m all right now,” I mumbled. “Please don’t fuss over me.”
“He’s lazy,” grumbled Joseph. “He’ll do anything to get out of work.”
“No, he’s worried about Michael.” Simon gave me a crafty look. “He couldn’t catch him.
Michael runs really fast.”
“Where’s Michael?” Uriah blinked stupidly. “I thought he was at Samuel’s.”
“Is that really why you were in the backyard?” James eyes flickered with suspicion. “You
told us you were going to the cloaca. Why didn’t you holler when you saw him run past?”
My heart hammered loudly in my chest, and I was very close to tears. It was a wonder I
didn’t faint dead away, as I had before. “It happened so fast,” the words poured out deliriously
then. “I thought I was imagining it.”—another half-truth, since I had, in fact, made up the whole
story.

“This is very strange, very strange indeed.” Papa shook his head again.
“I don’t understand.” Mama’s voice came next. “He was safe at Samuel’s house. Why
would that boy he run away?”
“Because he’s Michael,” concluded Simon. “Who knows what goes on in his head.”
“Did he tell you anything?” Papa knelt down to look squarely into my eyes. “Was he
unhappy about something. He seemed happy to be back. Michael was given a great opportunity
at Rabbi Gamaliel’s school.”
Looking back, I still find it hard to believe that my parents were so naive. Jesus, I was
certain, wasn’t fooled. He was just biding his time. Perhaps he was waiting for me to get it off
my chest.... If that was the case, I thought light-headedly, he would be waiting a very long time.
“I dunno, Papa,” I shook my head jerkily. “I don’t know where Michael’s at. Perhaps
he’s just taking a walk. Maybe he’s out there wandering in the hills like Jesus once did.”
It sounded so stupid that Joseph and Simon began giggling to themselves. James looked
at me with disgust, uttering a sour laugh. With the greatest relief, I realized that their dislike for
Michael and knowledge of my antics blinded them to my subterfuge. Lately, with school and my
concern for my treasure, it was not unusual for me to shirk my work. For that matter, it didn’t
seem so unlikely that I would go after my old friend or feel remorse that he was gone, even
though this wasn’t true. I had run madly toward the hills, but it was to check on my treasure,
now gone. If I felt any remorse if was for the loss of my gold. The notion grew in my crowded
mind those moments that Michael had stolen my treasure. That lowly jackal was even smarter
than I had thought. It had to be him. I can’t imagine Obadiah, Jethro, or Boaz daring to trespass
after the warning given to them by Falco and Priam, not to mention Jesus’ threats. Who else
could have emptied my pot of gold? Miserable though I was, unless Jesus spoke up, I was safe.
As far as Joseph was concerned, I was a shirker. James was upset because I had let Uriah make
another mess. But no one could deny that Michael had not run off. I had, most of them believed,
been looking for my friend. I think Mama was hurt that Michael ran away again, but I was
certain that Papa felt a measure of relief and James, Joseph, and Simon were grateful that he was
gone. Uriah, in his innocence, could care less about Michael either way and seemed to be
worried about my state of mind. In their own different ways, as I understood it, Uriah and Simon
remained loyal to me, not knowing about the dark secret in my mind. Tabitha and the twins
tittered foolishly, with no opinions themselves, running freely into the backyard with no thought
for treasure or gold.
******
Early that afternoon, during John’s visit, our cousin expressed surprise about Michael’s
flight. Bartholomew, he informed us, had been talking to Michael in the garden. Both of them
became mute when he called to them, and, after a cordial exchange from Bartholomew, bid him
goodnight.
“What an odd thing to do,” he commented innocently. “It was as if they had something to
hide.”
“Samuel has many odd relatives,” Papa chortled in his beard. “Who knows the mind of
youth.”
It was obvious to us that John was curious to know more about this strange man, but the
less our cousin knew about Bartholomew, the better. Papa’s untruth would remain the official
reason for the unidentified man being in Samuel’s house. Michael was no longer our problem.

At least this is what we thought. Hopefully, Bartholomew would stay put and not sneak off like
Michael without saying goodbye.
I wept alone that night, unable to tell members of my family what was wrong. When I
awakened the next morning, I would make several feeble attempts to come clean with Jesus, but
I would fail. The great irony for me was that, for a long time after Michael’s flight, the one
person that knew of my greed and deceit, treated me as if nothing had changed whatsoever, and
James and Joseph distrusted me even more. There was, they believed, something not right about
my story. It didn’t matter that they hated Michael. I swore to my parents, with a clear
conscience this time, that I knew nothing of Michael’s plans and would have told them if I knew
he was going to flee, and yet neither of them understood how Michael could have slipped away
unseen and unheard by the Romans, townsmen, and anyone else except me.

Chapter Twenty-Six
A Turning Point

Elizabeth’s relatives departed Samuel estate without Mama’s sickly aunt, none the wiser
about Samuel’s mysterious guests. When Elizabeth was feeling better, she and John also
returned home, which was just as well since John had no desire to attend Gamaliel’s school. In
the following months, I tried to put the gold I had lost and guilt I felt out of my mind, but it
followed me like a shadow. Since I had began hording treasure, it felt as if the Evil One was
dogging my trail. My routine had been simple until Gamaliel’s school began in Samuel’s house.
Before that fateful day, I would arise in the morning with my family, eat breakfast, work in the
shop and garden, have lunch, and then romp freely in the yard and hills until suppertime. Once
in a while when no one was looking, I would check on my treasure. Because Uriah and Simon
had always been close by, it would always be a quick glance. A few times I merely brushed the
pot with my knuckles as we looked for ripe berries. No one had been the wiser. For all I knew,
though, it could have been emptied before the day Michael ran away. Now, with Papa’s business
increasing and our efforts divided between school and carpentry, there was little time for play
except on the Shabbat and when Papa’s orders for furniture were finished. Even then, when
Simon, Uriah, and I had time to ourselves, it was not the same. The lure of the yard and the hills
beyond, which had become synonymous with treasure for me, had lost its luster. Childish games
such as tag, hide-and-go-seek, and rock toss no longer filled the void. Something else, I realize
now, was missing, more complicated than mere treasure. There were other, greater, treasures of
the heart and the soul. The memory of Nehemiah, the most loyal friend I would ever have, still
haunted my thoughts. In spite of how he turned out, I also missed the adventuresome spirit of
Michael and even the brief friendships with Caleb and Horib’s sons.
I still had Uriah as a friend, of course, but it wasn’t enough. Uriah was changing too.
My last glimpse of Longinus riding away on his great black horse was a constant
reminder of what I wanted to do with my life. He was, I can say in retrospect, the consummate
soldier, containing in his person all the noble qualities I envisioned in a Roman knight. This was,
I now believe, true for the optio Regulus and, though we seldom saw him anymore, Cornelius,
whose report to the governor, was the reason for the Roman protection of our town. On the other
hand, I had learned that there was a dark side to Roman soldiers. They were unpredictable at
times, disrespectful and mean-spirited one moment and cheerful and uncaring the next. In many
respects, Priam and Falco, though I still had some fondness for them, were typical of Nazareth’s
guards. Unlike the shining examples of Cornelius and Longinus, they were the kind of
legionnaire I didn’t want to be. I didn’t want to become lazy and shiftless. I well probably never
forgive them for roughing up Boaz, Jethro, and Obadiah and the disrespect they showed us that
day. Nevertheless, all things considered, I was glad that the Romans had returned. I looked
forward to meeting Priam and Falco on their rounds and seeing the centurion and optio riding by
again. Neither Simon nor Uriah had been particularly close to Nehemiah and had never been
fond of the Romans like me, but I longed for those carefree days. I had seen Simon, like James
and Joseph, smile with satisfaction when they heard that Michael was gone. I couldn’t blame
them. We had hoped, with Michael gone, that our lives would return to normal. I was happy to

see our protectors back, but it was not the same. The murder of Regulus’ brother in Sepphoris,
the reception given to the Romans upon their return, and their treatment of Caleb and Horib’s
sons had soured the mood. James and Joseph would never accept their presence in our lives,
especially after that incident in town. Yet the Romans, my fair-weather friends, and the events
preceding our Coming of Age were not to blame. Something abstract and intangible, I could not
put into words, had changed the course of our lives.
We never talked about it. It was just there: an awareness that we were somehow
different. It seemed that Samuel and Gamaliel had been correct about our transition after the
ceremony at Samuel’s house. We were no longer children. Gamaliel’s expectations for us—to
start behaving like young men instead of children—was being fulfilled each day. For me it was
far worse than it was for the others, for I had lost more than my childhood. I had lost my gold. I
can’t believe that Simon ever knew about my treasure. Surely he couldn’t have kept that to
himself. Yet, there were times when I was sure he would finally ask me point blank “whatever
happened to your pot of gold?” Fortunately for me that moment never came. Gradually, as we
grew into our roles as carpenters in Papa’s business, our exploits evolved clearly from childhood
games to youthful adventures, which included accompanying Papa on his business trips to
Sepphoris, Caesarea, and Jerusalem.
During such trips, which amounted to holidays for us, we helped Papa unload furniture
for customers and load up on lumber and supplies before returning home. Success for Papa’s
business had provided me with the opportunity to learn about the surrounding world. I could see
in their eyes that James and Joseph felt the same way. Uriah was dead set on becoming a
carpenter, and so was Jesus, who would inherit the business if Papa died, but the rest of us had
no intention of spending our lives in our backwoods town.
In our mutual wanderlust, my three brothers and I shared common ground. Now that I
think about it, the most important development during this transitional period was James and
Joseph’s begrudging acceptance of Simon, Uriah, and me as associates, if not equal partners, in
Papa’s carpenter shop. Because of the old prejudices lingering in Nazareth, neither their friends
nor Simon and my onetime companions came around very much. Most of our friends’ parents
only spoke to Papa when he was called upon to repair a roof or piece of broken furniture. In
spite of these intervals, the healing was slow. Our house remained out of bounds. This would
change when we became adults and, as Paul would one day write they “put away childish
things.” By then, of course, the old hostility ignited by Rabbi Joachim over my family’s
protection of Mariah and her son, Papa’s feud with the rabbi, and the distrust townsmen had for
the oldest son would be things of the past. Papa’s business was gradually but steadily wearing
down the prejudices of townsfolk. Jesus handling of the carpenter’s shop impressed many
doubters. The fact that Mama was nursing Joachim, our onetime enemy, and that Samuel, a
respectable Pharisee, had taken us under his wing also helped strengthen our standing. The most
important factor in the rehabilitation of our reputation, however, came from without, rather than
within, our small town. This event came a few months after the Romans returned to our town.
Gamaliel had invited his cousin Aaron to take over the synagogue in Nazareth until Joachim’s
health returned. I know now, of course, by hindsight, that Joachim’s health would not return.
When, many years in the future, Jesus returned to town as a preacher, instead of carpenter, Aaron
would still be Nazareth’s rabbi.
He arrived one afternoon at Samuel’s villa in the company of legionnaires, a jubilant
event, in spite of the reason for the soldiers’ presence. There was, Longinus shouted hoarsely, a
new band of brigands in Galilee, led by Abbas’ son. When I heard this startling news, I gasped

from sheer surprise rather than fear. After my incredible experience with this young man, I still
considered him my friend. I could almost admire this daring fellow for his audacity. He had
only been a year younger than Jesus when he disappeared from our lives. Now here he was, by
my calculations, barely seventeen and leading a new gang of thieves. When Longinus spoke to
the assembly and politely shared wine with townsmen and his men, the Romans held the public’s
interest. There was a minority of men grumbling about their show of force and a few hotheads,
silenced by threats from the majority in the background, grumbling to themselves, but the very
name Abbas struck such fear in our town. A collective sigh of relief could almost be heard when
Longinus promised that an increased number of mounted sentries and perimeter guards would be
stationed in Nazareth, along with the existing forces, both day and night. Though I respected the
foot guards tramping through our town, nothing impressed me more than mounted knights. With
the news that Cornelius Cohort was guarding the cities of Galilee more stringently, we knew
what this meant to our daily lives. Longinus ended the festivities with a curt reminder that the
rules we Nazarenes followed before were even more important now. There would be no
unauthorized congregations greater than two persons at night, since Roman soldiers found it
difficult to distinguish bad Jews from good Jews, especially in the dark. I didn’t see our onetime
guards Priam and Falco, but I glimpsed Regulus in Longinus’ detachment. Lately, we hadn’t
seen much of our daytime guards. The reason for this had never been made clear. I said a prayer
that moment that everything would return to normal: Priam, Falco and the other guards marching
up and down the Shepherd’s Trail, more sentries, as Longinus promised, galloping through town,
and my onetime gang reassembling and hiking merrily through the hills.
When the Roman detachment had rode off and the dust cleared, Aaron, the new rabbi of
Nazareth, stood there, scrolls crammed under in his arms, barely five feet tall, the smallest rabbi I
would ever know. The contrast between such an impressive figure as Gamaliel and this slight
man would have been humorous had it not been for the final words from the centurion’s mouth:
“there will be no disrespect shown toward my men as there was last time. We shall respect you
Jews. You, in turn, shall instruct the hotheads in your midst that all acts of civil disobedience
shall be dealt with harshly in the severest fashion.”
After almost falling off his animal, Aaron had climbed awkwardly off the large mule
loaned to him by the Romans to await his turn for the audience’s attention. He was, in the dust
and commotion, a mere shadow, whose impact upon our town could never have been imagined at
this inauspicious moment. Word had gone out that he would arrive with the soldiers (for his own
protection), yet we had almost forgotten about the traveler in their midst. Though it didn’t seem
like it at first, the realization occurred to us when he began to speak that two momentous things
had just happened in our town: the Romans were increasing their forces in Nazareth and our
town once more had a rabbi. The rabbi’s thick, black beard and forehead locks almost hid his
small face. The words that came out of Aaron belied his small size.
“Greetings citizens of Nazareth,” his voice boomed resonantly. “My name’s Aaron bar
Hammon. My home, like you, was once in Galilee. I’ve traveled to many lands seeking the
ultimate truth, only to return home and realize it was here all along. Traveling to Rome, Greece,
and Egypt, I’ve been a stranger in a strange land. But I’ve returned. Our faith, I can attest, is
best felt in our holy land. Here Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses molded our people into a
great nation. From a distance, when I saw the lovely hills of Nazareth, I felt as if I was home. I
shall raise a family here; the Lord willing I shall be buried here. I shall, in my lifetime, do my
utmost to help your children and their children know and love our history and language as much
as me. If you will allow me, I would like to have the old synagogue remodeled and enlarged so

it will accommodate a growing congregation. I shall use my own funds. Like yourselves I am
willing to invest in our city. Your will, as citizens of Nazareth, share in this growth. We shall
work together and pray together. Please let me know your thoughts today or tomorrow. As
God’s servant, I am your servant too. The shepherd needs the goodwill of his flock.”
The crowd broke into cheers and surrounded the little rabbi, who had stolen their hearts
and imaginations. I was much taller now, but I couldn’t see above the townsmen’s heads, so I
ran back to the entrance of Samuel’s estate and climbed up on one of the great stone vases to
look down upon the speaker, now taking questions from the crowd. The questions, which came
from several different townsfolk and his clever answers, summed up in my mind the type of
teacher and spiritual leader Aaron bar Hammon would be.
“What sort of things will you teach our children?” a man cried out.
“From the word of God and the hand of Moses shall they be taught.” Aaron answered
promptly.
“Tell me rabbi,” a second man stepped forth, “why would a stranger, whom we don’t
even know, rebuild our synagogue?”
“My family’s wealthy.” Aaron explained with a shrug. “Money, in itself, means little to
me. I wish to share my inheritance with all of you, my new friends.”
“We know why we’re here,” a third voice rang out, “we were born and raised here, but
why would a worldly man of learning like you stay in this backwoods town?
Aaron replied dreamily, “A town is as small or large as the heart of its people.”
There were many such questions, some of which were more crudely put. One warty
misshapen fellow, who seemed to be drunk on wine, asked the rabbi why he was so short? This
brought a ripple of laughter in the assembly. Many people were suspicious of Aaron’s intentions.
I heard one elder grumble to himself, “This man is either a fool or addled in the head.” Most
members of the crowd of men, though, gave the rabbi respectful and fond looks. In less time that
it took for the Roman detachment to ride into Nazareth and reestablish itself, Aaron had won
over our town.
Samuel, we were later told, had been overcome with exertion and was escorted into the
house before Aaron gave his speech, but Mordechai, the chamberlain, appeared suddenly on the
scene during the question and answer session to rescue the rabbi from the inquisitive townsmen.
Upon closer inspection, as Aaron followed Mordechai into the house, he had large piercing gray
eyes, finely carved features beneath his flowing beard, and tiny delicate little hands. If his beard
and hair on his head were trimmed properly he might be considered handsome by women’s
standards, but he was so very short. He talked ceaselessly, rephrasing what he had said before, to
make his point. His quick, decisive gestures were puppet-like as he chattered to the townsmen,
and yet when I closed my eyes, the voice I heard might have belonged to a big burly man, rather
than this dwarf.
During the feast served in his honor, at which many of the town’s elders were invited to
attend, Papa took a liking to this strange man. Aaron shared none of the dark prejudices of
Joachim, the previous rabbi. The subjects of Mariah and her son Michael and Jesus onetime
eccentricities were never brought up. As I listened to the rabbi discuss his views with Papa on
the Torah, he sounded tolerant and reasonable, very much like his cousin Gamaliel. The fact that
Aaron shared his cousin’s observance of the great Hillel’s teaching caused a few eyebrows to
raise among conservative elders, but everyone appeared to like his enthusiasm for our town,
especially since he would pay for the repairs to the synagogue himself. Samuel had promised to
do this but never got around to it until the subject was brought up during the meal. Naturally, he

offered to share the cost, and, not to be outdone by Aaron’s willingness to invest in our town,
even promised to repair the stone bridge over Nazareth’s dried up stream. It was plain to see that
Aaron’s sterling presence in Nazareth had already effected changes. If his deeds were as good as
his words, the new rabbi would fill the void left by Joachim’s illness.
As I write the chronicle of my family, I know that another important character for Jesus
future ministry had entered his life, but that first day after his arrival in Nazareth, I wasn’t sure
how I felt. Aaron talked far too much for my liking, using lofty sentences and exaggerated
gestures far out of proportion to his words. Jesus, who had been seated across from him, found
the rabbi amusing. I think he had seen through the rabbi’s pretensions. As a mere youth, though,
I was more influenced by his physical movements than his complex verbiage. When the rabbi
was not talking about world architecture with Papa and that trivial, many faceted chatter with
other diners, he was discussing fine points from the Torah with Jesus and Samuel: the Jewish
conception of heaven, the nature of Satan, free will, and natural sin.
As always, I ate heartily as did Uriah and my four brothers, while Tabitha and my sisters
had spoiled their appetites by stuffing themselves with sweat meats before the meal. This time,
with two rabbis and a table full of Pharisees and town elders present, it was impossible for us to
sneak a swig of wine. Jesus was positioned across from us, watching our every move. When the
dinner was over and the men and their wives retired to the garden, many youths naturally
gravitated out the front door and into the nearby woods to flee from serious discussions. This
was not the case for members of my family. Because of the implications of many of our old
enemies sharing wine with Papa and the new rabbi’s friendliness toward him, we felt we had a
stake in their conversation, so we tagged along after Jesus, who was caught up in a polite
argument on Isaiah’s controversial passage about the universal God. Samuel, who might not
have been feeling well, disappeared after the meal. Papa and Ezra were quite tipsy at this point
or they would have steered Jesus away from this topic. I was delighted by the young rabbi’s
good-natured criticism of Jesus central ideas: the universal god and salvation for Gentiles.
“Let me get this straight,” Aaron said, laughing softly to himself, “you believe that God is
universal and the Romans and Greeks should share our covenant with God.”
“I think, if they discard their paganism and wish to join, God will accept them. Did he
not accept Ruth, the Moabite and many gentile converts already? Is he not already a universal
God.”
“No,” Aaron replied, shaking his head, “he is a Hebrew god. To join, one must become a
Jew first, convert second. The vast majority of Gentiles will not convert to our faith because of
the mutilation that is required, the dietary requirements, and change of lifestyle. To call him a
universal god, dilutes our position as the Chosen People.”
Though it was plan to everyone listening that the rabbi politely disagreed with Jesus’
views, my oldest brother had once again stirred up controversy among conservative Jews. Upon
hearing this exchange, the elders grumbled to themselves in dismay. Even Gamaliel, who
encouraged an open-minded approach to studying the Torah, found the implications of Gentile
converts to Judaism to radical to accept.
“If the Roman or Greek thought like us, it would be one thing,” Gamaliel replied
thoughtfully, “but Aaron is right: we—Jews and Gentiles—makeup two different worlds.
There’s no question that God, who created the heavens and earth, is universal, but throughout our
history He never once called Himself anything more than the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and
the Israelites. After the Flood, God singled us out continuously. Did he not command our

patriarchs to wipe out the pagan in the land bestowed upon us? Our scriptures were not written
for anyone but early Hebrews or conquering Israelites.”
“You believe that only Jews merit salvation?” Jesus frowned.
“What is this word salvation?” Aaron shook his head. “You seem to be talking about a
brand new religion Jesus.”
“No,” Jesus responded quickly, “the word might seem new, but not the religion. There
were men taken up for their righteousness to prove the existence of paradise. Elijah and Enoch
were rewarded this way for their goodness. I believe that when other good, faithful people die,
they can also share heaven with the Lord.”
“Be that as it may,” Aaron heaved a pent-up sigh, “the Lord’s ways are mysterious, but
our history is Jewish and its laws are black and white. Perhaps our Messiah will bestow God’s
good graces upon other peoples of the earth, but until then they remain Gentiles—outside of the
covenant with our Lord.”
Jesus set his jaw. His eyes blazed as they had in the orchard. “Consider Adam and Eve,
Noah and his sons, Methuselah, a roving priest, and the righteous Enoch, who escaped death
when God took him straight up to heaven. These people were not Jews. They were descendents
of Noah, by definition Gentiles. In fact, there’s no evidence in the Torah prior to Abraham’s
covenant, that dietary restrictions, mutilations, and lifestyles differed from the pagans at all. The
only thing that mattered back then was faith.”
Aaron uttered a nervous laugh. Gamaliel stroked his well-oiled beard. Everyone else,
including myself, gasped at this apparent heresy.
The little rabbi was being much to gentle with this young man, Gideon muttered to
Habakkuk. Mama tried unsuccessfully to sway the conversation to Samuel’s lovely plants.
Samuel’s enchanting garden had been the light conversation of the women during our feast. The
spectacle of Jesus angering townsmen and spoiling the mood caused all of us, even the
complacent Uriah, to mutter protests in the background. Sensing, though not quite
comprehending that Jesus was uttering blasphemies, Ezra frowned fiercely, while Papa gave
many of them challenging looks. Mama and Naomi, who had enough trouble with their drunken
husbands, pulled them both aside and scolded them. A few of the other elders, who were also in
their cups, were also restrained by their wives, as the argument was joined by Habakkuk and
Gideon, who had not drank as much wine.
“Jesus is speaking heresy again, like he did before,” Gideon said accusingly. “We don’t
cast pearls before swine.”
“No, no,” Habakkuk disagreed, “all that traveling has made him sympathetic to the
Romans and Greeks. I’ve met many good Gentiles, even among the Syrians. Why shouldn’t
righteous Gentiles merit heaven?”
“Because,” growled Gideon, “they’re unclean. Romans are pigs!”
“No, that’s unfair!” Jesus shook his head. “You don’t know our guards. Many of them
are good men. Not all Gentiles are bad. Perhaps you’ve forgotten the words of Isaiah: ‘This is
the plan determined for the whole world. His hand is stretched out over all nations.’ ”
“That’s taken it out of context,” snorted Gideon. “Your twisting God’s words.”
“No, he’s not.” Habakkuk glanced at Aaron. “I remember reading that. Isaiah also
promised believers heaven. Surely, you remember that.”
“Yes, I do.” Aaron smiled with amusement. “Isaiah has said many strange things.”
Some of the other elders nodded at this recollection. The wives, always more tolerant
than the men, agreed heartily. Mama grinned happily at this scene, in spite of Papa’s condition.

Ezra’s frown faded, perhaps because he was drunk. Though Jesus was making a great
impression upon the rabbis and guests, Ezra and Papa would remember little about this evening.
Simon, James, Joseph, Uriah, and I, however, clapped our hands with delight.
Gideon and only two of the other men disagreed with Isaiah’s words. Of all of Jesus
youthful confrontations with tradition, I remember this one especially because of its impact on
his reputation in our town. A consensus was established between townsmen at Samuel’s feast
that changed his status from heretic to free thinker (as Hillel had been, himself). Those
townsmen who agreed with Isaiah appeared to outnumber those who didn’t. Even the normally
narrow-minded Joseph was happy to see Jesus prevail. It was never made clear to me whether
or not Hillel, in fact really agreed with Isaiah on the salvation of Gentiles or if the elders and
rabbis actually accepted Jesus notion of a universal God, but no one could challenge the
authority of the greatest of our prophets after Moses. After bringing up the subjects of
universalism and Gentile salvation espoused by the sage and hearing the rabbis and Gideon’s
disagreements, Jesus very wisely gave Isaiah the credit for this notion, whose wisdom Gamaliel
and Aaron couldn’t deny. What had seemed like a precarious subject, had therefore become a
quarrel between interpretations of controversial passages, the two halves of Isaiah, who
prophesized the traditional Messiah for Jews, but also believed that God was universal and was
here for the Gentiles too.
Not mentioned in their conversation was the most controversial of all the conflicts in
Isaiah’s writing: the passage about the Suffering Messiah. Very wisely, Jesus avoided this
subject during the discussion. Though it had troubled him before, it made no sense even to him.
The truth about this passage, like his divinity, would not be revealed until his mission began.
******
Everything had begun with Samuel’s generosity in hiring Gamaliel as our teacher, but it
was Gamaliel’s success in bringing a rabbi to our town to replace Joachim, that did most to repair
my family’s standing in our town. Yet, because of Samuel’s friendship with us, it was all set in
motion. Nazareth’s synagogue would be reopened for worship and its children and youth would
learn to read, write and learn our people’s history and laws. This fact alone helped bring factions
of our town—those friendly to my family and those unfriendly to my family—together once
more. Several people, who had not attended the feast for Aaron and who had not spoken to Papa
for years would, when they had the chance, thank him personally for this event, though Papa,
himself, had known nothing of Gamaliel’s invitation to the young rabbi. Papa was drunk during
the feast and could barely recall his name. The reason that they gave Papa some of the credit for
Aaron coming to Nazareth, which was a major factor in the healing process, was the immediate
friendship Aaron struck up with my family. Independently wealthy as his cousin Gamaliel, he
requisitioned Papa to manage the building of a house for him in the hills near Samuel’s estate.
This would give many of the young men in town employment and keep us busy for quite some
time, while the rabbi remained a guest, as Gamaliel, in the Pharisee’s house. Several additional
carpenters, whom Papa had befriended in Sepphoris and Nain would assist him, as well as
masons and furniture makers from nearby towns. Not only did this put coins into Papa’s money
box, but it helped repair the friendships he had with townsmen and made him even more popular
with his friends. To improve his business and, though he wouldn’t admit it, impress his clients,
Papa remodeled his carpenter shop so that a large portion of it could hold furniture and supplies.
During the rare periods of bad weather in Nazareth, we would be able to work inside the shop. A
platform, with a woven awning, was built outside so that we didn’t have to saw and sand boards

in the hot sun or suffer a downpour of rain. A cobblestone path was also created, leading from
the road directly to the shop, a signpost by the entrance proclaiming to the world “Carpentry
done by Joseph and his sons,” though Jesus would inherit the shop if Papa died.
The rapid changes in our lives moved at a dizzying pace. Along with constructing
Aaron’s house, a growing number of customers were requesting repairs and new furniture.
Except for the Shabbat, there wasn’t a day when sawing, sanding, and hammering wasn’t heard
in our shop. The most important material change in our lives, however, was our expanded and
renovated house, that, when Papa’s work crew had finished, would boast two additional rooms,
an enclosed kitchen, and a large hall upon entering an archway. For the first time since the
burning of Mariah’s house—a day also burned into my family’s memory, my parents actually
entertained guests. Some of the same people, who had vowed never to set foot in our house,
supped with us and shared Papa’s wine. Gradually also, the townsmen’s children were drawn
back into our home, which, in the months following the arrival of the Romans and new rabbi,
included James and Joseph’s old friends as well as Simon and my old gang.
******
Uriah, my brothers and sisters, and I were at various levels in Gamaliel’s class. Having
learned the basics of Hebrew and memorized important passages from the Torah, James, Joseph,
and I were at the most advanced stage, while many of our fair-weather friends, who would be
attending Aaron’s synagogue school, could barely read. Simon still saw the Hebrews symbols
backward and, despite Gamaliel’s method of reading from the end of a sentence and holding a
mirror up to reverse the text, had learned very little. Uriah was not too far behind James and
Joseph, his only problem, Gamaliel discovered, being his lack of interest. Tabitha, who proved
to be a fast learner, had surprised everyone, but my twin sisters, Abigail and Martha, seemed too
scatter-brained to learn very much.
Gamaliel had promised to teach me Greek and Latin when I mastered Hebrew, and a
period would be set aside for special tutoring after school. This period, of course, never came.
While Gamaliel continued to teach us awhile longer, Aaron became the official rabbi of our
town. Because our synagogue had been greatly enlarged, the young rabbi’s class could
accommodate a large number of students. One day, as work commenced on the synagogue, our
teacher informed us that he would be leaving Nazareth soon and that his cousin Aaron would
finish our education. We could scarcely believe that we would be losing our privileged status
and would be joining the general population of students in Aaron’s class.
James uttered a wounded cry. “It’s not fair! We haven’t learned enough. Why’re you
leaving so soon?”
“I’ve been here over a year.” He sighed heavily. “Your feet are set on the right path. My
cousin will lead you now; he knows as much as me. It’s good that you’ll be in a classroom with
more students. The townsmen are grumbling about Joseph’s family getting special treatment.
You can show off how smart you are to those fellows. Your town needs a full time rabbi; I never
planned on filling such a niche.”
“You promised, you promised!” I said, my lower lip quivering.
“Now Jude,” Gamaliel gave me a warning look. “Something unforeseen has come up.
Someday I’ll return. You’re in good hands with Aaron. He’s a fine teacher!”
“But we don’t want Aaron,” Tabitha wept openly, “we want you!”
I looked around the table in disbelief. “Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz will be in Aaron’s
class. They don’t like us. They’ll beat us up.”

“At their own peril!” Jesus called from the back of the room.
Jesus gave me a comforting smile. Gamaliel’s promise to teach me Greek and Roman
had been our secret, but I think Jesus knew. Stifling a sob, I turned away and stared at my
writing tablet. In Hebraic, I had written liar, liar!, quickly rubbing it out with my thumb. James
and Joseph sat there arguing with the teacher as I sank further into gloom. Simon, who was
doing poorly in class, was not as upset as me, nor did I expect to see tears in Abigail or Martha’s
blue eyes, but Tabitha was sobbing uncontrollably and Uriah, to my surprise, was on the verge of
tears. All I could think was that I wouldn’t learn Greek and Latin, which I needed for my travels
in the world.
“Students, please believe me.” Gamaliel raised his hands in appeal. “Aaron’s a fine
teacher. You heard him speak at Samuel’s feast. I know of no one more knowledgeable of the
Torah.”
“He’s a dwarf!” Joseph scowled. “You can barely see his face.”
“That has nothing to do with his abilities.” Gamaliel shook his head with
disappointment. “The greatest teacher of them all, Hillel, was bald and blind in one eye. Judge a
man by his deeds. Beauty’s but a fading flower.”
“I’m sorry,” Joseph groaned, “I meant no disrespect. It’s not him. It’s his oversized
class. We don’t want to be stuck with a bunch of numbskulls. His class is going to be huge!”
“He’s right,” James protested. “Aaron will have his hands full. He won’t give us special
attention.”
“James, Joseph, Jude.” He walked, with hands clasped, across the floor. “I’ve given you
the direction. You know how to study the scriptures. Aaron will find time to help you with your
Hebrew. Now that you know the symbols and basic sentence formation, you’ll be far ahead of
the others. All I’ve done is guide you, as Aaron will do. Practice, memorize, and vocalize what
you know.” “I shall return, when I’ve taken care of my business.”
“What business?” I jeered. “Isn’t Nazareth big enough for you?”
“Nazareth is a lovely town,” answered Gamaliel, “but I do what I must I do.”
“What?” I looked at him challengingly. “Tell us what?”
Gamaliel remained silent. We would learn later that Elijah, the rabbi’s brother, had been
arrested in Sepphoris and thrown into jail. The students would not find out what Elijah had done
to get into trouble, but it had evidently embarrassed our teacher very much. I would hear about
the details of Elijah’s crime when Paul of Tarsus related the story to me after Gamaliel’s death.
Elijah had attacked an important citizen in a drunken rage. Because of Elijah’s status in
the city, the magistrates accepted the fine offered by Gamaliel with the stipulation that Elijah
leave Sepphoris and not return. The week in which Gamaliel was forced to return to Sepphoris
and pay Elijah’ fine was followed by an additional period of time required for he and his siblings
to resettle their recalcitrant brother in another town. Gamaliel would, in fact, return briefly to
Nazareth, but on the day he left our town, leaving us to join the horde of students in Aaron’s
class, the only members of my family present at his send-off were my parents, sisters, and oldest
brother. Of the many things in my life that I am ashamed of are the words I had said to him in
class and the fact that I talked Simon and Uriah out of being at the send-off. James and Joseph
were also absent, as was Tabitha who, because of conservative attitudes, would not be admitted
to synagogue school.
Though the class was, as James and Joseph feared, far too large, much of our dread about
Boaz, Jethro, and Obadiah was unfounded. Jesus, who would sit in class frequently, had warned
Aaron about these students. He promised each of them that they would suffer the consequences

if they said so much as an unkind word to us. Aaron reminded all of the students at the first day
of synagogue school that we were once again under the rule of Rome. All congregations outside
of school or worship services would be immediately censored. Everyone knew what the Romans
meant by “censored.”
Our first day with Aaron as teacher was a long-winded affair, and not a word had been
said about learning Hebrew or, for that matter, Latin or Greek. Before I had even shown up that
day, I had preconceived notions about the little rabbi. In Samuel’s house our small class had
been given a diverse and liberal education, some of which would have disturbed the elders of our
town. The synagogue was open to daily, even hourly, scrutiny, by any citizen dropping in off the
street. Because of those narrow-minded graybeards, Aaron would have to watch what he said.
There would be no more philosophical speculation not covered in the Torah. Because it was felt
that girls didn’t need much education and there was barely enough room, Tabitha, my sisters, and
the other girls in town, would not be attending school. Right at the very beginning, I was also
predisposed against the atmosphere of the classroom, itself. Since we showed up late, Uriah and
my brothers and I were seated in the very last bench. So that the sixty-five children and youths
could get better acquainted, the young rabbi had everyone stand up and introduce themselves.
He wrote each name on a special list, insisting that we give our full names, such as Judah bar
Joseph and Uriah bar Joachim—the same irksome custom practiced by Gamaliel, our previous
teacher. What’s worse, he asked us, as we were standing, what we wanted to do with our lives.
Because of the reaction I might receive, I said nothing about my ambitions in seeing the world
and, when my turn arrived, replied lamely, “I shall work in my father’s shop.” Since Jesus was
present the first hour, there were no catcalls when Uriah and my names were called. Everyone
was familiar with Judah the Galilean, who caused Rome’s wrath to fall on our people, and the
reputation of Uriah’s father. It seemed like a pointless exercise in class. Most children assumed
they would follow in their father’s footsteps. Yet how many of these students, I wondered those
moments, actually wanted to spend their entire lives in this backwoods town? Nearly everyone
did as I did and said exactly what they thought their parents would want to hear. Some, with
thick tongues, like the slow-moving Boaz, stuttered and stammered when they tried to explain
their goals, and several students simply drew a blank when asked to stand up. The gaps in ages
in the class, which didn’t help, were great. The youngest students were six years olds, younger
than my sisters Abigail and Martha, while the oldest, James and his friends, who felt out of place
in this crowd, were sixteen. Such a disparity seemed to bode ill for the younger students, until
Aaron divided us into groups. The topmost group, which moved up to the front of the class,
would contain everyone from the age of 12 to 16, which to my great relief included me. I’m not
sure whether or not Aaron had taken into consideration the fact that Gamaliel had already placed
James, Joseph, and me into one group.
After listening to the classroom chatter, I realized that some of the youths thrown in with
James, Joseph, and myself had little comprehension of the Torah. Simon, unfortunately, was
among this group. Aaron’s divisions made more sense for the younger students, whose age range
of six to eleven was where my sisters and Tabitha would have fit in, but placing the dull-witted
Boaz, Jethro, and Obadiah into our group simply because they were in our age range overlooked
the fact that they were practically illiterate, while James, Joseph, and I already knew Hebrew and
could recite from the Torah. Though they were older than Uriah and me, Boaz, Jethro, and
Obadiah belonged in the six to eleven group in ability, along with most of the other youths,
including Simon, who was also lumped into our group. Unfortunately, Simon, who continued to
see everything backward, required special attention he wouldn’t receive in any group. After

listening to James and Joseph’s protests, however, Aaron explained, with a giggle, that we could
help teach these oafs. He would appoint Jesus, as his assistant and even pay him, if he agreed,
and might even place James, Joseph and me into the same positions if we wished.
It was obvious that Gamaliel had bragged to his nephew about James, Joseph and me.
This explained why he didn’t include Simon in his offer nor Uriah, who had worked very hard
the last week in which Gamaliel taught our class. I wondered fleetingly that moment if Gamaliel
had given me special praise because of my perfect memory. Perhaps our teacher was merely
being tactful by lumping James, Joseph, and me together, but I frankly didn’t care. Despite his
favorable beginning at Samuel’s house, Aaron was on the wrong path. The future of our class
seemed bleak. His suggestion that we act as his assistants was so absurd we broke into hysterical
laughter as we discussed it after school. Jesus might have scolded us for not responding more
politely to Aaron’s offer if he had been on watch, but he had walked home to help Papa in the
shop. This is where we would find refuge from the expected jeers of our classmates.
Unfortunately, neither Jesus nor the Romans who were supposed to protect us from our
enemies, were around when we exited the synagogue. Considering the threat, it was a long walk
to the carpenter’s shop. I had no faith in James or Joseph protecting us from Jethro, Obadiah or
Boaz, who had a score to settle after being disciplined by Falco and Priam. They were also, I
was certain, still sniffing around for their share of the gold. Fortunately for us, a trio of
legionnaires galloped past as we dashed down the road. One of the riders, whom I recognized at
once barked, “Slow down lads. What’s the hurry? Are you being chased?”
“Not yet,” mumbled Simon.
“It’s Caleb and Horib’s boys,” blurted Uriah
“What? Those ruffians again?” Regulus looked down at us.
“Hello Regulus.” I stopped to salute. “Where not afraid, as long as you’re on patrol.”
“He would say something like that,” Joseph grumbled to James.
“Oh, isn’t that cute,” I heard one of the other optios remark, “a proper little soldier. Is
that the one who wants to join the army?”
“Yes, a fine little fellow.” Regulus grinned wryly. “Remember what we said about
assemblies?” He added good-naturedly, spurring his horse.
A cloud of dust was kicked up as he galloped toward our house. The other two optios sat
awhile on their mounts as Regulus reined in his horse, dismounted, and led his stallion up to the
hitching post. In the distance, emerging from our front yard, were the shadowy silhouettes of
two of his men. As the dust cleared, I recognized Priam and Falco at once. To James and
Joseph’s great annoyance, I saluted them too. Priam and Falco returned my salute, but gave the
others unfriendly looks.
Regulus, who had been the first to speak, talked almost exclusively to me. “I heard your
synagogue’s open for business again. I met that new rabbi. He sure talks a lot. He’s the smallest
Jew I’ve ever seen but a vast improvement over that last scoundrel.” “Whatever happened to
that fellow?” His eyes shifted to Uriah. “Heard he was sick—had some kind of stroke.”
“That’s right sir, Uriah’s living with us,” I piped eagerly.
I was very excited by this meeting. Uriah, who prickled under the optio’ scrutiny,
shrugged, a scowl registering on his face. Elbowing him in the ribs, I said from the corner of my
mouth, “These people are here to protect us. Don’t be rude. Answer the optio!”
“Owe,” whined Uriah, “that hurts.”
“How’s your fine parents?” Regulus winked at me. “I heard your mother’s still nursing
Joachim, your family’s onetime foe, her aunt, and Samuel all at the same time. Vesta, be praised

—that woman’s a saint!”
“Yes sir,” I replied enthusiastically, “ and Papa’s business is doing much better. His
shop’s been expanded and builders are working on our house.”
Glancing around at our small group, he frowned at James and Joseph and gave Uriah a
curt nod. I remembered Longinus words after Papa’s confrontation with Joachim: “the fruit does
not fall far from the tree. Jesus would remember these words too. Priam and Falco would
accompany the optio as he checked up on the hill and perimeter guards. I was glad of the added
protection in Nazareth. I wondered then, after Longinus announcement, how many more men
Regulus had to supervise. As if they had not been paying attention to the optio, Priam and Falco
gave almost the same amenities as Regulus had done moments before.
“Jude,” Priam said gruffly, “how’s your little mother doing?”
“Healthy and fit sir,” I chimed promptly.
“And your Papa?” Falco grinned slyly.
“My father’s doing quite well.” I nodded pertly.
“He’s always been polite.” Falco waved dismissively, “but we know how he really feels.
Like all Jews, he hates us. But that mother of yours has a pure heart. I could see it in her eyes.”
“Aye.” Priam nodded reflectively. “A soul could drown in those eyes.”
“So your parents are taking care of the rabbi’s son,” Falco eyed Uriah. “How’s the poor
man feeling?”
Uriah, feeling my elbow again, replied, “Don’t really know sir. He just stares into
space.”
Priam and Falco found this amusing, and chuckled to themselves. Simon giggled with
discomfort, as Regulus gave his head a pat. I placed my arm on Uriah’s shoulder to comfort him.
This time, to my relief, James and Joseph remained respectful but silent, as the three Romans
looked, with great scrutiny, down at our group.
“Are you learning anything useful in the synagogue?” Regulus frowned thoughtfully. “I
hope this rabbi is better than the last.”
No one responded to his question. Once again, I stepped forward as my family’s
goodwill ambassador and piped, “We just started school. Aaron plans to make James, Joseph,
and me his helpers since we have learned to speak Hebrew and can read from the Torah.”
“Ah, a leader is born!” Regulus cried with delight, as if my brothers didn’t exist. “Let’s
hope you become a priest, not a revolutionary like your namesake Judah, the Galilean.”
Why, even in jest, would Regulus say such thing? It wasn’t funny, and yet I laughed
hysterically to myself. I should have added to my answer, “Being Aaron’s assistants will make
us outcasts among our people.” James, Joseph, and Simon were glaring at me. I wasn’t sure
whether it was because of my answer to Regulus or what the optio said. My name was a curse
upon me! I had sounded enthusiastic about Aaron’s offer. Though I would never admit it,
secretly I wanted to show off my intelligence to my classmates.
Plunged into my thoughts a moment, I awakened to friendly banter. The attention had
turned to Joachim’s son.
“And why didn’t the teacher make you an assistant?” Priam was teasing him. “You think
being a rabbi’s son, you’d outshine the carpenter’s sons.”
“I just want to be carpenter,” complained Uriah. “Why do I have to learn all that stuff?”
“You should be thankful that you can learn that stuff.” Simon socked his arm.
“There now,” Falco snickered, offering Simon the handle of his sword, “give him a
proper whack!”

“That’ll be enough,” the optio scolded his men wryly, “we don’t want folks to think
they’re consorting with Romans.” “You boys give that new rabbi a chance,” he counseled us. “As
my Jewish mother once said to me, ‘learned man is less dangerous than a fool.’”
Regulus, Priam, and Falco laughed at something the optio added under his breath then,
giving us curt nods, bid us good day. In spite of the wisdom in Regulus’ words, there was, I
sensed, an underlying bitterness, perhaps even contempt for us conveyed by he and his men. As
they continued on their way, the other two optios sat there on their mounts a moment staring
coldly at us before jerking their reigns and galloping down the road.
“Peace be on the house of Jude,” one them called out derisively as they galloped off.
“May your Jewish god help us guard this outpost. Spread the word to your friends that Rome is
watching them this hour.”
“I will,” I cried out impulsively. “Peace be upon our Roman protectors. May they always
guard our home!”
I immediately regretted my foolish words. That man was being sarcastic. Not a word
had I said about the Romans guarding the remainder of our town. Too many times in the past did
it seem as if our corner of Nazareth was an island in a strange, unfriendly land. I hoped Jethro,
Obadiah and Boaz, who were probably slinking on our trail, had at least heard what Regulus
said. When the Romans were out of earshot, James, Joseph, and Simon ganged up on me, with
words of rebuke, until Jesus appeared in front of the shop.
“You sound like you actually want to be Aaron’s little helper,” Simon sneered. “All of the
students will hate you and us too!” He punched my arm.
“That’s not the issue,” Joseph took his turn. “Who care’s about our numbskull
classmates? Jude’s a traitor to our people. Did you hear what he shouted out for all to hear?”
“Yes, Jude,” James’ voice trembled. “Are you that much of Roman lover that you’d turn
the town against us again?”
“No, of course not,” I responded angrily to both accusations. “That’s ridiculous!” “You
really think I want to be waylaid by students after school?” I looked at Simon. “I’m sorry I got a
little excited about our guards,” I then turned to Joseph and James. “I was just being polite. You
certainly weren’t. You can’t act like that anymore, either of you. The Romans are here to stay.
They’re protecting us against thieves and murderers. Why am I traitor for seeing that?”
“Because,” spat Joseph, “you’ve always loved Romans since they came to our town. All
that talk about being a Roman soldier and seeing the world. Bah, I think you want to be a
Roman—period! You’ve forgotten what the Gentiles have done to our people. I bet when you
leave our home, you’ll forget being Jewish and eat forbidden food!”
“Joseph! What’s going on here?” Jesus called from the path leading to the shop.
“He’s an embarrassment to our family,” James pointed accusingly at me. “He fraternized
with the Romans in front of the town. Did you hear what he said?”
“I don’t see anyone on the road,” Jesus replied irritably. “I thought you were changing
James—opening that trapdoor mind.” “And you Joseph.” Jesus gave him a gentle cuff. “You’ll
never change!”
It was the clearest prophecy. Joseph would never change. James, of course, though he
remained stubbornly conservative, became a disciple as myself. Those moments, however, I
would never have imagined that my second oldest brother would one day write one of the sacred
books collected by Luke. Jesus questioned all of us for several minutes as we walked down the
path. Papa was still away on business with Ezra, but Mama had been drawn to the commotion,
Tabitha, Abigail, and Martha peeking fearfully around her skirts. My mind wandered again to a

vision I had not thought of for quite some time... my white horse, galloping down an endless
road, but this time I wasn’t so sure it would be as a soldier. There seemed to be something
fundamentally flawed about that vision. Perhaps I just wanted to escape from what seemed to be
a dead end town and boring fate. When Jesus shook me gently and looked down squarely into
my eyes, I was crying softly. Uriah was patting my shoulder to comfort me, and Simon was on
the verge of tears.
“All I said was ‘I hope the Romans always protect our house.” I squirmed under Jesus
scrutiny.
“There-there,” he whispered close to my ear, “the Lord protects our house, not the
Romans, but I know what’s in your heart.”
“My heart is black as sin,” I murmured, looking away.
“Aaron’s going to make James, Joseph, Jude, and you his helpers.” Simon stated bluntly.
“I can’t stand that big class. Why do we have to go Jesus? I can’t read. I’ll never be able to
read. When I look at the words they get all jumbled up in my head. ”
“Don’t worry, my brothers,” Jesus placed his arms around Simon and me. “The Romans
will be here for a long time.... Simon will one day be able to read.”
“What about you Uriah?” he asked, bringing Uriah into our circle. “Are you happy in
Aaron’s class.”
“I hate it!” Uriah sniffled. “I want to be like you Jesus. I just want to work in wood.”
Now Uriah was crying. James seemed conflicted with emotions—anger and shame, but
Joseph looked on with disgust.
Jesus, the Good Shepherd, calmed Simon, Uriah, and me with these haunting words,
“Uriah, I don’t believe you’re capable of hating anything. Your heart is pure. Trust in the Lord.
Some day, you’ll make your mark on the world as Jude, though his road shall take him far from
home. Simon, remember what I said. You have a great future too, but, in His inscrutable way,
the Lord’s testing you. Be patient all of you. Aaron has come to Nazareth for a purpose. I know
that now.” “James and Joseph,” he added almost as an afterthought, “your fears are unjustified.
Look around you and tell me who’s prowling about: Boaz, Jethro and Obadiah—a few rude and
ill-mannered children. With the Romans on watch, the road is clear; let them do their jobs.
They’re just following orders, just as you do when Papa gives you a chore. James—open your
heart. I see your future intertwined with mine. Joseph, your brother, will remain steadfast to the
Torah, but you must remember the living word.”
“The living word?” Joseph made a face. “What in creation is the living word?”
“Uh oh, Jesus is talking strange again,” Simon teased in a singsong voice.
“What did you mean our paths are intertwined?” James scratched his head. “Does that
mean I’m going to work as carpenter for you all my life?”
“What about me?” Uriah looked eagerly up at Jesus. “I wanna work with you Jesus all
my life.”
“And so you shall,” Jesus ruffled his locks. “We’ve already talked about the living word.”
He turned to Joseph. “It’s simply the revelations God has been giving the prophets and other
righteous men. Is that so hard to understand?”
“Well...no.” Joseph’s frown faded.
“How can I have a great future if I can’t even read?” Simon asked, tugging on Jesus
sleeve.
“Trust me.” Jesus winked.
Simon, who understood Jesus immediately, beamed. “Oh yes, the living word!”

I knew I was next in line for answers, but Jesus moved on then to a greater issue.
“Remember this one thing,” He raised a finger and looked up to heaven, “the Lord, not
Rome, protects us from evil. The greater evil is your deeds, not the imagined threats you see in
the shadows. The Romans have guarded us against men like Bar Abbas, not against the Evil
One, whom you should fear the most.”
In one short session, Jesus had foretold our futures, though, as Paul of Tarsus would have
said, it was through glass darkly. I know now what Jesus’ words meant. James and I would join
Jesus apostles. Uriah and Simon would also become followers one day, and Joseph, in his own
way would serve the Lord too. The details of our futures remained undecided. What was
obvious to me that day was that Jesus knew exactly what I had been up to. I was certain that his
last words were a personal stab at me for my subterfuge and deceit. Leading us back down the
path to our assigned chores, he remained silent a moment, until he felt my hand in his. At that
point, he slowed our pace. The others sauntered ahead of us, glancing back with suspicion, as he
looked into my heart.
“Are you mad at me Jesus?” I wept again.
“Jude,” he whispered so faintly I could barely hear, “the Lord is testing you the most—
more than Simon, more than Papa. Gold is a terrible craving. Yet your treasure is safe. Mama
told me something this morning before leaving for Joachim’s house. To prevent Jethro and
Obadiah from stealing it, she placed it in a secure place.”
My mouth fell open in amazement. “Then Michael didn’t steal it!”
“No, he didn’t.” Jesus continued to stare with disappointment at me. “.... Michael
believed that no one in this town would ever accept him because of his reputation. The feeling of
being trapped in Samuel’s house, the hatred shown by your brothers, and his own guilt were too
much for him. That same night he met John, he probably made his get-a-away. He had
accumulated a store of bread and water and hidden it in the hills for that day. This time,
however, because his relatives wouldn’t accept him, there was no place for him to go, so he came
back, as dirty and misbegotten as he was the last time he returned.”
“He’s back?” My eyes widened in disbelief. “He’s in the house right now?”
“Yes.” Jesus heaved a sigh. “Even Michael didn’t know about your gold. Mama grew
suspicious one day. Perhaps the Lord moved her to search the wall and relocate your gold, but
its secure now. Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz were seen lurking on the road awhile back, looking
over at our house. Mama thought she heard voices in the backyard when we were at school, so
she moved it to a new location.”
“Where? Where?” I clapped my hands with glee.
Jesus groaned in disbelief. “That’s blood money Jude. Abbas, his son, and their gang
robbed and killed travelers for that gold. Jesus Bar Abbas hasn’t forgotten about the treasures in
the pagan shrine either. Your greed has addled your wits. Can’t you see the dangers in this?”
“Yes,... I’m sorry Jesus,” I whimpered pitifully, “so where’d she put it?”
Even now, the thought of my pot of gold being safe gave me a heady feeling. Jesus
shook me very hard now. I could see tears in his blue eyes. It was, as I look back in time, a low
point in my battle with the Evil One.
“You must apologize to the Lord, not me,” he said, wiping his eyes, “but not now,” he
scolded, as I closed my eyes and began praying.
“Yes, I shall pray and make an offering in the temple,” I mumbled deliriously.

“This is very serious Jude,” he explained, motioning for me to follow him from the path
to the garden. “You don’t need to go to the temple to make amends to God. First you must
change your thinking. Word’s are hollow without a contrite heart.”
“Yes-yes, I’m a bad person,” I confessed in a rush of emotion. “I should’ve told you, but I
kept thinking about what I could do with all that gold. If only I hadn’t met Adam. All that gold
he’s hidden—waiting there in the shrine and in the wall.”
“Come inside,” Jesus pulled me along. “This isn’t for Uriah or our brothers’ ears.”
“Where’s Michael?” I murmured to Jesus. “I can’t believe he didn’t steal my gold.”
“It’s not your gold,” Jesus said, thonking my head. “It was never your gold!”
I looked into the shadows of the room. Mama was standing by the window, her light
brown hair glimmering in the rays of the afternoon sun. I could hear the twins romping in the
backyard, but Michael was nowhere in sight.
As if he had read my mind, Jesus told me that Michael was in the orchard, meditating
upon his sins. As soon as possible, he explained to me, Michael must go into hiding again. If the
Romans saw him they might not recognize this rascal but the townsmen had long memories. It
was actually safer for him to be in the backyard than the front. A rare note of sarcasm in Jesus’
voice emphasized how disgusted he was in the latest turn of events. Mama uttered a bitter laugh,
as the three of us sat at the table.
“I don’t know who’s worse now,” she said wearily, “Michael or you.” “Please explain to
me Jude why you continued to horde that gold. You know very well where it came from—the
very people the Romans are protecting us from, thieves and murderers.” “Answer me,” her voice
rose shrilly. “Where did those coins come from? Who gave you that gold?”
“Adam has hidden Abbas’ gold in the shrine,” I confessed. “I’m certain he put the gold
coins in the wall too.”
“We thought the bandits came back for their gold.” She clutched her forehead in despair.
“Why didn’t you tell us about this horde? What if they come back looking for those coins?”
“Jesus said you hid it.” I gave her a confused look. “If what you said is true, shouldn’t
you put it back?”
“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” she snarled uncharacteristically. “I hid your loot to
keep Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz from finding it. Now there’s gold in a pagan shrine?”
“Mama,” Jesus said, patting her knuckles, “now that the guards are back, I don’t think
those boys would dare come into our backyard.”
Her eyes widened in disbelief. “Are you suggesting I put it back? What if those bandits
come back looking for it?”
“When I say that the Lord is watching over our house, no one, even you Mama, are
totally convinced that this is true. So, let’s consider the possibility that, as instruments of the
Lord, our Roman protectors will keep both the bandits and Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz away from
Jude’s gold.”
“But it’s not Jude’s gold.” Mama’s nostrils flared. “That wicked Adam has brought a
curse upon our family”
“It’ll be all right,” Jesus consoled her. “With the Romans here, you don’t have to decide
at once. The larger issue is Jude’s lust for gold. I’ve been sitting here thinking about this.... I
think, in his immaturity, he dreams of great things, but is torn by his greed. Jude, in spite of his
coming of age, is very much a child. To put the gold back right now might be a great temptation
to him, but now that we’re on to his tricks he’ll most likely leave it alone. On the other hand, if

you don’t put the gold back, you will have removed temptation entirely. The question as to what
we should do with this stolen loot we can decide another time.”
“So,” I blurted foolishly to Mama, “where’d you hide it?”
“Hah! Wouldn’t you like to know,” she laughed softly. “I think we’ll leave it just where
it’s at.” A mischievous gleam appeared in her eyes. “What do you think Jesus? Do you think I
found a good hiding place?”
“Yes.” Jesus sighed heavily. “No one will find it there.”
A possible location flashed like a beacon through my mind: cloaca-cloaca-cloaca. Mama
was a simple soul. What better place to hide it, along with Papa’s coins. That’s the first place I
would look. If that proved false, I would look for freshly dug mounds of dirt in the front and
backyards.
“You’re not going to tell the others, are you?” I asked light-headedly. “Uriah’s a
blabbermouth, and Simon might just go dig it up.”
“Under no circumstance are we to let this slip to the other boys,” Mama directed sternly.
“Papa knows, Jesus knows, and I know. No one else.”
I felt strangely relieved. Much of the temptation, as Jesus predicted, was lifted from my
mind. My treasure was safe! Jesus was torn by what appeared to be a lie by omission. When he
tried to explain his feelings about this, however, his mother replied, “Thou shalt honor thy
parents is a commandment too.” Pacing the floor, his hands clasped behind him, Jesus muttered
to himself, shook his head, and then gave Mama a searching look.
“What on earth are we going to do with all that gold?” I heard him mumble to himself.
“It’s just a little pot of coins,” I said petulantly. “Why all the fuss?”
“Have you tried to lift that, Jude?” Mama frowned at me in disbelief.
“No,... it was just there,” I answered, shaken by the implications of her words.
“Well, it took two trips for me to relocate the gold. That’s a tidy some, Jude.”
She gave me a studied look. “About the gold in the sanctuary—where you going to
retrieve that later too?”
“No, certainly not,” I presented an indignant expression.
“Let’s hope so.” She exhaled deeply. “That’s no place for a god-fearing Jew.”
Another stab of guilt struck me that moment. Though she must have been especially
upset with me for consorting with Adam to hide treasure in that pagan holy of holies, she said
nothing, which was exactly what I did when James, Joseph, Simon, and Uriah entered the house.
For once I didn’t fear Jesus inability to lie or Mama’s loose tongue. Our only sin was keeping
this dark secret.... The question was ‘for how long?’
“When’s lunch?” Simon piped. “I’m as hungry as a horse!”
“Oh no,” She groaned, clasping her forehead, “I forgot to fix the noon meal!”
“I’ll help you whip something up.” Jesus, always the dutiful son, sprang to his feet.
Naturally, to show my contriteness, I followed Jesus’ movements. I expected some form
of punishment, but this matter appeared to be closed. A strange, unsettling euphoria overtook
me. Perhaps, I reasoned dazedly, this was best. I might not know where my gold was, but at
least I knew it was still there, hidden somewhere in the house, cloaca, shop, or one of the yards.
At some point in the future, I might be cured of my greed and shake the feeling of remorse I
carried. On the other hand, before I ventured off into the world, I might discover where Mama
hid my gold and use it to finance my trip. Looking around the room at Uriah and my brothers, as
I carried the small loafs of bread Mama had baked to the table, I felt a sense of unity with my
parents and oldest brother for the big, dark secret we shared. The twins frolicked into the room,

led by Tabitha, who was carrying a basket of freshly picked fruit. While the girls arranged the
figs, plums, and berries in the center of the table, James, Joseph, and Simon gave me suspicious
looks. Even Uriah, always trusting, asked if I was in trouble again.
“No,” I answered, after some deliberation, “we chatted about the new rabbi.”
“I don’t like him.” Uriah made a face. “He reminds me of my father.”
“He’s a dwarf!” Joseph snarled.
I didn’t agree with Uriah, but I nodded my head. I had to say something. Uriah was the
last person on earth who should know about by treasure. It seemed I was a liar as well as a thief,
but I felt some comfort in having at least one friend in our house. Because of my fraternization
with the Romans, James and Joseph were on the outs with me again. I’m sure Simon didn’t care
one way or another; yet, if he, James, or Joseph got wind of my treasure they would snatch it up
themselves. I remembered awhile back, when Mama told us about the gifts of the Magi. The
greed that registered in James and Joseph’s eyes was every bit as strong as my own. This is why
my conscience didn’t bother me that much. Jesus and Mama believed that temptation had been
removed from me, but it didn’t remove my longing for gold.
With Papa away on business, I had once less critic. Since he must have known about my
subterfuge before he departed and shown no anger whatsoever toward me when he left, I felt as
if I had nothing to fear. The matter had been left entirely in Mama and Jesus’ hands. Mama had
not exploded in righteous anger as she often did with Joseph and James. For that matter, Jesus
appeared to have put the subject behind him before the afternoon prayer. Not a word was
mentioned about my misdeeds. To my great surprise, also, neither Mama nor Jesus said a word
about Michael. I had been so absorbed with my own dilemma I had almost forgotten about my
old friend. Most of us were relieved that he was gone. Before Jesus stood up to utter the Shema,
however, we heard a knock at the back door.
“Oh yes everybody,” Mama said nonchalantly, “Michael’s back.”
“What?” Joseph’s mouth dropped. “Are you serious?”
“He arrived this morning while we were at school.” Jesus explained, walking calmly to
the door. “Be polite my brothers. He was lost, perhaps he’s still lost, but he’s returned. Please
welcome back our adopted brother.”
“Good grief,” James uttered a wounded cry, “I thought we were done with him!”
“Remember,” Simon said mockingly, “he’s our brother.”
“He’s not my brother.” Joseph shuddered. “Nehemiah was, Uriah might be, but Michael
will never-never be my adopted brother!”
Uriah and I smiled bravely at each other as Michael re-entered our lives. Michael
mumbled a brief apology for his conduct and promptly sat at the end of the table—a place where
Papa sat when he was here. The mood was so hostile toward him Jesus immediately began his
prayer, perhaps with a thought to quieten the mood.
I will not document Jesus prayer this time. There were so many prayers given by my
older brother, most of which I recorded in my chronicle. After a long rambling petition that,
summed up, asked God to forgive his brother’s intemperance, watch over our family’s interest
now that Michael was back, and bring Papa safely home from his trip, Jesus gave a blessing for
our food. I will never know whether or not the intemperance he spoke of was meant in a general
sense for James and Joseph’s attitude or for my current frame of mind, but it was clear how
worried he was about Michael’s return to our house. Though cloaked in lofty words, it was plain
to all of us that he admitted to the Lord, Himself, that Michael was a threat. Any reasonable

person would have called our acceptance of Michael madness. When Jesus finished his prayer, a
question and answer session followed as we began our lunch.
“Why did you run away?” I asked, looking down the table at him.
“To find my mother.” He answered through a mouthful of cheese.
“Well,” Simon snarled, “did you find her?”
“No,” he answered with a shrug, “no luck at all. She wasn’t with her aunt. They threw
her out last summer, so I searched Jerusalem and the beggar haunts.”
“That’s dreadful!” murmured Mama.
“All right,” Joseph’s voice trembled, “so why did you come back?”
“No where to go.” Michael shrugged again.
“Michael,” James took his turn, “how many times do you think you can upset our family
and come sauntering back like this? You’re an embarrassment to us. We don’t trust you. Who
knows what you’ll do next!”
“There’s nothing out there for me anymore,” Michael confessed, after taking a long swig
of juice. “I don’t want to find my mother now. She’s either dead or among Jerusalem’s
untouchables.”
Michael’s words made me pity him that moment. What he spoke was said calmly,
without emotion, and yet it explained much about why he acted the way he did. His mother had
damaged him, perhaps in ways we couldn’t imagine. That Michael would ever change seemed
impossible that day, and yet he promised us, as we continued to question his behavior, that this
was it—his last flight. “I will do better,” he mumbled, staring moodily at his plate. “I have but
one mother now—my mother of the spirit. Mariah, my birth mother, by her actions, abandoned
me long ago.” “I promise to stay in hiding,” he added self-consciously, looking around the room.
“Someday maybe the town will forgive me for my actions—whenever that might be. Until then
I’ll lay low in Samuel’s house or live like a hermit in the woods.”
Hearing his words and looking into his haunted eyes, I fought back tears—partly for
resentment that he was such a thorn in our sides. Tenderhearted Uriah wept openly, though,
perhaps thinking of his own birth mother and wondering if his father would ever recognize him
again. All of the recipients of my parent’s charity—Maria, Michael, Nehemiah, Reuben, Uriah,
and Tabitha, not to mention the remaining sons and daughters—flooded into my mind abruptly,
causing my head to reel with the wonder of it all.
My parents and oldest brother were, if nothing else, saints. Jesus had to share his parents
with a constant stream of orphans and castaways. Instead of a quiet life as a carpenter with his
wife and son, Papa adopted four more sons and two girls. Then, as if this wasn’t enough, opened
his house to a disreputable woman and her son, making enemies of most of the town. When our
chief enemy was found wounded in the hills, Mama, to Papa’s dismay, nursed him back to
health, as she would do for Mariah’s incorrigible son when he returned. Now, after trying to
keep Deborah’s son alive and failing, Mama has taken in permanently Joachim’s cast off boy,
and, not so long afterwards, Tabitha, who, like Uriah, has remained with us ever since. Not
counting Adam’s temporary shelter, Mama has taken personal care of two of our enemies,
nursing them back to health. Taking care of Reuben, the most foolhardy of my parents good
deeds, would have made us criminals in the eyes of Rome.... Now, once again, Michael was
back.

Chapter Twenty-Seven
Our Brother, The Good Shepherd

That afternoon, as we attempted to finish a table began that week, Jesus dismissed us
suddenly from our chores and, raising his staff dramatically, led us from the shop. Uriah
wondered if this might be another one of Jesus’ nature hikes. It was, now that I think about it, a
prelude to his role as the Good Shepherd. It had been a long time since he had treated us to such
a hike. Neither James nor Joseph argued, in spite themselves, since it meant no more work for us
today, and yet we all felt uncomfortable when Jesus walked ahead of us, his shaft clunking the
dirt and free arm around Michael’s slumping shoulders, talking in a muted voice as we tagged
along.
“Is this a good idea Jesus?” James called through cupped hands. “We’re suppose to be
hiding him, not exposing him to the world. What if someone recognizes him? How could we
explain his presence so near to our house?”
“Like I explained,” Jesus replied irritably, “it’s the front yard—the probing eyes of
townsmen we should worry about, not back here where our guards protect us from trespassers. I
doubt if Falco or Priam will remember Michael. Eventually, Michael will have to come out of
the shadows. It’s just a matter of time.”
What did I care? I thought with a sigh. Jesus knew what was best. All that mattered was
that the focus was off me and on Michael. I would just as soon it stay that way from now on.
Michael had realized, once and for all, that there was nowhere else to go. My feeling of
gratitude for this distraction didn’t blind me to the troubles that lie ahead for my family and
myself. Michael’s very presence threatened our reputation in town. Although he listened
intently to Jesus scolding, I had seen no visible sign of love or affection from him for my
brothers and me. Something was missing in Michael’s manner, or perhaps it had never been
there. We couldn’t trust him, no matter how much Jesus prayed.
Lagging far behind Jesus and Michael, we discussed this familiar scene: Jesus, staff in
hand, counseling Michael.
“You’d think our to brother was Moses, himself, the way he carries on,” James grumbled
under his breath.
“He won’t give up,” Joseph replied from the corner of his mouth. “For Michael to change
his ways will require divine intervention!”
“Another miracle?” James snorted. “Even Jesus must see him as a lost cause!”
Simon saw it differently. “You can call a goat a lamb, but he’s still a goat!”
James and Joseph laughed. Simon had said it best. Uriah, as he did with so many other
things, took him literally.
“What’s wrong with goats?” He wrinkled his pudgy nose.
“What they’re saying,” I explained, as I watched Jesus raise his staff and point to the sky,
“is that Michael will never change. This might be his last chance, Uriah. I hope for all our sakes
that he will.”
“I just hope Samuel will take him back.” James sighed.

At that point, Jesus whirled around, startling us half out of our wits. The other half not
frightened by his sudden burst of anger was embarrassed that he had overheard our remarks. It
should have been obvious to James, Joseph, and Simon that Jesus had eyes and ears at the back
of his head. Though he was silent, he looked at each one of my brothers separately for what they
had said. Uriah and my words were not mean-spirited and yet he seemed to look into our hearts,
too, his disappointed expression encompassing us all.
“This is so typical of my brothers,” he spoke scornfully. “You’ve learned nothing living
in our house.”
“Excuse me.” James frowned irritably. “We’ve learned a lot about Michael. None of it’s
good.”
“You’ve not learned charity nor compassion,” Jesus replied loftily. “Michael is homeless
and friendless. The sin of the mother should not be visited upon her son. His worse enemy has
been himself!”
“What’s that suppose to mean?” whispered Uriah. “Is he also talking to me?”
Joseph grew belligerent at Jesus’ defense and took Simon’s tact.
“A jackal remains jackal.” He folded his arms. “He’ll never change. He doesn’t deserve
another chance. How many times are we going to let him come crawling back?”
Jesus had revised Moses words: the sins of the fathers shall be visited upon the sons.
Upon remembering Gamaliel’s lectures on the Torah, I uttered a nervous laugh as his voice rang
out on the trail.
“You’ve always been mean-spirited toward anyone not sharing your narrow-minded
views.” He pointed accusingly at Joseph first. “You hated Nehemiah and Uriah too. You treated
Reuben as if he was a leper though he was transformed before our eyes.”
“Reuben wasn’t transformed.” Joseph snarled. “Can a leopard change his spots”
Once more Joseph was using Simon’s tact. I hoped he was wrong about Reuben.
Ignoring Joseph’s reply, Jesus more gently scolded James and Simon for not accepting Michael
and giving him a chance.
“You never liked him.” His gaze took in James and Simon. “Ever since Jude befriended
Michael, the shadow of his mother, colored everyone’s opinion of him—the whole town turned
against the widow and her son. But you, my brothers, were yourselves orphans and castaways—
the recipients of our parent’s charity and love. All of my siblings were fortunate to have two
caring parents, something Michael never had.”
“Jesus knows a lot of big words,” Uriah whispered to me.
“We’re not a typical family,” Jesus now spoke to us all. “I thought you knew this. God
has blessed our house many times. He expects more from Joseph’s sons and daughters. I expect
more from my brothers too.”
A realization came to me as his voice echoed on the trail: the Romans were afoot. With
my sharp ears, I was the first to hear commotion on the trail.
“Hey, Jesus,” I tried to get his attention, “we don’t want them to hear this. Remember:
we’re not suppose to congregate!”
“He’s right,” James said, glancing down the trail, “they’re quite strict about that. I still
think Michael should hide.”
“Priam and Falco won’t consider our family a congregation,” Jesus laughed softly. “You
just want to change the subject.”
Jesus was right, of course about our family, but not one of us agreed with Jesus about
Michael this time. Perhaps James was correct; Michael should go back into hiding and stay put,

and yet I wasn’t worried about our guards. To these lazy fellows, all Jews looked the same. Just
that moment a familiar pair appeared far down the trail. We could never be sure about their
moods. Out of habit, Michael disappeared into the nearby woods, which pleased James, Joseph,
and Simon very much. For a brief moment, I saw concern register in Jesus’ eyes.
“Hey everyone,” Uriah cried, in a loud whisper, “they’re coming up the trail.”
“I can see,” Jesus replied testily. “You have nothing to fear.” “It’s our friends,” he
reassured us “We’re practically on our own property.”
“Not quite,” said Joseph, pointing to the tree line, “unless we back up a ways. Out here
were just a bunch of Jews.”
Our small group followed Joseph’s example and backed up until we reached the tree line,
the demarcation line of our property. It seemed like such a foolish gesture, especially with Jesus
in our midst. It didn’t matter if our guards caught sight of Michael. The story about Mariah, the
witch, and her delinquent son might be old news to townsmen, but our guards had never seen
him up close, only heard about his misdeeds. Why had he fled? After Priam and Falco’s
treatment of Boaz, Jethro, and Obadiah for trespassing in our yard, James and Joseph were
distrustful, though respectful, of this pair.
“Don’t worry, we can still trust these men.” Jesus waved to them in greeting. “Peace be
upon our friends, Priam and Falco,” he called warmly. “Nazareth is grateful for Rome’s watchful
eye!”
Since Jesus didn’t lie, I assumed that he at least half believed those ingratiating words.
Jesus, of course, I would learn as a disciple, was friendly to everyone, even prostitutes and tax
collectors. That day, however, upon seeing those familiar guards, it didn’t matter to James and
Joseph that the Romans were protecting us; the old notion that Jesus personally collaborated with
Romans grated at them. I could see it in their eyes. Simon’s dull expression merely hid his true
emotions, and Uriah, though he might trust Jesus, shared my other brothers’ mistrust of the
Romans in our town.
To show my solidarity with Jesus and Rome, I ran in greeting to Falco and Priam.
“Vale!” I shouted the Latin salutation.
I could hear Uriah ask Jesus what that word meant. A short conversation followed in
which I asked the two, crusty old Romans if this morning found them in good health and they
asked me if Mama had anymore of that fine Greek wine. This response, so typical of the
uncouth Romans, caused me to look back worriedly at Jesus, for I was certain Papa, if she hadn’t
hidden it a secure place, had drank the last drop. James and Joseph were frowning severely at
me, but Simon merely yawned at this interruption, quite used to my fondness for all things
Rome.
“We’ll have to borrow some wine from Samuel,” Jesus reassured them lightheartedly.
“I’ll check with our parents. Perhaps, the next time you drop by, we’ll have a supply.”
“That would be nice.” Priam grinned. “One can never have enough wine.”
“Why don’t we slaughter the fatted lamb.” Joseph snarled.
“That does sound good,” Priam seemed to lick his chops, “though I prefer pork.”
“We don’t have a fatted lamb.” Simon made a face. “We just have a mangy goat.”
“I think your brother was joking,” said Falco, ruffling my hair. “I think it’s called
sarcasm. Right, Jude?”
“Right!” I nodded foolishly.
“Now some of you mother’s fine bread would do,” he said, winking at me. “Some of that
chopped fruit would be fine too.”

Uriah almost salivated at the thought. “I love lamb. Mary puts herbs and all kinds of
spices on hers.”
It appeared that our long-winded lecture from Jesus had been cut short—at least for the
moment, as Simon, Uriah, and I ran ahead to pilfer food from the kitchen. It was just like old
times again, I thought happily, remembering my great white horse. I was happy and content that
things were like they were before. Even though Gamaliel had thought I was a prodigy, I
remembered my onetime goal of seeing the world, perhaps in the service of Rome. In my effort
to reach the house first, I tripped over a stump, picked myself up giddily and tried to catch up.
Even Simon was caught up in the mood. Before the plodding Uriah and I had a chance to enter
the house, he had already grabbed up an armful of bread and a flask of juice—all intended for
our supper. Prudently, I removed half of Simon’s load and also removed the choicest of the
chopped fruit. Priam and Falco wouldn’t know the difference. The juice, of course, would not
satisfy the guards’ thirst. Papa’s stash of wine, if it existed, was far too well hidden to be found,
yet I hastily checked the cupboards just to be sure, then, elbowing Uriah aside, dashed out of the
house.
I was getting tired of Uriah following me all the time.
“You’re face is purple.” I snapped irritably. “You’re going to drop dead if you don’t lose
some of that fat.”
“Jude, Jude,” he called breathlessly, “I saw Regulus on the trail.”
My irritation for Uriah quickly subsided. “Regulus?” My breath caught in my throat.
“Where’d he come from?”
“I dunno.” He shrugged, taking part of my load. “He came out of nowhere, like he always
does.” “Listen,” he said, as I dragged him behind a bush, “he’s sounds angry about something.”
“Shut up Uriah.” I whispered, placing a hand on his mouth.
Fortunately for us, daylight shadows had camouflaged our bodies.
“Where is he,” we heard Regulus shout, “the red haired youth known as Michael? Tell
me the truth Jesus. I heard that you can’t lie. Is your family harboring this lad?”
All I could think of at first was Jesus was wrong—the Romans did recognize Michael,
but it turned out to be more complicated than this.
“What did he do now?” Jesus asked in a dull voice.
“Oh no,” I groaned to myself.
“Shhh,” Uriah’s voice tickled my ear, “this is serious.”
“Wait a minute?” I shook him away. “Why’re we hiding? We haven’t done anything
wrong. This makes us look guilty, like Michael. I wonder what he’s done.”
I was acting like a brazen coward. Rising up light-headedly, I pulled Uriah up onto his
feet. As we walked sheepishly back down the hill, we could hear the offenses Regulus leveled
against my faithless friend. For a moment, I felt overwhelming anger for Michael. Luckily, their
attention was centered upon the enraged optio. Evidently, during his short absence, Michael had
been seen by Odeh, the shepherd leader, skulking in the back hills with a bag of treasure. It was,
Odeh swore, the tinkle and glint gold. Regulus knew this because, as he confided to Jesus, the
gold items had been found by the guards Gratian and Leto in the shepherds’ camp. Odeh, as any
crafty thief, had quickly retrieved the hidden items and been beaten soundly by the Romans for
his efforts. When I heard the word ‘items’ I knew it wasn’t my gold coins. They would not have
tinkled; the sound of coins made a clinking sound and would have been too heavy for Michael—
that rogue—to cart in one trip. He had found Adam’s cache of treasure in the secret shrine, a
treasure I had vowed not to retrieve. My brothers were right about Michael. That thief! That

cheat! What if he knew where Mama had hidden my coins? All the time, Jesus wanted us to feel
sorry for him, he had planned to steal my gold and, when the time was right, take to the road.
Now I was thinking that it was my gold. Quietly, in the safety of my thoughts, the truth
slipped out.... I had always intended on sneaking back into the shrine in order to add its treasures
to my loot. I would have to if I couldn’t find my coins. Guilt, anger, and a measure of fear
caused my head to swim. Since, as a good Jew, I wasn’t suppose to enter a pagan shrine, all that
really mattered, I consoled myself, was that Michael had not found my coins.... Or had he?, the
question stabbed me, as Simon and I handed Priam and Falco, the bread, flask of fruit juice, and
bag of chopped fruit. He could very well have seen her go to the wall, retrieve the gold, and rebury it somewhere on our property. Mama had never been a subtle person.
“You mustn’t be a burden on these Jews,” Regulus stopped to scold his men. “If they
offer you a loaf of bread or mug of wine, that’s all right with me, but I don’t want you becoming
a pest, as you did before.”
James and Joseph exchanged dubious looks as the optio helped himself to a loaf of bread,
himself, and was the first to drink from the flask.
“Yuck!” He made a face. “What is this swill?”
“That swill is the finest pomegranate juice in Nazareth.” James explained coldly. “We
were going to have that for our meal.”
“You see what I mean?” Regulus frowned insincerely at his men. “Next time, when they
offer refreshments, ask them if they can afford to do so.” “You roguish fellows.” He thonked
their helmets lightly. “You’re gonna give us all a bad name!”
I uttered a hysterical laugh, while Jesus gave the optio a searching look. Regulus’ banter
didn’t fool us. Uriah had a worried look on his pudgy face as he considered his presence. By
now, James and Joseph were livid, and Simon, like myself, having given up most of our lunch,
stared dumbly at the ground.
“Please believe me, Regulus,” Jesus returned to the subject, “we knew nothing of
Michael’s actions. I don’t know where he’s at.”
“Does anyone here know anything about this gold?” The optio looked around at the
group.
“No!” We replied unanimously.
“Do you know where that thief is hiding?” He added in a growl.
“No!” We cried even more loudly.
Regulus nodded grimly at Jesus. “You, I believe. I sense this in my bones. But my bile
tells me that your brothers know more than what they claim.”
As Falco and Priam finished off their refreshments, the optio’s hawk-like eyes searched
each one of us for the expected lie. Because of his fierce countenance, his mere presence was
enough to instill fear in any Jew, but I was especially afraid. My eyes darted every which way, in
an effort to avoid his stare. I was sure Regulus could read my mind. I might even suffer
Michael’s punishment when they caught him, for I was certain his fate was sealed. Thanks to
Jesus, however, the optio seemed half-convinced. Once again, because of the circumstances, he
managed to tell the truth. Currently, none of us knew where Michael was at. At this point, he
could be anywhere in the hills.
Regulus searched our faces. “One of you knows where that scoundrel is. I can always
tell when someone is lying by looking squarely into his eyes.”
James, the first to be intimidated, replied succinctly, “We don’t know!”
“That goes for me,” Joseph volunteered less boldly.

“Me too.” Simon slipped behind Jesus where Uriah and I stood.
Before Regulus caught my guilty expression, Jesus raised up a hand. “Believe me,
Regulus,” he said in a commanding voice “none of us knew about Michael’s plans. He did this
alone. We don’t know where he is, but knowing Michael, he could turn up anywhere.”
In this vague but truthful answer, Jesus avoided denying knowledge of the gold or where
Michael was, stressing the fact we didn’t know. Reaching around him indelicately, though,
Regulus poked me with his forefinger growling, “What about you? You’re his best friend. If
anyone knew what he was up to, it would be you.”
“No-o-o,” I whimpered, clutching Jesus’ sleeve.
“Regulus,” Jesus protested, “you’re frightening him. He knows nothing of Michael’s
actions. Please stop this interrogation. I thought we were your friends.”
For the longest moment, the optio and Jesus stared at each other, eyes unwavering, in
breathless silence, until a remarkable thing happened. Regulus imposing expression seemed to
melt under Jesus scrutiny. The spell broken, his gaze dropped to the ground. I would see this
again as a disciple when he saved a prostitute from stoning while he confronted a mob. Now, in
our youth, it was just one more marvelous event to store away in our thoughts.
Jesus had won the challenge. The optio’ face flushed, embarrassed or shamed by his
indomitable will. Looking passed him at his guards, Regulus barked, “There’ll be no more
handouts for you men. Get back to your watch!”
Priam and Falco handed Simon the remainder of the food. The juice Regulus and his
men rejected lie discarded on the ground.
“Peace be upon Regulus, Falco, and Priam,” Jesus called as the Romans continued up the
hill.
“Bah!” grumbled the optio. “That rascal better not be in your house.”
After a short pause, Falco could be heard asking “Are we on report sir?”
Whatever the optio told Falco was drowned in ribald laughter from the three. It was
obvious to us how insincere had been Regulus’ rebuke to his men, but his reaction to Jesus glare
had been real, at least to Uriah and me.
“They’re not our friends, Jesus,” whispered Joseph. “Why do you pander to those
guards?”
“Michael’s in great danger,” observed Uriah. “The Romans crucify thieves.”
“No one’s going to catch Michael.” Jesus shook his head. “I’m more concerned about
Odeh. It sounds like they roughed him up.”
“We could go down there and see if he’s all right,” suggested James.
“Are you insane?” Joseph looked at him in disbelief.
“Someone has to.” Jesus shrugged his shoulders. “James,” he called over his shoulder,
“take them home. I shall go down to check on our old friend.”
James, who heaved a sigh of relief, had sounded even less sincere than Regulus. Simon,
Uriah, and I had often spied on the shepherds, but it had been a long time since we visited their
camp. Though the threat of bandits had been removed by the Romans, the optio had been in a
surly mood. The other sentries, who guarded the hills had never been fond of us. We all
remembered Longinus stern reminder recently that there would be no unauthorized
congregations. Here, on the outskirts of Nazareth, were a bunch of youths congregating right
after the Roman optio interrogated them about stolen gold. No one argued with the oldest
brother as he sauntered calmly down the Shepherd’s Trail.

“Well, what’re we waiting for? You heard him. Let’s go home.” James began trotting up
the trail.
Without a backward glance, we were right on James’ heels. After scurrying home, we
discussed, in the safety of our kitchen, the strange series of events learned this hour. Everyone
agreed that Michael was a scoundrel. This was the final straw. The optio’s reaction, which we
feared might be shared by the Centurion, himself, was caused by two factors: the Roman code—
speak politely to the subjects before cracking their heads and the optio’s personal embarrassment
that he had his men beat up an innocent man. It was tradition and honor, James concluded
thoughtfully. Joseph saw it more simply as the Roman hatred for Jews. I, who knew Jesus mind
on this subject, suggested that it was a combination of all three factors: honor, tradition, dislike
of Jews, but also guilt. Like Jesus, I didn’t think the Romans were bad; they were, he once
explained to me, creatures of habit, but they felt emotions like other men. I couldn’t believe that
Regulus was not ashamed of his treatment of Odeh, the shepherd leader. I also wanted to believe
that Priam and Falco were basically good, though not long ago, after their return, I had a seen a
dark streak in their treatment of Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz.
The remnant of the food the guards had not eaten and the juice were placed back in the
cupboard as we waited for Mama to return from Joachim’s house. Mama was late today. It was
already noon, and she hadn’t returned. When Jesus appeared in the doorway, my brothers
expressed relief, though I had not given his absence a second thought. I, more than anybody
else, knew Jesus’ powers. I was convinced that he had won a silent mental battle with the optio.
The Romans wouldn’t trifle with him, after all he had done. They were convinced that he was a
sorcerer, a notion his brothers once believed, themselves. I agreed wholeheartedly with Samuel
and my parents that Jesus had been touched by God. Before shutting the door, he stood there, his
back to the sunlight, his shadow stretching across the floor. I had seen this phenomenon before
when Jesus said or did something important. The spell was broken when he sat down at the
table. He was perspiring, shaking with fatigue or anger. Seldom had we seen him this upset.
In a dull voice he announced gravely “They blackened both of Odeh’s eyes, broke his
ribs, and injured one of his hands.”
“Those beasts!” Joseph spat. “They tore up his camp looking for the gold.”
“I can’t help wondering,” he said reflectively, “why they suspected that Odeh had the
gold in the first place. This troubles me very much.”
“I don’t understand.” James scratched the stubble on his chin. “Where’s the gold? I
thought Odeh saw Michael hiding it somewhere.”
“He saw him in the hills with the gold, but Odeh didn’t see him hide it. The Romans still
think he’s lying. A detachment of Regulus’ guards have evidently been combing the hills. I
don’t think those lazy fellows Priam and Falco helped, but Leto and the others are in a nasty
mood. I promised them that I would go to Longinus, even Cornelius, himself, and lodge a
complaint. I would bring the town elders in, if need be, to make my case. But Odeh was an
innocent bystander who had witnessed the supposed crime. I also told them that Michael had
probably found that loot. He’s not a thief. He’s just stupid.”
Jesus voice trailed off that moment, as he glanced at me. A realization gripped us. We all
knew that there were two separate caches of gold. After telling Regulus he didn’t know where
Michael’s gold was, how could he explain this him? I knew exactly what he might do if need be,
and had to bite down on my tongue to keep my peace. Jesus couldn’t lie. I tried to smile at him
but my lips failed to move upward. A hysterical giggle flowed out of my twitching mouth, as I

looked at the ground. That thieving, no good Michael! My mind cried out. He hadn’t changed.
He would never change! Jesus might have to give up my coins to save Michael’s life.
“Jesus,” Joseph touched his shoulder, “what gold did Michael steal? Was it the coins
Jude found in the wall?”
“No,” Jesus quickly replied, “from what Regulus told us, the objects must’ve been the
items hidden in the shrine.”
“Are you going to tell him about the coins?” James frowned. “That greedy Roman just
wants the gold for himself.”
Jesus was momentarily torn. “I know.” He sighed. “But it isn’t just that, James. The gold
he was talking about weren’t coins. How can I explain the pot Jude found? If I told him
truthfully I didn’t know where Michael’s gold was, how can I explain the second store of gold.
Do I walk up to him and say, ‘We have gold Regulus; please leave our friends alone.”?
“But-but,” I stammered, “you can’t do that. He’ll think you lied to him the first time. We
know you have to tell the truth. Those coins might incriminate us, Jesus. What if Regulus finds
out about Adam—Abbas son? That’ll get us into trouble!”
“He’s right,” Simon, who had been dozing, came alive, “you can’t do that Jesus. That
optio isn’t stupid. He’ll worm it out you. You can’t lie!”
“You don’t have to tell him about the coins.” Joseph shook his head . “He’s looking for
Michael’s gold. Leave it at that!”
“Let’s not forget,” James raised a finger, “Adam once hid his stolen loot in the pagan
shrine. Who’s to say it’s not still there somewhere. Jude and his friends had only his word that
they were gone. It’s even possible he hid it somewhere else, and Michael snuck in and stole
them himself.”
Jesus gave me an enigmatic smile. “Don’t worry Jude. Your loot is safe. To give it to
that Roman would be wrong. He’s not concerned about Michael being a thief; he wants the gold.
I would much rather we give to the poor than him. It would also be foolish to tell him about your
coins. He would ask me where they came from. With God’s blessing, I’ve artfully dodged
falsehoods, but I would not want to test the Lord.”
“Let Michael have his loot and leave,” I said, after some thought.
My brothers nodded in agreement at this suggestion. It was suddenly so simple and clear.
I would never be able to retrieve those golden objects. With everyone watching, especially
Jesus’ judgmental eyes, I could not change the hiding place nor was it likely, after Mama
relocated my coins, that I would ever see that treasure again.”
“Is that what you want?” Jesus asked searchingly. “That would make Michael a fugitive,
like Reuben had been. On the other hand, if the Romans catch him, they might make an example
of him.”
“If he takes it with him,” Simon piped, snapping his fingers, “its gone!”
“So is Michael.” Joseph muttered with a snarl.
“Well, we can’t force him out of his hiding place,” Jesus said resolutely. “We are, as the
Psalmist said, between a rock and a hard place.”
“You can save him, Jesus.” Uriah’s head bobbed. “You can do anything.”
“I can’t change God’s will,” Jesus sighed heavily. “It’s in the hands of the Lord.”
With a heavy heart, I looked into his blue eyes, realizing by the silence that followed that
we had all, Jesus included, written Michael off. Unless, the guards caught him sneaking through
the brush, Michael would retrieve the gold and make his getaway. He would be a fool to return

to Nazareth while the Romans guarded our town. Knowing Michael, however, anything was
possible. He might walk this very moment through our back door.
******
Finally, as we sat quietly, wrapped up in our thoughts, Mama returned from Joachim’s
house. Jesus immediately rushed to the weary matriarch, leading her gently to a seat. We were
all weary of her long hours keeping Joachim alive, but, with Uriah in the house, we kept our
displeasure to ourselves.
“Joachim is doing much better,” she volunteered blithely. “I think it’s time for Uriah to
visit his father again.”
“I’m not going back there,” Uriah cried. “Please don’t make me go back!”
“Uriah.” Mama reached across the table to squeeze his hand. “Your father agrees with
Joseph and I that you should stay with us.”
“Oh goodie,” he said, drumming his feet on the floor. “I like it here. You’re my family
now!”
Jesus shared her concern at this reaction but said nothing as Uriah carried on. James,
Joseph, and Simon sighed deeply at this reminder. What came next, however, was much worse.
Her eyes downcast, Mama told us what she heard about Uriah’s mother and sister. Evidently,
Hannah was quite unstable, so her daughter might also be staying with us for a while unless
Hannah’s sister Penelope took the child in. When Joachim’s wife ran off with little Rhoda, she
had taken all of Joachim’s savings and, during her stay in Sepphoris managed to squander the
money, leaving she and her daughter at the mercy of relatives. She became such a nuisance, she
and her daughter were cast out finally and given just enough money for rental of two mules
home. Unfortunately, her in-laws are even more hostile to her, which means that she and Rhoda
have no place to go.
“In very real sense,” Mama confessed, “Hannah’s no better off than Mariah, since no one
will take her in, but in her case she has a daughter to consider. The woman’s addled in the head,
so my sick aunt can’t take her in. Your cousin John, who’s taken charge of her household, will
accompany Hannah and Rhoda back with a Roman escort. He’s turned out to be such a good
son.”
“We get to see John again,” I clapped my hands. “When-when-when?”
“In a few weeks, but for only a short while.” Mama explained. “Micah, her physician,
will be watching her closely now. John will want to get back as soon as possible after his
errand.”
“Are you suggesting that we take them in?” interrupted Joseph. “We don’t have the
room.”
“Rhoda’s a brat!” Uriah groaned. “My mother’s insane!”
“Now-now, Uriah” She replied with a frown. “I didn’t say that at all, Joseph. It’s not so
bad boys. I think Hannah will be coming home to live in her own house. I can watch her there.
I’m just not sure about Rhoda. If we keep an eye on her parents, perhaps she can live with them.
After all, Joachim’s mind is clearing and he appears to be on the mend. But Hannah professes
great hatred for her husband.” “No one knew Joachim was beating her,” she added, patting
Uriah’s wrist. “The Lord must help mend those troubled souls. But that’s not your fault, Uriah.
The Lord has placed you in our care.” “I’m sorry my sons,” she looked around the room. “I
know this a burden on you.”

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Joseph grumbled. “Another mouth to feed. Mama’s
going to wear herself out now that Hannah will be back in town.”
“For once I agree with Joseph.” Jesus nodded at his brother. “You must rouse some of
these lazy Nazarene women’s consciences. Joachim was once the town rabbi. Why aren’t they
coming to his aid?”
“Naomi and her daughters help me once in awhile.” Mama shrugged.
“Well, that’s not enough,” Jesus snorted. “I’m going to talk to Aaron, our new rabbi. As
our town’s religious leader, let him prickle their consciences in the synagogue with one of his
sermons.”
“That’s a great idea,” James patted his back. “Since Aaron going to be using us as his
assistants in school, he can return the favor by coaxing some of them into helping Mama.”
I was roused out of my melancholy with my own bright idea. “Make it a daily practice,
like our work in the shop. They can take turns each week, but Mama needs to depend on their
help.”
“Very good, Jude.” Jesus gave me sly smile, as he stood up and stretched. “You’re going
to be all right.” “All of you will,” he added looking around the table.
“What about you Uriah?” Mama studied the rabbi’s son. “Is Rhoda really that bad.”
“She’s horrible!” His eyes filled with tears. “You don’t know what your doing, Mary.
She’s not right in the head.”
“Are you talking about your sister or your mother?” Mama cocked her head inquisitively.
“They both can’t be addled in the head. Which one, my dear?”
“Both of them,” Uriah wiped his eyes then folded his arms. “This is a bad idea, Mary.
Let her live with my parents, not here.”
I noted that Uriah called our mother by her name, rather than Mama, which, curiously
enough, caused James and Joseph to bristle with irritation. Simon, by now, was dozing in his
seat. There was no crisis too great to deprive him of a nap. I envied easygoing Simon, who ate,
slept, and whiled away his hours in a carefree manner. Life was simple for him.
At just that moment Tabitha arrived in the kitchen, with the twins in tow. A frown
creased her lovely face. “I heard what you said, Mama,” she declared, placing her hands on her
hips. “Uriah’s right: Rhoda’s a brat. There’s something wrong with that girl.” “One time,” she
confessed with a sigh, “my uncle sent me with fresh bread to the rabbi’s house, and Rhoda, for
no reason whatsoever, other than meanness, pelted me with goat dung. Most folks don’t know
her. Her parents kept her locked up most of the time. But it’s Rhoda who probably drove her
parents mad!”
“How very strange.” Mama rose up, took Tabitha into her arms, and gave her a motherly
hug.
Jesus smiled at this reaction, as did Uriah and I, but the twins innocent faces darkened
with jealousy at this show of affection. James and Joseph, who had never accepted Tabitha like
Uriah, Simon, and I, shook their heads indulgently at this display.
“There’s something I must tell you mother.” Jesus expression became grave.
The room grew suddenly quiet as he took Mama’s hand. Tabitha and the twins joined us
all at the table, as Jesus told her about Michael’s situation. Mama nodded grimly but didn’t
weep. We had all wept enough for that rascal. The twins were giggling amongst themselves.
Simon, in fact, grinned with satisfaction. The only one shedding a tear that moment was me, but
not for Michael. The implications of his flight were, I believed, greatest for me. He had been a
blight in our lives for a long time. It galled me that they thought I was weeping for him. I was, I

confess contritely now, weeping for my treasure and the gold coins Mama had hidden from me.
I was certain that Mama would guard the coins even more closely now that Michael was out
there lurking about. The best thing, in spite of my misgivings, was for Michael to leave and
never come back. On this issue, everyone, even Mama and Jesus, were agreed.
If the Romans found Michael in our house and even on our property, we would be
implicated in his misdeeds. If he didn’t take his ill-gotten loot with him, that unrelenting
determination of Roman soldiers, some of whom, had hunted Abbas gang almost into extinction,
would find his hiding place just close enough to our property to cast suspicion upon on my
brothers and I. I was, of course, the most suspicious of anyone in our family. If it hadn’t been
for Adam showing me where he placed the treasure and Michael finding out, Michael would
never have been tempted to retrieve it for himself. As I thought about it those moments, while
Jesus and Mama discussed our dilemma, I realized I was at least half to blame. Because of me,
Mama was made an accessory to my folly after relocating the coins. I couldn’t blame Michael
for this.
My mind turned to the Gifts of the Magi buried in distant Bethlehem. A spark of hope
filled me as Mama and Jesus prepared an afternoon meal. Lunch was late today, and everyone,
including me, pitched in to help. That special feeling of family solidarity illuminated the
shadows in my mind. Look at us, I laughed hysterically to myself: we’re about to take in another
waif, maybe even her mother, and we have to worry about stolen gold. A strange, irrational
excitement filled me as I considered our plight. It was a good thing Papa hadn’t returned. He
would probably get drunk. There were times when I craved a swig myself. Then it hit me as a
bolt of lightning. As I showed Tabitha, Martha, and Abigail the safe way to chop some fruit, the
realization filled me, as a warm, comforting wave. We had Jesus! The thought rang in my mind.
For a moment, as I lowered the knife to the chopping block, Tabitha stood there as I stared into
space. I remembered, as she shook my sleeve gently, all the times when darkness fell over our
house—the ordeal of Mariah, the threat of Reuben and his men, the night that the remnant of
Abbas band threatened our family, and many other lesser occasions when Jesus’ very presence
seem to protect us. That terrible night when the whole town seemed to turn against us Jesus had
walked as a sentry around our house. He had always been fearless and kept perfect faith in God.
When the Romans arrived, he remained a buffer between our family and the guards, from the
many times he acted as our emissary to them to that incredible moment today when he stood up
to Regulus, without uttering a word.
“Jude, Jude,” Tabitha called, as if through a long shadowy tunnel.
I awakened to her bright face, listening to the hum of voices around me. In a low voice
Jesus was telling Mama that Michael could not return this time. He was in the Lord’s hands.
Uriah was groaning, and James and Joseph were complaining to each other about Rhoda’s
possible arrival. Simon had already nabbed a hunk of cheese and plum and was gobbling them
up as he waited for lunch. As the three girls looked up at me, I stopped and, in typical fashion,
patted all three of their heads. “Jesus will protect us,” I whispered to them. “Because of him, we
are in the Lord’s hands.”
******
I was filled with mixed emotions when word came from Joanna, Ezra’s oldest daughter,
that Michael had been reported sneaking out of Nazareth with nothing but the shirt on his back. I
had the satisfaction that Michael would not have the treasure, but now that he was gone, the
Romans would search our property and the surrounding area relentlessly to find my gold. Odeh

must have taken great pleasure in the fact that Michael had ran into the desert again, this time
without supplies and without the gold. Of course, the wily Odeh might know where Michael had
buried the gold and return, in the dead of night, to confiscate it for himself. Joanna, who was
bringing Odeh an order for wool, had stopped below the hill to watch the shepherd guiding the
Romans on the same narrow trail where Adam’s earlier treasure had been found. Her description
was unmistakable, causing the hairs on the back of my neck to prickle. How could Michael have
known about this path? Odeh had the eyes of an eagle. On this path, that wound further and
further through the prickly underbrush, Odeh showed him the route Michael had taken while
carrying his loot. “So where is it?” Falco cried, shaking the little man. Fortunately for Odeh, the
Romans found a recently dug hole a ways further, which was probably the same one Simon,
Uriah, Boaz, and I had dug, ourselves. Naturally, after this revelation, the guards searched the
shepherd’s camp again. This time, because of Odeh’s cooperation, there were no skulls cracked,
though the guards thoroughly tore up the shepherds’ camp. Of course, if Odeh had found the
treasure, himself, he could have relocated it anywhere in the hills. After several holes had been
dug in the vicinity Michael was seen, Regulus ordered a thorough inspection of the orchard for
the glint of gold or freshly turned dirt, managing to overlook the hidden sanctuary and Jesus’
secret cave. Papa had told me how soldiers had built all of Rome’s roads, but I didn’t realize
how much they loved to dig holes. The search, which lasted several days, enlisting all of the
optio’s men, was an ordeal for me. We could hear them shouting back and forth from dawn to
dusk. I was just certain they would stumble upon the chamber that Adam had put his treasure in
and even find Mama’s hiding place for my coins. Uriah, Simon, and I continued to spy on them
as we had done in the past. Unlike the last times we spied on the Romans, this was no longer a
game for me. I felt helpless, lost, and miserable, as the guards came closer and closer to the
hidden shrine and then the wall. In the past, Leto caught us near the orchard entrance to the
shrine a few times and Priam and Falco saw me creep from my hiding place after checking on
my coins. At the time, nothing was made of these encounters. During the exhaustive search,
however, why had this slipped their minds? How many times had I been spotted without being
challenged by a guard? So far, Regulus and his men, engrossed with the facts as they saw them,
failed to see the obvious. How could they not suspect me after I was seen snooping around the
wall?
The next place that he and his guards visited was our house. It had been just a matter of
time. By now, the greedy optio and his men were in testy moods. This caused me great anxiety,
but this time they had to contend with Jesus, who threatened again, before staring the optio
down, to go straight to his commander if they ransacked our house. Once again their eyes locked
in a challenge that Regulus appeared to win. Regulus personally inspected Mama’s cupboards
and every corner of the room, while Priam, Falco and the other guards searched the shop and the
front and back yard. It struck me as ironic, if not careless, that they didn’t check the crumbling
stonewall in the orchard or look down into the dark abyss where I discovered the shrine, in which
gold had actually been. These were obvious hiding places. For that matter the cloaca seat,
another place where I suspected Mama of stashing my coins, was, as I had prayed, totally
ignored. If she had placed the coins anywhere else, such as the garden or the shop, the Romans
would certainly find them. As it was, I became half-convinced that Jesus was using his Godgiven powers to mislead the guards.
Mama’s garden and both the yards were dug up in several places, equipment and
furniture were tossed around in the shop, and our house was in disarray when they left, but the
Romans had not seriously damaged any dishes, cups, furniture, or tools. Regulus had, with a

look of guilt, even dropped a gold solidus into Mama’s tiny hand. When we were all certain that
the Romans were out of earshot, we cheered and slapped Jesus back.
I joined Uriah, Simon, and Tabitha in a merry dance. “He did it!” we chanted. “He chased
the Romans away!”
“He put a hex on him; that’s what he did.” James teased.
“When will you all learn?” Jesus threw up his hands. “Not everything’s a miracle!”
“We know the Lord guides you.” Mama looked around the group for agreement.
Everyone nodded obligingly, except Jesus, who, in exasperation, stomped out of the
house. The moment had come, to our utter amazement, when the Romans gave up their search.
Whether or not Jesus’ threats or the apparent futility of this business stopped the hunt, we
decided, in spite of his protests, to give him the credit on behalf of God. That was the general
consensus, though Tabitha confided to me later that she believed Jesus had magical powers. It
was difficult not to call Regulus’ decision to end the search a miracle. What impressed us the
most was the way Jesus stared down the steel jawed optio. He had been bold, fearless, and
resolute.
Though there was nothing to do in the shop, Jesus spent the remainder of the hour
straightening up the mess the Romans made, while the rest of us went around the house and
yards erasing signs of the search. Stools were set right, disheveled pots—a few cracked or
shattered, were placed back in the cupboard, and the floor was swept by the twins, as Uriah,
Simon, and I in the front yard and James and Joseph in the backyard, covered up holes and
attempted, as one group, to fix Mama’s trampled garden. The damage was, by Roman standards,
minor. Everything settled back down to normal that day. Uriah, Simon, and I ran around like
children again. The girls giggled happily, and even the normally surly Joseph, followed James
example and joined us all in games of hide-and-go-seek and tag. To make it a perfect ending to
our day, Papa returned that evening, with a pouch full of orders, exhausted but bubbling with
information about his trip.
So as not to ruin his cheerful mood, Mama downplayed the episode with the Romans.
Papa gave her a concerned look as she enumerated the week’s events, but let the matter drop as
we congregated in the kitchen for his report. He and Ezra were able to find clients in both
Sepphoris and Nain. We would be busy filling the orders he brought back for quite some time.
There had been, Papa heard, recent sightings of members of Abbas old gang in Galilee with a
new leader, whom we knew was Jesus Bar Abbas, the great bandit’s son. Roman officials and
Jews would later know him simply as Barabbas, but back then, out of respect for Jesus we
referred to him as Adam whenever his exploits came up.
While at Sepphoris, Papa visited Elizabeth to inquire about her health. Elizabeth had
heard about Hannah and her daughter’s predicament from friends in town. In no mood to deal
with Joachim’s unstable wife and daughter, themselves, Papa and Ezra arranged, through the
magistrates, an escort for Hannah, Rhoda, and her son John next week. I looked forward to
seeing John, but the return of Joachim’s wife and daughter greatly offset the good news. Now
that Michael was a fugitive of Rome, there was also a measure of melancholy about his flight,
but mostly relief. Even though, we doubted that the optio would press his case about the gold,
Michael was now marked out by Rome as a felon. Our family wanted no part of that. Reuben
had been unconscious when he was found and required a period of convalescence, but Michael
was quite healthy and could take care of himself. Even before the latest incident, his reputation
as a troublemaker had preceded him, and Longinus had no patience for troublemaking Jews. As
I recall, from that day forward, Regulus looked at members of my family with a jaundiced eye.

Once in a while, he might smile at Papa and Mama or nod his head, but it seemed to be an effort
for him. Priam and Falco continued to mooch food off my parents and, on occasion, Longinus
would drop by to chat with them in the front yard, but for a long time the optio was no longer our
friend. James and Joseph believed the Romans were just plain stupid. They didn’t realize, as I
did, just how careless they had been during the search, but stupidity wasn’t how I would
characterize the guards. The guards were, as I study this period in my life, like merciless,
carefree children. The same soldiers watching over Nazareth would, if told to by their
commander, hunt down and crucify Michael and any other Jew defying Rome. And yet they
were honest, forthright, and a generally friendly lot. In this regard I would find out one day that
Regulus was no different. Though his pride and ambition had been temporarily thwarted, I had
no doubt that he would make sure my family was safe against bandits and scoundrels like Adam
and his band.

Chapter Twenty-Eight
An Eventful Day

In spite of our many concerns, these were heady times for our family. The success of
Papa’s shop soared after he brought so many orders back after his trip. His friend Ezra grew
successful too. Because of their mutual success, their friendship was even stronger. Papa’s
estranged friends had returned slowly, and now, with his success, men he had once thought of as
enemies greeted him on the road. Though we heard nothing more about our ailing aunt until the
arrival of John, Samuel’s health actually improved during this time. My brothers and I, with
Uriah tagging along, trekked each day to Aaron’s school, returned home for our chores, and held
onto our childhood as long as we could. Each of us was inspired by Aaron’s deference toward
us, but we felt intimidated when he called on us to recite so often in class. With my almost
perfect memory, Aaron wanted to show me off the most, which should have made me especially
unpopular with classmates. Yet slowly, one by one, our friends returned. The talk of gold had
subsided, and the children of Joseph had, after all, always been a peculiar lot. Since it was
common knowledge that Jesus was special, it seemed only natural that one of his brothers might
share his gifts. That person, of course, was me.
Not long after Papa’s last trip, Aaron announced to our class that James, Joseph, and I had
mastered Hebrew and, because of our understanding of the Torah, reached the highest level in
school. We were now full-fledged readers of the Torah, a book we understood almost as much as
him. The truth was, of course, to keep me on good terms with my brothers, Aaron held me back
until James and Joseph were ready before making the announcement in class. Uriah was doing
well too in school, Aaron informed our parents. Simon was learning the method of “reading
backwards” Gamaliel once introduced. He might never be a scribe, but, according to our teacher,
he would, with practiced effort, be able to read documents, including the Torah, understand
maps, road signs, and be able to write in Hebrew and Aramaic.
Papa, though a carpenter, had learned to write Hebrew and Aramaic fluently and read all
of the holy scrolls. Working in his trade to provide for his family had limited his efforts to teach
his children but he had never failed to encourage us to learn. This was not true for most of
Nazareth’s simple folk. Other than our friend Samuel and a handful of Pharisees in town, the
remainder of Nazareth’s parents were almost illiterate, themselves, and could barely write their
name. Because of this lack of inspiration, which had been shown by Mama and Papa to us, most
of our classmates had to be prodded each inch of the way.
Jesus’ encouragement was, because Papa was so busy, greatest during the latter years of
our youth. His influence upon the education of the added members of our household was also
significant. Uriah, who had resented his father’s heavy hand and lost interest in the Torah, now,
with Jesus’ coaxing, followed James, Joseph, and my lead. Tabitha, though totally illiterate when
she first came to us, was now, with my brother’s help, reading simple sentences and could write
her name in Hebrew script. Abigail and Martha, had shown signs of progress, themselves, after
being home schooled. Though the girls were not allowed to attend synagogue school and had
done poorly in Gamaliel’s class, they seemed to be inspired by our examples.

After all that time in Gamaliel’s class and a year in Aaron’s synagogue school, it was
apparent to everyone concerned that my brothers (including Uriah) had risen far above the level
of Nazarene youths. Benefiting by our knowledge, Tabitha and the twins, unlike the other girls
in town, also rose above the norm. Most of the students were still struggling with the basics of
our ancient language and, though they spoke Aramaic as did all Jews, they could scarcely write a
word. Even Simon was far ahead of his classmates. The Torah and the prophets were learned by
the students after listening to our recitations in class. Aaron, of course, was the best reader, but
James had an excellent voice, as did I, while Joseph often stammered, and Uriah still had trouble
with some of the big words. Of course, I tried not to compete with my brothers or teacher in
school, but some of the best readings, Simon once confided to me out of earshot of the others,
had been delivered by me. As a scholar, everyone expected Aaron to speak well, but I was,
Simon struggled for the word, a natural. I did it all effortlessly, as if I had memorized most of it,
which, in fact, I had. Strangely enough, my narration of Joshua’s attack upon Jericho (a horrid
affair) impressed them most of all. I remember reading portions of the law to the class, which
Aaron thought perfect, but it put half of the class to sleep. Such boring chapters were best
expounded by Joseph in his nervous, monotone voice, since it was unintelligible driveling
anyhow. James had once been fortunate enough to read the stirring account of Moses parting of
the Red Sea. There were many other parts of the Holy Scriptures that stirred the class, but
nothing more so than the battles the Israelites fought under Joshua’s leadership during the
conquest of Canaan.
My exposure to Israel’s wrathful God had a great influence upon my life, but in a
negative way. I accepted the chronicles of our people’s destructive path because it was, after all,
spoken of in the Torah, but already, many years before his mission, Jesus words and ideas
seemed to be in direct conflict with the revealed words. Now, when I compare the holy scrolls to
the religion Jesus brought into the world, I’m still puzzled. That day, when our teacher elevated
my brothers and I in school, I felt no spiritual stature. I had learned to read and write Hebrew
and Aramaic, as I had planned, but I was not happy with our wrathful God. We faulted the
Romans for their brutality and yet throughout the scriptures there are passages in which God
orders his warriors, Joshua, Gideon, and Jehosaphat to wipe out entire peoples—men, woman,
children, even animals, young and old, without mercy or afterthought. Rome, in spite of its
harsh treatment of criminals and insurrectionists, was, at least before Jesus began his mission,
tolerant of other faiths. When I asked Jesus why God dealt so harshly with ignorant pagans, he
merely shrugged. A sad look came over his face, perhaps for my lack of faith or thickheadedness. Once Aaron, wagging his finger in amusement, reminded me that the Canaanites,
Ammorites, and Amalekites were evil folk, who had persecuted our people and stood in the way
of the Israelites occupying the Promised Land. The Canaanites, in fact, sacrificed their own
children to their gods and corrupted our people with vile practices, turning them from our God.
Yet, in spite of Jesus own tolerance of the cruelty inflicted upon innocent children by the
Israelites, themselves, he had twice in his lifetime, preached turning the other cheek. “Do unto
others as they would do to you,” he would preach to the multitudes. If I trusted my own intellect,
I would believe that Yahweh and the risen Lord were scarcely the same God. The condition of
mankind and terrible blood sacrifice were, of course, the reason why my brother came into the
world, but it could never justify in my mind, the wholesale destruction of entire peoples that
occurred during the Flood and later, more selectively, when the Israelites conquered the
Promised Land.

So long ago, so many lashes and close calls and visions of death for followers of the Way,
and yet, as I look up at the daylight streaming into my small window, I believe, without doubt or
regret in what God has brought into the world...Jesus, my brother, the Messiah and risen Lord.
******
That day when Aaron made his announcement that James, Joseph, and I were at the
highest level in school, Jesus escorted the honor students out of class. Simon and Uriah mingled
among us sharing in our glory. The girls, who greeted us after class, followed us cheerily down
Nazareth’s dusty road. James, Joseph, and I were not certain about the outcome of our elevation.
Many students resented our status. At Aaron’s signal, our classmates had shouted out their
congratulations during class, but not one of them had said a word to us as we departed the
synagogue. Though Papa’s standing had changed somewhat in town, we were fearful of our
classmates. Tagging along at a distance were our old friends Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz, who
called out their salutations. Boaz was too dumb to be deceitful, but I thought I saw a
mischievous gleam in the two brothers’ eyes. Quite by coincidence, our group met Regulus
making an inspection of our sector of town. As Jesus had directed, we marched two-by two, in
the same way his disciples would when he sent us to preach the good news. Back then, instead
of being matched up with my brother James, I walked hand-in-hand with Tabitha. Regulus, who
nodded approvingly at our procession, grinned down Tabitha and me. Always the diplomat,
Jesus asked the optio to allow Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz passage into our yard. Regulus gave
Jesus a curt dismissal at first. I wasn’t sure I wanted them in our yard either, but, with those
imperious blue eyes, Jesus convinced him to allow the three entry if he personally watched them
during their visit. It was an awkward, uncomfortable period of time.
When Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz showed up that afternoon, James and Joseph’s friends,
Isaac and Jeroboam, quite by coincidence, arrived and were also given permission by Papa to
visit, but, like Simon, Uriah, and my friends, were not yet allowed in the house. Here we were, I
thought grimly, looking around at the group, Nazareth’s finest. Our sudden fame as scholars
seems to have drawn back our friends, and yet I sensed it might be short lived. Was it mere
curiosity? Or, in the case of Jethro and Obadiah, something more sinister. James and Joseph’s
friends had snubbed our family. Though they had no other friends, it was hard to believe that my
brothers had forgiven this insult. Reluctantly, however, they gave each other the embrace of
friendship, while the rest of us looked on. It was quite unemotional. A slight frown was frozen
on James’ face. Though they wouldn’t bring it up with Jesus around, I wondered if my fairweather friends would come back later and look for my gold. They had threatened us before and
been exiled by the Romans from our property, and yet Jesus insisted that, after James and
Joseph’s example, Simon, Uriah, and I welcome them with open arms back into our lives. You
can never have too many friends, Papa had once told us, but Jesus had another reason why we
should forgive are friends. Even now I find this notion to “turn the other cheek” when someone
wrongs you unnatural. The forced acceptance of Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz back into our lives
was an object lesson that day but also the basis for Jesus’ greatest commandment: “Do unto
others as you would have them do unto you.”
As he followed Papa back to the shop, Jesus gave his brothers a friendly reminder “Play
now, but tomorrow we must get back to work.”
There would be many orders to fill. Papa slapped his colleague on the back and waved at
us all as they turned the corner of our house. Out of Jesus’ hearing now, James and Joseph

walked slowly away with their friends. Jethro immediately turned to me and asked, “Where’s
the gold?”
“I knew it.” I pointed accusingly. “That’s why you’re here!”
“Jethro,” James called back over his shoulder, “you want me to call the guards?”
“I was just joking,” the gangly youth grinned.
“We heard that thieving shepherd got the gold,” muttered his brother. “If we put our
heads together, we can find it and split it six ways.”
“Really?” Joseph looked back in disbelief. “Those Romans dug a thousand holes in the
hills and our property. You really think you can find that gold?”
“Sure,” Boaz grinned stupidly, “we got Jude. He should know where it’s at.”
James walked over and glared at Boaz and the brothers. “You dumb oafs. Leave our little
brother out of it. There’s no gold on our property. The Romans searched everywhere. If there
was any treasure, they would’ve found it. Those men aren’t fools!”
James defense of me caused Uriah, Simon, and me to laugh hysterically. Word of the
bandit’s gold in the hills and the Romans effort to find it was common knowledge now. Boaz
nodded vacantly. I noted, as Jethro smiled, that he had yellow teeth. Obadiah appeared to have a
black eye, probably from a scrape with his brother or some other youth. Only Boaz appeared to
be genuinely friendly. I wanted to believe that James, Joseph, and their friends, when added to
my small group, would make short work of Jethro and his brother if they made a move.
“Jethro,” I replied belatedly, shaking my head, “you weren’t joking. After what Obadiah
said, I know exactly what’s on your mind. Unless you promise not to mention this subject
again—either of you, you must leave our property at once!”
There was an intake of breaths as I walked up to Jethro and stared him down. I wasn’t
Jesus. What was I doing? What made me think that James and Joseph and their friends or, for
that matter, any of my brothers, other than Jesus, himself, would come to my aid? Unless the
guards were making their rounds, who else would help me if I were jumped that moment: Uriah,
Tabitha, the twins? It was not hard to stare the shifty-eyed Jethro down, but Obadiah was
another matter. Judging by his scuffed knuckles and blackened eye, it appeared as if he might
like to fight. I said nothing now, though mentally, as Jesus had taught me, I gave a short,
repetitive prayer: “God give me great strength or send a lightning bolt down on these two.”
In one of my big surprises during this period of my life, Boaz stepped forward as my
protector and shoved Jethro and Obadiah aside.
“Jude’s my friend,” he growled, sticking out his jaw, “leave him alone. If he doesn’t
want us to talk about it, we shouldn’t talk about it!”
Jethro and Obadiah sneered at Boaz’s words. The subject was dropped for the time
being, but I was certain they would bring it up again. Perhaps the two brothers were teasing me
that hour, and yet, when it came to the subject of the gold, I knew they were deadly serious.
Almost immediately, after Boaz’s challenge, our group followed James, Joseph and their friends
into the backyard where we all congregated in the shadows of the trees. I’m not certain why
James led us so far away from the house. The thought dawned on me that perhaps we would all,
at James signal, gang up on Jethro and Obadiah to press the point home, but he and Joseph just
glared at the trio for several moments.
Boaz broke the fearful silence. “Tell us about Joshua.” He looked at me eagerly.
“Yes.” Obadiah grinned. “Tell us how he and his men destroyed Jericho. I like the part
where they blow their horns and the walls comes tumbling down.”

I should have been moved by their requests, but their giggling and snickering at the
slaughter of Canaanites was annoying. At first, I wasn’t certain whether or not they were
mocking me, and I grew irritated with Jethro constantly whispering into Obadiah’s ear.
Nevertheless I dipped into the well of my memory for elements of this bloody tale. For a solid
hour, I recited from memory all I knew about this dreadful time, consoled only by Boaz and
Uriah’s rapt attention and the fact that a physical confrontation had been diffused. Strolling into
our yard, while munching on a plum, Priam waved at me from a distance. A strange,
inexplicable peace filled me, as I listened to the resonance of my voice. This was, Jesus tried to
convince me once, my greatest gift. I would never have admitted it then, but during those
moments the Spirit filled me. The question that would later define Jesus had already caused me
to question portions of the Torah. Who was this wrathful god recorded by Moses and Joshua?
How could the Lord of Creation and all mankind settle upon one insignificant band of nomads
and give them marching orders to destroy much greater civilizations in their path?
Uriah, Boaz, Obadiah, and even Jethro were interested in my story. My heart leaped as
their eyes widened with my words and followed the motion of my hands. How much of the story
I made up I will never know. The words flowed out of my mouth. They wanted battles and
blood, so I gave them battles and blood. Simon was falling asleep, and James, Joseph, and their
friends were growing increasingly bored with me and would soon slip away. Nevertheless, even
in Isaac and Jeroboam’s eyes I saw something I had never seen before on my behalf: respect.
James and Joseph were certain I elaborated upon the slaughter of the Canaanites. As James
would later begrudgingly admit, however, his friends thought I might one day become a great
Pharisee or scribe. Hah, if only they knew!
As I wound up my story about the conquest of Canaan, we could hear distant commotion:
the sound of horses’ hooves on the road. Sound carried very well into the hills. It had to be a
courier, I told my audience. It seemed just as likely that it was Longinus, the Centurion, making
his rounds, but my first thought was correct. Word came to my parents from a legionnaire that
John and Uriah’s mother and sister Rhoda were this moment on the road into town. Their
arrival, Mama relayed the message to us by shouting herself hoarse, was imminent.
Unlike times before, as when Jesus returned from abroad or when the Romans galloped
passed on parade, we didn’t dash to the roadside to see this event. It was an important occasion
to see our eccentric cousin again, but the baggage he came with, Hannah and her daughter
Rhoda, filled us with gloom. Everyone in town had heard about Joachim’s wife and daughter.
Their reputations had preceded them like an ill wind. According to a relative in Sepphoris, there
was no place for Hannah and her daughter to go. In the words of Papa, Hannah’s relatives had
given them both the “boot.” Since Elizabeth was very sick, her house was not an option, nor
would Joachim’s relatives, who lived in far away Tarsus, welcome the ill-tempered pair.
“What’s so terrible about this girl?” Isaac asked as we trotted up to the house. “Is she not
the rabbi’s child?”
“Was is the operative word,” corrected James. “There’s a new rabbi in town.”
“It appears,” explained Joseph sourly, “that Hannah will return to her husband’s house,
but Rhoda might very well be staying here.”
“It’s terrible,” James groaned, “an absolute disaster!”
“Joachim’s household is that bad?” Jeroboam frowned.
“Uh huh,” Uriah nodded grimly. “Mary’s been taking care of my father. Now she’s going
to have to keep an eye on my mother too.”

“Where have you been for the past two years?” James scolded his friend. “It’s a miracle,
thanks to our mother, that Joachim’s even alive.”
Because of this special occasion, Papa and Mama allowed our estranged friends into the
house, though they had not actually said as much. Jesus warned Jethro and Obadiah to mind
their manners, and I kept an eye on Boaz as he sized up John. Meanwhile, John walked boldly
amongst us, embracing all of us cordially and equitably, even our friends. I was greatly
impressed with our cousin. With his fine clothes and bearing, he moved and talked in a regal
manner. Papa laughed with delight. Isaac and Jeroboam bowed deferentially to the tall, sandy
haired youth. In the midst of this crowd of people stood Hannah and Rhoda, dusty and travel
worn from the trip. As expected, it was decided by Jesus and our parents after Mama returned
from Joachim’s house this morning, that the rabbi’s health had improved enough for Hannah to
return to her home, but unfortunately, Rhoda would stay here for a while. Groans and curses
were uttered in the room. With the exception of Jesus, and perhaps John, we were united in our
disapproval. I was certain Papa felt the same. Mama, who couldn’t hide her own misgivings,
shushed us, and Jesus held up his hands. Papa, though he grumbled to himself, reminded us all
of the Lord’s commandment to take care of the stranger, and yet I saw he and Mama exchange
worried looks. Very subtly, I believe, Papa had slighted Joachim’s daughter. Rhoda, though our
neighbor and Uriah’s younger sister, was, it was true, a complete stranger to us. Her mother had,
James summed up later, a dumb cow’s look, but the ten-year-old girl exhibited a crafty,
mischievous expression on her freckly face. A permanent snarl played on her tiny lips. Her
small, pig-like eyes darted this way and that, while her fingers moving restlessly at her sides.
Like the fox entering a hen house, she looked around at the bodies pressing in much like a
predator. I understood why Uriah feared his sister and her relatives cast her out. Here, sizing us
up, was one more reason why Hannah was mad.
In muted voices, as we retreated to the backyard, we discussed this “creature” to be
sheltered in our house.
“Your parents are making a big mistake!” wailed Uriah. “That girl’s not right in the
head!”
“Is she mad?” Isaac asked.
“Yes,” nodded Uriah, “mad as a bat.”
“Surely,” Jeroboam offered, “they can control one young girl.”
“Who’s they?” Joseph turned to his friend. “My father? He doesn’t have time to watch
Rhoda. My mother? She’ll be too busy taking care of her parents to watch that girl.”
“Mama will expect Tabitha and twins to show Rhoda around.” James said gravely. “I feel
sorry for them. If what Uriah says is true, Rhoda’s going to run amuck!”
“It’s true.” Uriah nodded grimly. “I’m lucky I’m still alive.”
“Calm down, everyone,” John called out through cupped hands. “Let’s give the girl a
chance.”
“A chance?” Uriah cried. “You don’t know my sister. She doesn’t need chances. She
needs to be locked up, under guard!”
“Oh come now.” John playfully punched his arm. “She was silent the whole time during
the trip—not a word. How could that frail child be a threat?”
Uriah looked at him in amazement. “Silent? Rhoda was silent? Did the Roman guards
drug my sister? You just wait until she gets started. That girl won’t shut up.”
“All young girls chatter.” John waved dismissively. “I suspect Tabitha and the twins
babble like geese.”

“In more than one voice?” Uriah asked solemnly. “Do they recite nonsense? Do they spit
like a cat? Do their eyes roll in their heads?”
For some reason, John thought this was very amusing. Not for a moment could any of us
accept the fact, as Uriah suggested, that Rhoda was possessed. That would be just too horrible a
reality. Rather would we believe simply that she was a mean, little brat. In spite of our disbelief,
we studied the fat little youth, as John gave us all a rundown of Aunt Elizabeth’s health.
“I’m confident of our physician,” he chattered in offhand manner. “Her health has
improved since he gave mother his special potion.”
“Oh, what is that?” Isaac asked politely.
“A mixture of wild goat weed and pomegranate seeds.” John idly mussed my hair. “Aunt
Mary also uses potions to cure ills. I have faith in Micah. He will bring Mama around, and we’ll
all have a proper celebration. I’m certain of this!”
“Why is he talking about this?” Uriah whispered in my ear.
“He’s changing the subject,” I murmured from the corner of my mouth. “Do you really
believe your sister’s possessed?”
Our cousin, the last one to emerge from the house, had entered our conversation
intrusively, downplaying our dilemma as Jesus so often did. He was judging Rhoda’s behavior
merely on the trip home. He had, I thought then, a self-righteous air like our oldest brother. For
Jesus, everyone was good, we must give them a chance, and no one was totally bad, especially a
child. This philosophy had always rankled my brothers and me. Now that we were becoming
educated, James, Joseph, and I understood the passage “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a
tooth.” Nowhere in the Bible, that I could recall, was Jesus philosophy practiced. If you stepped
out of line, especially if you were a Canaanite, you were dead—subject closed. John sounded
ludicrous pandering this sentiment, and James told him so.
“Who are you to preach tolerance to us?” He challenged his cousin. “You have no
brothers and sisters. You’ve been isolated in your big house too long to know the business of the
world.”
“So,” John replied, tossing his head, “you think Rhoda’s has a demon as your adopted
brother claims?”
“I might,” James bristled. “She certainly addled in the head.”
“She’s evil.” Uriah folded his arms.
“Bah,” John grew argumentative, “I saw no such thing. Her mother was surly enough,
but Rhoda was quiet and well behaved. When the guards assisted her and her mother onto their
mules, she acted rational and polite—nothing like the deranged demoniac you suggest.”
“What’s that mean?” Simon scratched his head. “Does that mean she’s possessed?”
“No, that she’s not possessed.” John rolled his eyes. “I’ve heard about demon possession.
It’s not turned on and off like a lamp. When your possessed, your possessed!”
“Nonsense, John.” Joseph shook his head. “It’s unpredictable. Have you actually seen
someone who’s possessed?”
“Well, no... not really,” he confessed, the frown fading from his face, “not in person.”
“I think Michael was possessed,” I said in a small voice.
James, Joseph, Simon, and Uriah nodded in agreement. Our fair-weather friends, after a
pause, did the same. John looked around the group, as if he saw a consensus, his eyes widening
with illumination. “Jesus will cure her ills,” he addressed Uriah personally. “I felt the Spirit
when Jude spoke.” “Tell me,” he spoke to me, though his eyes were shut, “have you had any
more dreams?”

“No,” I sighed, “not for a long time.”
“Dreams?…What dreams?” My brothers muttered to themselves.
“Oh, I’ve heard about his dreams,” Uriah blurted. “Once he told me about his
nightmares—bad, scary, dreams—”
“They’re just nightmares.” I growled, clamping my hand over his mouth. “I told you that
in confidence. I don’t want to talk about my dreams!”
I was upset with Uriah. Like Simon, he had a big mouth. I was certain James and Joseph
would think I made that up. I had told some wild tales as a child. John, however, gazed into my
eyes, his dark pupils penetrating and unwavering, as were Jesus’ blue eyes. Once again he had
changed the subject, a habit my brother practiced which irritated us all very much. This time the
subject had been switched to me, and it backfired. Joseph had never heard about my dreams. As
Simon, Uriah, and I eavesdropped by the window one day, we heard Mama mention my dreams
to James, but she told him even less than what I told Uriah. In Mama’s case, it was because
that’s all she knew. Other than Jesus, the only person I confided my dreams to was Uriah (a big
mistake), and, for him, I omitted the most frightening parts. Though Jesus believed me, the
details would have been too fantastic for Uriah to accept. This was true for James, Joseph,
Simon, and our friends. I was in no mood to defend my ‘visions,’ as Jesus interpreted one of
them. That moment, I folded my arms and just stood there, jaws clinched, and staring at the
ground. Fortunately, before one of them might ask me a question, our attention was diverted by
the appearance of Regulus and Falco in our yard.
The two soldiers marched right up to us, saluted, and stood there studying our group.
The glint of dark eyes in the emerging shadows sent chills down my spine. I was sure the others
were terrified too. John placed his arm around my shoulders as Uriah cowered behind my back.
“You do know the prohibition against unlawful assembly.” Regulus clipped, motioning
for Falco to take down our names.
I had thought Falco, as most Roman soldiers, would be illiterate. Since Falco asked us to
scrawl our names on his tablet, I was confirmed in this belief. I sensed correctly that Regulus
was teasing us. We were too close to our own property to be called an unlawful assembly,
especially since we had supplied Regulus and his men with free food and often given them flasks
of Papa’s wine. Simon still had trouble with his backwards vision, but James, Joseph, Uriah, and
I signed the tablet quickly. Isaac and Jeroboam were frightened by this jest, scrawling their
names in the clay with hesitation. When Regulus turned to Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz, however,
the three youths shook their heads.
“I can’t write so good.” Boaz’s lips quivered.
“Me neither.” Jethro and Obadiah chimed.
“What are these rogues doing here?” He looked squarely at me. “Are they still looking
for that gold?”
At this point, I remembered a Roman officer’s warning: Rome is watching. It was,
through Regulus and his shiftless guards, watching Nazareth this very hour. I wondered if they
really suspected that Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz were looking for the gold. They had been caught
trespassing once. Why was Regulus still pressing this issue if they had given up on the search?
Then it dawned on me as I studied the three Romans, causing me to gasp: they hadn’t given up!
They would never give up. Yes, this was another thing I had heard about Rome: they never gave
up. Reuben and Michael would always be fugitives as long as Longinus and Regulus lived. The
Romans in Nazareth would continue, as long as they were stationed here, to look for the gold.

I wasn’t sure about Boaz, but Jethro and Obadiah’s motives were plain. Just one nod and
they would be punished even more severely than before. As I considered this action, however, I
let the Romans drive the point home.
“All right, I know the code among youths,” Regulus acknowledged my silence, “but if
these rogues are seen on your property without permission or caught in the hills so help me, I’ll
string them up on the first stand of trees.”
When Regulus and Falco were out of earshot, Joseph, in true form, cursed the Romans
instead of Jethro and Obadiah. It mattered not that the two brothers were conniving jackals,
Joseph still hated Romans, including our own guards. Half-heartedly, James joined in the tirade,
but Uriah, Simon, and I were glad the guards protected us from their mischief. Isaac and
Jeroboam resented the Romans always interfering, and yet admitted that Nazareth needed the
Romans to protect us with the banditry and unrest in Galilee. I had noticed this trend in Nazareth
ever since the Romans wiped out most of Abbas’ gang. It was give and take: the Romans took
away some of our liberties yet gave us protection.
I was heartened to hear James finally agree with Isaac. The subject was changed
completely when Mama called us into the house. As our friends lagged timidly behind us, my
brothers and I exchanged worried looks. What could Mama want? Had my parents had second
thoughts about Hannah living with her husband? Would they now tell us that she would be
living with us too? Our concerns for Jethro, Obadiah, and the Romans were replaced by anxiety
about the new houseguest. Even now, nothing was as disturbing as what Uriah told us about his
sister. Isaac and Jeroboam prudently bid us goodbye, knowing full well they were not welcome
in our house. As Jethro and Obadiah slipped away without a word like two jackals, big dumb
Boaz followed us into the crowded house. After being called to the house, we half suspected to
find Rhoda in an agitated state and foaming at the mouth. What we found—a calm, sullen faced
child, staring into space—reminded me very much of a mood I had seen Michael in when he
wasn’t acting strange. Had Uriah been wrong about his sister? It seemed as if John had been
correct, all along. Rhoda appeared to be empty of emotion—addled rather than possessed. My
brothers and I looked questioningly at Uriah. The rabbi’s son had spoken ill of his family before,
yet it seemed unlikely he had made all this up. Had Mama given her one of her potions, or was
this her normal state? When I thought about it, Rhoda’s dull expression reminded me more of
Mariah than Michael. I recalled how Jesus had prayed over the unconscious Michael after he
staggered into our yard, yet he had said only a two words to Michael’s berserk mother: “Be
silent!” I glanced at Jesus, wondering if he cast out her demons, as he had for Mariah and
Michael. It seemed unclear, because of his caginess, whether or not he did any such thing. At
that moment, Jesus was talking to Papa in a subdued voice as Papa sipped from his favorite mug.
With a tired smile on her face, Mama asked us to greet our visitor. Something was not right
about this scene, but everyone, except Uriah, gave Rhoda a proper “shalom.” Noticing that Boaz
was in the house, Papa gave him a snarl and pointed to the front door.
Papa was tipsy again. Boaz fled without a backward glance.
“Come now,” Mama coaxed the rest of us, “let’s gather around the table.” “You, Jude,
stand here next to me. Jesus, Papa, all of you, let’s pray for our friend Rhoda as we have in the
past.”
“A prayer circle?” Papa groaned.
“That’s a good idea.” Jesus said, a frown belying his words.
Immediately, as we exchanged glances, it became obvious that no one, except Mama
thought that this was a good idea. Uriah was greatly agitated. Papa was drunk. It almost

seemed as if Jesus had told his first lie. The oldest brother had always tried to put a good face on
matters. I should have known then, as we joined in a common prayer, what he had in mind. It
often seemed that Jesus and I were of one mind. Unfortunately, as he so often did, he would wait
until the critical moment, when matters seemed out of control, for my suspicions to be
confirmed.
Our prayer circle began with a preamble by Jesus, in which he outlined Joachim and
Hannah’s misfortune and the resulting effect on Rhoda. I suppose he was trying to make a point,
but I kept thinking that Uriah had turned out all right. In what I now understand as a discussion
between God and his son, I recalled that moment the many times when Jesus seemed to be
chatting with the Lord. This time, though, he was also making a point that this was not Rhoda’s
fault and we should open our hearts to poor Hannah as we had for Joachim. Mama and Jesus
might have opened their hearts to Joachim, but the remainder of us despised the rabbi. He had
turned the town against us and continued to slander Jesus and our family in the synagogue.
When Papa came to make peace with him, he spat on his efforts. The only reason that awful man
was contrite was because he needed Mama now. Until we had heard about Hannah’s mental
breakdown and flight we had no opinion about Joachim’s wife nor had my brothers and I knew
that Rhoda was apparently insane, until Uriah informed us today. Now we were suppose to open
our hearts to them. As we attempted to say our prayers for Rhoda and her parents, I realized that
Mama had known about Rhoda’s state for a long time, but Uriah’s revelation to us was the first
my brothers and I had heard about her condition.
Our prayer circle, which I considered a waste of time, gave me time to think about our
friends. Did they regret their behavior in the past? I had my doubts. I’m certain that Jethro and
Obadiah could care less, but I remember seeing an element of contriteness in Isaac and
Jeroboam’s demeanor. For Boaz, who tried to act civil, I could never be sure. In many ways this
over-sized yet mentally deficient youth was the most dangerous of our friends. I would never
trust him after the way he acted before. When I thought about it, as Papa said a hasty
benediction to end our circle, other than my own brothers, Uriah was my only true friend.
“Let’s go spy on the Romans,” I whispered, as we charged into the yard.
“We were told to put away childish things,” Uriah quoted Papa.
“Spying on the Romans is not childish,” I said, heading for the trail. “I want to find out if
they’re still looking for Michael’s gold.”
“I wanna go work in the shop.” Uriah whined.
“Uriah,” I called over my shoulder, “Papa was drunk when he told you that. You’ve got
your entire life to be a carpenter!”
“This is stupid, Jude. We’re not supposed to tease the guards.” He hung back further and
further, until I could barely his voice.
Soon, I was so far ahead I couldn’t see him on the trail. He was, I was certain, still
huffing and puffing on the other side of the hill, which was part of my plan. After looking down
the Shepherd’s Trail and seeing nothing, I decided to check out the prickly path we had taken to
find Adam’s treasure. In order to do this without arousing suspicion from Regulus and our
guards I wanted, of course, to make sure they were nowhere in sight. So far, after looking down
the main path, I felt safe. Other than a few shepherds idling at the foot of the hills, no one else
was afoot. The guards in our sector of Nazareth were nowhere in sight. This was a hopeful sign.
I didn’t want to believe they were still looking for the gold. I told Uriah this to keep him from
following me into the hills. Right now he was probably lingering in the woods or shuffling back
to the house, which was the other half of my plan. Knowing Uriah’s loose lips, he would tell my

parents about my childish game, which was better than them thinking I was looking for
Michael’s stolen loot. All I wanted to do was scan the hills myself for freshly dug dirt. The first
place I checked was the spot on Adam’s treasure map between the tree and large rock—X
marking the spot. As I expected, it had been dug up and, judging by the dried dirt clods,
remained uncovered since we had found the treasure. What a wondrous day that had been for
me! I thought, looking glumly around the base of the rock and trunk of the tree. Moving on
carefully along the narrow footpath, I looked right and left, catching sight of freshly dug holes in
the hills, all empty and, in many cases, in places too prickly for my sensitive skin. When I
reached a point on the side of the hills facing away from the shepherds’ camp, a dreadful
spectacle loomed into view. Ducking into the underbrush, the imprint of what I saw flashed like
a beacon in my mind. A small group of bandits, led by Adam, himself, where moving up the
back of the hill, probably hunting for his gold. The quick though cautious way they crept
through the bushes should have been encouraging for me, since I would not have to run for my
life through the brambles to reach the Shepherd’s Trail. I rose up, head down below the tops of
the bushes, and carefully yet persistently trekked up the footpath, praying for deliverance from
my folly. Why had I done such a foolish thing? Though I hadn’t seen a Roman this hour, one of
them might show up at any time. If the bandits didn’t catch up with me, I would be caught in a
place I wasn’t suppose to be.
Suddenly, from the south, the opposite direction of the bandits, a Roman sentry appeared,
galloping along the edge the footholds, sword in hand. Climbing off his mount, handing the
reigns to one of the shepherds, he began talking them in a hushed tone. I couldn’t tell who he
was. It might be Leto or one of the other hillside or perimeter sentries or Regulus, himself. In
spite of how this might look, I was tempted to call out to him. The bandits were not merely a
short-range threat to me. This was a chance for the Romans to nab the remainder of the gang,
removing them as a threat to my family and the town. I was certain I could make a dash for it
now. When I was almost to the path, however, I looked askance and saw something shining in
the afternoon sun. A gnarled old thorn bush I had failed to see before had sat there a short ways
from the trail. A bag of treasure might very well be sitting in its shadowy interior, but it would
require sneaking unseen into the prickly underbrush and forcing my hands through the thorny
branches to drag out the loot. It seemed once again that the Lord was tempting me, but this time
circumstances prevented me from failing God. I was terrified. Instead of calling to the guards
and possibly get the lone guard killed, I decided to run home and tell my parents what I saw. I
need not tell them the whole truth. I would do as had I always done and only tell them the most
important part: Adam and his men were in the hills.
As I passed the footpath leading to the shrine, I heard a familiar voice. I was stricken
with fear when I heard, “Jude, Jude, come inside quickly!”
“I can’t Michael,” I answered shakily, “I promised Jesus. It’s a pagan shrine. I can’t go
in there!”
For a moment I thought I would faint dead away. A bedraggled, wild-eyed Michael
emerged fleetingly into the sunlight then skittered back like a phantom into the darkness. “Just
follow me into the entrance,” he called faintly. “You don’t have to enter the cave. Hurry Jude,
we must talk.”
“You can’t be here Michael,” I called back.
“Ple-ease Jude,” his voice grew hoarse, “there’s not much time.”
When I thought about what might be on the trail behind me, I forgot my oath to Jesus and
ran like a frightened lamb into the shadows. Just when we thought Michael was out of our lives,

here he was in worse shape than before. A thin shaft of light from the top of the gorge caught his
blazing red hair and grimy features. Once more I felt pity for my old friend. This time it was
tempered with irritation and fear and also disgust. I could tell by his demeanor that he was in
dire straights, but he had brought this upon himself. I followed Michael to a larger shaft of
sunlight, gasping as he sat down upon a nearby stone.
“What happened to you?” I asked, shuddering at the sight.
“…. I was caught by a band of thieves,” he answered slowly, looking nervously up at the
light. “…. They think I know where the gold is. Someone must have seen me hide it.”
“I knew it!” I lunged toward him. “You stole my gold!”
“It wasn’t your gold, Jude,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s your friend Adam’s gold. He
was coming back for it. He was just biding his time. He was right, of course: I hid his gold, but
he’ll never find it in a thousand years!”
I was too stunned to speak. My heart sank into my chest as I listened to him explain how
he watched Mama dig a whole next the pomegranate bush and bury my gold. Of all the
harebrained stunts, I thought, biting my lip—in broad daylight, right next to our house!
“Michael, you thief,” I spat angrily, “give me back my gold!”
“Shush, keep it down,” he motioned feebly.
“So help me!” I stomped my foot. “You’ll give it back—right now or I’ll tell the Romans
you’re here!”
“Go ahead and call the guards.” He shrugged wearily. “I’m tired of running and hiding. I
should never have spied on your mother. The temptation was too great.”
“It was too heavy to carry, wasn’t it?” I said, temporary relief overtaking me. “Caught in
a web of deceit!” I quoted Jesus’ words.
It occurred to me that moment that the gleam of metal I glimpsed on the hills was
probably my coins! Just as quickly, however, a realization dawned on me. Why would Adam
and his band only be looking for the coins and not the treasure he and I stored in the shrine?
“You-you buried both treasures!” I stammered.
Gripping the sides of my head, I reeled around in the dark in disbelief after Michael
nodded his head.
“How did you know about the shrine?” I shook him angrily. “Who told you? How could
you possibly know about that?”
“I discovered the shrine a long time ago,” he boasted in a ragged voice, “when I was
exploring the hills by myself. I didn’t know there was treasure in it until recently. I found it
quite by accident as I held my lamp up in the dark. When I watched your mother place the coins
in that hole in the yard, I decided to add it to my goods.”
“You thieving scoundrel!” I growled.
“I’m no more a thief than you,” he chuckled hoarsely. “Because of me,” he added,
grinning slyly, “you can have a portion of both treasure—If I decide to share them with you!”
“What?” I sputtered. “If you decide to share it with me! That’s my treasure, Michael. I
found it. It’s all mine!”
At that point, I attacked Michael with a force I didn’t know I had. I didn’t seriously
believe I would retrieve the treasure in the shrine. My first concern had been my pot of gold, but
the fact that Michael had taken both treasures shook me greatly. All the years of disappointment
and pent-up fury I felt for him burst forth in a flood of curses and sheer physical energy as we
grappled there in the dark.
“Even if I was half dead I can whip you Jude,” he taunted.

I hit him, and then hit him again. Soon I was throttling him with both fists. With
surprising agility in his condition, he fought back and uttered blasphemous oaths at me, but I had
the advantage. I was on top, and he was on the bottom. I was puffed up with anger and he was
acting like a grinning ape—a trapped target for me. For a moment, as he grew quiet, I thought I
had knocked him out, maybe killed him. I felt blood trickling down my chin and my right eye
stung. My conscience prickled me: What have I done? I’ve killed my old friend. Then
suddenly, as I let down my guard, he hit me so hard in the face, I fell back onto the hard ground.
Darkness fell like a cloak over me. I don’t remember dreaming, and I had no idea how long I lie
there in an unconscious state until being shaken awake. I looked up through blurry eyes, after
hearing muffled voices, and saw two hulking shadows. One was in the foreground, a strong odor
of garlic on his breath, and a second man, arms on his hips, stood in the background, silhouetted
ominously in the light streaming into the cave.
“Where’s that other fellow?” The first man asked. “What were you lads doing in this
cave?”
I had been shaken gently awake. Now I awakened to a thunderclap. I recognized Falco’s
voice and knew that the stern-faced Regulus stood there silently, awaiting his turn.
“Jude, you’re in big trouble unless you tell us where that rascal is,” Falco warned me
severely. “He was seen by shepherds with stolen gold. We’re aware that his mother was a witch
and he’s caused great mischief in town.”
I remained speechless for several moments, after Regulus called to someone on the trail.
“Search the perimeter and the hillside again!” Squirming under their scrutiny, I began to panic.
I was right: they were still looking for the gold. They would never give up, especially if they
knew Michael was still in the hills.
“I don’t know where he is,” I said weakly. “He did this to me. If I knew where he was,
I’d tell you. Abbas’ son and his gang are looking for Michael too. I saw them in the hills.”
“Bring him out into the sunlight,” the optio ordered crisply. “It appears as if he and his
friend had a falling out.” “Are you certain about Abbas’ gang?” He asked, as Falco lifted me up
and carried me to the trail. “We killed Abbas. I didn’t know there were many of his men left.”
“There’s not.” I grimaced, as Falco inspected my wounds. “I saw Abbas’ son and three
other men. They looked filthy and half-starved, nothing like the old gang.”
“Did he tell you where he hid his loot?” Regulus probed. “Did you ask him? Is that why
he beat you up.”
“No, I didn’t ask him,” I answered truthfully. “I’m not a thief (which was a lie). If I
hadn’t dropped my guard, I would’ve killed him.”
Regulus nodded curtly. Falco patted my head. Suddenly, with these small gestures of
trust and the realization that the gold was forever out of my reach, I heaved a sigh of relief. It
was a sigh tinged with sadness. At last, the temptation had been removed from me. If Michael
was caught and tortured until he told them the location of the gold, the guilt would be his, not
mine. The gold would belong to Regulus and his men. Michael had buried it—both treasures.
There was no way he could implicate me. If, on the other hand, he escaped, the gold would be
safe but, because of the dangers of retrieving it, be indefinitely lost, unless he returned. I had no
desire to test Regulus’ will. I couldn’t help feeling melancholy about my loss, but the
implications of what had just happened weighed more heavily on my mind. Michael could have
killed me, and yet he fled the scene. Once again it was Regulus, with his trusty guard, who came
to my aid. I didn’t blame Michael for hitting me. I was out of control. It’s the fact that I could
have been badly hurt and he hadn’t cared enough to at least call for help. Of course, that could

have been foolish. I didn’t know how long I was unconscious. It might have been an hour or
only a few moments. I didn’t feel any worse afterwards, but I knew the optio and Falco would
have physically carried me back to my house if I were injured seriously.
It didn’t matter that they were still looking for the gold or that they would deal harshly
with Michael if the found him hiding in the hills. I knew from listening to Papa that the same
Romans who crucified their enemies would often reward their friends. In the end, when it
seemed obvious I was telling the truth, their carefree natures overcame their base instincts. Not
for a moment did I doubt Regulus’ motives; he was a deadly serious about the gold. Yet, after
my experience with the scorpion, I trusted him. Even now I detected concern in his black pupils.
I had always suspected that Falco, like Priam, favored me over the other Jews in Nazareth, but
lately Regulus had seemed to avoid us. Because of his suspicions about the gold, I was certain
that he hated me until this moment. I could tell, as he and Falco escorted me back to my house,
that all was forgiven and I was back in their good graces. Perhaps he would have me watched
more closely, especially with Michael on the loose, but that was no longer my concern.
Michael had decided upon his path a long time ago.
******
I would understand the Roman mind much more clearly when I rode struck out on my
own. Back then I was naïve, still thinking as a child—much too trusting. As Paul had written to
the Corinthian church, “When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I reasoned as a child. When I was
a man, I put childish ways behind me.” Another line “For now I see through a glass darkly,” also
seems applicable to my state of mind. Paul was a strange fellow, often self-righteous but he
clearly saw the wrong in hording worldly goods and having poor values, such as covetousness
and greed. In many ways it was the same as when I was younger, when I made sure I had
pocketed the most sweet meats, picked the most berries or drank the most pomegranate juice.
During our exploits, I tried to outdo my friends and brothers at games and foot races and
demanded the largest share of Papa or Jesus’ approval at work and play. Now that I was far
ahead of my brothers and classmates at school, I often felt puffed up with pride, another one of
the cardinal sins my brother spoke of during his mission. All of the childish pranks that Paul had
in mind, I had committed. The vanity I had for my memory and intelligence only got worse. My
lust for gold, however, was much more serious than childish pride or greed. That hour, in which
Michael knocked me out and fled, I was still the same self-centered, greedy youth. I had merely
been humbled that day. A disquieting sense of peace, now that the treasure seemed lost, filled me
as I was led up to the house. Through glass darkly, I had been viewing the world then.
As Regulus knocked politely on the door, I straightened my shoulders and held up my
head, for in deed I was a guiltless victim in Michael’s attack. Thanks to my onetime friend, the
taint of gold was behind me. I should be happy about this state of affairs, since I could stop
scheming and go on with my life. Perhaps, after all, I reasoned heavy-heartedly, I would
continue as a dutiful son in the carpentry business until Jesus set out to make his way in the
world, which I was certain he would one day do, at which time I would either follow him in
some endeavor or find employment with the Romans or a wealthy merchant and travel the
world…. What need did I have for gold when I had my wits and a brother who had great power?
With these ideas in mind, I listened light-headedly to Regulus report on what had
happened today. According to the optio, I was found where I shouldn’t have been: a cave not far
from the Shepherd’s Trail. Papa shook his head at me, upset by this confrontation.

“Humph, I’ve know about this spot,” he replied gravely. “It leads to an ancient Canaanite
temple.” “Jude.” He looked at me with concern. “I hope you didn’t go inside that cave. Their
priests sacrificed Canaanite children to their gods.”
Regulus gave me a guarded look. “Oh, he wasn’t inside the cave, he was unconscious.
Perhaps he was trying to prevent his friend from entering the cave. ”
“Michael?” Mama’s mouth dropped.
“None other.” Falco removed his helmet and shook his head. “We’ve been chasing him
for several days.”
Papa took a long swig from his cup, as he thought about this. Mama brought me to her
bosom in a protective embrace. James, Joseph, Uriah, and Jesus were nowhere in sight, probably
in the shop working on one of Papa’s orders. The first person, other then my parents, I laid eyes
on was cousin John, who gave me a sympathetic smile. Since John was staying with Samuel, his
visit wasn’t a complete surprise. It was good that he paid us another visit on this special day. I
was glad Regulus had exonerated me in his hearing. Soon John would return to Sepphoris to
help take care of his mother. I had this feeling that I wouldn’t see him for a long time, and his
good opinion was important to me. I could see Tabitha, the twins, and Rhoda in the shadows of
the room. They were also smiling at me, but then they were always smiling. It seemed that our
prayers had helped Rhoda. She had been quiet and unresponsive since our prayer circle, but at
least she was well behaved. She had no expression whatsoever. There was a blank look on her
pale face. I had never seen the monster that Uriah had described, but she had only just arrived. I
shivered as I studied this strange girl. She was, framing it in my current knowledge, a sleeping
volcano, like those strange mountains I saw in my travels. Simon’s grinning face loomed into
view, as he entered the through the front door, his smile quickly fading to a frown when he
caught sight of the Romans behind me in the yard. Without being asked, Tabitha ran to fetch the
Romans mugs of juice. I knew they would rather it was wine brought to them, but they bowed
graciously as Tabitha handed them the cups. Regulus laughed softly, and Falco reached in the
doorway to pat Tabitha’s dark curls. I felt very small again—a mischievous child awaiting
punishment. I was glad Papa was a little tipsy and Mama had not cuffed my ears, but I deserved
no less.
“Uriah told us you were in the hills,” she exhaled wearily. “Why were you with that
dreadful boy?”
“He called from the shadows,” I answered honestly. Then, as I looked up at the Romans,
I bit my lip. I would tell Mama about Michael’s theft of the hidden coins but now was not the
time, so I told them all a big lie.
“He was out of his mind,” I answered carefully. “…. The way he carried on, I could
barely understand him. I can’t remember anything after I blacked out.”
“Well, he did take a knock on the head.” Falco winked at them.
“Don’t you worry,” Regulus said, ruffling my hair, “we’ll catch that rascal. He won’t get
far!”
There was a time when such a boast would have worried me. Not for a moment did I
doubt the optio. Michael was clever, but the Romans never gave up. Despite my disappointment
with him, I didn’t want Michael captured. He would be tortured and forced to lead them to the
gold. All my noble thoughts of putting gold fever behind me and changing my values were
based upon my belief that Michael would never be caught and tortured so they could find the
gold. Either way—Michael escaping or Michael being caught—meant no treasure for me. Yet if

he made a permanent getaway and the Romans pulled out of Nazareth once more, the thought
flashed into my mind, I might find the gold!
Though he said little to my parents, Regulus was friendly toward me. He seemed fond of
little Tabitha too. Before he and Falco returned to their watch, he counseled me to stay around
the house awhile until they caught Michael and the bandits roaming the hills. Falco goodnaturedly promised to give me the flat of his sword if he caught me on the Shepherd’s Trail. It
wasn’t a bad idea right now to remain close to home. I agreed eagerly with my protectors, giving
them both a winning smile. Simon smirked at my fawning attitude. I was feeling light-headed.
As James and Joseph entered the room through the front door, they frowned severely at the
Romans but said nothing to me. Jesus exchanged polite greetings with them as did Uriah, who
flashed me a worried look. Inexplicably, I began to tremble and I wanted to bawl. Tabitha
grabbed my hand on one side, Abigail on the other—two women who one day serve the risen
Christ.
I was filled with great love for my adopted sisters, Martha included. Everyone in the
room, in fact, even my brothers James and Joseph seemed dear to me. I was, I was certain those
moments, a wicked and willful youth. It was no wonder my revelations had ceased. The Lord’s
blessings had been wasted on me. I was unworthy to have such a family or the apparent destiny
Jesus told me I would one day have. I felt ashamed yet filled with great love. Was this that
phenomena Jesus called the Spirit of the Lord? I thought this blessing was given only to
righteous souls. Thoughts raced in my head unrelated to ambition or my lust for gold. I
remember turning to wave at Regulus and Falco, whom I also had great fondness for. For those
moments, as I grew faint, I loved the entire world.
Mama uttered “Shalom” to the guards before shutting the door. Papa turned to me as the
girls led me to the table, one eye shut, an empty mug dangling in one hand, blurting, “What have
you been up to Jude? Up to your old tricks, eh?” On that note their voices blurred and the
images around me dimmed like a candle flickering in the wind. The room spun around me that
moment. I had that feeling I once had when Papa was questioning me, when guilt flooded my
mind like a great shadowy wave. A darkness followed, much blacker than the interval when I lie
at the mouth of the cave. When I awakened I looked up to see all of their faces, including the
two Romans, who, I learned later had heard Mama scream.
“He has the falling sickness,” Regulus announced dryly. “Caesar had this, as did many
great men. Jude is meant for great things.”
“Here,” Falco said, jamming a stick between my teeth, “this will keep him from
swallowing his tongue.”
“Dear sweet Lord,” Mama wept, “what’s wrong with Jude.”
“He just told you.” Joseph’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Jude is meant for great things.
What nonsense!”
“From God’s lips,” Jesus declared. “I said as much myself.”
As I was lifted up and laid on the table, Papa murmured, “This had happened before. It’s
a wonder he didn’t choke to death.”
“Where had that stick been?” fussed Mama. “It looks dirty, like ones we use to scrap
dung off sandals.”
“This one hasn’t been used yet,” Falco winked. “I don’t think he’d mind.”
I heard it all. I will never forget what Regulus and Jesus said. The caring group around
me seemed to be part of a dreamscape. Here were some of the very people who were shaping
my life: my parents, my brothers and sisters, and two of the Roman guards I had grown to

admire. When the stick was removed from my mouth, Mama wiped my face, brought forth her
medical kit and a wet rag and began tending to my wounds, exclaiming as she dabbed ointment
on my cut lip, “We must make a circle and give thanks to the Lord!”
“Moses bones,” groaned Papa.
“Come on,” Jesus called, clapping his hands, “let’s make our circle.”
“Is this really necessary?” grumbled Simon. “Mama patched him up. Can’t we just pray
to ourselves.”
“This is where we take our leave.” The optio turned away.
“Yes, my good friends,” laughed Falco. “Regulus and I are pagans. Already we’ve
defiled your house.”
“Good riddance,” muttered Joseph after they exited the house. “What do the Romans
know about our brother? Great things indeed! Jude has a terrible ailment. We should summon
Samuel’s physician.”
“No,” Mama said grimly, “I recall one of the townsmen having this ailment. There’s
nothing Abner can do.”
This information caused a collective gasp from the group. When I felt the urge to confess
my sins, Jesus placed his rough, calloused hand over my mouth. “There-there little Jude,” he
whispered faintly, “all those thoughts in your crowded head are flooding forth like a great
torrent. That’s why you blacked out.”
“Let us pray,” came his refrain.
“Come, take my hand Papa,” Mama called gently, “let’s make a circle around our stricken
son.”
“He needs medical help, not prayer,” James sounded genuinely upset.
“Yes,” cried Uriah, “Jude was foaming like a rabid bat. We need Samuel’s doctor!”
Belatedly, Simon echoed his sentiment, as did Tabitha and the twins. Though he had
denied my specialness, even Joseph was concerned about my health.
“James and I shall fetch him,” he piped. “There’s no time to waste.”
“Go get him! Go get him!” The girls wailed.
“You heard Mama,” Papa said with a belch, “make a circle.”
“I’m happy that everyone cares about Jude,” Mama declared, giving Joseph a kiss on the
check, “but Abner will tell me that this illness is temporary and will pass. There is no lasting
remedy, unless God wills it. Let us pray that the Lord removes the falling sickness from Jude.”
“Poor Jude,” Joseph said softly. “Why did God curse him with this?”
“Jesus thinks it’s a blessing, and so does Regulus,” Uriah replied in my defense.
“Uriah,” Jesus replied irritably, “I would never wish such a thing on my brother. Regulus
thought Jude was special because of this malady. I was simply agreeing with him that Jude was
special. If God chooses to afflict men with the falling sickness to mark them out from other men,
then this is even more proof in my mind. I’m not so certain the Lord would be so cruel.”
“Why do you think Jude’s special?” a jealous tinge returned to Joseph’s voice. “He’s sick,
not touched by God.”
“Let’s not dredge this issue up,” groaned Papa. “For pity’s sake Joseph, even James
admits he’s special. Like his oldest brother, Jude, after learning to read and write Hebrew and
our own Galilean tongue, has, with Aaron’s help, nearly mastered Greek. He will probably learn
Latin someday too. He can quote from memory whole sections from the Torah and Prophets
and, when called upon, can recite every detail of his life, just like Jesus can. Yet I would trade all

that to rid him of this handicap. This curse comes without warning and will effect his entire
life.”
“He’ll never be a soldier now,” Uriah said with great sympathy. “With all his gifts, God
has given him a curse.”
“Papa never said that,” Jesus heaved a sigh. “I would rather trust Regulus’ instincts. It
might be that God put those thoughts into the optio’s head.”
“But he’s a pagan!” Joseph cried.
“Joseph, my brother,” I objected in a thin voice, “Papa’s right. I’d give it all away to rid
myself of this darkness.”
No one knew my real meaning except Jesus. Perhaps, Jesus and Regulus were both
correct: my black thoughts had overwhelmed me and caused me to have the falling sickness.
Surrounding me now were the loving members of my family, my shield from darkness. I felt
tears in my eyes. I could hear Uriah and the girls faintly weeping.
Joseph responded by gently gripping my hand. “I’m sorry Jude,” he whispered huskily.
“You’ve done in a short while what I might never accomplish, but that’s not your fault. Nor is
the illness you are stricken with now.” “Let us pray to ourselves!” He called out in a shaking
voice. “Let’s ask God to remove his sickness but keep his wisdom and ask Him to forgive me
for being jealous of him all these years.”
Though fearful of my condition, I was greatly moved by Joseph’s change of heart. It
appeared as if I had already won James respect and I knew that Uriah was my most loyal friend.
Jesus, my parents, my brothers and sisters, Tabitha, and Uriah must have given a fantastic set of
prayers for I was up and about that evening puffed up by their love and admiration but also
humbled by the punishment God had apparently dealt. At least there was a name to it now. Not
for a moment, however, could I believe that day that I was special, especially if it meant that my
condition was a gift from the gods, as Regulus suggested. I agreed with Joseph and Uriah that it
was a curse from God, but only Jesus understood why this might be so.
That evening, after a simple yet festive meal, we discussed this incredible day: the attack
Michael made upon me, the possibility that bandits were once again roaming the hills, Regulus
and Falco rescuing me, and the fact that my parents seemed to be back in the optio’s good graces
again. Last but not least, we discussed in guarded voices the peculiar illness I now had. After
Jesus and my parents efforts to make it seem as if God were merely testing—not cursing—me,
my sickness was talked about as being merely strange, even interesting. Although I knew better,
words such as awful and sad were not used to describe my malady. Yet, why did I quiver and
thrash around? Simon inquired. Why, asked Uriah, did my mouth foam like a rabid bat? No one
knew these things, Mama explained patiently to me. Papa reminded us that Julius Caesar had the
falling sickness, as did many famous men, which should have made it all right in my mind.
What lingered in my dulled mind, however, after Mama plied me with wine punch, was the
awareness that I was, as Uriah and Joseph believed, cursed…. How could I ride with the legions
if I might fall out of saddle, flopping around like a freshly caught carp? For that matter, if I
became a merchant or famous scribe, what would happen if, during an important meeting or
event, I fell onto the ground, as I did today, and thrashed around, foaming at the mouth. How
many people were even aware of the falling sickness? Onlookers might just as easily conclude
that I was possessed by demons or insane.
I didn’t ask Jesus to cure me after his lofty words, but when the right moment came that
was exactly what I planned to do.

Chapter Twenty-Nine
Rhoda

Now that his errand was completed, Cousin John could return to Sepphoris. There was
no reason for him to stay, especially with such a full house. So he could rise early and exit
quickly when his Roman escorts arrived, he insisted on sleeping in one corner of the large room
rather than take advantage of Samuel’s hospitality again. With little fanfare this time that
morning, we saw him off at the road in front of our house. The Romans were impatient to get on
the main highway, and John had to spur his mule to catch up with them as they galloped down
the road. It might have been a hasty send-off, but everyone in our family was there to shout
goodbyes and give him a proper farewell. We wouldn’t see him again for many years. I sensed
this strongly, as I waited my turn to hug John. Mama wiped away a tear during her embrace,
perhaps for her ailing aunt as much as for Elizabeth’s son. I would never forget this strange,
adventuresome youth and the odd things he said. Typical of his odd speech, but by no means the
strangest were the words he said to me moments before he climbed onto his mule: “When you
return to your family Jude, you’ll be ready to serve the Lord. Until then learn as much as you
can. Remember, not all knowledge comes from teachers or books.”
“I promise, my cousin.” I bowed politely, bringing my fist up to my chest.
John had said something much more lofty to Jesus. He thanked Mama profusely for her
charity and applauded Papa for opening his house to so many children, including himself. He
could heap very little praise on James, Joseph, and Simon, but he had a kind word for everyone
else, even stopping to tweak the girls’ cheeks and tousle Uriah’s hair. Rhoda, a dull expression
on her pale face, backed away from his embrace. For me he had only some common sense
advice. I had heard the same words spoken by John from Gamaliel and Jesus, himself, and yet
one day I would understand that John had been referring to my journey to Antioch, the education
it would give me, then my days as a disciple and an apostle of the risen Lord.
Cousin John, who would be a great prophet one day, had given me a revelation. At the
time, however, I gave it little thought. It was just one more reference to my abilities as a student
and a reminder that my experiences in life were a classroom in themselves. My falling sickness,
as Regulus called it, which John had said nothing about, had also singled me out. At any rate,
the previous day’s seizure had left me weak and lethargic. In the following week I was treated
deferentially by my family. I played upon their sympathies. It was far better than suffering their
scorn. Uriah was the most doting of my family, sometimes offering me portions of his food. I
ate sparingly for a while, for effect, and was given light chores, but then my spirits rose after all
the encouragement I got. I began feeling guilty for my subterfuge. Something strange happened
to me after my falling sickness and John’s departure that helped define who I was. When I
applied myself, I did fine work in the shop. I was becoming a fairly competent carpenter, in fact.
Simon, who began working diligently, like myself, was also promoted to apprentice when Papa
began paying us a daily wage. Even more strangely was the fact that Uriah was mastering
woodwork too. After awhile, his compensation was the same as Simon and mine, while James
and Joseph, who had risen to full fledged carpenters, received higher wages. Jesus never told us
how much he got, but I have a feeling he gave to the poor what he didn’t force my parents to
accept. Mama saved all of our wages, including, I suspect, most of Jesus returns, in a secret

hiding place. I hoped it was a better hiding place than the one in which she had hidden my gold
coins. Michael might one day return and steal our wages too.
******
After John’s return to Sepphoris, things returned to normal in our home—as normal as it
could be, considering the grief I had caused my family, our stern Roman masters, and the threat
of bandits in the hills. The one important exception, I must add, was Rhoda’s actions one night
when she thought she would have to return home.
It seemed as if John’s optimism had been correct and our prayer circle for Uriah’s sister
had worked. In less than month after our cousin’s return to Sepphoris, she began responding to
simple sentences, such as “Are you hungry?” and “Are you tired?” Sometimes she would merely
nod, but occasionally she said yes or no, until one evening, after dinner, Mama asked her if she
felt up to returning to her parents. By then, of course, Hannah, though still addle-brained, was
helping Mama and Naomi with Joachim, and it seemed safe for Hannah’s daughter to return.
Rhoda was silent a moment. We had hoped for more than a yes or no answer. Mama didn’t want
to take her home if she was in a muddle-headed state. “Two muddle-headed people to watch
over at the Rabbi’s house is quite enough,” she muttered as she waited for her response. And
then suddenly, startling us all out of our wits, was the one reaction we dreaded most. Rhoda
went completely berserk. She banged her forehead with her fists a moment, rolled her eyes
crazily in her head, and, in a rising and lowering howl, screamed “eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!”
Everyone was badly shaken by her answer to Mama’s question, except Papa, who was in his
cups. After dodging his clumsy efforts to restrain her, she lifted the board, threw open the back
door, and fled into the night.
“ooooooooooooooooooooo!” Rhoda’s voice, like a demented owl, faded into the distance.
“Let’s go get her!” Jesus sprang to his feet.
“The whole town’s going to hear that commotion,” grumbled Papa. “Let her go.” He
waved irritably. “It’ll serve those self-righteous townsmen right!”
“You don’t mean that Joseph.” Mama’s hand flew to her mouth. “What if the guards
catch her on the trail or she runs straight out of town?”
Papa scanned the darkness obligingly. “Well, Al-l-l right,” he gave a slack-jawed reply,
“but that child could be anywhere.”
“Yes-yes,” Uriah nodded enthusiastically, “anywhere. Just let her go. She’s dangerous.
It was just a matter of time.”
Jesus grabbed a lamp and dashed passed Papa toward the door. We had all been sitting at
the table and were caught completely off guard. James, Joseph, Simon, and I sat there a few
more seconds in shock until shaken by Jesus voice: “Quickly, grab a light and follow!” Tabitha
and the twins had ran into my parent’s room, and, peeking fearfully out the door, were comforted
by Mama as the remainder of us ran into the backyard. James led us with a second lamp,
following Jesus down the path. Not to be outdone, Papa grabbed his own lamp and trailed
behind us, grumbling under his breath. Rhoda’s ramblings faded in the darkness. With nothing
but starlight to guide her, it would seem that she would become a bloody and bruised mess trying
to negotiate the trail, but we weren’t even certain she had not ran around the house and onto the
road. For a moment we discussed this possibility. Uriah was not happy with our search, and I
was certain that James, Joseph, and Simon would be glad to be rid of her too. When Jesus
suggested that half of us begin our search in the front yard, everyone except Papa volunteered.

“Jesus,” Papa called, “we’ll check the orchard first. Let the others scan the road.”
“Uriah,” he added as afterthought, “you can go inside with the girls.”
“I-I’ll stay with Jude,” Uriah tried to sound brave.
“All right,” he snorted, “but stop whimpering.”
“Uriah’s frightened of his own shadow!” Simon sneered.
Taking one of the two lamps, James led us back up the trail as Jesus followed Papa’s
light. Barely a moment passed before we heard commotion in the front of our house. As we
moved slowly around the house, Jesus and Papa caught up with us, and Papa took the lead.
Though we were frightened by the sound of a sentry’s gruff voice, we were all glad that we
wouldn’t have to look for Rhoda in the hills. Distinguishing their faces in the torchlight, I felt
my breath catch in my throat. With the exception of Jesus, I’m certain the others were terrified
too.
“Hadrian, was that animal or human?” asked the first horseman.
“Why, it looked like a child, ” Hadrian answered, reigning in his horse.
The first speaker, whom Jesus would identify as Balto, a nighttime optio, shouted: “Stop!
I said stop! Don’t make us chase you down!” Hadrian, taking the cue, galloped after Rhoda,
yelling much the same thing.
“Her name’s Rhoda,” Jesus called through cupped hands. “She’s the daughter of Rabbi
Joachim.”
“Who, by Caesar’s ghost, are you?” Balto glared down from his mount.
“Jesus, son of Joseph and Mary,” he answered, walking bolding up to his horse.
The glow of the torch upon the officer made him look fierce and unfriendly, and yet the
voice would belie the actions of the man. The same light upon Jesus turned his face and brown
hair gold. This impression, along with his blazing blue eyes and radiant white tunic, I now
compare to those moments around the campfire when he asked his disciples who he was. He
realized that I knew the answer to that question. It was important for posterity that Simon Peter
be the one to identify the savior. On that night, however, no one, not even our parents would
have accepted the fact that he was, as Peter exclaimed, “Christ, the Son of the living God.”
The Roman studied my brother a moment. In the distance we heard the caterwauling of
Hadrian’s prisoner. His gruff voice threatened to horsewhip her if she didn’t settle down. We
felt helpless those moments as we searched the darkness, waiting for him to return, but the optio,
seemed, as his daytime counterpart, unshaken and calm.
“I’ve heard about you from Regulus,” he conversed, climbing off his horse. “Everyone at
the cohort has heard about you. You’re the one who brought the Pharisee’s son back from the
dead and breathed life into clay birds.”
“Sir,” Jesus replied respectfully, “there might be small modicum of truth in what you say,
but most of it is pure fabrication.”
“Ho-ho,” he laughed good-naturedly, “Regulus said you’re modest. I would expect no
less.” “You must be his father, Joseph, the carpenter,” he acknowledged, studying Papa in the
light. “You’re the one who harbored a witch and fathered this fine youth.” “Longinus told me
about you!” He reached over with his free hand to give Papa’s shoulder a pat.
Handing his torch to Papa before tying his reigns to the fence, he stood there waiting for
Hadrian and Rhoda to arrive, muttering idly to us: “I heard about your drubbing of the rabbi.
Rumor has it your son made the earth shake and caused a dust cloud to blow your enemies
away.”

“A slight exaggeration.” Papa sighed. “I lost my temper. Evidently, God did too.”
“Quick! Go fetch him some wine,” he ordered Simon from the corner of his mouth.
“You are Balto, the night optio of our sector,” Jesus reached out to grip his forearm.
Papa followed his example. Balto raised his eyebrows and scratched his beard. Taking
the torch from James hand, he held it closer to Jesus face and shook his head. Jesus, totally calm
and collected, had never met this man, yet he recognized him instantly. Everyone, except me,
was impressed by this feat. Nothing Jesus did surprised me very much. I admired his tact with
the grisly, unshaven Roman, though it must have rankled Joseph and James.
“Here they come,” Balto’s voice rose in expectation. “Ho! Poor Hadrian has his hands
full. Is that child possessed?”
“Yes, there’s a devil inside her!” Uriah cried.
“Oh dear,” Papa groaned.
Jesus, like the rest of us, was stunned. Just that moment, Simon arrived with a flask and
three mugs.
“Are you trying to turn our father into a drunk?” hissed James.
Hadrian rode up holding Rhoda by her hair, which, under normal circumstances, would
have seemed like another example of Roman barbarity. The creature thrashing below his beefy
hand, however, barely looked human. She was, in the eerie glow of the torch, which Hadrian
held deftly in his opposite hand, covered with mud, kicking her legs, jerking her arms crazily,
and spitting like a cat.
“I’m sorry sir,” he apologized to his optio, “but she ran up like the furies and attacked my
horse. Venus reared up, nearly throwing me off, as she bared her teeth. I grabbed her hair before
she spooked my horse.”
“Merciful spirits,” gasped Papa, as Balto brought up his torch.
“Tell us the truth, Uriah,” I found my voice, “have you ever seen her do this before?”
“No, not like that.” He shuddered violently. “I can’t stand seeing her like this!”
“Go inside!” Papa exhaled, pointing to the house.
“What do you want me to do Balto?” Hadrian asked, as Rhoda dangled by her hair.
“Do you have sack handy?” Balto turned to Papa.
“Yes,” Papa pursed his lips. “We have garden sacks, ...but how’re we gonna stick her in
one? She looks rabid or insane. Uriah’s right: she’s possessed.”
“Jesus,” I murmured, as he stood there looking on in disbelief, “say the words.”
Without hesitation, Jesus said calmly, “In the name of the Most High, be silent and be at
peace!”
Rhoda immediately ceased thrashing about, hanging limply like a Syrian hand puppet
from Hadrian’s grip. Lowering her gently to the ground as we ran up to his horse, the sentry
climbed off his mount and joined the group huddled around the girl. The torch didn’t lie. Rhoda
had been transformed after Jesus words, from a wild beast, into a sleeping, albeit muddy, child.
Uriah had exited the scene, but, in spite of our fears, everyone else remained frozen in place. At
this point, Arturius and Clement, two of our nighttime guards, Papa had befriended, arrived in
the front yard. Silently, the two rovers, approached the spectacle, evidently having heard the
commotion, themselves.
“Is she dead?” Hadrian asked in a concerned voice.
“She sleeps.” Jesus answered simply. “The shadow has left her mind.”
“How do you know?” Hadrian bent over and gave her shake.
Balto knelt down to pull her eyelid back, and Papa felt her pulse.

“She’s alive,” Papa announced in a strained voice. “Jesus did it again.”
“I did nothing,” came Jesus refrain. “This is the Lord’s work.”
“What’s going on sir?” asked Clement.
“What shadow left her? Is the child sick?” Arturius joined Balto beside the girl.
“There’s no other explanation,” declared James. “Rhoda had a demon.… Now it’s gone!”
Joseph, Simon, and I nodded quietly. With no more fanfare, Papa poured the first two
men mugs of wine and presented the flask, itself, to Clement and Arturius to share.
“You can have yours later,” I whispered, as Papa knelt down to scoop up the child.
“Please Balto, Hadrian, Clement, and Arturius,” he offered humbly, “come inside and my
wife will fix you a snack.”
“We’d love to my friend,” Balto heaved a sigh, “but the prefect’s been cracking down on
moochers. That was, however, fine wine. Perhaps, we’ll drop by again sometime, but the
important matter is that stricken child.” “I’m sorry Joseph,” he added climbing onto his mount,
torch in hand, “but she has the look of death on her face. Perhaps, your God has given her but a
little more time.”
“You can give credit to your god,” Hadrian exclaimed, mounting his horse, with torch in
hand, “but that child was accursed.” “You have great power.” He looked down thoughtfully at
Jesus. “Nothing you can say will change that fact!”
The two sentries bid us farewell, touching their helmets politely before galloping back
down the road. Before returning to their rounds, Clement and Arturius, lingered a moment, after
mumbling good night, as we followed Papa into the house.
******
Another legend had been born. Along with the quieting of storms, the raising of birds
and men, those smaller miracles in Nazareth, and the wondrous events occurring during Jesus’
trip with Joseph of Arimathea, was born one of the most important miracles of Jesus’ youth.
Though he would never mention any of this to his disciples nor allow me to bring it up, this
particular event was a miracle witnessed by the Romans, themselves. As such it was spoken of
right along with the story of the clay birds and other falsehoods as the gods’ honest truth by our
protectors and as myth by the disbelievers in our town. We, his family, knew that most of the
legends were true. Yet, ironically, the Romans would miss the greatest part of the miracle. That
would come tomorrow. That night, after Rhoda fell into the dark sleep, we were filled with
misgivings. Out of respect to Jesus and concern for Rhoda’s health, we gathered silently and
without comment with Papa around the table for another vigil and brief prayer circle to give
thanks to the Most High, as Jesus insisted, and pray for Rhoda’s speedy return.
With Rhoda lying peacefully on the table, Mama tended to her first before Papa gave his
opening prayer. She had obviously fallen into a puddle by the road. Her face, arms, and legs
were covered with mud. Her features were camouflaged so well and her long stringy dark hair
was so matted with muck, it was difficult to recognize her, but at least she was quiet. She was,
Jesus kept reassuring us, simply asleep. Uriah, though he had seemed to hate his sister, now
wept uncontrollably as Mama and Jesus tried to make her look human again. For modesty’s
sake, Mama placed a blanket around her, and peeled off her sodden clothes beneath. All of us,
including Jesus, turned our backs as she cleaned her up. The twins shrank at such a task, but I
heard Tabitha offer to help. One day Tabitha would serve the Lord, but tonight she served his
mother. I was deeply impressed with her actions this evening. Mama had her bring a large bowl
over and hold it beneath Rhoda’s head. Water was poured through her dirty locks, spilling into

the receptacle that Tabitha held. This procedure was repeated several times without complaint
from Tabitha. James, Joseph, and Simon groaned impatiently. I tried to console Uriah and
listened to their murmurs at the same time. After cleaning her up as much as possible, Mama
was telling Tabitha to fetch one the twin’s sleeping gowns. The twins were whispering back and
forth as children often do during a crisis. Papa, who was suffering the effects of too much wine,
muttered irritably to himself. When Tabitha returned with the gown, Mama quickly slipped it on
her small body, and, heaving a weary sigh, signaled the beginning of our prayer circle with a
simple “Begin!”
Papa wasn’t feeling very well, so it was a short prayer, followed by our own words
(though my head went blank during this portion), and a long, windy benediction by Jesus that
caused the other supplicants to wobble from weariness on our feet. I can sum it up briefly as a
mixture of thankfulness for Rhoda’s return, which seemed quite premature, and a frantic petition
to God to waken the sleeping child from the dark sleep, which implied, at least to me, that Jesus
wasn’t so certain about this particular cure. It was, now that I think about it, one of those “halfmiracles” in which the Lord and His Son might not have agreed. Perhaps Rhoda’s condition was
caused by an addled mind rather than a demon—a condition that seemed to run in Uriah’s family.
On the other hand I reasoned, as our prayer circle broke up and we settled forlornly around the
stricken girl, why would God want even a brat like Rhoda to suffer the dark sleep?
“What do we do now?” James was the first to ask.
“We wait,” Jesus answered, heaving a sigh.
“If she doesn’t come to soon,” Mama reassured us, “we’ll move her into the back room.”
“I’m taking a walk,” Papa announced, shuffling out the front door.
We all understood what that meant. Who could blame him for wanting a little more
wine? It was possible, I suggested to James that Papa was just walking it off. He had much to
think about and much not to think about (that’s where wine came in, Joseph quipped). While we
watched Mama place the hand mirror, Michael had stolen from his mother, under Rhoda’s nose,
occasionally inspect her pupils, and frequently check her pulse, we grew restless and fidgety.
Were Mama and Jesus both in denial?
Uriah stood over his sister sniveling as if she was the most precious thing on earth. “Is
she gonna die?” He looked at Jesus.
“She sleeps.” Mama sighed wearily.
“I explained that to you already.” Jesus rose up and guided Uriah back to this seat. “Sit. I
shall fetch you a mug of juice.”
“Me too,” James and Joseph chimed.
As Jesus brought us all a mug of juice, Uriah tiptoed back to the head of the table.
Feeling sympathy but also irritation for him, I joined he and Mama in their vigil, as did Simon,
Joseph, and James. After tucking the twins into their pallets, Tabitha returned to sit beside
Mama, so that there were now, counting Jesus, seven of us standing there, waiting for Rhoda to
awaken or at least show signs of life. James and Joseph, while sipping their juice, began pacing
back and forth, more from boredom than concern, and Simon, in typical fashion, plopped down
on the bench and fell asleep. Bending over the unconscious girl, Uriah studied her more calmly
with Jesus by his side.
“Are you sure she’s coming back?” he threw out the question. “She looks gone to me!”
“Jesus thinks so,” I offered lamely.
“I know so.” Jesus draped an arm over Uriah’s shoulder and led him back to his seat.

“Everyone back to their seats,” Mama called out resignedly. “James and Joseph—stop
pacing around. Sit down Uriah and Jude. We can’t hurry the Lord.” “Jesus,” she added in a tired
whisper, “find your father. Bring him home.”
For a few moments, after Jesus slipped out of the house, Mama and Tabitha fussed over
their patient. The smelling salts were applied again, as was a special herb Mama believed also
revived the senses, but nothing had changed. Quietly, with little emotion, Mama promised us
that, when, Jesus and Papa returned, Rhoda would be moved to the back room. As in the case of
both Reuben and Michael, this had once seemed like a sentence of death, but we were wrong
then too. While Mama and Tabitha remained fixed at their posts, Simon slept peacefully on his
arms, while the remainder of us filed out into the front yard to grab some fresh air. We said
nothing at first as we listened to the night—sounds so typical in Nazareth now that the Romans
guarded our town. A sentry galloped past, dogs barked in the distance, and a voice, I recognized
as an optio, called to his men. It is said: Rome never rests. Of course, Caesar had never known
our lazy guards. A more familiar sound, the song of a nightingale, comforted me as I stood with
my brothers and friend. I wondered those moments if our lives would ever be normal. Since
Jesus had cured the sparrow nothing had been the same. As the front door creaked opened again,
a shadow, silhouetted against the light, stepped onto the porch. When the door slammed shut,
Simon joined us in the garden, carrying a lamp, refreshed by his short nap. The interval of
silence returned after that interruption. At such times, Papa once told us, God wanted our
attention, yet in the midst of a tempest Jesus had tamed the sea. For an indeterminate period, we
stood in the light, wrapped in our thoughts, united in this new crisis, the sound of our breathing
contrasting the quiet.
Meanwhile, inside the house, in muted tones, Mama was instructing Tabitha in her art. A
tradition was being passed onto Tabitha that would last all of her life. With the addition of
Uriah’s sister, there were eleven people cramped into one living space, some of whom had been
under her care. Several of us had been given her special herbs. On the night that Rhoda, the
newest tenant, went berserk, Mama acquired another patient, an apparent demoniac, who would
prove to be the worst of the lot. Our house had become a sick room, as well as a home—a haven
for cast-off children and wanted fugitives of Rome. Yet, because of my parents’ charity, our
family was special. In spite of their eccentricities, Papa and Mama became exemplars of
hospitality, shaming the narrow-minded people of our town. Even before Jesus’ mission, their
reputations as those ‘do-gooders with the strange son,’ had spread to neighboring towns. It all
seemed especially worth it, with Tabitha living in our house. I had grown quite fond of her.
One day, as my brothers and I, she would make her mark on the world, but that night,
with another calamity facing our family, she was Mama’s faithful helper, doing undesirable tasks
that the rest of us wouldn’t do. Just that moment, as I contemplated our new sister, Mama’s face
loomed in the window. She was, I imagined, worried about Papa’s drinking and our
congregation in the front yard. Poking her head out further, looking this way and that, she
searched for the missing family members, then like a hand puppet, popped just as quickly back
in. No one spoke of Papa’s lapse; it was just one more burden for Mama to bear. We knew he
was becoming a drunk. After what just happened, it seemed like the lesser of two evils, nothing
that hadn’t happened before. We all agreed, that Papa wouldn’t have slipped, if Rhoda hadn’t
come along. None of us realized just how serious this problem would get in the coming days.
After her sudden lapse into unconsciousness, we expected her to either die or linger on, as
Michael had, in a vegetative state. A sort of grim peace filled us, as we waited for her to be
placed in the back room. As Papa would say, “Out of sight and out of mind.” Of course, that

was only hiding the problem. Rhoda wasn’t a fugitive; she was a little girl, whom my parents
felt obliged to help. There was no telling how long she would lie there in an unconscious state.
“My sister’s in that dark place,” Uriah concluded glumly. “Her body’s here, but not her
mind or soul.”
“Well,” Simon said, tousling his hair, “I’m not surprised!”
“Such words, Uriah!” Joseph shook his head. “That sounds almost pagan!”
“The Torah says nothing about an in between state,” observed James. “You die and go to
Paradise or Gahenna.”
“Perhaps,” I replied, studying them in the lamplight, “but Jesus said Michael was in a
dark place. I remember having such thoughts about him, and he returned. So did Reuben.”
“And so did you!” I looked squarely at Uriah.”
“Yes,... you’re right,” he nodded pertly. “I was in a lighted place, and I made it back!”
“Hah,” Simon laughed, poking his belly, “at least your body.”
“I’m not certain about Michael,” James said thoughtfully. “I don’t think he was ever the
same after his sickness. I think it damaged his mind.”
“Really?” Uriah gasped at the thought. “You think Rhoda will have that problem? What
if she doesn’t even know who she is?”
“She couldn’t be any worse,” snorted Simon. “Anything’s better than what we saw
tonight.”
“Don’t worry,” I said, patting Uriah’s shoulder, “she’s just asleep, like Jesus said. She’ll
wake up, just you wait and see—they all do.”
The sound of voices on the road and the distance glow of a lamp told us that Jesus had
found Papa. We never asked where he had wandered off. In the past, before Samuel’s health
worsened, he would pay the old Pharisee a visit, occasionally sleeping it off in his garden or one
of his rooms. Tonight, as they entered the gate, they were quarreling in muted tones. I heard
Papa mutter “your mother worries too much” and Jesus reply “you would worry about her if she
was out wandering in the dark.” When they spotted us, they fell silent. Upon reaching our
group, however, Jesus reached out to grip Uriah’s shoulder. “Have faith!” he murmured, as we
followed he and Papa back into the house.
Mama stood by the kitchen table, an expectant look on her face. Papa mumbled an
apology. Papa, Jesus, and she whispered amongst themselves a moment. Without further
explanation, Jesus gently gathered Rhoda up in his arms and carried her to the back room. “We
shall take turns watching her, but for now all of you get some rest,” he called back over his
shoulder.
After eating a hastily prepared snack of goat’s cheese, bread and grapes, we all cleaned
up with the heated water Mama managed to prepare, took turns using the cloaca, and slipped into
our pallets—except for Jesus, of course. Once again, he was standing watch by the window. His
blue eyes flashed in the lamplight as he glanced out at the road. The orange glow on his face
made him seem other-worldly. How could I have known then that he was a god? Once again I
felt a great love and respect for my oldest brother. Contrasting this sublime corner of the house,
was that mundane lump of humanity that included my friend and, alas, adopted brother, Uriah.
Uriah was very depressed but not surprised by Rhoda’s condition. He was sharing his thoughts
with me that moment as I studied Jesus. It annoyed me greatly to hear his thoughts earlier about
Rhoda, “She’s in a dark place...,” as if we didn’t know this. For some reason, James and Joseph
thought it sounded pagan. I, myself, was in that dark place, at least momentarily, after being bit
by a scorpion. What did Uriah expect after the way Rhoda had carried on? But then I began

listening to what he was saying, and I was greatly surprised to find that his words echoed my
own thoughts.
“.... If I didn’t know better I might believe that Jesus was divine,” were his final words.
“What?” I whispered excitedly. “Is that what you were saying. I’m sorry, I must’ve been
dosing off.”
“I was saying that Jesus is not like us. He’s more than just special... He’s—”
“Don’t say it!” I clamped my hand over his mouth. “Two heretics are enough in this
house.”
“But you believe that too,” he said, after I removed my hand. “I know what a heretic is.
My father called Jesus a heretic many times. My father’s the one who was the heretic!”
“Uriah,” I confessed, looking around at my sleeping brothers, “I don’t know what Jesus
is. I don’t think he knows. I do know he wouldn’t want to called divine.” “Look at him.” I
pointed discreetly. “He carries so many burdens—physical and mental.”
“Really?” Uriah murmured sleepily. “Like what? Sometimes he acts like he hasn’t a care
in the world.”
“Sometimes,” I replied with a yawn, “but most of the time he’s watching after us and
helping to keep Papa’s business going.”
Soon, after whispering back and forth awhile about Jesus’ mannerisms, we both drifted
off to sleep. I remember having a peculiar dream that night, but there was nothing prophetic
about it. Perhaps Jesus prayers had taken away my burden. The really strange thing happened
the next morning, to all of us. It was so bizarre, in fact, I must pause in my report to reconstruct
it for my readers. To begin with, we were all sound asleep when it happened. Someone was
beating on the door. Memories of that terrible day Reuben charged into our house shook our
sleep-drenched minds, causing us to jump up and stagger fearfully toward the back door.
“It must be the Romans!” Joseph cried.
“Maybe it’s Adam and his gang,” James’ shouted, “coming back for his gold.”
“No, don’t unbar the door.” Joseph grabbed Simon’s hand. “Are you mad?”
“Calm down, just calm down!” Papa, still in his nightshirt, ran into the room, with Mama
not far behind.
“Go look out the window, Jude,” Mama ordered tremulously. “Maybe its Regulus or one
of our day guards wanting fresh bread.”
“I don’t see any Romans or bandits.” I replied, peeking out the window. “Great jumping
Jacob—it’s Rhoda!”
“That’s impossible,” Mama waved, scurrying to inspect the back room, “Rhoda was
barely breathing last night. It can’t be her.” After peeking in, she brought her hand up to her
mouth and exclaimed, “It’s true. She’s gone!” By then, of course, Uriah had already begun
unbarring the door and, as James and Joseph prevented him from opening it more than a crack,
Simon asked half-seriously “has your demon gone? Are you right in the head?”
Papa and Mama listened with my brothers by the door, while Uriah, the girls, and I heard
her answer from the kitchen window.
“Let me in,” she called in a frightened voice. “I was in a dark place. I awakened in the
garden. An angel, with golden hair and blue eyes, like Jesus, stood over me smiling. He pulled
me up onto my feet and pointed to the house. ‘Behold,’ he said, ‘they are your parents.’ There
wait your brothers and sisters. That is now your home.’ Then, as I took a step forward and
looked back, he had vanished.”
“Good grief!” James groaned.

“Come now,” Jesus cried, “let the child in!”
Shoving James and Simon aside, he flung open the door. Rhoda was, as she had been last
night on the road, covered with mud. Strings of her hair shot up crazily over her head, as if she
had been struck by lightning. Two small circles of white in her grimy face held dark little pupils
that darted every which way.
“Did an angel really tell you that?” Papa gave her a suspicious look.
“Yes,” she nodded jerkily.
“She’s lying!” Uriah backed away slowly. “Don’t let her into your house. Send her
away!”
Reaching out impulsively, I took Rhoda’s trembling hand. Almost immediately Rhoda’s
tiny fingers crunched my hands like one of Papa’s wood clamps. Recoiling in horror, I knew
something was wrong, but it seemed too incredible to believe.
“In her state, why would Rhoda be visited by an angel?” Papa looked at her in disbelief.
“The question is,” Mama clucked, leading, leading her into the kitchen. “Why would she
lie about such a thing?”
“Even if that were true,” Papa protested in frustration, “the Lord wouldn’t burden us with
another mouth to feed. I can’t believe Hannah’s abandoned her child. How many orphans will
this house hold?”
“Joseph, shame on you!” she scolded him, taking the filthy child into her arms.
Normally it would be his namesake getting her rebuke. The truth was, of course, James
and Joseph were beside themselves after hearing Rhoda’s speech. Uriah’s guilt for his feelings
toward his sister had shown last night during our prayer circle, but now in the clear light of day,
he saw the folly of his thinking.
“Mama,” James reasoned gently, “you can’t seriously believe her story. Look at her,
she’s even more filthy than last night.”
“The Lord has placed her in our care,” Mama insisted, pulling Rhoda up to a basin that
had been intended for part of our morning ablutions. “Tabitha,” she directed crisply, “take the
bucket and fetch another pale of water. Go along with her Jude and lend a hand.”
Rhoda drew back from Mama and hissed like a cat.
“Jesus, say something!” Papa gave him a fierce look. “You can’t seriously go along with
her this time. The child’s not right in the head.”
For the first and only time I can remember, Jesus gave Mama an indecisive look. After
all, he couldn’t lie. Nodding to Papa, he turned a sad face to her and, wordlessly, took command
of the girl. As if a battle line were drawn, though, Rhoda retreated to the far corner of the room
and, with glowing coals for eyes, glared at my brother. Tabitha reached over and took my hand.
We gathered around Jesus, sensing that something incredible was about to take place. Jesus
miracle had been incomplete until this moment.
“The Lord is testing me,” he whispered faintly.
“What did he say?” Uriah, Simon, and Joseph asked with baited breath.
“Hush!” Mama stepped forward and drew us all a safe distance away.
“Listen to me,” Jesus spoke with great agitation, “what you see here this morning, is the
Lord’s work, not mine. If I had my way, this would never have happened.” “Why Lord,” he
raised his palms to the ceiling, “would the Evil One take hold of this innocent child?”
“Oh, she’s not innocent!” Uriah whispered in my ear.
“What business do you have with me, Jesus of Nazareth?” a deep, frothy voice bellowed
out of the girl’s mouth.

“It’s him,” Jesus declared, looking back at us, “Jude saw him in the garden. We thought
it might be Satan. He took a hold of Michael once, but he failed. Even Reuben somehow
avoided the demon. I wonder now if it wasn’t him who wrecked poor Joachim’s mind. Now, he
dwells in the small body of a child.” “Demon, it is you, who has no business in the House of
Joseph bar Isaac,” he shouted in a husky voice. “In the name of the Most High, depart this house.
Behind you, leave Rhoda in peace!”
That which followed was not pretty. All the other miracles of Jesus, most of which we
had not seen, were wondrous affairs, tame in comparison to the havoc wrought in our small
house.
“Son of Man,” it shrilled, “I tried ignoring you, but you try my patience.” “Here,” it said,
opening its mouth wide, “I spit in your God’s face!”
A stream of vomit shot out of her mouth, across the room, catching poor Jesus squarely in
the face. I base this account on two eyewitnesses: Jesus and our brave mother. Seconds before
this event, the rest of us scurried frantically out the back door, but not before Tabitha and the
twins were sprayed by the torrent. Mama stayed put, but Papa, greatly upset, managed to climb
out the kitchen window, so that only his sandals were hit.
“Oh, that was so-o-o gross!” Simon quivered.
“Yeah,” James shuddered, “I think Jesus met his match.”
“Your sister has brought ruin to our family!” Joseph pointed accusingly at Uriah.
“It’s not his fault.” I gripped Uriah’s shoulder protectively. “He’s more of a victim than
us!”
“There’s no victims out here,” Papa’s voice dripped with disgust, “the victims are in
there. I feel like a coward for running, but that was too much for me.”
“No one can blame you,” Tabitha took his hand.
“Yes, Papa,” Abigail made a face, “that was yucky!”
Inside the house we heard shouting from the demon so foul I can’t record it in my
chronicle. I will say that it was the most blasphemous spiel of words I have ever heard. Even
the demon-ridden man I saw in Gadara during Jesus’ mission didn’t say such terrible things.
“Jude, James, Joseph, Simon, Uriah, Tabitha, Abigail, and Martha,” Papa ordered, “stop
up your ears. I’ve never heard such filth.”
All of us tried very hard, but fingers in our ears were not enough to muffle the sounds of
Rhoda’s demon. Alas, the worst was over before our group reached the tree line in back of our
yard. Papa was so upset he crumpled beneath an olive and buried his face in his hands. It struck
me that moment that Mama had expected too much from her husband. He was but flesh and
blood. After suffering the ordeal of Jesus’ controversial birth and the flight to Egypt, he had
worked hard for his family, only to be plagued with the constant adoption of orphans—
undoubtedly Mama’s idea. To make matters more difficult, Papa’s business and our reputations
suffered because of Jesus’ transformation. Now, after the trials and tribulations of Mariah, her
deranged son, Reuben, and my own exploits, he was confronted with this test.
“Papa,” I declared, sitting down beside him, “you have taken care of us for so long.
Tabitha’s right: no one can blame you. You’ve had to deal with too much!”
“Yes, Papa.” James piped, settling on his other side. “We love you. You are mortal, like
we.”
“We stand by you.” Joseph said, squatting down in front of him. “No father or husband
could’ve done more than you. Please don’t be sad.”
Uriah, Tabitha and the twins were crying softly. I was on the verge of bawling myself.

“My children,” he raised his tearful face, “my mortal children. I’m unworthy of you.”
“Most of all,” he added in a constricted voice, “I don’t deserve Jesus...and my saintly wife. I just
want things to be normal, but how can we have a normal household with God’s chosen in our
home?”
“Is that what he is?” Joseph frowned thoughtfully. “I thought it was just the power of
prayer. Jesus, himself, gives credit to his prayers.”
“Yes, Papa,” James quoted Jesus own words. “He’s often said, ‘It’s the Lord, not I,
performing a miracle.’ Yet I know that Jesus will be a great teacher or prophet. He’s not like us.
We’ve always known that he’s special.”
“That,” Papa cried, pointing at the house, “is too much for my household to bear! Listen
to that commotion inside. I don’t even hear Jesus’ voice. Will he survive a battle with the Evil
One?”
“It’s merely a demon,” I corrected him. “Jesus’ll do just fine.”
“I’m not so sure,” James gave me a worried look.
Papa uttered a bitter laugh. “Jude has more faith in Jesus than any of us, except Mary, but
one of us must peek in the back window and see how our miracle worker is doing.”
“I shall go,” I raised my hand.
“Me too,” Tabitha said in a small voice.
In more subdued tones, the others offered to take a peek, too, but Papa held his hand up
as a signal for us to stop. “I will look,” he said in a shaken voice. That very moment, to make
matters worse, we heard voices in the hills. In a few moments, as Papa’s gesture was put on
hold, Falco and Priam appeared in the clearing. Any moment Regulus would probably meet with
his two favorites guards in front of our house.
“That’s all we needed right now,” grumbled James.
“They’ll want wine,” Papa heaved a great sigh. “I shall look in the window and, if the
situation has improved, find wine for those moochers if they makes an issue of it.”
Just that moment, however, the demon roared, “How does that feel Jesus of Nazareth.
Your white clothes are now puke green!”
“Oh no!” we all exclaimed.
“What is going on in there?” Priam cried, drawing his sword. “Joseph, the carpenter,” his
voice caught in his throat as he spied us among the trees, “Is someone possessed by an evil spirit
in your house.”
“.... Yes,” Papa confessed, after a pause. “Jesus is in control. I was just going to check on
him. I shall let you know.”
“Wait, carpenter,” Falco barked, “I’ll get us some help. Give a whistle Priam.”
Priam placed two fingers in his mouth and gave a shrill, bird-like call.
“Oh Lord, why did you do that?” Papa slumped down on a tree stump.
“Let me take a look at this evil spirit.” He swaggered up to the house. “Let’em try
something with six armed guards.”
I caught a whiff of Falco as stumbled past by me. He acted as if he was a little tipsy. I
remembered seeing he and the other guards drunk before. Disobediently, I ran ahead of Papa and
our guards, and, without hesitation this time when I reached the back window, peeked inside. A
vile smell, like nothing I’ve ever smelled, assailed my nostrils, yet the room was plunged in noon
shade. Caught in a flash of light from the kitchen window, stood Jesus in his loincloth. I had
never seen my oldest brother disrobed, but I certainly didn’t blame him for stripping down after
being soiled by Rhoda’s vomit.

“Jude, get back here,” Papa hollered. “Let me handle this!”
“Yes, hold on there boy,” Falco called with drawn sword. “You’re under the protection of
Rome!”
“Go away,” Jesus yelled, “I have this under control!”
With surprising speed, except for few musters in the past, I hadn’t seen all of our daytime
guards together in one group. Behind Priam, as Falco stormed ahead, were the hillside guards,
Gratian and Leto, and those elusive perimeter guards, Diblius and Zeno.
“I’m going to tear this fragile creature asunder before you get rid of me!” the demon
shrieked.
“Lord, why do you test me?” Jesus asked again. “What words do I need to send that
infernal spirit on its way,” he gave a wounded cry. “Is it you this time...the Evil One, himself?”
“What’s going on in there?” Diblius shouted from the clearing. “Are they drunk?”
“Regulus will have your hide for calling us off our posts?” protested Zeno.
“Did you hear that voice?” Falco challenged. “No human made that sound!”
Gratian and Leto, who had been ahead of the last two guards, stood silently beside Priam,
registering incredulity and fear. I could hear Jesus praying in a muted voice inside the house.
Evidently, he was trying to extricate the demon without destroying its host. This observation,
which I make retrospectively, grew slowly on me, as I listened to Jesus talk to God and heard the
demon shout another unmentionable blasphemy that made even the hardened guards cringe.
Jesus skin glistened with vomit. Mama was nowhere in sight. Hopefully she had taken shelter in
one of the rooms. It seemed hopeless, as Jesus slumped onto the table bench, and wrung his
hands. I broke down that moment, weeping aloud as I ran from the sight.
“What did you see? What did you see?” Papa jumped up, grabbed my shoulders and
searched my face.
“The demon is defeating Jesus,” I blubbered. “That thing’s no longer Rhoda. The demon
destroyed her. Let the Romans kill it before it destroys Jesus too.”
“That settles it,” Falco tried to sound brave, “I’m going to run it through!”
“No, you fool,” cried James, “you have no power against this!”
“Ho-ho, we’ll see about that.” He gave a bellicose laugh. “In the name of Emperor
Tiberius and Cornelius Prefect of the Galilean Cohort,” he shouted through the door, “open up or
so help me we’ll break down your door!”
Diblius and Zeno moved slowly up the house in crouching positions, their swords
trembling in their hands. Priam, Gratian, and Leto shook their heads at this foolishness,
following behind the others in halting steps. As Uriah lie in a fetal position on the ground
sobbing, James, Joseph, and Simon muttered hysterically amongst themselves, and the girls ran
screaming into the woods. Gathering his courage up, Papa joined the guards as they charged the
door. As they took turns jamming their shoulders against the thick wooden door, Jesus called out
weakly now, “it’s done.… The demon has departed.”
“Open this infernal door!” Falco screamed.
“Yes, Jesus, let us in.” Papa said peeked into the window, then gasped when he caught the
dreadful smell.
“It’s a terrible mess,” Jesus said in a choking voice.
“We’ll clean it up,” Mama said in strained voice. “Merciful Lord, it’s going to take some
work.”
“Is my sister dead?” Uriah shouted in the distance.

“I dunno,” Mama murmured. “She’s lying peaceably on the floor. God forgive me, at
this stage I’m not sure I care. This has been awful. I used to think that demons were just an
excuse for bad behavior.… I was wrong!”
It sounded like Mama was splashing water on Jesus inside the house, probably our
drinking water and the water she would have used for her stew. We took turns peeking into the
window now that it was safe. Mama dried Jesus off and helped him into a clean tunic and pants.
We could see that she had changed clothes too. Her light brown hair hung loosely, still wet from
its dousing. When she felt they were presentable, she unbolted the door and allowed the guards
to tramp in swords flashing, muttering fearfully under their breaths. Standing in the middle of
the room, totally disgusted by what he found, Falco was speechless at first.
“Oh, what a stinking mess!” exclaimed Priam. “Is all of this from that child?”
“You heard it,” Falco muttered. “The girl was possessed.”
“What’s that stuff on the floor?” Diblius shuddered. “It’s green!”
“Looks like gruel.” Zeno made a face. “The stuff our cook serves.”
“By Zeus,” Gratian said, wrinkling his nose, “it doesn’t smell like it. What is that,
Leto—vomit?”
“Vomit,” Leto nodded, looking down in horror, “and we’re walking in it. It’s all over our
boots.”
Shaking his head in disbelief, Diblius stepped gingerly over the tile. “Ugh!” He recoiled
at the thought. “Never, in all my years with the legions, have I seen such a thing. It’s
everywhere: the floor, ceiling—even the walls.”
“Aye!” Zeno nodded, freezing in his tracks. “The room’s coated with it. It’s sticky—like
honey, but green like porridge, much worse than ordinary puke.”
“It’s dis-gus-ting,” Priam drawled out the word, repeating with a shudder, “All from that
child!”
Hardened Roman soldiers were almost unmanned by the scene. One can just imagine
how it affected us. Falco, who had led them boldly into the room, held a scarf up to his nose.
“No longer will I mock the gods,” his voice quivered. “The evil spirit’s gone, but at what
cost? This Jesus is a sorcerer, demigod—perhaps a minor god. He destroyed a demon, only to
kill its host.”
We expected a Roman to say such a thing. Jesus looked drained by his ordeal. His hair
was matted to his forehead, his skin was pale, and his eyes had a haunted look. An expression of
defeat or sadness, I wasn’t sure, was reflected on his face. What troubled me the most, though,
was the shattered look on Mama’s face. Delicately, more from queasiness than concern, Papa
lifted the stricken girl and placed her on the kitchen table. “Wait till Regulus sees this.” Priam
whistled under his breath. “…. I need a jug of wine!” That moment there was a knock on the
front door. I looked out and saw Regulus standing in the yard, ran to the door, and quickly let
him in.
“By the gods,” he groaned, “what’s that smell?”
“Something happened here today,” Falco began shakily. “That child on the floor had an
evil spirit, which Jesus expelled.”
He was perfectly correct, and yet the optio found such superstition annoying, especially
when all six of this sector’s guards were congregated in our house.
“There better be a good explanation for all of you being here at once.” He looked around
the room.

“We heard Priam’s whistle,” Leto explained lamely. “It’s one of our codes for an extreme
emergency.”
“Extreme emergency?” Regulus gave him a dubious look. “Your telling me, Diblius and
Zeno also heard his whistle from the carpenter’s yard?”
“No sir,” Gratian stepped in, “when I heard his whistle, I gave our secret call to the
perimeter guards.”
“And what’s that?” Regulus asked with great sarcasm.
“A sort of hoot, like an owl,” he answered with a chuckle.
“That’s Papa’s signal,” Simon whispered in my ear.
That moment, as Regulus took in the scene, the room fell silent. After studying the floor
and the girl lying motionless on the table, his suspicions were replaced by revulsion. Mama was
standing motionless, herself, over her, staring listlessly at the child. The only sound heard in the
room, other than fidgeting and nervous breathing, was the sobbing of poor Uriah, who stood at
the other end of the table, convinced his sister was dead.
Regulus removed his helmet and moved his trembling fingers through his hair. “There
has to be a better explanation for this. What makes everyone think this girl had an evil spirit?”
“The voices sir,” Priam answered with a shudder. “That creature said things that
would’ve made the most foul mouthed veteran cringe, in a voice not of this world.”
“Is this how the rest of you see it?” He scanned the others’ faces.
“Yes!” They answered as a united front.
“It’s true,” I volunteered. “If anything Priam is being polite. That little child shot streams
of vomit out of her small mouth, much more than her small stomach could hold.”
“Enough!” Regulus waved irritably. “That sounds utterly impossible. You’re telling me
that frail child caused all this.”
“Yes!” everyone, except Jesus and Mama promptly replied.
“Joseph,” he turned to Papa, “I will leave you to clean this mess up. You have my
sympathies. I shall return during the shift change to talk with you about this incredible event.”
“Men,” he barked in a less friendly manner, “return to your posts at once. Falco and Priam, we
need to talk.”
The seven Romans quickly exited through the back door.
The last thing we heard was Falco asking the optio whether or not he and the others
would be disciplined and Regulus answering wearily “No, what else could you have done? This
defies all reason. It’s going to be hard to explain to Longinus. For now, lets keep this to
ourselves.”
With the optio and guards gone, we turned our attention to the girl lying on the table. It
was decided quickly by Papa that we must rely on our friendship with Samuel again. There was
nothing else we could do, until our house was cleaned up and Rhoda’s condition—alive or
dead—was resolved. The cleanup would take a great volume of water and more effort than my
parents were capable of in Mama and Jesus’ state of minds. With little argument from Mama,
Papa’s plan was to escort she and the oldest son to Samuel’s house to recuperate while we began
scrubbing up the floors and walls. The terrible ordeal, its aftermath, and the lingering smell of
vomit were just too much to overcome in one afternoon and evening. So, if it was acceptable to
the Pharisee and his chamberlain, the remainder of us would also sleep in his house until our task
was finished.
So convinced we were that Rhoda was a lost cause that, almost as an afterthought, Mama
held Rhoda’s thin wrist and waited a moment before giving us all a nod.

“She’s alive,” she announced softly. “That’s all I can say.”
“That’s enough,” Papa replied curtly. “Jesus,” he counseled sternly, “this time I want you
to listen to me. Don’t give me any heartfelt religious explanation for what happened today. This
wasn’t your fault. Somewhere in this mess might be a miracle but right now it’s a disaster that’s
tearing you and your mother apart. There needs to be distance between you and this unhallowed
place. Frankly, I don’t know how I can ever get it clean. You behaved bravely and righteously
these hours. I ran like a frightened child.”
“It wasn’t your fault Papa,” Jesus whispered hoarsely. “She was in that dark place
Michael was in. God would have brought her back in His own good time?”
“I ran too.” Mama smiled wanly. “I spent most of the time in our room on my knees
praying.”
“I love you,” Papa said impulsively. “Your life with me has been hard and perilous.”
“If it was hard and perilous,” she said faintly, “it was my fault, not yours. I pulled you
into this as a sleepwalker. The angel came to me in person. He came to you in a dream. God
has dealt with you indirectly and, I must confess, unfairly. Everything has been so plain to Jesus
and I...except who he is.”
“Who is he?” blurted Papa. “I still don’t know.”
“Nor I,” James stepped forward.
“Nor me.” Joseph placed his hand on Papa’s shoulder.
“Maybe we’re not suppose to know,” I suggested, as Tabitha squeezed my hand. “I
wanted to be a soldier and traveler, but that seems quite selfish now.”
“When the time is right, God will tell me what to do.” Jesus looked down at me, his color
and energies returning. “The same is true for you Jude and all my brothers and sisters. Let us
give a short prayer for Rhoda before we take her to Samuel’s house. I think it would be a good
idea Papa if one of us ran ahead and warned the Pharisee of our crisis.”
“Let me go!” I begged. “I’m a fast runner. If Abner’s there, I’ll ask him to be ready when
we bring her in.”
“All right,” Papa said, opening the door. “Whatever you do, don’t bring him here.” “I
don’t know how we’re going to flush this place out.” He scratched his beard. “No one, except
the Romans, are to come inside this house.”
“Burn it to the ground,” James snarled.
“Regulus might suggest that this evening during the change of watch.”
“It’s too wet to burn,” Simon made a face. “Can’t Jesus whip of another miracle—
phittt!—and be done with it?”
“I’m not sure this was a miracle,” Jesus sighed heavily. “I forced God’s hand. We must
not tempt the Lord.”
As I released Tabitha’s hand and began trotting to Samuel’s house, I heard, fading in the
distance, an argument between Jesus and our parents about God’s will.
“Is it God’s will that a child is tormented by demons?” protested Mama.
“There was only one demon,” Jesus answered wearily. “Rhoda was unfortunate enough to
become its host. It could just as easily entered someone else.”
“That explains nothing,” Papa replied angrily. “Why would God test us like this. Why
would he use an innocent child for his purpose?”
“Rhoda’s not innocent,” I heard Uriah say before their voices faded in the distance.
I was running swiftly at that point, my mind reeling with the implications of what
happened today. On the one hand, it might seem as though Jesus powers of prayer were limited

to what we wanted and what God thought best. If nothing else, this made him seem less a
miracle worker than before. On the other hand, it implied that Jesus had reached the point where
he was challenging Satan, himself. Were not the demons Satan’s agents? He had seemed to
cross a line where ordinary prayer was not enough. This made him seem more human. Perhaps
he was, as Samuel suggested, merely touched by God and not divine. The grim aspects of this
event couldn’t hide the importance of today or the fact that a miracle, the second half of what
happened last night on the road, had occurred. And yet Rhoda, like Michael had once been,
seemed even closer to death. Would she come out of it like Michael and, for that matter, Reuben
or had Jesus failed completely this time. These questions shook me greatly as I approached the
great door and knocked repeatedly until a servant finally appeared.
“Who are you?” a voice challenged through a crack in the door.
“I am Jude, brother of Jesus,” I stated boldly. “My father Joseph, the carpenter of
Nazareth, has sent me with dire news for the Pharisee and his chamberlain.”
Knowing very well that the man on the other side of the door was, in fact, Mordechai, the
chamberlain, himself, I wasn’t surprised when he allowed me to enter. I was also not surprised
when he took me to task for banging wildly on the door.
“Do you know how that door echoes in the hall?” He gave me a good shaking.
“I’m sorry,” I replied, wrestling free, “this is an emergency. Please, let me tell you what
happened. I know our good friend would want to hear.”
“Samuel’s resting,” Mordechai said with annoyance. “He’s a sick man, and shouldn’t be
disturbed. Abner is this moment in his room.”
“I must see Abner too!” I stomped my foot. “Rhoda, daughter of Rabbi Joachim, is
gravely ill and may die.”
“Why didn’t you say so?” Mordechai waved irritably. “All that nonsense on the porch
wasn’t necessary. Come to the point. You need Abner’s assistance. Let me ask him myself—”
“No!” my voice rose in desperation. “I need to talk to Samuel—Now! Our house is
unlivable because of what happened. The demon spewed vomit all over the floor and walls.”
“What?” Mordechai grabbed his forehead. “Are you serious?”
“Yes-yes,” I cried, snapping my fingers, “quite serious. Ask the Roman guards; they’ll
verify it. They heard the voices in our house. They saw what the demon did.” “Please sir,” I
groaned in frustration, “I must speak to Abner about Rhoda and Samuel about letting us stay here
until we clean up our house.”
“Dear me,” the chamberlain clutched the sides of his head, “you picked the worst time.
Why didn’t Joseph come himself?”
“We didn’t pick this time.” I gripped his sleeve. “It picked us. My family’s devastated by
this. You can’t imagine what happened, unless you see it with your own eyes. Please let me talk
to these men.”
“Come,” he murmured, leading me down a corridor to Samuel’s room. “Please talk softly.
You have a very loud voice.”
When we reached Samuel’s chambers, Mordechai went ahead of me, briefly announced
my mission, and then motioned me impatiently into the room.
All the chamberlain said was “Joseph’s youngest son has dire news for you and the
physician.” Abner stood beside Samuel’s bed, a frown twitching on his aged face. Though the
physician appeared sickly, himself, he looked much better than the Pharisee, whose skeletal
frame and thinning hair made me wonder if Jesus promise that he would be alive when his
mission began was possible. Even if Jesus were to leave on a mission in the next ten years or so,

Samuel would be in his nineties. That would be a miracle! I thought, as I approached the old
man.
“He-he,” his voice croaked, “come here boy.”
“Yes sir,” I replied, shuffling up to his bed.
“You’ve grown taller since I last seen you,” he cackled. “Dark as an Edomite though, but
you have a strong jaw.” “Come closer,” he ordered whimsically. “That’s it, give me your hand.”
Samuel’s bird-of-prey eyes where sunk more deeply into their sockets than I
remembered. The fingers that gripped mine felt like Aunt Elizabeth’s hand—cold, uncooked
fowl. And yet his mind, though slightly addled, was active. He had not lost his sense of humor
or sarcastic wit.
“You can judge a lot about a man by his hands,” he said, his grip tightening. “They’re big
for your height.”
“Sir,” I gathered my thoughts, “I have something important to say.”
“Humph!” his voice quivered. “Your palms are blistered and knuckles are scuffed from
hard work. This is good, Jude. To be a good carpenter, you must have a strong grip and tough
skin. Long fingers are necessary for doing fine work, but so is a sharp mind, like yours.”
“Please Samuel,” I said in a pleading voice. “My family has suffered a terrible ordeal.
Our house is uninhabitable now. Rhoda, the rabbi’s daughter, was placed in my parents care.
For reasons only God understands, the Evil One sent a demon to test my brother. That’s the only
explanation we can think of. Why would the Lord allow Rhoda to suffer such a thing—”
“Are you saying Rabbi Joachim’s daughter is inhabited by a demon?” Abner interrupted.
“That’s nonsense. She’s only a child.”
“Yes, it’s true.” I nodded vigorously. “The Romans heard it, themselves.”
“Humph, did anyone see this creature?” Abner pursed his lips.
“You can’t see a demon.” I looked at him in disbelief. “They’re invisible.” At least this
one,” I added, recalling the specter Jesus and I saw in the orchard.
“That’s true Abner,” Samuel looked up at his physician. “That doesn’t mean it’s not
there.”
“Then you believe me sir?” I gave him a hopeful look.
“I fancy there’s a lot more to this story,” Samuel sucked in his breath. “Your father can
fill in the details over a mug of wine.”
“Abner,” I turned to the physician. “Jesus expelled the demon, but it spewed green vomit
before it left and left Rhoda in a dark sleep. I had hoped you could treat her if we bring her
here.”
“Your house has been slimed, eh?” Abner stroked his beard. “I saw this phenomena once
before in Cana. This, however, sounds like it’s much worse.” “Well Samuel,” he looked down at
the old man, “why don’t we send a few servants over there to give those poor people a hand.
When Rhoda arrives we can have a special room ready for her.”
“Excellent idea,” Samuel said enthusiastically. “Please make it so.” He motioned to the
chamberlain.
“I shall go with the servants, myself—immediately.” Mordechai bowed, retreating
quickly from the room.
“Go!” Samuel made scooting motions to me. “Run ahead and tell your family the good
news. Abner will have Rhoda up and about in no time.”
“Maybe I should accompany him,” the physician suggested, as I exited the chambers.

“Not necessary sir,” I called back respectfully, “there’s no place to treat Rhoda in that
slimy place. You’ve seen many things as a physician, but I doubt if you’ve seen this.”
“That sounds like a dare,” Abner muttered reflectively. “I’ve never shied away from one
yet.”
I never heard Samuel’s reply, but he evidently talked the physician out of following,
which was just as well. Abner would have felt ritually polluted in our house. My fears about
this reaction would be born out when the servants arrived at our house. When I found my family
in the backyard, I told them that Samuel had accepted our family back into his house and Abner
would treat Rhoda in a specially provided room. In spite of the good news, it did little to lift
Jesus and my parents’ spirits. They were at a loss as to how they might clean up the mess. Jesus
walked like a sleep-walker in the yard, perhaps in communion with God. Normally, he prayed at
his favorite rock, but he wasn’t praying this time. As I approached him, I saw his lips move and
hands flutter in gestures, as if he was having a debate with himself.
“Jesus!” I called cheerfully. “We’re all going over to Samuel’s. Abner will be treating
Rhoda there. He sent servants over to help us clean up the mess.”
“Leave Jesus alone.” I felt Papa’s hand on my shoulder. “Come with me my son,” he
ordered gently, “I need to talk to you about something.”
“Am I in trouble?” I gave him a worried look.
“About what?” Papa gave me a playful nudge. “Jesus said that you saw a demon in the
woods,” he returned to the subject. “That’s very strange.”
“Yes,” I nodded quickly, “hovered like a shade, darker than the surrounding shadows.”
“I always suspected that demons were invisible.” Papa gave me a perplexed look. “Are
you sure it was a demon, and not the Evil One, himself.”
“No, I’m not,” I confessed, recalling my words to Samuel.
I remembered telling Abner and the Pharisee that demons were invisible, but now, after
recalling the incident in the orchard, I wasn’t so sure. I had seen him with my own eyes!
I gasped, my hand flying up to my mouth. “Jesus said it was the same demon that came to
us in the trees. Could that have been the Evil One inside Rhoda?”
“It’s possible,” Papa gave me a nod. “It’s really tearing Jesus up. I’m very tempted to
burn our house down and start over, but Joseph’s right: it’s too wet. What a ghastly day this has
been.” “Well, let’s get going son,” he said, jerking my sleeve. “There’s not much we can do right
now.”
“I thought we were going to start cleaning the place up.” I muttered in surprise. “Samuel
sent servants. Mordechai is coming himself.”
“Oh, they’ll change their minds,” Papa predicted, as we entered the back door.
When the odor of evil and death assailed my nostrils, I wretched again, yet, as before, I
didn’t vomit. As Papa foretold, Mordechai and the servants were mortified by what they
discovered in our unhallowed house. Throwing his hands up in despair, the chamberlain, ordered
the servants to place the girl on the stretcher they brought with them and take her back to the
house.
“Dear, merciful Almighty,” he cried out. “I thought Jude might be exaggerating a bit, but
this awful. No one should have to attempt such a task. Take my advise: burn it down and begin
anew.” “Where’s that poor child?” he sounded distracted. “Is she still alive? Let’s all leave this
unhallowed place at once!”

“Well,” Papa tossed his head, “when the smell dies and it dries out, my sons and I will
have to clean it up. It seems as though the consensus is to torch it—consign it to the flames, but
there are many memories in this small house.”
“Come Papa,” James said, taking his elbow. “Let’s talk about this at Samuel’s house.”
“Yes, Papa,” I said, taking the other elbow, “it’s very hard to remember anything here
right now.”
“Everyone out,” Mama called over her shoulder, as Tabitha helped her out the door.
“Where’s Jesus. Someone fetch Jesus.”
Uriah walked dejectedly behind us, as Simon and Joseph, in youthful nonsense,
embarked upon this crisis as another adventure—a chance to have a soft pallet and fine food to
eat. Abigail and Martha appeared troubled and confused by the experience. Papa had the
presence of mind to clasp both of their small hands, as James and I walked in moody silence.
Carrying Rhoda expertly between them, the servants moved far ahead of us, as if time was of
essence and Rhoda could be saved. Mordechai walked alongside of our group, oblivious in his
shock of the Roman’s rule that Jews not travel in groups of more than two. Had a sentry rode
past those moments, he would surely have seen the urgency in this parade, and yet, after a few
moments, we instinctively, spaced ourselves, so that we, in fact, walked in pairs, the exception
being Papa and the twins. Jesus soon caught up with us with Uriah by his side. He must have
been comforting the guilt-stricken boy. Uriah was listening intently, occasionally nodding his
head. Even during such a crisis Jesus gave comfort to the rabbi’s son. Who would comfort our
brother this hour?

Chapter Thirty
Back to Samuel’s House

Thanks to a demon or the Evil One, himself, we had abandoned our beloved home. I
wondered those moments if we would ever be able to live in it again. Eusebius, a daytime optio
for Samuel’s sector of town, stopped us once as we approached the entryway to the estate but
only to ask Papa what was wrong with the young girl. Prudently, in anticipation of his meeting
with Papa, Regulus hadn’t shared his knowledge with the other optios, so Papa simply explained
to Eusebius that they were bringing the child to the physician Abner for treatment. Nothing was
said about Rhoda’s ordeal or the abandonment of our home. With what struck me as a long,
suspicious silence, the optio surveyed our group before giving his horse a kick and galloping
away.
“When this gets around Nazareth,” Papa confided to us, “our reputation will be in the
cloaca again.”
“God was testing us,” Jesus said grimly. “He won’t forsake us now.”
“Enough with the platitudes, ” grumbled Joseph. “God was testing you, not us. For
whatever reason, Jesus, God forsaked you today. We got caught in the crossfire.”
“Yeah,” James joined in, “maybe he’s tired of your high and mighty ways.”
“That’ll be enough boys,” Mama came suddenly alive. “Shame on you! Do you blame
your oldest brother for this?”
“No,” answered James, “we give him credit for it. It was he who called upon the Lord.
One doesn’t blame God. I do think he got Him angry this time. How many times has he
counseled us not to tempt the Lord?”
“Yes, on the contrary, Mama,” Joseph replied calmly, “we don’t think this is his fault one
bit, but he was foolish. Yet he’s the bravest person I’ve ever known, which proves this time that
he’s mortal and expects too much from himself.”
The stretcher-bearers had entered first. A doorman stood, holding the great door for the
remainder of us.
“Shush! You must be quiet inside Samuel’s house!” Mordechai demanded, motioning for
us to file in.
“Are we gonna get sweetmeats Papa?” whispered Abigail.
“Yes, if you behave,” he said from the corner of his mouth. “Uncle Samuel’s doing us a
big favor. We must all be on our best behavior until our house is cleaned.”
“We’re gonna be all right,” Mama said, patting her daughters’ heads.
Papa put a good face on the crises. Bravely, yet humbly, Mama and Jesus had also
bounced back from the ordeal for the sake of the children. The expressions on James, Joseph,
and Simon’s faces told me that they looked forward to staying in Samuel’s estate. We would all
get cleaned up in the bathes, eat well, and sleep on fine pallets. Tabitha’s hand in mine was
unexpected during the crises. Though I felt guilty for such thoughts, it made me giddy with
delight. Even Uriah, who Jesus had counseled on the way, seemed relieved that the Pharisee had
given us sanctuary in his fine house. Above all, I realized that nothing—neither storms nor
threats of danger—could break Jesus’ spirit. I heard him laughing at something Martha had said
under her breath. Suddenly, in spite of our misfortune, my family began acting normal again.

Abner had made a cursory inspection of Rhoda, who would be bathed and placed in a
special room. She was, he explained briefly, as we waited in the entrance hall, alive, her vital
signs were active, and she might someday awaken from her dark sleep. Perhaps her mind was
damaged, but he just didn’t know. This was, Mama reassured Uriah, actually good news, since
Michael had gone through this state too. That should have been enough to set our minds at ease.
Uriah had, like myself, counted her among the shades, as the Romans would say. Now, it
appeared as if Rhoda, like Michael and Reuben, would have a long convalescence at the end of
which, we hoped, she would spring back like Mariah’s’ son. Of course, in retrospect, this wasn’t
completely true. Michael had never really shaken his “evil spirit.” The question was, I asked
myself, as I contemplated my family’s fate, would Rhoda, if she came to, prove to be a problem
too. What if, this time, the patient didn’t wake up at all?
With Tabitha so close, it was difficult for me to keep my train of thought. The voices of
servants, herding us like sheep down a corridor, jolted me back to reality. All of us, especially
Jesus, one of them declared, were ritually impure after our experience. We would have to bath
thoroughly and put on new garments before eating or sleeping. No one, not even Joseph, argued
this time about going to the Roman style bathes. There was no question of ritual impurity. We
had, as Abner called it, been slimed. I enjoyed sloshing around in the heated water, as did Uriah
and my brothers. Judging by the laughter on the other side of the wall, I could tell that Mama
and the girls did too. Of all the participants, Papa, who had been given a mug of wine, took the
most pleasure in the bathes.
“Now this is living!” he declared, sipping his drink.
“Why didn’t they give us drinks?” Uriah whined. “We’re thirsty too.”
“He’s back! The old Uriah’s back!” I dunked his head.
“Here, take a swig,” Papa handed him his mug.
“Mmmm, that’s good,” he licked his lips. “It’s sweet, not sour like my father’s wine.”
“There’s different kinds of wine,” Papa said, offering me a sip. “I prefer Falernian. You
can’t get much sweeter than that!”
Neither Jesus, James, or Joseph said a word about his actions. It just wasn’t that
important. Too much had happened today that overrode everything else. Why was I thinking
about Tabitha so much? She was practically my sister. No one seemed that worried about
Rhoda. Was it because of what Abner had said about her vital signs? She was still alive, but she
might never wake up. In that dark place that Jesus and Mama didn’t seem to have, did we wish
that she would just die and be done with it? We didn’t need another incorrigible like Michael in
our house.
******
That night, after our purification in Samuel’s bathes, we dressed in clean clothes provided
by the chamberlain. Papa had his chat with Regulus in Samuel’s garden, while we gathered at
the table. We would learn at dinner that the optio had been shaken badly by the event. His
suggestion, of course, was to burn our house to the ground and build anew. I don’t know
whether Regulus understood the difference between a Hebrew demon and the pervasive evil
spirits of Roman religion. I only learned this myself later during my journey to Antioch. All we
understood that night was that the optio saw in the terrible smell and mess a bad omen, not for
himself but for his superstitious men. Priam and Falco liked and admired Jesus. Like the other
guards, even on the other shifts, they felt he had supernatural and magical powers. Though the
rule in the provinces was less defined, witchcraft was illegal in Rome. Because most of the

guards were Romans, themselves, they carried this superstition and fear, and yet, after our ordeal
with Rhoda, we knew we had nothing to fear. Even the optio had great respect for the oldest son.
Papa explained to Regulus why he didn’t want to burn our house: he had built it with his
own hands and such a conflagration would alert the town. How could we explain this to our
neighbors and friends? Yet what other choice did he have? It would, he told us at the table, be a
controlled fire, similar to the one priests performed to cleanse the inside of ritually contaminated
abodes. The trick was to scorch it without catching the entire structure on fire. Regulus thought
this was an impossible task, but he could suggest nothing better. What came out of the short
meeting in the garden was Papa’s realization that the optio couldn’t accept the possibility that
Mama was a witch or that her oldest son practiced sorcery. He, in fact, accepted Mama as a
healer, not someone who practiced the black arts, and was convinced Jesus had godlike powers.
After those last words, Papa shook his head. “I’m sorry, I know it sounds blasphemous,
but I didn’t argue with him. With such a high opinion of Jesus, I figured he might give us the
benefit of the doubt.”
“Under the circumstances,” James said, heaving a sigh, “you had no other choice.”
Mordechai and Abner both nodded gravely. Samuel, who was propped up by pillows on
a nearby couch, grunted in agreement. Jesus gave Papa a troubled look but said nothing, as the
subject of our recent crisis became a religious discussion.
“It all goes to show,” Samuel wheezed, “is that God often tests a righteous man.”
“You mean like Job?” James frowned.
“I recall reading about him.” Mordechai stroked his beard. “God boasted to Satan of Job’s
righteousness and accepted Satan’s challenge.”
“I never liked that scroll.” Abner made a face. “Why would the Lord allow Satan to
persecute a righteous man?”
“The point is sir,” confessed Jesus, “I tested God.
At this point, Samuel insisted that someone give the Shema so we could begin eating.
Samuel, himself was on a strict diet, but following Mordechai’s brief prayer, the rest of us
jumped into the task with gusto. As we munched, I looked across the table and discovered that
Mama, in spite of her experience, was enjoying the feast, as were Uriah, the girls, and my four
brothers. Papa, who chatted amiably with Mordechai and Abner, as Samuel muttered under his
breath, always seem to make the best of a bad situation. Even Jesus, who was greatly troubled
by the will of God, ate heartily that evening. The uncomfortable subject of our home’s
defilement was made light of, as the men grew tipsy during the meal. During the banter, a
suggestion made in jest caught my attention as I chewed my food and continued to guzzle
pomegranate punch. Pausing long enough to hear them above the crunching of my jaws, I sat
my mug down and pricked up my ears.
“Well, I agree with your optio,” Mordechai said with a belch. “Burn it down. Samuel or I
will give you a loan to build a bigger house.”
“Yes, that might be best.” Abner sighed. “Your home’s too far gone to be ritually
cleaned.”
“No,” Papa shook his head and wiped his beard, “I couldn’t do this. Samuel’s done
enough.”
“You’re all talking as if I’m no longer here,” grumbled Samuel. “I don’t see why Joseph
and his family can’t stay here. The house is big enough.”
“What?” Mordechai caught his breath. “Are you serious?”

“Of course, I’m serious,” Samuel’s voice quivered. “It’s either them or my worthless
relatives. There’s nothing that can be done with Joseph’s house, except its destruction. My time
is growing short.”
Papa seemed to register mixed emotions at Samuel’s suggestion. Now that the solution
had shifted from loaning money for building us a new house to living with our benefactor,
however, Mordechai had a change of heart.
“Surely, something can be done,” he gave Samuel a worried look. “Fire might be out of
the question. Even scorching the inside will damage the structure. Maybe after it dries, it can be
scraped away, like sheep dung off a walkway or food off a table. Then it could be ritually
cleaned.”
“Yes, that might work.” I caught Papa’s gaze. “I remember vomiting on the floor once. It
was cleaned away without a trace.”
“We’re eating dinner,” groaned Joseph. “Let’s discuss something else?”
I was certain everyone else agreed. Even Mama made a face. Yet Papa’s eyes widened.
He nodded slowly, as he took another swig. Slowly, as it was murmured back and forth between
the chamberlain, physician, and Pharisee, the idea set Papa’s eyes ablaze. “You know
something,” he announced, wiping off his beard, “all this time that ordeal made us believe our
house might be uninhabitable because of the stench and being ritually impure, but Mordechai
might be right.” “We, my family,” he said, standing up and looking around the table, “lost our
heads today. Rhoda did such a thorough job of sliming, its very memory made me want to take a
torch to the house and burn it to the ground.”
“Humph, let me get this straight,” Abner said, amused by the thought. “You’re going to
let that infernal filth dry and then scrap it off your floor and the walls of you house.”
“Well,... it’s worth a try,” Papa said after chewing a mouthful of food.
Abner chuckled to himself, apparently in his cups. Being a physician made him
especially coarse, but Papa seemed delighted at the thought, and Mordechai, who dreaded having
the house filled indefinitely with guests, was relieved. I was just happy we had a plan. Jesus had
said nothing as he ate his dinner, until this moment.
“I remember scraping bird droppings off a freshly sanded table.” He took a methodical
sip of punch. “It left a stain, but stains can be rubbed out or painted over. If we all work
diligently, we can return our home to normal.”
Everyone cheered his enthusiasm in their own way. As the girls clapped their hands,
James and Joseph stroked the chins in agreement. Mama smiled faintly at her oldest son, her
blue eyes twinkling with approval. As usual, Uriah was too busy gobbling everything in sight. I
had eaten so much, myself, I thought I might burst, and yet I was content. We had a plan! The
men laughed aloud, Samuel cackled with mirth as the servants poured the men more wine. I
don’t know how he managed it so quickly but Simon reached over while Papa was chatting with
Mordechai, and drank half of his goblet of wine. I was too far away from the adults to try this,
but my turn would come. Even Samuel, though ailing, was tipsy tonight. Tomorrow night, I
would make sure I was sitting beside Papa, Mordechai, or Abner. Of all the people at the table, I
think Jesus was the happiest, and he was as sober as a stone. His face radiated with purpose
again, as if God, Himself, had whispered His approval into his ear.
******
That night we retired to our pallets in much greater spirits than when we entered
Samuel’s house. As before, I shared a room with Uriah, James shared one with Joseph, Papa and

Mama shared the same quarters as did the girls, and Jesus, like the stricken Rhoda, had a room to
himself. That this seemed unfair, considering the fact that Jesus didn’t appear to sleep, didn’t
occur to me, until I began writing down my thoughts. It seemed callous, as I reflect, that only
Mama and Jesus seemed concerned very much for Rhoda’s health. A word I hadn’t yet learned
back then—perfunctory—was how I must describe our endearments as we looked into her room.
A small lamp cast its ghostly glow upon her as she lie on her pallet, with hands clasped on her
chest. She looked already dead to me. As the scribes might say, I had mentally written off this
troublesome girl. Except for Mama and Jesus, we held out little hope.
From Uriah’s babbling lips came the pronouncement most of us felt: “She’s going to die.
It was too much for her.”
“Don’t worry, Uriah,” I tried to console him, “Michael survived. He was half starved
before Jesus got to him, and he lived.”
“Hah,” Uriah spat bitterly, “I remember when Jesus cast out his demon. He was never
the same!”
“But he didn’t die,” I replied quickly. “Jesus helped Mama keep that rascal alive.”
Uriah’s dark little eyes flashed in the lamplight. “You think I want my sister to be like
him,” he barked. “I would rather she was dead than wake up and be a curse upon us all.”
“Oh?” I said with a yawn. “What if she remains in the dark sleep? That would be a
burden too.”
“No one should suffer the dark sleep,” he said with great conviction. “The only Rhoda I
want to see is the little sister I knew as a small child before the Evil One entered my family’s
house.”
“My thoughts exactly,” I murmured drowsily. “Poor Rhoda’s better off dead. End of
subject. Now let’s get some sleep.”
Uriah continued to chatter. Under normal circumstances I would have been impressed by
these deep thoughts. His words, at least, had matured since our schooling in Nazareth.
Unfortunately I was too exhausted to care. As before, when Uriah wouldn’t shut up, I found
myself drifting gradually into slumber, Uriah’s voice fading into the twilight world preceding
sleep.
“Plee-ease Uriah,” I muttered, rolling onto my side, “I’m tired. Go to sleep!”
“I think my father has a demon,” he prattled. “He once beat me for belching at the
table....When he screamed at me, spit flew out of his mouth.”
“Good grief,” I groaned, stuffing my fingers into my ears, “plee-eease, Uriah, shut up!”
“Blah-blah...blah-blah-blah...blah-blah-blah-blah...”
“I’m so-o-o-o-o sle-e-e-epy....Zzzzzzzzz....Zzzzzzzzz.”
Suddenly, as I tumbled down that long dark corridor to sleep, I remember being shaken
and hearing distant blather, but that was all. There were no visions or even a trace of a dream
recalled the next day.
******
Upon awakening that morning, I sat up suddenly as if someone had just screamed at me,
which in fact they had. The door to our chambers was open. A servant scurried past. Uriah was
nowhere in sight, as I looked around the shadowy room, rubbing sleep from my eyes. Again I
heard a voice calling my name, this time in the distance: “Jude come quickly!” Fearing that
some new disaster had befallen my family, I quickly dressed and slipped into my sandals then
ran toward the sound of the voice.

“James, Joseph, Simon,” Papa waved his arms excitedly, “Rhoda has disappeared.
According to the servants, Jesus and Mordechai have begun looking for her. If she acts like a
wild beast again, an uninformed sentry might just strike her down.” “We must hurry!” he called
back, as he led us out the door. In the background bewildered by this turn of events was Uriah.
Mama kept the girls in the house as Papa insisted, though Tabitha insisted on coming along.
“I thought she was in the dark sleep,” Uriah whimpered. “Rhoda was practically dead.”
“We can’t wait for you to catch up,” I counseled, as I tried keeping up with the others.
“Two-by-twos!” Papa stopped to direct. “Slow down if you hear galloping. If a sentry
asks what’s wrong, we tell him we have a family emergency. If he asks who, we’ll tell him
truthfully that it’s the rabbi’s daughter.” “Just let me do the talking.” He threw up his hands.
Sure enough, as we reached the main road down the hill from Samuel’s estate, a sentry
called out angrily, “Halt Jews! What’s the hurry?”
Papa sputtered out our story. Uriah, still trailing in the distance, was bawling. Tabitha,
restrained by Mama, was still back at the house.
“Why is that child weeping?” snapped the sentry, climbing off his mount.
“That’s Uriah,” piped Simon, “he’s sister’s very sick.”
The Roman frowned down at his. Unfortunately, it wasn’t our acquaintances Hadrian or
Balto but a new sentry, we hadn’t seen before, who climbed off his horse.
“I am Callisto,” he mumbled curtly, “please state all your names.”
Obediently, we responded in sequence. When Papa sounded off, the sentry’s eyes
widened in recognition. When Uriah arrived at the scene, James clamped a hand over his mouth.
“I’ve heard about you.” He reached out to pat Papa’s shoulder. “Ho-ho, you’re that
carpenter, who has that miracle-working son.”
“Well, yes.” Papa sighed with relief. “We’re proud of him.”
“Hah! Proud isn’t the word!” he exclaimed, removing his helmet and wiping his brow.
“From what I heard, your son’s a demigod. He cures dead people and makes it rain. Hercules
was once a demigod. Now they build statues of him. We Romans worship men like that.”
In Callisto’s blasphemous and misinformed words, Jesus was given his strongest praise
by a pagan—a stranger at that. Not one word from Papa about Rhoda’s health was mentioned. It
no longer mattered. As if his recognition of Jesus’ father made everything all right, he jumped
back on his horse and, calling back a friendly admonition, galloped away.
“Good health Joseph of Nazareth,” his voice trailed off. “Counsel your children not to run
in town. Nothing is so foolish here than a running Jew.”
With this amiable insult, he reminded us of one of the Romans’ most important rules.
Quick-stepping down the main road and through our gate, we dashed impulsively up to the front
door, yet halted before entering the house.
“Well,” Papa said, looking over his shoulder, “here goes.”
“This is going to make me sick,” Simon made a face.
“Me too,” Uriah shivered with dread.
Though he opened the door just a crack, the smell immediately assailed our nostrils.
“Lord of Heaven,” he groaned as he opened the door, “can I really clean this place up?”
“We’re going to do it together,” I reminded him bravely, pinching my nose.
When we entered one-by-one into the shadows of the shuttered house, it sounded as if we
all wretched at once. James and Joseph backed away in revulsion. Uriah and Simon had, as we
stood in the center of the large room, already ran back out into the front yard, gasping and
making gagging noises on the way. Lurching forward like drunk, holding his forearm up to his

mouth, Papa almost made it to the window as if he might let in some light, then just as quickly
changed his mind.
“That’s not a good idea,” he concluded settling shakily onto a stool.
“We’ve seen enough,” I said, my tunic pulled up to my face, “Rhoda’s not here.”
“It’s so dark.” James cried, tromping across the floor. “Let’s open the back door for light.
We don’t want anyone smelling this.”
A stream of sunlight filled the room. It was, as we expected, empty. Just for good
measure, though, James peeked into the back room, and Joseph checked our parents’ chambers.
Needing no more affirmation, we all rushed out the back door for fresh air.
“Shut the door behind you, Jude,” Papa ordered in a strained voice. “The odor might
carry into the wind.”
“I’m gonna be sick,” Joseph staggered into the yard.
“Burn it!” Papa cried out angrily. “I’ve never, in all my days, smelled anything so rank.”
I knew Papa was upset, so I didn’t argue with him. Even with this horror before us, I
could see disagreement registering on James’ face. Joseph was bending over and vomiting, as I
imagined Simon and Uriah did in the front yard. We looked around, searching numbly for signs
of Jesus and the girl.
“Your oldest brother will never give up on lost souls.” Papa said wearily. “We should
never have taken that girl in.”
“Where do you suppose she is?” James glanced up and down the yard. “You think she
might’ve ran off somewhere else? Last time she ran down the road.”
“Dear God, I hope not,” Papa grabbed his forehead. “She would be in great danger with
all those soldiers about.” “On the other hand,” he added, scratching his head, “they might be in
danger too.”
“What do we do now?” Joseph asked weakly. “She could be anywhere. She could’ve ran
into Samuel’s woods.”
“I don’t think so,” I shook my head. “I think, in her state of mind, she’d return home.”
“Why didn’t I think of that?” Papa pounded his temples. “That could be a problem if
Joachim opens his door.”
“Yeah,” snickered James, “she might tear him to pieces.”
“No,” I corrected gently, “not his home, our home. She wasn’t happy over there.”
“She’s not here Jude,” Papa waved impatiently, “we already checked. She’s probably
running amuck.”
“Unless, of course,” I suggested, looking across the yard, “she ran down the Shepherd’s
Trail.”
“I think,” Papa declared, settling on a stump, “Jesus and Mordechai are out there right
now hunting for Rhoda. They’ll need the help of the sentries to bring her in.” “This isn’t good.”
He buried his face in his hands. “In broad daylight she’ll become a spectacle in town.”
“Please Papa,” I said, trotting toward the trees, “let’s check the trail. I have a strong
feeling about this. Come on James and Joseph. It’s where I’d go.”
“You’ve never been possessed,” replied Joseph.
“I’m not so sure about that,” quipped James.
The four of us negotiated the trail as if we might encounter a wild beast, which,
considering what had happened, was not far from the truth. Simon and Uriah, we learned later,
had returned to Samuel’s house. Though frightened, himself, Papa insisted on leading us,
brandishing a branch, which he moved right and left before him in comic flogging motions. In

hysterical humor, James called it a demon switch, giggling foolishly as a small furry animal
crossed our path. In spite of our laughter, all of us, Papa included, picked up stones to brain
Rhoda with. It occurred to me, though, when I considered the facts, that we had nothing to fear.
It seemed to me that Rhoda would run from not to us. It also appeared likely she would have
awakened from the dark sleep as Michael had, moving about sluggishly as the walking dead.
When I considered how deathlike Rhoda’s pose had been, any other alternative seemed unlikely.
Nevertheless, Papa, James, Joseph, and I expected the worst. Anything was possible after
yesterday’s ordeal.
When were halfway down the trail and could see the camp and plain below, something
moved in the distance chilling our bones. Suddenly, as I moved past them, shielding my eyes
from the morning sun, I wasn’t afraid. There, amidst a handful of shepherds, including their
leader Odeh, were several Roman soldiers. Two of the sentries had dismounted from their
horses, while the remainder appeared to be on foot. In the center of the shepherds and Romans,
stood a tall young man in white holding the hand of a small child.
“Merciful Abraham,” cried Papa, “what does this mean?”
“It’s not good,” mumbled Joseph, “not good at all.”
“Are they angry with Jesus and Rhoda?” James voice quivered. “What do you think? I
can’t tell.”
“Angry!” Joseph decided.
“Let’s go find out,” I grew excited. “Jesus found Rhoda. The Romans won’t harm him.”
“Jude, get back here!” Papa shouted, as I took to my heels.
Fearing how the Romans might interpret my actions, they tried to stop me in my tracks,
but I was too fast. Remembering Callisto’s warning about running Jews, I felt stupid but also
joyous. Papa was furious. James and Joseph were fearful. By the time they caught up with me,
however, I was close enough to holler a greeting and let them know I wasn’t a threat.
“Regulus, Gratian, Leto, Diblius, and Zeno!” I cried.
An event that required our optio, four of his men, and two roving sentries, had boded ill
from afar, but the Romans, Regulus included, were in good spirits. Jesus appeared to have been
chatting with them. Even the normally sour-faced Leto was smiling at something Jesus said.
The most amazing thing, of course, was Rhoda, who was once again acting like a young child.
Papa, James, and Joseph were speechless. The looks on our faces caused the Romans
great mirth, especially our guards.
“Your son chased this child half way into the desert,” Regulus explained jovially to Papa.
“Ho-ho!” Gratian laughed, slapping his knee. “Ran like the furies, both of them—
‘specially the girl.”
“You scared me to death,” Leto confessed, grinning at Jesus. “I saw this mad little thing
scurrying by then a streak of white, which turned out to be you. At first, when I heard the
commotion, I thought we were being attacked!
“Praise the Lord,” Papa murmured, clutching my hand.
Regulus stepped forward to grip Papa’s forearm. “Our sentries witnessed the whole thing,
as did my guards. Go ahead Zeno,” he motioned amiably, “you went after her. Tell them what
you saw.”
“Well sir,” the gruff-looking guard cleared his throat, “it’s like Gratian and Leto said,
only we were closer in. Ol’ Dib and me was walking the perimeter when we saw this wild thing
run past. I thought it might be a mad jackal or dog, but it went so fast we couldn’t make it out.
Then we saw this fellow in white dashing after her, calling her name over and over. I couldn’t

make out the rest. Maybe he was praying.” “Truth is,” he added, shrugging his shoulders, “she
was too fast—even for him. Luckily, the sentries were making their rounds or she’d be long
gone!”
“Jesus was really upset,” claimed Diblius, “like he wanted to ring her neck.”
“I could see that,” one of the sentries jumped in. “She would’ve out ran him too, if we
hadn’t rode her down.”
“Roped her like a mad thing,” the second sentry boasted.
“Zeno was correct,” Jesus said flatly, “I was praying. Rhoda was still in the grip of
darkness. Now she’s fully awake.”
“What does that mean?” muttered Joseph.
“All that matters to me kind sirs,” Papa grinned happily, “is the look on that child’s face.”
“I was asleep, and Jesus awakened me,” she said in clear, sane voice.
Though we didn’t trust her yet, this person holding Jesus hand was not the same Rhoda
we had seen in the past. The snarling beast had apparently left. Jesus would not take credit for
‘waking her up,’ but the soldiers looked upon him with awe. The spirit of the Romans as they
mingled with shepherds and Jews before departing also left a lasting imprint on my mind.

Chapter Thirty-One
Elizabeth Dies and John Runs Away

The days that followed Rhoda’s transformation brought my brothers and sisters back to
the simple realities of family, school, and Papa’s carpenter shop. This was quite fine with me. I
was tired of all the excitement in our house. It took us several weeks after the house dried out to
scrape away the “demon vomit” caked on the floor and walls. After being scrubbed clean and, in
many places, sanded clean, we painted the interior of the house and, as Samuel insisted, invited a
Sadducee priest in to sanctify the house. I will not bore my readers with the details of the ritual,
for I never liked Sadducee snobbery, and yet it was a sign of Samuel’s love for my family that
he, a Pharisee, who were despised by the priesthood, brought in such a person to cleanse our
home. What the priest could not cleanse from our lives were my own actions—entering a pagan
shrine, hoarding gold, and consorting with a thief.
One day, as Boaz the blacksmith’s son paid us a visit, I was reminded of my folly and its
impact upon my family. The ungainly, oversized youth had become a fearsome looking fellow
after turning fourteen. Unlike most youths his age, he had thick, unbroken eyebrows, and was
already sprouting a beard. When he said outrageous things we had to nod in agreement and just
consider the source. Boaz could have been, if he had enough intelligence, the most feared youth
in Nazareth. Fortunately for me, he acted, as usual, rather dull-witted, as I laughed at his
questions about the treasure I supposedly hid in the hills.
“Boaz,” I said, forcing out a series of chuckles, “where did you get such a silly idea.”
“It’s not silly,” he snarled. “Everyone in town knows about your gold.”
“That’s a lie,” Uriah screwed up his face.
If anyone else had said that, Boaz might have hit him. Messing up the little fat boy’s hair,
he led us to the wall where he, Jethro and Obadiah had once spotted me. I thought I would have
another one of my seizures as Abner called my episodes, but the prayers my family had uttered
over me that terrible day appeared to be working for me as I watched Boaz hunt for that special
spot in the wall. I knew that it was gone. What I didn’t understand was why he was so
persistent. Was he just stupid or much smarter than I once thought?
“It was here. I was sure it was here!” He cried, kicking at the wall with a monstrous foot.
“Stop it!” Uriah shouted. “This wall is very old. You have no right doing that!”
“It’s just an old wall,” Boaz sneered. “I know there’s gold here somewhere.”
“Uriah’s right,” I tried to reason with him, “like the town well, these stones were here
long before Nazareth was built. My parents will be very mad at you. You don’t want Priam and
Falco to catch you tormenting us again. Come to the house Boaz for some punch and one of
Mama’s rolls. There’s no gold. Adam was just teasing us. Please stop kicking our wall!”
I could care less about the wall, which was here when my parents moved in but looked
nothing like the finely carved stone shrine hidden in the hills. My only concern now was
convincing this dunderhead—this time truthfully—that there was no gold on our property or in
the hills. Boaz, however, continued to argue with me as we approached the house.
“That Adam fellow gave us a treasure to find and you took it all!” He was complaining
when Jesus appeared suddenly in the yard.

Jesus appeared out of nowhere often, which seemed to support his divinity in later years.
Now, as he approached the unwanted visitor there was anger in his eyes. Boaz’s fearsome
appearance didn’t frighten him at all. We all knew that Jesus had the power to overcome anyone
who threatened us. He was very strong and had God on his side. This time, though, he merely
pointed to the path leading around our house and out of the yard and said, “Go!”
Simon arrived on the scene, drawn by the commotion. Turning his attention to us, as
Boaz slinked away, the angry lines on Jesus’ face softened. There was a reason why he left the
shop to talk to us in the yard. Something was wrong. For a brief moment sorrow darkened his
face. Tears gathered in his blue eyes.
“I’m sorry Simon, Jude, and Uriah,” his said, his outstretched arms encompassing us all.
“Justin, the courier, arrived with news from Sepphoris….Aunt Elizabeth is dead.”
“When?” was my first response.
“Last week, shortly after John returned home.” Jesus heaved a sigh.
“Aunt Elizabeth dead? Of what? I thought she was doing better,” Simon muttered to
himself. “I thought you were going to tell us Samuel was dead. He must be a hundred years
old.”
“It’s a shame,” Uriah replied reverently. “I heard she was a great woman.”
“Yes, yes, I wish you could have known her.” Jesus gave Uriah a pat.
Halting at the closed door, he said in a conspiratorial voice, “But that’s not the most
serious problem. Aunt Elizabeth, a righteous woman, walks with the angels. It’s cousin John
who fills me with concern.”
“What? Is he dead too?” Uriah gave Jesus a stupid look.
“No, he ran away,” he explained, reaching for the handle. “Her physician, who’s now
retired, will watch her house for awhile. He’s supposed to look after her wealth until John comes
of age, but our cousin told Micah he was going to live with the Essenes now that his mother’s
found her reward.”
Simon whistled under his breath. Uriah had a blank expression as we entered the house.
Mama, Papa, and the girls were sitting at the table, but James and Joseph were nowhere in sight.
I was still not used to having Rhoda in our family. Though surrounded by Tabitha and the twins,
she sat there with her hands folded on the table, as they whispered back and forth, staring mutely
into space. Simon waved his hand in front of her face, as he took his seat, and snapped his
fingers as if to say “Wake up!” Justin, our old courier, stood in the large room, with a mug of
wine or fruit juice in one dirty hand, a piece of bread clutched in the other dirty hand. A special
stool at the head of the table had been placed there for the courier, as if he had the seat of honor.
“Justin is a convert to our faith,” Papa announced, raising his mug. “He joined up in
Jerusalem after the last Passover. Isn’t that wonderful?”
We knew that this wasn’t the announcement Mama had in mind. A bittersweet mood
filled our house, as our family, Justin included, gathered around the table. For a few moments, as
Papa got up irritably, and charged out the front door, Mama reached over and shook Rhoda’s
wrist. “Rhoda? Rhoda!” She called under breath. James and Joseph, who resented the road
weary courier’s presence very much, had to be ordered into the house by Papa. Waiting for
Mama’s news as the malcontents were rounded up and ushered into the room, Simon, Uriah,
Tabitha, the twins, and I began to fidget. Serving as a distraction to the main issue, Rhoda
reminded us very much of Michael when he awakened from the dark sleep.
“What’s an Essene?” asked Tabitha, glancing uneasily at Rhoda. “Why would John want
to give up all that wealth?”

“The courier will explain everything,” Jesus made a shushing motion. “Let’s let him
speak.”
Tabitha’s thoughts had mirrored mine. John, I was convinced, had never been right in the
head. He had obviously been planning to run away for a long time. Uriah had found a scrap of
bread and was chewing on it, James and Joseph sat sullenly on nearby stools, and Simon was
falling asleep, when, at Papa’s signal, Justin began to speak.
“I was making my deliveries—your aunt was my next stop, when a young man, who
introduced himself as John bar Zechariah, hailed me from the road. These are his words,” the
courier cleared his throat, standing to recite the letter John gave him: “My mother has gone to her
reward. Because of our strict laws, the necessity to send a message by courier, and the time it
will take for you to make arrangements and travel to our town, Mama was interred in a garden
tomb in accordance with our laws. A town rabbi and several neighbors attended Micah and I at
her funeral. By the time you, Justin, arrived on your rounds, she had been buried for several
days. I wish I could have fetched you in time, but it all happened suddenly. When I awakened
that day, I found her body cold. She must have died early in the morning following my return
home, so I immediately awakened Micah, who had spent a long night trying to save her life.
There’s nothing left for me here in Sepphoris. If I stay on, I will become an extra burden to Aunt
Mary, whose house is already bursting at the seams. I leave all my earthly belongings to my
relatives in Nazareth and mother’s physician, at their mutual discretion. Micah has his own
estate and riches and will probably not want anything for himself. Please don’t worry about me.
I’ve gone to live with the Essenes in order to learn God’s will. I write this letter to inform you of
my mother’s passing and my own well being but also to request that you take care of my estate.
Micah is quite ill. I fear that the shadow of death is also in his eyes.”
“Humph…you have an excellent voice Justin.” Papa pursed his lips. “I didn’t know you
could read so well.”
“Until my wife passed away, I had worked as a scribe,” the courier confessed, taking a
long sip from his cup.
“This is outrageous—that’s what it is!” Mama cried. “That ungrateful, willful child. His
mother dead in her grave for less than a week, and he’s off in this wild adventure into the
unknown!”
Simon’s eyes popped wide, and he rubbed his eyes. While the remainder of us were
startled by this outburst, Rhoda didn’t so much as blink.
“I’m sorry,” Justin muttered softly, glancing at the girl. “This is all very strange. Your
family’s really grown.”
“Why didn’t someone tell us sooner?” Mama pressed forward on the bench. “You’re not
the only courier delivering mail to Sepphoris. What about a legionary messenger? We’ve had
messages delivered that way before.”
“I dunno,” Justin sighed wearily. “Because of their superstition about your oldest son,
you folks have a high status with the cohort’s prefect and the centurion in charge of this town.
But this time, in the mind of the magistrates and the Roman garrison, it was just one more old
woman passing away. I wish I had arrived sooner, but there was no way I could’ve known.
There just wasn’t enough time. As I was climbing on my horse, a rabbi dropped by to talk to
Micah and told me that Elizabeth’s small funeral had been special and memorable. She was well
loved by her relatives and friends.”
“That’s an important detail John left out,” Papa said with a frown.

“John was in a hurry,” explained Justin. “He was afraid someone like the rabbi would
stop him because he’s not legally an adult. By the time the rabbi showed up, John was long
gone.”
“I should’ve been there,” Mama broke down in tears. “Why didn’t Elizabeth send me
word when her health began to fail.”
“Now wait a minute Mary,” Papa reasoned with her, “your aunt’s health has been failing
for years. It was just a matter of time. We’ll pay our respects—get her affairs in order, visit her
tomb, but there’s nothing we can do about John.”
“Where do the Essenes live?” Uriah wrinkled his nose.
“Who cares?” snarled James. “John’s addled in the head.”
“What’s an Essene?” Tabitha looked dumbly into space.
At this point, Jesus gave us a brief description of who these peculiar people were. I
agreed with James, especially after Jesus’ explanation. Normally, Jesus was rather long winded
in giving out information, but I could tell by his tone that he was disgusted with our cousin this
time. According to him, whose knowledge knew no end, “The Essenes are a group of Jewish
men who, because they’re unhappy with the corruption of our religion, retreated to the desert.
They believe, like many Galileans, that our souls are immortal and, if we live good, faithful
lives, we’ll enter paradise to be with Abraham and all righteous Jews. They live abstinent lives,
refraining from marriage, worldly possessions, and wine. They see the world as a battleground
against the forces of darkness and themselves as the force of good. They believe that they’re the
final generation. That’s why they’ve retreated to the desert to await the end of the world.”
“Sounds like something John might do,” snickered Joseph.
“How very grim.” Mama shuddered. “John has always been such carefree boy. Why
would he join that bunch? What can they teach him that he can’t learn in his own house and
town? Why that godforsaken place?”
“John seeks knowledge,” Jesus said thoughtfully, “and religious truth. I heard of these
hermits. The Essenes aren’t the first. They try to separate themselves from the sins of the
world—a brave, admirable venture, but unnecessary. You can’t escape the world’s temptations
by physically fleeing from them. That comes with prayer. Sin follows the soul, tempting it no
matter where it flies. I learned many important things during my trip with Joseph of Arimathea.
Prayer shielded me against temptation and sin. You can learn from the world yet not be a part of
it. You can’t escape it. I’m disappointed John doesn’t understand this.”
“The desert’s no place for knowledge.” Joseph shook his head. “There’s nothing there but
sand, scorpions, and snakes.”
“It’s just plain nonsense,” grumbled James. “John’s insane. He’ll regret doing such a
foolish thing.”
“He’s misguided perhaps,” Jesus said with a sigh, “but not insane. You’re right about one
thing, James: he’ll regret running away. One day, when he returns to serve the Lord, he’ll
understand his foolishness. I’ve talked with him about his views. It’s hard for him to deal with
temptation. That he believes that the world is ending soon or that the Essenes are the chosen few
I find hard to believe.”
Mama reached across the table to grip Jesus hand. “So, you think he’ll come to his
senses?”
“Yes, I do,” Jesus nodded with conviction. “To change the world, you must go into the
world. I learned that. John will too.”

It was, now that I reflect upon it, one more defining moment for the oldest brother. When
I thought about the implications of what we I had heard this hour, all I could think of was that my
family would probably become very wealthy if John didn’t collect his mother’s loot….How
naïve I was in my thirteenth year.
“When do we leave for Sepphoris?” I asked, jumping up and down in my seat.
“Yes,” James caught my enthusiasm, “John wants us to handle Elizabeth’s estate.”
“Humph,” Papa pursed his lips, “you boys are under the delusion that your aunt’s still
rich.”
“She is, isn’t she?” Joseph’s mouth dropped.
“Shall we tell them?” Mama looked sadly at Papa. “All things considered, there’s no
reason why the children should go.”
“I want to go! I want to go!” I rocked back and forth on the bench.
“Me too.” James slammed the table. “That greedy rabbi and physician will strip her house
bare.”
“You don’t know that.” Papa laughed tolerantly. “Not all physicians are greedy and not
all rabbis are bad. Look at your teacher Aaron and Samuel’s doctor, Abner. Our aunt was a
generous woman. She’s given much of Zechariah’s fortune away.”
My heart sank in my chest. “So she’s not rich. She squandered John’s legacy away?”
“John’s not like you,” replied Jesus, studying my face, “money doesn’t interest him.
Worldly goods can entrap us and rob us of what’s important: love, honor, and respect. I hope
someday you’ll feel the same way as John. In this way, I pray that my brothers will think like
our cousin…I certainly do.”
“Bah!” Joseph made a face. “There’s nothing wrong with being rich. Look at your friend
Joseph of Arimathea. Look at Samuel and Papa, who’s trying to build up his fortune in town.”
“He’s got a point there, Jesus,” Papa reflected, sipping from his cup. “Those two good
men are wealthy. I’m trying to build up my clientele.”
Jesus now gave us an important parable. Before his mission began, he gave us many
parables not recorded by his disciples. In the years hidden from the world, I documented most of
Jesus’ important words. This parable, which he told his disciples, stunned all of us, especially
Papa and me—Papa for his humble ambition, me for my greed.
“Listen my family,” his voice rose progressively, “it’s not having wealth. It’s how it’s
used. It’s very hard for rich men to go to heaven. Consider a rich man, like Joseph of
Arimathea, clothed in fine clothes, who eats well and has a vast fortune. In front of the rich
man’s mansion a poor man, we shall call Lazarus, full of sores, lay dying. All the poor man
wanted was a little food, but somehow the rich man, always busy, overlooked the man. The poor
fellow died and was carried by the angels to Abraham in heaven. Later the rich man also died
but found himself in Satan’s domain, Gahenna, in torment for his sins, chief of which was greed.
He lifted his eyes to Abraham and asked him to have mercy upon him. If only Lazarus could dip
the end of his finger in water to cool his parched tongue. But Abraham replied ‘In your lifetime
you received many good things while Lazarus had misfortune. Now it’s he that is comforted,
while you are in anguish. You had your chance. You placed wealth above charity. Lazarus’ faith
was far greater than yours.’ The rich man then begged Abraham to send Lazarus to his five
brothers to warn them to avoid his mistakes least they one day suffer like him. Yet Abraham
refused. The rich man’s brothers have heard about Moses and the prophets. ‘Please, father
Abraham,’ replied the rich man, ‘if Lazarus could rise from the dead and go to them, they would
believe and repent. How easy that would be for the Lord God.’ Once again, however, Abraham

refused, saying ‘if they didn’t believe Moses and the prophets, they will not be convinced even if
someone rose from the dead.’”
My friend Luke recorded these words in his work almost exactly as I heard my brother
say them both times: once, as an eighteen year old, in our kitchen, and once to his disciples in the
parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus. It was, now that I reflect upon it, more than just a warning
to his young brothers about worldly greed; it was a prediction of how the Jews, with all their
understanding of the law and words of the prophets, would reject him even when he rose from
the dead. I’m still confounded, as I sit in my dark cell, by the disparity between my Gentile
converts and the paltry number of Jews brought into the Way….But once again I digress. As my
Greek friends would say, my brother had opened a Pandora’s box.
“Jesus,” Papa leaned forward, greatly troubled, “are you including me?”
“No, of course not,” he answered softly. “What came into my head had a double
meaning. I’m not sure which is more important: the rich man’s greed or Abraham’s words.”
“It sounded like nonsense to me,” Joseph grumbled. “No one rises from the dead.”
Mama had a troubled look on her face. “Are you saying that God said this to you?”
“Yes,” Jesus nodded slowly, “it just came into my head.”
“Really?” Uriah lighted up. “Like prophesy?”
“No, I don’t think so.” Jesus shook his head.
“Revelation then,” I offered, inclining my head.
“I’m not sure what I’d call it,” Jesus squirmed, “maybe just illumination, but I felt the
Lord’s presence in my mind.”
“I’ve never felt that, have you ever felt that?” Joseph looked over at James.
For a moment I thought Joseph might be mocking Jesus until I noted the expression on
his face…Envy.
“Once.” James gazed at Jesus, as something stirred in his mind. “I felt Him…. That day
you made the bandits go away. I knew you were special. I felt God’s presence too.”
For the first time I can remember, James and Joseph didn’t mock Jesus’ divinity, a subject
our family would normally avoid. Pandora’s box had opened again. Jesus was greatly moved by
James’s words. I recall, with bittersweet memories, that James would be stoned to death, as had
Stephen our first martyr, for his loyalty to the Christ, but right now this confession was between
two brothers: one whom we suspected was divine and one who was mortal, like me.
******
I almost asked Jesus to use his powers to cure me of the falling sickness, but it was not
the right time. Elizabeth was dead. Our cousin John had ran away. Rhoda, who had shown no
emotion whatsoever this hour, appeared to be addled in the head. In digressing from the subject
of our aunt’s demise, Jesus had once again shown us a glimpse of his divinity. Upon reflection,
it almost seems that Jesus was rehearsing that day. When he gave us the parable of Lazarus and
the rich man, he was merely practicing, as he so often did, for his mission on earth. Not one
person among my family and our friends had the foggiest notion of who this youth was, and yet
we knew that he was special. Even James had fully accepted this fact. Though he would never
admit I was special as Jesus believed, Joseph’s eyes betrayed the emotion he felt about the oldest
son….If James, someone who was Joseph’s kindred spirit, now accepted Jesus as touched by the
Lord, then it must be true!
“I-I want to feel His presence, Jesus,” Joseph said in a constricted voice. “Teach me to
know God like you. It’s all I ever wanted. I’ve never felt him in my head.”

“Come to think of it,” Simon muttered, “neither have I.”
Breaking the spell, after Jesus stood up and walked around to embrace his estranged
brother, was Mama’s insistence that we have a circle of prayer before supper. It was the first
time I could recall that our family prayed for someone dead. After a chat with God in which
Jesus extolled Elizabeth’s many virtues to God and a short prayer that Rhoda would again speak,
our circle quickly broke up. My brothers and sisters (Uriah included) reconvened in the garden
to ponder the strange things Jesus said. He almost talked to the Lord as an equal, James said
without malice. Jesus had disappeared, as he so frequently did, to reappear just before
dinnertime, a washed out look on his face.
“Jesus prays too much,” Simon declared as we filed in for supper. “I think it’s draining
his brain.”
Though we chuckled at Jesus’ expense, we knew that Simon was serious. Lately, that
dreamy look was returning to Jesus’ eyes.
It was decided at supper that not all of us would travel to Sepphoris to pay our respects at
Aunt Elizabeth’s tomb. James, Joseph, Simon, and I volunteered to stay home and mind the
shop. To my disgust both Tabitha and Uriah begged our parents to go. Jesus dismissed this
foolishness in a kindly manner, suggesting that our parents go alone and let him watch over the
household while they were gone. Our parents could take care of Elizabeth’s affairs with her
rabbi’s assistance. There was no need, during this busy time, to disrupt the carpentry schedule
even though Papa would be away. It struck me as a milestone that Jesus was entrusted with
Papa’s business, as well as Mama’s household, at such a busy time. He would, we all
understood, not only have to make sure several orders were finished, but would have to delegate
authority to all of us. Not only would we have to get our separate assignments completed, but
the girls would have to cook our meals and complete their chores. With both parents away, Jesus
was totally in charge.
In the past this might have caused resentment among our family, but there was a mood of
cooperation this time. Elizabeth was dead, and John had ran away. Once again we were
burdened with an unpredictable child. Added to these events, I think, were Jesus strange words
on the day the courier visited our house. I wanted to believe that the prayer circle had helped
cure me of the falling sickness, but the threat of suffering another seizure followed me like a dark
cloud. After our parents departed with their Roman escort, we fell into a hectic regimen. Along
with our chores was the daily drudgery of going to and from school. Jethro, Obadiah and Boaz
continued to dog our trail. Jesus offered his protection whenever he could, but he was very busy
in the shop, so we relied upon James, Joseph, and their friends to help us present a united front.
Because of their admiration of Jesus, both Isaac and Jeroboam grew gradually closer to my
brothers and I until they became, in effect, Simon, Uriah, and my friends too. The ban from
entering our house was removed from them, but Jesus forbade Jethro, Obadiah and Boaz from
visiting our home.

Chapter Thirty-Two
The Hills of Nazareth
Time moved quickly when you had plenty to do. While our parents were gone, Regulus
stopped by once to report that the bandits I reported had never been found, but a traveling
merchant had spotted a red-haired youth with Michael’s description in Nain. A second and third
sighting of him had been reported in Bethel and on the road to Jericho, all of which proved to me
that Rome had eyes everywhere. When our parents finally returned, Papa was content with the
progress we had made finishing the orders, but the house was a mess, and Simon told him that
Jesus had been acting strange. Often, though he tried to concentrate, Jesus would suddenly
wander away and return an hour or two later with that look. All of us, with the exception of
Simon, tried to protect him. Isaac and Jeroboam even pitched in to take up the slack. We knew
he couldn’t help it. The Lord was filling his head.
Simon never elaborated upon his gossip. Papa must have known that one day Jesus
would leave for good. He was greatly impressed that James had taken control many times.
James, after all, was next in line, and, after seeing the high quality of James’ work, I think Papa
understood this. James was changing. We all were changing…. But the greatest change was in
Jesus, as he grew to comprehend his godhood and purpose in the world.
During the period following our parents return form Sepphoris, I didn’t think about the
curse God had bestowed upon me. With Papa back in charge and Jesus temporarily regaining his
senses, we fell into a less strenuous routine. Most of the orders were completed and there was a
break in the school session as Passover drew near. For the first time in two years, Uriah, my
brothers, and I were led by Jesus on a nature hike back to his secret places in the hills. James
and Joseph’s friends arrived in the yard just in time to join our group. James had bragged to
Isaac and Jeroboam about Jesus vast knowledge. In times past he and Joseph had made fun of
the oldest brother for his supposed pretensions. Now, as true believers (or so it seemed), they
eagerly joined in the discussion on the trail.
Regulus had given us permission to congregate with our friends as long as Jesus was in
charge. Stopping at a likely spot before we reached our destination, Jesus reached down and
picked up a small plant.
“What do you see in my hand, Isaac?” he asked James’ friend.
“A weed.” Isaac shrugged.
“And yet physicians use this to cure upset stomachs.” He gave us a crafty smile.
“It’s still a weed.” Joseph smirked. “I’ve seen’em in Mama’s garden.”
“Rather ugly looking too,” observed James.
“Ah but did you know,” Jesus said, winking at us, “that its also edible, and when it
blooms it displays a most beautiful flower.”
“That’s lovely, but what’s the point?” Jeroboam made a face.
“The point is,” he said, gently replanting it in a soft patch of dirt, “what is a weed to one
man is food to another, and what is ugly for some eyes is a thing of beauty in another’s.”
“That’s the point?” Joseph frowned.
“Yes,” Jesus said, motioning for us to follow him down the trail.
James grumbled with disappointment. “I thought it was going to be something really
deep, like ‘you can’t judge someone by how they look.’”

“Or taste?” Simon grinned foolishly.
“Not every wondrous thing in life is an object lesson.” Jesus glanced back with a grin. “If
you’d like I could say that not everything is what it seems. A flower can be a weed and a weed
can actually be a flower.”
“It can be poisonous too,” James offered with a snarl.
“Yes, and so it is with people.” Jesus stopped to gaze into the distance. “There are those
whose gruff exteriors make us think they’re bad, when in truth they are flowers underneath—
even beautiful, but then there are those who will always be weeds, who’ll always be poisonous,
no matter how they are tended. Beautiful on the outside like the flower, they’re still evil inside
like the weed.”
“Were not talking about plants anymore, are we?” I whispered, drawing close to Jesus.
“You were talking about Adam….and Michael.”
“Shush!” He murmured, drawing a finger to his lips.
Jesus words had deeper meaning after all. I wondered that moment if he had given his
little sermon on purpose, as a prelude to what was just said. That sly fellow! Before the others
could question Jesus reaction, however, he made a sharp turn left onto the narrow path leading
up to his cave, which also led to his secret place. Perhaps to change this uncomfortable subject,
he began expounding upon the fauna and flora of the surrounding hills. A hawk flew overhead,
an assortment of smaller birds darting this way and that to get out of his way. A small furry
animal crossed our path. On a nearby rock a small, green snake, similar to the one Jesus had
once tried to cure, slithered into the shadows. Various bushes, trees, and wild flowers also
caught his eye. All creation interested my brother. The shift made Isaac and Jeroboam wonder
why he was taking such a circuitous, prickly path. James and Joseph, I noticed, also shared
dubious looks. Uriah was panting and puffing, ready to drop, and Simon, always the laggard,
was dropping further and further back on the trail. Then, though its heresy to say, Jesus’ magic
grabbed our attention. Jesus observations—the cycle of life, the rugged beauty of Nazareth’s
hills, the small, often unseen things that were so special if we took the time to see—were too
much for even the skeptical Joseph to ignore.
“Were not even there yet,” he muttered to Jeroboam, “wait till you see this.”
“Already he’s a great teacher,” Jeroboam replied with awe.
“Where did he learn all this?” Isaac asked James. “He’s only eighteen years old. Did he
learn all this from his friend Joseph of Arimathea?”
“Jesus…knows…everything,” Uriah said through gulps of air. “Jude told me he knew it
when he was born.”
“Oh, Jude, did you really say that?” Jesus asked in a sing-song voice.
“Yes,” I confessed, wiping my brow, “I’ve always known.”
Suddenly the panorama of Jesus secret place loomed into view. Everyone, even his
brothers, gasped then chattered with delight as the fruit trees appeared on each side of the trail.
“It’s like being at the end of the world,” Isaac cried.
“Look at the pomegranates and berry vines,” Jeroboam bubbled. “What is that strange
fruit? Are those plums over there?”
Already James and Joseph’s friend were stuffing their mouths with ripe berries. When
we had all congregated near the rock containing the imprints and molds of ancient creatures,
which Joseph insisted were creatures destroyed in the Flood, the vista below left us speechless.
There below us, Jesus once told his brothers, many great battles had been fought. Caravans and

armies have been passing back and forth for centuries. Breaking the silence was a short,
spontaneous prayer given by Jesus, coming so fast it startled us all out of our wits.
“Lord, I thank you for your bounty and the beauty you bestowed upon the earth. We’re
your chosen people, but you’re God of all men, Gentile and Jew. Give wisdom to our Roman
rulers who watch over us as you watch over the earth. Guide our footsteps in the ways of
wisdom and righteousness. Set this panorama before us as an example of your greatness—burn
it into our minds. Soften the hearts of the Gentiles, so that they know the one true God. Hear O
Israel, the Lord our God is one!”
A shaft of sunlight broke through, as if God, Himself, had given us a sign, moving slowly
and majestically with the movement of the clouds until it fell upon our patch of ground. Another
series of gasps followed this wondrous event. It was, I am convinced, one of Jesus many
miracles. I had expected Joseph, James, and their friends to take Jesus to task for bringing up the
universal God, but the current spectacle overwhelmed them as it did Simon, Uriah, and me.
“What just happened?” Joseph rubbed his eyes in disbelief.
“Jesus did it! Jesus did it!” Uriah began clapping his hands with delight.
As Jesus turned to show us the remainder of his secret place, Isaac muttered to Jeroboam,
“How come we never knew about this before?”
“I don’t think anyone knew about this place,” James uttered with awe. “Sometimes I
wonder if he just whipped this up to impress us. Is it any different than sending Nazareth a
storm, quieting the sea, or bringing a dead bird back to life?”
“He did those things?” Jeroboam seemed amazed. “Surely you exaggerate James. You
told Isaac and me—”
“Enough,” James said, clamping his hand over Jeroboam’s mouth. “My brother is a
lightning rod for God. I shall never doubt him again.”
“I didn’t cause that spectacle,” Jesus gently corrected James. “Sometimes God gives us a
sign, just to remind us that He’s there.”
“I knew it was a sign!” I punched Uriah excitedly. “It was a miracle too!”
He placed his strong hands on James and my shoulder, after ruffling Uriah’s hair. “Now,
now,” he laughed softly, “let’s give the Lord credit for doing things on His own.” “Come,” he
added, leading us to a precipice from which we could see the cast of a dragon-like creature in the
cliff. “Where could you find such wonders, eh? Rome, Greece, Gaul? No, right here in
Nazareth. Don’t even try to comprehend where this came from. It’s one of God’s infinite
mysteries and wonders.”
“It was a creature destroyed by the flood,” came Joseph’s refrain.
“Bah!” Isaac made a face. “I’ve read the scriptures. Where in the Torah is there mention
of such a beast?”
“Yeah,” piped Uriah, “can you imagine that in the ark? Noah’s ship wasn’t that big.”
“That’s not the point,” I waved dismissively. “Noah didn’t know about this creature,
because it lived long, long ago.”
“So where did it come from?” Jeroboam asked, shielding his eyes from the sun. “I’ve
never seen such a beast.”
“I’m sorry,” I glanced at the four youths, “you’re being really dense. Look at its shape.
It couldn’t have drowned. It swam in the water—eons before Noah and the patriarchs, so it
couldn’t have been in his stupid ark. It was never seen by mortal eyes.”
“It was one of God’s creations,” explained Jesus, smiling knowingly at me, “just like you
and me.”

“Nonsense,” Isaac grumbled, “the devil must have put that there to confound our minds.”
“You know Isaac,” Jesus replied, wagging his finger, “I’ve heard that line of thinking in
the places I’ve been, and it just doesn’t make sense—not at all. Why would God put such
magnificent imprints of life in obscure places? The Lord works out in the open, not, like the
tricksters and magicians, with smoke and mirrors. He created the lowly mite as well as the great
whales. He made dragons too. He is the God of Greeks and Romans as well as the Jews.”
“So,” James had a troubled look on his face, “your saying the earth is ageless, ruled by a
universal God. I find that hard to accept, but I accept God’s mysteries. You, Jesus, are the
greatest mystery of them all.”
Jeroboam was taken back by James half-hearted heresy. “That sounds like nonsense. You
can’t accept this, even as a mystery, without accepting Jesus notion of God.”
“Isaac, Jeroboam,” Jesus reached out to them, “all I ask is for you to open your heart,
listen to the rhythm of life and open your eyes to see. “Can you do that for me?” He asked,
looking squarely at Isaac who shook his head fiercely at his request.
“Well,… I guess so, Jesus,” Jeroboam answered reluctantly. “I can’t argue with what
James and Joseph told me about you and what I’ve seen today. But some things are better left
unsaid.”
“Perhaps your right.” Jesus sighed. “One day all of Nazareth will reject the Son of Man.”
“What about you?” He looked back at Isaac. “Will you even try?”
“I dunno,” Isaac exhaled his words, “God’s a mystery, but if this is true he’s in conflict
with our holy scrolls.”
“I’ll take that as a maybe,” Jesus gently patted his check. “Come.” He motioned to us.
“Let’s get back to the house. They’ll think the bandits or Romans got us. We’ll come here again
soon. I neglected to show you another special place.”
Joseph tapped Jesus shoulder as he forged ahead down the trail. “You don’t mean that
cave? That place was defiled by Michael. It has blasphemies written all over its walls.”
“Not anymore,” Jesus shook his head. “I cleaned it up. It’s once again hallowed ground.”
As we passed the narrow path leading up to the cave, I shuddered at the thought of going
up there. James, Joseph, and Simon also seemed to cringe. Uriah, who had been bitten by a
scorpion in the cave, whimpered to himself. Suddenly, as if a voice in his head said, “Jesus,
don’t do this!”, he stopped and shook his head.
“Another time.” He shrugged, looking back at me.
I was certain God had changed his mind. No one argued the point with him. Very
quickly, he diverted our attention by scooping up a small lizard and displaying this prize.
“That is unclean,” Isaac recoiled.
“Nothing is unclean from the hand of God.” Jesus said, letting it skitter onto a rock.
This time Joseph didn’t argue with him. It was a beautifully striped creature, with large
bright inquisitive eyes. Though Jeroboam frowned with concern, James nodded thoughtfully,
Simon and I chased it a ways, and Uriah clapped his hands with delight.
When we were back on the Shepherd’s trail, Isaac asked the question overlooked when
Jesus had deftly changed the subject: “Who is the Son of Man?”
“Ah,” Jesus announced cagily, “that’s one of God’s mysteries, which I scarcely
understand myself.”
“Your brother’s very strange,” I heard Isaac whisper to James.

“Perhaps,” James summed it up for everyone, “but you can’t argue with your senses. You
saw, you heard, and you felt the Lord’s presence. Though he is but flesh and blood, Jesus is a
lightning rod, gathering in God’s energy and grace.”
Already James had labeled Jesus. With his final words, he had, without coming right out
and saying it, admitted Jesus divinity. Whether or not James understood the implications of his
words that early on his path to illumination, I can’t say, but Jesus was proud him and ruffled his
hair..
“You’re not far from the Kingdom.” He gazed into James eyes.
James cocked an eyebrow. “Kingdom? What Kingdom is that? When our Messiah
comes?”
Jesus remained silent, as we returned home, after giving his brother an enigmatic smile.
*****
From that day forward, James, as Joseph, remained a skeptic of Jesus, yet he accepted,
without question God’s mystery of which Jesus seemed to be a part. The pattern, as the doctrinal
disciple, would be carried throughout his discipleship, but it would never interfere with his
loyalty to Jesus. Our brother had taught us that every leaf or tree and every animal up to the
great dragon preserved in the rock were proof of God’s mastery of creation and the world.
Joseph also gave up trying to figure out who Jesus was and learned to accept the important fact
driven into our heads that day at Jesus secret place: God’s ways are mysterious. His Creation
was far more ancient than we had ever guessed. “Who can say how God counts time?” Jesus had
answered when Joseph asked him how old were the strange impressions in stone. Where stories
such as Adam and Eve and Noah and the Ark mere fables if the strange rocks and the earth,
itself, were much older than thought? One day, as we gathered in the hills, Jesus promised us
that men of learning would one day use the rocks to dispute the Torah, a prophecy that confounds
me even now. What comforted us, though, was the realization that we’re not supposed to know
everything in Creation. Life is a mystery…. Jesus is a mystery.
Occasionally, Joseph might question this notion of the universal God, but he no longer
had an ally in James or even his friends. Isaac and Jeroboam begrudgingly accepted what they
had heard from James and Joseph and seen with their own eyes. Most of us would become his
followers. I would never have guessed that I would be one of the Twelve or that our friends and
my brothers and sisters would become part of the congregation, who would share the Holy
Ghost. That day when Jesus led us up the trail to our house, he was, in reality, leading the first
members of the Way, of which James, as an Apostle, would also make his mark.
Much happened after that day in the hills, in the years following Elizabeth’s death. Jesus
lapse into his dream world seemed to have passed, though we often caught him gazing into
space. No one wanted to believe that he would one day set out to make his way in the world.
Yet several times he had told us as much. All of us, the girls included (except poor Rhoda) had
learned to read, write, and quote from the scriptures—things Jesus appears to have known since
birth. Mother, on her own initiative, had even learned how to read. The truth was, of course,
only men took up trades such as carpentry, while women traditionally became mothers and
tended the house. This rankled Tabitha very much, and I was certain that tradition wouldn’t hold
her back.
******

As my sixteenth finally came, sensing I would be trapped in my profession, I asked Papa
if I could go abroad to see the world. I would, with my knowledge and writing skills, earn my
way as a scribe. If the average man could make his mark in the world, I reasoned, just think
what I could do. With my memory, I would prove to be an invaluable resource of knowledge for
rich and powerful men. Generals, merchants, and nobles alike would find a place for me. On
and on I went about the importance of such an education for a man of learning, the business
contacts I might make for him, and the wonderful gifts for my family I would purchase in
faraway places like Greece and Rome, until in mid-sentence, he cut me off abruptly and held up
a calloused hand.
“No, Jude,” he said, shaking his head, “you can’t travel on your own—period! You have
the falling sickness. Have you forgotten that? Besides, the world is a very dangerous for a
sixteen-year-old youth. There are thieves and murderers beyond our hills. We’ve learned this
first hand!”
“Papa,” I argued miserably, “I had only a few episodes of this sickness. I’ll join the
legions as a scribe and interpreter. That’s quite safe. What can happen to me under Rome’s eye?”
“Safe?” His eyes popped wide. “You think you’ll be safe with the legions of Rome?
What about the Parthians on the borders of the empire? There are zealots ambushing Romans at
every turn.” “Also Jude,” he added quickly, “what would an officer think if he saw you fall off
your horse and start foaming at the mouth?”
“Caesar had the falling sickness,” I pointed out.
“Caesar was a great general, not a sixteen year old boy,” he countered dismissively. “Now
get back to work.”
“I’m not a boy!” I stomped my foot.
“Well, you’re acting like one now.” He wrung his finger.
“Why can’t you trust me?” I wailed tearfully. “You trusted Jesus when he was fourteen,
and he went half way around the world.”
“Jesus didn’t ride with the legions,” Papa was growing exasperated. “He doesn’t have
the falling sickness, and he didn’t strike out on his own. Joseph of Arimathea, with his four
guards, didn’t travel into harm’s way, like the legions or young fools striking out on their own.”
“Please Papa,” I begged pitifully, “I don’t want to be a carpenter. Let me go!”
“The answer is no,” he said with great conviction. “Is that plain enough? I’m sure your
mother feels the same way.”
“That settles it,” I dropped by sander and fled from the shop, “I’m talking to Jesus. He’ll
cure me of the falling sickness.”
“You’ve always been willful Jude,” he called after me. “This illness could be a test. I’ve
talked this over with Jesus. It could be God’s will. You’re not Caesar. You’re a sixteen year old
boy!”
“I’m not a child!” I screamed, running down the path into the woods.
But I was a child, I now reflect. I shouldn’t have told Papa I didn’t want to be a
carpenter. Already, James, Joseph, and Simon had given him the impression they didn’t want to
follow the craft. Only Uriah would be left to carry on. My words must have wounded Papa
deeply. I was crying furiously when I found Jesus praying at his favorite rock.
“Jesus, Jesus,” I sputtered, “you must cure me of me of my sickness. I want to see the
world like you, but I can’t go if I have this curse.”
“Jude, I was praying.” He looked up irritably at me.
“You’re always praying,” I shrugged, clutching my knees and rocking back and forth.

“Is that the only reason Papa won’t let you go?” He gave me a studied look.
“He said it’s too dangerous. He said I’m too young. But you went,” I challenged Jesus’
expression. “You can’t tell me that the land of the Gauls wasn’t dangerous or that the sea voyage
that almost capsized your ship was safe.”’
“Jude, stop rocking to and fro,” he demanded in a comforting voice, “listen to me and all
will be will.”
Pulling me suddenly to my feet, he led me down the Shepherd trail, all the while
explaining to me the condition my parents had diagnosed as the falling sickness.
“I can’t convince Papa of what I’ve come to believe,” his voice was soothing, “but you
suffered an emotional reaction to you guilt. I can’t explain your foaming mouth. Perhaps God
threw it in for good measure.”
“You think this was a punishment—a curse,” I asked, wiping my eyes. “Am I really that
bad?”
“You’re not listening,” Jesus said in a singsong voice. “I never said God punished you—
either time. What I’m trying to say is that you passed out; you didn’t have a seizure, which
Abner told me was an imbalance in the body’ fluids. You were overwhelmed.”
“You talked to Abner?” I asked with surprise. “It’s only an emotional thing?”
“No only, Jude,” Jesus replied, as we turned left on the special trail. “The Lord is
displeased with you. In some ways this is worse than the falling sickness, but it’s not a curse; it’s
a sign of His displeasure.”
“Oh dear me,” I muttered under my breath.
Jesus had led me up the short winding trail to his cave. Before I knew it, we were
standing before it and Jesus, who held a torch he had pulled out of thin air, was exhibiting its
transformed interior. My first reaction was a gasp, but then, as my eyes grew accustomed to the
shadowy abyss, I could see that Jesus had whitewashed the interior and painted little flowers
over the blasphemies Michael had scrawled.
“Nothing is impossible for God,” he announced instructively, “your unhallowed love of
gold nor blasphemies scribbled on rock. Both can be wiped away with prayer.” “Pray with me
Jude,” he said taking my hand.
“Moses bones,” I groaned, “must we?’
“Yes, Jude, close your eyes,” he ordered sternly.
I closed my eyes. Jesus gave a personal prayer for me that both embarrassed and moved
me, for it showed how much my oldest brother loved me.
“Dear heavenly Father, I speak to you on behalf of my youngest brother. We—you and
I—know what has caused his so-called falling sickness. Jude requires a change of heart. Thanks
to a wicked youth, he was tempted and, after hiding the ill-gotten gold, corrupted with gold fever.
Remove this fever from my brother, Lord. Replace it with a purpose worthy of his mind. If it be
your will that he travel to the ends of the earth, bestow upon him a righteous vision. Let the
experience make him a better man and bring him home ready to do your will.”
Was I hearing things? Had Jesus given me his blessing to travel the world? I dare not
ask him directly least his dispel my hope, so I remained silent as he wrapped up his prayer.
“…. In your blessed name, your will guiding my request, Amen,” he ended raising his
head.
“It looks great,” I exclaimed. “I didn’t know you could paint flowers like that.”

Jesus gave me a blank look. I could care less about the flowers, but I was very impressed
with his trick. He extinguished the torch and sat it inside the cave. I didn’t ask him how the
torch materialized so abruptly. By now I was used to the remarkable things he did.
“Shall we go to my special place?” He motioned for us to go on.
I nodded eagerly. Following Jesus through the fruit trees, I stifled the urge to pick
berries, pomegranates, and plums. This was serious business, no time to be self-indulgent. I was
just given his blessings to disobey Papa and go on my quest. I listened respectfully as he
compared the evil in loving the world and one’s self with the good in trying to change the world
for the betterment of others. He also digressed into a commentary on the importance of putting
away childish things now that I was sixteen years old. I recall again, as I write these lines, the
verse I read from Paul’s manuscript: “When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I reasoned as a
child. When I was a man, I put childish ways behind me.” As I stood a moment with Jesus near
the edge of the cliff, I had no desire to put away the childish thing he was implying, yet it
dawned on me slowly as he talked about responsibility and commitment that this is exactly what
he meant. At first I thought he meant the childish games of youth, such as rock toss and blind
man’s tag, but when I considered how few friends Uriah and I had after our falling out with
Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz and how little Uriah cared about idle amusements now that he was set
on being a carpenter, I realized it was something else.
“Wait a minute,” I interrupted, “you’re talking about my plans, aren’t you?”
“Yes, primarily,” Jesus began to equivocate, “that and your decision not to be a carpenter.
Do you realize Jude that Uriah is the only one who has any intentions of staying on at the shop?”
“You don’t want me to see the world,” I persisted in a wounded tone. “Why can’t I have
this dream? You had it Jesus, and you were only fourteen years old. I’m sixteen now. I’m the
youngest son; why do I have to take up the slack for my lazy brothers?”
“Is that how you perceive woodwork—slack?” Jesus returned a hurt look. “Papa taught
you everything he knows about carpentry. Sometimes I think he favored you, because your spirit
matched his own. Of all his sons, he wanted you to take up the craft the most.”
“What?” I asked in amazement. “You’re the oldest son—the one who inherits the shop.
Do you think I want to spend the rest of my life working for a wage when I can set out on my
own?”
I was not really that upset about Jesus’ attitude. When I gave it some thought, as Jesus
extolled the virtues of working in wood, I couldn’t expect less from my virtuous brother. It
changed nothing, however; I still planned on running away to see the world.
“Shall I tell you a secret?” He placed an arm on my shoulder.
“Be my guest.” I heaved a sighed.
“You once thought you were having prophetic dreams,” his voice took on a dreamy tone.
“I have been having dreams, too—several in which I am with a band of men, wandering around
Galilee, speaking to the multitudes, dreams which don’t point to a career in carpentry.”
“Humph,” I snorted, tossing a rock off the cliff, “I always thought you’d be a rabbi or
teacher. Have you forgotten my dream of the three crosses? I was on a great white horse,
traveling somewhere in the world. How’s that for a revelation?”
“You were in Judea,” Jesus replied faintly. “…. Please let’s not talk about that nightmare.
It troubles me very much. I have had many strange dreams, myself. In one dream I saw John
standing in a river, wearing animal skins, a beard down to his navel, shouting ‘Behold the Lamb
of God.”
“Hah,” I snickered, “that was silly. But they’re all just dreams.”

“The Lord speaks to us in dreams,” Jesus said, shielding his eyes from the sun.
I tossed another stone, this time at a vulture flying overhead. “The three crosses don’t
make any sense at all to me, and why would a great thinker like you be wandering around with a
band of men when you could be a great rabbi like Gamaliel?”
“Jude, stop throwing rocks at birds. You know better than that.” Jesus reached out to
remove the stone from my hand.
“They’re accursed.” I scowled. “They eat dead things. All they do is fly around waiting
for something to die.”
“No animal or plant, created by God, is cursed.” Jesus gripped my shoulder sternly.
“Jude,” he returned to the previous subject, “promise me that you won’t runaway and join the
legions. This would devastate your family. It would certainly devastate me.”
“All right,” I said, nodding slowly, “… I promise I’ll wait until my eighteenth birthday.
By then I’ll have saved up enough money for passage on a ship.”
“So you don’t plan on joining the army?” Jesus answered with a question. “You crafty
fellow. You’re keeping all your options open, eh? Am I correct?”
I began to squirm. Jesus saw right through me. He probably read my thoughts that
moment.
“Well,... I see three options,” I confessed hesitantly, “...I might run away and join the
legions. I might save for passage on a ship going to Rome…Or I might stay here in Nazareth
and be a carpenter the rest of my life.”
“Jude, dear and beloved brother,” he said with great conviction, “Since, you have no
occupation, at least for now, you have only two choices: talk someone into hiring you as a scribe
or remain a carpenter.... The truth is, God will decide what path you take. It won’t necessarily
take you to Rome.”
I couldn’t believe my ears. “What?” My eyes popped wide. “Say that again!”
“I said God will guide your steps,” his voice was filled with resignation. “Who knows
where that will lead.”
Though ambiguous, this was enough. My first impression had been correct; Jesus was
giving me his blessing. That moment, the shackles were lifted off my ambition.
“Why, that could be anywhere,” I mumbled excitedly. “There’s many great cities in the
world. God will be my guide!”
“Yes.” Jesus smiled indulgently. “The Empire’s vast. I just hope He doesn’t lead you too
far.”
My ambition was unreasonable and farfetched. That he might be humoring me even
crossed my mind, but I didn’t care. Throughout my childhood, Jesus had always humored me,
hoping I would choose the right course. Muddle-headed as it turned out to be, my path was set.
Jesus words had strengthened my resolve. It didn’t matter where I started out; ultimately, I
would see the world. If I were fortunate, I could begin my career with the Galilean Cohort, close
to home. I admired Commander Cornelius very much, but someday I wanted to visit Greece,
Alexandria, Rome, even Gaul. Without further delay, Jesus lead me back down his secret trail,
passed the shorter path to his cave, and up the Shepherd’s trail, through the grove, and up to our
house. Wordlessly, arm on my shoulder, his presence spoke loudly to me: “I will never leave
you, dear and beloved brother.” Already, he was the Good Shepherd, and I was, though I didn’t
realize it, his first disciple. A bound had been formed that wouldn’t break no matter how foolish,
selfish, and utterly reckless I might become. I know now, as I look back, that I was an errant

son. In the years ahead I would try my father’s patience greatly, disappoint Jesus continually,
and make my mother weep with worry when I finally struck out on my own.
******
That night, after a typical family dinner with jovial talk about Papa’s business and the
marriage of Ezra’s oldest daughter Joanna to a young rabbi from Nain, Jesus took me aside once
more. James, Joseph, Simon, Uriah, and the girls, in uncharacteristic harmony, remained at the
table playing a guessing game. Even Rhoda made an effort to join in. I couldn’t imagine anyone
marrying Joanna—she was built like Priam and had hair on her arms, but I kept my opinions to
myself as he led my out the front door. I suspect, by their mood, that my brothers had snuck a
little wine when Papa slipped out to use the cloaca. Jesus and I stood in the moonlit garden and
spoke in hushed tones, as Papa staggered back into the house. He was drunk again. I knew it
made Jesus very sad. My insistence upon striking out on my own when I was eighteen also
weighed heavily upon him, and yet that hour Jesus would set me apart from my brothers for a
special mission.
“You will learn the heart of the Gentiles,” he announced to me then.
“What?” I scratched the stubble on my chin. “Is this what you wanted to tell me? There
are no Jews in the legions. They’re all Gentiles.”
“I’m trying to tell you something Jude, so listen,” he said, placing his hand over my
mouth. “Remember my words. That is all I can say.”
“All right,” I mumbled, nodding my head.
“Papa will accept the eighteenth year for you sojourn, if you promise not to bear arms.
Your weapon shall be the writing stylus or quell. You can only be a scribe or translator. You
must never betray your people or oppress the weak and young. I truly believe that there’s
something good in this enterprise, even though you’ll treat it as a great adventure and for selfish
means. But you must wait until your eighteenth birthday.” “And Jude,” he added raising a finger,
“you must return when I call you.”
“When you call me?” I gave Jesus a dubious look. “What about Papa?”
“You remember what I said about God’s mysteries?”
I nodded again.
“Will this is one of them. I can’t explain,” he grew frustrated. “Just promise me once
more, this time looking me straight in the eye.”
With the moon’s light in our eyes, I said with great resolution “By all that’s holy, I
promise.” “What else?” I elbowed him gently. “What else did God tell you about me?”
“Don’t be glib,” Jesus thumped my head playfully. “Let’s go back in before our brothers
steal anymore of Papa’s wine.”
I would learn the heart of the Gentiles. I didn’t understand why he said such a strange
thing, but it was exactly what I had planned on doing when I became a scribe. Jesus had just put
it into words. . . or so I thought.
*******
That night, when everybody except my nocturnal brother Jesus had gone to bed, I lie
there next to Uriah, listening to him snore softly, my eyes trained on Jesus as he departed on his
nightly trek. I wished that moment that I could be like Uriah, perhaps even the slacker Simon,
who slept angelically with his hands folded so peacefully on his chest. Life would be so simple
for me if I could be like them. But I wasn’t… I was Jude, one day to be called by John, a

disciple of Jesus; Judas, not Judas Iscariot, he would write, one of the few times my name
popped up in the writings of the Apostles and misspelled at that. You would have thought that
John could have gotten it right in his epistle after what happened to that tragic man. It was
caused, as I will point out later, by his jealousy of me—a sort of rivalry over the affections of our
Lord, of which I’m not proud. I was, in fact, named Judah, after the founder of Papa’s tribe and
nicknamed Jude because Judah was the name of the insurrectionist Judah the Galilean—another
reason why I eventually changed my name altogether, since it seemed difficult for anyone to
remember that my name was Jude.
But I digress, for that’s another story. For the time being it is enough to inform the
reader that I, not Andrew or Philip, was the first to recognize the Lamb of God. It just took a
long time for it to penetrate my thick skull.
That moment in Nazareth the Lamb of God moved restlessly around the perimeter of our
house. Though I had a great deal of faith in our Roman guards, I had always suspected that Jesus
was also holding a vigil over our home. Suddenly, as I lay there, my head swimming with his
words and my ambition, I felt sorry for him. He always placed the welfare and happiness of
others over himself. Not once that I could remember had he performed a selfish act or a meanspirited deed. And yet he was stern when he needed to be and had little patience for our family’s
enemies. I learned from both Jesus and Mama how righteous anger differed from the normal
flare-ups of temper I’ve seen in others and myself. When I compared myself to my oldest
brother, it was similar to the contrasts of night and day and dark and light, though the analogy
was hardly enough. Jesus, I know now, was the Son of God, given the same temptations as any
mortal on earth but with the God-like power to resist.
Such hindsight, while explaining the void between Jesus and the rest of mankind, can’t
excuse my behavior during those critical years leading up to my adventures on the trail. That
night, as I contemplated my future, I sensed, though I tried to rationalize my actions, I had fallen
far below the standards of other youth. Jethro, Obadiah, and Boaz, as ignorant peasants, didn’t
know any better. My brothers, for that matter, had never horded stolen gold or deceived my
parents and Jesus the way I had. I had slipped below the bar line of humanity. I was wicked,
touched by the Evil One, totally absorbed in myself in spite all of Jesus’ fine words.
With these exaggerations of my shortcomings in mind, I fell into a strange, dark dream.
Once again I was on my great white stead, riding through a tunnel of tall, dark trees.
Ahead of me there was the silhouetted outline of three crosses against a moonlit sky. As I
approached this scene, I expected Longinus to ride out to meet me as he had before, but this time
Regulus and Falco, astride their horses, appeared on each side of me.
“So you want to be a soldier in the legion, eh.” Regulus reached out to tweak my cheek.
“Ho! That means killing an occasional Jew.” Falco threw back his head and laughed.
I couldn’t understand why he was laughing, until the three of us emerged from the trees
and sat upon our mounts witnessing a terrible scene. Three men were nailed to crosses. I
couldn’t make out whom the men were, but I saw my mother and another younger woman
standing next to her. Nearby, wringing his hands in despair was a man, I would one day know as
John, the Apostle, who was just another unknown bystander then. When I tried to ride closer to
the crosses, Regulus reached out to grab my reigns.
“No lad,” he ordered sternly, “that’s as far as you go.”
A third Roman I had not noticed before materialized in my dream, standing below the
cross, holding a scarlet robe. “Truly,” he called out in a constricted voice, “this was the Son of
God.”

It was Longinus, First Centurion of the Galilean Cohort. After encountering him in a
previous dream, I was startled more than actually surprised. As if on cue that moment, a fourth,
evil specter, appeared beside my horse. A black hooded cape concealed his identity, but I knew
at once who he was. Approaching the cross, he called out hoarsely, “if you’re the Son of God,
give us a miracle. Climb off that cross to escape death. Join the living!”
I still could not imagine my saintly brother as being part of the Godhead, and there was
no way I could have known that Jesus would hang on a cross between two thieves. In spite of all
my dreams, I believed that he would one day be a great teacher, even a prophet, but the notion
that my brother would be branded a revolutionary after introducing a new religion into Galilee
and Judea was the furthest thing from my mind. Secondly, crucifixion was a shameful death
reserved for the worst felons. After all the trouble they had gotten into, I half suspected I would
discover either Michael or Adam as one of the crucified men, yet even that seemed extreme.
According to Papa, a swift thrust of the gladius was often preferred over the hard work of
crucifying the enemies of Rome. The fact that I saw Mama in my dream did, in fact, surprise
me. Her presence could be explained by her maternal instinct toward all unfortunate souls.
In the background I could hear other voices: “What crime has he committed?” and “Why
have they hung the Lamb of God?” As in other nonsensical dreams I had experienced recently, I
realized at the onset that I was, in fact, asleep, with nothing to fear, except the implications of my
dream: the three crosses, a darkly clad stranger mocking one of the crucified men, and mention
again of the Lamb of God. Very soon, however, the dreamscape faded to black, and I was falling
back down that long corridor through the porthole of sleep. I had learned, after Jesus’ advice, to
laugh and scoff at my nightmares. Yet I was filled with a foreboding this time much stronger
than the last time I had a lucid dream.
I awakened in a cold sweat, staring up at the darkness, hearing the familiar sounds of
Uriah snoring and James muttering in his sleep. Unlike times before, when I cried out in fear, I
had not awakened Uriah. This was one of those many times when I knew I was dreaming; there
was no fear. It was the message, not the bizarre substance of the dream that bothered me most. I
had many questions to ask. There was only one person, I was certain, who could answer them.
Slipping out off my pallet quietly, holding my breath as I did when I was up to no good, with
several questions on the tip of my tongue, I grabbed the table lamp and snuck out of the house. I
knew it was wrong to take the night-light from the others, especially if they needed it to use the
cloaca, but it was still dark outside, though dawn could not be far away.
I went immediately to a place I had found Jesus before: the flat rock at the end of our
yard where he often prayed. It was darkest night. I couldn’t imagine how Jesus found the rock
without tripping over the obstacles in our yard. Creeping up to the pomegranate bush I carefully
parted its branches to peek at him, which was silly since he must have seen my light. I was
afraid of his reaction and was tempted to retrace my steps back to the house, but Jesus must have
been praying really hard. There was no salutation or sign of movement, not that I could have
caught it in the blackness. From a shadowy figure, which I could barely make out, his face
became illuminated as bright as my lamp. All I could think of doing was to clamp my mouth
shut to muffle a scream. I had seen Jesus’ face radiate in the meadow after the incident with the
sparrow. This, however, was like nothing I had ever seen. That I didn’t bow down that moment
as if paying homage to a god was due to my Hebrew training and the mere fact I had seen Jesus
do wondrous things before. I realize now, of course, that I was preconditioned by our family’s
acceptance of miracles. That night, when I finally mustered up the courage to approach Jesus,
the illuminated face was immediately replaced by a lantern-lit face when Jesus heard my voice.

“Whoa, that was some spectacle,” I said, whistling under my breath.
“Jude,” he shouted angrily, “you startled me half to death.”
“I didn’t think you ever got startled,” I tried to sound glib.
“Why? I’m mortal, like you.” He rose up with his lantern. “Why are you here Jude?
Didn’t you hear me praying?”
“I heard murmurs,” I replied, sitting my lamp down on the stone. “I thought maybe you
were just talking to God.” “The truth is,” I added sheepishly, studying Jesus in the light. “I had
another dream—that kind when you realize you’re dreaming and there seems to be meaning to
the dream.”
“We’ve had this conversation before Jude.” He sighed wearily. “Why are these images in
your head? You’re still too young for revelations, if that’s what they are. Our mother has them
too. So do I…. God has favored us, Jude. The prophets had such visions. I just don’t
understand why He’s picking on you. ”
“I thought you knew everything,” I said with surprise. “Sometimes you seem to read my
mind.”
“I don’t know the mind of God,” he exhaled his words. “…. God’s ways are a mystery. I
told you that!”
“So you don’t even want to hear it?” I looked at him with disappointment.
“I didn’t say that,” he said irritably. “I’m sorry Jude you’re having these awful dreams,
but the Lord, in his infinite wisdom, has a purpose for you.”
The words tumbled forth from my mouth, “I was riding through the dark trees, this time
with Regulus and Falco. We came upon the three crosses again. The Evil one taunted one of the
crucified men. One man called out “why did you hang up the Lamb of God?—”
“Jude.” Jesus nudged me.
“I saw Mama there with strangers I’ve never seen before. What was she doing there?
What does this mean?”
“Jude!” Jesus gave a wounded cry. “These dreams are impossible to explain right now. If
they’re prophecy, they must be revealed in their own time. I shall pray again that these dreadful
nightmares no longer haunt your sleep. How does that sound?”
“All right,” I said obligingly, “but I won’t worry about my dreams if you tell me how silly
they are. They’re so crazy I usually figure out that I’m asleep then wake myself up.” “Just tell
me Jesus,” I pleaded gravely, “that I’m being stupid, and I’ll never bother you again.”
Jesus thought awhile about this as he led me back to the house.
“Well, I can honestly tell you one thing,” he finally concluded. “You know as much about
that dream as me.”
“But it’s ridiculous, isn’t it,” I persisted hopefully. “All those odd people, except Mama
and our guards of course, and the strange things they said—stupid and silly. Right Jesus?”
“Right,” he rustled my hair, “very troubling and very strange, and I think it’s unfair that
they’re plaguing you again. I promise to talk God tonight once more.” “For the time being,” he
said under his breath, as he opened the front door and quickly extinguished his lantern, “before
you go back to sleep say a special prayer and then fill your mind with only the wonderful and
beautiful things.”
“You mean like our family and your secret place?” I replied in a muted voice.
“Yes indeed,” he murmured, “now set the lamp on the table. I hope a family member
didn’t have to use the cloaca while you were gone.”

“Good night Jesus,” I called faintly. “Ask God to send me traveling around the world. I’d
like to see the Pharos Lighthouse or one of those Roman temples.”
“Of course little brother,” he whispered, leading me directly to my pallet, “but do as I
suggested. Close your eyes, say a prayer, and fill your head with good things.”
As Jesus disappeared into the shadows, I did exactly what he said. My short prayer was
followed by thoughts of my family and then, as I planned, the wondrous, secret place Jesus
shared with us again. For the remaining hour leading up to dawn, I fell into a deep, peaceful
sleep, untroubled by dreamscapes placed by the Lord into my head. A notion flitted through my
mind as I tumbled into slumber: perhaps the meaning of my dreams would become clear when
the time was right. In my current frame of mind, it would remain muddled nonsense…Or, on the
other hand, another thought caught my fancy, maybe there was no meaning at all. It was all the
product of an overactive imagination… and guilty conscience…. If that was the case, what if it
was the Evil One placing those images in my head?
When I awakened the following morning, I could not help wondering if my dreams were
some type of warning from God that I should change my ways. The most important part of the
dream appeared to be the three crosses. If I turned out to be a real scoundrel in later life, was one
of those crosses meant for me? This question was so outrageous it caused me to laugh
hysterically as I sat at my bench doing my work.
“Are you addled in the head?” Joseph had grumbled.
I just looked at him, frowning and chuckling at the same time.
Instead of growing irritated with my spontaneous mirth as Joseph had, Jesus asked me
what I was laughing about, but I couldn’t answer his question this time. Such a notion would
just upset him. I decided that morning that I would work very hard until my eighteenth birthday
and show everyone, especially Jesus, that I’m worthy to join the legions to serve my people and
Rome. I would make them all proud of me during my service as an interpreter and scribe. As I
learned the heart of the Gentiles, I would also get to see the world and bring back wondrous tales
of my adventures to my family and friends.

Chapter Thirty-Three
The Years Slip By
For two long years, the pattern remained the same, at least for me: classes with Rabbi
Aaron in the morning, work in the afternoon, and fellowship with Uriah, my brothers, and James
and Joseph’s friends. Isaac and Jeroboam, the long time companions of my older brothers,
became Uriah, Simon, and my friends too, and, as Uriah and my brothers, began learning the
craft of carpentry in order to have a profession to fall back on one day. Only Simon, to
everyone’s surprise, would remain behind to practice the craft, the learning disability that
Gamaliel once identified overcompensated by an inner resource of energy no one knew he had.
Rhoda did, in fact, seem to improve, but remained in Uriah’s opinion a mere shell of her former
mean and ornery self. One day shortly before my eighteenth birthday, when Rhoda turned up
missing, Mama ran to Joachim’s house and discovered that Hannah and her daughter had once
more fled—this time never to return. It seemed to us that a curse hung over Uriah’s house. After
Hannah abandoned her husband, Mama was again left to care for the rabbi. This time Joachim
seemed better off for his wife and daughter’s absence. He soon regained use of his voice and
could, with Mama’s help, take care of himself. It may not have been a miracle, but it all proved
to be a blessing for our peace of mind. Of course, despite the improvement, Uriah wanted no
part of his old home. That would come later when he returned to Nazareth with his new bride.
Until he too made his way in the world, he remained a loyal member of the family and faithful
worker in the shop.
The first one to leave the household, to Papa’s dismay was not Uriah or myself, but
James, who had saved up to study with Nicodemus in Jerusalem. James had, after all, reached
his twentieth birthday and given Papa several faithful years of service. Papa promised, after their
eighteenth birthday, to match his sons’ funds, if they waited to leave, until they reached their
twentieth year. No one was surprised that James and Joseph both wanted to become doctors of
the law, but, in spite of the agreement Papa had made with Jesus, my sudden announcement that I
wanted to become a scribe and interpreter in the Galilean cohort—caused my parents much grief.
James, after a great ceremony thrown by the aging Samuel, had already departed, as would
Joseph, with equal fanfare. The only protesters left when I put on my finest clothes and gathered
my traveling gear, were Papa and Mama. There was no ceremony this time, for I had not waited
until my twentieth year and the querulous old Pharisee had to be sedated by Abner when he was
informed that Joseph bar Jacob’s youngest son was joining the Galilean Cohort instead of
following his father’s craft.
“It’s scandalous,” Ezra had said, when he heard of my ambition. “A Jew can’t serve
Rome!”
“How could he shame your family like this?” Isaac had asked Jesus.
Jeroboam had said as much, as had many townsfolk. Papa’s drinking had subsided
because of so many recent furniture orders, but had taken an upswing during this period. I found
Mama weeping softly to herself at times, and Uriah, Tabitha, and my sisters occasionally
sniveling to themselves as the hour approached. James letter from Jerusalem was so sharply
critical of my decision to be a Roman scribe Papa hesitated to read it. Joseph, who would leave
before twentieth year, too, was embarrassed by my decision, yet also envious of my chance to
leave home. Only Jesus remained an advocate for me. After he had convinced Papa that I would

leave anyhow, no matter if he gave his blessing or not, he managed to gather together our family
and give me a fair send-off. Samuel, Ezra, and the townsmen were not present, but Jesus had
talked Aaron, our teacher, to add his blessing to Papa’s halfhearted attempt. As we sat around a
roasted lamb, lentils, and a mug of watered wine, now that I was a young man, we joined in a
prayer circle, which Aaron thought was a delightful custom. Jesus prayed, Aaron prayed, and we
all mumbled a short prayer, but it was, this time, the farewell speech given by Aaron that helped
set my course.
“It’s not the service or occupation that makes a man,” he began in a high-pitched yet
jovial voice, “it’s the man, as the servant or craftsmen, who makes his mark by his own merit.
God shall be his guide, not Rome nor even Jewish patriotism or loyalty to family or friends.
When the Lord speaks, a righteous man will harken to His will, though it runs contrary to
commands from superiors or the mistaken urgings of others attempting to turn his path. A
righteous man should follow Caesar’s dictates but obey the will of the Lord. He should forsake
parents, siblings, or companions if they are at odds with God, even if loved ones only
accidentally lead him astray. For there are no accidents or coincidences in our lives—everything
we do is a part of God’s mysterious design. When you report to your new leader or commander
do so girded humbly, knowing that this is also part of the Lord’s plan. When you sail, march or
ride in service to an earthly lord, let He, who created the Universe, be your guide. Make your
first and foremost occupation faithfulness, goodwill, and charity to the poor. If you are a good
soldier or civilian and keep your eye on God, everything else—promotion, power, and money—
will follow in course. The Lord gives you an abundant life, but if the day comes when, because
of virtue, you are brought low, your faith and righteousness will give you comfort. The
ambitious, who are dissolute, have no such comfort. On Judgment Day, the righteous shall be
raised to the bosom of Abraham to be with the Lord. The ambitious and dissolute have no such
reward.”
Of course, I would ignore most of Aaron’s words, until I was one day, as he warned,
brought low. Cornelius had been contacted in a brief letter, delivered by Justus, our courier, of
my intention of applying for a position as scribe and interpreter. Papa and Jesus, with Rubrius
and Dracho, Gratian and Leto’s evening reliefs, accompanied me to the Galilean Cohort
headquarters, now stationed in Sepphoris. We knew very little about these guards, except that
they were both swarthy, vile-smelling fellows, who were not happy with the extra assignment.
Though located in Aunt Elizabeth’s town, it seemed to be a much longer ride. Papa wouldn’t let
Mama, Joseph, Simon, Uriah, or the girls come along. Tabitha, who had grown into a young
woman, was practically my sister now. Though it wasn’t forbidden, my feelings toward her
seemed wrong, and yet, because of our growing attachment toward each other, she was just one
more reason why I had to leave. A third reason beyond my ambition and Tabitha, of course, was
the notion implanted in me, perhaps to justify my departure, that I was, according to Jesus,
fulfilling God’s will. I would search out the heart of the Gentile—whatever that meant.
Tabitha was in the small group standing in front of our house. As were Mama and the
twins, she was crying. Uriah tried not to tear up but, as we mounted our mules, he began
sniveling again. Joseph and Simon were nowhere in sight—one last sign of protest before my
departure. A few townsmen, who had befriended my family, meandered over to the procession,
yet said nothing. I suspected the rumor had spread that I would be serving Rome. Looking back,
until my neck ached, I continued to wave as long as I could see them on the road. Smaller and
smaller they became. Finally, a bellow of dust hung over the road, shutting them out of my life
for many months. Ahead of us—Papa, Jesus, our reluctant guards, and myself—were several

Roman miles. Recent reports of a recent bandit raid on the road to Jerusalem made the long ride
even more dangerous than before. As it was, Papa grumbled to Jesus, Regulus had given us a
light escort that comprised two surly guards, Rubrius and Dracho, who seemed to share many of
guards’ dislike of Jews. Since they would have to relieve Gratian and Leto, the hill sentries, this
evening, they would be working long hours today. Perhaps they were being punished, I
suggested discreetly to Jesus. Like many Roman guards, they were, according to Ezra, the wool
carder, undependable and lazy. It was rumored by the shepherds that Gratian and Leto bought
wine from them, and spent most of their watch with the perimeter guards, Diblius and Zeno,
drunk under a tree. I could just imagine what idle sentries would do in the evening or early
morning shifts. I would learn later that our general treatment by the Romans was quite unusual.
It was only the prefect and first centurion’s high regard for us that gave us preferential treatment,
in the first place, and, by proximity with our house and yard, all of Nazareth protection from
murderers and thieves. Nowhere else in Galilee were Jews protected so will—all because of
Joseph the carpenter’s family and his extraordinary son.
One day, I would see this, as everything else in my life as, in Aaron’s words, God’s
mysterious design, but when we approached the newly built prefecture in Sepphoris I was filled
with an inexplicable foreboding. Something was not right about all this. It was bad enough that
Regulus had been unable to provide adequate security, but our guards had been rude and
unfriendly on the way and quick to make their exit when we arrived in front of the building. For
a few moments, Papa and I exchanged heartrending looks on our saddles, almost as if he too
would make his getaway from the scene. Then Jesus climbed off his horse, as we sat there
blinking in the sunlight, and attempted to open the great wooden door.
“Moses bones,” Papa complained, trying to control his emotions, “what’s wrong with
these Romans? Where are the sentries? Why is the door locked if they’re expecting us to
arrive?”
“Don’t worry Papa.” Jesus waved. “Someone will answer. It’s high noon, a lazy time of
day. Perhaps the sentries are napping.”
I uttered a hysterical laugh. Jesus was obviously joking, but there was a worried look on
his face. It appeared to me that our Roman administrator was not looking forward to seeing me.
Perhaps we had taken advantage of Cornelius’ good nature. After all, I was Jew. Who did I think
I was? The Roman prefect was ignoring us. That had to be it, I thought grimly. Maybe we’d
just go away, and I would forget the whole thing. A Jewish scribe in a Roman cohort? What sort
of nonsense was this?
Partially dispelling my expectations was the eventual opening of the door, a head popping
out, and a gruff voice rasping, “What do you Jews want? The prefect isn’t here. If you wish to
make a complaint or suggestion, take it the city magistrate. Don’t waste our time!”
“Sir,” Jesus took him to task, “my brother Jude was invited to come by the prefect,
himself. He shall be taking up employment with the cohort as its new scribe.”
The stranger grew irascible. “A scribe? We have ourselves a scribe already. You’re
misinformed young man. Go way or so help me, I’ll call the guards.”
“Open this door at once!” Jesus called out in righteous anger. “You might not like Jews,
my good fellow, but your commander does. Let us in to see Cornelius—now!”
Jesus had a powerful voice, which would serve him well as he preached to the masses.
That moment, however, I knew nothing of his role as the Messiah, and I feared that he might get
a knock on the head.
“Jesus, don’t rile the man, we’ll come back later,” I implored from my mount.

“I don’t like this.” Papa looked around fearfully. “I don’t like this at all.”
“Cornelius! We must see Cornelius!” Jesus shouted through cupped hands.
The shadowy form behind the door charged out suddenly, a Roman soldier of advanced
age, far too old to hold such an important post. What made the man dangerous was the gladius
he held in a thrusting position. Jesus held his ground, however, saying very simply, “Peace be
upon Scribonius of Gaul.”
“How did you know my name?” The old man halted, his sword inches from Jesus’ chest.
“My name’s Varus. I haven’t gone by that name since I left Gaul.”
“Does your commander know you’re a wanted criminal who changed his name?” Jesus
asked, his fingertip pushing the blade away.
I’ve seen many cool characters in my lifetime, but none so cool as Jesus that moment. I
don’t believe my blameless brother was deliberately blackmailing this man, but that’s the way it
sounded.
“We’re short-handed today,” the old man’s tone changed completely. “Almost the entire
cohort is on parade at the camp. Our beloved Procurator Gratus decided to pay us a visit. He left
me and a few of the others to guard the prefecture, until the commander and his staff return.”
“I thought the cohort was stationed inside Sepphoris,” Papa said, shaking his head. “This
is where we were supposed to come.”
“Well sir,” the old man cackled, “did you really think five hundred men would fit in this
building? Gratus is stingy. We can barely fit a dozen felons in our jail. The prefect’s office is
the size of Greek cloaca, and his reception hall can hold but a handful of men.”
“This is just wonderful,” groaned Papa.
“When will he be returning?” Jesus studied Scribonius/Varus.
“Could be anytime now,” the old man grinned toothlessly.
“I hope you can find rest someday,” Jesus replied compassionately. “The plot of land
given to you for retirement lies on rocky, unfertile ground. To keep from starving, you remain a
soldier and dare not complain because of your past. Yet the kindly Cornelius has employed you
as a post guard.” “Where are the other sentries?” He looked passed him at the door.
“They’re asleep,” the man confessed, beckoning us to follow him after opening the door.
“I thought Jesus was joking,” I cried, climbing off my horse. “They really were napping!”
“Jesus doesn’t lie,” Papa said dryly.
“But how did you do it?” I stared in amazement at Jesus. “You read that man like a
scroll.”
“God did it,” Jesus replied impatiently, pulling me by the sleeve. “Get in here before He
changes His mind.”
Papa was reluctant to enter a Gentile building, but Jesus had no trouble at all.
“Jesus, I don’t understand,” he protested, “you are the most pious person I know. Aren’t
you afraid of contamination?”
“What is unclean is not without but within us,” he explained, as we stood in a huddle in a
relatively large room.
The old man had been exaggerating about the prefecture being small. The reception hall
was actually quite spacious. Cornelius apparently had good taste. Though there were large
Egyptian pots filled with flowers and chairs along the walls, he had avoided displaying profane
paintings and sculpture. After Varus signaled with a loud whistle, several sleepy-eyed guards
emerged from another room. It was obvious to us that the old man was standing watch so that

his comrades could get some shuteye. None of the men introduced themselves and stood there
glaring at our small assembly as if we were the lowest scum.
“Don’t mind them,” Varus jerked his thumb, “they hate Jews.”
“Nice to know.” Papa heaved a sigh.
“So he’ll be arriving soon,” I muttered, fidgeting and looking hopefully at the door.
“Ho!” Varus cackled, cupping his ear. “I hear them coming now.”
“Dear Father Abraham.” Papa said with a gasp. “After standing out in the hot sun with his
troops, will he be in a bad mood?”
“He’s a decent fellow,” Varus assured us, throwing open the door. “Let me prepare him
first. He might not be in a mood for a roomful of Jews.”
“Roomful?” I swallowed. “There’s only three of us. I hope that old man doesn’t poison
the well. What if Cornelius has changed his mind?”
“Calm down!” Jesus scolded, giving me a shake. “I’ve won over Varus. Where’s your
faith?”
“Faith?” I croaked. “After this ominous beginning?”
“Ominous, pshaw!” Jesus grew irritated. “The poor commander was forced to parade his
men before the governor. In spite of that fact, I think Cornelius will treat us well.”
At that moment there was a commotion in front of the building as the prefect and his staff
climbed off their mounts, handed the reigns to two of the post guards, and laughed wearily at the
old man’s elaborate introduction of the Jews cringing in the hall. Even Jesus was anxious about
our reunion with the Prefect of the Galilean Cohort. It had been a long time since the fire at
Mariah’s house and her flight to Jerusalem, which had been facilitated by Cornelius and his men.
The Roman officer I remembered from the bridge was a decade older now. A lot could have
changed since that time. What if Gratus took him to task, as he had before, for wasting Rome’s
manpower on our small town? What if my request to become a cohort scribe got Papa on the
wrong foot with the prefect, since it played upon his friendship with my family after that dark
night?
All my fears evaporated when a tall muscular officer in full armor swaggered finally into
the room. At first, as his figure stood silhouetted against the afternoon sun, we all gasped, as he
surveyed our small group. His subordinates waited patiently behind him as he called out in a
loud, boisterous greeting: “Greetings Joseph, Jesus, and Jude. It’s been such a long time.”
“Martial,” he called out brusquely, “you should have brought our guest refreshments by
now.”
A tiny, misshapen little creature we had not seen before darted out mysteriously, bowed in
a jerky head-bobbing motion, then went to fetch a tray of mugs and pitcher (I hoped) of wine.
Lately, after watching the way Papa guzzled it down, I had acquired a taste for the vine. Now,
since I was venturing forth as a man, I felt I could drink it openly, rather than sneaking around.
When we all, the other officers included, drank a toast from our mugs, I rejoiced that it was not
water or grape juice but a fine vintage, the sort of wine Samuel served in his home. The toast,
itself, made by Longinus, the First Centurion, was disappointing, since it made no mention of my
new enterprise.
The steel jawed veteran simply barked “To everyone’s health—Jew and Gentile alike—
and the success of the Galilean Cohort. Good cheer and bottoms up!”
“And to Jude’s success as a scribe and interpreter,” Jesus added in low voice.
“Well, I must talk to you about this subject young man.” Cornelius turned his attention to
me. “I am greatly moved that a Jew would want to join the legions—”

“As a scribe,” Papa interrupted abruptly.
“And a interpreter,” Jesus finished the thought.
“Very well,” the prefect frowned, “as a scribe and interpreter.” “The fact is.” He cleared
his throat nervously. “We already have a scribe. Gratus is watching our cohort very closely after
our recent return to Nazareth and expansion into the neighboring towns. In order to justify
putting Jude on the payroll, I must create a special title for him.”
“What does that mean sir?” my voice trembled.
“As a Jew he can’t bear arms,” Papa reminded him, “especially against his fellow Jews.”
“Now Papa,” Jesus mumbled, from the corner of his mouth, “let’s hear him out.”
Cornelius looked at Longinus and Servitus, whom he introduced as his adjutant, both
men frowning severely after hearing Papa’s words. Evidently Cornelius chief officers didn’t
agree with his decision to bring me into the cohort. A fourth and fifth officer (who looked even
younger than Jesus) looked at us all with unveiled contempt. For a moment, as the five men
huddled in discussion after retreating to the far corner of the room, my heart sank heavily into
my chest and my eyes began to brim with tears as I considered what this might mean.
Several servants arrived, as the men mumbled back and forth, to remove their bulky
armor and capes, leaving the five men standing with their leather cuirasses intact.
“Have faith,” Jesus murmured, shaking my elbow.
“This is outrageous,” Papa muttered, helping himself to more wine. “These Romans have
no manners. After I sent Jude’s letter, he invited us to come. Why this change of mind?”
“Keep it down,” Jesus whispered discreetly. “It’s Governor Gratus inspection of the
cohort that changed matters, not the existing scribe. Give Cornelius some credit!”
A moment later, as I stewed in my thoughts—just long enough for Papa to gulp down his
wine—the five men returned. Their commander towered over his subordinates, the facial scar I
recalled from our meeting at the bridge, accenting a wide, teethy grin. This had to be a good
sign, I told myself, as Cornelius handed his mug to one of the servants and motioned for the three
of us to accompany him into the next room. In a most perfunctory manner he introduced his staff
to us. It appeared that they already knew who we were.
“How about some lunch,” he asked, looking around at the group.
Jesus and I both gasped when we saw the roasted suckling pig on a platter and the
unknown victuals surrounding it on the table.
“I’m sorry,” Papa’s slurred slightly, “but we’re Jews. We’re careful about what we eat.”
“Papa!” Jesus groaned.
“Ah yes,” Longinus snapped his fingers, “they’re afraid they’ll be defiled.” “Now tell me
young Jude, when you’re on the march with the troops and the cook serves up a fine pig or other
unsanctified food, are you going to insult him and go hungry or will you swallow that prudish
Hebrew snobbery and eat with the men?”
It was a moment of truth for me. I realized, of course, that neither Jesus nor Papa would
eat pork. My kind-hearted brother was torn between the desire to flee this unhallowed building
and not wanting to insult the host. Papa was tipsy and a much greater threat to my position than
him, and my greatest fear was what Longinus had just said about the march.
My voice trembled. “I-I thought I was just going to work here in Galilee with Cornelius
and his cohort. What sort of position will I have with the cohort if its not working as an
interpreter and scribe?”

Cornelius took on an apologetic tone. “That’s what we were going to discuss over dinner.
I’m sorry about the suckling pig. I thought Gratus would drop in for a bite, but he’s going to
dine with a rich merchant in town.”
“So that’s why its pork?” Papa nodded thoughtfully. “Sometimes I wish I wasn’t Jewish.
That pig looks downright tasty after our long ride.”
Everyone laughed at this unintended humor. An awkward moment followed in which the
Romans all seated themselves and the remainder of us stood there at the entrance of the dining
room not knowing what to say or do. Seeing our discomfort, the prefect stood up and called a
servant over, whispering something in his ear. As the servant scurried away, he walked briskly
over to us and led the three of us into the anteroom.
“I am deeply sorry for this insult, my friends,” he explained quickly. “One of those young
tribunes in there is Gratus’ nephew, a virtual spy to the goings on in my camp.”
“I don’t think any of them like us,” I was ready to bawl. “I thought I would just ride in,
join up, and that would be it.”
“Jude, Jude,” Cornelius replied with a sigh, “if only matters were that simple. We don’t
need a scribe, but I’ve heard about your talents from my guards in Nazareth. Your ability to
learn languages and quick mind would serve me well in dealing with foreign dignitaries and the
locals, but I don’t have a spot for you.”
If it had not been for Jesus whispering, “You have nothing to fear,” I would have broken
down and wept.
“What I do have,” Cornelius resumed after a pause, “is a position in my friend Aurelian’s
cohort in Antioch.”
“Antioch!” Papa cried.
“That’s not so far,” Jesus said, squeezing my hand. “My friend Joseph of Arimathea
knows a rich Pharisee in that town.”
“So Jude will have a special job with your friend?” Papa chose his words carefully this
time.
“Exactly,” Cornelius placed his hand on my shoulder, “if this is what Jude wants.”
“Is this Aurelian an honorable man?” Papa gave him a worried frown.
“I wouldn’t send Jude to him if I didn’t trust this man,” he answered with great
conviction. “There are many leaders and rich men who are not honorable,” he added, giving Papa
an appraising look. “What do you think of Jude leaving home to serve with Gentiles?”
“If it’s what he wants.” Papa shrugged. “…. I can’t believe that I once agreed to this, but I
did…. It’s up to Jude.”
From a well deep inside me, a fount of words poured out, more eloquently than ever
before. Cornelius smiled with admiration. Longinus, who appeared suddenly in the room,
seemed to listen intently, a respectful look growing in his eyes.
“I want to make my mark,” I gave both Cornelius and Longinus a Roman salute. “I know
I’ll be an asset to our Roman protectors. As a member of the army, I will do my very best. I
would rather have served you, my friends, but I promise to serve Aurelian as well. I have a
nearly perfect memory and have already mastered Latin and Greek as well as Hebrew. I can
write fluently in these languages as well as my own Galilean tongue. Most importantly sirs, I
absorb languages as well as historical data quickly and I’ve taught myself how to read the stars
and maps—”
“Enough, take a breath lad.” The prefect gave my shoulder a pat.

“He’s convinced me!” Longinus reached out to grip my forearm—a gesture of acceptance
as a colleague.
Cornelius followed suit, as did Servitus, who had been drawn to the commotion in our
room. Though worried, as Papa and Jesus were, that I would not be stationed close to home, I
remembered my goal to see the world. Unless I worked for a rich merchant, which didn’t seem
likely, I would rather be stationed in a port city like Antioch. At least I would be close to the sea.
Who knows what missions my commander might send me on. Already I saw myself as a special
interpreter to a foreign king or scribe sitting in at an important meeting. Then, as I listened to the
three officers discuss what I might be doing for the prefect in Antioch, I realized that none of
them were sure of what that might be. It would be, I gathered, as Cornelius sketched out the
duties of a Roman interpreter, a shadowy and ill-defined position that required a shrewd, as well
as intelligent, mind. As I listened to Papa ask the prefect that most important question, “Will this
be a stationary position?,” I was shaken by the prefect’s casual answer.
“We always hope to stay in one place awhile,” Cornelius answered obliquely, rubbing his
chin, “but we can’t read the mind of Caesar.” “We, the Galilean Cohort, are more lucky than
others. Ever since this became a province of Rome, the unruly Jews have required a steadfast,
permanent force, well acquainted with the people and terrain, but Jude shall be going to an
Imperial province, tame in comparison, to idle away his time. Yet he’s no ordinary recruit.
When Aurelian finds out what my guards in Nazareth already got wind of, he will try to keep
Jude all to himself and use his wit and intelligence to the fullest extent. If, however, someone
outranking my friend, with needs greater than him, hears about Jude’s talents, which I sense is
quite possible, there’s no telling where he’ll wind up.”
“Then he shall not go!” Papa stomped his foot. “I understand that this was pure
adventurism on his part. Perhaps a stint in your nearby Cohort and even a voyage or two, if, God
forbid, he’s required to go abroad. But to plunge into the unknown at eighteen years old with no
more knowledge of the world than my young daughters is out of the question!”
Papa was tipsy but also genuinely upset. I had mixed feelings about it, myself. After all
my dreams of travel, the thought of traveling that far was frightening. What I found most
unsettling about Cornelius’ statement was the implications that when I joined the Imperial force
in Antioch I would be cutoff completely from my homeland and the easy-going air or the
Galilean Cohort. I was thinking emotionally, rather than clearly, for I had always dreamed of
seeing some of the world. Attached to this dream was a youthful desire to ride freely on a great
white horse and wear a fancy uniform and sport a helmet, armor, and flowing cape. There was
only one place I could fulfill this dream. I would never find myself a patron like Joseph of
Arimathea. My intellectual wares were untested. Jesus had only been fourteen when he left on
his journey, but I wasn’t Jesus. At my age, from such a backwoods town, I would never find a
merchant or magistrate as trusting as Cornelius to give me a job…. The Roman army was the
only way.
“I will go, Papa,” I announced, tugging his sleeve. “I’ll be safe in an imperial city. My
weapon will be the pen, not the sword.”
Longinus flashed me a dubious smile. Cornelius and Servitus exchanged worried looks,
as the two young tribunes joined their commander in the reception hall.
“A Jew soldier is like having a Roman Pharisee,” Clevus, Gratus’ nephew muttered to his
friend.
“Or a Vestal Virgin rabbi,” Trion, the second tribune, replied with a sneer.

If Papa, Jesus and I hadn’t been so anxious, we would have taken offense at their insults.
Cornelius, Servitus, and Longinus were muttering amongst themselves about the advisability of
having the military courier and two veterans accompany me to my post. These men were already
scheduled to escort three veterans out of the fort. This would provide me safe transportation.
After arriving in Antioch, I would be given the chance of swearing in to the Legions. This last
bit of information, almost an afterthought, had been given by Cornelius for my benefit. When I
heard this, I sighed out loud. This trip, the prefect explained, would give me time to reflect upon
my decision. Even though I had a choice, the words “swearing in,” caused Papa dismay. Jews
weren’t allowed to swear oaths, unless they were made to God. I would, I had imagined, being
swearing a pagan oath. I wasn’t sure this is what alarmed Papa. He might have been worried
that I would act rashly, as I so often did. Yet, during this meeting, he remained silent. He knew I
had made up my mind.
As I expected, after seeing Cornelius call the servants over to the table, a secondary feast,
which included bread, cheese, dried beef (a legionary staple), and a surprisingly wide range of
sweetmeats, plus a large jug of wine, was quickly thrown together and sat on the table, along
with three cushioned chairs. The dried beef was tough, but the breed and cheese were tasty.
After we hastily ate our meal, the sweetmeats, which were a delicacy, were placed in our
saddlebags. Papa also kept the jug of wine. Cornelius once again apologized for the miscue
today, though it was not his fault, and promised, when Gratus was safely back in Jerusalem, to
pay me a visit at my new post. Rubrius and Dracho appeared suddenly in front of Cornelius’
headquarters, anxious to drop me off at the nearby camp before escorting Papa and Jesus back
home. When I considered how much riding they would be doing today, I could understand why
they were testy and might want to get back to Nazareth before dark. Upon reflection, I couldn’t
blame them for not wanting to risk their necks and pulling longer hours. Even so, I wished the
daytime guards had accompanied us. I was certain Priam and Falco would have been in a better
mood and would have been sorry to see me leave. For all their faults, I would miss our personal
guards and the optio, Regulus, whose quick thinking after my scorpion bite, helped saved my
life.
In spite of shuffling me off to another commander, I knew Cornelius regretted his
decision. Longinus didn’t think much of a Jew joining the army, but he had given me a look of
respect when I accepted this post. My most important concern, of course, was the fact that I
wouldn’t be seeing my family for quite some time. Papa, Jesus, and I bid Cornelius and his staff
goodbye. As the others re-entered the building, I was surprised to see Longinus remain by the
road with his commander, giving me a special arm-against-the-chest salute. It was very hard to
read this fellow’s mood. Perhaps he acted this way on purpose to keep his men off guard.
Thoughts spun idly around in my head during our ride. It seemed, in spite of the sadness I felt
about leaving Papa and Jesus at the crossing, an auspicious beginning. I would have my first
taste of the army when I stayed overnight in the cohort camp. It might have been better for
comfort’s sake, Papa suggested, to stay in Elizabeth’s house, but I might as well jump right in.
My plan was to become a scribe and interpreter for an imperial cohort. Camp life, as I
envisioned it, would be a great adventure in itself. Had not Nehemiah, Michael, Uriah, Simon,
and I often pretended to be warriors encamped in the woods? Michael had even built a small
bonfire once. My gang, as I had always thought of them, had explored almost every inch of the
nearby hills, enduring thorn and bristle as we spied on shepherds and guards. Unlike my
brothers and friends, I had always admired such free-spirited souls. My mind was already
prepared for the daring and dash of soldiery—as a scribe and interpreter, of course. I had never

really believed I might wield a sword. I was, after all, a Jew, and the whole idea was quite
absurd. And yet, in my dreams, astride by great white horse, I held a spear and there was a
gladius on my hip. These thoughts, with a tinge of misgivings, mingled with memories of my
family and the exploits I had with my brother Simon and friends.
As we road silently through town, each of us plunged into our own thoughts, I felt a deep
melancholy that overshadowed my excitement for the adventure ahead. I knew, at this stage, I
could change my mind, but when the journey to Antioch began for me the next day there might
be no turning back. I tried not giving in to my emotions but when we reached the fork in
Sepphoris’ main road, we could see in the distance the wooden fortress of the Galilean Cohort.
My eyes filled with tears and heart swelled in my chest. The great camp lie eastward off the
main highway to Jerusalem, while the smaller, southern road, would take my father and oldest
brother back to Nazareth—my beloved town. After climbing off my mount, I wept in Papa’s
strong arms. Rubrius and Dracho, who waited at a distance, sat uneasily on their horses, snarling
with disdain. I had shrunk to a small child when I wondered if I would ever see my father again.
He worked too hard and worried too much. He drank too much wine. When I embraced Jesus, I
felt a strange peace and strength returned to my limbs, though my thoughts were in turmoil.
“Remember Jude,” he whispered solemnly, “learn the heart of the Gentiles. Also
remember this: you can be in the world but you don’t have to be part of it.”
“What is all that nonsense Jesus,” I said, giving him a fierce hug. “Heart of the Gentiles?
Be in the world, but not a part of it? I’m going to be working for the Romans, who love to eat
pork and have, in the past, crucified thousands of Jews.”
“You will know exactly what I mean when the times comes,” he explained softly. “You
have a nearly perfect memory. So I place this information, along with all the other information
given to you, in your mind. One day, when your knowledge of the Gentile world is great and
you’ve had enough of their world, you shall return, but not before.” “All of this was foreordained
by God, no less than what I must one day do.”
“Hey,” Rubrius called impatiently, “daylight is slipping away. Finish your goodbyes and
lets hit the road.”
Papa set the example, after giving me one more fatherly pat on the shoulder and climbed
onto this mount. The fortress awaited. Papa called to Jesus to mount his mule.
“Jesus, my brother,” I murmured for only his ears, “of all the people I will ever know, I
love you the most. If, for some reason, I never return to Nazareth and my family, remember
that.”
Jesus’ parting words gave me courage and resolve, at least for a while.
“You have been my favorite brother,” he announced in a booming voice, “but you are
much more now. You are the brother of my spirit, tied by prophecy and revelation. Someday
you’ll understand everything. At that point, when I call you, you must return. Right now take
this thought with you: you have been chosen to do this. God has selected you. He will protect
you everywhere you go. In my prayers I shall watch over you too, just like I’ve always done.
Go in peace Judah bar Joseph. Watch, listen, and learn!”
All his strange words meant little to me, yet he could not have given me a greater
farewell. Though we would be separated by many Roman miles, Jesus, my brother, would watch
over me. What a strange, wonderful thing to say. After I climbed back on my steed, I raised my
arm in salute, bringing it down afterwards into a clinched fix against my chest. It was, this time,
both a Jewish and Roman salute. I sat a moment longer, as Jesus turned around in the saddle to
give me one more burning gaze. Papa rode slumped in his saddle behind the two impatient

guards. After watching the silhouettes of the four riders disappear south, their backs to the sun, I
gripped my reigns, gave my mule a gentle brush of the whip, and galloped into a new chapter of
my life.

