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      Hatred stirs up strife,

      But love covers all sins.

      

      ~Psalms 10:12
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      My eyes were sanded shut by the wind, the sun, and the shame. I was bruised, bloodied, dragged over the rocky ground to the holy Temple where my accusers announced my impending doom. I was torn away from the man I loved because they wanted to show me my place as a sinner, to prove that I deserved to die like the sacrificial lambs led daily to their slaughter. With simple words the teacher made them leave. I felt his gaze upon me.

      “Woman,” he asked, “where are they? Has no one condemned you?”

      My eyes opened and they leaked pain and terror as I searched the Temple court for someone, anyone, with their skull-cracking stones aimed at me. Only the stones remained, left where my accusers had stood. My hand reached for the necklace of precious jewels my husband placed around my neck but it wasn’t there.

      “No, sir,” I said.

      “Nor do I. Now go your way and sin no more.”

      Sin no more. As if I had ever foreseen myself a sinner, a woman soiled in the eyes of men and Moses. A woman of stones.

      Sin no more. I wanted to cover him with the tears of my sorrow. But he was gone.
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      In truth, I do not know when I first loved him. I had always known him, his kindness, his gentleness, his smile. Then finally I met him. When I knew him I began dreaming about him, dreaming there were no boundaries between us, dreaming we made each other as happy in the real world as we made each other in my dreams. One day I looked into his eyes, such sensitive eyes, friendly and deep. One day I became curious about this man I had always known yet only just met. Then he began to visit, and then I loved him. I wanted to sleep in his arms, bear his children, and live with him until we grew into many years together, our grandchildren surrounding us, keeping us warm in their love. Dreaming about him kept my mind from my loneliness, the worst kind of loneliness, the loneliness of being surrounded by people yet having no one. I was empty, and the dreams kept my emptiness at bay because I had something beautiful to dream about.

      During the day I looked for him, the corners of my sight attuned to his tall, lanky frame, his movements bobbing like a fisherman’s boat on the sea. I knew instinctively when he was close. My ears picked his voice out of the cacophony of street sounds, braying donkeys, and rumbling voices. During the day, my hands deep in warm dough, my mind drew pictures of him plucking at his beard with his thumb and forefinger, his mind preoccupied, his eyes somewhere else, always thinking. I had a permanent etching of his smile behind my eyes, and whenever I looked at my etching I smiled too. I was edgy and uncomfortable when he was not around, and where he was, when I was there, I felt well in the world.

      All adulterers say it began innocently enough. All adulterers want to believe we don't know what happened, how it began, who made the first move, who chose to do wrong first. Look at my situation, is what I’m doing so very bad, we ask? We don’t want to admit we felt more alive doing wrong than we ever felt doing right. For myself, I can only say that I was not happy and I wanted to be happy. I was not fulfilled and I wanted to be full. I may have been loved. I may have been betrayed. I want you to understand. My story is hardly new to the human heart. Think over scenes from your own life and you may see yourself in the jeering, pointing fingers of my accusers, in the sneering glares of those standing near, in the jagged, life-stealing stones held by many. You may see yourself in me. I made choices as you have choices. Where have your choices brought you? When you look over your life, are you content with where you stand now? My story is the same story others have lived, it is the same lesson others have learned. A story of stalled dreams and dreams that come true at a price. A story about dreams that are reevaluated and dreams resurrected as truth and light. I am not evil. I do not have carelessness in my heart. I am not a seducer or a Jezebel who uses men to her own devices. In my most private heart I meant to do what was expected of me, but I wanted to be loved and I thought I found that love.

      I know what it’s like to live for a glimpse, a smile, a nod of acknowledgment, a pass almost close enough to feel. I know how it feels to struggle to keep your face stone-set because you must keep your eyes from lighting up and your heart from shouting your truth to passers-by. I know what it’s like to be near him, aware of everyone else, pretending not to see him, not to see anyone because people notice things like secretive smiles and shy, love-filled eyes. People see them and whisper them to others. Although it was dangerous I began to seek him out more often than was safe because even a few words from him were enough to fuel me until I saw him again.

      Will you judge me? Will you say I was wrong to love the heartbeat smile of a beautiful man who was not my husband? Will you begrudge me the need to fill my emptiness with dreams that could have been true in another way at another time?

      Will you cast the first stone?
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      “The Lord bless you and keep you,” the priest chanted from the Temple porch. “The Lord make His face shine upon you, and be gracious to you. The Lord lift up His countenance upon you and give you peace…”

      From the Court of Women I looked toward the Holy of Holies, the Temple chamber only the high priest could enter. That was where G-d was, they said. I looked around the Temple as if it were all new to me again and I was a new wife from a small village in Galilee and such glorious magnificence was the product of my imagination. I looked toward the Sanctuary and the Purification Basin. I saw the Altar and the Oil Storage. I turned away from the Place of Animal Slaughter and kept my eyes averted from the Court of Israelite Men and barely glanced toward the Place for Lepers. I stayed away from the Court of Gentiles at the edge of the Temple. I stood past the portico and up the steps of the Court of Women, watching acerbic smoke lift the burning rings of animal flesh heavenward, an odor pleasing to Him, they said. The smoke mingled with the spicy scent of incense and there was a fullness in the air like a fragrant cloud. There was expectancy among the huge limestone blocks, as if the worshippers never knew what would come next though these same traditions had been practiced for generations. Pious Jews in Jerusalem, like pious Jews throughout the Diaspora, had eyes for nothing but the Temple, a stone mountain of white marble and gold, built to glorify G-d in the finest human fashion.

      The priests chanted Aaron's blessing with ardor, their words hovering above the vast Temple courts, their hands lifted above their heads, imploring His mercy and His blessings for themselves, and for everyone. The Levite Choir sang psalms over the roar of the sacrificial flames, and my lungs ached from the smoke of flesh and incense. The time of the sacrificial service was my time for prayer. I thought if I prayed quickly He wouldn’t see the weakness in me I fought so hard to hide. I thought I could trick Him into looking past me, through me, not noticing I wasn’t as strong as I wanted to be, not seeing I had a sinful way of escaping my loneliness. I begged Him to help me understand. Who am I? Why am I here? Is this all there is? I prayed and I listened, but I didn’t hear any answers.

      After services were over I crept down the steep steps, past the praying women and the gate, looking for my husband outside the Temple after the sacrificial service ended. My husband was obsessed with the sacrificial service. He went often to the Temple to witness it. Whenever I watched him I was afraid of his joy at the sacrifice, his joy at watching others suffer for his own expiation.

      From the time I was a girl, in the silence of my heart so no one would know, I questioned Him about the violence. “Why must we shed innocent blood for human atonement?” I asked. Caught, defenseless, terrified, feeling the heat from the fire against their skin, sensing that her pieces would soon be scattered into the vexed flames, the unblemished sheep or goat would bleat piteously, backing up, trying to flee, but the handler, intent on his own redemption, would drag the pathetic creature past the Sheep Gate through the central court, the Court of Israel, to the altar. The giver was intent on giving, even if it meant inflicting suffering on another life. We were taught to believe that to sacrifice meant to come closer to G-d. By giving to G-d what we valued most, we won favor in His eyes. And favor in His eyes was what we wanted most. We wanted to be closer to Him. I wanted to be closer to Him. And yet I could never understand the need for sacrifice.

      “G-d is love,” my father taught me. But where is He here? I wondered. Where is love here?

      I closed my eyes when the slaughter began, and I pulled my shawl over my nose when the sacrificial pieces were tossed into the flames. It was such a voracious fire that priestly assistants needed armfuls of wood to keep it burning. Sometimes the animals screamed, sending bumps along my skin, recognizing their pain. Sometimes they nickered until they faded away. Sometimes they simply closed their eyes and bowed their heads, resigned to their fate. People were atoning for their sins, and they had many to atone for. As one of the priests read the Ten Commandments, many praying at the Temple could make a list of the Commandments they had broken, broken that day, even. It was an elaborate ritual, processions of music, singing of psalms, even torch dancing as the animals were marched to their deaths. On Tabernacles, the most joyous of Jewish holy days, the celebrations lasted all night. Early rabbis had said that he who had not taken part in the Tabernacles observance in the Temple had not lived.

      My husband laughed when he saw me outside the Nicanor Gate, still clutching my shawl over my nose. It wasn’t a pious gesture, he said, but a weak one. To reach me he had to walk around the construction sites where the outer courts of the Temple were being rebuilt after the Temple had been damaged by foreign invasion. He shouted to be heard over the haggling cries of the moneychangers and the sacrificial animal hawkers.

      “Woman,” my husband said, “surely even a simple country girl like yourself can learn to withstand the great scents of our Lord’s Temple. Surely you cannot still be overcome by the sacrifices and the incense. They are odors pleasing to Him, after all.”

      He held tight to the rabbi’s proverb to not speak much to a woman on the street, even one’s own wife, particularly one’s wife, and he wouldn’t be seen talking to me in public. He looked toward the priests moving to and from the Temple, looked for one of the many holy men he had to break bread with him at our home. He flattened his shawl, straightened his fringes, centered his phylacteries, then walked to the first priest he saw near the Temple gates.

      “Shalom alekh hem,” my husband exclaimed, kissing the priest’s hand. “Peace be with you.”

      “Shalom alekh hem,” the priest answered. He bowed formally.

      “How are you this day?” my husband asked.

      “Tomorrow will be better,” answered the priest. “Tomorrow I’ll be slaughtering the sacrifices. It is my privilege to do so. We can never honor the Almighty enough. He deserves constant praise.” The priest scrutinized my husband with pinched eyes. “The pious must always meet their duties. When we do not meet our duties we do not show our devotion to the Lord.”

      “I hope my dear friend does not question my devotion to the Lord.”

      “I do not question your devotion, only I noticed you left today without tithing. Are the markets bringing lower prices? The Lord will accept whatever you can give. You are normally the most generous of the pious.”

      My husband bowed as he backed away. “Oh no, my friend. You must be mistaken. The markets are well and I have tithed at every ceremony. There are days when I have given every shekel I made that day. You must have seen someone else slipping away.”

      The priest sniffed as if he knew the truth but wouldn’t further question a successful merchant who did often make large contributions to the Temple fund. My husband was a man of indifference, but he was a man of indifference who professed to be pious, to love the Lord and to live according to His laws. During services he prayed the loudest, closed his eyes the tightest, raised his hands the highest, bobbled his torso to and fro with more kinesthetic energy, and then, like many of the pious, he left to say and do what he pleased when he thought no one would know.

      While my husband spoke to some men he knew I watched the poorer worshippers leave the Temple for their homes of stone where they would continue with the necessary tasks of hard living until it was time again to worship. Wealthy men brushed past with self-importance, their tassels low to the ground, their beards immaculately trimmed, their heads dutifully covered in the presence of Him. They wore their phylacteries high next to their hearts, leather straps wound tightly around their skin, proudly, their left arms leading them through the narrow, winding streets of Jerusalem, prompting others to step aside, thinking, “That is a man of G-d there.”

      Most of the men who worshipped at the Temple were wealthy, but often the women who worshipped were poor. Often
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