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        JUDAH



        As he looked around the room, Judah saw the faces of his closest and most trusted friends, all young men like himself, none older than twenty-five. He had known most of them from childhood. A paradoxical mixture of pride and humility filled his heart. He was proud of their commitment to this, the greatest of causes, and humbled by their commitment to his leadership to see that cause through.


        Tonight, God’s kingdom would be one step closer. Tonight, God’s enemies would bleed. Tonight, Israel’s oppressors would taste the pain they so eagerly delivered.


        Each man had experienced Roman oppression firsthand. When Simeon was only twelve years old, a childish game disrupted a group of Roman soldiers who were throwing dice. Simeon paid dearly for the disruption. His right cheekbone was crushed, and his once handsome face was permanently deformed. Joseph’s mother, who ran a small tavern, regularly fed Roman soldiers. They thanked her service by refusing to pay, due to complaints about the food—a dishonesty betrayed by their repeat visits. And now their bluster and vulgarity drove away other customers. There were whispers that she could not keep the doors open much longer.


        At one time or another, Roman soldiers had forced each of them to carry heavy equipment for a mile, often to their personal detriment—a sale lost, an appointment missed, or a commitment unkept. And while all had paid the heavy price of Roman taxation, Jacob and Nathaniel, the sons of John, had lost long-held family businesses because of unmanageable financial burdens. But Samuel, Judah’s closest friend and Joseph’s cousin, had been victim of the worst transgression of all: Roman soldiers had raped Samuel’s sister just two weeks before. The mere thought turned Judah’s stomach and filled him with rage. The elders of Jerusalem were seeking justice, but everyone at the table knew there would be no justice—no Roman soldier would pay for this crime. Pain and anger now distorted Samuel’s once boyish and handsome face. Pain and anger marked every face that looked back at Judah. While each man here believed that his God had called him to this cause, it was that pain and anger that fueled their desire for the blood that would be spilled that night.


        Judah’s voice broke the silence. “I see the pain in your faces. I know the lives you have lived under the thumb of these Roman blasphemers. I know the trouble they have brought to your families. Tonight we enact God’s justice!”


        The room exploded with a guttural roar that would have possibly drawn unwanted attention if they were not secluded in the underground scriptorium of a prominent Pharisee.


        Judah continued, “Tonight our hearts are true, our zeal for God and his promises pure, and our plans are blessed by God’s good fortune.”


        All of them at once began to whisper prayers of thanksgiving to the God of Israel.


        For God’s good fortune had certainly fallen on them. Several months ago, Joseph overheard two drunk soldiers in his mother’s tavern. Apparently, each week a small group of Roman soldiers arrived in the city from Caesarea carrying important correspondence from the governor and a small chest of gold and silver. With this news, Judah and his friends had spent the last two months trying to determine which night these soldiers arrived and at which gate. Three weeks ago, they had found out both: the first day of the week at the Joppa gate. With this knowledge they began to monitor weekly activity, and a clear pattern had emerged. A group of five Roman cavalry arrived at the gate at approximately nine o’clock. Each time they carried a small scroll, which the guard noted but did not inspect, and a small chest, which the guard always opened. After this brief interaction with the gate guards, they proceeded through the city to the Antonia fortress, the Roman military headquarters in Jerusalem. They used the same route every time—a route that gave Judah the perfect place for an ambush.


        “We have planned, we have trained, and we have purified our hearts before God. As he did with our ancestors before us, God will surely match our faithfulness with his own. He will meet us in the battle and give us victory! Tonight Rome will bleed, but it will not be the last time. Tonight we deliver a mere flesh wound, but it will be the first of many. In the end our resolve will drive these vile Romans from our holy city!”


        Again a roar filled the hall.


        “The time has come. You know what to do. God grant us strength and victory.”


        They left the scriptorium, made their way through the house above, and scattered through a variety of exits into the cool Jerusalem evening. They had planned the routes to their stations to avoid attention or suspicion. Each concealed a small bow and a quiver of arrows beneath a heavy cloak. Roman authorities did not allow the inhabitants of Jerusalem to possess such weapons, but one could procure them with the proper connections. Judah and his nine companions had been secretly training with the bow for a little over a year. It would be the best way to ambush and kill Roman soldiers, who were virtually unbeatable in close combat.


        As Judah made his way to his assigned station, he thought of his father, Isaac. It was his father who repeatedly told him the stories of Joshua, Samson, Jonathan, David, and his own namesake Judah, called Maccabeus, who smashed the pagan Greek armies like a hammer and led the Jews to independence just two hundred years ago. “These are men of true faith,” his father would say. “They did not sit back and wait like cowards for God to move on their behalf. They stepped out in faith, met God’s enemies head on, and God rewarded that faith with victory!”


        His father despised the Pharisees, a sect of Jews who opposed any violent resistance and taught the people that they could only obtain God’s promises through patience and purity. Such ideas were laughable—as if the proper washing of hands or strict forms of Sabbath observance would have the Romans shaking in their boots! Though the Pharisees were certainly no friends of Rome, their teaching was rendering the people powerless. It was this system that allowed Rome to exercise its pagan authority in the holiest of cities.


        But things were starting to change. There was a growing unrest in the city. Judah could feel it. The patience called for by the Pharisees was wearing thin, and the desire for deliverance was beginning to grow greater than the fear of Roman power. Judah knew all they needed was a spark, something that would turn the embers of discontent into the fire of revolution. His deepest desire was to be that spark.


        Judah came to the place of the planned ambush. Here the road made a sharp ninety-degree right turn, and then after about sixty feet it picked up its original direction by making a sharp left turn. This created a small space in which they could easily hem in the five mounted soldiers. Judah had placed his men on the surrounding rooftops, which were relatively low, giving each a good angle on his target but also providing cover from which they could shoot. He placed three archers, including himself, facing the approaching soldiers, and a single archer each on the soldiers’ right and left flanks. The goal was for these five archers to do the most damage. They would have the element of surprise, and if their arrows flew true, they had a chance of taking out all the soldiers. Judah knew this was unlikely, but he hoped the initial attack would eliminate at least three. Judah placed the remaining five bowmen at the two exit points so that a volley of arrows would meet any soldier attempting to break out of the trap. If all went according to plan, there would be no survivors.


        Judah was first to arrive at his station, but Jacob and Nathaniel soon joined him. He then heard one low whistle, followed by an additional three signifying that the others were in place. Judah’s heart was racing, and he could hear the nervous tension in the short quick breaths of his friends. While they had all trained with the bow, they had never engaged in live combat. Would they be able to overcome their nerves in the face of Roman soldiers? Would fear paralyze them? Would it overwhelm their training? Their aim?


        The sound of hooves in the distance interrupted Judah’s thoughts. His muscles tensed and he fought back the lump in his throat. His long, low whistle signaled the others to draw their bows. No one was to fire until all the soldiers had made their first turn into the trap. As the sound of the hooves drew closer, Judah and those with him drew and strung their arrows. In the light of the torches that lined the streets, Judah saw the first soldier round the corner. He felt a calm come over him. His grip on the bow was firm. There was no tremor in his hands.


        Another whistle signaled that all the soldiers had rounded the turn and that the time for action had come. Judah took aim at the lead soldier; he released his arrow and watched it rip a hole through the neck of its target. With a guttural cry the soldier clutched at his bloody throat and fell. In an instant the strum of bowstrings and whir of arrows filled the air, bringing the cries of soldiers and panicked horses. Chaos ensued. Horses reared, throwing their riders to the ground. Soldiers scurried for weapons or to help the wounded. Judah had caught them unawares, but it seemed the first volley had only killed one soldier. Had it even wounded another?


        He felt his courage weaken as the surviving soldiers began taking defensive positions behind their shields. He signaled a second volley and then a third, but the arrows fell harmlessly against Roman shields. The full weight of fear seized him and a million thoughts flooded his mind at once. How had their training failed so badly? Would God not grant them victory? Should he call the retreat now, while they could still get away? Could they get away? Would the soldiers pursue them? If they stayed, how long would it be before the reinforcements arrived and his men were trapped? Had he doomed them all?


        But then a break! The soldiers were retreating backward behind their shields—right into his trap! The sound of whirring arrows again filled the air—not Judah’s arrows but those of his men set to block off a retreat. All fear vanished as the arrows hit their marks. Shrieks of pain pierced the air again, and the wall of shields melted away. Without need of an order, his men let loose another volley of arrows, most of which found their marks. Three of the four remaining soldiers were down, but one remained standing! The soldier charged forward under cover of his shield, and with deft agility jumped on one of the remaining horses. Momentarily, Judah feared the soldier’s escape, but an arrow struck the horse in the hindquarter. It shrieked, reared, and threw the soldier to the ground. Within seconds, Judah and his men filled his back with arrows and he lay motionless.


        At last, all five Roman soldiers were down. One was clearly dead, and perhaps a second, but the movement and groans of the others made it clear they were only wounded. Both groans and movement ceased after a final volley of arrows. With that, a chilling silence replaced the chaos that had filled the last several minutes. Three short whistles—the signal to disband. They would regroup at the scriptorium.


        But Judah had one more job to do. With a nod, he gave his bow to Joseph, who quickly departed. Judah climbed down the back side of the building to the street level. As he passed by the side of the house into the street where the Roman soldiers now lay, he pulled out a short dagger. Fear engulfed him. If any of these soldiers were not actually dead and could still fight, Judah knew he would be outmatched. Even a wounded Roman soldier was deadly.


        He quietly approached the leader of these soldiers, the one he had taken down with an arrow through the neck. Shock and dread still filled the soldiers’ dead eyes, a sight that brought Judah a surge of pleasure. He knelt next to the body, lifted up the scarlet cloak, and there he found what he was looking for—the small scroll! He had hoped to get the small chest of coins, an infusion of financial support for the movement, but in the chaos the horse carrying the chest had fled.


        But after unsealing and reading the scroll’s contents, he realized he had found something far more valuable: the names of two Roman informants. He recognized one of the names. Further bloodshed would come soon.
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CALEB


The streets of Jerusalem were quiet and empty this late at night. Though he rarely walked them at this hour, Caleb enjoyed the peacefulness that was absent during the day. It was not simply absent because of the hustle and bustle of a large city; it was absent because the heart of the city and the hearts of its citizens were restless with longing. Jerusalem—the name itself meant “city of peace”—had not known peace in Caleb’s lifetime. Rome, the current foreign occupier of his beloved city, claimed to be the bearers of peace, and in a sense the claim was true. By its sword Rome had brought the entire world to heel, and “peace”—the mere absence of war—was the result. The city had not seen war in a long time. But the peace Rome claimed for Jerusalem was a thin veneer under which restlessness, resentment, and desperation boiled in the hearts of a people longing to be free from tyranny.

Caleb had just come from a meeting of shopkeepers in which such longings were palpable. He owned and operated a middling sized pottery shop in Jerusalem, a shop he had grown up in and had recently inherited from his late father. His father had been instrumental in organizing a network of shop owners and artisans in the city for the purpose of navigating the complicated economic problems created by Roman occupation with the idea that economic survival in this atmosphere would be better accomplished if the many worked together. They considered pricing, trade, taxation, and any number of issues that had a bearing on economic success. They sought to adapt as a group to ever-changing Roman policies, a strategy that on the whole had been quite successful. They kept these meetings as well as the names of all who attended secret since Roman authorities would likely perceive these meetings as dangerous. Sedition was not their purpose, though seditious sentiments occasionally found their way into the meetings.

Tonight the group had discussed a rumor that the local Roman officials planned to introduce a new tax during the upcoming Passover celebration. Passover saw a great influx of people to Jerusalem as Jewish pilgrims from all over the empire came to celebrate the sacred festival in the capital city of the Jews. The population of the city regularly grew fivefold during the Passover celebration, reaching upward of three hundred thousand people. With this influx of people came increased success for local businesses, many of whom relied on this boom to carry them through year’s end. The threat of a new tax that might significantly reduce their gains had many feeling anxious and angry. Perhaps if all agreed to certain price adjustments, they could survive.

Perhaps they could. But Caleb doubted whether he could. Since his father’s death, his shop had seen a slow but steady decline in customers. His father was well loved, a gregarious man with a personality that effortlessly drew people to him. People told Caleb he was much more like his mother: quiet and analytical, kind but private. Not that Caleb could confirm such a comparison; his mother had died giving birth to his sister when he was only three years old. While these traits from his mother had served him well in his education and study of Torah, they had not served him well in the daily operation of the pottery shop. The quality of the pottery, made primarily by his sister, Miriam, and one of his cousins, had not changed, yet sales had declined. It was clear to Caleb that the sole factor was a change in the personality people encountered when they came to shop. At first, customers had remained loyal. They came to shop and also brought gifts, food, and stories of what a wonderful man his father had been. But in time, their loyalty waned. The man they loved was gone, and so was the experience they so closely associated with the shop. Of course, close friends and family still came, but their business was barely enough to keep the shop running or put food on the table.

Caleb was uncertain how long he could keep the doors open—and even more about what he would do if he had to close them. How would he support his little sister? Amid these anxious thoughts, his mind drifted to the mysterious visitor who had appeared in his shop as he was closing that evening. Could his offer be the way out?

Lost in thought, Caleb almost walked past his own front door. He entered to see Miriam kneading a loaf of bread. Everyone said she looked like his mother: she had long dark hair that framed an oval face, with big dark brown eyes and olive skin. She had an innocent appearance that did not bear the hardship their family had endured. His arrival brought her usual bright, warm smile and a question about his day. Though she looked like their mother, her personality was just like their father: eternally optimistic and endlessly kind. Caleb usually tried, but today he could not match her warmth and cheer. She quickly read the anxiety on his face. “Caleb, what is wrong? Has something happened?”

“No, my sweet sister, everything is fine,” he lied, knowing it would not convince her.

“I know something is wrong, Caleb; I can read it in your face. What has happened?”

“The Romans!” Caleb snapped, though he quickly restrained himself. “The Romans have happened.”

“Yes, I am aware,” she said playfully, “but they didn’t just happen. What have they done that is troubling you now?”

“There is a rumor they are looking to impose a new tax, one that may significantly cut our profits during the coming festivals. They see the influx of those making pilgrimage as an opportunity to profit, but that profit comes at our expense. And now, of all times!”

“We have handled these sorts of taxes before, Caleb. We can handle them again,” she replied calmly. “Are not the other shopkeepers making preparations for such a tax?”

“Yes, yes, they are. But my concern is with our own shop, Miriam. Things are bad—worse than you know.” Caleb couldn’t hide his worry and dejection.

“We have faced hard times before, Brother,” she reassured him. “We will survive these hard times as well. Keep faith. God will provide.”

“Will we? Will he? I don’t share your confidence, Sister.” It was not the first time such exchanges had taken place, and they exhausted Caleb.

“I fear for your faith, Caleb. It was once so strong, like father’s. Father believed in God’s promises. He trusted God. You used to trust as well.” He could hear the disappointment in her voice.

He shook his head. “You don’t need to remind me of father’s faith, Miriam—I know it well. But look around this city. The common people struggle to survive under heavy taxation. Those who farm the countryside live on land they once owned but lost to wealthy landowners because of unjust loans they could not repay. Most struggle to feed their families after they send the profits to Rome. Wealthy merchants control the price of materials and make deals with those in power so that they can maintain that control. As long as Rome is in control, nothing will change, Miriam.”

“But Rome won’t control this city forever. We must be patient,” Miriam said confidently. Caleb sighed—he knew what she was going to say, and he could barely stand to hear it one more time.

“God will send his Messiah, Caleb. Father said the day was near, that the Messiah was likely already alive, perhaps in our midst, and that God would raise him up and reveal him to us all. When he comes, he will drive the Romans out. He will bring justice, righteousness, and peace to our land. You know this, Caleb!” Then she said quietly, “Or at least you used to.”

“Father said a lot of things, Miriam, but Father is dead now!” He saw sorrow and shame fill her face, and he felt guilty. “I am sorry, Sister. I shouldn’t have said that. But I can’t have this conversation again. I am going to bed.” He kissed her forehead and left the room.

He lay on his bed pondering his sister’s words: “The Messiah will come.” The people of the city were obsessed with the idea, though few could agree on what this figure would be like. The writings of Israel’s prophets promised an age in which God would restore Israel to her former glory. It would be an age of peace, justice, and righteousness. Israel would no longer be the victims of oppressive foreigners; instead, their God would raise them to a place of power and glory. These same prophets seemed to allude to a figure through whom God would bring about this new age, but they only provided bits and pieces, and how to assemble them into a coherent whole was anyone’s guess.

Many agreed this figure would be a descendant of King David, though the fact that at one time many Jews were willing to see Judas Maccabeus, who had no ancestral connection to David, as a Messiah demonstrated that even this marker was negotiable. Some thought there would be two Messiahs: one a priest, one a king. Some thought the Messiah was someone whom God had appointed from the beginning of time. Some thought the Messiah was one whom God would raise up because of his faithfulness. Some thought the Messiah was a human warrior who would lead the people in a successful revolt against Rome; others thought the Messiah would be a heavenly or even angelic figure who would bring heavenly armies to destroy Rome and raise Israel above the entire world. Some thought the Messiah would come as result of faithfulness to God’s covenant with Israel, the Torah—that a pure and obedient Israel would move God to action. But for others, a minority to be sure, the Messiah would only come when the people showed faith in God’s deliverance by taking up arms against Rome—only when people showed such faith would God raise up his Messiah from among the people. Caleb’s own cousin Judah, two years younger than himself, was a passionate advocate of this view, and was relentless in his efforts to bring Caleb into the fold.

For much of his life, Caleb had engaged in such speculation and lived with a passionate messianic hope. This was in large part due to his father, a man who diligently studied the Scriptures and steeped his son in these studies from the time he was a toddler. But in the past two years since his father’s death, that hope had been all but extinguished. It wasn’t merely the loss of a father that shook Caleb’s faith, though perhaps that played a role. It was the bleak outlook for so many of his people and the unshakeable Roman power that lay heavy not only on Jerusalem but also the entire world. It had become quite clear to Caleb that the expectation of overthrowing Roman power in any significant way was nothing more than a fool’s hope. He had seen many “messianic” claimants rise, but they all met a swift and violent end at the hands of the Pax Romana—the Roman “peace.”

Most recently a prophet named John, the one called the baptizer, had rallied a large number of people around him, proclaiming that God’s new age was about to dawn and that all people must ready themselves through cleansing. Caleb himself had even gone out to the wilderness to hear him speak. This John was charismatic, passionate, and compelling. His words even began to plant hope in Caleb’s heart. But the Roman-appointed ruler of Galilee, Herod Antipas, had arrested and executed that prophet, again confirming for Caleb that hope was foolish.

Nevertheless, the faith of many remained unflappable. Most of his Jewish brothers and sisters had a deep hope in a coming Messiah. That hope was the ultimate source of tension within his city, whose Roman occupiers were committed to the reign of Caesar and whose inhabitants were committed to the coming reign of another king. How long could such conflicting commitments coexist? Caleb did not know the answer, but he was confident that when that conflict came to a climax, it would be Rome that reigned supreme. Rome would win. Rome always won.

That thought turned his mind back to this evening’s mysterious visitor and the hope he had offered.




ELEAZAR


Eleazar reclined on his bed, admiring both his wife, Joanna, and the plate of fresh dates he was sampling. He had told her he would not be present for a private dinner party they were supposed to attend that evening, so she pouted as her slave girl painted her face in preparation. But he had more pressing matters to attend to—and, if he was honest, these dinner parties were incredibly juvenile. The gossip about the young aristocrats of Jerusalem was mind-numbing.

“I don’t know why you can’t miss this one meeting with your father,” she started. “You know how long I have been looking forward to this party, and how much I have wanted you to attend. Both Salome and Bernice will be there, together with their husbands. Am I to be all alone? Will they not laugh at me when my head is turned?”

“My darling, you know I would come with you if I could, but this meeting is of the utmost importance,” said Eleazar. “The Passover is coming and preparations must be made.”

“But he is the high priest, not you,” she protested. “Can you not miss this meeting and receive word of its results after the party?”

“You know better than this, darling. My presence is imperative, perhaps not for the plans to be made, but for learning how they are made and who helps make them. If I am to be high priest one day, I will need knowledge—not only knowledge of how to rule but also knowledge of what it takes to rule. As my father says, ‘Successful authority is not founded on policies and procedures but on knowing those who surround you better than they know themselves—in this way you will always stay two steps in front of them.’”

Eleazar was the eldest son of Caiaphas, the high priest of the Jerusalem temple. The high priest was the highest ranking non-Roman in all of Judea, and practically speaking he was the governing authority within the city of Jerusalem. The Roman governor lived in Caesarea, and he delegated authority in the city to the high priest.

Caiaphas hoped Eleazar would succeed him whenever his own tenure as high priest ended. The position carried great authority and prestige, and thus was highly coveted. There was no guarantee of succession from father to son, since the Roman governor appointed the high priest, though there was precedent for it. The problem was that other powerful priests would go to great lengths to prevent that from happening. A particular threat came from Annas, Caiaphas’s father-in-law and Eleazar’s grandfather. He had opposed Caiaphas’s appointment from the start, and Caiaphas knew that even now Annas was maneuvering to secure the position for one of his own sons.

“I am sure you are right, my love,” Joanna said. “But your cousins Jacob and Mattathias will be there; perhaps it would be beneficial to speak with them. You could learn from them more about Annas’s plans or the ideas held by your uncles. Would that not be worth your while? A political investment, perhaps?”

It was a nice attempt, but it had no hope of persuading Eleazar. Yes, Annas and his uncles, Annas’s sons, were political threats that required close observation. But Jacob and Mattathias were imbeciles, with less knowledge of the political landscape than his own dear wife.

“My cousins are useless. They know more about the newest Roman dinner party fashion than they know about threats facing our city. My dear, these are troubling times. Just last week, archers in the street ambushed five Roman soldiers. The talk of new taxes only increases people’s anger, and this bloodshed increases the chances that Rome will mete out violent justice in the city. In addition to all this, Passover is coming, which you know will bring further threats to peace. I must attend tonight’s meeting!”

“I understand,” she said, dejectedly and unconvincingly. “But people will certainly ask where you are. What would you have me tell them? That you are in a private meeting with your father and a few select priests discussing the safety of Jerusalem?”

“Don’t joke, darling,” he said firmly. “You know you must not speak of this meeting to anyone, particularly my cousins or their gossiping wives.” Eleazar’s cousins might be as dense as a sack of flour, but they would rush to their fathers immediately if they had even one whiff of a secret meeting of high-ranking priests. “Tell them I am not feeling well and am sorry to miss the festivities.”

“I don’t know why such secrets must be kept,” she said in mild frustration. “You are all of the same family, and you are all priests. Doesn’t everyone want peace?”

“If only that were true, my dear,” he said in a tone that verged on condescension. “But Annas and his family do not have the best interests of this city or its faith in mind. It is their own interests they are concerned about. If a disruption of the peace would unseat my father, they would seek it for the chance to regain their power. They are the worst kind of priests, my dear Joanna—they treat our sacred faith as a tool for gaining power and prestige. They care little for the heritage of their ancestors, the covenant, or the God of Israel, and they are willing to sacrifice any of these things for political gain—though, to be sure, not to the point that it will cost them political gain. They certainly have their use for our faith.”

Eleazar’s father was nothing like his grandfather or uncles. From a young age, Caiaphas had taught his son the value of his Jewish identity and heritage. As a boy, Eleazar had learned to read Hebrew by reading from the sacred covenant, the Torah, the stories of the patriarchs and Moses, and he regularly spoke with his father about their significance and meaning. His father taught him to revere the Creator God of Israel, who had given the covenant to the Jewish people so that they might be a light to the nations. His father had not only taught but modeled the importance of these realities. Among the Sadducees, his father had a reputation as a man of true and sincere faith, which had earned him the respect of many within the party. In fact, this reputation had even earned him the respect of many prominent members of the Pharisees. This had ultimately led to his appointment as high priest.

“I have heard this opinion of your family many times before, Eleazar,” said Joanna, “but it seems overly harsh to me. Your grandfather has always been kind to me, as have your uncles. And your cousins and their wives have become my friends. I do not like keeping secrets from them. They are family, and that should be more important than political gain. But out of love for you, I will do as you wish, and not speak of your secret meeting tonight.”

Joanna was well-meaning but naive. She did not know that at the time of his father’s appointment as high priest, Eleazar’s grandfather had secretly betrayed him. Caiaphas had learned that Annas had gone to the Roman governor himself and claimed that Caiaphas’s fidelity to his Jewish faith made him a poor candidate for the position of high priest. He argued that a man with such convictions could not be successful in a position that required compromise with Rome. Despite such claims, Caiaphas received the appointment from the Roman governor Valerius Gratus, who believed there was value in a high priest whom the people of Jerusalem respected and perceived as incorruptible. Annas had not taken defeat well, and his scheming to place one of his own sons as high priest was ongoing. Of course, Annas was outwardly kind to Joanna, as he was to the rest of his family. But Caiaphas constantly reminded Eleazar not to trust this kindness.

“You are as innocent as you are beautiful, my dear, but you must trust me in this matter,” Eleazar said. “My grandfather does not have our best interest at heart. Please be mindful of what you say. My cousins might not be as friendly as they appear.”

“You worry too much, my love,” his wife said. “I wish you would worry less and enjoy life more. I’m afraid I must leave you now.”

She gently kissed his cheek and exited gracefully through the door.

Less than a second later, she stuck her head back through the door, smiled, and said playfully, “Enjoy your secret meeting.”

This drew a smile from Eleazar. He loved his wife, and only hoped she would use discretion.

His thoughts returned to Annas’s claims that a pious man like Caiaphas could never successfully be the high priest in Jerusalem. His father had quickly proven this false, as he demonstrated the ability to work well with the Roman governor—particularly the most recent governor, Pontius Pilate. In fact, it was this relationship with Pilate that kept the political maneuvers of Annas at bay. As long as Pilate was in control, Caiaphas’s position was relatively secure.

While Caiaphas’s aptitude for political life came as a surprise to many of his opponents, it did not come as a surprise to Eleazar. He had long known his father to be a pragmatist who, though devout in his Jewish identity and faith, did not suffer the foolish expressions of that faith that abounded throughout the city. Talk of Israel’s restoration, the dawning of a new and glorious age, the destruction of Rome, and an anointed Davidic King were utter nonsense to Caiaphas. Such beliefs found their origins in people’s blind commitment to the words of ancient “prophets” who had claimed to hear from God and had visions of a glorious future for the people of Israel.

Many Jews regarded these prophetic texts as sacred Scripture, but not the Sadducees. From his earliest days, Eleazar could remember his father deriding such expressions of Judaism: “Don’t listen to such fools, Son. They are blind at best and deceivers at worst. God has indeed spoken to us, and his words can be found in the Torah. It is fidelity to Torah that reveals God to the world, and we must be faithful to that charge.” Caiaphas always claimed that a human king was never God’s desire for Israel. According to Torah, God alone should be king of Israel.

It was this rejection of a Messiah-crazed Judaism that allowed his father to work so well with Pilate. They shared the goal of keeping the peace in Jerusalem, a goal that required constant vigilance against extreme expressions of Judaism that might threaten the peace. Unlike Annas, Caiaphas was not motivated by power and prestige but instead by the good of his people. He knew that messianic zeal and the hope for Rome’s destruction would only lead to Jewish suffering.

But although he worked well with Pilate, Caiaphas knew what this Roman governor and the power he represented was capable of. He had seen far too many crucifixions of those suspected of sedition to know that any substantial threat to the Pax Romana would bring swift retribution on the city. Caiaphas worked tirelessly to avoid such a fate. And, should he ever become high priest himself, Eleazar would devote himself to the same goal.

A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. Philip, a head slave in his house, informed Eleazar that his guests had arrived.




PILATE


After an unseasonably warm day, Pilate sat on the balcony of his private chambers, letting the cool sea breeze wash over him. He could taste the salt in the air and feel it on his skin. From this balcony, he could see virtually the entire city of Caesarea Maritima, with its massive temple devoted to the worship of the Great Augustus, its impressive amphitheater, its hippodrome, and, perhaps most impressive of all, its man-made harbor that rivaled any other in the world in both size and beauty.

The harbor was forty-one acres in size and enclosed by impressive concrete walls on which were massive storehouses used to facilitate the significant trade of the city. Also on the walls were six massive bronze statues and a light tower that burned with fire twenty-four hours a day. To approaching sea vessels, this harbor was truly a wonder to behold. A client king, Herod the first, the father of the current ruler in Galilee, Herod Antipas, had constructed Caesarea at the behest of the emperor Augustus, and the beauty of the city matched his reputation as a master builder. It seemed the late Herod had built all the structures worth admiring in this region, with this city on the Mediterranean being second only in beauty to the great temple in Jerusalem.

At times while walking through Caesarea, Pilate could almost imagine he was back in his home city of Rome instead of this godforsaken backwater of the illustrious Roman Empire. Aside from Caesarea and Jerusalem, there were few other cities of note in the province of Judea. Small villages dotted the region, the farms of which produced little in the way of significant wealth for the empire. To his peers back in Rome, the assignment seemed menial and of little value, but Pilate knew better. Judea controlled both land and sea routes to Egypt, the fertile bread basket of the empire. It also provided a crucial buffer between the empire and one of its most threatening enemies, the Parthians. But such importance didn’t make the snide comments and jokes about his assignment any easier to take—perception created reality for those in Rome.

The physical location was not the worst part of the assignment, despite what his friends back home might think. It was the job of ruling this province that was truly detestable. Throughout the Roman Empire, provinces thrived under the oversight and protection of Rome. The cities of Greece and Asia Minor had truly prospered through their identity as loyal provincial capitals under Roman rule. The peace and stability Rome brought allowed trade to boom, which resulted in the amassing of great wealth throughout the empire. Most who benefited from such wealth were deeply thankful and held both Rome and its rulers in high regard.

This was not the case for most of those living in Judea. Judea was the home of the Jews, a people that were as odd as they were ancient. They were devoted to one god and refused to worship any other—they wouldn’t even make an image of this god or speak his name. Pilate had discovered this the hard way, of course.

Central to their religion was a set of ancient writings that outlined the laws this god had given them. For many Jews, the writings of their prophets were also quite significant. Most Jews believed their god had spoken to them uniquely through these writings, and the prophetic writings seemed to be the crux of the problem. They promised a time in which these Jews, this small and powerless group of people, would rule over the entire world. Their capital city, Jerusalem, would be the center of a new world, and their god would live in the temple that sat on top of a mountain there—as if this mountain would be the new Olympus! All the nations would serve them and come to worship this god.

How preposterous! Could these people not see that this was impossible? They had no army, no weapons necessary for military victory, no siege equipment to tear down city walls, and most of all, no resources with which to procure any of these things. They were living in a fantasy. It didn’t help that they had had military success almost two hundred years earlier against the Greek Seleucids. But this was no reason for optimism, since the Seleucids were fighting on other fronts and could not devote the necessary resources to destroy these pesky Jews. Such was not the case with Rome.

The foolishness of this hope did not make it harmless, however. No, this hope bred hate—deep hatred of Rome and its occupation. While cities like Ephesus and Thessalonica built temples and threw massive festivals as a way of thanking Rome for its many benefits, the Jews of Judea openly despised all things Roman. They refused to allow a temple honoring Rome and its gods to be built in Jerusalem. They refused to give such gods any semblance of worship. They wouldn’t even permit any Roman image within the capital city—again, something Pilate discovered the hard way. There was no gratitude for the great wealth that Roman power had brought the region, nor even a “thank you” for the freedom of worship the Roman rulers had allowed.

The most difficult part of Pilate’s regional assignment was negotiating the complicated realities brought about by this hate. Every day felt like a constant battle to keep the peace. It often kept him up at night. Of course, the Jews could never truly threaten Roman power, but they could threaten the stability of the region. They could riot in the streets and kill Roman soldiers . . . and governors. And riots could certainly turn into open revolt. Pilate was aware of such possibilities, and was particularly aware that he did not have the military power to stop them. He had at his disposal roughly eighteen hundred Roman soldiers in the region, along with some cavalry. These forces, less than one third of a legion, were hardly enough to stop a people deeply committed to revolution. The bulk of Rome’s military power in the region was under the control of the Roman governor of Syria, who had three entire legions at his disposal—approximately eighteen thousand soldiers. If open rebellion broke out, it would take these reinforcements at least two weeks to arrive in Jerusalem. At that point, there was a good chance Pilate would not be alive to care.

With such little military support, keeping the peace often required the ability to work with local rulers and power brokers, some level of diplomacy, a cunning instinct, will, some acumen, and on top of all of that a bit of sheer luck. It was a constant struggle, and Pilate envied those who governed in friendlier provinces—where governing was not only easier but also appreciated!

But as difficult as this job was, Pilate had become quite good at it over the previous five years. He had certainly made his share of mistakes in the beginning—painful and embarrassing ones. Even now, his faced reddened when he recalled the pomp and arrogance he brought with him from Rome when he first took this assignment, and the shame he had quickly incurred because of it. Before coming to this backwards region, many warned Pilate about the difficulties he would face and the people who would hate him. A foolish young Pilate politely listened to such warnings, but ultimately ignored them. He was brashly confident he could corral these people with a dramatic display of Roman power. Who would not fall in line once they had truly tasted Roman steel or watched a beloved leader cut down or crucified for insurrection? Pilate’s opportunity for such an exhibition came quickly.

Not long after his arrival in Judea, he made a visit to Jerusalem to see this important city and introduce himself to both the common people and leading officials. Advisers had told him that these people were very particular about displaying images or any sort of likeness of a living creature, and his predecessors had been very careful to not bring any such images into the city. They stripped soldiers’ uniforms and military banners of any such images, be them of animals or the emperor, when they entered Jerusalem. But Pilate felt that such decisions showed weakness and decided it was time for these Jews to embrace the Roman power over them—images and all! Out of what Pilate believed was sensitivity, he brought the soldiers in at night so as to not cause a disturbance.

The following day it did not take long for the people to realize what had happened, and protests began outside the former palace of Herod the Great (the home of the governor when he visited Jerusalem). The crowd was shouting and yelling, but for the most part Pilate could not understand them; they were not speaking Latin or Greek. Instead of facing the mob, Pilate decided to meet with the leading officials: the high priest Caiaphas and his councilors. They explained to Pilate the gravity of his offense; if he wanted to keep the peace (something they wanted as well) he should remove the image-bearing shields immediately. Pilate responded with arguments about the lack of honor these people showed Rome, which bestowed such blessings on them. He refused to remove the images, but after much pleading, he agreed to reconsider and make a final decision in the coming days, though he had no intention of changing his mind. Pilate anticipated that as the days passed the protesters would tire and go home. While the numbers diminished at night, many stayed—some praying, some shouting. And every morning the crowd seemed larger than the day before.

Eventually, Pilate had had enough. The shouting and wailing had become exhausting, and his frustrations with these ungrateful and obstinate people had reached a breaking point. On the morning of the fifth day, Pilate ordered his soldiers to surround the protestors. After they had done so, Pilate came out and addressed them. He rebuked them for their actions that dishonored Rome, the source of their peace and prosperity, and he ordered them to cease and desist. Any who refused to leave, he would have killed for insurrection. He was quite confident that the threat of real violence would break their spirit. But to his utter shock and amazement, one of the leaders of the group got on his knees and threw his head back, baring his neck. And slowly the rest in the crowd did the same.

In this act, the people conveyed the depth of their conviction. By it, they said, “Do what you must, for we will do what we must.” Pilate had not expected such a response. Though many had warned him, he did not believe a people could be this recalcitrant. He was tempted to give the order to execute them all, but he knew that such violence would have reprisals—perhaps the people would riot, and also Rome might not approve. He had only been there a matter of weeks. What would the emperor say if he could not keep a peace that had lasted for over seventy-five years? He ordered his soldiers to sheathe their swords and disband, and the next day the images were removed from the city.

That moment was a terrible embarrassment to Pilate. He felt these Jews had successfully challenged his power, making him appear weak. Although he was angry, he had no one to blame but himself. Despite many warnings, he had pushed these people to the brink of death, and they were willing to go there without any hesitation. He made the grave mistake of underestimating the conviction of these Jews, but never again. He vowed to better understand them—not because he appreciated them, but because he wanted to control them and thus successfully rule over them.

He remembered, perhaps not soon enough, that the former governor Valerius Gratus had advised him that the key to survival was the high priesthood. He had said, “Among a people of zealous conviction, you will find them sensible. And because they love their positions of power, you will find them much easier to control.” So before Pilate left Jerusalem to return to Caesarea, he held a private audience with the high priest, Caiaphas.

In this meeting, Pilate projected a demeanor of humility. It was one of the wisest decisions he had made in his political career. He found that Caiaphas was indeed sensible, rational, and easy to converse with. He was a wealth of information about these people, their history, and their religion. These Jews were not as homogenous as Pilate had supposed. While certainly a small number of central beliefs galvanized them, their beliefs and practices could vary widely—and even some of those tenets could be interpreted quite differently. Distinct sects had emerged, like the Pharisees and the Sadducees, each drawing unique boundaries around themselves—and holding distinct values that they would die for. They had different opinions about what texts were truly sacred Scripture, the afterlife of both the individual Jew and Jews collectively, fate and free will, the rules regarding ritual purity, and much more. At any one time, these groups could influence common Jews who were not members of any one of them, though it seemed the Pharisees more often had the greatest sway over the masses.

Pilate also learned more fully about the deep desire among most Jews for independence from Roman occupation, their desire for a leader of some sort to deliver them, and the growing hostility in the city toward anything Roman. But perhaps most importantly, he learned that Caiaphas opposed all such notions and was deeply committed to the cause of peace in the region. In Caiaphas he found an ally who in many ways wanted the same things that Rome wanted; stability, peace, and if possible, growing prosperity. But Caiaphas was adamant that Pilate could not achieve that peace through violence, which would ultimately result in rebellion. Instead, political savvy, manipulation, and—most important of all—information were the tools necessary for maintaining peace and stability.

Information could allow you to identify and neutralize threats before they became problematic. Information allowed you to manipulate important priests, teachers, and artisans who may have sway with the people. Information allowed you to build the right relationships, stroke the right egos, and fund the right special interests. Politics in Judea was complicated, and the person with the most information could navigate those complicated realities effectively. Caiaphas informed Pilate that he had already amassed a significant number of informants. He offered to share information with Pilate if he so chose, but he also encouraged Pilate to develop his own information network.

Pilate’s predecessor had also tried to tell him that information would serve him better than brute force. He even left Pilate with a well-developed network of informants. But Pilate’s humiliation finally unstopped his ears. Pilate would not prioritize force over information again, and he would also not ignore this high priest again. Valerius Gratus was indeed correct in directing Pilate to the Jewish high priests, but Gratus was wrong about one thing—Caiaphas wasn’t motivated by a desire for power. Instead, something much stronger than that drove this priest: a deep desire for peace, grounded in a sincere religious conviction and love for his people. The trappings of power were not the currency Pilate would need to motivate Caiaphas; instead, he needed to play on his commitment to peace and his genuine concern for the Jews.

Pilate’s thoughts were interrupted by his chief aid, Lucien. “I have the reports from your informants in the north about Jesus the Galilean, my lord. They are sealed as you requested.”

“Thank you, Lucien. You may leave them on the table.”

“Is there anything else you need, my lord?”

“Not at the moment, Lucien. After reading these, I may need to send word to Caiaphas or perhaps Herod Antipas. If so, I will need a scribe. In that case, I will send for you.”

“Yes, my lord, I will see that a scribe is ready should you need one.” With that, Lucien left the room.

Pilate took a long look out his window at the beautiful sea, drew in as much peace from it as he could, and then took up the report of the potential political threat: Jesus, the “prophet” from Galilee.




JUDAH


As if on cue, the traitor left his home and headed in the direction of a neighborhood tavern. Judah and his men had surveilled him for the past seven days. The pattern was always the same. The man left his shop at sundown, went home and ate dinner with his family, and then headed to socialize at the tavern for about an hour.

The man’s name was Lazarus, son of Ananias, a Pharisee. Ananias was the most prominent mason in Jerusalem. He had received significant contracts for the construction of the temple, and the excellent work he had done greatly enhanced his reputation. He was favored by the Jerusalem elite for the construction of buildings, homes, and significant remodels. However, in the past year, Ananias had experienced health issues that prevented him from working. His son Lazarus had taken over the family business, and from all reports the business continued to thrive under his management. But ever since Judah had learned that Lazarus was working as an informant for Rome, he suspected that his financial success was in some way tied to his treacherous service.

Little caused Judah’s blood to boil more than traitors. Rome was this world’s great evil, but worse even than Rome were Jews who betrayed their own people for financial gain. They would burn in the hottest fires of Gehenna on the great day of God’s judgment. Not only did they enable the continued enslavement of their own people by foreign occupiers, but they took financial reward that would otherwise go to those more deserving. Judah knew of two other masons that faced financial hardship because they consistently lost bids to Lazarus—despite claims that their bids were more competitive! How could such men hope to survive when the game was rigged? This treachery and injustice made the planning of the ambush all the more satisfying. Tonight, Lazarus would pay dearly for this betrayal.

At first, Judah thought eliminating Lazarus would be simple. When he made his way home from the tavern, stumbling from too much wine, he would be an easy target. Judah’s men would grab Lazarus, pull him into an empty building, question him, and then end it. But things got more complicated two days into the surveillance. Those watching Lazarus noticed that everywhere he went, two large men seemed to also be following him. Were they surveilling him as well, or protecting him?

In order to find out, Judah paid two boys with reputations as ruffians. The first boy rounded a corner and ran into Lazarus, almost knocking him down. While Lazarus was getting his balance, the other boy planned to trip him. But as soon as the first boy ran into Lazarus, both of the men bolted forward, coming to the falling man’s aid.

Now what was originally the simple task of grabbing a drunk man off the street suddenly involved eliminating the hired muscle that was protecting him. But Judah was undaunted. He had eliminated five Roman soldiers. Compared to that, dealing with these two meatheads would be no trouble at all.
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