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        For Shiloh, I pray you find God’s path for your life.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem, a Sabbath day’s journey away. And when they had entered, they went up to the upper room, where they were staying, Peter and John and James and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew, James the son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot and Judas the son of James. All these with one accord were devoting themselves to prayer, together with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and his brothers.”

        -Acts 1:12-14
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      33 A.D., Jerusalem

      

      Clang.

      Assia jumped at the sound and twisted to see Zipporah bent over a mess. She cringed at the sight. The tray they had filled for the servant to take to the hungry men now lay on the ground surrounded by the food they had spent all morning preparing.

      Moges, the steward of the house, stood over Zipporah with a stern look painted on his face and stains covering his tunic. The fire in his piercing blue eyes matched the copper of his hair.

      In all the days Assia had been a guest under the priest’s roof, she had never seen Moges’ face any other way than twisted in disapproval.

      “You clumsy woman.” Moges shook out his tunic. “I shall inform Master Theodotos of your careless behavior the moment he returns.” He stuck his nose in the air and walked away mumbling something in his native tongue.

      “I beg your forgiveness.” Zipporah stumbled after him.

      Assia listened to the muffled argument from her place in the kitchen. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard the two exchange heated words. In fact, this was their standard interaction.

      She moved toward the mess on the floor. Flipping the large tray over, she scooped the offerings back onto the bronze surface as best she could. Rising, she set the tray of soiled food on the table and reached for a cloth. She soaked it in the nearby vessel of dirty water and bent to scrub the tile.

      “Mistress,” Zipporah screeched upon reentering the room. She stooped next to Assia and reached for the cloth in her hand. “You shouldn’t be cleaning the floor. That’s servant’s work.”

      Assia held firm to the cloth. “I know a servant’s place, and I know mine. My family and I are guests of your Master's. We have every right to repay his favor.”

      “Not by cleaning my mess.” The servant tugged back. “I’m already in enough trouble this morning.”

      With a pang of regret, she relinquished the cloth. Zipporah was right. If Theodotos had walked in on her cleaning, he would not have taken the gesture as she intended. “Forgive me.” She stood. “I didn’t mean to cause you trouble.”

      Zipporah looked up at her and sighed. “I know you were just looking to help.” She smiled. “Your mother raised a kind woman.” Her gaze returned to the mess. “Too bad kindness doesn’t change the way of the world.”

      Assia watched the servant wipe the remnants of food from the tile. The chaos of the morning had become repetitive. She disliked this routine. These two servants of Theodotos’ house were in an endless state of argument. She wondered how anything ever got done. Between their different nationalities and their different personalities, a storm of frustration was constantly brewing between them. When they got angry, their tongues slipped into their native languages, which only added to the turmoil.

      James appeared in the doorway. “What happened?”

      Assia watched her brother’s eyes dart from the pile of ruined food on the table to Zipporah and then to herself. She lifted a shoulder. “It was an accident.” She allowed her eyes to dip to Zipporah for only a moment before holding his gaze.

      The young servant stood with her chin tucked to her chest.

      James flicked his eyes to the woman, then back to his sister.

      To Assia’s relief, he seemed to understand her unspoken message as his face softened.

      “Oh, I see.” He straightened his tunic. “I heard the crash and came to make sure no one was harmed.”

      “We are well.” Assia waved to the platter. “But please inform the others that the food will take a little longer this morning.”

      He gave a repeated, steady nod as if trying to decide if more needed to be said.

      Assia lifted a slight smile to comfort him.

      Deciding no more words were needed, James left the room.

      Zipporah let out a forced breath. “I’m glad he wasn’t Master Theodotos.”

      A shiver ran up Assia’s back. She’d only known the priest’s hospitality since they moved into his villa but, like any human, she knew kindness was only one side a person could display. She looked over the kitchen searching for what they could use to refill the tray.

      The servant clicked her tongue. “Pickings will be slim for the men this morning.”

      “The others will be back from the market before the next meal,” Assia assured her. “We will simply make that one larger.”

      Zipporah nodded. “Don’t suppose we have much choice.” She took the tray outside to dispose of the soiled food.

      Assia reached for the knife she had previously used and wiped it clean. She grabbed the last apples and set to work making thinner slices than she had before.

      The familiar rocking motion of her hand on the blade brought her comfort. The chaos of life dissolved when she was at her kitchen tasks. Preparing food was simple. She knew if she mixed certain spices with certain ingredients, the dish would always come out tasting wonderful. The same could not be said when warring personalities were mixed. Growing up in a large family she often saw people adore each other one day and tear at each other the next. The same appeared to be for true a house full of servants and guests.

      Her hands glided into a rhythm, almost a dance, as she helped prepare what remained. By the time the tray was acceptably filled once more, the turmoil of the morning had passed.

      Zipporah hurried, more carefully this time, to bring the hungry men their first meal of the day.

      Assia was left standing in the kitchen that didn’t belong to her. She had dreamed of such a place. Back in Nazareth, her mother and sisters had to find any space possible in their tiny home to prepare food to feed their large family. Often that meant some preparations on the roof, some in the courtyard, and others inside wherever a free spot could be found. Having a dedicated room to bring forth offerings to fill the bellies of those she loved was her deepest secret desire. She’d only ever discussed it with Hiskiel…

      Hiskiel. Her betrothed’s name tore at her heart. It had been weeks since she’d seen him. She remembered the glint in his eye when they departed Nazareth with the caravan heading to Jerusalem for Passover. Hiskiel’s whispered promises of marriage upon her return lingered on the wind the entire trip.

      His custom, like most Hebrew men, was to travel to Jerusalem for the Feasts every year, but he decided it best to stay behind this year to make final preparations for the life they were to share upon her return. Little did either of them know what awaited Assia’s family this trip. Her oldest brother’s death, His glorious resurrection demonstrating Him as Messiah, weeks of waiting only to see Him for the briefest of times before the clouds swallowed Him whole. Now, they waited for a promised sign.

      “Hiskiel,” she whispered her betrothed’s name half with desire, half in prayer.

      Her soul wondered how much longer they would remain apart. Years of waiting had led up to his promise of a wedding feast. She should have been in his arms by now. Yet, here she stood. In the borrowed kitchen of a priest while her brothers and the disciples of Jesus awaited yet again. Waiting was wearing her patience.

      Her attention returned to picking over the remaining ingredients. She’d never known such luxury before taking up temporary residence in Theodotos’ home. Jerusalem’s market held riches beyond the jewels that hung from the Roman women’s necks and hair. Being a large city along the vein of a trade route meant its bazaar offered varieties of food and spices from faraway lands. Her hometown of Nazareth would never see such diversity.

      Assia loved cooking more than anything, but wandering among the large market was a close second in her heart. In Nazareth, they had not known the best ingredients but they had feasted on care, on love, all the days of their lives. That meal was good enough for humble women, poor craftsmen, and Messiah alike.

      Her mother and sisters had been escorted to the market with Joseph on their way back from the Mount of Olives to choose from among the selections while Assia offered to return to the villa to help prepare the first meal for the men. Jesus had told them to wait for the coming sign. The women knew no one should wait with empty stomachs.
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      The room was suddenly filled with women all chatting at once.

      “Ima,” Assia greeted her mother. “How was the market?”

      “Overflowing.” Mary set her basket on the floor. “There were so many choices.”

      Lydia, the middle sister, dropped her basket. “And we had to carry it all back.”

      Salome practically floated toward Assia. “We would not have been able to drag you away if you had gone today, sister.” She lifted the strap of her shoulder bag over her head and set down the overflowing pouch.

      Assia’s spirit faltered for a moment as she gave her youngest sister a faint smile. She knew her sister meant well by the comment.

      Zipporah entered behind them. “Glad to see you’ve returned.” She moved to examine the purchases. “We need to get started on the next meal.”

      “Before you do that,” Moges barked as he entered the kitchen in a clean tunic. “Your first task is to remove these stains.” He tossed his soiled tunic at Zipporah’s feet and left as quickly as he entered.

      Mary tilted her head at Assia seeking an explanation.

      She closed her eyes with a shake of her head.

      Zipporah bent to retrieve the garment.

      “Can we help with the wash?” Mary offered.

      The servant waved her off. “I’ll have Ria help me. I’m sure there is more that needs washing.” She headed out of the room calling for the other female servant of the house.

      Mary moved toward Assia. “What was that about?”

      Assia flicked her chin toward the doorway. “The two of them had a run in this morning. Zipporah crashed into Moges with an entire tray of food.”

      “Oh no.”

      “We had to make a new one for the men with what was left,” Assia explained. “I’m glad you were able to find such bounty because we’ll need it.”

      Mary patted her daughter’s hand. “We’ll get started right away. We have much work to prepare for Shabbat tomorrow.”

      The women unpacked their haul and set to work preparing food.

      Assia reached for Salome’s sack and opened it to discover a pile of melons. “Wow,” she whispered.

      “I thought you’d like those.” Salome’s smile was as wide as her face. “They made me think of you.”

      Assia pulled out a small, perfectly round melon and rubbed her hand over the smooth skin. “They’re beautiful.”

      Mary eyed the fruit. “They reminded me of the ones in Egypt.”

      “What was it like?” Assia asked.

      “Egypt?” Mary hesitated as her gaze lifted faraway. “Beautiful.” She sighed to herself. “I remember all the bright colors and the food…so much food. The Nile is certainly a gift to their people.”

      “Tell us more,” Salome pleaded.

      Mary smiled. “I remember there were these lovely birds that would wake us up every morning. Their feathers looked like they were hand painted.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Salome gushed.

      “Sounds like a nightmare,” Lydia countered.

      The other women looked at her for an explanation.

      “Jesus, James, and Joseph would have been keeping Ima up all watches of the night,” Lydia replied. “I’m sure the last thing she wanted to hear was bird noises first thing in the morning after hearing three young boys wail all night.”

      “Actually their morning song was quite lovely.” Mary hummed to herself.

      “Better than screaming boys?” Lydia asked.

      Mary chuckled. “All the sounds of my children are music to this mother’s ear.” She tugged at Lydia’s ear. “I pray one day you will learn to appreciate such a sound.”

      The middle daughter pulled away. “I’m not looking forward to hearing that song any time soon.”

      Assia let her fingers brush over the outside of the ripe fruit again. “Why did you ever leave Egypt?”

      Mary piled grapes into a bowl. “We were only in Egypt waiting for the threat of Herod Archelaus to pass as the messenger had warned us. We knew it was only a temporary stay.”

      “I wish you could have stayed,” Assia admitted. “It seems like such a wondrous place. I wish I could have seen it myself.” She set down the melon and removed the others from the bag.

      “Our ancestors thought that same thing.” Mary lifted a brow. “And what did that gain them?”

      Assia thought back to the many stories of their people she had heard repeated over and over again. She sighed. “Forty years wandering the harsh desert and the loss of an entire generation.”

      Mary nodded in approval. “Be careful where you set your desires.”

      Assia eyed the pile of bright melons and imagined the birds and colors her mother had described. Even if she couldn’t live in Egypt, she’d still love to see it for herself. Her thoughts shifted. “Did you know Zipporah is from Egypt?”

      Mary lifted her head. “Is she really?”

      “That’s why she and Moges don’t get along very well,” she explained. “He’s Saka. They are a proud people and yet he is a slave to a Jewish priest.”

      “That would explain a lot.” Mary put a finger to her cheek. “You know, I think I remember a few recipes from our time in Egypt. Maybe I can make her something.”

      “Do you know any Saka dishes?” Assia asked. “Moges might be in more need of a good meal to chip away his rough exterior.”

      Mary thought for a few moments. “I’m sorry to say I don’t know much about the region. But I’m sure we could ask around the market the next time we get the opportunity. People from all over come to Jerusalem. Perhaps we can discover one from his region that would be willing to share a recipe or two.”

      “As opposed to Nazareth,” Lydia said with a rough smack of a pomegranate on the table. “People avoid that town as if we are all lepers.”

      “I like our town,” Salome added in defense.

      “That’s because you don’t know any better,” Lydia huffed.

      “There isn’t anything you miss from home?” the youngest sister countered.

      “I miss having fewer men to take care of.” Lydia crossed her arms. “I thought five men was difficult enough to feed. Now we’ve got an extra eleven stomachs to fill multiple times a day and tunics to keep clean.”

      Salome rolled her eyes. “This is just preparing you for your own house full of boys,” she teased.

      “Which I pray is in the very distant future,” Lydia added a sharp nod as if to stamp her choice.

      “Not too distant,” Mary added. “I would love to sit another child on my knee before I am too old to see their face.”

      “I’m sure Assia will happily obey your plea as soon as she is freed from the grasp of this city.” Lydia waved to her older sister. “She can’t wait to tend to crying children.”

      Talk of marriage and children brought Assia’s thoughts back to her betrothed. She twisted her fingers. “I miss Hiskiel,” she admitted out loud.

      The room fell silent.

      Mary moved toward her. “I know how much sorrow this distance and time must be causing you.”

      Assia looked up into her mother’s warm gaze. “Do you think James will take us home soon?”

      Mary lifted a shoulder. “I’m not certain.”

      “I miss him terribly, Ima. He’s waiting for me to return so we can wed.” She pushed her palms up to her cheeks. “What if he thinks something has befallen us and looks to wed another?”

      Mary wrapped Assia in a comforting embrace. “Banish such thoughts, daughter. I’m sure he is patiently waiting for your return; making grand preparations for your wedding feast.”

      “Do you think James would grant me permission to send word to Hiskiel concerning our delay?” Assia asked with the last strings of her hope attached to the proposition.

      Mary twirled Assia’s hair in her fingers. “We don’t have coins to send a messenger so far.”

      “What about Theodotos? Surely, he’d grant my request?”

      Her mother held her out at arm’s length. “Do you think it right to ask so much after we’ve been shown immeasurable favor?”

      Assia’s heart twisted. “I suppose not.” She sighed heavily into her mother’s chest. “How long do you think a man will wait for his bride?”

      “Not being a man, I do not know,” Mary offered. “But I’m sure Hiskiel will still be waiting for you when we return to Nazareth.”

      “If we return,” Lydia added.

      Assia scrunched her face at her sister. “Bold talk for someone who doesn’t even have someone waiting for them.”

      “Sorrowful words for someone making such a fuss over a simple man.”

      Pulling away from her mother’s embrace and taking two large steps toward her sister, Assia met Lydia face to face. “When the day comes that you finally catch a man’s attention, I will be there to remind you of your words.”
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      The following day brought rest for the household of Theodotos.

      Shabbat. Assia wrapped the thought around her like a warm blanket. Next to a rare morning spent wandering the market of Jerusalem, Shabbat spent anywhere was one of her favorite things.

      She had laid down the previous night enjoying the scent of coming rain, had slept under its comforting melody, and had awoken to its cleansing scent of the earth and sky.

      James constantly joked with the others that Assia could smell the rain before the clouds had a chance to decide to gather. It was a talent she thoroughly enjoyed holding over his head anytime he and the boys planned a Shabbat away from the house. Her warning of rain was ignored only the first time she had bolstered the courage to tell him. With a grin and pat on her young head, James had disregarded her caution and left with the other boys for a walk. They returned drenched and sniffling. All future endeavors were cleared with her.

      She smiled thinking of those early days; rising before the sun to help her mother. The time with just the two of them quietly preparing food held a special place in her heart. The smell of baking bread would soon stir her father and the older boys, Jesus, James, and Joseph, from their mats. The grateful looks on their faces as they received their morning portions always lifted her spirit. She felt accomplished, purposeful. Then, after she and her mother saw them off, she would wake her younger siblings and spend the day helping care for their needs and the needs of a full home. All done in preparation for joining Hiskiel’s home and adding her own little ones to his family’s name.

      The hours after her father and older brothers left seemed to drag for Assia. She longed for all her family to be under one roof again. She would often catch herself peering down the dirt road anticipating the first sign of their return.

      Whenever her mother caught her distant gaze, she gave a humble reminder, “Wait well.” The two simple words brought back the lesson Mary strived to teach all of her children. When one was waiting for something, it was best to find ways to prepare for the thing one was waiting for because preparations kept hope stirred in the waiting.

      Keeping hope stirred was something with which Assia often struggled. But her mother’s lesson always proved true. The more she focused on preparing for the return of her father and brothers, the shorter the wait felt. Before long, she would see their forms appearing on the horizon. The four of them returned from a long day at the quarry to enjoy a meal with the rest of the family. Evenings were spent sharing stories of their day.

      Assia chuckled as the sounds of voices floated back to her memory of all the young ones competing to talk at once. How her mother kept a sound mind in a house of children that outnumbered her eight to one was still beyond her understanding. How she managed to keep them all safe, fed, and trained was a greater miracle. How she managed to continue all that after the tragic death of her husband was nothing short of divine intervention in Assia’s estimation.

      Her heart ached to remember her father. She couldn’t count the number of times she’d missed him. How many times she turned around to tell him something only to remember his absence among them. But she’d seen him live on in each of her five brothers. In Jesus’ compassion, in James’ strength, in Joseph’s care, in Jude’s cleverness, and even in Simon’s boldness. Sometimes she caught glimpses of him in her sisters as well. In Lydia’s wit and in Salome’s love. She wondered if any of them saw him in her.

      She opened her eyes to see her mother staring at her from across the room, a soft grin on her face.

      Mary lifted a finger to her lips and then pointed to the door.

      The two rose quietly among the sleeping female family members and tiptoed down the stairs.

      Assia stopped at the bottom to inhale the refreshing scents the rain had left in the courtyard garden. She allowed it to fill her and soothe her troubled soul before moving to the kitchen.

      Once alone in the still room, Mary reached over to put her palm on Assia’s cheek. “Your eyes are damp this morning.” She let her thumb brush against her daughter’s long lashes that were speckled with tears.

      She smiled. “I was thinking of Abba.”

      “Ah,” she said with a knowing grin. “I don’t think there has been a morning I haven’t started by thinking of him.” She moved to gather their preparations from the previous evening. “Your father would have been so proud to see all of his children become such wonderful men and women.”

      Assia beamed, then her smile faded. “Ima?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Do you see Abba in me?”

      Mary paused. She set down the bowls in her hands and moved to put both of her palms on her daughter’s cheeks. She stared into her eyes for a long time. “You have his eyes.”

      Assia brightened.

      “His sparkling eyes stare back at me every time I look at you.” She rubbed her cheeks with her thumbs as sadness washed over her face. “And you are such a hard worker,” her voice shook. “You got that from him, too.”

      Assia leaned into her mother causing their foreheads to touch. “I wish he could see the wonderful woman his wife has become, too.”

      Mary sobbed quietly.

      Lifting her arms, Assia embraced her mother. “I see him in us all,” she comforted.

      Mary nodded against her. “I do, too.” She wiped her face with her sleeve as she pulled back. “Even Simon.”

      A bubble of laughter came from Assia. “He has Abba’s boldness.”

      “That boy has always been short of nose but I never thought it would get him into so much trouble.”

      “Was Abba like that?”

      “Never.” She scrunched her face, then eased. “But when Adonai told him something there was no talking about it. He got up and did it. No questions and no room for discussions.”

      “Like when he took you as his betrothed even though you were with Adonai’s child?”

      She nodded. “Or the night we left Bethlehem to flee to Egypt.” She shrugged. “Or the day we left Egypt.”

      Assia tilted her head. “It was Adonai who told Abba to leave Egypt?” In all the time she had dreamed of life in Egypt, she never considered her father had chosen to leave because Adonai had told him to go.

      “A messenger in a dream told him to take us back to Galilee.” She continued to arrange the bowls on the tray. “I woke to find him packing our things. There was no talk, like the previous times he’d dreamed of messengers, just action.”

      “Simon is like that,” Assia agreed. “When he gets something in his mind there is no talk, just action.”

      “I simply wish it were Adonai’s voice he was listening to now.”

      “Me too.” She grabbed a tray. “Shavuot is coming,” she mentioned as she followed her mother out of the kitchen.

      “Isn’t it exciting?” Mary nearly squealed. “It’s a rare treat to stay in Jerusalem long enough to be able to celebrate the wheat harvest festival. I can only remember a few times in my life. It was usually the men who stayed behind to offer the first fruit offerings to Adonai while the women returned home after Passover.”

      “It is wonderful that we will be here for the feast but I’ve been praying for our return home as soon as it ends.”

      “Perhaps as soon as James and Elissa celebrate their wedding feast, we will return home.”

      Assia’s steps faltered as she chastened herself. She had thought so much recently of Hiskiel that she had nearly forgotten that her older brother was also betrothed. Perhaps that was what was keeping James in Jerusalem all this time.

      “I don’t know why you want to go back to Nazareth so badly,” Lydia’s voice interrupted. She stood tapping her foot with a sleepy Salome standing behind her.

      “Shalom, daughter,” Mary said. “We didn’t wake you, did we?”

      Lydia shook her head and managed to keep the rhythm of her foot going at the same time. “Those two servants barking at each other did.”

      Moges and Zipporah, Assia thought. Her sister couldn’t have meant anyone else. The dread of another morning beginning with squabbling started an ache in her head.
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