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        “[Jesus] presented himself alive to them after his suffering by many proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God.”

        -Acts 1:3
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      33 A.D., Jerusalem

      

      Joseph slathered white plaster on the newly repaired wall of Benjamin’s home. The movement splashed tiny specks on the back of his hand. He stepped back to search for any spots he had missed. The old house in Jerusalem belonged to his host and was in dire need of the repairs. With hands yearning to be worked, Joseph was grateful for the job.

      In the quiet, his thoughts drifted to the quarry near his home in Nazareth in which he had worked since finishing his lessons as a young man. His siblings' annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem had been extended with the death of his oldest brother, Jesus, and the events that followed.

      As he continued to spread plaster on the wall, he thought of his fellow quarry workers and the sounds of their voices as they called to one another in the cave. He longed to return to the simple joys of work and fellowship in Nazareth. Their time in Jerusalem had been anything but the restorative trip he had longed for when they left home.

      “Joseph?” his sister, Assia, called behind him.

      Joseph turned toward her. He noticed how she twisted her fingers. She always did that when something was bothering her. As he watched her lower lip disappear, he knew she carried something heavy on her shoulders. “What is it?”

      “I’m worried about Simon. Have you seen him?”

      Joseph looked around. “No.”

      “No one has.” Her form crumbled with a sigh. “Not since James left.”

      “Do you think Simon followed him?”

      “James gave us clear instructions to stay put.” She intertwined her fingers again. “Why would he choose now to disobey?”

      “You know Simon.” He returned to his work, dismissing her concerns about their strong-willed, youngest brother. “He’ll turn up.”

      “Joseph.”

      He flinched; he knew that tone. Assia wanted to be taken seriously. He set his brush down and turned to face her, showing her she had his full attention.

      “I’m worried.” Her eyes grew large as she hugged herself. “I have this awful feeling in the pit of my stomach.”

      He reached out to smooth her thick hair and allowed his palm to rest on her cheek. “Simon knows how to care for himself. You know as well as I do that being caged in this house for so long probably got the best of him. I’m sure he simply went looking for a way to release his frustrations.”

      Her cinnamon bark eyes drifted up to his. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

      Joseph couldn’t stop the tug of a grin on his lips. He knew Assia’s concern flowed from the depth of her motherly love for their siblings. Yet, even in the midst of great worry, her wit shone through as bright as stars on a clear night. “We’ll give him until sundown. If he’s not back by then, I’ll take Jude and go in search of him.”

      She closed her eyes and rested against his hand. “I hope he has not gotten himself into trouble by then.”

      The incident at the Temple came back to Joseph’s mind. Simon’s temper had flared at the slightest interaction with the Roman soldiers. James had been there to intervene. If Simon was alone in the city overflowing with Romans, he could find himself in a sea of trouble without much provocation.

      Joseph let his hand fall from Assia’s face. “Why don’t you see if Elissa and the others need help inside.”

      A flash filled her gaze as a sly smile crept across her mouth.

      Joseph furrowed his brow. He knew that look too; she was planning something.

      She attempted to cover her reaction to his suggestion by smoothing her features. “Do you enjoy our host family?”

      Joseph considered her question before answering, “Benjamin is a hardworking, honest man. He has shown great compassion for us even during our unintended prolonged stay under his roof. His daughter, Elissa, is obedient and kind. We are blessed to have found ourselves in their care.”

      A brilliant smile lifted Assia’s cheeks, causing her eyes to squint. “I like them too.” She headed inside the house.

      Joseph shook his head and picked up his brush to continue smoothing plaster over the patches. He wondered what conspiring thoughts filled his sister’s mind.

      “I believe you are missing a spot.”

      Joseph turned over his shoulder to see James entering the gate of the small courtyard. “I was leaving that for my wayward older brother,” he teased.

      James came near to examine his work and gave him a playful slap on the back in acceptance.

      Joseph took in his brother’s joyful demeanor. The drastic shift from the fearful mood in which James left made him uneasy. “What took so long?” He looked behind his brother. “Are Lazarus and Martha caravanning with us back to Nazareth?”

      Something akin to realization dawned in James’ eyes before he shook it away. “Sorry. There were some,” he paused, notably searching for the right words. “There has been a change to the plan.” A grin sent light all the way up into his eyes.

      Joseph inclined his head. “I believe you have something to tell me, brother.”

      “Oh.” James chuckled. “I’ve got something to share with everyone.” He smacked Joseph’s shoulder. “Gather everyone.”

      Joseph set down his brush and went inside to obey the request. He found his three sisters helping Elissa clean. “James wants to see everyone outside.”

      The girls set down their tasks to greet their brother in the courtyard.

      Joseph waited for them to pass through the door before he moved to fetch Jude, but he hesitated when he saw Elissa still stacking dishes. “James said everyone.”

      Her head rose.

      Joseph watched her cheeks bloom before she set down the bowl in her hands and moved to exit the house. Assia’s scheming grin flashed in his mind. The pieces slid into place like a well-crafted stone wall. His sister was planning to add another sister to their brood of siblings. That’s why she had asked his opinion on the host family. He vowed to keep an eye on her attempts. With the tide of turmoil their family was enduring in Jerusalem, the last thing he needed was Assia putting pressure on James’ relationships.
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      Joseph gathered Jude from the back of the house and met the rest of the group in the courtyard.

      “Everyone here?” James quickly scanned the assembly. “Where is Simon?”

      “We haven’t seen him since you left.” Joseph exchanged a glance with Jude. “We don’t know where he went.”

      James closed his eyes and shook his head. “We will deal with that matter after I share my good news.”

      “Lazarus and his sisters will be joining us in Nazareth?” Lydia asked.

      James glanced at his middle sister. “I’m afraid we won’t be going back to Nazareth.”

      Joseph felt his chest tighten. The feeling of unease returned in full force. Something had happened to James since he left.

      “At least not right away.” James peered around. “Maybe one day.”

      “One day,” Joseph repeated. “What does that mean?”

      “It means we are extending our stay in Jerusalem.”

      Joseph caught Elissa’s mixed reactions of excitement and confusion warring all over her face. He turned back to James. “For how long?”

      James opened his mouth to answer, but the siblings interjected before he could speak.

      “I want to go home,” Lydia whined and folded her arms over her chest.

      “What about my betrothal?” Assia wondered out loud.

      “How are we going to afford to stay?” Jude added. “We don’t have many coins left.”

      Salome quietly stared at James.

      “It’s not safe for us here,” Joseph reminded his brother.

      James lifted his hands in an attempt to call for peace. “I will answer all of your questions. Please just listen to me first.”

      The group settled into an uncomfortable silence.

      James lowered his arms. “I’ve seen him.”

      “Seen who?” Joseph asked.

      “Jesus?” Salome whispered.

      James turned to her. “Yes.” He took a step in her direction and reached to brush strands of her hair from her face. “He is alive.”

      Thin streams of tears cascaded down her round cheeks. “He’s alive?”

      “Yes!” James’ entire face lit up. “He is alive and well.”

      “Slow down.” Joseph pumped his hands at his brother. “When did you see Jesus?”

      “On my way back from Bethany.” He turned to face Joseph, then the rest of the group. “I fetched Lazarus from our uncle’s house in Emmaus and took him home to seek his sister, Martha. When we found her, she told us she had seen Jesus with a group of over five hundred others.”

      “Five hundred witnesses?” Jude asked.

      “It seems Jesus wanted to make sure he had enough eyewitnesses to his resurrection.” James chuckled, then grew solemn. “I didn’t believe her. Lazarus did, but I didn’t. I left them both there to face the consequences of their foolish tales.” He shook his head.

      “I was headed back here when I ran into the brightest light I’d ever seen. It was like the sun had come down and walked the path in front of me.” His gaze landed on Joseph. “It was our brother. It was Jesus. He spoke to me and reached out to me.” Tears ran down his face as he lifted a trembling hand to his temple. “He healed my headaches.”

      Salome flew into his arms and wrapped herself around him like a headscarf.

      They wept into each other’s shoulders.

      She pulled back to look into his eyes. “He’s alive.”

      James shook her thin shoulders. “Our brother is alive!”

      Assia stepped to them. She stretched out her fingers and ran them through James’ dark hair. “He healed you?” Her hand slid down to the side of his face.

      James turned his head to press his lips to her fingertips. “The pain is gone,” he whispered.

      Joseph stood watching his siblings as if someone had poured plaster over him. He couldn’t move; couldn’t wrap his thoughts around James’ declarations. How could a dead man walk out of a grave? They’d all heard the reports. The message had spread like wildfire through the streets of Jerusalem. The king of the Jews is dead.  The echo of those horrific words bounced around in his mind. His oldest brother was dead and buried in a borrowed grave. How could James claim to have seen and spoken with him?

      “Does this mean you will be staying?” Elissa’s soft voice interrupted the interactions.

      James pulled free from his sisters’ grasps. “I haven’t thought through everything.” He cleared his throat, visibly searching for the right words. “I will need to speak with Benjamin, but we would like to stay here for now. I would also like to speak with my brother’s followers. Perhaps they have room for us as well.”

      Joseph glanced at Elissa. He watched her appearance crack for only a moment before she composed herself.

      “Of course.” She smiled a faint smile. “I’ll make sure my abba speaks with you when he returns. Excuse me.” She turned and went inside.

      Joseph met Assia’s eyes.

      She lifted a shoulder and tilted her head.

      His gaze returned to James. Something had happened to him between Bethany and Jerusalem. The difference was clear as a cloudless day. Something strong enough to turn James from the one who fought with Jesus’ followers into wanting to join them.

      Something didn’t sit right with Joseph. He was not so easily swayed that staying in Jerusalem was the right path for their family. The unrest in the city was only growing. If word started to spread that a dead Messiah had arisen, Rome would not be pleased. No one was safe when that eagle’s nest was stirred.
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      Joseph felt his legs loosen enough to be able to move closer to James. “Girls, please go inside.”

      The three sisters were momentarily shocked by Joseph’s request.

      Jude stared at James, waiting for a reaction.

      He held his tongue.

      Lydia didn’t need to be told twice as she scurried away.

      Salome was much more reluctant to leave James’ side.

      Joseph flicked a pleading glance to Assia.

      Assia put her hands on her youngest sister’s shoulders. “Come. The boys need to talk.”

      Salome relented and the two made their way into the house behind Lydia.

      Joseph waited until they were gone before he asked James, “What really happened out there?”

      “It is as I have told you.” James smiled. “I saw Jesus.”

      “How could you see a dead man?” He questioned. “Did you visit his tomb on the way back from Bethany?”

      “No.” James shook his head. “He was on the road. He stood right in front of me.”

      “You saw him alive?”

      “With my own eyes!” He dug at his face. “He reached out and touched me.” He moved his hands into his hair. “His skin was warm and familiar. His voice was that which I’ve known from my youth. Even his smell. I’m convinced it could have been no one besides Jesus.”

      “Well, I’m not convinced.” Joseph folded his hands across his chest. “Rome is far too good at making sure their convicted are dead before they discard them.”

      “I know that.” James’ hand dropped. “I know he had to have been dead.”

      “Then how could you speak with him?”

      “I don’t know.” He lifted his shoulder. “But it was our brother.” He looked into Joseph’s eyes. “He healed me.”

      “If he had the power to heal you, then why did he wait so long to do it?”

      James’ lowered his head. “I don’t know.”

      “He could have chosen any moment in the past thirty years to free you from that pain. There have been countless testimonies of him healing others. But he waited until now to heal his own brother?”

      James’ gaze came up. “I just know he did. My head is clear. I feel as if a weight I’d been carrying for so long has finally been lifted.”

      Joseph held his brother’s intense gaze. He did seem lighter in a way he couldn’t explain. Whatever happened on the road from Bethany had left its mark. But to claim their brother had returned to life was madness. “Where is he then?”

      “I don’t know.” James looked in the direction of the gate. “We were walking and talking and then… he just wasn’t there anymore.”

      “How can you be so sure it was our brother and not a product of fear and time in the sun?”

      James set his jaw. “He told me things no one else would have known.”

      “Such as?”

      “Events from our childhood. Things I’ve never spoken to another soul. He not only knew the events but my thoughts.” He put his hands on Joseph’s shoulders and pulled him close. “Jesus is Messiah. I’m sure of it now.”

      Joseph shrugged him off. “But after all this time, why did he wait until now to reveal himself?”

      “I don’t know that either.” He chuckled. “I don’t really know as much as the rest of you give me credit for, but I’m starting to understand that it is not a bad thing.”

      “So now what?” Joseph asked. “We join the fishermen? Go live in the priest’s house? Sing songs about our dead brother’s return to life?”

      James flinched and glanced at Jude.

      Their middle brother stood watching the interaction but had chosen to keep his thoughts unspoken.

      James faced Joseph again. “Yes, and I was planning on having the rest of you join me.”

      Joseph wagged his head. “Those people have a death sentence hanging over their heads and you wish to join them? I suppose madness truly runs deep in our veins.”

      “Brother, please⁠—”

      “Don’t brother me,” Joseph snapped. “While you’ve been off having visions, the rest of us have been here preparing to leave, and praying for Simon’s return.”

      The mention of their youngest brother made James straighten. “Simon, I had almost forgotten. When did you say you saw him last?”

      “We don’t really know. Only that he has been gone since you left.”

      “That foolish boy.” James slid his hand down the full length of his face. “He probably went off to pick a fight with some Roman soldiers and is sitting in a cell.”

      Joseph felt the heat leave his cheeks. “You don’t believe that, do you?”

      James turned his attention back to his brother. “Of course not.” He pinched at his bearded chin. “But Jerusalem is a big city. He could be anywhere.”

      “I promised Assia that if he did not return by sundown, Jude and I would go searching for him.”

      “Assia?”

      “She had a… bad feeling,” Joseph attempted to explain.

      “She always was in better accord with the younger ones.” James looked at Jude. “Still, I don’t think that’s a good idea for the two of you to go searching for him.”

      Joseph scrunched his forehead. “What do you mean? Our brother is out there somewhere.”

      “Exactly.” James returned his attention to him. “He is out there somewhere. Somewhere we don’t know. If I allow the two of you to go seeking him, you could find yourselves in trouble and then I’d have to worry about all three of you.”

      “Jude and I know how to take care of ourselves. We are not foolish boys.”

      “You will be if you go hunting for a mole rat in a wheat field.”

      “But—”

      “My decision is final.” James waved him off. “You two are not to go looking for him. We can pray he returns soon, but I’m not putting you two at risk.”

      “You already are,” Joseph countered. “If we align ourselves with our brother’s followers, we are all as good as dead. When you discovered our ima among them and she refused to come home, you told me you felt as if our family was splintering. Can’t you see what your sudden command to join them will do to us?”

      James quietly pondered his words.

      Joseph counted the evidence out on his fingers. “Assia has a betrothed waiting in Nazareth for her return. Lydia… well Lydia doesn’t seem to be happy no matter her state. Salome would follow you and Jesus to the ends of the earth. Simon is obviously struggling with everything going on, otherwise he wouldn’t have left. And Jude…” He waved to their brother.

      “Hasn’t made a decision,” Jude answered for himself.

      “Not you, too.” His arm dropped to his side.

      “Not me too. I simply haven’t come to a conclusion.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “While I do miss home, Jerusalem contains so much more opportunity for me to study.”

      “Scrolls?” Joseph barked. “You’d agree to this absurd proposal for a chance to study scrolls?”

      “And what kind of life does Nazareth offer me?” His face reddened. “Wasting my mind away in that dust-filled quarry.”

      “If this is about the Nazarian synagogue leaders not allowing you to study with them⁠—”

      “This is about my life, Joseph.” He straightened his shoulders. “They refuse me because of Jesus. The uproar his claims caused have had a rippling effect on my life. You know I’ve wanted nothing more since childhood than to study the Scrolls and to teach their words to our people. I have that chance here. I don’t in Nazareth.”

      “It sounds as if you have made a decision,” he accused.

      Jude sighed. “I merely want a chance to be a Rabbi. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.” He turned to James. “I will follow our family’s patriarch and obey.” He glanced at Joseph. “But if James decides that we stay here, even if only for a short time longer, I will make the most of that opportunity.”

      “You’d hang your neck on it?”

      Jude’s countenance firmed. “I will obey my patriarch and leave the results in the hands of the    One who is bigger than any of us.”

      Joseph watched Jude turn and head into the house. He’d hoped his most rational brother would stand beside him in this new battle with James’ reckless path. Now, he realized that his only hope lay with his most untamed brother—and Simon’s whereabouts were unknown to him.
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      As Joseph made his way into the house, he noticed Elissa gathering her basket. Market day. An idea formed in his mind and he realized he needed to move quickly in order to bring it to life.

      “I think I should escort you to the market today,” he offered.

      Elissa’s attention came up to him. Her eyes shifted to James, then back to Joseph. “Thank you, but I can manage.”

      “I know you can,” Joseph hurried to explain. “I simply wanted to offer my presence as protection.” He glanced at James. “Since everything has happened, we need to be more cautious. Wouldn’t you agree, brother?”

      James flicked his gaze between the two of them.

      Joseph prayed his actions would be interpreted as aid and not as competition. He had no interest in the woman whose father rented their home out to strangers. Her knowledge of the city and its occupants were the only things he was after. All the better to attempt to acquire them without James’ knowledge.

      “I think it is a good idea,” James relented.

      “I’ve walked these streets since childhood,” Elissa protested. “My abba has never worried for my safety. You shouldn’t either.”

      “That may be true,” James countered. “But the city you’ve known is changing. Perhaps I should be the one to escort you.”

      “No.” Joseph stepped toward his brother. “You just returned from a journey yourself. I’m sure you’re weary. Besides,” his mind rushed with more layers of persuasion, “you are becoming more recognizable these days. I should go.”

      James pulled at his beard.

      Joseph could tell by his brother’s hesitation that his argument had landed on its mark.

      “It won’t hurt to send Joseph with you, Elissa.” James pleaded with his eyes for her understanding. “For your abba’s peace of mind as well as my own. We wouldn’t want anything to happen to you on our account.”

      She tucked her chin. “As you wish.”

      “Wonderful.” Joseph scooped her basket into his arms and headed for the door.

      “Joseph.”

      He halted and turned toward James’ warning tone.

      “Be careful and try to return in a timely manner.”

      “Of course.” Joseph looked to Elissa and motioned with his head for her to join him.

      Reluctantly, she followed him out of the house, through the courtyard, and into the street.

      Their way to the market was filled with an awkward silence.

      Guilt crept into Joseph’s mind. He hadn’t intended to offend Elissa in his ruse. She was simply a means to his end, but he didn’t consider how his actions might be interpreted by her.

      “I appreciate you allowing me to escort you,” he attempted a peace offering.

      She nodded.

      Joseph could feel the frost forming in the quiet between them. “It seems like a clear day to enjoy the market.”

      She nodded again but kept her eyes fixed ahead.

      Pangs of guilt stabbed at his heart. He set his gaze ahead. “Honestly, I do want to ensure your safety.”

      She halted in her tracks stopping the flow of people around them. Her arms came up across her body.

      Joseph stopped and waited. He had run out of peaceful words as her fiery glare solidified the shame in him. “Elissa, I⁠—”

      “Am lying.”

      Joseph jerked back. His words had fooled his brother. How had she seen through them so quickly?

      Her sandaled foot tapped a beat of an angry drummer. “You and your brother think me some type of fool? Some prize cup to be passed around?”

      People filtered through the space between them.

      Joseph took a step closer so she could hear his honestly response, “I don’t think you’re a fool.”

      “Then your brother certainly does.”

      “James doesn’t think you’re a fool either. In fact, I think he—” Joseph stopped himself. He had not taken the time to discuss his brother’s intentions with this woman. All he knew was the undeniable sparks he had witnessed between the two of them mixed with Assia’s accusations. It was not his place to divulge any of the conjecture. “I⁠—”

      She held up her hand. “Don’t open your mouth again unless the truth is going to come out this time.”

      Joseph clamped his mouth shut. He had been caught. This mere woman had seen through him as if his words were a sheer covering. James had believed them with little thought. Elissa had pulled back the veil and seen his deceit like their ancient patriarch Jacob and Leah on their treacherous wedding night.
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