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About the Book

Herod Antipas rules Galilee, Pontius Pilate is the new Roman governor of Judea, and the Roman Empire rules the world. These are turbulent times for Israel, a troubled land of turmoil and insurrection.

Now in his thirtieth year, Jesus and his tight-knit family endure a long, dusty winter of disruption and chaos. Whispers of his virgin birth still persist, and while he struggles with the demands of his family and the weight of his great destiny, those around him wait for some sign of the path he will take.

But this quiet man of Nazareth is instead called upon to found a ministry which will utterly transform an unsuspecting world …
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Invocation.

In the name of the Father,

And of the Son,

And of the Holy Spirit.

Amen.

The truth of the faith can be preserved only by doing a theology of Jesus Christ, and by redoing it over and over again.

—Karl Rahner

O Lord, the one God, God the Trinity, whatsoever I have said in these books is of you, may those that are yours acknowledge; whatsoever of myself alone, do you and yours forgive.

—St. Augustine


In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.

The same was in the beginning with God.

All things were made by him; and without him was not any thing made that was made.

In him was life; and the life was the light of men.

And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not.



…


He was in the world, and the world was made by him, and the world knew him not.



—The Gospel of John
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WHO IS CHRIST the Lord?

Angels sang at his birth. Magi from the East brought gifts: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. They gave these gifts to him, and to his mother, Mary, and the man, Joseph, who claimed to be his father.

In the Temple, an old man gathered the babe in his arms. The old man said to the Lord, as he held the babe, “A light for revelation to the Gentiles, and glory for your people Israel.”

My mother told me those stories.

That was years and years ago.

Is it possible that Christ the Lord is a carpenter in the town of Nazareth, a man past thirty years of age, and one of a family of carpenters, a family of men and women and children that fill ten rooms of an ancient house, and, that in this winter of no rain, of endless dust, of talk of trouble in Judea, Christ the Lord sleeps in a worn woolen robe, in a room with other men, beside a smoking brazier? Is it possible that in that room, asleep, he dreams?

Yes. I know it’s possible. I am Christ the Lord. I know. What I must know, I know. And what I must learn, I learn.

And in this skin, I live and sweat and breathe and groan. My shoulders ache. My eyes are dry from these dreadful rainless days—from the long walks to Sepphoris through the gray fields in which the seeds burn under the dim winter sun because the rains don’t come.

I am Christ the Lord. I know. Others know, but what they know they often forget. My mother hasn’t spoken a word on it for years. My foster father, Joseph, is old now, white haired, and given to dreaming.

I never forget.

And as I fall asleep, sometimes I’m afraid—because my dreams are not my friends. My dreams are wild like bracken or sudden hot winds that sweep down into the parched valleys of Galilee.

But I do dream, as all men dream.

And so this night, beside the brazier, hands and feet cold, under my cloak, I dreamed.

I dreamed of a woman, close, a woman, mine, a woman who became a maiden who became in the easy tumult of dreams my Avigail.

I woke. I sat up in the dark. All the others lay sleeping still, with open mouths, and the coals in the brazier were ashes.

Go away, beloved girl. This is not for me to know, and Christ the Lord will not know what he does not want to know—or what he would know only by the shape of its absence.

She wouldn’t go—not this, the Avigail of dreams with hair tumbled down loose over my hands, as if the Lord had made her for me in the Garden of Eden.

No. Perhaps the Lord made dreams for such knowing—or so it seemed for Christ the Lord.

I climbed up off the mat, and quietly as I could, I put more coals into the brazier. My brothers and my nephews didn’t stir. James was off with his wife tonight in the room they shared. Little Judas and Little Joseph, fathers both, slept here tonight away from little ones huddled around their wives. And there lay the sons of James—Menachim, Isaac, and Shabi, tumbled together like puppies.

I stepped over one after another and took a clean robe from the chest, the wool smelling of the sunshine in which it had been dried. Everything in that chest was clean.

I took the robe and went out of the house. Blast of cold air in the empty courtyard. Crunch of broken leaves.

And for a moment in the hard pebbly street I stopped and looked up at the great sweep of glittering stars beyond the huddled rooftops.

Cloudless, this cold sky, and so filled with these infinitesimal lights, it seemed for a moment beautiful. My heart hurt. It seemed to be looking at me, enfolding me—a thing of kindness and witness—an immense web flung out by a single hand—rather than the vast inevitable hollow of the night above the tiny slumbering town that spilled like a hundred others down a slope between distant caves of bones and thirsting fields, and groves of olive trees.

I was alone.

Somewhere far down the hill, near the sometime marketplace, a man sang in a low drunken voice and a spark of light shone there, in the doorway of the sometime tavern. Echo of laughter.

But all the rest was quiet, without a torch to light the way.

The house of Avigail across from ours was shut up like any other. Inside, Avigail, my young kinswoman, slept with Silent Hannah, her sweet companion, and the two old women who served her and the bitter man, Shemayah, who was her father.

Nazareth did not always have a beauty. I’d seen generations of young maidens grow up, each fresh and lovely to behold as any flower in the wild. Fathers did not want their daughters to be beauties. But Nazareth had a beauty now, and it was Avigail. She’d refused two suitors of late, or so her father had done on her behalf, and there was a real question in the minds of the women of our house as to whether Avigail herself even knew the suitors had come calling.

It fell hard on me suddenly that I would sometime very soon be standing among the torchbearers at her wedding. Avigail was fifteen. She might have been married a year ago, but Shemayah kept her close. Shemayah was a rich man who had but one thing and one thing alone that made him happy, and that was his daughter, Avigail.

I walked up the hill and over the top. I knew every family behind every door. I knew the few strangers who came and went, one huddled in a courtyard outside the Rabbi’s house, and the other on the roof above where so many slept, even in winter. It was a town of day-to-day quiet, and seemingly not a single secret.

I walked down the other side of the slope until I came to the spring, the dust rising with every step I took, until I was coughing from it.

Dust and dust and dust.

Thank You, Father of the Universe, that this night is not so cold, no, not as cold as it might be, and send us the rain in Your own good time because You know that we need it.

Passing the synagogue, I could hear the spring before I saw it.

The spring was drying up, but for now it still ran, and it filled the two large rock-cut basins in the side of the hill, and spilled down in glistening streaks to the rocky bed it followed off and away into the distant forest.

The grass grew soft here and fragrant.

I knew that in less than an hour, the women would be coming, some to fill jugs, others, the poorer women, to wash their clothes here as best they could and beat them on the rocks.

But for now the spring was mine.

I stripped off the old robe and flung it down into the creek bed where the water soon filled it up and darkened it to where I couldn’t see it. I set the clean robe aside and approached the basin. With my cupped hands I bathed in the cold water, drenching my hair, my face, my chest, letting it run down my back and my legs. Yes, cast away the dreams like the old robe, and bathe them away. The dream woman has no name now and no voice, and what it was, that painful flicker when she laughed or reached out, well, that was gone, fading, like the night itself was fading, and gone too was the dust for this moment, the suffocating dust. There was only cold. There was only water.

I lay down on the far bank, opposite the synagogue. The birds had begun, and as always I’d missed the exact moment. It was a game I played, trying to hear the very first of the birds, the birds that knew the sun was coming when no one else did.

I could see the big thick palm trees around the synagogue emerging from the clump of shapeless shadows. Palms could grow in a drought. Palms didn’t care if the dust coated every branch. Palms went on as if made for all seasons.

The cold was outside me. I think my beating heart kept me warm. Then the first light seeped up over the distant bluff, and I picked up the fresh robe, and slipped it over my head. So good, this, this luxuriously clean cloth, this fresh-smelling cloth.

I lay back down again and my thoughts drifted. I felt the breeze before I heard the trees sigh with it.

Far up the hill was an old olive grove to which I loved to go at times to be alone. I thought of it now. How good it would be to lie in that soft bed of dead leaf and sleep the day away.

But there was no chance of it, not now with the tasks that had to be done, and with the village charged with new worries and new talk over a new Roman Governor come to Judea, who, until he settled in as every other Governor had done, would trouble the land from one end to the other.

The land. When I say the land, I mean Judea and Galilee as well. I mean the Holy Land, the Land of Israel, the Land of God. It was no matter that this man didn’t govern us. He governed Judea and the Holy City where the Temple stood, and so he might as well have been our King instead of Herod Antipas. They worked together, these two, Herod Antipas, the ruler of Galilee, and this new man, Pontius Pilate, whom men feared, and beyond Jordan Herod Philip ruled and worked with them as well. And so the land had been carved up for a long, long time, and Antipas and Philip we knew, but Pontius Pilate we didn’t know and the reports were already evil.

What could a carpenter in Nazareth do about it? Nothing, but when there was no rain, when men were restive and angry and full of fear, when people spoke of the curse of Heaven on the withering grass, and Roman slights, and an anxious Emperor gone into exile in mourning for a son poisoned, when all the world seemed filled with the pressure to put one’s shoulder to it and push, well, in such a time, I didn’t go off to the grove of trees to sleep the day away.

It was getting light.

A figure broke from the dark shapes of the houses of the village, hurrying downhill towards me, one hand upraised.

My brother James. Older brother—son of Joseph and Joseph’s first wife who died before Joseph married my mother. No mistaking James, for his long hair, knotted at the back of his neck and streaming down his back, and his narrow anxious shoulders and the speed with which he came, James the Nazirite, James, the captain of our band of workers, James, who now in Joseph’s old age was head of the family.

He stopped at the far side of the little spring, mostly a broad swatch of dry stones now with the glittering ribbon of water gurgling through the center of it, and I could plainly make out his face as he stared at me.

He stepped on one big stone after another as he came across the creek to me. I had sat up and now I climbed to my feet, a common enough courtesy for my older brother.

“What are you doing out here?” he demanded. “What’s the matter with you? Why do you always worry me?”

I didn’t say anything.

He threw up his hands and looked to the trees and the fields for an explanation.

“When will you take a wife?” he asked. “No, don’t stop me, don’t put up your hand to me to silence me. I will not be silenced. When will you take a wife? Are you wed to this miserable creek, to this cold water? What will you do when it runs dry, and it will this year, you know.”

I laughed under my breath.

He went right on.

“There are two men as old as you in this town who’ve never married. One is crippled. The other’s an idiot, and everyone knows this.”

He was right. I was past thirty and not married.

“How many times have we talked about this, James?” I asked.

It was a beautiful thing to watch the growing light, to see the color coming to the palms clustered around the synagogue. I thought I heard shouting in the distance. But perhaps it was just the usual noises of a town tearing off its blankets.

“Tell me what’s really eating at you this morning?” I asked. I picked up the wet robe from the stream and spread it out on the grass where it would dry. “Every year you come to look more like your father,” I said, “but you never have your father’s face really. You never have his peace of mind.”

“I was born worried,” he confessed with a shrug. He was looking anxiously towards the village. “Do you hear that?”

“I hear something,” I said.

“This is the worst dry spell we’ve ever had,” he said, glancing up at the sky. “And cold as it is, it’s not cold enough. You know the cisterns are almost empty. The mikvah’s almost empty. And you, you are a constant worry to me, Yeshua, a constant worry. You come out here in the dark to the creek. You go off to that grove where no one dares to go. …”

“They’re wrong about that grove,” I said. “Those old stones mean nothing.” That was a village superstition, that something pagan and dreadful had once taken place in that grove. But it was the mere ruins of an old olive press in there, stones that went way back to the years before Nazareth had been Nazareth. “I tell you this once a year, don’t I? But I don’t want to worry you, James.”
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I EXPECTED JAMES to continue.

But he’d gone quiet, staring in the direction of the village.

People were shouting, a lot of people.

I ran my fingers through my hair to smooth it, and turned and looked.

As the full light of day came down, I saw a great cluster of them at the top of the hill, men and boys tumbling and pushing at one another, the whole throng moving slowly downhill towards us.

Out of the melee, the Rabbi emerged, old Jacimus, and, with him, his young nephew Jason. I could see the Rabbi was trying to stop the crowd, but he was swept towards the foot of the hill, towards the synagogue, as the crowd came on, like a frantic herd, until they stopped in the clearing before the palm trees.

As we stood on the slope across the stream we could see them clearly.

Out of their midst, they forced two young boys—Yitra bar Nahom, and beside him the brother of Silent Hannah, the one we all called simply the Orphan.

The Rabbi ran up the stone steps to the roof of the synagogue.

I moved forward, but James held me back harshly.

“Stay out of this,” he said.

Rabbi Jacimus’ words rang out over the noise of the stream and the grumbling of the crowd.

“We will have a trial here, I tell you!” he demanded. “And I want the witnesses, where are the witnesses? The witnesses will step forward and declare what they saw.”

Yitra and the Orphan stood apart as if an impassable gulf separated them from the angry villagers, some of whom were shaking their fists while others cursed under their breath, the oaths that don’t require words to convey their meaning.

Again, I moved forward, but James pulled me back. “Stay out of it,” he said. “I knew this would happen.”

“What? What are you saying?” I demanded.

The crowd broke into shouts and roars. Fingers were pointed. Someone cried out: “Abomination.”

Yitra, the older of the two accused, stood still glowering at those before him. He was a righteous boy whom everyone loved, one of the best in the school, and when he’d been taken to the Temple last year, he’d made the Rabbi proud in his answers to the teachers.

The Orphan, smaller than Yitra, was pale with fear, his black eyes huge, and his mouth trembling.

Jason, the Rabbi’s nephew, Jason the Scribe, stepped forward on the roof and repeated his uncle’s declarations.

“Stop this madness now!” he declared. “There will be a trial according to the law, and you witnesses, where are you? Are you afraid, those of you who started this?”

The crowd drowned out his voice.

Down the hill Nahom, Yitra’s father, came running, along with his wife and his daughters. The crowd went into a new wave of insults and invectives, with raised fists and stamping. But Nahom pushed his way through it and looked at his son.

The Rabbi had never stopped calling for this to cease, but we could no longer hear him.

It seemed Nahom spoke to his son, but I couldn’t hear it.

And then as the crowd went into a pitch of hatred, Yitra reached out, without thinking perhaps, who could know, and he drew the Orphan protectively to him.

I shouted, “No.” But it was lost in the din. I ran forward.

Stones flew through the air. The crowd was a swarming mass beneath the whistling sounds of the stones arching towards the boys in the clearing.

I pushed into the thick of it to get to the boys, James behind me.

But it was finished.

The Rabbi roared like a beast on the roof of the synagogue.

The crowd had gone silent.

The Rabbi, with his hands clasped over his mouth, stared down at the heap of stones below him. Jason shook his head and turned his back.

A howl went up from Yitra’s mother, and then came the sobs of his sisters. People turned away. They rushed up the hill, or out to the fields, or over the creek and up the far slope. They fled wherever they could.

And then the Rabbi threw up his arms:

“Run, yes, run from what you’ve done here! But the Lord on High sees you! The Lord on High sees this!” He balled his fists. “Satan rules in Nazareth!” he bellowed. “Run, run for shame for what you’ve done, you lawless miserable rabble!” He put his hands to the sides of his head and he began to sob more loudly than Yitra’s women. He bent over in his sobbing. Jason held tight to him.

Yitra’s women were all gathered and pulled away now by Nahom. Nahom looked back once and then he dragged his wife up the hill, the girls running after them.

Only the stragglers remained, a few farmhands and odd-job workers, and the children gazing on from their hiding places beneath the palms or in the nearby doors—and James and I staring at the mound of stones, and the two boys who lay there, tumbled together.

Yitra’s arm was around the Orphan’s shoulder, his head on the Orphan’s chest. Blood ran from a cut on the Orphan’s head. Yitra’s eyes were half closed. No blood except in his hair.

All the life was gone out of them.

I heard the pounding of feet—the last of men rushing away.

Into the clearing next to us came Joseph, and with him Old Rabbi Berekhiah, barely able to walk, and the other white-haired men who made up the elders of the village. My uncles Cleopas and Alphaeus were there. They took their place beside Joseph.

All appeared sleepy, bewildered, and then astonished.

Joseph stared at the dead boys.

“How did this happen?” he whispered. He looked to James and to me.

James sighed. The tears slid down his face. “It was … like that,” he whispered. “We should have—. I didn’t think—.” He hung his head.

Above us, on the roof, the Rabbi sobbed onto the shoulder of his nephew who looked away to the open fields, his face the picture of sadness.

“Who accused them?” Uncle Cleopas asked. He looked to me. “Yeshua, who accused them?”

Joseph and Rabbi Berekhiah repeated the question.

“I don’t know, Father,” I said. “I don’t think the witnesses ever came forward.”

The Rabbi was choking with sobs.

I moved towards the stones.

Once again, James pulled me back, but this time more gently than before. “Please, Yeshua,” he whispered.

I stayed where I was.

I looked at them, the two, lying there as if they were children asleep, amid the heap of stones, and not enough blood between them, really, not enough blood for the Angel of Death even to stop and turn and take notice of them.
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WE CAME TO the Rabbi’s house. The doors were open. Jason stood in the far corner against the racks of books, his arms folded. Old Rabbi Jacimus sat hunched over his desk, his elbows on the parchment, his head covered.

He rocked back and forth and he prayed or read, it was impossible to know. Perhaps he didn’t know.

“‘Don’t be angry with men because we are nothing,’” he whispered. “‘And don’t take account of what we do; for what are we?’”

I stood quietly beside Joseph and James, waiting and listening. Cleopas stood behind us.

“‘For behold, by Your will we enter this world, and we don’t go out of it by our will; who has ever said to his father and mother, “Beget us.” And who goes into the realm of Death saying, “Receive us”? What strength do we have, Lord, to bear Your anger? What are we that we can bear Your justice?’”

He turned; he realized we were there, and then he sat back and sighed and turned a little towards us but went on with his praying. “‘Shelter us in Your grace, and in Your mercy give help to us.’”

Joseph repeated these words softly.

Jason looked for a moment as if all this was beyond his endurance, but there was a wistful softness to his eyes that I’d seldom seen in him. He was a beautiful man with dark hair, always finely dressed, and on the Sabbath his linen robes often gave off the faint scent of frankincense.

The Rabbi, who had been a man in his prime when I’d first come home to Nazareth, was now slightly crippled by his age, and his hair was as white as that of Joseph or my uncles. He looked at us as if we couldn’t see him, as if we didn’t stand waiting on him, as if he were merely looking from some safe place at us and wondering, and then he said sleepily,

“Are they taken away?” He meant the bodies of the boys.

“They are,” Joseph said. “And the bloodied stones with them. All taken.”

The Rabbi looked to Heaven and sighed. “They belong now to Azazel,” he said.

“No, but they’re gone,” said Joseph. “And we come to see you. We know you’re miserable. What do you want us to do? Shall we go to Nahom and the boy’s mother?”

The Rabbi nodded. “Joseph, I want you to stay here and comfort me,” he said, shaking his head, “but that’s where you belong. Nahom has brothers in Judea. He should take his family and go. He’ll never rest easy in this village again. Joseph, tell me, why did this happen?”

Jason roused himself with his usual fire. “One doesn’t have to go to Athens and Rome to learn the things those boys did,” he said. “Why can’t they happen in Nazareth?”

“That’s not my question,” said the Rabbi, looking sharply at him. “I don’t ask about what the boys did. We don’t know what the boys did! There was no trial, no witnesses, no justice! I ask how could they stone those boys, that’s what I ask. Where is the law, where is justice?”

One might have thought he despised his nephew from the manner in which he’d answered him, but in fact, the Rabbi loved Jason. The Rabbi’s sons were dead. Jason kept the Rabbi young, and whenever Jason wasn’t in Nazareth the Rabbi was distant and forgetful. As soon as Jason came through the door from some far-off place, with a sack of books over his shoulder, the Rabbi sprang to life, and sometimes in their fiery back-and-forth, the Rabbi seemed a boy in his passion.

“Ah, and what will they do,” Jason asked, “when Yitra’s father gets hold of the children who started this. And they were children, you know, those little boys who hang around the tavern, and they’re gone, they were gone before the first stone flew through the air. Nahom can spend his life looking for those boys.”

“Children,” said my uncle Cleopas, “children who might not have even known what they saw. What, two young ones under the same blanket on a winter night?”

“It’s over,” said James. “What, are we to have the trial now that we didn’t have before? It’s finished.”

“You’re right,” said the Rabbi. “But will you go to the mother and the father, will you do this for me? If I go, I’ll weep too much and too long and I’ll become angry. If Jason goes, he’ll say strange things.”

Jason laughed darkly. “Strange things. That this village is a miserable heap of dust? Yes, I would say such strange things.”

“You do not have to live here, Jason,” said James. “No one ever said Nazareth needed its own Greek philosopher. Go back to Alexandria, or Athens, or Rome, or wherever it is you’re always running off to. Do we need your ruminations? We never did.”

“James, be patient,” said Joseph.

The Rabbi appealed to Joseph as if he hadn’t even heard the argument.

“Go to them, Joseph, you and Yeshua, you always know the right words. Yeshua can calm anyone. Explain to Nahom that his son was a child himself and the Orphan, ah the poor Orphan.”

We were about to take our leave when Jason came sidling forward and glared at me. I looked up.

“Be careful men don’t say the same things of you, Yeshua,” he said.

“What are you saying?” the Rabbi declared. He rose out of the chair.

“Never mind,” said Joseph quietly. “It’s nothing, only Jason in his grief for more things than one can know.”

“What, you mean they don’t say strange things about Yeshua?” said Jason, staring at Joseph, and then at me. “You know what they call you, my mute and immutable friend,” he said to me. “They call you Yeshua, the Sinless.”

I laughed, but I turned away so that it didn’t seem that I laughed in his face. But I was actually laughing in his face. He went on talking, but I didn’t hear him. I fell to watching his hands. He had beautiful smooth hands. And often when he went into a tirade or a long poem, I merely watched his hands. They made me think of birds.

The Rabbi suddenly grabbed at Jason’s robe, and swung at him with his right hand as if to slap him. But then he fell back in his chair, and Jason flushed red. Now he was sorry, dreadfully sorry.

“Well, they talk, don’t they?” Jason said, looking at me. “Where is your wife, Yeshua, where are your children?”

“I will not stand here and endure this a moment longer,” said James. He pulled me toward the street by my arm. “You will not speak this way to my brother,” he said to Jason. “Everyone knows what eats at you. You think we’re fools? You can’t bear it, can you? Avigail’s refused you. Her father laughed you to scorn.”

Joseph pushed James out of the room and past me. “Enough, my son. You take the bait every time with him.”

Cleopas nodded to this.

The Rabbi slumped in his chair and put his head down on his parchments.

Joseph bent down and whispered to the Rabbi. I heard the consoling tone but not the words. Jason meantime was glaring at James as though James was now his personal enemy, and James was sneering at Jason.

“Is there not enough woe in this village for you?” Cleopas asked him calmly. “Why do you always play the Satan? You have to put my nephew Yeshua on trial because there was no trial for Yitra and the Orphan?”

“Sometimes I think,” said Jason, “that I was born to say what others think yet no one will utter. I warn Yeshua, that’s all.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Doesn’t his own kinswoman wait on his decision?”

“That’s not true!” James declared. “That’s the feverish idiocy of an envious mind! She refused you because you’re mad, and why would a woman marry the wind, if she doesn’t have to?”

Suddenly they were all talking at once, Jason, James, Cleopas, and even Joseph, and the Rabbi.

I went on down the street. The sky was blue and the town was empty. Nobody wanted to come out on account of what had happened. I walked on farther, but I could still hear them.

“Go write a letter to your epicurean friends in Rome,” said James in a hard voice. “Tell them of the scandalous goings-on in the miserable hamlet where you’re condemned to live. Write a satire, why not?”

He came after me.

Jason came after him, brushing past the older men who followed.

“I’ll tell you this much if I do,” said Jason furiously. “If I write anything of any value, there’s only one man in this place who’ll understand what I write and that’s your brother, Yeshua.”

“Jason, Jason …” I said. “Come now, why all this?”

“Well, if it wasn’t this, it would be something else,” said James. “Don’t talk to him. Don’t look at him. On a day such as this, he starts a quarrel. It’s a bitter winter without rain, and Pontius Pilate threatens to put his ensigns in the Holy City. Yet he wants to fight about this.”

“You think that’s a joke,” Jason railed. “Those ensigns? I tell you those soldiers are marching on Jerusalem right now and they will put those ensigns in the Temple itself if they want to. It’s come to that.”

“Stop, we do not know any such thing,” said Joseph. “We wait on news of Pontius Pilate as we wait on the rain. An end to this, both of you.”

“Go back to your uncle,” said James. “Why do you follow us and bother us? No one else in Nazareth will talk to you. Go back. Your uncle needs you now. Aren’t there pages to be written, to report these hideous goings-on, to somebody? Or is this country lawless as the brigands who live in the hills? What, we just put them in a cave and nothing is recorded of how they died? Go back to your work.”

Joseph now gave James a stern look that silenced him, and sent him on ahead with his head bowed.

We went on our way, after him, but Jason followed.

“I don’t mean you any harm, Yeshua,” he said. His confidential tone was infuriating James, and James turned back, but Joseph stopped him.

“I didn’t mean you any harm,” Jason repeated. “This place is cursed. The rain will never come. The fields are drying up. The gardens are withered. The flowers are dead.”

“Jason, my friend,” I said, “the rain always comes, sooner or later.”

“And what if it never does? What if now the windows of Heaven are shut against us and with reason?” A torrent of words was about to break from him. But I put up my hand.

“Come later on, and we’ll talk over a cup of wine,” I said. “Now I have to be on my way to this family.”

He fell back, ambling towards his uncle’s door. Then I heard him behind me from a distance,

“Yeshua, forgive me,” he said.

He said it loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Jason,” I said, “you’re forgiven.”
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