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			To Gabriel and Ismael, in whom I place my faith

		

	
		
		
			
				Thou hast shewed thy people hard things:

				thou hast made us to drink the wine of astonishment.

				—Psalms 60:3

			

		

	
		
		
			Author’s Note

			I’d been searching for something else, in early September 2003, when I came across an account by a rabbi named Myron Zuber. The title caught my attention: “Converting Inca Indians in Peru.” It purported to tell the story of an Indigenous Peruvian, Segundo Villanueva, a “good Catholic” who, moved by a passage in the Bible, had renounced the ancestral faith to embrace what he saw as the one true religion: Judaism. After many years of suffering and persecution, Zuber recounted, Villanueva had amassed hundreds of followers who considered him a prophet. They all converted to Judaism and migrated to Israel.

			The rabbi’s tale was riddled with errors (to begin with, there are no “Inca Indians” in Peru, and Segundo was not Indigenous but mestizo), exaggerations, and, as I later learned, outright inventions, but no sooner had I finished reading it than I ran to the phone and called the number listed at the bottom along with an address on Blauvelt Road in Monsey, New York, where the rabbi was accepting donations for the community.

			Although I introduced myself in English, the woman who answered the phone noticed my accent right away and, in a cheerful Spanish, told me Rabbi Zuber had died. She was his widow, Margalit, called Margarita back in Peru, one of the Jewish converts the account talked about. The others, including Villanueva and his family, now lived in Israel; if I wanted, she could give me their phone numbers.

			And so it was that a couple of weeks later, on September 27, 2003, in the Jewish New Year 5764, I landed at Ben Gurion Airport with four kilos of yucca, which Naomi, Segundo Villanueva’s daughter, had asked me to bring when I called from Buenos Aires. Yucca didn’t grow well in her West Bank garden, the holidays were approaching, and she wanted to make a Peruvian dish.

			Awaiting me in their settlement were also her two sisters, Raquel and Eva, and her daughter, Hadassa. When Naomi pulled the long brown tubers from the bag, there were exclamations of delight; they told me they were going to cook them for the night after Yom Kippur.

			It was lunchtime. They had me go first in the line to wash hands. I turned on the tap and did so without thinking. Behind me I sensed contained laughter, shock. It took a minute for me to realize I’d misinterpreted as a matter of hygiene what was in fact a religious ritual.

			“You’re not religious?” they asked.

			No, I explained. I’m the child of an Argentine Jewish father descended from Eastern Europeans and a Paraguayan Catholic mother whose grandparents were Basque, Guarani, and Danish. When they got married, my parents agreed that their children would be the ones to decide their own religious identity. My father was an atheist; my mother, observant. When my youngest brother was born, after a difficult childbirth, my mother announced that I had decided to be baptized Catholic with my newborn brother. The two of us look like her; my other two siblings, more like my father, stuck with his side, taking no religion; some time later, one of them decided to get baptized too. At my mother’s insistence, I was sent to a Catholic school run by nuns.

			At the time we lived in Salta, an Argentinian city in the Andes where, as in the Peru of the Villanuevas, most of the population is mestizo and vestiges of a racist, hierarchical social structure inherited from the Spanish remain. In catechism class, the nuns professed that my father wouldn’t go to heaven; only those who’d been baptized could claim that right. For a long time, I was tortured by nightmares in which my father was burning in hell, and I implored him to convert to Catholicism. But over the years I gave up, not just on my attempt to convert him, but on Catholicism itself. Feeling separated from my father pained me, and it unsettled me that my paternal grandmother, when speaking about Jews, always employed a “we” that didn’t include me. For years I struggled, feeling the need to reconcile my Catholic education with the pervasive assumption that with a last name so clearly Jewish—to Argentinian ears—I had to be Jewish myself.

			The women smiled understandingly; after all, the clash between Catholicism and Judaism in Latin America was far more familiar to them than it was to me. I was middle class, from a country that, for most of the twentieth century, was home to the third-largest Jewish population in the world, after Israel and the United States. The Villanueva women, on the other hand, had been poor, mestizas, in a classist and deeply Catholic country where Jews made up less than .01 percent of the population. It had been a long, hard-fought battle to get to where they were. Even now, after everything they’d done to be seen as Jewish in the world, people tended to assume that they weren’t.

			They taught me how to wash my hands, pouring water from the pitcher over one hand first, then the other, and then over the first again. Over the following years, I learned as much as I could about rituals and the Jewish Bible. I took Hebrew classes so I could understand their language, a Spanish sprinkled with Hebrew words and expressions. I also learned about the many Christian credos they followed before finding Judaism and about Peruvian politics and religious history, as well as the economic and class divisions that informed their choices.

			In the afternoon, the women introduced me to their mother, María Teresa, and took me for a walk through their settlement. During the first days I spent with them, they kept me apart from the men in the family. Segundo was not there, and I didn’t get to see him until two years later. On that first trip, in Jerusalem I met his son Josué, who became a central source for this book. Although I had met the women first, they soon decided to step back. The men would tell the story.

			Over the next fifteen years, the story of Segundo Villanueva and his community would take me, time and again, to the mountains and cities of Peru, to Colombia, to Israel, and to the West Bank settlements. It is a story that I often thought I’d understood and then realized I had misunderstood; a story that seemed to have one ending and then turned out to have another. A story that, nearly two decades later, I still find incredible.

		

	
		
		
			Part One

			

		

	
		
		
			The clouds hang heavy over the Peruvian Andes. Nothing moves, except the tenuous white tremble blanketing the mountain.

			An hour goes by.

			Then another.

			Suddenly, from out of the clouds, comes a figure: half poncho, one-third hat. Beneath the red vicuña-wool poncho hang the hems of her skirts. Beneath them are thick black tights and the two muddy crusts that envelop her shoes. The woman’s tall wide-brimmed hat makes her look smaller; her back is bowed under an invisible weight. Her eyes are hidden in a mass of wrinkles, and her mouth curves into something that might be a smile or a grimace. She walks slowly, so slowly, across the Andean foothills. As if she’s been walking for hundreds of years. It seems impossible that she will ever arrive, that there is any place at which to arrive at this altitude.

			But when the sun finally casts its warmth, the clouds lift and one can see Rodacocha, a smattering of adobe shacks, pastures, and potato fields impossible to find on any map, having no church, no school, no police station or health clinic. A single dirt road, which until recently was simply rutted cart tracks, runs through the middle of it. Cajamarca, the closest city, is a six-hour walk if you know the shortcuts, three if you’ve got a horse.

			Gaggles of geese and hens peck the ground in mechanical fervor. The hatted woman stops by a pile of fetid slop, which pigs the size of rams defend from the ferocious assault of some dogs. She lets out a shout that reveals toothless gums, and the dogs take off toward a long sky-blue hut as her husband emerges from within.

			A hundred paces away, across the road, some adobe ruins are threatening to collapse definitively. The roof and two of the four walls already have, leaving the structure’s mud and straw entrails on view. Two rotted wooden shutters hang from the back window like broken bones. The blackened dirt floor is overrun by weeds.

			That shack, the man says, is where his cousin Segundo Villanueva was raised. The one who went off in search of another faith and never returned. And up there is where his father had his potato field; that’s the trail he used to ride on his horse; there’s the hill where his mother got the tragic news. Everything was as it is now, just as it is now, except for the trees.[1]

			As it is now: with no horizon. Wherever you look, mountain and more mountain. It’s as though the only possible escape were up in the sky—when it’s not clouded over. How was it—how is it, the visitor wonders—even possible to envision a different life from within these confines?

			Actually, this is not in fact where it all began. It began almost five hundred years earlier, down the mountain, in the valley that was, for a brief moment in history, the heart of the Incan Empire, the Tahuantinsuyo, or center of the world. The fertile plains are where the Inca Atahualpa ruled over nine million subjects, across two and a half million square kilometers. He’d just vanquished his most formidable rival, his brother Huascar, who had ruled from Cuzco, in a brutal war. Victory was intoxicating: he was the personification of a god, Son of the Sun, Powerful Lord of the Four Parts of the World. He was to be carried in a litter. Forever more. Should his feet ever touch the earth, catastrophe would follow.

			And thus they never touched it. He held himself above all things human. Was that the reason why, when his sentries warned him that a group of strangers was approaching—166 men with sixty-two horses—he attached no importance to the matter? Or perhaps it was because his warriors numbered in the thousands. Or maybe he assumed nobody would do anything but surrender at the sight of Cajamarca, his fortified city in the foothills, with houses two hundred strides long surrounded by low walls and covered with wood and straw, two thousand subjects living in them, colorful fabric filling great storehouses, and great stone steps that led, beseechingly, up to it from the valley.[2]

			Did they not sense their own insignificance, those 166 men with their sixty-two horses, on beholding it? No, they did not. They were intent on conquering, spurred on by implacable ambition. Or by complacency. Or by desperation. For thirty years, their leader, the Spaniard Francisco Pizarro, had sought glory and fortune in the new continent known as the Indies. Hernán Cortés had found both in the North, on defeating the Aztecs. Dreaming of equal success, Pizarro had claimed for himself the lands of the South, which the Spaniards referred to as Birú and believed to abound in gold and silver.

			Others had failed to conquer. It seemed likely that Pizarro would fail as well. He’d crossed sterile coasts and infested mangroves; he’d known hunger, infection, and terrible pain. Many of his men had deserted; others had died. The most tenacious had marched on with him in the scorching sun, survived a bubonic plague, fought hostile tribes, gasped for air in the never-ending rocky mountains and on frozen savannas. And here they were: a band of survivors still convinced of their victory. Or maybe exhaustion, avarice, and the need to conquer were all they had left.

			Shrewdly, they requested permission to stay in the area, and the Inca—condescending, scornful—conceded it. They settled on his land and studied the city. The central square was walled. There was only one way in or out. If they could only corral all the “Indians” inside it…

			On the afternoon of November 15, 1532, at Pizarro’s request to confer, the Inca Atahualpa entered the square on a gold-and-silver palanquin, escorted by eight thousand warriors. Hidden in the structures enclosing the plaza, Pizarro’s men were so terrified they wet themselves.

			Not their commander. Pizarro had a plan.

			But it couldn’t be executed straightaway. According to his mercenary contract with the Spanish Crown, he was required to explain himself before killing. A punctilious document, which he had carried with him from the other side of the ocean, instructed him what to say: that the conquest was being carried out in the name of God and the conquered could save themselves if they submitted to Him.[3]

			Pizarro didn’t know how to read, but he’d brought from Spain, for this very purpose, six men of the church who did. Of the six, only one, Vicente de Valverde, was still at his side: the others had died, deserted, or simply remained behind.

			Valverde took a few steps toward the Inca, who, bedecked in his crown and wearing an emerald necklace, looked on him scornfully from atop his palanquin. The priest was clad in what was left of his Dominican black habit; in his hand he clutched a book. That book, he explained to the Inca with the help of an interpreter, contained the truth of God: the God and the religion he’d come to reveal and to which he commanded submission.

			A new god! As though in response, the Sun, omnipotent god whose temple had been erected in that very plaza, began to set magnificently in the west.

			The Inca signaled to the priest to pass him the small rectangular object he held. He took it, examined it, turned it over, perplexed. Valverde reached out a hand to show him how to open the book. Miffed at the man’s familiarity, the Inca rebuffed him, striking Valverde’s arm. He opened the book and examined it closely, apparently fascinated. Then he closed it and flung it to the ground.

			The book, so sacred to Valverde that before opening it he would kiss it, landed five feet away; the interpreter rushed to retrieve it and return it to him. Holding it in his clenched hand, Valverde ran to Pizarro, shouting what some witnesses claimed were words of vengeance and others said were exclamations of fear.

			As far as Pizarro was concerned, formalities had been complied with; he gave the prearranged signal to his men. The explosions coming from incredible, hitherto-unseen weapons and the charge of horses frightened the Inca’s warriors who, hurling their arms to the ground, attempted to flee through the plaza’s one narrow exit. Hundreds died in the crush; the rest were killed by harquebuses and muskets or skewered by the implacable swords of Spain. The last rays of the Sun died out as the massacre ended.

			Imprisoned, the Inca offered to buy his freedom with two rooms full of silver and another of gold. The Spaniards agreed, and the Inca honored his part of the deal. But the Spaniards did not honor theirs. They kept the gold and silver, and allowed only for the Inca to choose his form of death: at the stake, or by garotte. And they added a condition: if he did not want to be burned, he had to accept the true God—the God of his captors. To die burned at the stake was unthinkable for the Inca: consumed by flames, he would not be brought back in the next world. So to ensure the salvation of his body, he was forced to accept that of his soul.

			Valverde himself baptized Atahualpa. Once the ritual was over, he was strangled to death in the Cajamarca plaza, before his horrified people. The Spaniards displayed his body in a church that Pizarro ordered built on the ruins of the temple to the Sun.

			His subjects were now orphaned, with no Inca and no faith. There had been a cluster of villages where, until that time, multiple coexisting gods were worshipped without problem: Inti, god of the Sun; Pachamama, goddess of nature; Pachacamac, god of earthquakes; the Apus, gods of the hills; Catequil, the oracle god; Huari, god of war; Urcuchillay, god of animals; Supay, god of the underworld. Some had their own temples and shrines; others were venerated on vessels, in tombs, the mummies of ancestors, trees, plants, and mountains.

			The Spaniards’ theology, however, would brook no competition.[4] Hernando Pizarro, Francisco’s brother, took a group of soldiers and stormed the temple to Pachacamac, an important place of pilgrimage predating the Incas themselves. He broke the Pachacamac idol and humiliated the priests. Sepulchres, huacas (revered objects), and temples were likewise destroyed throughout the conquered territory.

			The victors and their priests spoke of a God whose son had died to save all men, including the vanquished. But they had to accept Him as their only God or suffer the consequences.

			Preexisting religions were reviled as idolatry. A new force, the Inquisition, came from Spain to eradicate them via torture and the stake. It cemented the idea of infinite suffering, known as hell, that the Spanish priests had brought to the Andes. The new churches were filled with terrifying images in which idol worshippers burned in eternal fire for disobeying this new God.

			They were also filled with figures and statuettes of the Son of God, his mother, the Virgin Mary, and countless saints that resembled huacas, the objects representing their now-forbidden gods. The priests soon discovered that the venerable figures of their saints were being used in secret as huacas so that people could keep worshipping their old gods.

			That was all the vanquished had left. Two attempted insurrections were put down by force, and disease, oppression, and sorrow finished off the rest. More than 80 percent of the Inca Empire’s population disappeared in the forty years after Pizarro’s arrival; nine million were reduced to little more than one million, their births and deaths authenticated by church sacraments and marked by a calendar including Christmas, Easter, Sunday Mass, and saints’ days. From this—the plunder of some, the subjugation of others, and a religion that theoretically united them—was born Peru.

			

			—

			Decades after Pizarro, in the final days of the sixteenth century, Cristóbal Fernández Nieto de Villanueva would come to Cajamarca from Spain. Like other Europeans, he surely came in search of the fortunes he envisioned as boundless and at his disposal. What he found instead was that the conquistadors and their descendants were killing one another over the spoils, which the Spanish Crown would in the end forcibly seize with the help of their armies. Adventurers like Villanueva abounded in both cities and countryside, where they found no fortune whatsoever and exploited the vanquished in order to survive.

			The Spaniards’ plunder had obliterated everything, even the land. Rumi Tiana, the hill against which the city was set, was renamed Santa Apolonia; the Inca’s buildings were now mere ruins; the storehouses full of fabric—the pride of Tahuantinsuyo—had also been destroyed, as had the shrines.

			Out of the avarice and misery, a new order was emerging. Villanueva witnessed Cajamarca reborn as a colonial city of tile-roofed houses with patios, churches on every street, and an economy based on agriculture and mining. New landowners claimed the prosperous parts of the valley, while the Inca people, and later their descendants, were reduced to servitude, de facto if not de jure. Villanueva, too, managed to lay claim to fertile land in the valley; he too was served by those who had once been in charge.[5]

			But masters and servants were destined to mix. And Villanueva witnessed this as well: the birth of a new people, born of the union between Spanish men and Andean women. His own descendants would come of this intermingling: the spaces reserved for the wives of his son Juan and grandson Cristóbal would remain blank on his family tree, for in early Peruvian history only the Spanish and the Inca nobility had names.

			Without the social status of their European ancestor, however, the Villanueva mestizos were sent off to the mountains, to settlements like Encañada and Sorochuco, to unknown territories like Rodacocha, and even higher up the mountain, to the remote Milpoc, where the air was so thin it was difficult to breathe and the earth neither possessed nor produced the riches that it did in the valley. The higher up the land, the less it was worth: the only things that grew in the pastures of Rodacocha were barley, potatoes, and yucca.

			But there the Villanuevas, unlike the majority of their neighbors, were still their own masters, with an illusion of privilege that was preserved and transmitted from generation to generation, down an increasingly impoverished lineage.

			And so it was that:

			Cristóbal fathered Juan, who fathered Cristóbal.

			Cristóbal fathered Miguel, who fathered Juan.

			Juan fathered Andrés, who fathered Juan.

			Juan fathered Bartolomé.

			Bartolomé fathered Segundo Aquiles.

			Segundo Aquiles fathered Álvaro,[6] who fathered Segundo.

			When he was old enough, Álvaro received an indeterminate percentage of high fields on which potatoes and yellow grassland grew, and the Rodacocha shack in which his grandfather Bartolomé had lived and died—a thick mud and adobe rectangle with rammed-earth floor, wood beams, and thatch roof that received very little light through its narrow door and small back window but stayed cool when the sun was scorching and warm when frost fell. It also stank of wood smoke, food, and the crowded-together bodies of Álvaro, his wife, Abigail Correa, and their five children.

			The neighbors would see Álvaro return from Cajamarca with slippers for Abigail and fresh fruits for the children, and whisper. He spoiled them so! Didn’t even make them work. His firstborn, Segundo Eloy, was such a smart, curious boy that his father decided to give him the education his ancestors had never had. Álvaro hired a teacher from Cajamarca by the surname of Camacho who would walk six hours to Rodacocha to teach Segundo to read and write. When he reached the age for third grade, Segundo was sent to his grandmother’s house in Cajamarca to attend school.

			Álvaro tended the farms of Rodacocha, the potato fields and pastures of Milpoc, high up the mountain, and employed a ranch hand there to care for his cattle. Around noon on Thursday, November 9, 1944, Álvaro left on horseback for the city of Celendín, crossing the mountain headed east to buy some bulls. He carried with him four hundred soles, some cold meat, four ponchos, a wool blanket, and two calves he was planning to leave in Milpoc, where he’d spend the night awaiting his neighbor Herminio Lozano, who was to accompany him to Celendín.

			On Saturday, close to 11:00 a.m., the residents of Milpoc heard two shots fired. They were not alarmed; there were always hunters around there. The following day, a hand from a nearby farm found Álvaro close to the shack on his pasture in Milpoc, sitting on the ground, his torso slumped forward and a wound to his chest. Seventy paces away, dogs fought over what remained of Herminio Lozano, shot to death and with his face disfigured by knife wounds. In his mouth, the medical examiner found a five-centavo silver coin.[7]

			Abigail was there for the autopsy. When she saw the bullet from the Winchester .44 removed from her husband’s chest, she knew that the weapon had been his own and the murderer could be none other than Filadelfio Chávez, a neighbor whom Álvaro had lent it to two months earlier. Though they’d been friends, they were on bad terms. Álvaro had reproached Filadelfio, saying that the man’s animals had ruined his potato field, and Filadelfio, rather than apologize, had threatened to kill him.

			Four years later, the prosecutor working the case accused Filadelfio of the double homicide. According to his investigation, Filadelfio, who in his youth had stood out in the army for his marksmanship, had been drinking sugarcane liquor in the shack with Álvaro and Herminio the night before he killed them. Another local, Belisario Villar, had moved the corpses and mutilated Lozano’s face so that he wouldn’t be recognized. He was charged as an accomplice. Someone else, the prosecutor said, had placed the “coin of magic” in Herminio’s mouth in order, as per local belief, to guide the police to the killers. Filadelfio’s hand, Virgilio Chávez Carranza, was identified as a second accomplice: he’d stolen the money with which Álvaro planned to buy the cattle.

			Despite the prosecutor’s accusation, the judge freed the accused and closed the case.

			Abigail denounced corruption: she told her children that the judge had asked her for money to sentence the guilty, but she’d had nothing to give him. The injustice filled Segundo with rage. He was seventeen when he lost his father, twenty-one when the murderer was set free.

			“He killed with a bullet, and I will kill him with my own hands, because he’s left us without our daily bread,” he swore to his mother and sisters.[8]

			Segundo’s sisters threw themselves at him to stop him.

			Shouting and weeping, his mother begged him: Don’t do it.

			But what else could he do?

			They’d lost their father; they’d lost most of their land, having been compelled to sell it; they’d lost Rodacocha. They’d had to move in with his grandmother in the city, and now Abigail was selling meat in the market and straw hats in the square.

			Segundo had gone to Lima to become an officer in the civil guard. It had been his father’s dream to see him in those tall black boots, one hand on the hilt of his Spanish foil, perhaps chasing bandits like in 1920s Cajamarca. He’d come to the exam well prepared. In his notebook, Segundo had written, “The fundamentals of discipline: absolute obedience to laws, regulations, and superiors.”[9]

			But neither obedience nor preparation had saved him from the impediment he’d had since birth: Segundo stuttered.

			That involuntary defect disqualified him. His father’s last wish had been thwarted.

			Segundo admired the physical strength he’d inherited from his father. Even the forensic pathologists who performed his father’s autopsy had noticed his “athletic” build. When he was still a boy, his father had chased a puma to a river, grabbed it by the tail, and thrown it into the water, where he’d strangled it with his own hands. Segundo too was capable of such feats: capable of felling a tree with a machete, capable of snapping thick branches with his bare hands, capable of knocking his cousins down and beating them at wrestling. Capable, if so required, of killing a man.

			What else could he do?

			There was one thing left: his father’s trunk, a trunk that had been in the family for generations.

			In March 1905, knowing he didn’t have long to live, Segundo’s great-grandfather Bartolomé, who was illiterate, had called a justice of the peace to dictate his will. He had started by listing the dogmas of his faith, the sovereign mystery of the Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. He had then proceeded to list a dozen plots, farms, and meadows of indeterminate size and worth; four mares; one brush; three large tables and three small tables; eighteen chairs; and one large trunk. Bartolomé’s trunk went to Segundo Aquiles, and after his death, to Álvaro. It was now Segundo’s inheritance.

			Many years later, Segundo would tell his children the two simple facts: that his father had been killed; and that he had opened the trunk. Looking back, it seems impossible for it to have been any other way, impossible for him not to have been led by an invisible hand to that old chest—impossible that he would have chosen to kill instead.

			But then, at age twenty-one, when all he could think about was revenge, what was he looking for by riffling through the family inheritance? Hidden treasure? A message? Some ulterior desire, a new dream? Perhaps a souvenir? Or his destiny?

			What he found was the Bible.[10]

		

	
		
		
			What was a Bible doing in his father’s trunk? There were no Bibles, or should be no Bibles, in a Catholic house. Especially not the house of a cholo from the hills. A Bible in one’s home was not illegal, but it was an act of arrogance; it was heresy, a sign of audacity or insanity. Missionaries and colporteurs had been stoned, sometimes killed, by the neighbors when they tried to sell Bibles in these Catholic towns. When Álvaro was a boy, owning a Bible was an anathema. Perhaps that’s why he had never mentioned it or shown it to his family; perhaps that’s why it was hidden at the bottom of his trunk.

			Like his siblings, Segundo had been baptized in Cajamarca Cathedral. His mother took the children to Mass whenever they went to the city. They sat on the long wooden penitents’ benches on one side of the lengthy nave flanked by walls covered in images of saints. There Segundo, like all Catholics, listened to the Bible that the priest read from, standing at the magnificent gold-leaf altar. He listened but did not understand, for the priest read in Latin, a language neither Segundo nor almost anyone else in all of Cajamarca knew. The Bible was for priests; they alone were permitted to read it and understand it. To the faithful of Peru, who’d had religion imposed on them four centuries earlier, the Bible had always been inaccessible.

			And yet now here one was—in Spanish and within reach. In his strong hands, it was a small, delicate book with pages soft as silk and a mysterious black cover that seemed to contain a treasure:[11] his father’s final, secret bequest. Ignoring bloody centuries of obedience, Segundo opened the book and began to read.

			The first thing he found was a table of contents that listed two parts:[12] the Old Testament, with thirty-nine books, and the New Testament, with twenty-seven. A total of 793 pages. Then the beginning: Genesis. God created the world from nothing and filled it with all the things that Segundo still saw around him now: the day and the night; the heavens and the seas; the grass, trees, and fruits; the sun, the moon, and the stars; the reptiles and the fowl; large animals and cattle; and finally man, “in God’s image,” to have dominion over all things. Creation took six days. On the seventh day, God relaxed. And “God blessed the seventh day, and sanctified it: because that in it he had rested from all his work.”

			From the first man, Adam, and the first woman, Eve, Segundo read on, came generations who spread across the earth. But rather than thank their Creator, humans disobeyed, unleashing wrath and punishment. Far from learning their lesson, men filled the world with evil and violence, and “repented the LORD that he had made man on earth.” To right his error, God sent a flood to destroy the earth and humanity, except for Noah, who had been faithful. With his descendants was “the whole earth overspread,” and God promised not to destroy it again. Later, God chose one of those descendants, Abraham, to whom he offered a covenant: “between me and you and thy seed after thee in their generations for an everlasting covenant.” God would give him “all the land in Canaan for an everlasting possession” and would make of him and his descendants a great nation with a great name; he would be their God and protect them for all time. In exchange, he demanded the obedience that he had yet to receive.

			In order to test Abraham, God commanded him to sacrifice his son Isaac. When Abraham, knife in hand, prepared to obey, God stopped him: he had proven his faithfulness. In place of human sacrifice, God commanded him to circumcise himself as well as all the men of his house as an expression of the everlasting covenant between them.

			Genesis went on to recount the story of this family through one chosen son in each generation: after Abraham, Isaac; after Isaac, Jacob; after Jacob, Joseph. This story gave an account of deeds, men, and women that Segundo had never heard spoken of at church. Although it was common in Peru for children to be baptized with biblical names like Juan (John), Pedro (Peter), and Pablo (Paul), there were many other peculiar names, such as Pildash, Jidlaph, Nahor, Milcah, Gaham, Thahash, and Maachah.

			Despite the plethora of strange and wondrous events that occurred there, the land of Canaan sounded familiar to Segundo. It was the world of his father, of Rodacocha, of Milpoc, full of donkeys and goats, roast lamb, udders and milk, crops harvested or ruined. The people there concocted the same petty schemes, found themselves in the same absurd predicaments.

			In Genesis, bloodlines and relations were wildly entangled. It was not only Adam and Eve’s children, or Noah’s descendants who, having no other option, coupled and raised offspring: Abraham married his half sister Sarah; Nahor, his niece Milcah. Cousins married as well: Isaac and Rebekah; Esau and Mahalath; Jacob and Leah and Rachel. And Reuben lay with Bilhah, his father’s concubine, and Judah with his daughter-in-law Tamar, and Amram with his aunt Jochebed. Wasn’t Rodacocha like that, too? His grandmother Evarista, at forty-seven, had formed a union with Juan Correa, the twenty-one-year-old brother of Segundo’s mother, Abigail. Filadelfio’s mother was cousin to Álvaro, Segundo’s father, but had also had a child with Abigail’s father. Abigail’s mother, in turn, was Filadelfio’s aunt. And that was just his immediate family.

			Their disputes were similar as well. In Milpoc, Álvaro had accused his friend Filadelfio of allowing his animals to destroy Álvaro’s potato field; in retaliation, Filadelfio had set fire (at least according to Abigail) to Álvaro’s shack. Juan Correa had reported Álvaro, his brother-in-law, for having stolen eight of his cows; Correa himself, however, had been imprisoned several times for cattle theft. And Filadelfio had killed Segundo’s father.

			In Genesis, Jacob deceived his own brother and father in order to receive Esau’s birthright and had to flee to distant lands, from which he returned, after certain misfortunes, fearing vengeance. But after Jacob passed another test, God gave him a new name, Israel, and his brother, rather than make him pay for his scheming, embraced and welcomed him. Joseph, the son of Jacob who was detested by his ten siblings, was thrown into a well and then sold to people who took him to Egypt. But with the help of God he managed to become the Pharaoh’s highest-ranking officer, and when his brothers came to Egypt in search of bread because of famine, Joseph forgave them and the family was reunited.

			Though the people of the Book were as envious, suspicious, resentful, and greedy as those he’d known throughout his childhood and adolescence, the favor of God, to whom they paid tribute and showed obedience, distinguished them and ultimately brought them redemption and salvation. They were like any other men, but with Him in their lives they were special.

			Segundo was overcome with awe-inspiring emotion. God was speaking to him. Through the Book, He was showing him the way to live. By the time he finished Genesis, Segundo’s world had been created anew, or perhaps it had simply been revealed to him for the first time.

			Like the men of the Book, he too must be different. But how? The answers he needed were certainly to be found in the Book.

			At the end of Genesis, Abraham’s descendants were reunited in Egypt. When he died, Jacob—(Israel)—said that of each of his twelve sons would be born a tribe. And his son Joseph, on his deathbed, announced that they and all of their descendants, the twelve tribes, would return to Canaan, the land promised by God.

			Four hundred years later, in the second book, Exodus, the descendants, called the children of Israel, or Israelites, were enslaved by a new king of Egypt who ordered them to kill all of their sons. One of them, Moses, was saved by his mother and raised by one of the Pharaoh’s daughters. God then sought him out, to lead the people of Israel back to the land of Abraham, a “land of milk and honey” to which Israel was called to return. Through Moses, God punished Egypt with a series of plagues and calamities. Then, through Moses, He led the people through the desert and back to Canaan.

			Their journey took up all of Exodus and the following three books, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. When the Israelites were beset by hunger and thirst, God miraculously provided them with freshwater, quails, and bread. But this time he also laid down stricter rules about the way men needed to behave in order to earn his favor, rules that stipulated exactly what to and not to do. From the top of a mountain called Sinai, he dictated to Moses the Ten Commandments that Segundo already knew from the priests. But it also indicated the way to repent or repair other transgressions. Everything from when to free slaves to how to repay debts or damages and how to treat foreigners. It also provided specific instructions on exactly how to worship: they were to build a temple called a tabernacle, with specific measurements and characteristics, in which priests who dressed a certain way were to sacrifice animals to Him in a certain way and on certain days. All of the priests were to come from the tribe of Levi, to which Moses belonged, beginning with his brother Aaron. Leviticus went into detail about rules for purity and cleanliness, both physical and spiritual: not only one’s body but also one’s sins had to be cleansed.

			Infractions were severely punished, often with one’s life. Time and again, Moses had to beg God to forgive the people of Israel; in each case, even mediating clemency, there was a high price to pay. And thus God condemned the people to wander the desert for forty years; He opened the earth and sent plague when the people rebelled against Moses; and finally, He kept Moses, Aaron, and the rest of their generation, with only two exceptions, from entering the promised land, apparently as punishment for not having obeyed His instructions to the letter.

			Segundo grappled with the complexity of those rules, which in many cases were of another era. How was he to make sense of them and practice them now? Were they still valid? There was so much to read in order to make sense of God’s will. But what he did understand, what he grasped immediately and with the shocking force of revelation, was that the priests lied.

			Again and again, God told the Israelites to “not make unto thee any graven image,” and to destroy the idols they had worshipped in the past. When the Israelites disobeyed and worshipped an idol of gold, God threatened to destroy them all. It was only the pleas of Moses that stopped Him. In exchange, Moses himself called for exemplary punishment, the sacrifice of three thousand men. The prohibition was quite clear. And yet Cajamarca was overflowing with idols. For what, if not idols, were the images of saints, the statues of the Virgin and the Lord of Miracles used in processions? Since the time of the Spaniards, the fact that a small squadron of men conquered powerful Cajamarca had been attributed to San Miguel, San Pablo, San Gabriel, the Apostle Santiago (James), and the Virgin rather than the shrewdness, determination, and impiety of Pizarro or the arrogance and vulnerability of the Inca. The churches of San Francisco, Belén, Recoleta, and Santa Catalina were illuminated by candles lit to the saints, before whom the poor knelt to ask for good fortune, for work, for health, for protection from the blows of fate. On the saints’ days of San Pedro and San Pablo, a procession of carriages transported the images of men and women venerated as miraculous for their devotion and suffering in the name of faith. And on the night before, the faithful got drunk and lit fireworks, as they did during Carnival. And it was the Catholic Church itself that had imposed this pagan worship.

			In the Bible, God very clearly ordered His faithful to keep the Sabbath, the seventh day, on which He had rested from His creation, holy. They should neither bake nor work on the Sabbath—“not you, God specified, nor your son or daughter, not your servant, not your cattle, not the stranger in your midst.” So strict was the rule that when a man was found to have gathered firewood on Saturday, the Sabbath, God ordered his brothers to stone him to death. And yet the priests claimed that Sunday was the holy day. Nobody worked on Sunday, the shops were closed, and the faithful went to Mass. How, when, had this lie been imposed? And how many other things might they have invented? A false version had supplanted that arduous but very clear message from God, and Segundo seemed to be the only one who knew it.

			In the Bible, people of God were not called Vatican or Catholic but Israel. Israel: the name moved him, as if it were some secret invocation. But where was Israel now? Where, in all of Cajamarca
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