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Yet everything that touches us, you and me, brings us together like the stroke of a bow, drawing from two strings a single voice.On what instrument are we strung? And which violinist holds us in his hand?O sweet song.

—RAINIER MARIA RILKE
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For Julia, Anna, and Emily.Always.
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PROLOGUE


Call me Magda.

You know me by other names: Mary Magdalene, Miriam of Magdala, the Magdalene. But those are the names they gave me. They are not mine. Everyone who ever loved me called me Magda.

Clear your mind of everything you think you know about me. And while you’re at it—this will be much harder, I know—clear your mind of everything you think you know about Yeshua, or Jesus, as you call him. Because there’s been a lot of misinformation about me, about him, about us. Two thousand years of misinterpretation, cover-up, deception, and yes, outright lies. One of men’s most abiding and successful power plays, set into motion by Peter and Paul.

Oh, I know you think of them as saints. But you don’t know the whole story, the true story, the one where they pushed me off into the Mediterranean in a tiny boat with one sail.

You’re raising an eyebrow. “True story?” you ask. “If you know the true story, why haven’t you told it before now?”

Look, I tried. I spread our story as far and wide as I could. I went all the way to southern France in that tub. I wrote my own gospel, setting forth Yeshua’s truth as I understood it. And once I saw what Paul and his church were up to, I hid copies of my gospel so that my truth and Yeshua’s truth might survive.

But there’s a longer answer to your question, a multi-millennial answer.

When I came Here, after my death, I was exhausted—ready to check out, eager to bask in Yeshua’s spiritual presence and the all-nurturing energy of the Source. I hushed into a deep, transcendental silence. But silence has consequences, especially when it lasts two thousand years. Back on Earth, Peter and Paul and the Roman Catholic Church they created hijacked our story. They told it their way, muzzling all opposition. They focused on Yeshua, cutting me out entirely. They spread lies about me, said I was demonically possessed, called me a prostitute and a whore. In short, they screwed me. That’s what people with power do.

Did I fight back? No, I was done. I let all of you go, despite my love for you. In my lifetime, I had tried showing you a better, more connected way to live, but in the end, I lost you to Paul. You’ve always been susceptible to mass manipulation. Paul knew that. The Church he built is based upon it.

Now Yeshua wants me to step in again, go back to your world. I’d just as soon run screaming in the opposite direction, but it’s hard to say no to him. Because Yeshua is a gem, isn’t he? He’s the Hope Diamond of love and loyalty. He swirls threads of promise and trust throughout the universe, spreading sweetness and optimism like spiritual cotton candy.

He’s been following you from up Here, you know. For two thousand years, Yeshua has been poking his spiritual finger in your terrestrial pie, waiting for the right moment, watching you evolve. (He uses the word “evolve” with a straight face.)

“The moment is ripe,” he says.

“What? Now? Why now?” I ask.

“Time is running out, Magda, for Earth and all its people.” He points to your greenhouse gases and melting glaciers. And he’s right, I can see it, you’re all headed toward oblivion. You have to change, and change radically, or your species will die.

Yeshua says the truth will make a difference. “This is our last chance,” he says. “And it must begin with setting the record straight. Tell people what really happened, what our time on earth was all about. Until you share the truth, we can’t save them, we can’t take the next step.”

“What next step?” I ask.

“You still have work to do,” he says.

“What work?” I ask. “What on earth can be done that I didn’t try to do two thousand years ago? That wasn’t wiped out by the Church, by banishment, burial, or burning?”

He talks about seeds. (Always the agricultural metaphors with him.) How the seeds we planted way back then can still be watered today. How fields that are burned to the ground become more fertile than ever. How they foster new growth. How everything can be—you guessed it—reborn.

And there it is, the ace up his sleeve. Resurrection. Who can argue with that?






MAGDALAI


The day was rainy and cold, typical spring weather. The library was damp, because our home, like so many others in Magdala, was built to keep desert heat out, not in. I sank into the folds of my father’s woolen tallit. The prayer shawl carried a hint of his scent, a comforting mixture of hemp and brine that swirled into the aromatic spice of the papyrus I studied. Spread before me was the Shujing, Confucian’s Classic of History, translated into Greek. Marcus Silanus, my father’s emissary in the eastern caravans, had acquired this precious scroll for me a week earlier.

I read aloud, pondering each word: “Heaven sees as my people see, heaven hears as my people hear.” Did that mean God in heaven heard my weeping every night? Did God see the blood that stained my bed and shamed me?

“Yes.”

The voice that answered my unspoken question was deep and unhurried, a cello’s low C drifting idly through the air. I looked up, surprised because I had not heard anyone approach. My father’s reassuring frame hovered in the doorway, but before him, already several paces into the room, approached a man I had never seen before. I shrank back into the pillows of my reading corner.

Nothing in the outward appearance of this man suggested he was anything other than ordinary. In fact, he looked shabby, in his worn-out, weather-ravaged linen tunic and cloak. The tunic covered a lean, athletic frame, which I would later learn owed its fitness and strength to manual labor and extensive walking in the hilly Galilean terrain. The cloak was pulled over his head because, as his followers later told me, you never knew where King Herod Antipas’s goons were going to pop up.

Because of the cloak, I couldn’t really make out his hair and face until he got close. When he did, I saw a surf of thick, dark curls cresting his shoulders. (Who knows where that hair came from? No one else in his family, including his mother Maryam, had anything like it.)

But what caught and held my attention were his eyes. Deep dark chocolate. The ebony bark of an olive tree after a rainstorm. His eyes drew me in, gently and immediately.

Have you ever seen a raindrop resting on a flower petal? Round and whole, a world unto itself, all its water protected from disturbance by its perfect unbroken surface? Imagine being inside that raindrop and you’ll begin to understand the sense of peace and refuge I experienced when Yeshua’s eyes enveloped me. For two years, I had not felt safe, conjuring dangerous men behind every shadow. Fear had lived in every bone, every muscle, and every nerve of my body, and had kept me in a constant and extreme state of physical tension. But in that moment, I was suddenly released from its grip.

Unexpectedly, I wept.

The man named Yeshua sat down next to me.

“Your tears cleanse your body of pain.” He said, gently brushing my wet cheeks with his thumbs. His skin was as soft as the belly of a newborn lamb.

I startled and pulled away from him, casting my eyes downward. “Do not touch me, Rabbi. I am unclean.”

“No, Magda.” Somehow it seemed right that he should use my familiar name. “This is not true. It is a fiction that others have created about you. You are in pain. I shall bear that pain with you. In sharing it, I lift some of its weight off your shoulders and your soul.” A shadow clouded his gaze briefly. “You will do the same for me one day.”

My father, still perched in the doorway, did not say a word. Later, he told me that he and my mother had gathered every piece of information they could about the miracle worker from Capharnaum. Yeshua was their last hope. They were so desperate for me to be well that they agreed not to interfere with his healing, the only condition he placed on his assistance.

“I was skeptical,” my father told me. “But the moment Yeshua touched you, I felt your destiny shift. I knew you would be well.” He smiled at me wistfully. “I also knew that he would take you from me.” He was right. My lifelong journey with Yeshua began that morning.

When I had spent all my tears, Yeshua stood up, ready to depart.

“Come with me, Magda. You have work to do.”

Mutely, I followed him to the front entrance of our home, where my mother stood with my mantle, battling her instinct to grab my arms and hold me back. A stern look from my father reminded her of her promise not to interfere, and she gave me a quick kiss on both cheeks. On the doorstep, I hesitated, overcome by a familiar wave of panic.

I had not left the house in two years. The outside world, my childhood playground of joy and adventure, now felt terrifying and dark. A few months after I was attacked, in the early days of my self-imprisonment, my mother tried cajoling me to come to the market with her. I hyperventilated the moment I stepped outside, collapsing on the front threshold, clutching my throat in panic, and wheezing for breath.

That kind of behavior didn’t do my reputation any favors. Nor did our elders’ declaration that I was banned from the town synagogue as long as my womanly bleeding remained unpredictable. The elders’ edict, together with whispers about what had really happened to me, led to rumors that I was a woman defiled.

Through whispers and innuendos, the town concluded that I was possessed by demons. Crazy idea, right? But remember our ignorance—we didn’t have two thousand years of scientific discovery to explain the world around us. Natural phenomena that you don’t think twice about today used to terrify me and my people—eclipses and comets sent us scurrying into caves, microbes and viruses and the diseases they wrought mystified us.

Demons were easy scapegoats. Did you have an incessant violent cough? Probably a demon pressing against your lungs. Was there an oozing sore on your leg? Might be the outward manifestation of some dermatological demon. Were you subject to sudden seizures and convulsive fits? Definitely a demon, the worst kind.

Mental disease was especially confusing and thus particularly demonic. Today, people might be diagnosed as schizophrenic or bipolar, but back then we were slapped with the label “demon-possessed,” just because we didn’t behave as others did. In my case, it was my complete withdrawal from the outside world that sealed my diagnosis.

“The world awaits,” Yeshua said that morning, resting a hand on my shoulder. At his touch, instantly and inexplicably, my fear receded. I stepped outside.

Keeping my head shrouded and my cloak pulled close around my face, I followed Yeshua through the drizzling rain across town. Past the synagogue, its heavy stone muting the dissonant morning chants of some worshipper seeking comfort. Past the harbor and its fishing boats, now empty and abandoned for drier indoor shelters, where people could find warmth beside hearth fires or in fermented tavern brews. Past my father’s fish-salting and pressing factories, which processed the fish caught in our lake, creating pastes and sauces that could be sold abroad and providing a generous income for our family.

I was glad the rain kept people indoors, for I didn’t want to be recognized. Grateful too that the day’s wetness tamped down the stink of fish oil and seaweed that normally oozed through Magdala’s streets. Everything had been washed clean by the spring rain, and as I breathed in the fresh air, I thought, ever so hesitantly, that it smelled of hope.

Soon we passed the last stone building marking the end of Magdala proper and veered off the main road onto an overgrown path. Now I knew where Yeshua was taking me.

Out here, to the west of town, the hills began rising into mountains, carpeted by billowy undulations of rockrose shrub. That cover was pierced by dark erratic spikes of thorny broom, and more occasionally, by the ramshackle huts of goatherds who used these wild pastures and cliffs to feed their flocks. As a girl, I used to roam the neighboring fields to the south, gathering blooms from a sea of anemones that announced the onset of spring each year. My mother would not let me run in the western hills, because of the path we were now on. It led to the lepers.

When I was very young, our servant Lydia and I used to pass an old beggar-woman on our way to the market. A compassionate soul, Lydia always purchased additional bread or fruit and, on our return, she would place the food on the small plate in front of the woman’s cracked and calloused feet. One day, the hunched woman wasn’t in her usual spot. When Lydia learned that Roman soldiers had taken the woman to the leper camp, she was terrified that she herself might have contracted the disease. My mother became hysterical, peppering Lydia and me with questions: Had Lydia ever let me touch the woman? Had I ever placed any food on her plate? How close did I get to her? My father, ever the voice of faith in our family, said we must all pray for God to spare us this scourge.

God did spare us. So did mycobacterium leprae, the bacteria scientists now hold responsible for this terrifying illness. But back in my time, there was no understanding of what leprosy was nor how it spread. We had none of the antibiotics you use today to cure it. Instead, we could only watch in horror the disfiguration it brought to its victims—fingers and toes fused together, noses collapsed into faces, bodies that were ongoing eruptions of skin ulcers and unsightly lumps.

Panic prevailed over sympathy. Anyone who was suspected of having the disease was sent off to live with other lepers, in makeshift settlements like the one at the end of this dirt path.

As we began our journey up that trail, my fear intensified. With each step forward, I fought an instinct to turn and run. Then I caught myself. Who was I to flee from a band of lepers? Was I not equally unclean, equally defiled? Had not the town’s elders banished me from our synagogue? Did not the people of Magdala shy away from me? Perhaps that was why Yeshua had brought me here. Perhaps this was where I belonged.

Before my attack, I had thought of myself as a lucky and privileged only child, pampered by both parents, especially my father, who rescued me from the domestic chores my mother tried desperately to teach me every day. “You’ll be my business partner today,” he’d say, pulling me away from the threshing stone or the bread oven, over my mother’s meek objections. I loved accompanying him around town, visiting fish factories, merchants, and clients, and getting rudimentary instruction on how his business operated.

Perhaps he intended me to follow in his mercantile footsteps, for my father also insisted on giving me a classical education. Believe me, that was no small thing at the time. None of the other girls in Magdala were learning how to read or studying the Torah—for them, Hebrew and Greek were indecipherable scribbles on a page. But I was given tutors—crusty and humorless old men—patiently crouching over me as I learned to read, first Hebrew, then Greek. These scholars came from nearby synagogues and were paid handsomely for their efforts and their discretion. Over the years, I learned history, religion, literature, and even rudimentary mathematics.

What would I have done without that blessing of literacy?

I’ve thought a lot about this—why it was that Peter and the others had such a hard time understanding Yeshua’s message. Why, later on, when I tried to explain it to them, Peter called me a liar. I’ve concluded that basically, it comes down to their illiteracy.

Before I met Yeshua, I had spent two years reading spiritual treatises from all over the known world. When I heard Yeshua preach, the themes sounded familiar. I could see how his message fit into what I had been reading. I heard echoes of their eternal truths. But Peter and the others had no context for the lessons Yeshua gave them. They didn’t have that intuitive understanding because they couldn’t read. Even worse—because this deficiency would ultimately doom the authenticity of Yeshua’s legacy—they couldn’t write.

Think about it. Why did Paul’s version of Yeshua’s message and his identity come to be the accepted view of the early Christian church? When Yeshua died, those of us who had actually lived with him, who had heard his message day after day and knew him as we knew our own hearts, tried spreading his message in person. But it was Paul—who never met Yeshua, who claimed to have seen him in a vision on the road to Damascus (a vision, by the way, that no one else in Paul’s caravan corroborated)—whose teachings about Yeshua’s ideas became the foundation of the Roman Catholic Church that you know today. Why?

Because Paul knew how to write. He wrote nonstop, letter after letter, to the Corinthians, to the Romans, to the Galatians. So what was left, when the Romans killed all the rest of us, or when we crept into caves and died of old age? What was left, when there was no longer anyone from our original group to spread Yeshua’s truth face-to-face, no one with the authority of having known him personally?

What was left were Paul’s letters. And a Church that made sure they were the only written records around.

My own ability to read—more specifically, my proud recitation of the Torah on that fateful day I turned sixteen—led directly to the dirt path I was now taking up to the leper camp. Because what happened on that day affected my life so profoundly, I might as well fill you in, however much it pains me to remember.






MAGDALA2


The year I turned sixteen, my birthday fell on the Sabbath. It was late spring, a time when the olive trees stitched a milky white and creamy pink tapestry into the Magdala hills. The morning was exceptionally fair, sending a light warm breeze to kiss my cheeks as my mother and I left the house, heading to synagogue. We left earlier than usual, for it was my father’s turn to read from the Torah.

I loved our town synagogue. My father took me there every day to pray when we completed his daily rounds of visits and errands. It was he who taught me how to enter the building. “This space is sacred, Magda,” he told me. “It is your time to be alone with God. Leave everything unimportant on this threshold here, so it does not clutter your mind.” I tried following his advice. When I stepped over the marble threshold, I imagined all my petty worries and resentments slowly drifting out of me and into the thick stone walls. When I sat down on a stone bench, I pictured the air moving more slowly inside this holy room than it did elsewhere. I took longer, deeper breaths. In a short time, my heart slowed to a contemplative beat. Back then, I did not put a label on this calming discipline. But I can see now that my meditation practice—which Yeshua would help me develop and which would balance and center me for the rest of my life—began in that room.

On the morning of my birthday, my mother and I stepped over the temple threshold and shuffled across its grand mosaic floor. The undulating sea of gold, cobalt, and cinnabar tiles was the creation of the most talented tile setter in town, Maccabee the Younger. Meant to commemorate Jerusalem’s annual Feast of Dedication, it took over a year to complete, and drew appreciative visitors from as far away as Sepphoris.

We chose a bench to the left of the large Torah stone, behind which my father already stood. Settling down as townspeople drifted in, I let my mind wander to my favorite subject, one that incited both excitement and fear: Now that I was sixteen, would my parents finally seek my betrothal? They had been delaying for years, telling me they wanted to keep me to themselves, and I did not object. I was in no hurry to give up my relative freedom. At the same time, I was eager to begin my life, whatever shape it might take. I sat there, casually considering whom I might marry. Ignoring the background buzz of neighbors greeting neighbors, I floated possibilities: Jonah, the baker’s son, who snuck an extra honeycake into our order each time he saw me? Meir, the fisherman, whose muscular build enticed me to the harbor every morning?

Suddenly, a hush fell over the room. I looked up to hear my father loudly greeting some visitors from his station on the raised bimah. Following everyone’s gaze to the southwest corner, I saw an unfamiliar group of eight young men shuffle into the room. They were dressed in the telltale cloaks of white linen that identified them as theological students from the nearby town of Gabara. We had had such students visit before: they came to experience the diversity of worship in different villages.

The tallest of the men acknowledged my father’s invitation with a nod, then swept his eyes over the congregation like a lion scanning the prairie. The close-cropped bristle of black hair edging his cheeks and chin resembled the mane of an apex predator. When his gaze reached the bench where I sat with my mother, it paused. Now, there are things I cannot remember at all about that day, but I do remember that look. It was extremely unsettling. It felt invasive. Disrespectful and dangerous. I quickly took my veil, which had been draped loosely over my shoulders, and pulled it over my head.

My father opened the Torah and began reading the story of Ishmael, first-born son of Abraham. You remember Abraham, don’t you? Tested by God to come within an inch of slitting his son Isaac’s throat? Told by his barren wife Sarah to violate her slave Hagar so they might have a child? Forced to banish Hagar and Ishmael, the boy Hagar bore, because Sarah became so jealous of them? I had always felt sympathy for Hagar and Ishmael, never suspecting that I too would one day be expelled from my home because of someone else’s fear and envy.

Reading slowly and sonorously, my father reached the passage where Ishmael is dying of thirst in the desert, and a messenger from God appears to reassure Hagar:

“What troubles you, Hagar? Fear not, for God has heard the lad’s voice where he is. Rise, lift up the lad and hold him by the hand, for a great nation will I make him.”

My father stopped and cleared his throat. I waited for the rest. I knew God was going to make Ishmael the father of many tribes, from Havilah to Shur. But my father didn’t resume his recitation. He looked straight at me and smiled.

“Sixteen years ago,” my father said, “I too received a gift from God. A gift that has manifested itself as the greatest blessing of my life.” His voice broke slightly on the word blessing, and he lowered his head, blinking his eyes. “I speak of my beautiful daughter Magda. Today, to honor God’s beneficence and goodness, and to mark her sixteenth year as a member of this synagogue, I would like Magda to complete the reading.”

I was stunned, as was everyone else in the room. Nothing in our oral or written traditions forbade a woman from reading the Torah in public, but it was hardly ever done. Certainly, there had been learned, literate females in Jewish history—Huldah the prophet and Deborah the judge were two of the more famous ones. Yet the only female who had ever stood behind the Magdala Torah stone to open the sacred scroll was Rebekkah, wife of Rabbi Eleazar, from Sepphoris. Her recitation years earlier had caused quite an uproar at the time.

Rabbi Eleazar had come to Magdala to see our famed mosaic floor, and our elders asked him to lead the Torah reading. But a last-minute cold took his voice, so right before the Sabbath service, he asked his wife to read in his stead. The elders objected loudly. Fuming, Rabbi Eleazar stood up and slammed his fist on the Torah stone. He pointed out, in a whisper so faint that people held their breaths to hear him, that if a woman had the ability to read, why should she not read God’s word? And why should she not read in public? Did not God want everyone to worship him, illiterate as well as literate? Would not God want any literate person, man or woman, to share His truth with others when the occasion arose, when there were ears that could hear? No one had an answer to that argument. After the service, even the elders had to admit that Rebekkah’s reading had been flawless and her learning excellent.

On that Sabbath birthday morning, I was terrified. But I never considered disobeying my father. I looked at my mother, who smiled and patted my back. “Go,” she said. Reluctantly, I stood up. Every part of me shook so hard that I could barely put one foot in front of the other. It wasn’t the reading I was afraid of—there were parts of the Torah I loved so well, I practically had them memorized. What I feared was reading aloud, in this cavernous room, before all these people, many of whom still resented the precedent Rebekkah had set, and who were now undoubtedly murmuring disapproval under their breaths.

When I arrived at the Torah stone, my father took my right hand. “Start here,” he whispered, placing my finger on the text in the scroll. “You will find strength in the words themselves, Magda. Let God’s words fortify you as you read them aloud.”

I began hesitantly, my voice faltering. “And God opened her eyes and . . . and she saw a well of water, and she went and filled . . . filled the skin with water and gave to the lad to drink. And God . . . God was with the lad, and he grew up. . . .” Slowly and painfully, I continued. Word by word, sentence by sentence, I improved. My voice became louder and more confident. My father was right—I felt empowered reading aloud and delivering God’s word with my own voice to a group of believers gathered to hear them. Some energy animated me, shaping my tongue, opening my diaphragm, clarifying my speech, and making the message echo across the room. In that moment, I believed more truly than I had ever believed before—in God, yes, but also in myself. By the time I got to the end of the reading, I was so immersed in the flow of God’s words, the slightest breeze might have carried me off to live with the angels.

Practically floating with joy, I drifted back to my seat. The rest of the service was a blur. I was too pleased and wrapped up in my performance to hear it. Afterward, friends and neighbors came up to my parents to congratulate them.

“I had no idea your Miriam was so accomplished,” said Lemuel the scribe. “Her Hebrew is excellent, as fluent as Rebekkah’s, if I remember correctly.”

“Magda is a quick learner,” said my father, “with a great facility for languages.”

“I have also learned Latin and Greek,” I called down from atop my pink cloud, heedless of my boasting. My mother gave me a sharp look.

“Is that so?” said Lemuel. He grinned and slapped my father on the back. “You know, Shimon, you might have to go farther afield than Magdala to find an appropriate husband for this young lady. I don’t think our young men can keep up with her.”

I blushed deeply, out of embarrassment and pride. Honestly? My egotism that day was through the roof. I can protest all I like about wrongfully being called an adulteress or whore for all these years, but I have to own up to the sin of pride. And isn’t pride an even greater sin than adultery? Isn’t it possibly the greatest sin of all? Yeshua and I had many conversations during the weeks of my healing, about whether the pride that I felt that day was the kind that would be considered sinful. He thought not. He told me that what I had experienced was not only pride in my own achievement, but pride in honoring my parents and God by reading well from the Torah. He reminded me of the commandment, “Love your fellow man as yourself.”

But in the two dark years that followed that day, I looked back with a critical eye. I tried desperately to make sense of an event that was nonsensical, tried to understand what I might have done to deserve what followed. The one thing that stood out was my own runaway arrogance in that Torah performance. And I saw what happened later as the severe correction I had earned, even though I remembered very little of it.

They say memory loss is normal after a traumatic experience. It’s a protective mechanism of our brains. Maybe my partial amnesia saved my sanity in the long term. For the sake of this story, I’ll try recalling what I can from that afternoon.

After our midday meal, I remember my parents going up to their bedchamber to rest, as was their custom on the Sabbath. I took a stroll through the olive groves, to mull over the many things on my mind: whether my parents would seek my betrothal, and if so, when; whether they would search for my husband in Magdala or beyond. Once more, I got sidetracked in thinking about whom in Magdala I might accept as a husband.

I thought again of Meir, the fisherman, youngest son of a man named Ehud whom I had befriended when I was a little girl. For years, Ehud used to let me help him sort fish while our servant Lydia was at the market. That was how I came to know Ehud’s five sons. My earliest friendship was with Ehud’s eldest boy, Judah. Judah taught me how to identify catfish, which were terefah, or “unclean,” and how to sort them into baskets for Gentiles. By the time I was old enough to pay attention to boys, Judah had married, and now he had a young baby. Undeterred, my school-girl’s crush shifted to Judah’s youngest brother, Meir.

Meir was now eighteen and oh, so handsome! Sometimes, I asked my father to walk along the harbor, claiming that I wanted to hear the waves and feel the wind on my face, when what I really wanted was to watch Meir sort fish. Those powerful arms. That wild untamed mesh of tresses bouncing on his shoulders like buoys bobbing in a gale.

In the middle of this fantasy, I realized that I had walked all the way through the olive orchards and back down to the synagogue. Here’s where my pride really misled me: on a moment’s whim, I decided to go back inside and relive the morning’s triumph, revisit the scene of my success, as it were. The sanctuary was empty and silent as I entered. Tiptoeing across the mosaic floor, I went to the bench where I had sat with my mother and took a seat, bowing my head in prayer.

I don’t remember what I prayed. Most likely, I was too caught up in the memory of my Torah reading to properly give thanks to God. Pride again. But my prayer was soon interrupted by footsteps and the chatter of other worshippers. I looked up.

It was the students from Gabara, all eight of them strolling noisily into the temple, showing no more deference or respect than they would in a public market. The tall one, who had made me so uncomfortable earlier and who seemed to be their leader, saw me immediately.

“Look who’s here! Our little Mistress of the Torah,” he mocked. He whispered something to the two men closest to him. They grinned and separated, walking around either end of the bench I sat on. Now I could no longer watch all of them—six men still approached me slowly, led by the tall one. And two others had just slipped out of my peripheral vision, one to the left, the other to the right. What were they up to?

My curiosity and confusion were suddenly replaced by fear. Something was not right about this situation. I should go. Immediately.

I was about to leap up out of my seat when my arms were grabbed from either side and pressed tightly against the back of the bench.

“What . . .?” I tried freeing myself, but the men holding me intensified their grip. “What do you want? Let me go!”

“It will be more pleasant for you if you don’t struggle,” the tall one said.

In the black void that follows, I remember strange details: the brown piece of fig skin stuck between the tall man’s front teeth; his low, gravelly voice, rasping like a scythe cutting through wheat stalks; and what he said, as he stood over me.

“It seems to me that a young woman who dares to read from the Torah ought to know what she is talking about,” he said, untying his sash. I twisted and turned against the stone, rubbing my skin raw. He tried grabbing my legs, but I kicked like a wildcat, so several others stepped forward to hold me by the knees. Someone clamped a large hand over my mouth. It stank of sweat and dirt.

“Hagar was forced to lie with a man. Shouldn’t you know, shouldn’t you understand, exactly what that means? How that feels?” The tall man pushed up my tunic and bent down to breathe in my ear. “Ah yes, I will teach you. I will teach you what it means not to be pure.”

The rest of that afternoon is lost, deeply buried in the recesses of a brain I put to rest long ago. I have no desire to go digging for it.
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If you’re a survivor of any kind of physical assault, you know what it feels like to be shattered. You used to be a whole person, but the violation of your body blasted you into little pieces. No matter how hard you try to patch yourself back together, you remain a fraction of your former self: the wounded, cobbled-together you rests over the whole you that used to exist. Maybe you try adding things to the numerator of that fraction—therapy, hypnosis, drugs, alcohol—to bring the ratio closer to one. Maybe some of those alternatives help for a while. But you can never quite get rid of the sucker-punch deep within you, that oozing creep of shame and blame that will perpetually keep you from feeling whole.

I can’t say how often I was raped—maybe it was only once, maybe it was many times by the same person, or maybe it was all seven men. All I know is that eight men approached me in the synagogue, and only one had the courage to carry me to my home afterward. I’m assuming he didn’t participate and that he felt bad about the crime, though clearly not bad enough to prevent it. To explain my unconsciousness, this young man told my parents I had had a seizure, and then he ran. My father immediately called for a physician, who discovered that I was bleeding and bruised in the genital area.

My parents never asked me any questions. The doctor told them all they needed to know. From my physical wounds, they knew I had been sexually violated, perhaps multiple times. From the identity of the young man who brought me home (whom they immediately recognized as one of the rabbinical students), they knew who was responsible. Unfortunately, they also knew that they would never get justice against the perpetrator, because no one would believe that a young girl, who couldn’t even remember the event, was raped in a holy space by holy men dedicating their lives to God. It was unfathomable; therefore, it could not have happened.

I was lucky in one respect: my parents did not blame me. They could have, because now that I was no longer a virgin, I was practically unmarriageable. That must have been a heavy blow to them. But they did not turn their faces from me in disgust, as so many other families would have done.

That day in the synagogue was a turning point in my life. Before then, I was a smart, strong-willed girl who was used to getting her way, who did pretty much everything a boy did, who looked at the world with a fearlessness and bright-eyed wonder that, in first-century Roman-occupied and impoverished Galilee, could only come from economic privilege.

After that day, I was a pariah, to myself and to the people of Magdala. No one blamed me more for my defilement than I did. Actually, defiled is a mild word to describe my self-perception. When I first heard others whisper that I was possessed by demons, I thought, Yes, that’s perfect. That’s exactly who I am. Evil, evil to the core. Evil and filthy and foul.

g

The day I followed Yeshua up to the leper camp, I quivered on that knee-jerk impulse of fear and self-loathing. By the time we saw the collection of patchy goatskin tents that marked the end of our route, I was terrified, but I resolved to accept the fate that I convinced myself I had earned.

On the edge of the encampment, we came upon a small clearing buzzing with gnats and flies. Swatting at the pests, I quickly saw what attracted them: a food depot. To the right of the path, plates and platters piled with fruit, bread, and cheese and covered loosely with linen had been left in the dirt. To the left, a jumble of empty dishes and trays sat awaiting collection.

“Provisions for the afflicted, brought by family and friends,” Yeshua explained. He knelt next to one of the trays on the right and lifted the linen. “I am hoping someone will have left a supply of . . . ah, yes! Excellent.” He withdrew a small cruet and replaced the cloth.

I followed him into the tiny settlement, staying close to his side, unsure what to expect. I call it a settlement, but really it wasn’t much more than a ragtag collection of tattered and element-battered animal skins pulled over a makeshift framework of tree branches. (Think of your modern-day tent cities, homeless people squatting under highway ramps. Different time, same societal purge.)

Because of the rain, people huddled under a jujube tree with great thick limbs that extended up and horizontally over the group. As Yeshua approached, the lepers shrank back in a reflex of fear habituated by years of rejection. Undeterred, he walked forward, making sure to touch lightly the hand or shoulder of anyone within arm’s reach. When he reached the base of the tree, he stopped. There, in a shallow bed of dirt that had been smoothed out between the tree’s roots, lay a woman with her eyes closed and her mouth contorted in pain.

She was gaunt and shriveled, a dried fig of a human being. It was impossible to say how old she was, because disease had completely blotched her skin and ravaged her limbs and face. Two younger women crouched by her head, stretching a piece of linen between them to shelter her face from raindrops.

“Come,” Yeshua beckoned to me. He knelt down at the woman’s feet, and I did the same, trying hard not to recoil in horror.

“Let us give our sister some relief,” he said.

Yeshua reached for my hands and turned my palms up. Then he cupped them together and poured a measure of olive oil from the flask he had taken. “You have been instructed in the art of anointment, yes?” he asked.

I hesitated. My mother was the expert in anointment, not I.

My mother’s hopes for my future evaporated when I was raped. With every drop of blood on my bedsheets, there went her dreams about my marriage, perhaps to the son of some merchant in Bethsaida or Tiberias. With every excruciating cramp of my womb, there went her fantasies about grandchildren who might play in her courtyard. I had grown up too quickly to satisfy all my mother’s nurturing instincts, and if she had placed her hopes in becoming a doting and loving grandparent, those too were suddenly erased.

Nevertheless, ever resilient, my mother poured her instincts into taking care of me. She sang to me and fed me soups and stews, though I had very little appetite. And she practiced a skill that proved indispensable to my recovery. Indeed, it would later become vital to my identity. Anointment.

Judging just from what’s written in the Bible—a book that, I will remind you, was largely written by men—you might think that anointment was a rite practiced only by, and upon, priests and kings. That it was a ceremony in which one person of high honor applied oil to the skin of another person of equal esteem, in order to consecrate him. (Ceremonial anointment always involved a “him.”) And sure, ceremonial anointment did take place, whenever a king had to be coronated or a high priest ordained. But those liturgies were few and far between.

Much more common was the anointment practiced by women in every household. The application of herbal oils to family members who were sick or in pain. The ritual blessing of guests before dinner. The final commemoration of the body of a loved one before it was wrapped in a shroud. Anointment was a tactile ritual handed down from mother to daughter, linking them to grandmothers past and granddaughters to come.

When I was recovering from my attack, my mother called upon the magic of anointment to reconnect me to my body. Twice a day, at dawn and dusk, she came to my bed with a small bowl of oil, which she rubbed on her hands and massaged into my skin, from my scalp to the soles of my feet. Drifting in and out of consciousness, I smelled something sublime, spicy and sweet, wet and earthy, like cassia incense lit inside a damp stone room.

“You are using myrrh oil?” asked the physician one evening, arriving just as my mother completed her ritual and sniffing the air.

“My husband could not get frankincense from our trader. I understand that myrrh also has healing powers,” my mother explained.

“Oh yes, myrrh has excellent medicinal qualities,” he reassured her. “It greatly reduces pain and inflammation. If you can afford the expense, of course. It is quite dear.”

My mother did not answer him. She waited until he left to bend toward me and whisper, “Nothing is more dear to me than you, Magda. Nothing.”

Anointment was revelatory. My mother’s oiled fingers, slowly and steadily tracing the contours of my body, coolly brushing through my hair and over my forehead, told me that she cherished me. They recalled me to the sleepy hours I had spent with her when I was a baby, nestled against the warmth and nourishment of her breast, oblivious to every threat or attraction in the world outside, content and peaceful in the cocoon she created.

I was not the only beneficiary of my mother’s skills. Her reputation as an expert anointer had brought her to numerous homes in Magdala, whenever someone was ill and needed healing oils, or when someone had died and there was no woman in the family proficient in preparing the body for burial. And when beloved friends visited our home, she sent them off with an “embalming grace”—a few minutes during which she massaged their necks and shoulders with her strong fingers doused in fragrant oil. Though I watched her do this for years, and she had instructed me in the basics of the art, I still felt far from capable.

Yeshua waited patiently for my response.

“My mother taught me how to anoint,” I said, “but I consider myself a novice.”

“Good enough. Magda, I would ask you to share whatever skill you have with this woman.” Yeshua moved back a bit to give me easier access to the woman’s feet.

I should have balked. After all, I was being told to touch the body of a leper, which I understood to be a sure and inevitable step toward ending up right here, in this wretched community of outcasts. Yet strangely, I felt no anxiety. Slowly, I rubbed the oil over my hands and fingers, as I had seen my mother do countless times before.

If you are a staunch and devout Catholic, you’ll recoil at the thought that Yeshua was asking me to engage in a rite that is, essentially, body massage. Because doesn’t that lead inevitably to sexual arousal? Which in turn launches a carnival of depravity and dissolution?

To which I can only raise my eyebrows and ask: Really?

Yeshua would tell you that there is nothing more holy than physical touch, because touch is a palpable moment of togetherness between humans. The whole point of my anointing the woman before me was to establish kinship with her. “She feels alone, completely abandoned by society, unredeemable,” Yeshua said to me that day. “In anointing her, you begin removing some of the armor that she has amassed around her soul.”

Cautiously, I picked up one of her feet and used my fingertips to stroke and knead the oil into her skin—the heel calloused by rough sand and gravel, the gnarled and misshapen toes battered by small rocks and bits of desert brush. I slowly glided my thumbs up along the softer, more sensitive arch and heard her utter a low groan of release.

“This world has
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