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			Praise for

			The Leper

			Marian Rizzo’s The Leper is far more than just a simple, uncomplicated Bible story you’ve come to expect from Sunday School; all fluff and flannel graph with no soul, no danger, no depth. Instead, Rizzo imagines a first-century world where real human beings interact with real human motivations: greed, lust, distain, ambition. She crafts a main character with flaws—major flaws—making readers waffle between feeling sorry for Eleazar and truly disliking him. She paints the backdrop between the cosmopolitan melting-pot of Alexandria and first-century Jerusalem with a broad brush, bringing the City of David to life and populating it with the poor and rich; with pompous religious leaders and disdainful Romans; and with those who follow a popular new teacher reported to have miraculous powers. Ultimately, The Leper is a timeless tale of sin and consequences, of damaged people finding faith and redemption.

			~Paula K. Parker

			Author of the Sisters of Lazarus trilogy

			One of the most important things I do as a bookstore owner is read a lot. I want the story to not only entertain me, but also to convict me...and The Leper does that. It will take you to another place and another time. Yes, the story is fiction, but the lesson is real and relevant for today.

			~Marge Forrest

			Owner of Gabriel’s Christian Book & Supply

			Ocala, Florida.
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			To my Neighborhood Church Group: Pastor Wayne and Lynda King, who provide the lesson; Paul and Kay Blake, who host the location; and members Peggy, Betty, Joanna and Vicki.

			“Day by day continuing with one mind in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they were taking their meals together with gladness and sincerity of heart, praising God and having favor with all the people.

			~Acts 2:46-47a
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			Chapter One

			The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want

			~Psalm 23:1

			4 BC, Judea

			I was 15 years old the night the angels came.

			My brothers and I were tending our father’s sheep on the plains of Judea, a Sabbath day’s journey from our farm in Beit Sahour. I was the fourth son of Osiah ben Shallum and his wife, Marita. Our sister, Sophina, entered the world two years after I did.

			My parents named me Jesse after the father of King David, who once grazed his sheep on the very land where I now stood. My main goal in life was to one day have my own sheep farm. I loved my work as a shepherd, and though it was among the least favored of occupations in the land, it offered me the freedom of being outdoors and doing the kind of work I loved. Like my ancestors, I carried a sling to ward off predators, a rod to confront attackers, and a staff to nudge wayward sheep back to the fold.

			My attire was simple. A linen tunic with a wide belt cut with pockets to hold my earnings, a woolen cloak for protection from the chill of night, and a sheepskin blanket to raise as a shield against snow or rain. I was quite content and did not mourn for the ornate attire of the rich. On that memorable night, I’d come to the field with a sheepskin bag filled with enough food for the next two or three days. I carried a ram’s horn of goat’s milk, and nearby was a well where I could refill it with fresh water.

			Night was falling. I drew in a breath of the crisp evening air and turned my attention to the rumble of activity on the western road. The caravans had been coming for three days. Some of the travelers rode on camels or horses. Others came on foot, their hunched shadowy forms rippling against the horizon. The glint of the setting sun fell upon their raiment. The jingle of their harnesses wafted across the plain, as they moved closer to the Holy City. 

			A footstep sounded on the stony ground behind me. I turned to see my eldest brother, Bartimaeus, approaching. The big man thundered close, like a lumbering ape, half man, half beast, with a full, tangled beard and a head of billowing hair. His broad forehead was lined with annoyance. His dark eyes flashed with irritation.

			“Look at them,” Bartimaeus boomed. “They come from afar, obeying Caesar’s decree to register in their native towns and pay his required taxes.” He shook his head in disgust. “Will the oppression of the Romans ever end?”

			“Be at ease, Bartimaeus.” The soft reprimand came from our brother Eli, who’d suddenly joined us. “The travelers will be hungry. They’ll buy our sheep for their supper, and with Pesach and the Week of Unleavened Bread upon us, we will sell most of our lambs for the daily sacrifices. Our pockets will be full, our barns will be empty, and we’ll be able to retire at home.”

			Eli’s lip curled with arrogance. Slowly, the curl stretched into a smile, but the haughty light in his eyes remained.

			Bartimaeus grunted. “As you say, Eli.” Our big brother could have won every disagreement with his fists, but for some reason he often backed down when Eli confronted him.

			Breaking into laughter, Bartimaeus poked my arm. “And you, little brother, will have money to spend in the marketplace. Perhaps you will buy a gift for some young girl you have yet to tell us about.”

			A surge of heat rushed to my face. I shook my head. There was a girl, but I did not want Bartimaeus to know. Ignoring the twinkle in his eye, I attempted to turn my brothers’ attention back to the approaching caravans.

			“Do you think they’ll find lodging?” I said.

			“The inns might take a few,” Eli reasoned. “The people in nearby villages might offer their stables—for a price.” He tossed his head and snickered. “Be thankful our father has already paid our family tax near our home in Beit Sahour. Unlike those weary travelers, we have no need to go anywhere else.”

			I studied my brothers with amusement. Bartimaeus and Eli were as different as night and day. One a big, overgrown ape who said whatever came into his head no matter how insulting, but who also brought much laughter into our home. The other more reserved in nature and rarely concerned with anyone else’s needs. Only his own. Suntanned and muscular, Eli had won the envy of the young men in the village, and he’d attracted the attention of the young girls.

			I eyed him with a mix of envy and concern. At 19, he was four years older and a head taller than I was. Eli would have no trouble choosing a wife when the time came, but I was troubled about his lack of care for others. I’d seen him walk past beggars without giving them so much as a piece of bread. Once, he stood laughing at a woman who had dropped a basket of vegetables in the marketplace, never bothering to help her retrieve them. And another time, he nudged aside a blind man who’d stumbled across his path. I wondered that one so handsome on the outside could be so dark on the inside.

			In contrast, my eldest brother had no outer beauty, but the big ox spent much time in the village mingling with people of low estate. I sometimes followed the sound of his boisterous howling, only to find him reveling with some of his drinking friends or squatting on the ground, sharing his lunch with a beggar.

			I would have been content to have Eli’s good looks and Bartimaeus’ kind heart. But the truth was, I didn’t match either one of them. I resembled my third brother, Andrew. We both had curly brown hair and dark eyes, and we were of average height and weight—a little too lean, but strong. We could have been twins had Andrew not been eleven months older.

			One big difference between us was that I was content with my life as a shepherd, but Andrew complained almost constantly. Many times he said he wanted to leave Beit Sahour and find his fortune somewhere else.

			Even now, Andrew joined us there on the field and immediately began to complain about his lot in life.

			“Look at them.” He gestured toward an approaching caravan. “They come from afar with their riches, and they look down their noses at us shepherds. They compare us to the hated tax collectors and to the slaves who sweep human waste from the streets of the Lower City. We smell like sheep dung. Our clothes hang on us like rags. While those strangers sit in palaces and at the city gates, we labor day and night in the lowest profession of all.”

			Of course, I took offense. “You forget, my brother, in the days of our patriarchs, shepherding was a noble occupation. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had large herds, and they prospered. David was a shepherd before he became king. And didn’t the Almighty prefer Abel’s sacrifice over that of Cain?”

			Andrew raised his eyebrows at me. “I see you’ve memorized many of Father’s recitations,” he said with a hint of disdain. “His ancient scrolls have turned you into a helpless little lamb. No mind of your own, simply follow the shepherd wherever he goes. Well, my brother, you can remain in this humble life, if you wish. But I have other plans.” He raised his chin and announced, “I will be leaving soon.”

			Eli snickered. “You are a dreamer, Andrew. Father will never allow you to leave.”

			“I won’t ask his permission,” Andrew snorted.

			

			Having heard enough, I turned away from him and collected an armload of kindling to help our father build a campfire. I carried it to the knoll where he’d already kindled a pile of moss. I set the bundle at his feet and started to walk away when he raised his hand, a signal that he had something important to say to me. I stood before him, suspecting another piece of scripture was about to pour from his feeble lips.

			“Trust the Lord to guide you through life, my son. Count your blessings, and seek his guidance,” he said as, piece by piece, he added my kindling to the pile of smoldering moss. Then he straightened and looked me in the eye. “As I told your brothers when they were your age, it is time for me to give you a portion of my sheep as your own. Separate those you choose and notch their ears with your letter.”

			“Thank you, Abba,” I said, thrilled that he’d brought me one step closer to owning my own sheep business. I reached for my rod and left him to tend his fire.

			Eager to claim my flock, I entered the enclosure my brothers and I had erected only that morning. The circle of rocks and branches spanned a large area, enclosing our father’s entire herd of animals. I strolled past the clusters of ewes, and passing my rod over the backs of those I had claimed, I numbered them. Twenty-seven in all, with more lambs expected within the next few days. I paused by each one to make a cut on the ear, making them my own. There was Abigail, my favorite, staggering under the weight of her bulging abdomen. I drew close, gave her a pat, and carved the letter “J” into her ear.

			Only three years ago Abigail herself was a tiny lamb, struggling to stand on four spindly legs. Her dark face and soft brown eyes had won my heart. Now she was about to deliver her first. Abigail had been laboring for the past five hours. She swayed with each birth pang, and her cries grew louder and more pitiful. I feared she might drop to the ground and roll onto her back, a dangerous foundering we shepherds called being cast down.

			Cast down, I mused. My favorite ewe will not be able to breathe or right herself. If that should happen, I could lose Abigail and her offspring as well.

			I stayed close by her side and waited for the little one to show. The hours passed. Then without warning, Abigail wretched, gave a piercing cry, and bent low to the ground. A lamb slid from her in a pool of blood. The little one let out his first cry, the most precious sound of the night.

			“He’s a good one,” Eli said over my shoulder. “Unblemished, to be sure.” He nodded his head. “I am rarely wrong, Jesse. Trust me. It won’t be long before he’s ready for the altar.”

			I choked on Eli’s presumption. I could never sacrifice Abigail’s firstborn. Nor did I want to prepare him for someone’s supper table.

			“I will call him Reuben,” I said, claiming him as a favorite. “He’ll be used for breeding and nothing else.”

			I proceeded to notch his ear with my letter.

			Eli shrugged and let out a grunt. “Whatever you say, Jesse. He’s your lamb.”

			Abigail settled on the ground and began to clean her babe with flicks of her tongue. She nuzzled him and purred into his neck.

			There, on a spread of grass on the plains of Judea, I breathed in the earthy scent of mother and newborn child. A new life had come into the world, and it belonged to me. Eager to share the news, I left the lamb to its mother’s care and joined my father by the campfire.

			“I have a newborn,” I boasted. “My Abigail has delivered a fine male.”

			My father smiled, nodded in acknowledgement, and leaned back against his mat. Expecting him to be asleep soon, I pulled my lyre from my pack, squatted on the ground beside him, and began to strum a favorite melody. My brothers joined us there. Our hired workers unrolled their bedding and settled on the plain. Except for the one who had drawn the lot for the first watch at the gate of our sheep enclosure, they could rest until it was their turn to stand guard. Neighboring shepherds also caged their flocks and began to lay out their own sleeping mats. Peace settled on the Judean wilderness.

			Breathing in the still night air, I was about to begin another song, when I was startled by a bright light breaking through the darkness. Wonderful, soul-stirring music filled the air. I set down my lyre and stared into the blinding mist. A lone figure hovered there. He wore a white robe, bound at the waist with a golden girdle, and his face shone like the sun. I trembled at the overwhelming sight of him.

			My brothers began to stir. Other shepherds left their places on the field and drew close. They froze like pillars of stone, their upturned faces bathed with wonder in the brilliant light.

			“Do not be afraid,” the visitor said. “I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all people.”

			I leaped to my feet and offered a hand to my father to help him stand. My brothers gathered around us, their faces radiant. Even Bartimaeus’ stony features softened in the light of the heavenly aura.

			“Caesar has sent an emissary,” Eli concluded. “We are being called into service.”

			Andrew shook his head. “Roman officials can’t hover above the earth in such a manner. Besides, why would Caesar consider us poor shepherds for any kind of service?”

			“This is no emissary of Caesar,” Bartimaeus decided. “It has to be an angel.” He raised a hand. “Be still now and let us hear what he has to say.”

			I pondered the visitor’s words. “Good news ... for all people ...” Did “all people” mean the message was for everyone, not only us shepherds, not only the Jews, but also the Gentiles? The Greeks? Even the Romans who had overrun Palestine? I held my breath.

			“Today, in the town of David, a Savior has been born to you,” the angel sang out. “He is Christ the Lord.”

			The Christ? The anointed one? The long-awaited Messiah? I shook my head as though sorting through a jumble of uncertainties. Could this really be happening? Had the Almighty chosen this moment to reveal himself? Had he selected a group of humble shepherds to receive a message our people had been awaiting for centuries?

			From the time I was a small boy I had learned about the Messiah who promised to come and deliver us. But deliver us from what? Like most of my countrymen, I’d been praying for deliverance from the Romans.

			“The angel mentioned the town of David,” I said, looking toward my father. “Bethlehem Ephrathah was King David’s city, wasn’t it?”

			My father rested a hand on my shoulder. “You speak the truth, my son. The prophet Micah declared that out of Bethlehem Ephrathah was to come one who would be ruler of Israel. It appears that prophecy has been fulfilled.”

			There it was again, another of my father’s recitations from those ancient scrolls he kept in a dried up water jar in Mother’s kitchen. He’d filled my head with messages from the prophets. Was it all for this moment?

			His eyes sparkled, and he threw back his shoulders. “We can be in Bethlehem within the hour,” he said, excitement in his voice. “Perhaps the Messiah is already there, reclining on a ledge, beckoning people to come and sit at his feet.”

			The angel was speaking again, and what he said next dispelled the image my father had conceived. “This will be a sign to you. You will find a babe wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”

			“A babe?” I said aloud. It was easier to think of him as a grown man sitting on a ledge.

			The gathering of shepherds mumbled their puzzlement as well.

			“Impossible,” Bartimaeus insisted. “The Messiah is supposed to come on horseback, wielding a sword—a brave warrior with his teeth set against the enemy. He is not coming as a tiny babe—helpless and dependant on the nurturing of a woman.”

			

			He’d said the word, “woman” with such revulsion, it was no wonder he had not yet married.

			Our father held up his hand. “Yes, it could be a babe,” he said. “The Almighty’s ways are not like man’s ways. His thoughts are greater than man’s thoughts.” He looked around at the gathering of shepherds. “Who among us can know the mind of God?”

			He no sooner finished speaking when the angel was surrounded by a great company of glorious beings. Their magnificent voices blended as they sang out heavenly praises. The glow surrounding them grew brighter.

			“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men,” they sang out. “Good will toward all.”

			Then as quickly as they had appeared, the company of angels vanished into the night sky, leaving a sparkling trail of mist in their wake. The stardust glistened briefly, then also vanished, and except for the glow of campfires on the plain and a scattering of stars in the sky the place where we stood fell into darkness.

			At first, no one spoke. I also stood transfixed, my eyes fastened on the place in the sky where the angels had briefly appeared. I couldn’t move. My brothers also had gone silent, even Bartimaeus, who stood there with his mouth open, his eyes filled with wonder. I laughed to myself. My boisterous brother had nothing to say.

			Suddenly, a great commotion rose up all around us. The shepherd leaders started shouting orders. They hurried about and hollered commands at their hired men. They selected those who should stay behind to guard their flocks and those who could travel to Bethlehem.

			My father also ordered our hirelings to remain with our sheep. Then, his face aglow, he waved an arm at me and my brothers.

			“We’ve received a command from Yahweh,” he said. “Let us go now to Bethlehem.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.

			~Psalm 23:2a

			Without hesitation, my father grabbed his staff and started up the hill toward the town of Bethlehem. I grabbed my own staff and fell in step behind him. I thought about Abigail and her newborn lamb. A few of my other ewes also were heavy with child. Reluctantly, I set aside my work as a shepherd for an even greater calling. I was on my way to Bethlehem to welcome the Messiah.

			I hadn’t traveled far when I recalled my one adversary had been on the plain earlier that day. Abijah and his father often grazed their sheep close to the same area we chose. Now I wondered if they also had seen the vision. I secretly hoped they had missed it.

			From the time we were little children Abijah became my greatest adversary. He competed with me in the marketplace and in selling of our lambs to the priests. We competed in every level of a young Hebrew’s life, from scripture memorizations before the village rabbi to staff throwing contests in the village. Sometimes Abijah won, sometimes I did. I could hardly call him a friend, for an intense rivalry had grown between us.

			His father troubled me too. I had seen the way he mishandled his ewes, often punishing them for straying from the flock, unaware that those who strayed were likely trying to find a safe birthing place. His treatment of his rams, however, was quite different. They thrived under Jedediah’s care. He provided the best grazing areas for his rams, and he took care to bathe their faces in olive oil and herbs to ward off the pesky flies, but he allowed those insects to swarm about his ewes, nearly driving them mad.

			I wondered if the two of them also had seen the vision and were already on their way to Bethlehem. What if they arrived there before us and received the Messiah’s blessing? I stopped and looked back toward the plain where I’d last seen them. They were nowhere to be seen. Another thought struck me. Perhaps they had moved their flock closer to the Jordan and had missed seeing the angels. A smirk crept onto my lips. It could be I had been chosen to witness the heavenly vision and Abijah had not.

			“Jesse, get moving!” My brother Bartimaeus broke into my thoughts. “Our father has almost reached the ridge and you are lagging behind,” he called out from close behind me.

			Shaking off my concern about Abijah, I turned my attention to the road ahead. Eli and Andrew had already joined our father and they were about to move beyond the limestone ridge. Bartimaeus stomped close to my heels and then passed me. Other shepherds stood out like dark shadows all around us. Like the swell of a river, they advanced farther up the hill, leaving me behind. Quickening my step, I moved upward on the stony path and passed the villages in the foothills, among them Beit Sahour. I envisioned my mother and sister attending to their sewing and baking, unaware of the frenzy that was taking place outside our cottage. I climbed faster in pursuit of my father and brothers.

			I moved beyond the inns where people from the caravans had found rooms for the night. Those who’d been turned away had settled on the hillside, some in tents, others on blankets they’d spread on the open ground. Weary travelers sat hunched around campfires. Then there were the caves where innkeepers sheltered the animals of their guests. This was the lowliest kind of shelter of them all.

			

			As I trudged up the hill, I leaned against the staff I had carved from a branch of a sycamore tree. It was a sturdy piece of hard wood. I’d made the top smooth and had included a little hook for lifting wayward lambs from a pit or a cluster of brambles. The sharp end was meant to serve as a weapon against an attacking wolf or wild boar, though I hadn’t yet had to use it for such a purpose. To prove the staff belonged to me, I’d carved my initial in the top—a prominent “J,” like the one I notched in the ears of the sheep my father had entrusted to me. Now that staff was aiding me in my climb up the hill.

			Leading the way, my father turned toward the village of Bethlehem. I was amazed at the old man’s sudden burst of energy. It was as if the angel’s message had instilled new life into him.

			Exhausted from the climb, Bartimaeus had fallen behind again. Panting and grumbling, he stumbled up the slope in my footsteps. I drew close to Eli and nudged his arm.

			“My heart has not stopped pounding,” I admitted. “Nothing like this has ever happened to us. Look at my hands, how they tremble.”

			I thrust an open palm at my brother. My hand shook like a dry leaf in the wind.

			Eli snorted and put his own hand out. It was rigid. I looked at his face. There was no sign of anxiety. He raised his chin. His silver blue eyes flashed with confidence. He had no need to speak. His lip curled with determination. Puffing out his chest, he wielded his staff and moved on, leaving me to stumble along behind him.

			I often thought my brother foolish and even dangerous, at times, for he tended to follow his impulses instead of relying on our father’s direction. Many times he listened to our father’s commands and then went and did whatever he wanted. That was Eli. A man with far too much confidence in himself and nearing disaster with every turn.

			Keeping close to his heels, I marched on in silence. The hillside overflowed with travelers. They’d brought much activity to the sleepy little villages with their blazing campfires, loud singing, the playing of flutes and tambourines, and laughter rising from tired but happy people who had at last reached their destination. A gentle breeze carried the aromas of singed lamb and roasting vegetables, along with the sharp odor of animal droppings and the disgusting scent of travelers who hadn’t bathed in days.

			I hurried past them and went through the village gate to Bethlehem Ephrathah with its spread of one-story, white-washed dwellings, their flat roofs separated by walls and stairways. The tiny village had about 300 residents. Visitors had nearly tripled the number in the last few days.

			Our father and the other leaders began to search the rock-hewn caves where people housed their donkeys and goats.

			I was perplexed. “Why are they searching the stables, Eli?”

			He smirked at me. “Have you already forgotten what the angel said? The child will be found in a manger. Where else do you think a manger might be?” Shaking his head at my ignorance, he strode on ahead.

			“A manger,” I mused. “Yes. The angel didn’t say an inn or a house or even a tent. He said a manger.”

			We passed the first few caves, and, finding no babe and no manger, we moved on. The leaders scanned the rooftops, looked inside tents, even peeked in the doorways of homes. But, none of them announced the discovery of a newborn babe, nor did I hear a baby crying.

			Some of the shepherds began to mumble amongst themselves.

			“Perhaps we were mistaken,” one said.

			“Yes, we may have misjudged what was told us,” added another.

			“Maybe it was a trick of the eyes,” a third suggested.

			“Or a mistake of the ears,” said someone else.

			Two of them expressed concern for the well-being of their sheep. They chose to return to the field. They stumbled down the hillside, their shoulders slumped in disappointment.

			“We should leave with them,” Andrew said, scowling.

			But our father stood firm. “No. We will search one more house. One more inn. One more stable.” And he thrust back his shoulders and moved ahead with the others.

			Puffing with annoyance, Andrew turned away and started down the hill behind the two who had left. “One of us has to look after our sheep,” he mumbled. “We can’t depend on our hirelings to tend them all night.”

			I considered joining him, but only for a moment. My father, Eli, and Bartimaeus, had moved on. I looked at Andrew, now growing smaller in the distance. Then I looked at the others moving farther into the town with confidence. I pondered the angel’s message for a moment, and I chose to stay. Pressing ahead, I caught up with my family. My father continued to check stable after stable, cave after cave, and every cleft in the rock wall. Deep into the village we went and finally approached an inn that was bursting with activity. A crude shelter was carved out of the rock wall beneath the inn. A soft glow emanated from its opening.

			The shepherds moved toward it. I followed and found it to be a typical stable where travelers could shelter their beasts. But there were no animals in that place. No donkeys or camels. No sheep for the sacrificial altar. Straw was strewn about the ground. In the center of the room stood a rock-hewn feeding trough. On one side of it knelt a young man. He was dressed in a poor man’s traveling clothes. He gazed at us with welcoming eyes. On the other side of the trough lay a young woman, shrouded in veils and blankets and looking tired and worn. Yet, instead of sadness, the woman’s face glowed with joy, and her eyes shone like stars.

			I stepped cautiously inside and drew closer to the trough, stunned to find a babe inside, exactly as the angel had foretold. The child was bound with strips of cloth, again as the angel had described.

			The shepherds swarmed around the manger. My father drew close, sank to his knees, and bowed his head. His display of obeisance sent a shudder through me.

			“Woe is me!” he said, his voice breaking. “I am undone, a man of unclean lips and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts.”

			The words were familiar. My father had drawn them from the scroll of the prophet Isaiah, one of his favorites. I shook my head in wonder. Nearly everything that came out of that man’s mouth had been written by a prophet long ago. Yet he knew what to recite at the appropriate time.

			I dared to move closer, my eyes on the child. The babe stared back at me, and I gazed trembling into those knowing eyes. Eyes that unveiled my very soul—the good and the bad—exposed before the Holy One who lay there. My heart in my throat, I couldn’t speak, could only stare in wonder. I dropped to my knees and bowed my head, humbled beyond belief. And I knew my life would never be the same.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			He leadeth me beside the still waters

			~Psalm 23:2b

			Though filled with awe, I pulled my eyes away from the child and turned my attention to the young couple. The father, whose name turned out to be Joseph, beamed with pride. He said his wife’s name was Mary and that they had traveled there from their home in Nazareth. They’d come to Bethlehem in compliance with the census. Shortly after they arrived, Mary’s labor began. Joseph immediately sought out comfortable lodging, but the only shelter available was the stable where we had found them.

			I knew immediately this was the fulfillment of the angel’s message. Then I recalled the scripture my father had recited by the prophet Micah that Out of Bethlehem Ephrathah would come one who would be ruler of Israel. I stood frozen, astounded that the scriptures were unfolding before my very eyes.

			My musing was shattered when, suddenly, my brother Eli pushed past me and boldly rested his hand on the edge of the manger.

			“The babe’s name?” he asked the man named Joseph.

			“Jesus.”

			I knew several people who bore the name Jesus. Some preferred the longer form, Yehoshua. Some favored Joshua. The truth was, they all meant “Savior.” Then another name came to mind, one mentioned in my father’s scroll of Isaiah. The prophet had named Emmanuel as the one who would deliver the nation of Israel. “God with us,” I mused. And I knew without a doubt. This child had to be the Messiah, Israel’s long-awaited promise. A lump rose to my throat and tears rushed to my eyes. If this truly was the Messiah, then we humble shepherds had been given a wonderful gift.

			Humbled beyond words, I lingered by the manger. The child’s shining eyes continued to peer back at me. Unable to move or speak, I held his gaze, and my heart surged with joy. Everything around me began to fade. In that moment, there was no rock wall, no straw on the floor, no remnants of animal waste, no fire warming the room, and no other people. Only the babe and me. The other shepherds’ excited whispers diminished. So did the outside noises—the campers’ conversations, the braying of donkeys, the raucous laughter pouring from the inn, and all the other sounds of life—they all receded into nothingness. All that remained was the babe, staring back at me, and I sensed a bond unlike anything I’d ever known.

			Then, for reasons I could not explain, I was overcome by the sins of my past. The intense hatred I’d held for Abijah now troubled me. I thought about the fist fight we’d had over nothing important, just two boys vying for dominance in front of our friends. I sometimes cut in front of him to sell my lambs to the waiting priests. And I resented when he cut in front of me. I hated him for it. Then there was the time I cheated in the throwing of our staffs. No one noticed when I took a step forward, crossing the line of restriction.

			Other wrongs surfaced, hurtful accusations I’d made against my brothers. The piece of jewelry I stole from the merchant’s stall as a gift for my mother. The lies I told, and the chores I had left undone though I’d promised to complete them before the day was over.

			Before the innocent babe in the manger I crumbled under the guilt of my sins and could hardly bear the weight of them. I knew the Ten Commandments of Moses. I had recited them often enough. Now they returned to plague me with accusations. If this truly was the Messiah then he knew all about me. I could hide nothing from his knowing eyes.

			Slowly, I backed away from the manger and left the stable.

			Once outside, I breathed deeply of the night air, but I found no relief. Uncertain about what I should do, I waited there for my father and the others to join me on the street. I was tempted to follow Andrew back to the field. But he’d already disappeared down the hillside, and I didn’t want to travel the hills alone in the darkness. Nor did I want to go back inside the stable and face the child again.

			I paced from one end of the street to the other, crossed the doorway several times. Still there was no sign of my father and brothers. I dropped to my knees, bowed my head, and begged the Almighty to take away my guilt. Why, after so much time had passed, was I thinking about the wrongs I had committed years ago? Most of my transgressions had seemed so small at the time I had brushed them away as meaningless mistakes. Now I admitted what they were. Sins of pride. Sins of greed. Sins of selfishness. And all of them committed against the Almighty God of Heaven. I wondered, was the same thing happening to my brothers? Were they also facing a moment of truth?

			I knelt there for a long time before my father and brothers joined me. The other shepherds who were with us poured out of the stable, filled with excitement.

			“We must spread the news,” one of them shouted. “Deliverance has come to Judea.”

			Armed with a powerful message that the Messiah had finally arrived, they swarmed over the hillside and spread out in all directions. As they departed, singing and praising God, I was humbled by their fervor. I looked to my father and brothers for direction. Eli and Bartimaeus had begun to argue. Bartimaeus wanted to return to the field and tell the good news to those who had remained behind, including the Edomite hirelings. Eli wanted to follow the other shepherds into Bethany and Jerusalem. There was that curl of his upper lip again.

			

			“We have a message to deliver,” Eli insisted. “I can hardly wait to see the surprised faces of those we tell. Our words will travel far. We will be known throughout the land.”

			It was my father who ultimately made the decision for us. He frowned at Eli, a silent reprimand against my brother’s arrogance.

			“We will return to the plain, tend to our sheep, and bring the message of deliverance to our neighbors in Beit Sahour,” he said, his tone final.

			I was grateful for his decision, for I had no confidence in myself. I couldn’t run around declaring that the Messiah had come. People might treat me the way they had treated other self-proclaimed prophets. They would mock me as a foolish boy. They might even throw stones at me. I did as my father had said. I went back to the plain, but I didn’t know how I might tell anyone beyond my own household.

			On our way back to the field, we stopped by the house to relate the news to my mother and sister. They responded with such elation, they even had their servant girl leaping about and shouting for joy. A celebration had erupted under our roof. But what did the angels expect us to do next? Should we carry the message beyond our household? Who else could we tell? The hirelings? The neighboring shepherds? Jedediah and his worthless son?

			When the excitement settled down, Andrew stepped to the middle of the room, demanding our attention. “I’m leaving home one of these days,” he declared. “I will no longer tend sheep. I will make my own way. I will travel great distances, and wherever I go I will spread the news about the Messiah coming to Judea.”

			Our father stood rigid, his face like stone. “What are you saying, Andrew?”

			“Don’t worry, Father,” Andrew said, his tone imploring. “My travels will open doors for me to tell about the miracle of the angels. None of the other shepherds will be able to take this message to the ends of the earth. But I can.”

			

			He said this with a prideful sparkle in his eye.

			Bartimaeus shook his head. “You are a fool to think the Almighty has chosen you alone,” he said with a huff. “As for me, I will remain in Beit Sahour. The people in our village also need to know about the miracle that has happened. I will tell them, and I will leave it to them to take the message to places beyond.”

			Eli was nodding in agreement. “I know exactly what we should do,” he said with an air of confidence. “We can spread the news in Bethlehem and Bethany and throughout all of the villages, and then we can go to Jerusalem. We can begin here. In time we can go a little farther and then a little farther, perhaps even to Galilee.”

			Unlike my brothers, I trembled at the thought of having to tell people about the vision. Who would listen to a young shepherd boy? People might call me a simpleton and claim I was telling stories. They would laugh me to scorn.

			Still, I knew something special had happened. A part of me wanted to do as the other shepherds had done, run off and declare to others what I had seen and heard. I recalled with clarity the angel who hovered above me on the plain, his entire being aglow, and then more angels surrounding him and singing a heavenly song. I wanted to be a messenger, like the angels, but with a much easier calling.

			Then the truth struck me. Even if I could mend my tattered robe, scrape the sheep dung off my sandals, and wash myself free of the filth of the field, I was still a lowly shepherd.

			Downcast, I left our home with my father and brothers and hurried back to the field, the one place where I belonged. I slipped past the hireling at the gate and searched for Abigail and her newborn lamb, found them curled up in a ball of wool, and smiled down on them with the kind of love a father might have for his children.

			Contented that I had found them well, I retreated to my mat on the grassy knoll by my father’s campfire. I rekindled the embers. Then I settled down, and pulled my wool cloak over me to ward off the chill of night. Aside from my mother and sister, I had not yet told a single soul about the visitation. What was worse, our women got most of the message from my father and brothers. I fell asleep believing I had failed the angel’s edict.

			I awoke to a sliver of morning light on the eastern horizon, grabbed my rod, and went to check on my sheep. The hireling greeted me at the gate, eager to be relieved of his watch.

			I pulled away the bramble barrier and the sheep dropped in line for their release onto the plain. I extended my rod over their backs and counted them as they escaped from the pen into the field. My own flock now numbered twenty-eight with the newborn that had arrived last night. Then, along with a dozen goats under my care, they spread out to enjoy the dew-laden blades of early morning grass. I sat on a rock and kept an eye on them as they gathered in clusters, my newborn lamb frolicking around them, happy with his newfound freedom.

			My brothers also released the sheep our father had entrusted in their care. Except for Andrew. As usual, he paid little attention to his flock, but set them off and found a place to relax apart from them. Like always, he got our two dogs chasing a stick. Those scruffy dogs preferred Andrew to the rest of us, probably because he tossed them scraps from his lunch bag and ran his hands playfully over their furry bodies. With a snap of his fingers, he could get them following him wherever he went. If only he paid as much attention to his sheep.

			I stared after him for a moment and, despite our similarities in appearance, I had to admit our differences. He loved those two spirited dogs, while I preferred the quiet gentleness of my sheep. He anxiously awaited the day he could leave our humble home. I was content with our life in the field.

			I turned away from the sight of him romping with his two dogs and went to bathe myself at the well. I returned to the knoll, and squatting on a slope near my sheep, I opened the lunch my mother had packed, then savored the sweetness of the berries and figs, the sharpness of the goat cheese and olives, and I thought myself fortunate, aware that some shepherds had little to eat when out on the plain. I quenched my thirst with the goat’s milk, then went to refill the horn with fresh water from the well. All the while I kept a protective eye on my flock.

			As the sun crept skyward, Bartimaeus went to our farm and returned with our donkey and dray in preparation for a journey to the Holy City. The dray could easily carry ten of our unblemished lambs for the sacrificial altar. With Pesach upon us and the Week of Unleavened Bread to follow, a continuous wisp of smoke rose from the temple.

			After preparing several ewes for the marketplace, Eli turned to look at me and raised an eyebrow as if to say, Well, are you coming? Then he spun away and overtook Bartimaeus who had started out, pulling behind him our donkey and the dray filled with our lambs.

			I tied a rope to one of my ewes, tossed a lamb across my shoulders, and hurried after my brothers. As expected, Andrew remained behind. He’d altogether lost interest in the sales. The angels’ vision had made little difference in him except to fuel his desire to leave home. He’d said he wanted to deliver the heavenly message beyond the borders of Judea. But I saw his desire for what it really was. A chance to leave home and never look back.

			I compared Andrew’s fervor with the way Bartimaeus and Eli had reacted to our experience on the plain that night. They also wanted to spread the word the angels had bestowed upon us. And they each had devised a different plan. At the end of each day, after our work was done, Bartimaeus spent every evening in Beit Sahour and came home late at night raving about the great number of people who had surrounded him in the village, eager to hear about the heavenly vision. Because of Bartimaeus, I was certain the entire village believed the Messiah had finally come.

			And Eli? He performed the story like an actor on a stage. Starry-eyed young women flocked around him, urging him on. He responded with arrogance and added so many embellishments the original story was lost amidst his boasting.

			

			Even Mother and Sophina said they couldn’t wait to tell other women about the amazing miracle their men had witnessed. Father went to the farms of nearby shepherds and shared the good news. I was most likely the only member of my family who was afraid to approach my friends and tell them what I had witnessed.

			Many questions pestered me about the night the angels came. Was it a dream? But how could all of us have had the same dream? Was it a miracle? And why had we lowly shepherds been worthy of such an honor? 

			I struggled to bring back every detail—the brilliant light, the angel’s voices, the music, the singing, the journey up the hillside to Bethlehem, and the encounter with the babe in the manger. I couldn’t deny something wonderful had happened that night.

			The vision, I conceded, must have occurred, for I was fully awake. The angel gave us specific directions. There was a family in a stable in the town of Bethlehem. The babe was real. But was he the Messiah?

			Whether anyone believed my brothers’ stories remained an unanswered question, until several fathers came knocking on our door seeking to offer their daughters in marriage to Eli.

			My father’s answer was always the same.

			“I must first marry off Bartimaeus, for he is the eldest,” he told the hopeful petitioners. They departed disappointed, because no one thought Bartimaeus would ever marry, which meant Eli might never marry, and perhaps Andrew and me as well. Unless we could challenge that ridiculous rule, the rest of us boys were doomed to a wifeless existence.

			Though our father had imposed several rules upon us, he was a fair and just man under most circumstances. My appreciation for my father grew one day when I walked to the edge of our property that joined our neighbor’s land. I watched in horror as Jedediah prodded one of his ewes with the pointed end of his staff and drew blood. Then he complained loudly and beat the animal about the head with his rod because her pelt had been ruined by the bloody stain—a stain he himself had caused.

			Without concern for my own safety, I stepped across the barrier between our farms and confronted the man, who was raising his rod a second time. “Do you want to harm her?” I said, blocking the blow. “She’s a helpless animal, Jedediah. And look, she’s heavy with child.”

			“She attempted to wander off,” was his only defense.

			“Look at her. She’s about to deliver a lamb.” I gestured toward the sagging bulge of her abdomen. “Or lambs,” I added, aware that she may have been carrying twins. “If she needs to wander, it’s because she’s trying to put distance between herself and the others. She needs a private birthing place.”

			Jedediah stepped back, an embarrassed grin tugging at his lips. He lowered his rod and shrugged with noticeable unease.

			“You’re supposed to be their shepherd, not their jailer,” I said. “My father would never stand for such harsh treatment of a helpless animal.”

			My words appeared to have touched him, because the next thing he did was lead the struggling ewe into a private pen and shut the gate. With renewed confidence, I stomped away and went straight to our barn. I located my brother Bartimaeus cleaning the enclosure, and I told him what I had seen at Jedediah’s field.

			He shook his head in disgust. “You have to understand, Jesse, Jedediah doesn’t know much about the sheep business. He inherited his farm from a wealthy uncle. His ewes are of the Egyptian breed—poor quality, long legged, slight of wool, and with little meat on their tails. Jedediah eliminates the blemished males when they are young. He slaughters them shortly after they are born or removes their male parts and overfeeds them to increase the meat they will provide. None of the other shepherds in Judea use the knife in such a cruel manner.”

			I grew quiet then and allowed my gaze to stray to the neighboring farm. Abijah was out in the field tormenting his sheep. He waved his rod like a club, prodding them away from the brush, forcing them back to the field. I narrowed my eyes at him knowing the stupid boy was following the path of his father.

			I nudged Bartimaeus. “Last week, that boy bolted in front of me in the marketplace while I was about to make a sale.” I grabbed a rake and began to help my brother clean the enclosure. “Not only does he interfere with my sales, he lowers his price on sacrificial lambs and wins the approval of the temple priests. He beats me in the marketplace and in the temple.”

			Bartimaeus shrugged. “Do your work, Jesse. Ignore him and he will go away in time.”

			“I can’t ignore him. One day I caught him sneaking around our pen. The next morning two of Andrew’s newborn lambs were missing. I was certain Abijah had stolen them, but I had no proof. And Andrew wasn’t aware they were gone.”

			“The notches in our animals’ ears are sufficient proof,” my brother reminded me. “All we need to do is search them out in Jedediah’s herd.”

			I shook my head. “The mark is easily altered,” I insisted. “Think about it, Bartimaeus. Jedediah’s mark is similar to mine. His worthless son keeps his knife ready to make the extra cut.”

			“Relax, Jesse,” Bartimaeus said, sniffing. “For a long time we’ve been in competition with that family. The war started when I was your age, and that was more than ten years ago.”

			I bowed my head. “There’s something else,” I mumbled.

			Bartimaeus stopped raking and tilted his ear in my direction.

			“There’s Ariel,” I admitted, a hot flush racing to my face.

			“Oh, yes, the physician’s daughter,” he said, tossing his head and laughing. “So, your competition with Abijah goes beyond selling sheep and throwing staffs. You have set your eyes on the same girl. That should prove interesting.”

			I struggled to remain calm. It was difficult enough to admit I had feelings for the girl, now my brother was making light of it.

			Bartimaeus pressed his forefinger to his lips and with a twinkle in his eye he said, “Don’t worry, Jesse. Your secret is safe with me.”

			I puffed out an exasperated sigh. “It won’t be a secret much longer,” I said, setting my rake aside. “I am planning to ask Father to arrange a contract.”

			The concerned wrinkle on my brother’s brow disturbed me.

			“I plan to approach him tomorrow,” I said with a little less confidence.

			Bartimaeus shook his head. “You forget, I’m the eldest and I’ve not been pledged to anyone. Father has failed to get the Beit Sahour fathers to agree on my behalf. I’m afraid, my brothers will have to wait.”

			“Then hurry up and choose someone. Surely you have set your eye on one of the village girls.”

			Bartimaeus snickered. “Not possible. But go ahead, approach our father. Who knows? Perhaps he will forget this senseless rule and agree to your request.”
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