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Praise for Glory Revealed: Sisters of
Lazarus, Book 2

“In Glory Revealed Paula K.
Parker has woven an intricate tapestry that beautifully depicts a
story so often confined to one-dimensional caricatures and dry
histories. Trust me, I use the word ‘tapestry’ deliberately,
because the patience, creativity, and attention to detail required
to bring life to each thread and combine them to form a greater
image, is evident within her writing. From the first pages of
Beauty Unveiled, when the sisters argue (like
true sisters), all the way through to the penultimate moment in
Glory Revealed, the threads weave and circle,
binding you within their story, and through that, the story of
Christ’s humanity and His Deity. Though I love Jesus with all my
heart, I have not cried over the crucifixion since The Passion the
the Christ… until now.”

Barbie Loflin

Assistant Pastor, Springhouse Worship &
Arts Center

Author, I Wish Someone Had Told Me

“Glory Revealed actually
becomes glory experienced as Paula has such an ability to bring to
life not only the characters of this cherished story but her
amazing talent transports you into the very city, the very
building, the very room, the very situation, the very emotion, even
the very breath in which the characters happen to be engaged, all
the while maintaining the integrity of the Scriptures. It is more
than a gift, it is an anointing. What a glorious journey into a
deeper emotional connection with the lives of those participating
in this biblical account. A must-have for any library.”

Donna Williams

Vice-President, EPIC Ministries, Inc.

“Paula Parker restores the Christ Quake to
the profound role God wrote for it in the passion of the
Christ.”

Rick Larson

Writer/Producer, The Star of Bethlehem
and The Christ Quake

“I just read the last word of Glory Revealed: Sisters of Lazarus, Book 2. I remain
mesmerized by the world Paula Parker’s words evoked. I feel as
though I visited the family of Lazarus and experienced the final,
earth-bound days of Jesus along with them. To sum up my reaction, I
have only one word: masterpiece! Or in this case, the Master’s
peace is all over this book! I highly recommend this book to any
who wish to rekindle their first love with the lover of our souls,
Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah, the heavenly bridegroom awaiting
His bride.”

Brenda Noel

Partner, ECHO Creative Media.

Audie Award-winning production supervisor of
The Word of Promise: Next Generation

Writer, director, and creative consultant,
WinShape


Praise for Sisters of Lazarus: Beauty
Unveiled

“Sisters of Lazarus is a
fun and meaningful read, offering the best of what biblical fiction
provides – a tale built around beloved scriptural figures. But
Paula Parker goes deeper than just creating an entertaining story
featuring Mary and Martha, she explores the eternal question of
what it means to be truly beautiful.”

Roma Downey

Executive producer of The Bible
miniseries

“In Sisters of Lazarus,
Paula K. Parker pens a riveting story of love, longing and faith.
Parker’s novels bear the profoundly satisfying mark of her gift as
a playwright. She combines masterful storytelling with well-crafted
dialogue. The result is a cast of Biblical characters fresh and
human and real. Through the eyes of Lazarus, Mary and Martha the
reader eagerly connects with three siblings from a normal,
dysfunctional family. Gone are the dusty, unapproachable characters
of Sunday school. Set in Bethany, 2000 years ago, Parker breaks the
time barrier with her brilliant use of cultural detail. The veil
lifts, and we are brought face to face with flesh and blood people
who jump off the pages and into our 21st century world. We resonate
with their struggles, dreams, delights, disappointments, and the
unpredictable ways God continually touches the human heart. Thank
you Paula for giving powerful new voice to another ageless
story.”

Bonnie Keen

Dove Award winning recording artist

“Paula K. Parker captivates her readers with
an intimate look at a miraculous and timeless story of true beauty.
Sisters of Lazarus not only gives a unique
perspective on what it must have been like to walk with Jesus and
bask in His love, but the Bible comes alive giving the reader a new
appreciation for the story of Mary, Martha and Lazarus – unveiling
a beautiful story that has never been told!”

Holly McClure

Producer, film critic

“In today’s modern world value and
self-esteem issue abound. It’s as if a cruel joke has been played
on humankind whereby the traits that are really valuable have been
diminished and the outward, temporal things have been inflated
beyond measure. As I read Sisters of Lazarus: Beauty
Unveiled I saw this reality in a new way. I traded my ‘I’m not
worth much’ tag for ‘I’m extremely valuable to God.’ This book is
captivating - I couldn’t put it down – and brings to life that
which is most important.”

Monica Schmelter

General Manager, WHTN-TV

“Paula K. Parker offers an artistic tale of
intersecting lives, fractured self-worth, hearts held prisoner to
their legalistic perspectives, and in the middle of it all is
Jesus. Though she tells a story set centuries ago, it is no
different from our stories today. And she offers us the same hope.
The hope that Jesus is in the middle of our ‘stuff’ too.”

Denise Hildreth Jones

Author of Reclaiming Your Heart

“The story of Martha and Mary was artfully
woven together to create a beautiful and intricate tapestry, filled
with details, bringing all the Bible characters to life. Paula K.
Parker has created such a visual panorama, I was mesmerized,
savoring every word!”

Francine Locke

Award winning actress, ABC television series
Nashville

“Sisters of Lazarus gives
us a wonderful glimpse into the lives of the New Testament women,
Mary and Martha. It’s as though we get an exclusive peek beyond the
veil, surveying what their lives might have been like back then, as
they walk through the challenges of life and love. This story
explores the heart of one sister, Martha, who struggles to embrace
her true beauty while Mary must learn her outward attractiveness is
not the only beauty worth cultivating. This story is touching,
heartfelt, and humorous, and brings these biblical characters to
life.”

Cheryl McKay

Author of Finally the Bride
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PROLOGUE

10 Nisan 3793

Bethany

The door whacked under the force of
Judas’ palm, chipping off edges of stone where the wood slammed
against the house’s exterior. Unconcerned that he might have
damaged the expensive hand-cut stone, he stomped down the front
path and turned onto the street that led towards the marketplace of
Bethany.

Located two miles southeast of Jerusalem,
the village was a convenient stopping place for those traveling to
the City of David. Despite its small size, by day it bustled with
local residents going about their daily lives; people gossiping and
bartering in the marketplace, priests traveling to and from the
Holy Temple, Roman soldiers assigned to the Antonia Fortress in
Jerusalem, or people from around the world visiting the heart of
the Jewish world.

With the setting sun, Bethany’s dusty
streets emptied. Travelers moved on or sought lodging in the local
inn while, here and there, lamplight flickered in windows as the
town’s residents retired to their homes to enjoy the evening meal
and their beds.

Judas was doing none of it. Slender, with a
black beard edging his chin and hair that fell straight to his
shoulders, wearing a simple white tunic and sleeveless brown robe,
his appearance would not give anyone pause or concern. This had
always been of value to him, both when running from the Romans and
later when hiding for darker reasons.

He glanced skyward. The full moon—a creamy
orb hanging low in a clear sky—poured its soft light over Bethany’s
quiet streets. His frown lifted briefly. As a child, his father had
pointed out the mazzaloth, the pictures formed by the
arrangement of the stars. Judas could still name them. His eyes
roamed the sky as he located his childhood favorites: The Great
Bear leading its cubs to the north; the Hunter and his two dogs
chasing the Bull; and the Ram. Beyond marveling at the pictures in
the night sky, his father taught him that the positions of these
particular star arrangements announced to every Jew that Passover
was nearly upon them.

Passover. His frown returned. It
was to be this Passover, this year, Judas’
thoughts raged. Not just the traditional celebration to remember
Israel’s freedom from Egyptian bondage long ago. But freedom
now. Now! All of their plans were in place, everything was
coming together. Everyone was ready, everyone relying on me
to bring in the last piece. In a few weeks, a few months, life
would be different. This Passover would be remembered throughout
history; and I would have wealth and power.

Now all of that may fall apart… all
because of a woman! Because of Mary! In frustration, he
kicked a low growing nabk bush and yelped a curse when a long thorn
pierced his foot. Hopping to the village well, he held on to its
stony edge for balance, wincing as he removed the thorn.

Beer—lots of beer—that’s what he needed to
ease the pain and the memory of the humiliation he endured. At
the hands of a woman! He turned around and headed towards the
tavern, the sound of his sandals slapping against the hard packed
dirt echoing the cadence of crickets and frogs.

He had taken only a few steps when his skin
prickled. He was certain he was being watched. Glancing around, he
scanned the moon-drenched street. There… a man was standing
in the shadow of a house and—from the way he pressed against the
mud wall—it was obvious he did not wish to be seen.

Judas turned and continued down the street
until he came to an ancient olive tree, and slipped behind its
gnarled trunk. Reaching beneath his robe, he grasped the handle of
the dagger tucked into the girdle wrapped around his waist.
Silently drawing the knife from its scabbard, he waited.

Soon, the sound of rocks crunching quietly
underfoot reached his ears. When the man passed the tree, Judas
leapt out and grabbed him, threw him against the tree’s trunk and
held the blade against his throat.

The man struggled. Judas pressed the blade
in a little deeper. “Move once more,” Judas snarled, “and I’ll
slice your throat like a sacrificial lamb.”

The man stilled.

“That’s right,” Judas said. “Now, who you
are and why are you following me?”

The man drew a ragged breath and whispered
one word. “Judas.”

Frowning, Judas lowered the blade and pulled
the man into the moonlight. A little taller than himself, the other
man was muscular with dark wavy hair and beard edging his face. He
was dressed in the white tunic and black robe of a priest.

“Abel ben Joktan?” Judas released his grasp
on the other man’s arm and slipped the blade back into its
scabbard.

“You held a knife to my throat,” Abel rasped
in wonder. He rubbed a hand across the skin below his beard and
lifted it to peer at it in the moonlight. “There’s no blood,” he
breathed in relief.

“Afraid of blood?” Judas sneered. “You are
training to be a priest. Priests sacrifice animals every day in the
Temple.”

“I’m not afraid of blood,” Abel straightened
his garments. “Passover is but days away. If you had cut me, I
would be ceremonially unclean and would have to wait a month to
celebrate it.”

Judas laughed. “A man nearly slices your
throat and all you can think of is whether or not you can eat the
Passover meal next week?”

Abel sniffed, frowning at Judas. “Why are
you carrying a dagger? Is violence one of Jesus ben Joseph’s
teachings?”

“If you ever truly listened to him, instead
of criticizing him, you would know what the Teacher’s thoughts on
violence are.” Before Abel could reply, Judas continued, “I ask
again; why were you following me?”

Abel paused before answering. “I was sent to
watch Jesus ben Joseph.”

“To watch the Teacher? Why? Who sent
you?”

“Some men in authority are interested in
him.”

“You mean the Temple Leaders.”

“I did not say—how do you—”

“Your father is a Pharisee as was his
father. The High Priest and his father-in-law are Sadducees. Aside
from them, you wouldn’t do this for anyone else.”

“They want to talk with Jesus ben
Joseph.”

“About what?”

Abel frowned. “Who are you to
question the Temple Leaders?”

“I have no allegiance to them. They worry
about angering their Roman friends.”

“They have no friendship with Rome,” Abel
spat. “Roman dominion is a punishment from Yahweh. When all Israel
once again walks in the way of the Law given to Moses, then Yahweh
will intervene and free us. Wait,” he narrowed his eyes. “Now I
understand.”

“Understand what?”

Abel pointed at Judas’ robe, where the
handle of the dagger was still visible behind his robe. “You carry
a dagger.” He lifted his hand to his throat. “You threatened to
harm me. You are a Sicarii.”

Judas’ laugh held more threat than mirth.
“What do you know of Sicarii?”

“Everyone knows of Sicarii. They are
Zealots who call themselves Sicarii because it means
daggers. It is rumored that they use their daggers to kill
anyone who opposes war with Rome.” He looked around and dropped his
voice to whisper, “Some even say they kill Roman soldiers. The
Sicarii leader Jesus Barabbas, along with two of his
brigands, were arrested last month for trying to stir up a
rebellion against Rome. It is said Barabbas killed a man.” His eyes
widened as if a sudden thought occurred to him and he stepped away
from Judas. “Are you going to kill me?”

“No,” Judas grinned at the fear in Abel’s
eyes. “Unless you give me reason. Now, let us go back to my
question. Why are the Temple Leaders interested in the
Teacher?”

Abel looked around the darkened
streets—lamplight flickered in a few windows—and stepped closer to
Judas. “All have heard Jesus ben Joseph speak of the Kingdom of
Yahweh. Many people… believe—” his tone stated that he was
not one of these believers, “that Jesus might be the
Messiah, the next King of Israel. The Temple Leaders would
like to meet him—to learn what his intentions are—in order to
determine whether or not to align themselves with him. You can help
arrange this meeting.”

“Why me? Why not ask Lazarus? He is your
cousin.”

“It is known that you are one of Jesus’
disciples. Moments ago, I saw you leave the house of Simon the
Leper,” Abel’s emphasis was derisive, “where it is known Jesus
was supping.”

“You mean Simon and Martha’s house?
She’s your cousin as well.”

Abel’s brow lowered. “I will not speak of
her. Her decision to disobey my father’s command and marry that
sinner caused irreparable damage to our family.”

“I also heard that her sister Mary announced
that she would rather choose a life of poverty over marriage to
you.”

Even in the moonlight, Judas saw Abel’s eyes
blaze with anger. “What do you know of this?”

“I was there that day.”

Abel looked away. “Mary has proven she is
not worthy to be a wife to one who will be a priest.”

“Mary has proven she is not interested in
being wife to just anyone,” Judas murmured, adding a profane
description about women who mislead men. He looked at Abel and
grinned. “Everyone in that family harmed you that day, did they
not?”

Abel’s gaze shot back to Judas. “What do you
mean?”

Judas laughed. “Lazarus.”

“I was… pleased… to hear my cousin was not
really dead.”

“Oh, is that how your father explained it to
you?” Judas’ grin was not pleasant. “That Lazarus was not
really dead?”

“What else could it have been?”

“The Teacher resurrected him.”

Abel snorted, “When Jesus ben Joseph
arrived, it had been four days since Martha and Mary
announced Lazarus’ death. If he had truly been dead, by that time
his spirit would have left the area and ascended to Abraham’s
bosom. There would have been no possibility of his returning to the
land of the living.”

“How do you explain all who saw him
dead?”

Abel waved away the weight of the witnesses.
“They wanted everyone to follow Jesus. The rumor he had performed a
miracle like the prophets of old would only increase his
popularity.”

“Lazarus was dead.” Judas’ tone was flat.
“Deny it all you like, but that is the truth. If he had remained
dead, your father would have had possession of his wealth and you
would have had a beautiful wife. Now you have neither.”

“Enough!” Abel’s hand sliced through Judas’
words. “The Temple Leaders would like to speak with Jesus ben
Joseph. I do not wish to approach Lazarus, so I came to you. Will
you help or not?”

“I do not know whether Jesus would want—”
Judas started to turn away.

“The Temple Leaders are most anxious to
speak with him,” Abel interrupted. “I was told to inform you they
would be happy to reward the man who helped.”

Judas’ foot froze in mid-stride. “A reward?
How much?”

“It would depend,” Abel shrugged. “For mere
information they would pay little; for arranging an actual
meeting, they would pay more.” Abel’s smile was slow and not at
all pleasant. “Much more.”


CHAPTER ONE

 “Mary bat Jacob, just
what did you think you were doing?” Martha crossed her arms under
her breasts, wrinkling the moss green linen robe and copper tunic.
The coins edging of narrow gold ribbon threaded over her black hair
reflected the flames dancing from the lamps around the room.

Mary smoothed her clothing and bent over to
pick up her head cloth from where it had been discarded beneath the
table. The dark rose length was scattered with stains; lifting it
sent a waft of perfume into the air.

She didn’t need to ask her sister to what
she was referring; it was the same question Judas Iscariot had
asked earlier in the evening. It was probably the same question
everyone present was thinking, Mary thought. He was just the
only one to give it voice. Whereas Judas—who was neither her
kinsman nor her husband—had no right to criticize or demand an
explanation of her actions—her older sister did.

Mary sighed. How could she explain to
Martha, or to anyone, what she had been thinking when she herself
didn’t understand why—instead of giving the alabastron to Jesus ben
Joseph—she had poured the spikenard over his feet.

She bent and lifted the jar from the floor
where she had set it. Carved from white alabaster, it was about the
length of her hand, flaring from a long, delicate neck into a wider
base. Sealed inside the alabastron had been a pint of pure
spikenard. The warm musky perfumed oil was so treasured that a pint
of it was worth more than 300 denarii.

Most Jewish families did not have the funds
for a treasure that cost more than most people earned in a single
year. But for young women whose family could afford it, an
alabastron filled with spikenard represented more than an expensive
perfume. It was given by parents as part of their daughter’s dowry
and was to be saved for her wedding.

Mary ran a finger along the cool length of
the jar. Less than a year ago, she had valued it more than any
other possession in the world. In her bed chamber here in Bethany,
her alabastron was placed in a protective niche, where she could
see it every day. Whenever she had traveled, she carried it with
her in a wooden box, padded with thick wool and secured with a
latch.

She had treasured the pure white jar, not
because of its monetary worth, nor for its fragrant oil, but
because it was the last gift from her father before his death.
Whenever she had looked at the alabastron, she had seen what she
missed most: her parent’s love.

But all that had changed less than a year
ago when Lazarus announced to her and their older sister Martha
that he had invited Judas Iscariot, a childhood friend—along with
the twelve men Judas was traveling with—to their house the next
day. One of these men was Jesus ben Joseph, the Teacher from
Nazareth everyone was talking about.

From the first day, Jesus changed the
siblings’ lives forever. Some of his actions were considered great
miracles. Simon—Martha’s betrothed husband—was healed of leprosy
and, even greater, Jesus had raised Lazarus from the dead. Although
not considered miracles, Jesus touched her family in other
life-changing ways. Martha—who for years had considered herself
ugly—was now a wife and soon to be a mother. Lazarus had married
Abigail bat Nicodemus and was soon to be a father. And as for
herself, Jesus had revealed to her that value was not found in
beauty or accomplishments. He showed her that her true value was
that she was created and loved by Yahweh.

All of this—and more—had come to those she
loved because of Jesus ben Joseph’s teaching, love and miracles.
Every day she offered praise to Yahweh for sending him into their
lives.

Whenever her family had an opportunity to
bless Jesus, they responded without hesitation. When they had
received word that he and his disciples were coming to Jerusalem to
celebrate Passover, Lazarus and Simon had sent word inviting the
thirteen men to stay at their homes in Bethany.

Within moments of the messenger leaving with
their letter of invitation, she—along with Martha and Abigail—began
planning a feast to honor and thank the Teacher for raising Lazarus
from the dead. Martha and Simon’s house was always clean, but this
was going to be the first time since their marriage that Jesus
would come to their home. The three women spent days washing walls,
scrubbing floors, beating rugs and polishing the furniture. The
meal was to be a simple one—due to the tenderness of the two
pregnant women’s stomachs—but was served on their best dishes and
goblets, including delicate terra sigilata, the glossy red
serving ware that Lazarus had brought back from Rome.

Including the Teacher and his twelve
disciples, less than thirty guests had gathered for that feast,
among them Abigail’s father, Rabbi Nicodemus ben Melech. In
addition to being one of the seventy members of the Sanhedrin, the
highest religious council of the Jewish people, he was also one of
the wealthiest men in the land. Abigail’s brother Michael was
present, along with her younger sister Ruth—who was a close friend
of Mary—and her older sister Joanna, as was Joanna’s husband
Matthias and their young son David and baby daughter Deborah. Mary
and Ruth’s friend Leah had been invited along with her mother
Susanna and her father, Samuel ben Efraim, who had acted as Simon’s
near kinsman when—over seven years ago—he had approached Martha’s
father to ask permission to marry Martha.

With Abigail, Mary and Martha serving, the
meal had gone smoothly.

Mary had been standing by the door, holding
a platter of oatmeal raisin cakes, when Simon and Lazarus had
presented the Teacher with a small wooden chest filled with 200
denarii. Her brother had explained the coins were a gift of thanks
for Jesus’ touch on their families’ lives and their desire to help
the Teacher spread the message of Yahweh’s coming kingdom.

She remembered thinking, I want to thank
Jesus, but she didn’t have anything to give him. That was when
she inhaled the fragrant oil rising from the lamps set around the
room; in that instant, she knew what her gift would be.

Setting the platter down, she had walked
down the hall and up the stairs to her bed chamber. Under the light
of the full moon streaming through the windows, she had crossed to
the corner niche and lifted her alabastron.

The delicate alabaster jar, along with the
spikenard inside, were worth more than the box of coins Simon and
Lazarus had given the Teacher. It was the only thing of value that
belonged to her, but that did not matter.

I want to help Jesus tell other women that
Yahweh loves them too.

She remembered her heart pounding as she had
hurried back to the front room and crossed the tiled floor to stand
behind Jesus. Looking around, she had seen all those she loved; all
those whose lives had been changed because of Jesus ben Joseph.
Including herself. Jesus, who had looked at her and saw Mary
bat Jacob, not the beautiful daughter of a wealthy family. Jesus,
who had shown her that she was worth so much more. Jesus, who had
helped her forgive her mother’s hurtful words, forget the past and
look forward to the future with hope. Jesus, who loved
her.

Without hesitation, without thought, she had
grasped the lid of the alabastron and twisted, snapping the seal.
The fragrance—heavy and dense, sweet and musky—had filled the room.
Tipping the bottle, she had poured a trickle of the precious oil
onto Jesus’ head; it had run through his hair and down his beard.
Her only thought had been, He loves me.

Somewhere in the back of her conscious mind
she had heard the shocked gasps rippling through the room; but they
had not come from the man in front of her. Jesus had closed his
eyes and breathed deeply.

Kneeling in front of him, she had tipped the
alabastron over his feet. The spikenard ran over his skin, between
his toes, and soaked the cushion beneath him. He loves me.
Setting aside the jar, she had grasped the rose-colored cloth
wrapped around her hair to wipe first one and then the other of
Jesus’ feet. Her hair had gotten in the way, but she had not cared.
He loves me.

When she had finished wiping his feet, she
had sat back on her heels and looked at Jesus. He had opened his
eyes and looked at her, smiling.

I love him.

“What were you thinking?”

Mary remembered looking over her shoulder to
see Judas standing, shock and outrage painting his features. He had
glanced at those around the room; they were staring from
her—kneeling at the Teacher’s feet—to him. “Her act was a horrible
waste,” he had sputtered. “That perfume was worth a whole year’s
wages.” He had pointed a finger at her. “If you didn’t want it, you
should have at least sold it and given the money to the poor.”

“Leave her alone,” Jesus’ voice had echoed
around the room. Mary remembered his gaze as he looked at her.
“What she has done for me is beautiful.” He looked at Judas.
“You wish to help the poor? That is a good thing, for there
will always be poor to help.

“But you will not always have me. My Father
intended for her to save this perfume for the day of my burial.

“I tell you the truth that, whenever the
gospel of the Kingdom of Yahweh is preached,” he looked down at
her, smiling, “what she did will be told, in her memory.”

[image: tmp_ce72e7cecb536eb2b6181ce1e6817a46_KaUJUU_html_6c777ca0.jpg]

All of that flashed through Mary’s mind in
the time it took to place the alabastron and her head cloth in a
basket and turn to face her sister.

They were alone in the room; after bidding
farewell to their other guests, Simon had escorted Jesus and the
remaining eleven of his disciples to the guest chamber where the
women had arranged sleeping pallets. Normally, Martha would be busy
clearing away the dishes but, from her stance, it was obvious that
she refused to be ignored.

Mary gave herself another moment by
straightening her garments again. The tunic, girdle and the
spikenard-soaked head cloth were colored a slightly deeper rose
than was her robe and reflected the spots of color in her cheeks.
Finally, she turned to look up at her sister.

Taller than most women, Martha was even
taller than some men. Her pregnancy gave her curves she normally
did not possess. Martha and Lazarus had their father’s jaw; on
Lazarus, it looked strong while on Martha it looked manly. Her hair
was straight and heavy and—until Jesus came into their lives—had
always been worn in a braid.

Mary was shorter than her siblings and had
inherited their mother’s womanly curves, thick wavy hair, delicate
features, silky skin and almond shaped eyes. She closed her eyes
for a moment and took a deep breath.

“You want to know why I poured an expensive
perfume over the Teacher’s feet?”

Martha nodded.

Mary opened her eyes and lifted her
shoulders in a delicate shrug. “I do not know.”

Martha’s frown deepened. “What do you
mean?”

“Just what I said,” Mary replied. “When
Simon and Lazarus presented the coins to Jesus, I realized I also
wanted to thank the Teacher and help him spread the message of
Yahweh’s coming kingdom. However, I had nothing to give. I know, I
know—” She held up a hand when Martha would have spoken. “—you will
say that the gift was from our family and, in essence, you
are right. But, none of that money came from me.” She paused. “Do
you remember what our parents taught us about King David buying the
threshing floor from Araunah?”

“Of course I do,” Martha said. “King David
wanted to build an altar to Yahweh.”

“And when Araunah offered to give him
the threshing floor,” Mary said, “King David insisted upon paying
for it, stating, ‘I will not give to Yahweh something that costs me
nothing.’

“I know this is not the same; I was not
building an altar to Yahweh. But Jesus ben Joseph has shown me that
Yahweh loves me,” she laid her palm on her chest, “and that
I am valuable to Him. I am certain there are others who feel
unloved and unworthy and I wanted to help them hear his message.
All I had to give was the spikenard in my alabastron.”

“But you didn’t give it to him; you
poured it over his feet.”

“I know.” Mary filled her lungs. “I don’t
know what happened, but when I stood behind Jesus,” she spread her
hands—palms lifted—in front of her waist, “something came over
me.”

Martha stared at her for a long moment.
“‘Something came over you?’ That is your explanation?”

Mary nodded. “I felt compelled.”

“Compelled.” Martha sighed, uncrossing her
arms. “Since a child, you’ve always acted without thought.” She
picked up a tray from the table and began loading the dishes filled
with leftover food onto it. “Mary, you are old enough for
marriage.” Color bloomed in her cheeks. “You know what an
alabastron is intended for.”

Mary’s cheeks echoed her sister’s blush. A
gift from a girl’s parents, the alabastron was to be saved until
her wedding night. After she had physically joined with her husband
for the first time, the bride was to rise from their marriage bed
and take the alabastron. Then, kneeling before her bridegroom, she
would break the seal and pour the spikenard over his feet,
acknowledging him as her husband and her beloved.

“Can you see why some might have been
shocked at what you did? Your actions might have been interpreted
as… intimate.”

Mary gasped. “Are you suggesting that Jesus
and I—”

“No, no, no,” Martha waved her hands as she
straightened up. “I know better than that.” She took a deep breath.
“But others do not know you, nor do they know the Teacher. If word
of this gets out, they might think—something—has occurred between
the two of you. Or, at the very least, that you two are betrothed.”
Martha frowned. “Although I do not understand why Judas Iscariot
openly chastised you. He has been with the Teacher; he knows
nothing has happened.”

Mary sighed. “Perhaps because he thought one
day to be my husband.”

“What? Lazarus never told me of this.”

“I do not think Judas spoke to Lazarus,”
Mary said. She picked up another basket from the table and began
walking around the room to place soiled dishes in it. “Judas spoke
privately to me. It was during the feast we gave to celebrate
Simon’s healing.” She told her sister how Judas had found her in
the hall leading to the cooking area.

“He said that it won’t be long before
Jesus—as the Messiah—will drive out the Romans and return
Israel to the glory of King David’s reign.” Mary shuddered at the
memory of Judas’ predatory gaze. “He said that if I were to marry
him, then our family would have a position of power in Jesus’
kingdom.”

Martha gasped. “That was most improper of
him—”

“—and so I told him,” Mary interrupted. “I
said that he should have approached Lazarus first.” She shook her
head. “Perhaps he intended to speak with Lazarus.” She paused. “I
can see how what I did might have shocked him.”

“I can see it too; he was furious when he
left the house. Thankfully, Jesus did not appear to have been
shocked by your actions. He called them beautiful.” Martha
paused. “What do you think he meant when he said that his father
wanted you to save the spikenard for his burial?”

“I do not know. I wondered whether I had
mis-heard him.” Mary shook her head. “I confess I often do not
understand the Teacher’s words.”

“I as well. Perhaps as we get to know him
better, we will understand more when he speaks.” Martha covered her
mouth to hide a yawn. “For now, it is late and I must rest.” She
placed a hand on her swelling abdomen. “Passover is days away and
there is much to prepare.” She looked at her sister. “Do not worry
about Judas. I will tell Simon and Lazarus; they will know what to
do. I am sure they will speak to Jesus—”

“Oh no! Must they?”

“Your actions reflect on more than yourself.
At the very least, Lazarus and Simon need to assure the Teacher
that you were acting without thought. I am sure they will also
speak with Judas. But I do not think he will do anything rash. I
remember him from our childhood. To speak truthfully, he always
reminded me of something Father—may his memory be blessed—used to
say; ‘Empty vessels make the most noise.’” She indicated the
alabastron. “What should I do with this?”

Mary shrugged her shoulders. “Whatever you
want. It has no value to me now.”


CHAPTER TWO

 “Abigail, are you certain
you wish to host Passover this year?” Nicodemus asked.

Although the two young couples lived only a
few streets apart, the elderly rabbi had insisted his daughter and
Lazarus ride in his carriage from Martha and Simon’s house to their
home. At first Abigail had resisted, stating that walking was good
for an expectant mother. However, when Lazarus saw the baskets
filled with serving ware she had lent to Martha to use during the
evening meal, he readily accepted his father-in-law’s offer.

“Otherwise, I will be spending most of
tomorrow bringing all of these dishes home. As it is the day we
must select our sacrificial lambs at the Temple, I would prefer to
leave for Jerusalem early.”

The trip across the village of Bethany took
little time, and soon Michael and Lazarus were helping Abigail and
her younger sister Ruth out of the carriage. While Lazarus and
Michael carried the baskets into the house, the sisters stood next
to the carriage speaking with their father.

“Only Joanna and Matthias—along with his
family—will be celebrating Passover with us. We have plenty of room
for more.” Nicodemus smiled. “It would be wonderful to have all my
children together for the festival.”

“I want to do this, Father,” Abigail said.
“It is my first Passover as a married woman.”

“At the least allow me to send some of our
servants to help you,” Nicodemus said. “When your mother—may her
memory be blessed—was expecting, preparing food was a challenge for
her. She turned over the cooking to the servant girls.”

“I appreciate your offer, Father,” Abigail
said. “Tomorrow we move to the building in Jerusalem that Lazarus’
family uses for Passover. Should I need help, I won’t be far from
you. Besides,” she draped an arm around her younger sister’s
shoulders, “with Ruth staying with us until my stomach eases, I
should be fine.”

Standing side-by-side, it was obvious the
two girls were related. Ruth was slightly taller than Abigail, but
the sisters were petite, with delicate features, smooth skin, full
red lips and dark, almond shaped eyes inherited from their mother.
While Abigail’s waist-length hair had auburn tints and waves,
Ruth’s raven-colored hair fell thick and straight to her waist.

“Do not worry Father,” Ruth said. “Even if
Abigail feels too unwell to cook, I will help Martha and Mary
prepare the meal.”

“Ahhh…” he smiled, “King David wrote, ‘It
is good and pleasant when brothers live together in peace and
unity.’ I am certain that, if he had met my daughters, the King
would have included ‘sisters’ in that psalm.”

“I quoted that psalm to Martha once,”
Lazarus grinned as he lifted a basket of amphorae, “when she
and Mary had gone for several days without quarreling.”

Abigail placed a hand on his forearm. “That
was before Jesus ben Joseph came into all our lives. Now
Mary and Martha set a standard for all of sisterly love.”

Lazarus looked at her, his gaze softening.
“My wife is as wise as she is compassionate. I am blessed.”

“As I am blessed in husbands.”

“Yes, yes, we are all blessed and it is all
due to Jesus ben Joseph,” Michael said, hefting another basket.
“But as the Teacher is not here to help with these baskets,
perhaps we can delay this offering of thanksgiving until after the
carriage is empty?”

Lazarus and Michael were both tall and
muscular with dark eyes and beards. Michael looked like a younger
version of his father with black curly hair and beard while
Lazarus’ sprung mane-like around his face. Nicodemus had been a
close friend of Lazarus’ father Jacob and, as such, the two younger
men grew up treating each other as blood kin rather than friends.
Within the last year, they had become brothers-in-law.

“I am sorry, Michael, but I cannot help that
I am enamored of my wife.” Lazarus lifted a basket and followed his
brother-in-law up the short rocky path into the house. “When Yahweh
blesses you with a wife, then you will understand.”

“Lazarus ben Jacob is a good man and godly
husband,” Ruth said.

“Yes, he is,” Abigail placed a hand on her
abdomen. “And he will be a good father,” she smiled at Nicodemus,
“just like you.”

“Thank you, my daughter,” he patted her
shoulder. “Now about Passover; will Jesus ben Joseph and his
disciples join you this year?”

Abigail lifted her shoulders. “I do not
know. We did not have an opportunity tonight to ask him, so we do
not know if he has already made plans. I am certain that Martha or
Simon will extend our invitation. Having the Teacher and his
disciples celebrate Passover with us would be wonderful.”

“I hope he comes. I welcome any opportunity
to speak further with him. For one who was not Temple trained, he
has a deep understanding of the Holy Scriptures.”

“That is all of the baskets,” Michael said
as he and Lazarus came back to the carriage.

“Father, are you certain you and Michael do
not wish to stay the night with us?” Abigail asked. “The guest
chambers are ready.”

“Thank you, Daughter, but no,” Nicodemus
smiled. “I find as I grow older that, no matter how elegant and
comfortable the guest chamber may be, I prefer my own bed. Michael
and I are serving at the Temple tomorrow. With such a large number
of people expected, we need to arrive early. In fact, had tonight
not been such an important celebration, I would have sent my
regrets and sought my bed early.”

“Besides,” Michael added, “the full moon
provides sufficient light for the trip to our home.”

After bidding farewell, Michael climbed up
next to his father. Gathering the reins, he turned the horses and
drove down the streets of Bethany and onto the road leading to
Jerusalem.

Nicodemus glanced up at the starry sky.
“While Passover is always a joyous occasion, this year’s festival
will certainly be happier for our family than most years. A life
restored. New marriages. The promise of grandchildren. The
celebration of the miracle of resurrected life.”

“It will certainly be a memorable one,”
Michael agreed. “And although I made light of it, I do realize that
much of our family’s happiness is due to Jesus ben Joseph.” He
laughed. “To think that we count a prophet of Yahweh among our
friends.”

“We do,” his father nodded and then frowned.
“Although I confess that I am concerned for him.”

“Concerned? Why?”

“Some of the Council members are concerned
that Jesus’ growing popularity poses a threat to their own
authority. Since he was first acknowledged as a teacher and—some
claim—a prophet, there have been several meetings of the Sanhedrin
concerning Jesus. As you recall, just days after Jesus raised
Lazarus from death, I was called to a meeting of the Temple
Leaders. I have tried speak calmness and wisdom into the
proceedings, trying to remind the Council that the Law given to
Moses does not condemn a man without first hearing him. Sadly, my
words were rejected.

“I have never heard the Teacher speak of
usurping the place of any member of the Sanhedrin or of taking any
position of power.”

“Neither have I, but there are those who are
worried nevertheless. Some of the Council members are concerned
that Rome will interpret Jesus’ popularity as a threat to the
Empire. They fear that Pilate will remove their power.”

“Father, if the Roman consul, Lucius Aelius
Sejanus, was alive and still held the position of Tiberius’ regent
and the friend of Caesar, I could understand the Temple
Leaders’ concern. Sejanus hated our people, and when he appointed
Pontius Pilate as Governor of Judea, Pilate followed Sejanus’
example.”

Nicodemus shook his head. “Those were sad
days indeed. I remember Pilate seizing the Temple offerings to pay
for the work projects authorized by Rome. Even worse, he brought
images of Caesar Tiberius into the Holy Temple. When a vast number
of our people gathered in protest,” he shuddered, “the governor
ordered his soldiers to draw their swords and hack them into
pieces.”

“But Father, it has not even been two years
since the emperor learned that Sejanus was killing all of his
successors and had Sejanus—and anyone allied with
him—executed.”

“That is true. I do not know why Pilate—who
is also called a friend of Caesar—was spared. Thankfully,
since that time, the governor’s actions towards our people have
changed. He leaves the rule of the Temple to the priests.”

“But, to go back to your concern about the
Teacher,” Michael said. “It is no secret that many of the Temple
Leaders hate him. I know, I know,” he lifted a hand to stop his
father’s words, “you will say that is a harsh judgment to make. But
Father, we all know Caiaphas was appointed High Priest by Valerius
Gratus, and he is but a puppet of Rome. Is it not obvious that
anyone who speaks of a new kingdom might appear as a threat to Rome
and the High Priest?”

The older man nodded. “You are correct, my
son. That is why, after the meeting with the Sanhedrin, I sent word
to the Teacher urging him to leave the area for a while. It would
not surprise me if members of the Council have met without me or
Rabbi Joseph, as we are known to be associated with Jesus. I can
only pray that the Teacher will use the peace of this holy festival
to settle some of the concerns of the Temple Leaders.” He smiled,
laying a hand on his son’s forearm. “Your studies have sharpened
your understanding not only of the Holy Scriptures, my son, but
also of the world. Rabbi Gamaliel ben Simon has spoken well of you.
That is an honor; he is known as one who is careful with his
praise.”

Michael placed a palm against his chest. “I
am honored by Rabbi Gamaliel’s words.”

“I understand that Abel ben Joktan also
studies with the Rabbi.”

“He does,” Michael nodded. “He studies
harder than I. It is a driving passion with him.”

“I am certain Joktan ben Philemon is the
driving force behind Abel. From my observation, he would allow no
less than perfection.” Nicodemus slanted his eyes towards his son.
“I have also heard that Rabbi Gamaliel has a new student.”

“Yes,” Michael frowned. “Saul from
Tarsus.”

“Yes, that is the one. Gamaliel did not
speak of this man’s family.”

“Perhaps that is because Saul does not
discuss his family. He does not discuss anything but the Holy
Scriptures, the Law Yahweh gave to Moses and the Tradition of the
Elders.”

After the fall of Israel as a sovereign
kingdom, the Pharisees and teachers were concerned that the Law
would become diluted and merge with beliefs of the pagan nations
who ruled over them. As a result, the Pharisees and teachers
expanded their interpretation of the Law to regulate every aspect
of Jewish life. These interpretations—known as ‘The Tradition of
the Elders’—were considered by the Pharisees and teachers to be as
binding as the Law itself.

“Saul’s passion for his studies surpasses
even that of Abel.”

Nicodemus patted his son’s arm. “Do not be
concerned, Michael. While I do expect you to attend to your
studies, I do not believe them to be the only consideration in a
young man’s life.” He yawned. “I did not realize how tired I
was.”

“It has been a long day. Why don’t you close
your eyes and rest until we arrive home?”

“A wise suggestion.” Nicodemus adjusted his
clothes, smoothed his beard—heavier with white than black—and
leaned back against the backrest of the carriage’s seat as he
closed his eyes. A few moments later, a heavy snore rose from the
elderly man.

Michael glanced at his father and smiled
before turning his attention back to the road where, up ahead, he
saw two men walking. He pulled back gently on the reins, slowing
the horses, allowing the men time to move off to the side of the
road. As his carriage drew near, he looked over to make sure they
had sufficient room. He was surprised when—instead of lifting a
hand in acknowledgement of his kind gesture—both men turned away
from him, but not before he caught sight of the shorter man’s face.
Judas Iscariot. He twisted around on the seat to look again, but
they were hidden in the shadows.

I must have been mistaken. Michael
shook his head. Why would Judas be on the road to Jerusalem at
this hour?

Last year, when they celebrated Passover
with Lazarus, Mary and Martha, it had been a wonderful surprise to
see his childhood friend, Judas ben Shimon, among the guests. Like
Lazarus, he had been shocked when he learned of the crucifixion of
Judas’ father, Shimon, for purportedly stealing from a Roman
soldier. Judas had escaped Rome’s habit of enslaving the family of
criminals. Judas, along with his mother and sister—who had been
visiting family in Galilee when Shimon had died—had altered the
name of their family’s home town of Kerioth and took it as their
family name: Iscariot. Judas had explained that it was in Capernaum
where he had met Jesus ben Joseph and had accepted the Teacher’s
invitation to be one of his disciples.

It didn’t take long to see that Judas was
different from the other eleven of Jesus’ disciples. Michael had
heard Judas suggest that Jesus ben Joseph was the Messiah,
the one whom the prophets had foretold would become a King like
David. Michael shook his head. Jesus might be a teacher and prophet
of Yahweh—for how else could he perform the miracles he did—but the
Teacher had never once spoken of raising an army. Even if he had
such a thought in mind, that would require money, which—from the
simple manner of Jesus’ dress and life—he did not appear to have.
Michael knew many people supported the Teacher with gifts of money
and other valuable objects, such as Lazarus and Simon had done. He
had learned from Judas—who kept oversight of the Teacher’s
money-bag—that Jesus would often give money to those in need.

Perhaps that is why Judas was so
angry over Mary’s alabastron, Michael frowned as he recalled
Judas condemning Mary. His old friend was clearly shocked—they all
were—but Judas’ response was greater, as if Mary had stolen
something from him.

Maybe he wanted more than money
from Mary, he thought. Last summer, during their visit to
Lazarus, Mary and Martha’s home in Capernaum, Abigail had sent him
out to the verandah where he found Judas alone with Ruth and Mary.
Ruth told him later that she and Mary had gone outside to enjoy the
cooling breezes off the lake and Judas had followed them. She
explained she and Mary were both uncomfortable—it was improper for
them to be alone with a man who was not family—but Mary could not
dishonor a guest by pointing this out and Ruth refused to leave
Mary alone with him. Ruth had blushed when she told him how Judas’
comments to them had been almost… intimate. After he sent the girls
inside, Michael told Judas never to put his sister in that position
again. His friend had apologized, stating that his intentions had
not been disrespectful.

After that incident, whenever they were with
Jesus and his disciples, Michael watched his sister closely. As for
Mary, well, it was not his right to protect her and—as long as
Judas was a guest in Lazarus’ or Simon’s house—he would not
embarrass them by spreading a bad report.

The cessation of movement startled Michael.
He looked around to see the horses had taken them up the road to
Jerusalem, through the city’s streets and had stopped in front of
their stable. Michael shook his head. He had been so focused on his
musings about Judas and Mary that he wasn’t even watching where
they were going.

He jumped down from the carriage, “It’s a
good thing you wanted your stall and a manger filled with hay,” he
said, patting the horses’ noses, “or I might not have noticed until
we reached Rome.”

He handed the reins to the groom and hurried
around the carriage to help his father down. The elderly man held
on to his son’s arm as they walked across the packed dirt and up
the stone path that led to their home.

Torches burned brightly on either side of
the arched entryway. Michael and Nicodemus greeted the servant who
opened the door and handed them small oil lamps as they stepped
inside.

Even by the light of their lamps, it was
evident this was more palace than residence; yet to the family of
Nicodemus ben Melech, it was home. Intricate mosaics in gold, green
and red tiled the long floor of the main corridor. Along the walls,
marble tables trimmed in a pattern of egg and lotus flower and
rosettes held vases filled with bouquets of fragrant spring
flowers.

Michael escorted his father past several
courtyards, public reception rooms, and mikvahs—the
ceremonial baths—up narrow stairs, across a courtyard opened to the
sky and down another corridor to a large bed chamber. Nicodemus
waited while Michael walked around the room lighting the lamps on
tall stands; the fragrance of the scented oil wafted above the
flames.

The walls were covered in tapestries of
lotus blossoms and pomegranates that his mother had woven. Along
one wall were intricately carved chests for holding clothes and a
wash-table holding a bowl, pitcher and several folded linen towels.
The bed was on another wall: a thick pallet, covered in linens and
placed on top of a wide wooden frame. A small table next to the bed
held a cup and small amphorae filled with water.

On the far wall, beneath a long window stood
a table on which rested a stack of blank parchment, writing
implements and several scrolls. On one side of the table was
something not seen in most homes: a chair. Made from
polished ebony, it was a small bench with an upright piece of wood
on one side for the person to lean their back against while
sitting. As the owner of caravans, Lazarus had told Nicodemus about
seeing these chairs on one of his journeys to Egypt. Intrigued, the
elderly man had commissioned him to purchase several.

Michael took his father’s lamp and set it on
the table next to the scrolls; even though his father was tired,
Michael knew he would wish to read before going to sleep. “Do you
need anything, Father? Something more to eat? Shall I pour a cup of
water?”

“No, thank you. I told the servants not to
prepare food for us as we would sup at Simon and Martha’s house.”
Nicodemus yawned. He slipped off his black head covering and outer
robe, as he crossed the room and laid the garments on the edge of
the table. “Even though Abigail, Martha and Mary claimed they had
prepared a light meal, there was food enough to feed all the
Sanhedrin.” He laughed, running his fingers through thick white
hair. “A year ago, no one would have expected food prepared by Mary
bat Jacob to be edible.” He sat on the chair, lifted the edge of
his white tunic and reached down to untie his sandals. “Now Abigail
tells me that Mary’s cooking is so good that no one could tell the
difference between her meals and those prepared by Martha.”

“While I am happy that Abigail is married,”
Michael said, “I confess I miss her cooking.” He ran a finger along
the edge of the table, leaving a streak in the dust. “The house
also misses her touch. With the number of servants we have, one
would think it would be cleaner.”

Nicodemus scratched his beard. “It doesn’t
matter how many servants you have, a house without a mistress lacks
its heart. Your mother—may her memory be blessed—gave this house
warmth, beauty and order. She trained our daughters well; after
your mother died, Joanna and Abigail attended this house as
carefully as she had.”

“If I recall,” Michael grinned, “you and
Mother had three daughters.”

Nicodemus sighed as he reached for a scroll.
“Ah, yes… Ruth… well, she was young when your mother died and was
still learning when Abigail and Lazarus married. She’s acquiring
the skills necessary to run a household; when it’s time for her to
marry, she’ll be ready.” He unrolled the scroll and lifted it close
to his eyes. “As Mary will be.”

“M-Mary?” Michael stuttered, beads of sweat
stinging his forehead. “What do you mean?”

Nicodemus looked up, his beard spreading as
he grinned. “Michael, the years might have affected my eyesight,
but I can still see.”

“But I have said—”

“–nothing about Mary,” his father finished.
“Perhaps not with words, but it is obvious that you are interested
in her. Had you asked my opinion before Passover last year, I would
have advised you to look elsewhere for a wife. Yes,” he lifted a
hand as Michael opened his mouth, “she is from an old, respected
and wealthy family, but that means nothing to me. She appeared
frivolous then and concerned only with her appearance and pleasure.
However, in the last year she has left childish things behind. Now
she is a godly young woman of an honored family and daughter of an
old friend.”

“Ruth tells me her change is because of
Jesus ben Joseph.” Michael paused. “Apparently something the
Teacher said helped her to forgive—”

“Michael,” his tone stopped the young man,
“it is inappropriate for you and your sister to be discussing
others, even if they are friends. However, you are right; it
appears that Jesus has affected everyone’s life.” He lifted the
scroll close to his eyes again.

Michael watched his father read for a
moment. Then he quietly filled his lungs. “Father?”

Nicodemus’ bushy eyebrows shifted as he
glanced up at his son. “Yes?”

“What… what do you think Mary meant with the
spikenard?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.” Nicodemus shook his head. “While
her actions were… unusual, I saw nothing inappropriate in
them. From what I can see, Jesus ben Joseph cares for Mary with the
same level of compassion he has for everyone.”

Michael’s eyebrows arched a question.

“I do not think,” Nicodemus said, “Jesus is
interested in taking Mary—or any woman—as a wife.”

Michael heaved a deep sigh and then grinned.
“Would you speak to Lazarus for me?”

“Not now.”

“What?”

“Passover is but days away. Once the
festival is past, then I will speak to Lazarus.”

“But, Father,” Michael began, “how can I
wait even a few days to tell her how I feel?”

Nicodemus grinned and laid the scroll on the
table. “My son, from what I have observed, Mary knows how you feel.
But for the next several days, Mary will be helping Martha and your
sisters prepare for the festival. From my years as a husband and
father of three daughters, trust me when I tell you that most women
want their betrothal to be a special moment, not something packed
into an already busy schedule.”

Seeing the downcast look on his son’s face,
he reached over to lay a wrinkled hand on a muscular arm. “Michael,
if I have an opportunity tomorrow to speak to Lazarus, I will
mention that we wish to talk with him. And if,” he lifted a
gnarled finger, “if over the next few days you find a moment
when the timing is right and you wish to tell Mary of your
affections and intentions then, yes, you have my blessing.

“However, I would advise that you keep your
feelings to yourself.” He picked up the scroll. “It’s only a
few days. What can happen in that length of time?”
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“...a glorious journey!”.
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