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			To all who channeled me to the task of this writing

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			I reckoned from childhood that God 

			had made me for some purpose,  

			and I spent years searching for an answer. 

			I think, I hope, I pray these pages capture it.  —RT
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			Why These Words and Why Now?

			There has seldom been a more important time for Christians to reclaim Jesus and his message for their selves, families, and communities. This is within a context that Christianity has never been known, or been forgotten, or been side-tracked by only nominal Christians, or wrongly known among adherents of other faiths as of now.

			These pages focus on why Jesus, early in his ministry, chose the intricacies of fishing as its tactical model and fishermen as his innermost circle. Why not builders, carpenters like his father Joseph and himself? Why not farmers who plant, cultivate and harvest? We will never know with certainty, but most probably he chose fishing because proselytizing has surprisingly close parallels to fishing: intention, determination, patience, frustration, success, failure, and try again and again. A somewhat surprising pattern which emerged from that is there are more references to Jesus’s ties to fishing than there is to his occupation as a carpenter. Fishing, fishermen and fish were important to him.

			The first four disciples called by him to his ministry were each a fisherman, and only three of his eventual twelve, each of those three a fisherman, were brought with him to be witnesses to his momentous transfiguration only months before his crucifixion. These pages are about his and their fishing but also about the centrality of fish in his miracles of multiplying and feeding multitudes, directing the netting and other capture of fish, and more. Within that “more” is the striking similarity between fishing for fish and fishing for souls. But I don’t stop there, going beyond that conclusion to discuss the important contexts surrounding the emergence of Christianity, changes in Judaism underway even before Rome’s destruction of the Second Temple in the year 70 AD, and what Judaism and Christianity share, from the centrality of the Ten Commandments and a shared historical foundation prior to Jesus, to forms of congregational worship, and what they don’t share, including especially in their customary manners of forgiveness.

			Amid the social chaos now permeating America, Christianity appears to be losing ground to other religious faiths on one hand and the lack of faith altogether on another. Other faiths often appear to be more fervently motivated inwardly and outwardly than ours centered on Jesus. It’s as if the light, the promise of Christian faith, has been hidden under a basket, a practice that Jesus eschewed.

			Christianity seems to be no longer a consciously unifying umbrella it once was. It has been dividing and subtracting instead of adding and multiplying.

			Catholic and Orthodox faiths have been divided for centuries, and Roman Catholics are divided by traditionalists and progressives with its religious orders widely arrayed.

			After Protestants spent centuries dividing themselves into Lutherans, Anglicans, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, Methodists, Baptists and more, the IRS estimates there may be 30,000 tax-exempt variations in the United States alone.

			Those realities noted, Protestant denominations are most recently shredding themselves by gender, equity and other divisions, self-flagellating for not having raised them centuries before, subtracting and dividing, which endangers the centrality of Jesus’s message of loving one another. Many churches have taken off their roadside signage what was not long ago their denomination, maybe a good thing, maybe not.

			That unifying factor of love seems to be losing to the divisiveness of what makes Christians different, rather than more or less the same, a victory of the organizational politics and the power which can come with material success instead of a recognition that, while “My kingdom is not of this world” was Jesus’s own description, this world is, for each of us, the framework of life’s choices.

			Many once-prestigious Christian divinity schools are now seen as lack-of-divinity platforms for atheists, agnostics and downright enemies of religious faith.

			Sunday schools to orient the youngest generation along a path of spiritual succession have yielded to household requirements of Sunday morning soccer or whatever other sports practice, that time of day being the only one when youngsters will agree to go for more than an hour without their cell phones.

			Are these realities evidences of decline or a misunderstood opening for a broader base? The dramatic drop in regular church attendance speaks loudly of the unwillingness of individuals and families to go to a worship service in large measure echoing the political debate of the moment. “Let’s go!” is losing ground each week to “Why go?”

			From amidst these trends and consequences, how can Christians buttress themselves and reinforce their faith? The broadest answer is that expressions of Christianity need to regain the commanding heights of public opinion: in religious edifices, in classrooms and extracurricular settings from kindergarten through college, on news broadcasts and in entertainment venues, in law schools and courts of justice, and among associations of volunteers. Proud personal and family expressions of faith need to replace defensive cringe at their mention.

			I cannot make any of that happen, but I do set out words from Jesus’s own persuasive case for his role on Earth, made more understandable by their contexts, about which Christians know much but not all and, alas, often too little. Knowing more should bring back those who have given priorities to other matters in their lives and reach those that have heard too little or never heard at all. I do this by setting out a comprehensive understanding of Jesus, the first Christian century’s geographic, political, cultural and religious contexts surrounding him, and the core of his messages, his persuasive teaching methods, and even his frustrations, especially his frustration with those closest to him, from his family and neighbors to even his disciples.

			No matter by which translation, the books of the New Testament are about 300 pages in combined length. Within this book’s cover are several hundred more pages with additional meanings of the Gospels, the acts of the apostles and what has been written about them over the course of nearly two millennia. They are an exciting addition to Judeo-Christian discussions, particularly about the first century of the Christian era. They also analogize Jesus’s first-hand knowledge of fishing by his disciples to his day’s and our day’s bringing together of willful and faithful souls.

			It does not bother me, and ought not to bother you, that there are mysteries in an understanding of faith, as it does not bother me that there are mysteries in an understanding of anything else, including science. In each, answers bring forth additional questions, which singularly and together are opportunities for further inquiry, and inquiry helps to concentrate day-to-day focuses. Worshipping in a congregation is usually a once-a-week occurrence, but wondering by one’s self on the knowns and unknowns of faith can occur in any moment any day or night. They should. It’s mentally healthy to not know all the answers because not knowing generates streams of thought on the essences of life and stretches its boundaries into contemplation of the afterlife.

			These pages also set out the importance of Christians knowing more about the Judaism from which Jesus of Nazareth came and Jews knowing more about his Christianity, growths in knowledge netting gains for each and both. We share so much already to not welcome learning more.

			Lastly, I have set out my own answers to my own questions. These pages are neither a theological treatise nor a biology primer. They are my points of view on issues currently confronting my Christian faith and its ties to Judaism. My deepest hope is that they will generate many conversations among Christians and others about those issues and about these pages. You will have questions too, some of which I did not have. In some measure, that is why what follows often has a conversational tone.

			Please turn the page and continue!

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Jesus and His Fishermen

			There is a far too long underrecognized intersection at which Jesus and his fishermen intersect with lives being lived today. It is what he and they knew about fishing that heavily influenced the shape of his ministry and his followers’ continuation of his teachings. It’s an intersection that warrants the attention of each of us, for it builds further what we need to know about him and that ministry.

			How did I come ever so gradually to this focus on Jesus’s significant connection to fishing? Let’s start at my beginning.

			Fishing is for me, among it being a sport, also a spiritual event. It has those other dimensions, but permeating them is that spirituality. Place has something to do with the bringing out of that feeling. Fishing brings me to the waters which flow over the face of our planet. In morning’s first light or evening’s coming darkness, I am awed at planets, stars, and even galaxies appearing as mere twinkles, and I know with confidence that I am not alone. Taken all together, these moments cause me to wonder what lies both within and beyond me.

			I’ve been blessed in catching tarpon along Central America’s Caribbean shoreline jungles and sailfish off its mountainous Pacific coast, Nile perch in East Africa’s largest of lakes, tuna and dolphin in the Gulf Stream, and white salmon from the nearly frozen waters of Russian Siberia. Add the fierce vampire fish of the Orinoco River between Colombia and Venezuela, halibut off Alaska’s south coast, flounder in the Atlantic’s barrier island channels, trout in streams too many to count, and lowly shad in the Potomac within sight of the Kennedy Center in our nation’s capital. I’ve also had days and nights in which I hooked not a single finny creature. It’s at moments like those that I tamp down my disappointment by recalling that Jesus’s disciples, future saints though they were, had frustrating days and nights of empty nets on the Sea of Galilee.

			When I walk the shorelines of that iconic sea, I do so aware of the roles that fishermen and their fish had in the life of Jesus.

			He chose Galilee and its inland sea around which to build his ministry.

			He centered that ministry around fishing villages, especially Capernaum and Magdala.

			His first four disciples were each a fisherman.

			He lived most of his last years in the house of a fishing family, that being the house of Simon Peter’s mother-in-law.

			Three, each a fisherman, of his twelve disciples witnessed his supernatural transfiguration.

			Jesus filled his disciples’ nets with abundant fish when those disciples had failed to catch any or many.

			He fed more than 5,000 men, plus accompanying women and children, with two fish and five loaves of bread that he miraculously multiplied, this demonstration of his God-like power set out in all four Gospels. That two and that five add to seven, the biblical number representing completion and perfection, the fish and the loaves coming from a probably not-yet-sinful boy in contrast to the lives of the multitude of adults.

			He used Peter’s fishing boat as a platform from which to address a multitude.

			His fishermen used boats to transport him from shore to shore to avoid lengthy and treacherous overland travel.

			He even identified a fish with a coin in its mouth in order to have the fish caught and the coin removed by Peter to pay a temple tax.

			At his meeting with the eleven disciples after his resurrection, he inquired, “Do you have anything here to eat?” and “they gave him a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate it in their presence.”

			There is no way to confirm this, nor is there a need to do so, but Jesus may have joined his fishermen when they needed help from arms and hands as strong as his as a carpenter, a builder. There is no account of that in scripture, maybe because there was no need for it in light of his extensive relationship with Peter and his boat’s crew. His help would have been that of a close friend helping a short-handed fisherman, Peter, whose family gave him the better part of three years of eating, sleeping, and talking under the same roof. From those few years emerged Christianity. The Hebrew word mishpacha means someone so close to a family that they are treated as one even though they are not a blood relative. That was Jesus in Peter’s household.

			The symbol of that faith in its first centuries was a simple two-line diagram of a fish. Further, the Greek word for fish, ichthys, is the Greek acronym for “Jesus Christ, God’s Son, Savior.”

			Because different territorial authorities control the Sea of Galilee’s eastern shoreline, Israeli border security has not permitted recreational fishing in it. That notwithstanding, walking along its western and northern shorelines on the Israeli side is among the highest valued of my overseas experiences. These walks are my reach back to Jesus and his disciples in the territorial space of their lives, and I hope they will be yours, for you will understand the Bible and Jesus’s earthly life much more effectively if you actually walk in his footsteps in the Holy Land.

			There is an important thought which arises from scripture that upon following death and upon salvation the surviving spirit will be ushered into universal knowledge. My response to that thought, that hope, is a profound “Wow!” As that knowledge will relate to Jesus, we will know:

			•Where, and doing what, he spent the years between twelve and thirty, those eighteen being over half of his physical life on Earth.

			•More about Mary, about whom we already know much, and about Joseph, about whom we know far less.

			•The contextual and factual intentions for his innermost circle, brethren, disciples, apostles, and missionaries as their definitions matured. In doing that, he could set forth how he selected them, including, for me, whether John the Baptist advised him at least as to some of them in discussions following Jesus’s baptism.

			•The miracles set out and those not set out in the Gospels, especially as to the ways in which they changed the lives of those made whole.

			•Why he chose Peter to be the rock on which his teachings were to be built, especially in light of Peter’s lack of courage after that choosing and in contrast to the Paul-reinforced stamina which assured the completion of his and their tasks in building the faith.

			•Whether he brought Paul into the leadership of the emerging faith principally because Peter needed shoring up.

			•End uncertainties about Mary Magdalene.

			This knowledge would add measurably to our understanding of him, them, his mission and his ministry. They would affirm two millennia of accuracies on one hand and correct misunderstandings or offset inadvertent or intended errors which followed on the other.

			The answers would more accurately connect our time with theirs. They would help Christians to better understand Christianity. They would help those of other faiths to better understand Christianity. They would help us to better understand them and their faiths.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Galilee and Its Neighbors

			A person who has not been to Galilee and Judea probably has mental images of them and their ancientness. They are most often recollections from artists depictions, the kinds one finds in illustrated Bibles. Galilee itself in those years was a land of Jews and Gentiles because it was a land of centuries of outward and inward migrations.

			Before the Maccabean period began a century and a half before Jesus’s birth, few Jewish families lived in Galilee. Those that did had returned over a protracted captivity of Jews in Babylon. Galilee’s Nazareth was a new village at the time of Jesus’s birth in Bethlehem south of Judea’s Jerusalem. There is little evidence of the earliest settlement from which Nazareth grew, although archaeologists continue to add to it. What evidence there is includes the ancient tombs which defined its allowable boundaries. Galilee’s dominance by Gentiles declined after its conquest by the Maccabean leader John Hyrcanus and his sons, for they were determined to populate it with returning Jews. They gave its predominant Greek and other Gentile populations a choice between accepting Judaism by circumcision or leaving. Some converted, some who did not convert departed, and others must have managed to remain, for the Greek population was flourishing in the region by the time of Jesus.

			Galilee remained a frontier region not just occupied by but also surrounded by those different peoples, each identified by their dominant language, religion, and culture. Each people’s history presaged its future, and each people’s future bound up its aspirations. The Phoenician region of Sidon and Tyre was to Galilee’s northwest, greater Roman Syria was to its northeast, and Roman Nabatea was to its east. In short, Galilee was hemmed in.

			Even the word Galilee is a Graecized form of the Hebrew galil, meaning folding or rolling as are the hills north of Judea where Galilee’s southern region ends. Much of Galilee consisted then and now of those hills. The name’s complete root, galil hag-goyim, denotes a region of those hills populated by peoples other than Jews, capturing accurately this geography and history, goyim being Hebrew for someone not Jewish.

			Albeit surrounded by and interspersed among these other peoples, Galileans developed their own identity and characteristics, described by scholar E.W.G. Masterman as independence of character, resourcefulness, and readiness to defend themselves and their land, traits which survive in the modern era. Between the bookends of ancient pasts and modern circumstances, these lands and their Jewish people suffered conquests, occupations and expulsions, followed by returns and restorations. The in-migrations after World Wars I and II were simply its most recent returns.

			In global geographic contexts, Galilee is that part of western Asia which we know as the Middle East, albeit not in the East’s middle but rather a proximate midpoint between Europe to the west and Asia to the east. We also know this region as Asia Minor and as the Levant, French for “the east” as the horizon from which the sun rises. Galilee’s western boundary is the Mediterranean Sea where Joppa, now a neighborhood in Tel Aviv, and Caesarea were its principal ports, and where Haifa to its north is now its largest. To its immediate south were mountainous Samaria and then Judea, the latter being the heartland of Israel and culturally distinct from Galilee and known in large measure for its dominant Jerusalem. Upper Galilee is so named for it is both north and coincidentally higher in altitude. Lower Galilee is so named for it is south and descends below the Mediterranean’s sea level to its Sea of Galilee and it in turn to the Dead Sea, the world’s lowest and largest lake below sea level.

			Galilean history stretches back thousands of years and is tied significantly to that Hebrew nation known now as ancient Israel. Israel’s modernity is anchored in its long past, whose nineteenth and twentieth centuries witnessed the struggle for Jews to return to their originating lands. Jewish and Israeli tied histories gave birth to Galilee’s and Israel’s determinations not to be overrun by hostile forces of which there were many. This concern preceded its hostile occupation by Rome following hospitable Greece’s.

			By the time of Jesus, Galilee had been settled with scattered communities for at least 7,000 years, though nothing about them was recorded in writing until an account of Egyptian Pharaoh Thutmose III’s victory over the Canaanites at his Battle of Megiddo. Beyond writings, the earliest known inscription of the word “Israel” is found on a thirteenth-century BC Merneptah Stele discovered in Egypt. Its pre-history is known from archaeological evidence of communities and religious sites, household and hunting stone and bone tools, extensive potteries, woven and sewn fabrics, carved figurines, and cave art from combinations of ochres, minerals, burned bone meal and charcoal mixed in water, animal fats, tree saps, and even blood. Those activities led to communities and their presumably well-considered decisions to have governance. The ancient site of Tel Megiddo, “tel” meaning “mound,” as in an appreciable hill, as in modern Tel Aviv, overlooks a valley known by its Greek name as Armageddon, made widely known by James Michener’s The Source. Tel Megiddo is now a World Heritage Site containing twenty-six layers of ruins reaching back to the Neolithic Age. It guarded an important section of the Via Maris trade route from the far and near east to the Mediterranean to its west. The successes and failures of competing peoples caused boundaries to be redrawn many times and their place names to be changed.

			The hundred years surrounding Jesus’s birth were not only a period of increased Roman domination of Galilee but also of its domination of southern Europe, northern Africa, and the greater Near East. By its end, Rome had conquered ancient Israel and pushed further east, conquered Britain to its west, while pushing farther north into Germanic lands. Galilee gained attention in Rome from being within the empire’s quarter of the known world’s estimated population, albeit a time of extraordinary changes in and out of Rome and of a 200-year sequence of Jewish rebellions. Caesar Augustus rose to power, ruled, died, and was followed by others, a Caesar’s authority and its exercise counterpoised in a seesaw manner with the Roman Senate’s growing and ebbing authorities.

			Lower Galilee became particularly important in Jesus’s ministry, and the combination of its geographic centrality and its porous borders served the medium to amplify his teachings and other peoples’ knowledge of his ministry. Masterman captured that in these words in 1909, four decades before modern Israel gave rise to today’s stark and often hostile realities:

			While nature provided Jesus with such abundant illustrations, the climate made possible a mode of life for his ministry only practicable in such a land. Days of unbroken sunshine and nights of pleasant warmth can be counted for six or seven months every year; it is possible, without fear of rain, to gather crowds on the hill sides day and night all over the district. The moonlight nights are perfect for rest out of doors; or, if the days are oppressively hot, for travel. Never was a land more suited for itinerant work and open-air preaching. Even in midwinter it is no uncommon thing to have six weeks of sunshine without shower. The conditions of peasant life in the east, though hard in some ways, leave much spare time, especially between sowing and harvest, for leisure and thought; food is cheap and wants are few; what is not done today can often be equally well done tomorrow.

			In large measure, these idyllic conditions have given way to the consequences of the modern age’s communications, transportation, other technologies, migrations, and hostile neighbors.

			Some of the typography of ancient and modern Israel is that of “a dry and barren land,” but that image can be misleading. Areas in Lower Galilee are green and lush in springtime. Upper Galilee to its north and Judea to its south, too, are green and brown, in places lands of blanketing vegetation and in others of stone, gravel and sand. Galilean landscapes include cliff and hillside patterns of massive fallen stones from eons of weather and earthquakes. It is a land of strikingly beautiful botanical landscapes, especially as wildflowers’ roots watered by winter rains push forth spring blossoms by the millions. The fragrances of honeysuckle and jasmine are carried by the breezes which come from the Mediterranean down through its valleys. Early spring times were then and are now comfortable for walking on trails through these blossoms and stones. Such a walk then would have been a momentary escape from other realities of life.

			Galilee lies where the temperate and semitropical zones meet, fertile lands east and west of the lake with deserts and mountains surrounding them. This assures weather from winter’s cold to summer’s sweltering heat, but it is not the season alone which produces these variations. Location, especially altitude, can change from winter-like to summer-like temperatures in less than twenty miles. In their and our times winters stretch over days and nights which can be quite pleasant and others that can be surprisingly harsh.

			The Sea of Galilee’s winter temperatures run in the mid-50°s F. I have been in Jerusalem with snow under foot, but there was more snow, as there often is, at the higher borders with Lebanon and Syria. I have been only sixty miles east in Amman, Jordan, with more than half a foot of snow on the airport tarmac, but snows melt quickly in this region. Summer temperatures in Lower Galilee easily exceed 100° F with the highest that I recall from weather records of the northern Jordan Valley at 129°F. There is nothing but hot air on such a day and its night with temperatures that burn your throat as you talk or labor at breathing. Those temperatures drive the lake’s water from cool to warm to downright unwelcoming.

			Jesus’s fishermen avoided oppressive daytime heat by fishing at night and by occasionally pouring wooden buckets of water over themselves and the minimal clothing in which they sweltered. We know from scripture that Peter sometimes fished while naked, whatever definition captured that description, and he would not have been alone in that respect. Historical accounts attest to weather so hot that persons ashore tried to sleep partially submerged in water. Lest it be overlooked, there was also a commercial reason why Jesus’s fishermen plied their skills at night. Those at docks who sized, acquired, gutted, and further processed fish for markets did so in the somewhat lesser heat of the morning, which meant that freshly caught fish had to be at the shoreline before or soon after sunrise.

			To Galilee’s immediate south and tightly tied to its ancientness was Judea, the place name for the land of Judah, a territory of geographic, military, and political significance occupied by Israelite tribes and their later kingdom. As a hilly part of ancient Palestine’s West Bank, Judea’s capture, together with Samaria, by Israel in 1967 resulted in the area’s present name of Yehuda. To Jerusalem’s east was Jericho and beyond that the former Ottoman province and later British protectorate of Transjordan, mostly now the kingdom of Jordan.

			Galilean and Judean borders changed little over time, but their successive foreign occupations had different characteristics, especially as to the extents of ranges of oppressions. The life of Jesus was a timeframe within the Romans’ disregard of the primarily local religion of Judaism and their disrespectful tolerance of its high priests and semi-sovereigns. A significant consequence of their occupation was the transfer of government authority from once-independent Jewish rulers to Jewish officials exercising only delegated authority from Rome. Phrased another way, they did what Roman leaders required of them, and one of those leaders stands out in Christian history. Appointed the fifth Roman Prefect of Judea, as well as Idumea to its south and Samaria to its north and during the rule of the emperor Tiberius, Pontius Pilate was the procurator, that’s the governor, of only a single, albeit important, territory within Rome’s larger Syrian province. There were reasons and emotions in his political calculations in Rome which were transferred in his thinking to the similar hierarchal contexts of the Jerusalem under his jurisdictional and anatomical feet. Hostile emotions he did have, for the Romanized Jewish historian Josephus’s and Hellenistic Jewish philosopher Philo’s writings refer to his conduct as arrogant, abusive, venal, violent, even savage, and his official acts as including violation of Jews’ holy places and the near total theft of the sacred Temple’s treasury. The powers in Rome may have concluded he was exactly the type of ruler necessary to govern this land of violent upheavals and self-described stiff-necked locals. In that Pilate served in this post from 26 BC to 36 or 37 AD, his encounter with Jesus occurred during his mid years. We shall return to him at Jesus’s trials and crucifixion.

			Winter rains in the region were and remain important to agriculture, husbandry, and fisheries. Before the modern age’s linguistic differentiations, the Arabic word for rain was synonymous with winter, for they were conjoined in the mind’s reflections on seasonal weather. As to the physical features of Galilee, one of major importance is its large number of alluvial plains and their rich soil for the growth of crops for harvest and flowers for beauty’s sake. As to the flowers brought forth by these rains, yellow chrysanthemums, white narcissuses, red anemones and ranunculus, pink, white, and purple cyclamen, hibiscus, Nazareth irises, purple lupinus, rose-colored mallows, red tulips, white umbels, and other flowers grow abundantly in Galilean spring times. Israel has 2,500 other species, many of them in Galilee, so there is no shortage of seasonal colors in its meadows and on its hillsides. The lilies of Galilee’s fields caused Jesus to observe their beauty as surpassing Solomon in all their splendor. Taken from vantage points primarily at its north and northwest, vistas eastward and southward can be awesome for they are mostly devoid of modern construction.

			These rains contribute to root pressure for a new cycle of growth within its fruit and other trees. Fruits now are borne from apple, apricot, cherry, fig of several varieties (including cactus fig), kumquat, lemon, lychee, black mulberry, olive, orange, pear, persimmon, pomegranate, and tangerine trees and in certain locations date palms. Blackberry bushes abound. Almond trees and walnut trees are prevalent, and ancient pistachio trees in Upper Galilee attest to their long presence. Fruit and nut trees are not the sole repertoire of growth, for Egyptian maize, fennel, mustard, and thistle grow to the height of men, and lentils, cucumbers, pumpkins, and melons grow at their feet. Requiring water throughout their brief cycles, bananas are found in abundance where water is plentiful, quite productively about eighty miles south in the area of Jericho’s springs. Wheat is grown for its flour for breads, and barley is grown for bread as well as cattle fodder. Galilee is a region of ancient trees, and black mulberry, oak, olive, Atlantic pistachio, and Syrian sniper are among them. We will explore in greater depth which woods were used in the construction of ancient Galilee’s fishing boats, the species for one boat of particularly historic note being Aleppo pine, Atlantic terebinth, carob, hawthorn, laurel, plane, redbud, sidder, sycamore, and willow and cedar, the latter from Upper Galilee into Lebanon.

			Who ruled these lands must be noted for the answers are profoundly relevant to Jesus and his time: Herod the Great and his four-generation family but in servitude to Roman authority. Despite the outward trappings of an autonomous monarch, Herod the Great was a vassal king in allegiance to Rome and even one with marginal Jewish identity. The historical identifier “the Great” came not from widespread appreciation of him and his rule but from his undertaking of the construction of massive building projects, most notably but not exclusively the reconstruction of the Temple and the port of Caesarea Maritima on the Mediterranean. He was named king of Judea by the Roman Senate in 40 BC, most certainly to assist Rome in assimilating the region into the empire. Thus, the title king was not given by the Jewish nation or their leaders, one argument among many for at least emotional resistance to him and his rule. He returned empowered by an army of Rome’s choosing and command, not his, one which promptly defeated but did not annihilate the Parthians or their five-century empire in southwest Asia and their allied Hasmoneans. As an historical note, the three magi who brought gifts to the infant Jesus may have been Parthians, descendants from Cyrus the Great’s Aramaic-speaking Achaemenid empire, the diplomatic stature of which would have gained them an audience at Herod’s court. Furthermore, their mission in search of a new king in his land aroused Herod’s deepest suspicions. Herod did not provoke them because they were an embassy in the original use of that diplomatic term and, as such, had to be accorded safe passage and, further and principally, he wanted them to find this new king so he could remove the threat to his rule by killing him. The later Great Jewish Revolt would begin in 66 AD, three decades after Jesus’s crucifixion, and become ancient Rome’s longest rebellion against it at nearly 200 years.

			Herod knew well the realities of his position, living under ever-present pressure to pay heavy tribute to Rome in exchange for both his authority and the tasks of massive revenue collections to cover the costs of the government he directed and the officials and forces which Rome deployed to protect their joint and several interests. Aside from that burden, he and his family incurred sizeable expenses for the constructions of Sepphoris (Zippori) in Galilee, the Mediterranean port of Caesarea, the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron, and the acropolis of Herodian in the Judean desert, as well as the reconstruction of the Temple in Jerusalem and the costs of the exorbitant lifestyle he required for himself, his family and their entourages. That’s three—Roman, Judean, and Galilean—layers of government, including his own tax and related economic burdens upon his subjects. There was great contempt among many, probably most, Jews toward him.

			While Herod had been raised as a Jew, he was not regarded by all among the Temple powerful to be of sufficient Jewish origin, his ancestors having been Edomites from an area roughly in today’s Negev Desert and southern Jordan. The Edomites were a historic desert people converted or perhaps reconverted to Judaism during the Hasmonean period of the second and first centuries BC. Judaism emerged as a monotheistic religion from among Bronze Age polytheistic Semitic religions, by Judaism’s own calculations fifty-eight centuries ago.

			The most profound early consequence was Moses’s forty days and forty nights encounter on the mountain top and his return’s pronouncement of commandments as the fundamental basis for living the Jewish life obediently for the benefit of self and others. It was a covenant binding Jew and God together with God’s love for his chosen people expressed through the requirement of their obedience to his commandments. Millennia later, there was deep resentment among observant Jews of Herod’s decadent lifestyle
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