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introduction

 

I WROTE JESUS IN LOVE and its sequel, At the Cross, as part of my own healing process. Originally they formed one long manuscript, written over several years while I was mostly housebound for health reasons. Imagining and writing Christ’s miraculous story of love, death, and resurrection helped me heal.

My publisher and I decided to split the manuscript into two separate volumes. I made revisions so that each volume can stand alone. The division enables readers to choose whether to focus on Jesus’ upbeat early ministry in Jesus in Love, or to take the darker journey all the way to the cross and beyond. Having just finished rereading and revising At the Cross, I feel that this second volume may be the better half, especially because it includes the dramatic Passion narrative.

The Jesus in Love series presents a gender-blind, gender-bending Jesus Christ who falls in love with people of both sexes and with the multi-gendered Holy Spirit. He has today’s queer sensibilities and psychological sophistication as he lives out the Christian myth in first-century Palestine. I included Jesus’ erotic life as a bisexual because I love Jesus and this is how his story seemed to “come through” me in my meditations. No doubt I was influenced by my own experiences as a lesbian Christian minister. I had been at the forefront of the sexuality debate at the National Council of Churches (USA) and the World Council of Churches as National Ecumenical Officer for Metropolitan Community Churches.

The Jesus in Love series came to me after a severe case of Chronic Fatigue Syndrome forced me out of my ministry job and into early retirement. Stuck at home, I devoted much of my time to prayer and meditation while lying in bed. Doctors tried everything, but for years I experienced increasing levels of fatigue, pain, and muscle weakness. I began writing the Jesus in Love series about a year before I had to start using a wheelchair.

I became too weak to type or press a pen firmly against paper. Sometimes I could only scrawl one sentence per day with each hand. I had no choice but to slow way, way down. In a lifetime of writing poetry, articles, and books, I never spent so much time perfecting each phrase in my mind before committing it to paper.

My family gave me a voice-activated computer dictation program, but I used it sparingly because it often required me to spell out words letter by letter, as in “alpha, bravo, Charlie.” When I had scribbled a few messy pages, I would read the text into a tape recorder and mail it to a transcription service. This laborious method was how much of the first draft was created. Looking back, this process gave the text what one admiring reader called its “patina.”

My health slowly began to return when I was finishing the first draft. I grew strong enough to find a publisher and do barebones book promotion. Eventually I left my wheelchair behind. As I write this, my wheelchair is gathering dust and I have begun driving again for the first time in five years.

For me personally, writing these books was more about why God allows suffering than about what God says about sexuality. Through the writing process, I grappled with why an all-powerful, all-loving God would let people suffer, a question that felt immediate and all-consuming as I struggled daily with debilitating fatigue and pain. The sexuality aspect came naturally and served as a respite from the thorny theodicy issue.

I decided to publish the manuscript in hopes that it would serve a larger purpose in society. Some of my inner dialogue on the subject is included in the “Locked Room” chapter in this volume, especially when Jesus says, “I lived my life as a love letter to people in the future. You can help me deliver it.” As a follower of Jesus, I felt called to tell the world what I had witnessed. I wanted to use my remaining strength to keep alive the resurrection story that has inspired people for two thousand years.

Sex was not my main focus when I wrote this two-volume set, but that was all that most publishers could see. The manuscript was too gay for religious presses, but too Christian for most queer publishers. After many rejections, the first half was published by AndroGyne Press as Jesus in Love: A Novel. The erotic element is what makes my version of Christ’s life unique and attracts some readers to take another look at a familiar story. If my books can help win freedom for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people, then I am glad.

This is my version of the gospels, but everyone has the right to describe Christ in their own way. I learned from my readers that the desire to write one’s own version of Christ’s life is surprisingly common, and I hope that many more people follow through on the dream so I can read the gospel from a wide variety of viewpoints.

I got a lot of hate mail from conservative Christians after Jesus in Love was published. A typical comment was, “Gays are not wanted in the kingdom of Christ! They are cast into the lake of fire.” Right-wing Christian bloggers labeled me “a hyper-homosexual revisionist” and denounced my book as “garbage,” “insanity,” and “a blatant act defamation and blasphemy.”

This kind of religious bigotry is exactly why the Jesus in Love series is needed. Christian rhetoric is used to justify hate and discrimination against LGBT people, but Jesus loved everyone, including sexual outcasts. Christ took human form in order to represent all people, including the sexually marginalized. It’s okay to imagine ourselves in the story of Jesus. He belongs to all of us. He is all of us.

On the other hand, many readers poured out their hearts to me about how Jesus in Love had touched them. They said the writing style was “beautiful” and “disarming,” and the spirituality expressed was “extremely mature.” They often noted the sensitive, in-depth treatment of all the characters. Readers told me that Jesus in Love lifted their spirits in their daily lives while they were reading it. Some enjoyed reading it aloud with a spouse or lover, while others turned to it for solitary inspiration. Priests praised its theological orthodoxy.

One of the most common questions from readers was why I made Mary Magdalene a prostitute. Yes, I know that the historical Mary Magdalene was not necessarily a prostitute. Patriarchs and popes made that association centuries ago to discredit her and all women. While I was writing Jesus in Love, the popular image of Mary Magdalene shifted away from prostitution, thanks to solid historical research. And yet somehow the archetype of the reformed prostitute speaks deeply to me, a woman. Almost nothing is known about the historical Mary Magdalene, so I felt free to draw on tradition. When people criticize me for making Magdalene a prostitute, I ask why she couldn’t have been both a prostitute and an intelligent spiritual leader, as she is in my books.

The Jesus in Love series also sparked important discussions about the relationship between myth and history. I respect the historical Jesus, but my books explore the Christian myth. At its best, myth rings more real and true than historical fact. I believe that my own healing came not from study of the historical Jesus, but from connection with the living Christ who is known through myth, faith, and meditation. He is the one whose spirit I try to describe in the Jesus in Love series. One of my favorite comments came from Father Dennis O’Neill, a Roman Catholic priest, who wrote, “I have been yearning to feel closer to Jesus, and this book has been a great help.” More than anything, that is my goal.
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chapter one:

reunion

 

I couldn’t pray. I longed to make love to the omni-gendered Holy Spirit, and if I began to meditate that might happen, but then again God might approach me the other way, the way that scared me. My resistance to God’s double-edged call drew my eyes to the craggy horizon across the Sea of Galilee. I nestled farther into one of my favorite prayer places, a grassy hollow hidden by a canopy of juniper bushes atop the seaside bluffs.

My gaze dropped down to the sea when I started missing my closest disciples. I wasn’t sure how many weeks had passed since I sent them away as apostles on their first big teaching tour, but when they left the grapevines were still in bloom, and now the grapes were almost ready for harvest. I wished that I could be with my disciples, especially John and Mary Magdalene.

My divine senses gave me the power to tune in at any time to any soul, which is the energy matrix that produces and outlives the body. The way that the setting sun’s reddish light danced on the sea reminded me of how John’s fiery soul looked to me. Our connection was so strong that my human ears seemed to hear his deep, rumbling voice singing a hymn he had composed for me: “The Word became flesh and lived with us, full of love and truth.”

Somebody clambered through the bushes. I turned and saw John’s distinctive face. His curls reminded me of charcoal with a coating of ash. His eyes burned black and bottomless in their deep sockets. He had a look that I found appealingly quirky—with pudgy lips, a prominent nose, a woolly, graying head of hair, and a beard to match. I liked the network of wrinkles that experience had etched around his eyes.

“I knew I would find you here!” he exulted. “James and I just got back and the others said you had gone off somewhere to pray.”

I couldn’t help grinning at him.

“Don’t let me interrupt you,” he added softly.

“You’re not interrupting anything. I can’t seem to pray today. Come tell me about your journey.”

John folded up his long, sinewy body to fit it against mine, sitting with his arm comfortably around my shoulders. Below the hem of our robes, our bare calves brushed together. We were both as brown as the earth, but John’s skin had a more olive undertone.

“It was like you said,” he began. “Your stories come alive when we retell them in our own words. Lots of towns welcomed us. We left the rest in the dust. We went all the way to Jerusalem and back. We are able to heal people just like you do—the blind, the lame, the deaf, lepers.”

John’s eyes flashed with increasing exuberance as he spoke. “Even demons submit to us in your name,” he crowed.

I looked at him seriously. “Don’t gloat because the spirits obey you. Just be glad that your names are written in heaven.”

He blinked at me for one startled moment before a smile crinkled his face. “Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten the source of my power.”

Then he kissed me with a confidence that came from kissing me many times before. John’s kisses were like a rainstorm: fresh, wet, and wild. We melted to the ground and reclined as one. He knew exactly what would give my body pleasure, caressing my tongue with his while he squeezed me just tight enough and stroked the furrow at the back of my neck with his hand. He had the gnarled fingers of an aging fisherman, which I found exciting. Now he placed them on the homespun cloth over my rump. I was eager to give him as much pleasure as he was giving me. No, I wanted to give back even more. That thought opened my divine senses and I could perceive John’s soul as clearly as his body.

I was pleased to see that his soul had matured while he was away teaching and healing others. His soul still looked like a cascade of rubies and sapphires, but the soul-gems were clearer and more radiant than before. John’s soul approached the place where my own soul had been wedded to the Holy Spirit. This inner core of love, which I called my divine heart, was forged at the time of my baptism. John’s soul rained a pitterpat of kisses over my divine heart. John’s mystical ability to kiss me with his body and his soul simultaneously had drawn us together since our first kiss, the kiss that had kept both of us coming back for more.

Now I hoped that his soul had grown strong enough to withstand the light I longed to give it. I lifted one of the protective membranes that I kept over my divine heart to shield humans from its invincible blaze. I let a soft beam of light filter into one of John’s soul-gems. It flared electric blue and then his whole soul system collapsed against my divine heart, unable to resist me or even maintain a separate identity.

I quickly veiled my divine heart before any lasting damage was done. I needed a partner who was more my equal if I was going to allow myself the delicious, no-holds-barred culmination that would spread my love every which way in a spree of involuntary bursts and flashes. I couldn’t hide my heart during that climax. I began easing some of my pent-up energies into John’s soul in the old, familiar way, rather like nursing a baby.

We both sensed the change between us. This time John pulled his lips away first. “I know. You don’t want to take advantage of me.” His voice had a condescending ring that belittled my concerns.

“That’s right. It always comes down to that,” I sighed in disappointment.

“Always?” He paused, weighing whether to ask his next question. We were still lying torso-to-torso. “Does this happen when you’re with women? Even with Mary Magdalene?”

“Yes. I’ve told you before: I don’t notice who’s male and who’s female—especially when we’re kissing.”

“You’re impossible!” John’s grin turned the accusation into a compliment. He rolled onto his back, but kept me in the crook of his arm.

I continued trying to explain myself. “I can’t bear to overpower anyone, male or female, and that’s what would happen if I let myself go. But someday you and I can be wed. After I’ve paid the price.” So far I had always used euphemisms when I talked to John about the prerequisite for our union: my death and resurrection.

John seemed less frustrated by the situation than I was. “I can live with our relationship as it is,” he decreed. “While I was in Bethany, I hooked up with Lazarus again. I did it with lots of other hot guys on my journey, too.”

I had already seen the new sexual imprints on his soul. John met my steady gaze. My feelings for him didn’t change, but he changed the subject. “Lazarus’ sisters asked me to say hello to you for them.”

I smiled when I remembered Martha and Mary of Bethany, whom we nicknamed Mary-Beth to distinguish her from Mary Magdalene. They lived as family with Lazarus, claiming to be siblings even though none of them were related by blood. They all supported each other in a shared desire to avoid marrying anyone of the opposite sex. Everyone else referred to Martha and Mary-Beth as sisters, but I knew the truth because I had given a private marriage blessing to the pair of women.

“How are they doing?”

“Mary-Beth’s finding new customers for their goat cheese and Martha is still trying to perfect her cheese-making process. Anyway, what did you mean when you said you can’t pray? You can always pray.”

“I couldn’t get into it. I might not like the way God comes to me.”

John chuckled. “I couldn’t pray, either, if I thought God might show up in female form.”

“No, I like it when the Holy Spirit comes as my Bride and makes love to me. She’s female, but she’s also male and much more. Like me.” I looked at him sideways through my eyelashes, unsure whether he saw me the way I saw myself. He accepted that I was fully human and fully divine, but maybe not that I was both male and female.

I continued cautiously. “While you were gone, I had a recurring vision: Out of my womb flowed rivers of living water.”

“You mean out of your heart.”

“No, out of my womb. Right here.” I put the palm of John’s hand against my lower abdomen to show him the place.

He sighed. “This again? You don’t have a womb. I know your anatomy well enough. You’re all man.”

“Yes and no. Sometimes I feel like I have a womb and breasts.”

I considered how to describe the boy-girl feelings I had had since childhood. I enjoyed playing sports with the other boys and felt at home in my male body, but there was more to me. My mother recognized it and let me help her raise my younger siblings as if I were her daughter. Either way I was the same person, strong and creative.

John pulled his hand away from my phantom womb. “You’re a man in his prime, with perfect proportions, a hairy chest, a full head of silky black hair, and a beard to match.”

His eyes roved over me, landing briefly on each of his favorite attributes until he reached my face. “You’re handsome, in your own way.”

“You mean I’m not handsome,” I laughed. “That’s okay. I know I’m plain.”

He didn’t stop his affectionate litany. “You move with the grace of a stag. The look in your eyes is strong, but tender like….”

I let him gaze into my eyes, all the way to my divine heart. John couldn’t look for long. “All right, you’re more than male,” he conceded.

“So is God. I just call the Holy Spirit ‘She’ sometimes to distinguish Her from my Father. He’s the side of God that I can’t face today. He keeps wanting me to drink a cup of my own blood.”

John frowned. “I don’t know what that means.”

“I know what it means,” I replied grimly.

John stared at the sky in sympathetic silence, pillowing my head on his shoulder while I rested on my side. “There’s one prayer that always helps,” he promised. Without letting go of me, he began to chant words that I had taught him. “Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”

During our prayer times John and I usually entered the mystical trance state together, but this time I just listened to his bass voice as he repeated the phrase. I sensed his soul sucking a few soft waves of energy from the over-packed powerhouse of my divine heart. When I finally let the meaning of the words penetrate my mind, a warmth flushed through my whole body.

John felt me relax. “You said we should rejoice that our names are written in heaven. I just saw my name written up there. Did you see yours, too?”

“I didn’t look.”

“Well, take a look!”

I rolled onto my back and faced the darkening sky. Night in Galilee usually fell quickly without much fanfare, but now the sun licked golden rims onto clouds of purple. My divine senses opened, increasing my sensitivity as I watched the horizon touch and take the sun. Stars popped out of the twilight. They formed patterns, seeming to spell the names of people whom I loved. The stars burned brighter and brighter, until the sky was so full of dazzling fireballs that I could hear the stars sizzling. They hissed many names, including my own, “Jesus.” I had to close my human eyes. Still the hot breath of the stars scalded my face.

In this state of heightened awareness, the Holy Spirit’s caress felt as real as any human touch. She stroked the innermost chamber of my heart, where no human hand could reach. A shock wave rippled through my body, leaving a luscious vibration in my crotch. My mind translated the energy into a velvety Voice, playful and compelling: “Let’s make love.”

I inhaled sharply.

Someone else spoke from what seemed like far outside me. “Is it the Holy Spirit? Or the Father?” John asked.

“The Holy Spirit.”

“Okay. I’ll leave you to your prayers then,” John whispered before he left.

I let the Holy Spirit fondle my heart some more.

“Don’t be afraid,” She urged.

But I was, so I tried reasoning with Her. “The rabbis say that the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom.”

“Yes. Show me the places that fear. Show me the beginnings.”

As I exposed my fears to her, She lubricated and loosened the nubs that generated them. I was afraid because I knew that saying yes to the Holy Spirit meant saying yes to my Father’s deadly cup and my own shadow side. I was doubly scared by the intensity of the desire that was building between me and my Bride. I knew from experience that the Holy Spirit only granted such raptures in order to guide me down a path that ordinary human consciousness would reject outright.

Such lovemaking had driven me to get baptized, to fast in the wilderness, and, most recently, to send my disciples off on their teaching mission. I must have reached another crossroads. The Holy Spirit wouldn’t let me see what lay ahead. Change was coming. I would have to struggle yet again to accept my powers as they grew. Trembling, I clung to life as I knew it. With power continuing to collect in my genitals, I couldn’t resist praying, “Your will be done.”

Without further explanation, She poured Herself… Himself…into me. I emptied myself into Him…into Her. We each switched back and forth between male and female, creating new genders along the way. We mirrored each other. We balanced each other. We fertilized each other. I had met my match. Amid the release and influx, I became more available than ever. My fears vanished, vanquished. He/She gave me energy and the power to keep pumping it back to my twin, my shadow, myself. The energy built as it circulated. The holy caress made me feel both virile and virgin as we teetered toward equilibrium.

My human body flexed in ecstasy, then spasmed and jerked as We achieved Oneness. In supreme peace, We embraced all the world. Nothing in Our creation could outrage or disgust me anymore. My human mind curled up in contentment, a mute witness. I had no words. I was Word. We rested in a zone where every sacrifice made sense. I knew that I as Jesus would make a sacrifice soon. I would be a sacrifice soon.

 

+ + +

 

Word spread about where I was, and within a few days a huge crowd had gathered around me in the unpopulated bluffs high above the Sea of Galilee. People wanted to be entertained and get the healings that just seemed to happen wherever I went. The healings were becoming more frequent and more dramatic, too. I wandered amid the sea of people on the grassy hillsides and studied them, trying to sense what they really needed from me. My way of perceiving was to see a person’s energy aura first, before I noticed their body. Seeing souls often got me in trouble because I didn’t respond to people based on their gender, age, or other physical attributes like everyone else did.

I moved to a high place where most people could see me and prepared to speak. I didn’t exactly give speeches. I had conversations with enormous numbers of people all the same time, but to me—and to them—it felt like we were speaking one-on-one.

“God’s power is like yeast. It’s small and almost invisible, but it transforms everything,” I began.

Some women in the crowd nodded. They knew about baking bread.

“But yeast is unclean!” a man objected. “That’s why we use unleavened bread for offerings.”

“Exactly. You’re so sure that you know what’s holy that you miss what God is doing. Your certainty blinds you. God’s power manifests through the unexpected, the unclean, and the unholy. It’s not going to look like what you expect. It’s like—”

Before I could say anything more, someone with a hungry soul came up and interrupted me. It was Judas, one of my disciples. “Andrew and Mary need to talk to you. They just got back,” he whispered.

“I’ll be with them as soon as I’m done teaching.”

“They need you now,” he insisted. He fixed his catlike, implacable eyes on me.

I looked over and sorted out the souls. Mary Magdalene’s was unmistakable: fluid and deep like a river with many crosscurrents. Her soul had been muddy and infested with demons when I first met her, but now it was almost clear. There was a resonance between her flowing soul and Andrew’s airy one. Their on-again, off-again love affair had left their sexual imprints on each other’s souls.

I was surprised to see Mary and Andrew together now because they had left in two separate pairs. To double-check, I studied them with my human senses. Mary was standing with her weight on one leg, jutting out a plump hip in a way that was unconsciously voluptuous. Beside her was Andrew, the youngest of my inner circle, a homely but well-proportioned fellow on the cusp of full adulthood. Andrew’s usual puppy-dog face now wore a hang-dog expression. Their clothes were torn, indicating that they were in mourning.

Judas persisted. “It really is an emergency. They told me what it’s about.”

The sorrow in his eyes made me decide to cut my teaching short. “Judas will explain,” I announced to the crowd. Then I whispered to him, “Right?”

His mouth dropped open in shock at the sudden new responsibility, but he affirmed, “Right. Should I tell them the one about the mustard seed?”

“Okay, but put it in your own words.”

My disciples knew all my stories well—too well, really. They had gotten bored hearing me retell my stories, so I had sent them away to teach them to others, and to develop their own teaching tales.

Judas began speaking while I walked over to Mary and Andrew. They seemed exhausted and solemn, but nothing could dim the intelligence that sparkled in Mary’s eyes—not even the sexual abuse that she had suffered as a child. We had both grown through the process of healing those terrible memories.

“You’re here,” I smiled and gave a hug to Mary, then Andrew. Our society had strict rules about who was allowed to touch whom, but I didn’t care. My divinity made it hard for me to notice who was “untouchable.” I liked touching people.

“Well, what’s so urgent?” I asked.

Mary spoke first. “Rabbi, have you heard what happened to the Baptist?”

My belly tightened with dread. The Baptist was my favorite cousin, the holy ascetic who had baptized me, Mary, and Andrew.

“I know that King Herod put him in prison for denouncing his marriage to Herodias. But he’s safe there because Herod knows that the Baptist is a real prophet—and he’s afraid of a riot if he kills the Baptist.”

Mary and Andrew exchanged sad, knowing looks. “Well, things have changed since then,” Andrew said. “We’ve been looking all over for you since yesterday so that we could be the ones to break the news to you. We walked halfway around the Sea of Galilee hunting for you. Come with me and Mary to a private place, and we’ll tell you all about it.”

I let them lead me in silence up and around the hillside. The spring wildflowers had faded away, leaving the hills green and lush. My sense of foreboding worsened with every step. They were acting like the Baptist was dead. But he couldn’t be dead, could he?

I plumbed my divine heart, but all I could find out about my beloved cousin was that his soul was still alive and connected to God like a branch to a tree. That didn’t tell me whether his physical body had died. I concentrated my human consciousness into my divine senses, sort of like squinting, to try to see more details. The Baptist was praising God and thinking of nothing else. His thoughts had been like this all the time since his arrest. My divine senses would have informed me if the Baptist had gone through any kind of spiritual struggle recently. And yet he did seem lighter and freer, like a branch after its fruit has been harvested.

Mary and Andrew sat me down in the shade of a fig tree. Mary wrapped her arm around me while Andrew put his hand on my knee and looked in my eyes with his own kind, expressive eyes. His eyes were bloodshot from crying or from sleep deprivation or both.

“We thought Mary and I should be the ones to tell you because we knew you at the Baptist’s camp, back before you began your ministry,” he said and nodded at her to continue.

“There’s no easy way to say it, so I’m just going to say it,” Mary told me. “The Baptist died.”

I couldn’t breathe. “No, he lives!” I exclaimed when I caught my breath.

Mary rubbed my arm as she repeated one of my teachings. “Yes, we know that the Baptist still lives with God—but we saw his corpse.”

“We were at his burial yesterday near Herod’s palace in Tiberius where they held him prisoner,” Andrew continued. “Peter and I happened to be close to Tiberius when we heard the news, and we ran into Mary and Salome there. We sent messengers to find you, but they couldn’t find you. As soon as it was over, we came looking for you ourselves.”

I jumped up and started shouting, “Why didn’t you come get me immediately? I can heal him!”

Andrew and Mary grabbed me and tried to restrain me as I started back down the hill. “No, it’s not like that!” Andrew exclaimed. “You couldn’t just cast out a disease or a demon. Herod chopped his head off!”

“What?” Horror weakened my muscles and numbed my mind. I collapsed to the grassy ground, and they tumbled down with me. “They…chopped…?”

“He was beheaded,” Mary confirmed. “We saw the corpse.”

“But Herod was keeping him alive. Rome doesn’t allow even King Herod to execute people,” I gasped. “What happened?”

Mary and Andrew exchanged grim looks. Andrew began to cry, so Mary, who had the stronger stomach, told me. “You know how the Baptist condemned King Herod for marrying his brother’s wife, Herodias. Ugh, to think I once admired Queen Herodias for being a woman with power! Well, her daughter danced for Herod at his birthday banquet and pleased him so much that he swore to give her anything she wanted. Queen Herodias had her ask for the Baptist’s head on a platter. And that’s what she got.”

“No!” Anger fueled an energy burst. I grabbed my own clothing and pulled as hard as I could to tear the fabric. Torn clothing was a symbol of grief in our culture, and it felt good to destroy the cloth. It made a satisfying shredding sound as I ripped through it. I beat my own chest in agony, then lay on the earth and pummeled it with my fists. It was bad enough to know the Baptist was dead, but to think of his enemies desecrating and toying with his severed head was unbearable.

Eventually my rage swirled into sadness. The soil soaked up my tears as they fell, and the earth’s dark, impassive heart seemed to cradle my divine heart and absorb its mighty grief. All the while I was astounded that the Baptist had gone to his execution with such unwavering faith that I had not even sensed any shift in my divine heart when he left his body. I kept using my divine senses to recheck the sturdy, ongoing bond where the Baptist’s soul branched out from God. This perception used to comfort me and help me feel close to my cousin, but now it just made him seem more inaccessible to my human senses. I would never see him again! I sobbed until I could sob no more.

Mary began to massage my neck and back as I lay face down on the ground. Andrew awkwardly stroked my hair. It felt good, but I couldn’t look up. Tears were still pouring from my burning eyes, and tidal waves of emotion made me clench my throat. I half listened as they told me softly about the Baptist’s burial and their favorite memories of him.

I interrupted with a question that had been tormenting me. I felt nauseous as I struggled to ask what I could hardly bear to put into words. But not knowing was worse. “And his…head? Where is the Baptist’s head now?”

Mary’s answer was so low that it was almost inaudible. “After they had their fun with it, they gave it back to us for burial.”

I heard Mary send Andrew away as I cried some more. When I lifted my eyes, I was alone with Mary. I sat up and drank the water that she offered me. I let her wipe the tears from my face. The skin of her hands was tough, but her touch was incredibly gentle. It made me remember how much I had missed her while she was gone. I saw that her face was wet from crying, too.

“I talked with your mom. She was at the burial with us.”

Her voice lightened when she mentioned Mom, who was a spiritual mentor to both of us.

“Your whole family was there,” Mary added. “They want to talk to you.”

I felt disoriented. “My family? But you are my family. You and the others who do God’s will.”

Mary and I exchanged the beginnings of a smile. I kissed her once on the cheek, tasting her salty tears. My mind began to shut down and my body continued automatically. We held each other as I drew comfort from the feeling of her skin, the exact same temperature as mine, but more golden in tone.

We slipped to the ground and Mary came closer than close. I felt the full promise of her breasts against my chest. Her lips sought mine as she eased her fingertips under the edge of my loincloth.

“You think I want…sex…? At a time like this?”

Even as I voiced what seemed unthinkable, I knew it was true. Part of me did ache to root into her and let life force flow through me in an almost animal way. Mary kissed away my human shame at my body’s impulses.

“Sometimes sex helps.”

“Really?” I was asking her to draw on the knowledge she had gained in her previous career as a prostitute.

“It’s a common reaction to death. I serviced many men who had just lost someone or witnessed the Roman soldiers slaughtering Jews. Life re-asserts itself, one way or another.”

“But you and I have never—and you don’t even like me that way.”

She didn’t deny it.

When her silence confirmed my suspicions, I grunted a short, hard bark of a laugh and looked away. I wasn’t going to burden her with feelings that she didn’t share.

“It doesn’t matter, does it?”

“Of course it matters. Anyway there are other obstacles.”

I sensed her soul offering itself to my divine heart like a pearl balanced underwater on a pedestal. The soul-pearl glimmered from inside as my divine heart delicately released my desires and dreams for her there. This was as much of my love as Mary could handle.

We snuggled together a while longer. Then, at her urging, I walked with her back downhill. On the way I pondered what I could have done to prevent the atrocity against the Baptist. During our last conversation I was so preoccupied by visions of my own death that I never gave a thought to how he was going to die. I had been selfish. A chill passed through me as I realized that if our enemies had killed the Baptist, they were quite ready to kill me now, too. I would never again feel as carefree as I had before my cousin’s death. I was too upset about the Baptist to care much about my own future, though. I couldn’t even figure out how I wanted to spend the next few moments.




 

 

chapter two:

food for all

 

I was still thinking about the Baptist’s death when a group of strangers broke away from the crowd and accosted me, unaware that I was in mourning. Among them was someone with a well-groomed soul and a face full of anguish. “Rabbi, please help my son! He’s my only child. A demon seized him and now he’s having convulsions and foaming at the mouth. I pleaded with your disciples to cast it out, but they couldn’t.”

I looked around and saw a group of my disciples using their recently acquired gifts to heal the sick—at least, they were trying. Actually they were quarreling with some scribes while the boy had convulsions at their feet. It irritated me.

“How much longer do I have to put up with this lack of faith? Bring your son here,” I ordered.

I didn’t heal people directly. Instead my presence seemed to crystallize their inner healing powers. But this time I felt like lashing out. When they brought the boy, he writhed on the ground at my feet. His soul was like a bud trying to branch out from God, but a demon prevented it. My grief over the Baptist’s death heightened my emotions. Empathy for the boy welled up in my divine heart, along with anger at what was tormenting him. “Get out, you mute and deaf spirit! I forbid you to return,” I yelled, using far more force than necessary.

The demon contorted the boy terribly as it left, so that people thought he was dead. I took him by the hand and he revived. His cheeks were rosy. It may have been my imagination, but I thought he looked like my cousin when we were that age. I studied him and guessed he was about eight years old. Then I gave him back to his family.
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