
		
			[image: 9780830870868.jpg]
		






		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		


		The Life of an Early Christian

		Ben Witherington III






  [image: IVP Academic Imprint]


			

			


		
			

			for Dan Reid, a scholar, editor, and friend. 

			Hope you enjoy reading this in your newly minted retirement. 

			And 

			for my wife, Ann, 

			who has helped me with so many writing projects.

		


		

			

		
			Contents



			
				
					Acknowledgments

						1 From the Beginning	

						2 The Journey to Jerusalem

						3 The Cost of Pentecost

						4 Mad Caligula, and Persistent Aquila

						5 A Marriage Arranged in Roma

						6 Banished!

						7 Paulus the Apostle in Corinth

						8 On to Ephesus

						9 Enter Apollos

						10 Demons and Dark Arts in Ephesus

						11 Riot in the Theater, Wild Beasts in Ephesus

						12 Return to Greece

						13 The Death of Claudius, the Return to Roma

						14 Joanna/Junia

						15 Paulus’s Farewell at Miletus

						16 The Collection and Its Collectors Reach Jerusalem

						17 Paulus the Prisoner in Caesarea and the Struggles of the Ekklēsia in Roma

						18 At Last! Paulus’s Arrival in Roma

						19 House Arrest and the Captivity Epistles

						20 The Release of the Apostle

						21 The Conflagration

						22 Peter Takes Charge and Writes of Suffering

						23 Christus Followers as Roman Candles

						24 Burned Out Christianoi—the Temptation to Defect

						25 A Surprise Ending, and a Return to the East

						26 John Mark and the Abomination That Makes Desolate

						27 Titus Rules, and the Volcano Erupts

						28 “You Must Increase, While We Decrease”

						29 Unnerved Nerva and the End of Days

						Image Credits

						Notes

						Also Available from IVP Academic

						Praise for Priscilla

						About the Author

						IVP Academic Textbook Selector

						More Titles from InterVarsity Press

						Copyright

				

			

		


		
			

			Acknowledgments

			I wish to especially thank Alberto Angela for his wonderful chronicle A Day in the Life of Ancient Rome (Europa Editions, 2009). This novella would not be as informative as it is without his fine work. And also I should thank Andrea Giardina for his finely edited collection of scholarly essays by various experts titled The Romans (University of Chicago Press, 1993).

			

		


		
		
			
				
					[image: ]
			Figure 1.1. Ancient Roma with its districts. The subura is in the middle of the city.

			

		

		


		
			
1

			From the Beginning

			 All human efforts, all the lavish gifts of the emperor Nero, and the propitiations of the gods, did not banish the sinister belief that the conflagration was the result of an order. Consequently, to get rid of the report, Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called Christians by the populace. Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judaea, the first source of the evil, but even in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from every part of the world find their center and become popular.

			Tacitus, Annals 15.44

			Rome was burning, would not stop burning—trees and houses burning, the screams of adults and children, burning. For six full days, Prisca watched in horror as whole districts of the city burned to the ground, feeling despair as the vigiles urbani in charge of maintaining order and fighting fires fell with exhaustion, overwhelmed with their impossible task.1 

			The fire had started in the subura in an officinae promercalium vestium, or cloth merchant’s workshop, where the stacks of flammable fabric easily ignited and grew to rage out of control for what seemed an eternity now. Yet those same flames engulfing the city had somehow only scorched the exterior wall of Aquila and Prisca’s leatherworking shop.2

			For days they’d watched the fire hoping it would spare their home as well, but then flames climbed right up the hill because of winds coming from the south, burning down the place where Aquila and Prisca lived in the insulae.3 She wished she could have ignored her senses as she listened to the crackling of pine needles outside her window, that acrid odor of burning pine tar and wood. But then she and her husband were grabbing what clothes they could, snatching up a tent, screaming at everyone to get out of the house and head to the high ground of the Palatine Hill, the site of Nero’s palace. As they made their hasty retreat from the flames, Prisca knew she would never outlive the memory of a lone dog whimpering in an entranceway to a villa, howling for its master, cowering on mosaic tiles that ironically read cave canem—“Beware the dog!”
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					Figure 1.2. Dog mosaic.

				

			

		


			Collapsing on the Palatine Hill, reeling from all they’d witnessed, what she couldn’t help but hear next chilled her despite the blasting heat of the fire below them. The comforting plucks of a lyre. And singing. When Prisca lifted her head she regarded her emperor, Nero, his face lit by the flames while watching, enjoying the scene as if some drama enacted for him alone. 

			As she huddled with the others taking refuge on this higher ground, rumors began to spread as quickly as the conflagration through the Eternal City that Nero himself had ordered the fire set so that he could rebuild and remake it in his own egomaniacal image and even, some said, rename it Neropolis. However, barely had that rumor been kindled when Nero shifted the blame onto what he called that “atheistic sect that worshipped a crucified Jewish man named Christus.” 

			And then the persecutions and martyrdoms in Roma had begun in earnest.

			◆ ◆ ◆

			Prisca tossed on her bed as the dream mixed with remembered images of the eternal flame in the Temple of the Vestal Virgins, that one light meant never to go out.4 She snapped awake and pulled the blanket around her in the early morning as she struggled to banish the hellish dream of the devastating fire, in the tenth year of Nero’s reign.

			It’s only a dream, she told herself. But even though it had happened more than thirty years ago, Prisca could not eject this scene from her sleep. Her unmarried, adopted daughter, Julia, who slept in the cubicle next to Prisca’s sleeping quarters, struggled awake when she heard the rapid breathing.

			“Can I help you? Is it the dream again?” her daughter asked with a concerned look on her face, rubbing the sooty sleep from her eyes.

			Prisca nodded. “It happened again, Julia. The same nightmare. Again. After all our prayers and all this time, it’s still impossible to erase the memory of those days. I’ve been thinking lately, perhaps it would help give me some peace, some rest from the nightmares, to put it all in perspective. Perhaps I should have you write my story. Maybe I should even go back to the beginning. When the Master died, and I was but a young girl visiting Jerusalem for the first time, during the Feast of Shavuot.”5

			Julia sat up straight, sloughing off the last of her slumber. She’d been in Prisca’s household most of her thirty years and longed to know more of her mother’s fascinating life, but until now Prisca had kept these details to herself, reluctant to relive them. Unable to hide her delight, Julia quickly answered, a torrent of words tumbling over one another. “I think it’s high time you tell the whole story!” She got up and moved next to Prisca, speaking even more rapidly. “You are one of only a handful of Christus followers who are still alive and were there from the beginning. Peter and Paulus have been dead for almost thirty years, and the word from Ephesus is that John the elder is near death’s door. I’ll gather a stylus, my writing tablet, some papyri, and lots of ink. We can make a chronicle of how the good news of Christus came to and spread throughout Roma, as only someone like you can tell it!”

			Not feeling quite the enthusiasm Julia did, Prisca could see the wisdom of her words. As hard as it would be to replay all those difficult events, it was important that others knew what she had seen and experienced. And nothing else had banished the dream so far. Maybe this was the dream’s purpose, to get her to put these experiences in writing. Silent for a moment, she sighed, and then nodded her head as she reluctantly replied in her worn, crackly voice, “I suppose you are right. After all, biographies of Jesus are being written, Paulus’s letters are being collected, and various early sermons are being copied. Luke has even written his two historical volumes, but no one is telling the story of the church in Roma.6 But we must begin at Shavuot, shortly after the risen Jesus had appeared to many and then once more disappeared into Paradise.”

			Julia sprung up and left Prisca’s room to get her stylus and wax tablet; the papyrus and ink she wouldn’t need until later. Prisca smiled at her young ward’s eagerness, wishing she had more of her energy and zeal. “Well, I must dress for the day,” she said as cheerfully as she could, rising much more slowly from her bed than the younger woman had. Going over to the arcae vestiariae, the clothing chest, she laid out her clothes for the day. Like most older matrons not abjectly poor, Prisca wore a long, ankle-length tunic. Over this she fastened a high-waisted stola at her shoulders with clasps, covering herself from neck to ankle with the thick wool.7 As she looked at her simple garments, she had a moment of envy for the long tunics that rich women wore, made from expensive cotton or silk. She shook her head to clear the image, glad she’d heeded Paulus’s advice about dressing modestly. She also eschewed makeup, though occasionally she would use some pistic nard perfume or ointment on hot days when going out.8

			Prisca combed her streaked gray hair straight back, splashed water on her face from the small bowl on a stand next to her bed, and wiped her face with a small cloth. Since she wasn’t going out today, she didn’t put on her palla, or shawl, which she would drape over her head as another sign of modesty. She smiled thinking of Julia, who wore more colorful clothing and seemed certain that modesty didn’t mean she had to be drab. Her daughter made a sharp contrast to the men of their household, who wore neutral-colored linen or wool. But Julia wasn’t the only colorful highlight within the rooms of their home. Since they’d bought this house at auction, from someone with more lavish tastes, many colorful pastoral and mythological scenes still covered the walls. Prisca wasn’t sure she liked them, but the bright imagery clearly brought great joy to Julia.

			As she looked through the lattice at her window, taking in the scene below, the sun peeked over the horizon, illuminating the many lines on Prisca’s face and the crow’s feet around her eyes. She smiled as she watched the comforting signs of normal life at the beginning of a normal day.

			Already the line for the dole of grain was forming in the square below. The carts rolled in through the gate, their oxen groaning under the load of grain and other goods. The cocks had been crowing for some time, and as with most Roman households, business had begun at six in the morning. Clemens, Prisca’s oikodomos, or household steward, was by now sitting in the tablinum, and Prisca could picture the line of people snaking out the front door of the villa, waiting for a chance to speak with Clemens—the servants to get their assignments for the day, the clients to strike their bargains. The servants would be waiting for their sportula, or food basket, for the day as well.

			At Paulus’s urging, Prisca had freed the slaves who’d worked in her household long ago, but they loved their mistress and continued to work for her as freedmen and freedwomen, now paid for their labors, able to save their funds, get married—and they had become Roman citizens, under Prisca’s sponsorship. Like them, Prisca was proud of her hard work and the quality of the leather products they made alongside each another.9

			Prisca still owned the leatherworking shop down in the subura, in the center of Roma. Inscriptions and epitaphs, not to mention shop signs in the subura, attested variously to the presence here of a baker, there a shoemaker, an ironmonger, a wool merchant, a purpurarius, or dyer of purple cloth,10 and yes leatherworkers, such as Prisca and her husband, Aquila, had been. Prisca chuckled remembering the time she and Aquila went to the funeral of a friend, Marcus Vergilius Eurysaces, who was a panarium, or baker. He’d had a mausoleum built in the shape of a bread bin, complete with images of workers in tunics grinding grain, kneading dough, baking and weighing loaves, while figures in togas, including Marcus, looked on.11 He was a man rightly proud of his trade and the successful business he’d built.

			Prisca shook the whimsical memory away. I can never understand the snobbish attitude of patrician Romans who think manual labor is beneath their dignity, she thought. Thankfully I was not raised that way.12

			This same area in the subura included a synagogue that Prisca and Aquila had attended until they were expelled and exiled by Claudius for sharing their faith in Christ, some fifty plus years before. This same subura, where many foreigners took up residence as well, had become a meeting place for the followers of the Christ.

			Nowadays, Prisca left the work in her shop to her freedmen and freedwomen, though she still managed the accounts. And the business was doing quite well, not least because the Roman army and the school of the gladiators who fought in the gigantic Coliseum built by the Emperor Titus, now some two decades ago, kept needing more tents, wineskins, sandals—anything and everything made of leather.

			Roused from happy memories and from viewing the scenes in her mind’s eye of what was happening as the day started, Prisca looked up as Julia returned, holding up her stylus and tablet. With characteristic fervor and a mischievous grin Julia said, “Let’s get started! Never fear, as I will be able to keep up using old Tiro’s system of tachiography.”13

			Prisca couldn’t help but smile. “Very well. We must begin sixty-six years ago,” she said, a faraway look in her eye that Julia recognized. “In some ways, it seems like only yesterday.”


		


		
			
2 

			The Journey to Jerusalem

			The filigree flame of fire fell on the fellowship
Pursuant to the prayer and praise and paeans of the plaintiffs
Such that there was no room in the upper room,
And they fled like men fleeing a burning building.
But even the Temple courts could not contain the ebullience and effervescence
And so they were deemed drunk, tipplers before their time.
Yet all that they had imbibed was Spirit,
Which was so like fire in their bones that their wayward words
Leaked out in languages unknown to the speakers,
As if the babble of Babel had been set in reverse,
To unite a divided Empire that pretended Pax Romana.

			Prisca sat in an upright chair in her bedroom, Julia by her side. Before they began, Prisca leaned over to pat Julia on the knee. “Thank you for pushing me to do this. It may be difficult for me. You know I’m not given to emotion, but there are times I may have trouble as I tell this tale. Mostly I’ve tried to forget rather than remember. Please have patience with me if I struggle some.”

			Julia leaned in to hug the beloved woman beside her—the one who had taken her in and made her a part of her family—the one who had given her hope when she had none. Her mother. She knew that Prisca had seen terrors Julia couldn’t even imagine, and she was humbled to be given the opportunity to record these earth-shattering events.

			Julia quickly released Prisca from her embrace. She could see tears pool in her eyes and didn’t want to make her more uncomfortable, for rarely did Prisca show her feelings. She’d been through so much that she’d learned to steel herself against the horrors of life. Julia determined she would try to make this as easy on her as possible. Both sat awkwardly for a moment as Prisca quickly brushed away her tears with the corner of her sleeve and sat a little straighter. Clearing her throat, she began.

			“I’ll try to tell it to you as if you were a stranger,” she said, patting Julia’s knee once more. “I think that’s the only way I can make it through this. It’s best to start at the beginning. I was born a freedwoman, connected with the Acilian gens in Roma, and given my adoptive mother’s name, Priscilla—Prisca for short. I was only fourteen at the time, but my mistress loved me dearly, as she had been unable to have her own children, and so I became the daughter she always longed for.”

			“As I am,” Julia interjected with a smile.

			Prisca nodded her head once, in patient agreement with her daughter’s interruption, before going on. “Indeed. I went from being a freedwoman, to an adopted child, even to being a Roman citizen, so adamant was my mistress that I would be family and be treated as such. I went with her everywhere to attend to her needs, and that included the synagogue in the subura, which is where and how I came to worship the God of the Jews. You see, Priscilla had become a synagogue adherent, so earnest about her new faith that she begged her husband for permission to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem to see the great temple Herod had built, to worship there with others who believed in the One God.”

			As Julia wrote, Prisca took up pieces of bread for both of them, realizing neither had broken their morning fast. She took a bite and chewed thoughtfully as she waited for Julia to catch up. When Julia looked up expectantly, Prisca offered her the bread, but her mother’s story was what Julia had been waiting so long for; she shook her head no.

			“Having seen none of the world outside Roma, I could hardly contain my excitement when my mistress told me we were going to Jerusalem to the festival. Old Festus, her much older husband, grudgingly let Priscilla and me go on the condition that we travel only during the regular sailing season, which meant between late Martius and early Octobris. His preference was early summer, when the winds would be favorable. So, to please her husband, Priscilla had to settle for going to the feast of Shavuot, rather than Passover, which was in the spring.”

			“Very sensible of him,” Julia added with a decisive nod as she wrote.

			Prisca gave a wry smile and said mischievously, “Old Festus was nothing if not sensible.”

			Julia looked up and grinned at her, appreciating that they shared the same dry sense of humor. For a moment, Prisca had a faraway look in her eye, as if she were transported to a different time or place. It gave Julia pause, and a bit of a thrill, as she anticipated what would come next in Prisca’s tale. 

			“Large sailing ships then were mostly grain freighters and were the only boats that dared sail diagonally across mare nostrum,1 and so we booked passage on the freighter called Apollo. We had to bring all our own provisions. The ship sailed from Puteoli to the famous harbor in Alexandria, a journey of some one thousand sea miles that took just over nine days. And that was just to Egypt! From there we had to book a much smaller commercial boat to Caesarea Maritima, Herod’s port built to service the province of Judaea.”

			“Was the grain ship terribly uncomfortable?” Julia asked.

			“Yes, it was very basic. Only the captain had what could be called a comfortable quarter. But I was young and excited to make the journey, so I didn’t mind.”
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						Figure 2.1. Caesarea Maritima Harbor today.

					

				

			

			Julia nodded as Prisca continued. “From there we had to walk overland some sixty-five Roman miles to Jerusalem and find a wayfarer’s inn or hostel where we could stay.”2

			Julia gave her a horrified look at the thought of such a long walk, but she bit her tongue and refrained from saying anything because she was afraid she’d interrupted too much already.

			Prisca noticed Julia’s alarmed expression, so she explained. “So many people were going up to Jerusalem there were no horses or camels available to ride. Priscilla hadn’t taken into account what huge crowds came to these Jewish festivals—in this case something like four times the normal population of Jerusalem showed up for the festival, or about two hundred thousand or so people from all over the empire.”

			Julia’s eyes grew wide as she wrote the figures down.

			“We learned soon after arriving that a microcosm of the entire empire had shown up, and even some people from beyond the empire’s borders! There were Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Roma (both Jews and converts to Judaism like ourselves); Cretans and Arabs.”3

			Prisca’s eyes focused on a table in the corner of the room, her mind revisiting that time. She could smell the odors and hear the sounds. “The cacophony of languages, the vast majority of which I didn’t know, was overwhelming. I knew Latin and some Greek, thanks to the paidagogos4 Priscilla had hired to watch over me and take me back and forth to school, where the great Herodes taught boys and only a few girls, myself included. I felt quite privileged,” she said, her chin raised high.

			Julia smiled with satisfaction, and a slight feeling of jealousy, as she absorbed what would have been any girl’s amazing opportunity.

			“I knew nothing of the Jewish language except a few words like shalom, for the synagogue in Roma read from the Greek translation of the Jewish scriptures.” Prisca paused to allow Julia to catch up, and to change tablets, for already there were many words to this story. She thought perhaps they might need more tablets before they were through.
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					Figure 2.2. A Greek instructor with students. The paidagogos stands at the far right with the kit to hold the stylus and tablet.
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					Figure 2.3. A writing tablet that uses bee’s wax. 

				


			

		


			Julia wrote furiously. Later, she would read back the story to Prisca a bit at a time before composing a fair hand copy onto papyrus. The sounds of the day were increasingly coming into the house, and Prisca stood to see that Clemens had finished his meetings with clients and workers and was going to the back of the villa to check the vines in the peristyle’s garden. 

			“I’m ready, Mistress,” Julia said softly.

			Prisca returned to her seat. “Excellent,” she said, softly patting Julia’s writing hand. “You can only imagine how overwhelming it was to visit a foreign city teeming with all different kinds of people. Fortunately, there were some other pilgrims from Roma who told us where we could stay—in this case, a hostel on Mount Ophel, in sight of the temple. The festival went on for several days, and we made a point of going to the temple on the morning of the second day there. Jerusalem, like Roma, is a city built on various hills, and the temple was on the one called Zion. It was an impressive structure, but not more magnificent than Roma’s temples. Yet what went on in the Jerusalem temple was quite different from what happened in those.”

			Julia looked up, intensely interested. “What differences?”

			“I’m getting to that,” Prisca said patiently. “Just like Roman temples, this one had priests, sacrifices, various kinds of offerings, and a temple treasury where precious objects, important documents, and funds were kept.”

			Julia nodded.

			“But in Herod’s Temple non-Jews were only allowed in the outer courts, even if they were God-fearers like me. A stern warning on the entrance to the court of the Jews said that any Gentile crossing into that court could be killed on the spot!”

			Julia looked surprised. She hadn’t known about that.


		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Figure 2.4. Sappho, the famous poetess, was an educated woman.
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					Figure 2.5. Theodotus inscription.

				

			

		

			Prisca wasn’t looking at her, so she continued without comment. “There were also some synagogues not far from the temple; one on Mt. Ophel had an inscription in Greek which I could actually read! Priscilla was proud of me when I translated it into Latin for her, and we stayed in the hostel associated with this synagogue.

			“The inscription on it read: ‘Theodotus, son of   Vettanos, a priest and a leader of the synagogue, son of a leader of the synagogue, and grandson of a leader of the synagogue built the synagogue for the reading of   Torah and for teaching the commandments; furthermore, the hostel, and the rooms, and the water installation for lodging needy strangers. Its foundation stone was laid by his ancestors, the elders, and Simonides.’

			“But I’ve digressed a bit, which is allowed for elderly persons like me.” Prisca smirked and Julia returned a smile. “Back to the temples, the differences are in some sense stark—no usual Roman festivals there, no images of deities, and the worship of only one God with absolutely no images of him. To those of us who grew up in non-Jewish environments this initially seemed strange, but at the same time it simplified and clarified religion, especially for me when I was young. If there really was only one God, it made perfect sense—and made religious life easier.”

			Julia couldn’t keep still at hearing this. “Yes! The Roman religions are much too confusing with all their many capricious gods—” 

			Prisca held up her hand in protest. “If we get on that topic, we’ll never finish this tale, Julia,” she said with a laugh. Julia grinned and nodded as she lowered her head, ready to write again.

			“On our first night there, Simon, the owner of the hostel, recounted to us visitors what had happened during the Passover festival fifty days prior. He explained that despite the fact it was festival season, three Jews had been crucified just before the Passover celebration proper had begun.”

			Julia nodded, knowing what Simon had been referring to.

			“Jews reckon their days from sundown to sundown, unlike Romans, who reckon from dawn to dusk and dusk to dawn. And yet, those three men were still on crosses in the afternoon, with sundown coming shortly, on the day the lambs were sacrificed for the Passover feast. I could hardly believe it. This must have struck many Jews as such an inappropriate time for the governor to assert his authority to use capital punishment.”

			Prisca’s voice quieted, so Julia looked up, only to see pain on her face. “Julia, I once saw a crucified man, gasping for breath beside the Appian Way. He was having trouble breathing and writhing in pain. I could only imagine the horror of three persons crucified just outside the Holy City walls.”

			Both women grew still, and seconds went by as the image persisted in Prisca’s mind until it became unbearable. She pulled her thoughts away from the memory, broke the silence, and continued her story.

			“I sat and listened to Simon recount what happened. He was a vivid storyteller from the Diaspora, and his Greek was good. I later learned he attended the synagogue of the Hellenists, or Greek speakers, in Jerusalem.

			“I can still see him clearly in the front room of that hostel on that night. Setting a large hand-lamp down next to him, the flame flickering, the shadows playing across his wrinkled face, Simon told a gruesome tale in a deep, resonant, compelling voice. It left such an impression on me, I can still remember his words:”

			It was extraordinary. All three men had been nailed to crosses, and the centurions were there to make sure no one tried to rescue them. It seemed somehow appropriate that they were executed on a hill called Golgotha, the place of the skull. As we all know, crucifixion is not merely the most shameful way to die, called by the Romans “the extreme punishment” but it was a punishment reserved for the worst of the worst criminals—rebellious slaves, those who challenged the authority of Roman officials and so committed treason, and the like. We Jews also have a saying from Torah: “Cursed be he who hangs upon a tree.” Some would say those men were surely cursed by God, and yet amazingly one was crucified with a placard that read, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” Imagine that—a crucified Jewish king. Unheard of, and the Scriptures do not foretell such a thing.5

			“Simon cleared his throat and spat in a cup before he continued.”

			One malefactor died cursing God, another seems to have made his peace with God, but Jesus was the most extraordinary of all. He recited a psalm, and then, amazingly; he forgave his executioners, praying something like “Abba, forgive them; they know not what they do.” Incredible! But in the end, all three died and were hastily buried so as not to interfere either with Sabbath or Passover, both of which began at sundown. You would have thought that would be the end to that sad chapter in Jewish affairs in Jerusalem—but oh no!

			“Simon paused and leaned forward, enjoying how his listeners did the same, waiting breathlessly for what would come next. When he was satisfied he had our rapt attention, he went on.”

			A mere day and a half later, the tomb where this Jesus had been laid was found empty. The tomb belonged to someone I know well—Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the Sanhedrin. He attended the same synagogue as some of my Aramaic-speaking fellow Jews. That tomb of his was empty!

			“Simon wore a shocked look that we predictably reflected back to him.”

			Now, grave robbing is not unheard of, sadly, even in Jerusalem. Thieves won’t even leave the dead alone in their hunt for possessions, mostly looking for coins and jewelry. But then we learned that Pilate had put a guard at the tomb at the request of the high priest Caiaphas. Grave robbing hardly seemed a likely explanation in those circumstances. And then, even more shockingly, some of Jesus’ followers claimed they had seen him alive a few days after his crucifixion. I can tell you right now, we Jews were not looking  for a crucified messiah, much less a crucified and risen one! And yet, that is what some Jews at the festival claimed—some from Galilee, but also some from here in Jerusalem.

			Prisca added, “By this time, Simon really had my attention. I was hanging on his every word.”

			Old Cleopas told us he had personally walked with Jesus outside the city to Emmaus and had supped with him! Now, I’m as much a believer in the resurrection as any Pharisee, but Daniel didn’t say there would be an isolated resurrection of a messiah one day. He spoke of a group resurrection of the righteous, and another group of the unrighteous.6 And yet, the followers of Jesus have persisted and insisted that all this happened to Jesus, and that over forty days he appeared to a variety of people, and then, like Enoch or Elijah, ascended into heaven.

			“Simon grew quieter now and looked thoughtful, almost forgetting his audience.”

			To me the most incredible part of this whole scenario is that people who saw Jesus die on the cross, and be buried, and by their own admission were not looking for his resurrection are the very people putting out this story that our God, blessed be he, had vindicated Jesus, and so made him a risen messiah. How can these things be? I believe in God’s mighty works and healings as much as the next person. I’ve even run into a fellow named Eliezer, or Lazarus, just down the road in Bethany, who claims Jesus raised him from the dead, but Eliezer was not crucified, was not a criminal. This story is not merely shocking—it’s a skandalon, as we say in Greek. It’s just too much to swallow.

			◆ ◆ ◆

			Prisca smiled and swallowed a little wine. “What was it Jesus once said: What is impossible for human beings, is nonetheless possible for God? Yet I must confess, I found this story fascinating but beyond belief. Nothing I’d learned in the synagogue prepared me for this story, and it was at this juncture in Simon’s tale that my mistress Priscilla said, ‘That’s more than enough bedtime stories for one night. We need to get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a big day in the festival and we want to get there early.’

			“As I lay in bed that night, saying a prayer, I simply couldn’t put that story out of my mind. I tossed and turned for some hours mulling it over, until I fell asleep, exhausted. Little did I know what the next day would hold for me and my mistress.”


		


		
			
3 

			The Cost of Pentecost

			Who knew the cost of Pentecost then or there, 
Or the momentousness of the movement set in motion? 
Who could have guessed the Guest who had inhabited them that day? 
If possession is nine tenths of the law, then this magnificent possession 
Became a magnificent obsession to lay down the Law and take up the Gospel, 
And so tip the world upside down such that peace came from grace and truth, 
Not law and order, 
And testimony was borne not to a crime but to a crisis 
Not to progress but to rescue, 
Not to an Emperor, but to a Savior, 
Not merely to the end of the old age, 
But to the dawn of the new one.

			As Prisca thought of those days, the years melted away and she was back in Jerusalem as a young girl. She remembered yawning and stretching as that new day dawned, the sun shining into the solitary window of their hostel room, her sense of anticipation making her restless until the shophar, the ram’s horn, blew loud and clear from Mount Ophel, where they were staying.

			The festival is about to begin! she thought with joy.

			◆ ◆ ◆

			Prisca snapped back to the present, once again aware that Julia was recording all of this. She straightened her garment and concentrated on what would be important for her daughter and future generations to know.

			“The next morning we walked to the temple precincts where a large crowd had already gathered. To my astonishment, a group of people spoke to each of the language groups present in their own native tongues! They were talking about some sort of good news having to do with the very person Simon had been incredulous about—the crucified man from Nazareth, Jesus.

			“Later I was to learn that God’s Spirit had alighted on each one of these speakers and somehow had miraculously given them the ability to speak in other human languages. I have to admit when I learned that, I thought, I’m sure this would horrify my Greek teacher, Herodes, back in Roma, because if this keeps happening, he’ll be out of business!”
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