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Part One: Son of a Pharisee


Chapter One: Jerusalem
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Jerusalem, Simon knew, drew people in. Sitting like a crown upon the hills, the city held beauty, history, wealth, and power. Yet even more than all these things, it held holiness, for it held the Temple—too bright to look at in the first light of sunrise, a place where people could seek acceptance before God. Worshippers flocked to it, which was why Simon found himself fighting his way this Friday afternoon through a many-tongued crowd after prayers at the Temple—it was the eve of Feast of Harvest, and the city was packed with pilgrims. 

Simon blinked as he managed to emerge from the shade of the colonnades onto the bridge to the Upper City, a flood of sunlight hitting his eyes. Pausing, Simon let his eyes adjust, noticing over the edge of the bridge a swirl of birds below, the birds shrieking and whirling in tireless motion.

“What is it, Simon?”

Isaac ben Judas, Simon’s best friend, appeared beside him as Simon remained motionless, studying the birds, ignoring the jostling of the crowds flooding past him.

“Those birds,” Simon explained, pointing to the sooty gray forms hurtling through the air towards the wall of the Temple mount and back again. “The swifts. They’re only here for a few more weeks usually—I never see them later in the summer. Where do you think they go?”

“You and birds,” Isaac sighed, clapping a hand to his forehead. “Who cares where the birds go?”

“The prophet Jeremiah cared,” Simon countered, raising a finger.

“Jeremiah?”

“‘the stork in the sky knows her appointed times. The turtledove, the swallow, and the crane observe the time of their coming...’” Simon recited. “Remember? So you see that Jeremiah watched birds like me in order to properly relay God’s message.”

“All right, you win,” Isaac sighed. “I still don’t see how you remember all that, Simon. I can remember parts of Torah, too, but not like you. You’re going to make some Pharisee.”

Simon sighed and stepped back, giving a last glance at the whirling birds before turning away, dodging an elderly passerby as they started walking.

“I think I’ll make a terrible Pharisee.”

“Why? You’re brilliant, Simon! No one in synagogue is as good at Torah as you.”

Isaac temporarily disappeared behind a wave of Greek-speaking families sweeping past, Simon answering when Isaac reappeared at his side, “For one thing, as Father always tells me, I’m too curious for my own good.”

“Well...there is something in that. Like you always staring at birds. But Pharisees are supposed to ask questions about the law, right? Engage in debates?”

“That part I do have down,” Simon admitted.

Isaac laughed, pulling out a date he’d tucked into his belt and beginning to eat it. “You can say that again. It’s hard to get you to stop debating. Sometimes I wonder why we’re friends.”

“Not nearly as much as I do.”

They were off the bridge now, away from the Temple grounds, and Isaac shoved him. Simon grinned, and Isaac continued, “So you’re too curious. A slight drawback, perhaps, but not a valid excuse. What else?”

“I’m bad at following rules because of it.”

Isaac laughed. “So you finally admit it! Simon bar Eleazer, who was told not to dip his tunic into the dye vats when we visited the dyer and went home spotted like a leopard. Simon—”

“Oh, cut it out,” Simon growled. “I admitted it, didn’t I? I’m bad at rules. A bad trait for a son of a Pharisee.”

“But really, Simon,” Isaac said, wiping his sticky fingers on the ends of his belt. “You usually follow the big rules. Prayers, sacrifices, fasting—I’m sure you master all the rules eventually.”

“Maybe.”

“Any other excuses?”

Simon scuffed his sandal in the dirt as they stood in the shade of an awning in the marketplace.

“My voice,” he muttered.

“Your voice?”

“How can I be a teacher of the law if no one can hear me?” Simon asked, looking over at Isaac.

“Your voice isn’t that bad, Simon—you’re just kind of hoarse. People can still understand you.”

“If they listen—which they usually don’t.”

Isaac blinked.

“You’re one of the few who does,” Simon told him. “So thank you.”

Isaac started to reach out a hand to Simon, then dropped it, looking uncomfortable.

Both boys looked away from each other for a moment, then Simon cleared his throat, saying, “So are you heading straight back to the Lower City?”

Isaac straightened up, his smile returning as he looked back at Simon. “Yes—I have to help my father finish a few pots before Sabbath begins.”

“Sometimes I almost envy you,” Simon sighed.

“Why? Being a potter isn’t exactly prestigious, Simon. Profitable—but not prestigious. Besides, your own father was the best potter in Jerusalem, I heard, before he took to study. He could have taught you the trade if you’d wanted.”

“It isn’t that.”

“No? Then you just hate tent-making?”

Simon made a face. “It’s not so bad. Just boring.”

“Well, just think—after Sabbath, a day off from tent-making! No regular work on the Feast of Harvest!”

Simon smiled. “I’m looking forward to it. God has blessed us with a good wheat harvest.”

Isaac nodded. “Not like the hungry years when we were little. And with my father’s relatives coming into town to stay with us, we’ll need all that food, too!”

Simon smiled. “You will indeed.”

He remembered meeting Isaac’s twelve cousins once at synagogue and knew that Isaac was in for a busy week.

“Well, I guess I should be getting back to the Lower City before it gets late,” Isaac conceded.

Simon nodded. “You would have gotten there faster if you’d gone out by a different gate than me.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

Simon smiled. “Shalom, Isaac. Blessed Sabbath.”

Isaac echoed the words and waved goodbye, turning and vanishing into the swirl of the marketplace, and Simon turned to make his own way home. 

Once, back when his father Eleazer was still an active potter, Simon had lived down in the Lower City, too—that was why Simon still went to the potters’ synagogue with Isaac for school, where his father had been good friends with the rabbi. But now Simon and his family lived in the Upper City, on the very edge. They were not nearly as wealthy as many of those who owned the palaces and villas of the Upper City, but looking down at his own long-sleeved, linen tunic, Simon knew he was well-off—unlike Isaac and his brothers, who had only plain wool tunics to wear. It always made Simon feel a bit guilty. Simon sighed and shook his head, trying to rid himself of such bothersome thoughts. He adjusted the scarf around his neck and hurried on his way; it was hot in the sun, and he was ready for home.

As he arrived outside the gate to his house, he caught a glimpse of the neighbors’ daughter, Hadassah, standing outside her gate and watering one of her potted jasmine vines. Hadassah seemed to really like jasmine; there was another pot of it growing on her roof.

Just then Hadassah looked up and saw him, and Simon immediately dropped his eyes, muttering, “Shalom, Hadassah.”

Hadassah said nothing and vanished inside her gate. Simon sighed. Not that he wanted to talk to Hadassah—it wouldn’t be proper, anyway, talking to a Jewish maiden only a year younger than him—but he didn’t understand why she couldn’t just be polite—say shalom sometime, rather than acting like he had leprosy. She’d never spoken to him.

As he pushed open his own gate and stepped into the courtyard, however, he was assailed by a girl who definitely did want to talk to him—his seven-year-old sister, Miriam.

“Simon!” Miriam shrieked, dropping the handful of herbs she was holding and dashing across the courtyard to throw her arms around him. Simon staggered backwards, laughing, as Miriam squeezed harder, her dark eyes alight with joy.

“Shalom, Miriam!” Simon managed. “Let me get a breath.”

Miriam immediately let go, looking concerned as she stepped back, asking, “Can you breathe all right, Simon?”

Simon nodded, gulping. “I’m fine, Miriam. Glad to see you, too.”

Miriam’s smile returned as she swept back her loose black hair. “I’ve been getting ready for Sabbath and the feast! Look, I picked all these herbs to make the house smell good.”

“Mmm, mint, good choice,” Simon told her, sniffing the handful she’d just snatched up from the ground. “Do you think they’ll last till after Sabbath?”

“If not, then I’ll pick more! Come see the rest, Simon!”

As Miriam began to drag him across the courtyard, Simon saw his mother, Abigail, and Miriam’s old nurse, Leah, step out from the storeroom towards the clay oven in the corner.

“Simon!” Abigail exclaimed, smiling.

Simon smiled back, going to give his mother a hug. “Mother. Shalom, Leah.”

He nodded at Leah over his mother’s shoulder, and she beamed back at him.

“How was study today?” Abigail inquired.

“Good. Rabbi Solomon said I am doing very well.”

“Of course you are,” Abigail smiled, putting a hand on his cheek. “My very intelligent boy.”

“Man, rather,” Leah corrected.

“Oh, I know he’s fourteen—though how he got there I’ll never know—but to me he’ll always be my boy.”

Simon flushed slightly. “Mother.”

Both women smiled at him, and Miriam giggled.

“Go on with you, then,” Abigail smiled. “Get cleaned up and ready for Sabbath. We’ve just finished the baking.”

“It smells wonderful.”

“Flatterer,” Abigail smiled.

“Let me wash your feet for you,” Leah put in, “before your sister runs off with you.”

Miriam made a pout face, and Simon grinned at her as he went and sat down on a bench by the wall, loosening and sliding off his sandals.

As Leah returned with a basin of water and a clean towel, Simon asked her, “Any news from the city, Leah?”

Leah, despite always being busy serving both his family and her own, always seemed to know what was going on in Jerusalem—Simon had never quite known how she did it. Perhaps she just knew. 

Leah didn’t answer right away, kneeling down and beginning to carefully wash his feet.

“I have news for your mother,” she said at last. “But I haven’t told her yet.”

Simon’s heart thumped. “Bad?”

Leah shook her head, glancing at Miriam. “Not necessarily.”

As Leah began to dry his feet, she leaned forwards, and Simon leaned in, too, Leah breathing into his ear, “My husband saw your uncle near the Temple.”

Simon gave a little gasp. “He’s here? In Jerusalem?”

Leah nodded, sitting back, and Simon fumbled with his sandals, his mind spinning. He hadn’t seen his uncle in eight years, not since he was six. He couldn’t even really remember what his uncle looked like, though he had a vague memory of his uncle tossing him into the air and catching him, giving him some dates. Good memories. Yet also—

“Simon?” called a voice.

Simon’s fingers froze on his sandal strap, and Leah looked at him, her eyes wide.

“Don’t tell I told you—”

Simon shook his head, quickly setting his sandals aside and standing up, calling out, “Coming, Father,” though he suspected his father couldn’t hear him. He hurried across the courtyard, stopping at the door of the room alongside and straightening his tunic, shawl, scarf, and cap before stepping into the dimness with a little bow.

“Shalom, Father.”

His father, Eleazer, looked up from the scroll he was studying.

“Shalom, Simon. Did you hear me call you?”

“Leah was washing my feet. I called back, but—you probably couldn’t hear me.”

“Ah. No matter, Simon. How was study today?”

“Good, Father. Rabbi Solomon was having us review the laws.”

“Excellent. And you went to prayers afterwards?”

Simon nodded.

“Good, good. As did I—though I arrived home sooner.”

“I—I talked some to Isaac afterwards.”

“Well, it is the eve of the Sabbath and the feast—a time to celebrate. Has your mother finished the baking?”

“Yes, Father. Just.”

“Then we are in for a treat.”

Simon smiled. “Yes, Father.”

“Go on, son,” Eleazer smiled, waving his hand. “I’m sure you have something better to do than to talk to an old man all day.”

“Thank you, Father.”

Simon backed carefully out, finding Miriam standing outside the doorway.

“Come on, Simon!” she exclaimed, and Simon grinned, taking her hand and pulling off his shawl.

“Show me, Miriam.”

*****
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That evening around sunset, Simon stood in his bedroom, checking that his tunic was clean for dinner. It wouldn’t do to be untidy on Sabbath, and Sabbath was almost here—as soon as the sun went down.

He suddenly caught a fragment of his mother’s voice coming from the storeroom down below, high and anxious.

“He’s here? You’re sure it was my brother?”

“Yes; Joel’s seen him before, you know, and others in the city know him, too. They all swore it was him,” came Leah’s voice.

There was a moment’s silence, then Abigail’s voice came again. “Don’t tell Eleazer yet. I—I need time to think.”

The women’s voices sank lower, and Simon couldn’t hear anymore, but he didn’t want to. Impulsively, he snatched his prayer shawl and walked over to the stairs to the roof, climbing up and coming out into the open. Long rays of golden light poured over the city spread out around him, pigeons fluttering over some roofs nearby. Looking away from the brilliantly red-gold west, Simon looked back towards the Temple, knowing that the swifts would be circling there, near to their nests in the wall.

‘Oh, that I had wings like a dove!’ Simon thought. ‘Then I would fly away and be at rest.’

He watched two more pigeons flutter by, red-gold in the light as the sun sank lower. Simon pulled the shawl over his head, lifting up his hands and face and closing his eyes.

“‘My soul is laid low in the dust,’” Simon began reciting. “‘Revive me according to your word! I declared my ways, and you answered me. Teach me your statutes. Let me understand the teaching of your precepts! Then I will meditate on your wondrous works. My soul is weary with sorrow: strengthen me according to your word. Keep me from—” Simon stumbled over the words suddenly. “From the way of deceit...’”

Simon let his voice trail off and opened his eyes, pulling off the shawl. It was no use. Deceit. The word burned in his soul. That was what he was, deceitful—and yet much of what he cared about, that felt most right, seemed to involve it. His relationship, such as it was, with his uncle, and his secret friend—Simon closed his eyes, sweeping aside the shawl entirely, unknotting the scarf at his throat and letting the faint breeze blow over his bare skin.

That was what he envied Isaac—not doing pottery work, in which Simon had no real interest, but for his relationship with his father. A close relationship with no deceit. For in order to please his own father, Simon had to be perfect—and he knew far too well that he wasn’t. Yet how could he stop deceiving his father when he felt so strongly that some of the things his father forbade him to do were right? His mother sometimes did the same thing. Besides, it wasn’t outright disobedience anyway. His father had never expressly forbidden seeing his crazy uncle or Simon’s friend—because he doesn’t know, came a voice in Simon’s head.

Simon sighed. Why did life have to be so complicated? He loved studying Torah and wanted to serve God—yet sometimes the rules of the Pharisees didn’t quite seem to match up with Torah. But perhaps that was just because he didn’t want to follow all those rules. But sometimes the world felt so much bigger than a list of dogmas—and tent-making didn’t interest him; the trade he really wanted to follow was medicine, only his father thought he would have a better chance of making the Sanhedrin someday if he spent all his time in Torah study rather than running about trying to heal people. True, perhaps, but the idea of doctoring fascinated him—

A waft of jasmine-scented breeze blew over him, and Simon opened his eyes, seeing shadows beginning to stretch over the city, though he himself was still bathed in golden light. Almost Sabbath. Simon took a deep breath, trying to calm himself.

‘Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable in your sight—’ Simon began silently, turning to gather up his shawl and scarf. As he bent to pick them up, he suddenly heard a little gasp. 

Simon jerked back in surprise and saw Hadassah standing on her own roof next door, a water pot in her hand as she stood beside her jasmine. Her head scarf had slipped back, and Simon had the dim impression that she might actually be pretty, but then he realized she was staring at his neck. Simon felt his face going the color of the sunset, and he snatched up his scarf and shawl, throwing the scarf around his neck and knotting it blindly as he hurried towards the stairs. Just as he was throwing himself down them, he heard a very faint voice.

“I’m sorry, Simon.”

Simon froze. Could it really be that... Slowly, Simon turned back around, seeing Hadassah looking at him, her scarf back over her hair.

“I—I shouldn’t have stared,” Hadassah whispered.

Simon blinked. She really had spoken to him.

“That—that’s all right,” he muttered, turning and hurrying down the stairs. But he felt oddly inclined to smile.
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Chapter Two: The Feast of Harvest
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It was on the Feast of Harvest that Simon first saw his uncle. The morning after the Sabbath dawned bright and fair, and Simon and his family, dressed in their best, had hurried to the Temple with thousands of other worshippers to bring their offering to the priests. As they made their way through the crowded colonnades afterwards, Simon heard his mother give a suppressed gasp, and he looked over at her, seeing her staring with a frozen expression at a man across the colonnade.

The man she was staring at was thin, worn-looking, partially bald, but there was an intensity about his eyes and an energy in his motions as he talked animatedly to the man beside him that belied that appearance. This man seemed vaguely familiar to Simon, stirring faint memories, and from that and the way his mother was staring, Simon knew it was his uncle. Simon threw a quick glance at his father, but Eleazer was watching Miriam skipping along the colonnade, supremely adorable in her best blue tunic, carrying a handful of ragged flowers she’d somehow managed to find.

Just then Simon’s uncle looked up, and his eyes met Abigail’s. There was a moment of stillness, of startled recognition, and the man half-stepped forward, an almost eager look on his face. But Abigail suddenly turned her face away, taking Eleazer’s arm and hurrying on. Simon, glancing back as he hurried to keep up with his parents, saw the man’s face crumple into disappointment. Abigail was holding her head high, talking animatedly to Eleazer, pretending she didn’t care—but Simon could tell that she did care, very deeply. He had a feeling it wouldn’t be the last he would hear of his uncle.

As they made their way through the festive crowds, snatches of singing filling the air, Simon caught a glimpse of Isaac and his family in the crowd.

“Father, may I go talk to Isaac?” Simon asked.

Eleazer gave no sign of having heard him, but Miriam, who had come back closer to her parents, tugged on Eleazer’s sleeve.

Eleazer looked down, and Miriam told him, “Father, Simon asked you something.”

“What, my boy?” Eleazer asked, turning to Simon.

“May I go talk to Isaac?” Simon repeated.

“Oh, certainly,” Eleazer told him. “Just don’t stay too long, or you’ll miss the feast.”

“I won’t miss it,” Simon smiled. “Thank you, Father.”

He hurried after Isaac, calling “Isaac!” as he neared him.

Isaac turned around. “Simon!” he called, breaking into a grin. He turned to his own father next to him, asking, “May I go with Simon for a little while?”

Judas, Isaac’s father, looked over and smiled. “Certainly. No trouble, though.”

“Never,” Isaac promised.

Judas smiled and rumpled Isaac’s cap, giving him a little push towards Simon. “Go on, then.”

Simon waved to Isaac’s brothers, mother, aunts, uncles, and cousins, then hurried off with Isaac, finding a seat by an awning over some overturned crates, where they could watch the crowds pouring out of the Temple.

“So how is your cousins’ visit going?” Simon asked.

“Not bad. We haven’t lost any so far.”

Simon laughed.

“And you?” Isaac inquired. “Having anyone over for the feast?”

“Leah and her family are coming.”

Isaac nodded. “How old is Jabez now?”

“Eight,” Simon told him without enthusiasm.

“Oh, come on, he can’t be that bad.”

“He isn’t, really,” Simon admitted. It was hard to explain how he felt about Leah’s son.

Isaac opened his mouth to ask another question, then froze, staring at two men passing by. “That’s—”

Simon looked up and saw it was his uncle again, still talking to that other man.

“Yes,” Simon told him.

Isaac whistled. “My father thought he recognized him. Does your mother—”

“Yes.”

The two men paused, standing still as they spoke together, and Simon and Isaac watched them furtively.

“Are you going to meet with him?” Isaac whispered.

“You know my father doesn’t speak to him.”

Isaac looked at him sideways, and Simon looked away.

Isaac shrugged. “I know who he’s with, though.”

Simon looked back. “You do?”

“Yes. That’s James, the brother of that Jesus of Nazareth, you know.”

“Really!” Simon studied the man out of the corner of his eye. James was slightly taller than his uncle and broader, with a pleasant face.

“How do you know?” Simon whispered.

“There’s a family that lives near us—they’re followers of this new teaching. It’s blasphemy, of course, but their son is rather nice, and he told me once who James was. James is their leader here.”

Simon nodded. “Have you heard what they teach?”

Isaac looked shocked. “Of course not. They are blasphemers.”

Simon wriggled, watching the men. “Still, I would like to know what they say.”

“You know what, Simon?” Isaac told him. “You really are too curious for your own good.”

Simon shrugged. “Kill me.”

“They will.”

Simon looked sideways at Isaac, and Isaac glanced away.

“Just be careful, all right, Simon?” Isaac said after an awkward pause.

Simon shrugged, watching as his uncle and James moved on, getting lost in the crowd.

“We should probably go,” Isaac said, and Simon stood up. He was just stepping forward when Isaac yanked him back, hissing, “Romans!”

A couple of soldiers strode past, everyone making way for them, and Isaac hissed, “Always parading about. Don’t you hate them?”

Simon shrugged. “Not all Romans are bad.”

Isaac stared at him.

“Their presence doesn’t bother you? Gentiles in the Holy City?”

“They can be helpful,” Simon said, fiddling with his belt. “Remember that one time when Jonah lost his ball near the fortress and a Roman gave it back to him?”

Isaac blinked. “I knew you weren’t a Zealot—though with your courage you should be—but—you like the Romans?”

“Not what they do,” Simon said hastily, “but as individuals—some of them have even helped build synagogues, did you know that?”

“Is this because your uncle—”

“Don’t talk about my uncle.”

Isaac shrugged. “Calm down, Simon. All right, your mother, then. Is it because her parents had Roman citizenship?”

Simon shrugged. “Maybe.”

He knew that wasn’t the real reason.

“You are very strange, Simon. Again I question why we’re friends.”

“Because I add excitement to your life.”

Isaac laughed. “You do. You’re the main reason I get in trouble. Which reminds me, I need to go.”

“Me, too,” Simon remembered.

“My father—” both boys began at the same time, then stopped, laughing.

“Shalom, Isaac!” Simon called, turning to run, and Isaac called it back to him as they both hurried in opposite directions to rejoin their families.

*****

[image: ]


Simon leaned on his elbow on his couch as he reached for another date from the low table. He and his family had feasted well on roast lamb, vegetable stew, bread, pomegranates, figs, nuts, and olives. Now there remained only dates and grapes. Abigail and Leah had taken Miriam and Jabez out already, and it was just Simon, Eleazer, and Leah’s husband, Joel, still reclining at the table.

Joel, a silent man, ate steadily without saying anything, but Eleazer preferred to talk.
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