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GUARD OF THE DEAD
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The centurion was displeased at his assignment to a remote province. His superior attempted to mollify him. “The enemies of the empire abound. And you may take three of your trusted companions.”

Upon his arrival, the matter was made worse when the Governor put him in charge of the palace prison. The officer hid his distaste. Despite his age, he desired the battlefield, where courage was rewarded and justice was swift. 

“The land is small, but it breeds revolutionaries,” the Governor informed him. “The whole countryside can flare up suddenly.” 

The centurion responded, his frame taut and erect. “The law must be kept,” 

The Governor continued, with a note of alarm in his voice. “A week of religious festivities is set to begin. People from the outlying regions are pouring in, and agitators are among them. They need to be closely monitored.” After a joke about the crudeness of hill people’s manners, the centurion was dismissed.

Aside from the arrest of a few disorderly persons and a man violating religious laws, the first few days were calm. On the last day of the festivities, however, a crowd had gathered outside the prison. The centurion ordered more soldiers in the unlikely event of a riot. He was surprised to find they were inflamed against a prisoner. What crime had he committed? wondered the centurion.

A trial was just convening, and he was being ushered away. The man appeared nondescript and not capable of any great crime.

Late that morning, the centurion was surprised to receive the order for the man’s death. The Governor has a justification, he thought. It was not his job to question. 

The centurion absented himself when the condemned man was flogged. He respected justice, but one that was swift. After giving the order, his soldiers took the man outside the city to put him on a stake to die. The centurion followed at a distance, his eyes alert for sympathizers. At the hilltop, the crowd was taunting the man, except for a few weeping women.

Time passed and the crowd diminished. The centurion dismissed all but his companion soldiers. “Your duty’s done,” he said to the others. It was now a matter of waiting for death.

The man on the stake suddenly broke his silence. Although the centurion didn’t know the native tongue, he recognized a tone of authority. “What did he say?” he asked the bystanders, but none answered. He went up to a young man and ordered,  “What did the man say?”

“Forgive them,” he answered. 

“Forgive who?” he asked, but the youth didn’t say. 

“Is he asking for forgiveness?” the centurion asked the crowd, but their din swallowed the question.

The centurion sensed something was wrong. He had followed orders and justice had been given. But the crowd was not satisfied. Turning to his interpreter again, he asked, “Are they shouting his crimes?” 

“They’re taunting him now, saying, ‘Help yourself if you helped others.’” 

“He helped others?” The centurion went up to one of the weeping women and shook her. “Who has this man helped?” But the grief-stricken woman did not answer.

The crowd continued to jeer and cast aspersions, and the centurion  became repulsed. “Tell me, what were his crimes?” 

The interpreter offered, “They disdain his sayings.” 

“His sayings? What about crimes?” Had they forgotten them already, or were there any? He fought off a feeling of horror than an injustice had been done. After all, this case had come from the highest court.

The crowd quieted, but something remained in the air. He had this sensation after a battle, when wild beasts threatened the dead and wounded. He and his companion soldiers would be sure to guard the wounded and bury the dead. He tightened his helmet.

The crowd shifted. They became as a beast lying in wait.

The man on the stake cried out. “He says he’s abandoned,” the youth interpreted. 

The beast, sensing a weakened prey, was ready to spring. The centurion’s companions looked his way. 

“Stay your guard,” he ordered.

The man gave a final agonized cry, and one of the beasts lunged. The centurion blocked the assault with the blunt end of his sword, thrusting the attacker back.

“He’s already dead!” the centurion shouted, and he pierced the man with his spear.

A storm arose; thunder and lightning rent the air. The beast flared its teeth, bristled its coat, readying to attack. 

“They’re a mob!” shouted one soldier. “Let them take what they want.” 

But the ancient code welled up in the centurion. “Stand your ground,” he ordered. His men would obey him, he knew, for they had remained loyal in the dark forests of Germany against odds far greater than this.

The beast sprang. Rocks struck the soldiers’ shields, and others lunged with sticks. Closing ranks, the soldiers held ranks and drove the crowd back. The beast withdrew.

“Go home. He’s dead!” cried the centurion, waving his sword. The centurion’s maddened look, his blood-splattered cloak, unnerved the beast. Slowly, it left down the hill. 

The centurion’s hand trembled, his palm burned. He had not purposively struck a dead man before. He sat down before the cross, watching blood wash down the hill. The storm subsided. The officer composed himself and sent one of his soldiers to the palace. 






“The local officials wants a guard for the dead?” asked the Governor.

“The man’s friends will try to take the body,” explained the soldier. “Who knows what they will plan?” 

The Governor, suspicious that some harm might yet be done, granted the request.

That night, the centurion and his men made a fire and guarded the rock-cut tomb. A few curious onlookers had come and left without incident. One of his soldiers reported yellow eyes shining in the dark, but the centurion doubted whether a feline was about.

The next morning the centurion allowed his restless companions to leave, but he resolved to stay one more night. The day was uneventful and when night came, the centurion stood watch. His eyes, heavy with sleep, had closed, when he suddenly opened them and saw yellow eyes staring at him. 

“Come out!” he yelled, slashing the air with his sword. 

The yellow eyes receded into the shadows. The centurion stood up, his hand still holding out his sword. Looking down at the man’s blood still on his cloak, he wondered, Have I gone mad protecting the dead? 

The fire had gone out and dawn was near. His eyes were shut when he heard a faint noise. He leapt up with his sword. 

But it was not the beast. It was the man he had pierced, brilliant against the rising sun. The centurion dropped his sword and fell to the ground. 

“Your charge is done, Centurion,” said the man in the light. “You need no longer guard the dead.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THE SAMARITAN’S VISION
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On a donkey loaded with provisions, the Samaritan set out on pilgrimage. Although he worshiped in his native land, he had a dream that on the full moon, he would see a vision of God at the temple in Jerusalem. 

“You seek God among our enemies?” his friends scoffed. “You’ll be treated as a foreigner, or worse.” They tried to bring him to his senses. “You’ve been a simple man all your life. You have not seen the local governor, much less God.” The local spiritual leaders discouraged him as well. “No one looks upon the face of God and lives.”

“I don’t think I will see the face of God,” Hamor had replied. “But I may see, like Moses, his backside.” When they heard him comparing himself to Moses, they laughed and thought him mad.

Stubborn like his donkey, Hamor was not deterred. Well provisioned, he began his journey through the arid hill country. 

When he stopped to camp on the outskirts of Jericho, a shepherd warned him, “The Ascent of Blood lies ahead. Be careful and do not travel at night.”

The Samaritan resumed his journey at dawn, following the tortuous, steep road. Mid-morning, a traveler wearing a white linen cloak approached, walking at a brisk pace. Hamor hailed him and bowed. Perhaps he has just sacrificed at the temple, he thought. The man passed in silence, his eyes suspicious.

By midday the Samaritan reached a palm grove at a watering hole. A traveler was
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