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        “And awe came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were being done through the apostles.”

        -Acts 2:43
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      33 A.D., Jerusalem

      

      Jude reached for the knob on the Ark of Scrolls with trembling fingers. The wooden cabinet containing copies of the recordings of Moses and the prophets loomed over him adding to the weight of the moment. The gathering of teachers in the modest synagogue rose behind him in silent unison sending a shiver up his back. He swallowed past the lump in his throat and pulled open the first door followed by the second.

      As rows of scrolls stood exposed, the distinct scent of parchment flooded his senses. He longed to stand still and savor the moment. The sacred documents lay waiting for him as a woman beckoning her lover. His fingers ached to unroll each one and drink in the words of his ancestors.

      Beads of sweat formed on his brow as he fought the urge to wipe them away. Meticulously, he looked to the top row and searched for the correct scroll. This was a rare opportunity and one which rested on how well he spoke before the prominent men Rabbi Ethan had invited to attend the day’s reading.

      When Ethan offered for Jude to read in his synagogue for the chance to be asked to sit at the feet of a Rabbi, Jude considered selecting a scroll from Ezekiel or Daniel. He knew such deep readings would provide thought-provoking meat for the religious leaders to chew. He wanted to show the world, or at least the men that filled the bench seating of Ethan’s synagogue, that he would make a good Rabbi. After much prayer, and even more doubt, he instead chose a well-known story of Abba Abraham and hoped to provide fresh insight considering recent events. He concluded that there was no better way to win the hearts of the children of Abraham than to speak from one of his stories.

      Selecting what he hoped was the right scroll, he held the parchment to his chest, turned, and took careful steps toward the Scroll Table. Dropping a sacred scroll would be devastating to his chances of becoming a student. In addition, Rabbi Ethan would never let him read in his synagogue again.

      Laying the parchment on the flat stone table, Jude cautiously unrolled the scroll. To his delight, the familiar words of the story caught his eyes as he continued to open the sacred writings. Grabbing the wrong parchment would have certainly revealed his inexperience.

      Once the scroll was opened enough across the table, Jude took a breath and, starting at the far right, read, “After these things Adonai tested Abraham and said to him, ‘Abraham!’ And he said, ‘Here I am.’ He said, ‘Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.’

      Jude glanced up for a moment as he watched several men nod in approval. He returned his gaze to the parchment and read, “So, Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men, and his son Isaac. He cut the wood for the burnt offering and went to the place Adonai had told him.”

      He paused as he heard shaking in his voice. With a steadying breath, he continued, “On the third day Abraham lifted his eyes and saw the place from afar. Then Abraham said to his young men, ‘Stay here with the donkey; I and the boy will go over there and worship and we will come again to you.’ Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on Isaac. He took in his hand the fire and the knife.

      “And Isaac said to his father Abraham, ‘My father!’ And he said, ‘Here I am, my son.’ He said, ‘Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?’ Abraham said, ‘Adonai will provide for Himself the lamb for a burnt offering.’”

      Jude battled within himself as he faltered over some of the ancient words. He’d practiced the reading as often as he could but he didn’t have the skill in his ancestors’ tongue as those who had continued to read it from their youth. Working as a craftsman had called for him to use the wider spoken Greek tongue in order to communicate with a more varied group of co-laborers. He knew even some of the most prominent men in the Temple read the Greek translation of the recordings but he was determined to read from Ethan’s scrolls which had been copied in the language of their people.

      He vied for the courage to look up and find Rabbi Ethan standing among the crowd. He wanted to see encouragement on the older man’s face. Yet, he considered the possibility that disappointment might be discovered instead. With reluctance, he kept his eyes on the scroll of Moses allowing the words to provide the comfort he sought.

      Jude lifted a silent plea for Adonai to strengthen his voice as he continued to read, “When they came to the place of which Adonai had told him, Abraham built the altar there and laid the wood in order and bound Isaac and laid him on the altar. Then Abraham reached out and took the knife to slaughter his son. But the angel of Adonai called to him and said, ‘Abraham, Abraham!’ And he said, ‘Here I am.’ He said, ‘Do not lay your hand on the boy for now I know that you fear Adonai, seeing as you have not withheld your son from me.’ 

      “Abraham lifted his eyes and looked, and behind him was a ram caught in a thicket by his horns. Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son. So, Abraham called the name of the place, ‘Adonai will provide’ as it is said to this day, ‘On the mount of Adonai it shall be provided.’”

      With fingers still shaking, Jude rolled up the scroll, gently delivered the parchment back to its proper place in the holy cabinet, and closed the doors.

      The gathering took their seats as Jude turned to face them once more. His mind swirled with everything he wanted to share. He feared opening his mouth would release a flood of muddled words and thoughts but he knew this was his opportunity to take a step closer to his dream. This would be the moment to show his potential as a student. A chance that might not resurface.

      Jude elected not to sit, as was the custom, but paced the bema determined to display confidence even as his innards quaked. “As Isaac was willingly led to the mount of Adonai, so too was Jesus, my brother, willingly led to a hill to die. Two men accompanied Abraham and Isaac as two thieves hung on either side of Jesus.”

      Finally finding the courage to search the faces, Jude found Rabbi Ethan’s impartial gaze. The two had discussed the similarities between Isaac and Jesus at length in the days leading up to the reading. Jude hoped he could provide enough evidence for the men present to make the same connections he had through his studies.

      “Abba Abraham placed the wood for the burnt offering on the back of Isaac. My brother carried the beam of his cross on his shoulders. Abraham told Isaac that Adonai would provide a lamb for the offering and a ram was provided whose horns were caught in a bush. As my brother hung naked and bleeding from his cross with a crown of thorns encircling his head, no other was found to take his place. Adonai provided. He is the lamb…” Jude paused as the words of his cousin, John, came forward, “Jesus is ‘the Lamb of Adonai, who takes away the sin of the world.’”
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      Murmurings from the men told Jude he had struck the place in their minds for which he was hoping.

      An older man spoke first, “Are we to assume you are attempting to provide evidence that your brother is Messiah?”

      “Assume what you will,” Jude answered. “As I study the scrolls, I can come to no other conclusion.”

      “You’ve barely enough hair on your chin to count yourself a man,” another sneered. “I doubt you’ve studied long enough to make any conclusions.”

      Jude brushed his thick beard as he felt the blow find its mark in his soul. He feared that very thing to be true as he met eyes with Rabbi Ethan.

      The teacher merely dipped his head as a sign for Jude to continue with his lesson.

      “It is true I have not been blessed to study the scrolls as long as some of you,” Jude spoke slowly to not let embarrassment color his words, “but I walked beside my brother. I saw his character, and I’ve seen miracles performed.”

      “Tricks from a flattering tongue,” someone cried out.

      Jude searched for the source but couldn’t place the voice among the collection of men.

      “There have been many who’ve taken their last breath on a Roman cross,” another added. “Why should we count your brother any different than those who have made similar claims and been discovered as blasphemers?”

      Jude turned toward the man who posed the question. “How many of those men walked out of their graves days later?”

      The room fell silent.

      “Hear me,” Jude pleaded. “My brother died as your substitute as the ram died for Isaac. He is Messiah.”

      The gathering erupted into heated conversations.

      Jude’s heart jumped into his throat. He knew his findings would be difficult for the men to believe; they had been difficult for him to believe at first. He hoped his words would be enough to sway them but his lack of experience had revealed itself. How did Jesus make teaching look so easy?

      Heated shouts from red-faced men took Jude back to a day many years ago when Jesus spoke in the synagogue of Nazareth early in his ministry. His claim of fulfilling Isaiah’s prophecy had driven the men wild enough to attempt to throw him from the cliff upon which their city had been built. Thankfully, Jesus had been able to escape their blood lust.

      In exchange for his life, Jesus had lost the opportunity to ever speak in his home synagogue again. Without proper training from a local Rabbi, Jesus continued his journey to becoming a teacher on his own. The blasphemy of his brother had marred Jude’s reputation with the same stroke. He had not been taken seriously while his oldest brother continued to claim he was the one the Spirit of Adonai had anointed.

      Jude envied Jesus. Not only was his oldest brother a craftsman of stone and wood but also of words. He could weave stories and parables that would leave people speechless. Words did not easily pour from Jude’s lips. Today’s reading confirmed that fear. His words sounded more like a babbling mudslide than a rich flowing river. Returning to work in a quarry was not what Jude wanted to do with the rest of his life. He wanted more than anything to be a Rabbi.

      He was keenly aware of the fact that Rabbis don’t make much money. Even as eloquent and popular as Jesus had become, he still went to his grave with no fortune to his name and spent the last three years of his life depending upon the financial support of prominent women. Jude’s family had needed money more than another traveling Rabbi, and his local teachers had condemned him based on his older brother’s absurd declarations of Messiahship. Resigning to his fate of being a meager craftsman for the rest of his life, Jude had reluctantly set his dream aside and focused his attention on the work of his hands.

      With the recent trip to Jerusalem and the events of his brother’s death, resurrection, and growing following, Jude reveled in his studies with Rabbi Ethan. Every moment he could be spared from working with James and the disciples was spent in Ethan’s synagogue. When Jude shared his dream with the Rabbi, the older man graciously offered to invite local teachers to a reading in the hopes one would extend an invitation to Jude.

      Jesus’ steps to becoming a Rabbi had led him to a cross. As Jude looked around the room of men yelling over one another, he wondered if he continued to follow this path if it would lead to the same end.

      With hands spread in front of him, Jude silently pleaded with Ethan to calm the chaos.

      Rabbi Ethan rose and, with raised arms, cried out, “Enough.”

      The local teachers reluctantly settled, some of them shouting their last thoughts in the growing silence.

      When the noise ceased, Ethan lowered his arms. “I did not invite you here today to battle this young man with the swords of your views. Jude has shown great potential as a student.”

      Jude’s heart raced at the commendation.

      “As many of you know, there are fewer and fewer who wish to dedicate themselves to a teacher; to the study of Torah.” Ethan cast a heavy gaze around the room. “We do not want our history to be forgotten. How can we deny one so willing?”

      The men shared agreeable mutterings among themselves.

      Ethan moved toward the front, placing himself in front of Jude. “I think that is enough for today.” He spoke a short prayer of thanks and dismissed the gathering.

      With murmurs and whispered conversations, the men stood and filtered out of the synagogue.

      Jude stepped off the bema toward the thinning crowd. His eyes caught the one person whose attention he most wished to capture. “Rabbi Gamaliel.”

      The older man halted and turned toward him.

      Jude cleared the space between them with haste. “Rabbi, thank you for attending today’s reading. I was hoping to speak with you…” His words dropped as he watched Saul come up behind the Rabbi. The younger man’s face held a smirk, but Jude couldn’t decipher if his poor reading was the cause of Saul’s grin or if he always looked so arrogant. He returned his attention to Gamaliel who was waiting for him to continue. “I wanted to ask if you had room for another student.”

      The older Rabbi looked down at Jude’s hands. “I think you are best suited to working with your hands,” his scrutinizing eyes traveled upward to Jude’s face, “and let others concern themselves with studying and teaching Torah.”

      Jude tucked his hands into the folds of his tunic and bowed his head. “I understand.”

      The highly respected teacher and his student left the synagogue together.

      Jude pulled his hands from his tunic and studied them. Rough calluses covered his palms. Cuts that had healed, re-opened, and healed repeatedly by stone marred his olive skin. He rubbed at the scars and coarse skin as disdain grew in him. He should have been learning at the feet of a great Rabbi like Gamaliel, not inhaling quarry dust for most of his life. What had Saul done to earn such favor that had been kept from him?

      He turned to face the Ark of Scrolls. His greatest desire lay behind the simple wooden doors. The opportunity had never been so close and yet so far away at the same moment.

      When the room emptied of the rest of the teachers, Ethan moved toward him. “Be careful not to worship at the altar of scrolls.”

      Jude looked over his shoulder at the teacher.

      “An important lesson all students of Torah must learn.”

      A scoff escaped Jude’s mouth before he could stop it. There would be many lessons he wouldn’t have the chance to learn.

      Ethan stepped closer to the cabinet and patted the closed doors. “Contained within are the words given to us by Adonai. A precious resource we must guard and preserve. For we do not know if or when He will choose to speak again. It’s been four hundred years since His last prophet.”

      “Adonai has said plenty that we are still trying to understand.” Jude allowed his attention to return to the Ark. “And He has spoken again; in my brother. We just didn’t know how to listen.”

      Ethan chuckled as he walked closer to Jude. “There is much potential in you.”

      Jude shook his head. A whole room full of teachers had extinguished that flame of hope in him.

      Rabbi Ethan folded his hands behind his back and lifted his chin. “Follow me.”

      Jude’s attention snapped to the man. “What did you say?”

      “Follow me.”

      “But…but I thought you said you were not taking students.”

      “I cannot stand by and watch as a brilliant student remains unled.”

      Jude bounded up the bema and wrapped his arms around Ethan. “I will follow.”
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      With light steps, Jude raced back to the villa to share his good news with his siblings. The streets of Jerusalem were filled with people engaged in their everyday activities. The joy that flooded Jude’s soul pressed him through the throng toward the priest’s house in the Upper City he shared with his family and Jesus’ followers.

      He pushed open the heavy wooden door of Theodotos’ villa and hurried to shut it behind him.

      “Jude.” The surprise was clear in Salome’s voice. “How was the reading?”

      The sting of embarrassment burned for a moment as Jude recalled the events of the morning, but the remembrance of his new status flamed his joy once more. “Sister,” he crossed the mosaic tile of the entryway toward her, “I have great news.”

      She looked up at him with bright eyes.

      Jude hesitated. His youngest sister’s eyes were the same reflective hue of cinnamon as their oldest brother's. For a single moment, it was as if Jesus was looking out at him through Salome’s eyes. He wondered if his brother would be proud of the path he’d chosen to take.

      “Jude?”

      “Forgive me,” Jude shook his head. “I was just…”

      The place between Salome’s brows scrunched together.

      Jude chuckled as he kissed the wrinkled spot on her forehead. “I have a Rabbi.”

      “Oh, Jude, that’s wonderful.” She clapped her hands. “Is it Rabbi Gamaliel?”

      He pulled back, fighting the painful wound in his soul that the older teacher had left behind with his discouraging words. “Rabbi Ethan.”

      “I thought you said he wasn’t taking students.”

      “He changed his mind.”

      Salome wavered for a moment. “Well, I’m sure you will be happy at his feet.”

      Jude kissed his youngest sister’s forehead again. “I need to tell James.” He moved toward the stairs.

      “He’s with Salvus.” Salome pointed to the lower room. “I was on my way to fetch fresh water for him.”

      Jude adjusted his steps toward the room where the injured soldier was being kept. He entered to find James sitting next to the young man who was propped against the wall. A welcome sight from the previous days in which he’d been unable to sit up at all. The room was kept dim with a curtain over the small window. An oil lamp flickered near James, helping him to see to his caregiving tasks. The room smelled of sweat and musk. Signs the injured man still warred with his injury.

      Jude moved to stand near them. “How are you feeling, Salvus?”

      “Better.” The soldier winced as he adjusted his wrapped leg. “But I fear how long I will be kept here.”

      Jude looked to James. “Has something happened?”

      “Salvus was sharing his concern about returning to his unit.” James indicated the man’s wound with a tilt of his head. “He worries he will be punished for leaving.”

      “But he was injured.” Jude dipped his head. “Surely they will be understanding.”

      “I’m certain they believe a disease has overtaken me by now.” Salvus rubbed his thigh. “Some moments I wish the venom had done so.”

      Jude crouched down. “You can’t mean that.”

      Salvus’ face was damp with sweat. “I don’t know what awaits me in Rome’s grasp. At least the viper’s kiss could have brought a final relief.”

      Jude settled into a seated position. “Is being a soldier such an awful fate that you’d rather taste death than return?”

      “Depends. Mostly one’s life is routine.” Salvus winced again. “With the influx of soldiers into the city for the feast days, those of us who could afford to rent houses did so to make room at Fortress Antonia for those on temporary assignment. I was supposed to report back days ago.” He massaged his thigh. “Don’t know if the relocation was a blessing or a curse.”

      “You’re alive,” James offered.

      “For how long is the question.” Salvus laid his head against the stone wall. “I don’t know what Longinus will do when he discovers me.”

      Salome entered with a bowl of freshly drawn water. She sat the vessel down next to the soldier and handed clean linens to James before leaving the room.

      James dipped a cloth in the water and patted Salvus’ forehead. “Your fever is breaking. Soon you will be well enough to report to your commander.”

      Salvus exhaled a ragged breath.

      Jude rose to his feet. “We should let you get some rest.”

      After wiping away more sweat, James wrung out the cloth and laid it near the bowl. He stood and followed Jude out of the room.

      When they walked a few paces away, Jude whispered, “Is he truly getting better?”

      “Slowly.” James nodded. “He simply needs more time to heal.”

      Jude glanced back at the open door. “Do you think removing the watch over him was wise?”

      “I wanted to show him that we trust him.”

      “Do you?”

      “I don’t know.” James turned to enter the courtyard. “Can we trust a Roman soldier?”

      “Hiram didn’t think so.” Jude halted by the stone bench. “Have you heard from him?”

      James shook his head. “Not since he stormed out of here the other day. Assia mentioned he had come to speak with me about something.” He lowered himself to the bench as if a weight were pressing on him.

      “Do you think Assia and Joseph have made it to Nazareth?”

      “I’m sure they have by now.”

      Jude slid onto the bench next to his brother. “I can’t believe we’re missing our sister’s wedding feast.”

      “I’m certain Hiskiel’s family is attending to the details.”

      “That must be a load off your shoulders.”

      James folded his arms across his body. “One wheat head removed from a load is barely noticed by the ox.”

      Jude took in his older brother. The weight of responsibility was evident in his slumped shoulders and tired eyes. “There has been a lot placed on you recently, hasn’t there?”

      “There has.” He hesitated. “But there are many to share the load.”

      Jude glanced around. “Where are the others?”

      “Visiting.” James relaxed his arms. “The women, too. Salome and I stayed behind to tend to Salvus. There are many in need here in Jerusalem. Some days I wonder if we are doing enough.”

      “There will always be those in need.”

      “Unfortunately.” James let out a heavy sigh. “Perhaps I should visit Hiram at the market.”

      “I could accompany you if you’d like.”

      “I would appreciate the support.” He rubbed the length of his face with his hand. “Oh, the reading. I nearly forgot. How did it go at the synagogue?”

      Jude looked down at his sandals.

      “That bad?”

      “Not bad.” Jude scratched at his beard. “Not great either. I did get a Rabbi; Ethan offered for me to follow him. But I believe I also confirmed in many elite minds today that I will never be respected among them.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself.” James placed a firm hand on Jude’s shoulder. “Many of those same minds didn’t respect Jesus and look how his following has grown.”

      “I’m not fond of taking a similar path if it leads to a Roman cross.”

      James hummed in agreement.

      “I have a feeling I wouldn’t be walking out of a tomb after three days as our brother did.”

      “Well,” James slapped his leg, “when the others get back why don’t you and I take a walk to the market and get some fresh air.”

      “I think that would be good for both of us.” Jude rose. “I’m going to grab some food. I barely had the stomach to break my fast this morning.”

      James set his hands on the bench. “I think I’ll sit here a while and pray.”

      Making his way into the bustling kitchen, Jude found his mother stoking the fire. “Shalom, Ima.”

      “Jude.” Her face brightened as she straightened. “How was the reading?”

      Jude tried to keep his lips straight but one side slid up into a crooked grin. “Not as well as I would have liked but I was invited to sit at the feet of Ethan.”

      “Wonderful news. Here,” she dipped a spoon into the pot over the fire and lifted it toward Jude, “try this and tell me what you think.”

      Jude opened his mouth as if he were a young child again receiving nourishment from his mother. The broth sent a welcomed warmth through him and awakened his taste. “It’s good.”

      Mary smiled and returned her attention to her stew.

      Wandering through the large kitchen, Jude picked at food in various stages of preparation.

      Elissa sat on the ground grinding wheat kernels against a large stone.

      “You should leave that task to Lydia,” Jude teased his sister-in-law. “It’s her favorite.”

      Lydia snapped a cloth in Jude’s direction perfectly catching his arm.

      “Ouch!”

      “That’s for making fun of me.”

      Jude rubbed his arm.

      Elissa shook her head. “You had it coming, Jude. It’s not kind to tease your sister.”

      With soft steps, he hovered over her work. “Well,” he pulled her wrap from her head causing her long, dark hair to fall around her face, “I have enough sisters now to fill my days with jest.” He dangled the material over her.

      She snatched at the cloth nearly missing. “Jude.”

      He laughed as he waved the linen near her again.

      “Give it back,” Mary warned.

      Jude shot an innocent glance at his mother. “Yes, Ima.” He dropped the material into Elissa’s open hand.

      “Since you’ve so much free time,” Mary crossed her arms, “why don’t you go milk the goat.”

      “But Ima, I⁠—”

      Mary raised a strong brow at him.

      “Yes, Ima.” He lowered his shoulders and grabbed a vessel.

      Lydia held the door open for him. “Say hello to Daniel for me.”

      Jude passed his smug sister on the way outside to where Theodotos kept his animals. His sister had taken pleasure in naming the collection with whom she spent her time. “At least my friends walk on two legs instead of four.”

      “Ugh!” Lydia swatted at him.

      Jude chuckled all the way to his task.
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