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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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      The late-day walk to the market did much to revive Jude’s soul. He and James spoke of lighter topics as they made their way among the sellers sharing their wares.

      When they reached Hiram’s booth, Jude noticed a familiar form standing there. “What’s Saul doing here?”

      James bent around the crowd still moving between them and the tent. “Talia’s brother Saul? Perhaps he is making a purchase.”

      Noticing the unfavorable scowl on Hiram’s face and the man’s large arms folded tightly against his chest allowed doubt to creep into Jude’s mind. He pressed through the people. “Shalom, Hiram.”

      The tentmaker’s attention snapped to him but he did not return the greeting.

      Saul turned around to face Jude.

      Jude noticed the same smirk on Saul’s face that he carried from earlier that morning after the reading. The pang of embarrassment resurfaced in Jude.

      Saul inclined his head. “Shalom to you both.” With a grin still plastered on his face, he strode away into the market without another word.

      “Are you well?” James asked Hiram.

      “Yes.” His gaze lingered on Saul’s trail.

      Jude stepped closer. “Do you know that man?”

      “He’s a fellow tentmaker,” Hiram admitted through gritted teeth. “A serpent of a man if you ask me.”

      Jude perked up at the assessment. “Why do you say that?”

      “He’s always slithering around.”

      “What did he want?”

      “Information.”

      “About?”

      Hiram finally allowed his gaze to fall on Jude. “Way Followers.”

      Jude flinched. “What did you tell him?”

      “Nothing.” His stare lifted back to the crowd. “I didn’t say anything to him.”

      Jude turned to James. “Why do you think he wanted information on Way Followers?”

      “I know exactly why,” Hiram interjected. “He’s trying to get in good with the Sanhedrin. He thinks if he can bring them names, they will hasten his petition to be a Pharisee.”

      “He wants to be a Pharisee?”

      Hiram nodded slowly. “He already has his teacher’s recommendation and his father’s status.”

      Jude tilted his head. “Then why is he vying for the position?”

      “His age.” Hiram’s arm muscles tightened. “The members of the Council think he’s too young to be given an official seat. They want him to wait.” He looked back at Jude. “Saul’s not a patient man and desperate men are dangerous.”

      Jude felt acid rise in the back of his throat as the sickening glare of Saul’s smug face hit his memory.

      “He’s also not married,” James added. “I’ve heard the Pharisees are strict on that requirement as well.”

      “Usually,” Hiram agreed. “Saul was betrothed before. His father was the one to break the agreement. Claimed the woman’s family had been deceitful in their dealings. The accusation ruined them. They were forced to leave Jerusalem.”

      “Was it true?” Jude asked.

      “Don’t know.” Hiram lifted a shoulder. “But there haven’t been many other families lining up to give a daughter over to that viper. The other Pharisees have been very…understanding on that point.”

      James cleared his throat. “We didn’t come to speak about Saul. I’m here to see why you came to the villa the other day and why you haven’t been back.”

      “Oh.” Hiram dropped his arms to his sides. “It was nothing.”

      “Salome seemed to think it was important.”

      The large man’s face flushed then shifted to red. “You still harboring that Roman dog?”

      “The injured soldier is still in our care, yes.”

      “Then it doesn’t matter what I had to say.”

      “Hiram, I’ve come to speak as a friend.”

      “No friend of mine would give aid to a Roman soldier. Especially one who tried to harm their own sister.”

      “He was mad with fever. Salome and Assia are both unharmed.”

      Jude’s eyes traveled down the man’s toned arm to the place a thin wrapping lay. Salvus had managed a slice into Hiram’s flesh in his feverish fit though it seemed no permanent damage was done.

      James closed the gap between them and lowered his voice, “‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’”

      Hiram’s eyes closed into a tight line. “A good neighbor doesn’t invade your home and kill the people you love.”

      Jude remembered the story Elissa had shared about Hiram’s betrothed. She’d been abused and killed by a Roman soldier before their wedding feast. He couldn’t imagine the depths of the man’s pain. “Hiram?”

      The tentmaker kept his eyes sealed.

      “Hiram,” Jude tried again. “I pray to Adonai that I never have to walk the path you’ve endured. But none of us can be considered a good neighbor. We denied our own brother.” He motioned with his thumb between himself and James. “You’ve confessed to being a zealot. Would you have wanted Jesus to hold that charge against you?”

      When Hiram opened his eyes, they glistened with unshed tears. “No.”

      “Then how can you hold Salvus’ occupation against him?”

      Hiram’s jaw tightened.

      “Besides, our brother didn’t say to love only your good neighbors. Anyone can do that. He called us to love all of our neighbors. Even the not-so-good ones.”

      “What am I to do then?” Hiram flung his arms out. “Embrace that dog as a brother?”

      Jude shot a pleading glance at James.

      The older brother took the opening. “We don’t expect you to do anything that Jesus wouldn’t do for the man.”

      “He’s not the soldier that killed your betrothed,” Jude added.

      Hiram’s gaze dropped down to Jude.

      Jude felt the icy look of disdain and realized he’d unintentionally struck a still-open wound.

      “Away.” Hiram brushed the air and turned his back to them. “Away.”

      Jude reached for him. “But⁠—”

      James set a hand on his brother’s arm. “Let’s give him some more time.”

      The two brothers left the market and headed back toward the villa.

      “I didn’t mean to say anything hurtful,” Jude started when the crowd thinned around them.

      “I know.” James kept his eyes on the street. “Hiram’s wounds simply need more time to heal.”

      Jude recalled James’ same assertion about Salvus’ physical wound. He wasn’t sure if time would be the cure for either man. He’d seen time harden instead of heal. He let the topic of Hiram drop in favor of another issue. “What about Saul?”

      “What about him?”

      Jude shrugged. “I mean what are we going to do about his search for Way Followers.”

      “Nothing.”

      “James,” Jude stepped in front of his brother, “the man is seeking out those who followed Jesus. How much longer are you going to pretend he’s not a threat to us?”

      For several heartbeats, James simply stared at his brother. “I know very well Saul is a threat. So is Rome. And so is every other member of the council who doesn’t agree with us.” He let out a weighted breath. “But we can’t hide away in fear or keep our brother’s teachings to ourselves. Jesus spent three years of his life traveling and spreading the message of Adonai with as many people as he could.” He put a brotherly hand on Jude’s shoulder. “It’s imperative that we continue that work. Even when there are those who would stand in our way.”

      Jude let his brother’s words soak into his soul. “I want to teach about our brother. Nothing would bring more joy to my life than to follow in Jesus’ steps of sharing Adonai’s message with the world.” He shrugged off James’ hand. “I simply don’t want to dance in front of a viper’s den while doing it.”

      James continued walking. “You’re shaping into a fine student and I’m sure, with time, you’ll be a great Rabbi.”

      Keeping up with his brother’s steady pace, Jude considered James’ encouragement. He couldn’t remember a time before coming to Jerusalem this year that he’d heard James speak in favor of his dream. Many things had changed since they stepped foot in this city. His brother was a major one. “You think so?”

      “I know so.” James gave him a sideways glance before returning his attention to the path.

      “With everything that happened to Jesus…” Jude hesitated to finish his thought.

      “All the more reason for you to take up his mantle.”

      Jude pondered the idea. He remembered the prophet Elisha receiving the literal and symbolic mantle of his Rabbi, Elijah. The thought that Jesus left behind several of his disciples and followers with the command to spread the good news wrapped around him like an outer coat. Maybe James wouldn’t make him go back to the quarry after all. If Jude continued to prove himself worthy, maybe, just maybe, he’d get to live out his dream in Jerusalem after all.
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      A stream of sunlight poured in through the open door of Ethan’s synagogue and made its way across the stone table in front of Jude. His back ached from being hunched over a scroll of Moses for most of the day.

      His tired eyes burned as he re-read the section he’d been studying. The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it. And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day when you eat of it you shall surely die.

      Ethan came to stand beside the table. “Starting at the beginning?”

      Jude rubbed at his eyes. “I thought if there was one place Adonai spoke of His Anointed, surely I could find others. The beginning felt like a good place to start.”

      “And what have you found?”

      With a light touch, Jude placed his finger on the word ‘die.’ He tapped the parchment. “Adonai told Adam not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.”

      The teacher brushed his long, white beard with his fingers. “But he did.”

      “He did, and it resulted in death.” Jude studied the lines again. “Through a living tree, Adam brought forth death.” His thoughts swirled. “Through a dead tree, Jesus brought forth life.”

      “Ahh.” Ethan shook his finger in the air. “The wooden cross. You have been doing much meditation.” He leaned over and pointed further on the scroll. “Have you made it here?”

      Jude read aloud the words under his teacher’s finger. “‘I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.’” He looked up into Ethan’s eyes. “Does that speak of Messiah as well?”

      “Who else but Adonai’s Anointed could crush the head of the serpent of lies and temptation?”

      The smug face of Saul entered Jude’s mind and transformed into a slithering serpent. He shook away the thought as his gaze washed over the words again. “‘He shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.’ A head wound would be fatal.”

      “So would a bite from a serpent. If left unattended,” Ethan added.

      Jude thought of Salvus’ bite and what would have happened to him if his widowed neighbor had not found him and tended to his wound. He saw the words with fresh eyes. “Messiah had to die.”

      “‘Shall I ransom them from the power of Sheol? Shall I redeem them from Death?’”

      “‘O Death, where are your plagues? O Sheol, where is your sting?’” Jude finished the line from the prophet Hosea. “Jesus had to die. But he took death with him.”

      “‘He will swallow up death forever.’”

      Jude tilted his head. The line sounded familiar but he couldn’t recall the next.

      “The prophet Isaiah. ‘And the Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces, and the reproach of his people he will take away from all the earth, for the Lord has spoken.’”

      “Adonai told us from the very beginning.” Jude brushed his hands over the sacred words. “His plan all along for my brother.”

      “For all of us.” Ethan stood straight. “‘Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise. You who dwell in the dust, awake, and sing for joy!’”

      “Isaiah again?”

      “Correct.”

      “Did he speak much of Messiah?”

      “Oh,” the old teacher chuckled, “a great many times.”

      Jude stretched his back. “I guess the prophet could have also been speaking of Hiram and the others who walked out of their tombs the same day Jesus did.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “You know, James and I visited Hiram yesterday.”

      “How is my friend?”

      “I’m not sure.” Jude shook his head. “He was ruffled.”

      His silver brow lifted. “Oh?”

      “Saul was there.” Jude waited for Ethan to react to the news. When the teacher remained impartial, he added, “Seeking Way Followers.”

      “I see.”

      Jude’s attention dropped down to the scroll before him. “I wonder how many times Saul has been fortunate to drink from Adonai’s words.”

      “He’s been at Gamaliel’s feet for years. I’m sure the two have studied many hours together.”

      “It doesn’t seem fair.” Jude caressed the marks on the parchment. “My whole life all I’ve wanted is to sit in a place like this unrolling scroll after scroll. Instead, I’ve choked on limestone dust and labored for my family to barely keep food in their stomachs. While I’ve been repeatedly denied, Saul has a seat among the Pharisees waiting for him as soon as he’s old enough…and married.”

      “Well, that will not hold him back much longer.”

      Jude’s forehead scrunched. “Why do you say that?”

      “I’ve heard his father has signed a betrothal agreement for him.”

      Jude couldn’t believe his hearing. After what Hiram had told him of the family who had been victim to their previous accusations, he wondered if Saul would ever have his own wedding feast. “Truly?”

      Ethan’s head bobbed. “A woman from a very wealthy family as I hear it. I believe the match will do much to promote his status.”

      He agreed with a groan. Uniting with a wealthy family would only add pull with the Council on Saul’s behalf. He would gain the esteemed seat among the Pharisees soon. The idea made Jude sick to his stomach.

      “The day is fading.” Ethan moved to roll up the scroll. “Get some rest.”

      Jude’s eyes burned once more reminding him of the long hours he’d been studying. Rest sounded good.

      That night held Jude in a tight grip. He tossed upon his sleeping mat as darkness haunted him. A figure came forth from the dim. As the form sharpened, he realized it was Arava. She stood looking up.

      Jude tried to call for her but his lips were sealed like a tomb.

      A flash exploded above her revealing a blazing, orange tongue. He’d seen the same appear above the heads of his brother’s followers only days ago. This one moved closer to Arava and lapped at her head. The flame grew so bright, Jude was forced to shield his eyes.

      The light engulfed her as she opened her mouth. “My lips will pour forth praise, for You teach me Your statutes.”

      Jude recognized the familiar psalm. Arava was singing a song of their people.

      “My tongue will sing of Your word, for all Your commandments are right.”

      Her voice was as beautiful as any Jude had ever heard.

      “My lips will pour forth praise,” Arava continued singing. “My tongue will sing of Your word.”

      When Jude attempted to reach out for her, the light shattered into darkness.

      He sat straight up in the upper room of the villa with sweat dripping from his hair.

      Arava. Her name danced in his thoughts. Adonai, how can the deaf and mute sing?

      You who dwell in the dust, awake, and sing for joy! The words of Isaiah and his Rabbi came echoing back to him.

      Jude wiped at his face and studied the forms around him.

      His family lay peacefully sleeping. Their varied breathing formed a musical rhythm.

      Quietly, he adjusted himself upon his mat and bowed his head. Show me how to sing of Your word. Teach me to sing for joy. I don’t know your path for Arava but show me how to be a good neighbor to her family. Even though my thoughts have not been kind toward her brother, Saul, show me Your ways. Keep me humble and ever a student of Your word. Thank you for Ethan and Your scrolls. Provide me the courage to speak and opportunities to do so.

      With peace refreshing his anxious heart, Jude laid down on his mat and closed his eyes. Arava’s song of praise lulled him back to sleep.
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      Jude shadowed James toward the Temple the following morning. He couldn’t shake the dream of Arava but had no desire to share the vision with his siblings.

      Peter and James had divided the followers into groups of two that morning. Their task was to make as many visits around the city as they could before the ninth hour. Then, they would meet in the Temple for prayer and teaching.

      Much to Jude’s dismay, James had insisted he pair with him this day. Jude wanted to spend another day pouring over scrolls, but James had other plans for him.

      The two had made three visits ensuring widows had meals, injured men had extra hands to give them aid, and new followers knew where to meet for prayer and to hear from the disciples.

      As Jude and James approached the Beautiful Gate, Jude asked, “Do you see the others?”

      “I think that’s Peter and John there.” James motioned with his chin toward the gate. “I’m sure the others will be along shortly.”

      As they neared, Jude heard a man who lay at the gate cry out, “Coins.” He hesitated behind his brother.

      The older man’s legs were twisted like gnarled tree limbs. His arms stretched out ready to receive any charity the people would sacrifice but his head hung low. He kept his gaze away from those who passed him multiple times a day.

      Peter stopped in front of the man.

      “Coins,” he called again, his voice as knotted as his legs. “Spare a coin.”

      “Look at us.”

      Jude recognized Peter’s commanding voice. The same tone he used when he addressed a crowd.

      The lame man’s eyes came up with hesitation.

      “I have no silver or gold,” Peter’s gaze was fixed on the man’s face, “but what I do have I give to you. In the name of Jesus of Nazareth, rise and walk!” He reached out his right hand to the man.

      As the man’s legs came up under him, they became straight.

      Jude couldn’t believe his eyes. He rubbed his vision clear but when he looked again, the gnarled legs were as straight and strong as Lebanon cedars.

      The man looked down at his legs and then back at Peter. “Praise Adonai!” He leapt around Peter and John. “Praise the God of Israel.”

      John stepped through the Beautiful Gate as Peter and James followed.

      Jude hurried after them.

      The man trailed, continuing to shout, “Praise Adonai!” He clung to Peter’s outercoat. “Praise the God of Israel!”

      The Temple crowd took notice of the commotion and gathered to discover the source.

      One man stopped beside them. “Isn’t that the beggar who asks for coins outside the gate?”

      “Can’t be,” the woman next to him answered. “The beggar’s legs are twisted. This man leaps on healthy legs.”

      “I’m certain that’s him.”

      “How can that be?”

      “Praise the God of Israel.” The former lame man twirled around them.

      Peter and John moved toward Solomon’s portico where the group had agreed to gather for the hour of prayer.

      Curious people followed them as they moved.

      Jude struggled to keep up with James as the crowd pressed in around them.

      “Did the men from Galilee heal him?” someone shouted.

      “How can they heal anyone?” another man answered.

      Peter turned toward the crowd. “Men of Israel, why do you wonder at this? Why do you stare at us?”

      Jude glanced around as the crowd calmed to listen.

      “Do you believe we have done this by our own power or virtue?” Peter paused as he searched the gathering. “The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our fathers, glorified his servant Jesus, whom you delivered over and denied in the presence of Pilate, when he had decided to release him. But you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you instead.”

      Jude felt the burn of anger in his chest. Recalling the freedom of Barabbas who still hunted in the city made his stomach turn. If the rumors were true, if Simon stalked beside him, he wondered how long it would be before Simon carried the same title of murderer.

      “You killed the Author of life,” Peter’s voice rang out in the open porch, “whom Adonai raised from the dead. To this we are witnesses. And His name, by faith in His name, has made this man strong.” He waved to the beggar who had been healed. “Faith in Jesus has given this man perfect health in the presence of you all.” He moved his hand toward the people. “Brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did also your rulers. What Adonai foretold by the mouth of all the prophets, that his Christ would suffer, Jesus has fulfilled.”

      “What should we do?” a man cried out.

      “Repent!” Peter demanded. “Turn back, that your sins may be blotted out, that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord, and that he may send the Christ appointed for you, Jesus, whom heaven must receive until the time for restoring all things about which Adonai spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets long ago.”

      Jude considered the piles of scrolls locked away in the cabinet in Ethan’s synagogue. He hungered to study the words of the prophets. They spoke of Messiah, and Jude had not seen Him revealed in his own brother.

      He wondered at how a lowly fisherman was able to speak about such findings with only a few years of lessons as a boy and a few more with his brother. Had Jesus shared about the prophets with his followers before he died? Why had he not shared as much with his own brother knowing the depth of his heart?

      Peter met Jude’s gaze as if reading his thoughts. “Moses said, ‘The Lord God will raise up for you a prophet like me from your brothers. You shall listen to him in whatever he tells you. And it shall be that every soul who does not listen to that prophet shall be destroyed from the people.’ And all the prophets who have spoken, from Samuel and those who came after him, also proclaimed these days.”

      As people gathered closer to Peter, Jude noticed a group of men rushing toward them. He reached over and put a hand on James’ shoulder.

      James turned toward him.

      Jude pointed to the group heading their way.

      “They don’t look happy.”

      “No, they don’t.” Jude watched a collection of priests, Sadducees, and even the captain of the Temple guard move in their direction.

      One of the priests led the way and stopped short in front of Peter. “What is the meaning of your words?”

      “We speak of Jesus,” Peter answered.

      “You speak lies,” a Sadducee called over him. “Adonai does not raise men from the dead.”

      People murmured around them.

      Peter looked at the crowd. “You are the sons of the prophets and of the covenant that Adonai made with your fathers, saying to Abraham, ‘And in your offspring shall all the families of the earth be blessed.’ Adonai, having raised up His servant, sent Jesus to you first, to bless you by turning every one of you from your wickedness.”

      “Lies!” The Sadducee moved toward Peter. “Arrest this false prophet.”

      The Temple captain pushed through the crowd.

      “Repent!” Peter cried out. “Repent!”

      John stepped to his side.

      James turned away and shoved Jude. “We need to leave, now!”

      Jude stumbled over his sandals as the people scattered in all directions. He kept his eyes over his shoulder as he watched the guard bind Peter and John.

      “Move!” James demanded.

      With hesitation, Jude faced forward and ran in the direction of the villa.
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      Jude didn’t slow down until he made it to Theodotos’ villa. When he and James were safely inside, they secured the door.

      Salome came into the entryway at the sound of their entrance. “What happened?” She examined her brothers. “You’re covered in sweat.”

      Jude leaned his back against the door attempting to catch his breath. “Better than chains.”

      “Chains?” Salome shrieked.

      James moved toward her. “Peter and John have been arrested.

      “On what charges?”

      “They were teaching about Jesus in the Temple.”

      She looked between him and Jude. “Go upstairs. I’ll fetch you some water and something to eat.”

      James stopped her. “Tell the servants not to open this door for anyone but followers we already know.”

      Salome nodded slowly and rushed toward the kitchen.

      Andrew arrived in the entryway. “James, is that you?”

      James nodded. “Jude and I are here. Where are the others?”

      “Nathanael and I were the first ones back. What became of my brother?”

      “Peter and John were both arrested.”

      Andrew pushed past them.

      James grabbed ahold of his tunic. “Picking a fight with the Council isn’t going to result in anything but you sharing a cell with your brother.”

      “I’d gladly be found there if it were my fate.”

      The door rattled behind Jude.

      Jude pushed off it as James stepped closer. “Reveal yourself.”

      “It is I, Philip.”

      James lifted the beam and opened the door.

      Several men piled into the entrance.

      Thomas was the last one in. “Secure the door.”

      Jude helped James reposition the heavy beam into place. “Did everyone make it back?”

      Thomas turned to Andrew. “Philip and I arrived at Solomon’s portico just as Peter and John were being arrested.”

      James looked around the group. “Where’s Matthias?”

      “Peter assigned him watch over Salvus,” Andrew answered.

      “Jude and I will inform him of what happened.” James moved toward the lower rooms. “The servants have been instructed not to answer the door for anyone we don’t know. As for the rest of you, everyone is to remain inside. Go upstairs and pray. My brother and I will join you soon.”

      Jude followed James toward the room of their unintended guest.

      Matthias was in the process of changing the soldier’s bandage.

      Jude took in the man. Color had returned to his face, and he seemed to have final victory over the fever. Even the old wrappings sitting near Matthias contained far less infection than in previous days.

      James knelt beside him. “How are you, Salvus?”

      “One day deeper in debt with Rome.”

      “Salvus,” James’ voice shook. “I need to ask you a question.”

      The man stared up at him, his brows knitting together.

      “Two of our friends were arrested today.”

      Matthias stilled his hands. “Who?”

      “Peter and John,” James answered him reluctantly before he turned back to Salvus. “Do you know what will happen to them?”

      Salvus looked to Matthias, then to Jude before returning his attention to James. “If you think I can help them escape⁠—”

      “No.” James put up a hand. “Nothing like that. I simply want to know what is happening to them.”

      “It all depends on who arrested them.”

      James looked up at Jude.

      “A captain of the Temple guard.” By his dress and decoration, Jude was sure of the man’s position.

      “Uzzi.”

      Jude knelt. “You know him?”

      “Not personally.” Salvus flinched as Matthias secured the wrap on his leg. “But I’ve dealt with the Temple guard many times before.”

      James tried his question again. “What do they do to their prisoners?”

      “They’d be counted fortunate it wasn’t a Roman who bound them. They would have found no favor as a prisoner of Rome.” The soldier rubbed his thigh. “If the Temple guard took them, they’d be kept under the Temple in the common prison until they could be taken before Caiaphas.”

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow.” Salvus leaned back against the wall. “The day is far too gone to call a gathering.”

      “You’re sure.”

      “Positive.” He let out a heavy breath. “One thing you Jews are good at is keeping your traditions.”

      Jude rose to his feet along with James. “They didn’t keep those traditions with Jesus. They had no problem calling an unofficial trial in the middle of the night to try to sway the procedures.”

      James pulled at his beard. “Let’s hope Peter and John are far less prized fish hanging at the end of their lines.”

      “James,” Andrew called from the doorway, “come quickly.”

      James shared a disheartening glance with Jude before leaving the room.

      “Rest, Salvus,” Jude encouraged. “Thank you for your help.” He hurried to follow his brother.

      James stood with Andrew in the open area leading to the entryway. “Say that again.”

      “People.” Andrew pointed to the door. “Ria says there is a crowd outside demanding to see us.”

      “Guards?”

      Andrew shook his head. “She said they were just ordinary people but a whole group of them.”

      Jude came up next to his brother. “What do you think they want?”

      “I don’t know if it’s safe to find out.” James rubbed at his temple.

      “The servant said the people were persistent,” Andrew added. “She tried to send them away but they are still out there in the street.”

      “Gather the others,” James ordered. “Jude and I will discover their intentions.” He moved toward the door.

      Jude followed with his heart beating wildly in his chest. He didn’t have any skills to combat a crowd. What help could he offer his brother?

      James removed the beam from the door and stepped outside.

      Jude trailed him and pulled the door closed behind them.

      A multitude of people stood waiting for them just as Ria had claimed.

      James addressed them, “Whom do you seek?”

      “The men of Galilee,” someone deep in the crowd shouted.

      “Why?” James asked.

      “We heard the one called Peter speak at the Temple.”

      “We have questions.”

      “Is it true he was arrested?”

      “How can we have our sins blotted out?”

      The questions came quickly at the two brothers.

      James held up his hands. “Peace.”

      Jude looked at the growing group. He couldn’t count the number. They all looked frightened and lost like sheep without a shepherd.

      James lowered his arms. “It is true that both Peter and John have been arrested by the Temple Guard for speaking of Jesus.”

      “Is it true that Jesus of Nazareth’s name can be used to heal?” a voice cried out.

      James looked at Jude. “Open the door.”

      “But James, there are so many and we have Salvus inside. What if they discover him?”

      “Open the door.”

      Jude turned around and pushed on the large wooden door. The hinges groaned in protest.

      “Come inside and have your questions answered.” James led the way into the villa.

      Jude held the door open.

      The crowd poured in behind them as the disciples were descending the stairs.

      Jude caught eyes with Andrew as the open area flooded with people.

      James moved toward the men. “These people have questions about what Peter was teaching today. We need to share with them about Jesus.”

      “Of course.”

      The men filtered through the crowd answering one question after another. People sat in small groups all around the villa as the large gathering came and went for hours. Those unable to fit inside the enclosed space of the villa patiently waited their turn in the streets. The constant flow of people in an out of the structure reminded Jude of a port city. He wondered when if the number would ever diminish.

      Jude moved from group to group answering questions as best he could and taught of all that Jesus had done and spoken.

      By the time the last person left the villa, the evening had grown late and the men had grown tired.

      When the door was secure for the night, James turned to Matthew. “Well, friend, how many?”

      The former tax collector raised a curious brow at him.

      “I know you kept count.”

      “Five thousand.”

      Jude felt his knees tremble. “Did you say five thousand?”

      “I made my count twice.” He showed the marks on his scroll as evidence. “And that was just the men.”

      Jude turned toward his brother. “Five thousand men.”

      “Praise Adonai.”

      “Praise indeed,” Jude answered. “But we’ve barely been able to see to the needs of those in our care already. How are we going to help another five thousand families?”

      “That’s not our problem to solve.” James staggered away on tired legs toward the upper room.

      Jude watched his brother and the other men head to their waiting sleeping mats. How Adonai? Jesus could multiply fish and bread. We can barely answer all of their questions. How are we to supply for so great a need?
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      “Jude.”

      Jude opened his eyes to see James above him. He blinked in the darkness. “What is it?”

      “Come on.”

      He sat up. “Where are we going?”

      “The Temple.” James threw a clean tunic at him. “We need to see what will become of Peter and John.”

      “It’s barely daybreak.”

      “I don’t want to miss the gathering of the council.” James adjusted a clean tunic over his head. “Wash your face too.”

      “Are you going to allow me to break my fast?”

      “On the way.” He headed for the door. “Get ready, and I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      Jude pulled off the tunic he’d spent the last few days in, cleaned himself the best he could, and slipped into the fresh garment.

      He hurried through his morning recitations as he prepared. I give thanks unto You, Adonai, that, in mercy, You have restored my soul within me. Endless is Your compassion; great is Your faithfulness. I thank You, Adonai, for the rest You have given me through the night and for the breath that renews my body and spirit. May I renew my soul with faith in You, source of all healing. Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Ruler of the Universe, Who renews daily the work of creation.

      He tied on his sandals and found James waiting for him by the front door.

      James tossed him a folded cloth.

      Jude opened it to find some dried fruit. He ate it as they made their way across Jerusalem to the Temple.

      Devoted men were already gathering for the day while merchants set up to trade.

      “Hurry,” James urged as he headed toward the Chamber of Hewn Stone. “The Council will be gathering soon.”

      Jude followed his brother into the semi-circle room and waited toward the back. He watched as the seats at the front filled with scribes, elders, and members of the Great Sanhedrin. Then the man who Peter had healed was brought forward and set to the side.

      The seat in the center remained empty until a group of men entered. Annas led his son-in-law, Caiaphas, and his two sons, Johnathan and Alexander, into the meeting and took the center chair.

      Jude leaned over to James. “Why is Annas in the Nasi seat?”

      “I don’t know,” James answered.

      “Looks like most of the high priestly family is present.” Jude motioned to the men behind the former High Priest with his chin.

      “No doubt they are in training on how to properly conduct trials,” James mused.

      “But Caiaphas has been High Priest for years. He was appointed by Valerius Gratus.”

      “And his father-in-law has sat many times in the judgment seat anyway.”

      Annas motioned to the guard.

      A door on the side opened. Peter and John were led in, still bound, and were positioned to stand before Annas.

      “By what power or by what name did you do this?” Annas’ voice boomed around the room.

      Peter spoke first, “Rulers of the people and elders.”

      Jude recognized his tone immediately. It was the same bold and powerful one he often used when he wanted his voice heard by a crowd.

      “If we are being examined today concerning a good deed done to a crippled man, by what means this man has been healed, let it be known to all of you and to all the people of Israel that by the name of Jesus of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom Adonai raised from the dead—by Him this man is standing before you well.” Peter waved with his bound hands to the man standing off to the side.

      The gathering’s attention turned momentarily toward the formerly lame man.

      He stood as still as a Roman statue gazing upward.

      Peter continued, “This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the builders,” his chains rattled as he moved his hands toward Annas and the others, “which has become the cornerstone. And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.”

      Jude watched Caiaphas lean forward to whisper in Annas’ ear.

      The rest of the Council also murmured among themselves.

      Annas flicked his fingers toward Peter and John.

      The guards pushed the two men back through the side door.

      Johnathan leaned forward toward his father. “What shall we do with these men?”

      “A notable sign has been performed through them and is evident to all the inhabitants of Jerusalem,” Alexander added. “We cannot deny it.”

      Caiaphas nodded.

      Annas straightened in his seat. “In order that this may spread no further among the people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name.”

      The three men behind him nodded in approval.

      With a wave of his hand, Annas recalled Peter and John.

      When the fishermen stood before them again, Annas commanded, “You are not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.”

      John stepped forward. “Whether it is right in the sight of Adonai to listen to you rather than to Him, you must judge, for we cannot help but speak of what we have seen and heard.”

      “You must hold your tongue,” Annas charged him. “Do not teach about the raising of the dead and do not speak of Jesus anymore.”

      The former lame man moved closer. “Adonai has done great works through these men and their Rabbi. More need to hear of what has been done.”

      Annas glanced around the room as the Council spoke in hushed tones behind up held hands with one another. He flicked a cautious gaze at the three men behind him before returning his attention to Peter and John. “On account of this man’s testimony, and finding no wrong doing, I release you.”

      Peter and John shared a grateful look among themselves.

      “But,” Annas added, “be warned. Do not speak or teach of this Jesus of Nazareth again.” He waved them away.

      The guards unbound their hands and allowed them to leave.

      As they made their way to the back of the room, James came up beside them. “Thank Adonai you’ve been freed.”

      “Did you see the look on Annas’ face when that beggar stepped forward?” John asked.

      “He couldn’t deny the testimony,” Jude explained. “The man is of sufficient age to testify before the council.”

      “Come,” James motioned to them, “let’s get out of here before they change their minds.

      Jude looked back to see the four men staring at them. A shiver ran up his spine at their warning glare.

      When they made it back to the villa, Peter gathered the others together and shared about what had happened to them.

      “And they just let you go?” Andrew asked after listening to the tale.

      “There was nothing more they could do,” John answered.

      Peter gazed upward. “Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them, who through the mouth of our father David, your servant, said by the Holy Spirit, ‘Why did the Gentiles rage, and the people plot in vain? The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers were gathered together, against the Lord and against his Anointed’— for truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever Your hand and Your plan had predestined to take place.”

      Jude marveled at the fisherman. The uneducated, common man spoke as if he’d spent every day of his life at the feet of Adonai’s Anointed. Jude chuckled to himself. He knew the men had spent three years with Jesus but didn’t know how much they had learned from his brother. Peter simply opened his mouth and out tumbled grand words worthy of any Rabbi’s tongue. He wondered if such a gift would be granted to him one day as well.

      “And now, Lord,” Peter continued his prayer, “look upon their threats and grant to Your servants to continue to speak Your word with all boldness, while You stretch out Your hand to heal, and signs and wonders are performed through the name of Your holy servant Jesus.”

      At the name of his brother, Jude felt the ground under them shake. It was as familiar as the day the tongues appeared. He glanced up hoping to see them once again. But the air above them remained still.

      When the shaking ceased, a warm sense of peace and power filled him. He knew it was Adonai’s Spirit. It was the same as when the tongue had rested upon him but this time no flaming sign from the heavens was needed. His body tingled at the surge. Something more was coming; he could feel it. He prayed he would be ready for what was next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning started with a knock on the door which continued relentlessly.

      Jude came downstairs to people in the villa speaking with James and the disciples.

      “Who are all these people?” Jude questioned his brother.

      “Men from all over.” James motioned with his head toward the growing crowd. “Some from last night have come back.”

      “With more questions?” Jude’s teacher's heart bloomed with hope.

      “Some. But most have come with funds.” James held up a money pouch and shook it.

      Jude heard the distinct rattle of silver and tilted his head. “Funds?”

      “It seems Adonai’s Spirit was busy last night pressing these people to sell houses and land and to bring us the proceeds. We have much more resources now to distribute to those in need.”

      Jude glanced around to see money pouches being freely handed over. He’d never seen so many coins be exchanged outside of the Temple or the market. The incredible act brought his brother to his mind. “Do you think Joseph was successful in selling our house and land in Nazareth?”

      James took a moment to consider the question. “I’m sure Adonai has given him wisdom.”

      “I hope he returns soon.”

      James looked around the open area at the large crowd. “So do I. We could use the extra hands.”

      “How can I help?”

      “Why don’t you check on Salvus? I don’t think anyone has tended him yet.”

      Jude nodded. He moved carefully through the group to the lower-level room they used to care for the injured soldier.

      As Jude pushed the door open, he saw Salvus upright for the first time since they carried him into the villa. “Feeling better this morning?”

      “Well enough.” Salvus slapped his wrapped thigh. “I must be returning.” He took a step but stumbled forward.

      Jude reached out to steady him. “You can barely walk. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather rest for another day or so until you are more fully recovered?”

      “I can’t afford any more hospitality.” He stabilized himself. “I must face what lies ahead.”

      “You don’t even know what waits for you.”

      “No soldier does,” he admitted. “That doesn’t stop us.”

      “At least allow us to fashion you a staff.” He pointed toward the mat. “My brothers and I are skilled craftsmen. We could carve you one in no time.”

      “I’m indebted enough already to my hosts.”

      Jude hesitated. “You owe us no debt.”

      Salvus looked him up and down. “Of course I do. You’ve provided shelter, food, and medical treatment for days. As soon as I return to my position and am able to earn a wage again, I will be sure to⁠—”

      “You don’t owe us anything,” Jude repeated with more force.

      The Roman stood still for several heartbeats. “I don’t understand.”

      “What we did for you,” Jude explained, “we did because we believe in caring for those in need.” He moved toward the door and pointed. “Right now, dozens of men stand in this villa with money pouches full of coins from the sale of their homes and lands. Funds that will be used to help people in need just like you.”

      Salvus’ attention drifted toward the open doorway. “Why?”

      “Because Adonai told them to.”

      “Who’s Adonai?”

      “Adonai is the one, true God. He is the One we worship and the One who sent Messiah, my brother, to save us.”

      One of Salvus’ eyebrows came up. “Your brother is a god?”

      “No, well yes, well…” Jude rubbed his forehead with the thick part of his palm. “I’m sorry. I’m not very good at this.”

      Salvus waited for him to continue.

      “Why don’t you sit for a moment, and I will explain everything.” He waved again toward the sleeping mat.

      “I really need to report back to the Fortress.”

      “Please.” Jude motioned again. “I will be as brief as possible.”

      Salvus sighed as he eased slowly to the ground.

      Jude knelt beside him as he had done several times over the past few days. He took a steadying breath and lifted a quick prayer for Adonai’s Spirit to help his words flow with clarity and power. “I know you Romans believe in many gods. We Hebrews believe in one.” He lifted a single finger for emphasis. “One God who created the heavens and the earth. One God who poured Himself into human flesh.”

      “How could he still be a god if he became a man?”

      Jude had wrestled with the same thing himself as he studied about Messiah. It was a complex idea that had been beyond his reach. He decided to share his best attempt at an explanation, “If you take a vessel to the sea and fill it up, have you emptied the sea?”

      Salvus thought for a moment. “Well, no.”

      “But if you taste the water from that vessel, you’d know from where it had been gathered, right?”

      “I suppose.”

      “I believe it was the same with Adonai when He sent Messiah. He poured some of Himself into flesh. Not completely emptying Himself but providing enough to reveal who He was.” Jude shook his head. “I didn’t believe my brother was Messiah either…at first. I lived with him all my life and didn’t realize it.” He ran his fingers in the dust on the floor. “I should have. He fulfilled all the prophecies concerning the Anointed One.”

      “Even if your brother was sent by a god, what does that have to do with the people out there,” he flicked his chin toward the door, “or me?”

      Jude’s head rose slowly. “Everything.” He settled into a seated position. “Salvus, it has everything to do with you. My brother came for people like you.”

      “Romans?” He sneered.

      “Romans, Hebrews, Gentiles…everyone. He died to blot out our sins. He rose from the dead to save us. His blood was shed as payment for our sins.”

      “And what if we don’t need saving?”

      Jude’s gaze traveled to the soldier’s hand. It was shaking. “We all need a Savior. Some of us just don’t know it yet.” He lifted his eyes to Salvus’ face. “I didn’t know I needed one either. But I did, and so do you.”

      “Well,” he groaned as he stood with much difficulty, “I must be returning to the Fortress.”

      “Stay.” Jude jumped to his feet. “Stay here where we can protect you.”

      Salvus leaned on his good leg. “No one can be protected from Rome. When that wolf wants you, she’ll find you.” He limped toward the door. “It’s best not to run when she’s on the hunt.”

      Jude easily kept up with him. “Adonai can protect you.”

      Salvus hesitated at the doorway. “Gods only protect their own.” He stepped out into the open area. “No Hebrew god would care enough to protect a Roman soldier.”

      Jude watched him head toward the main door. His wrapped leg almost dragged along behind him. The soldier kept his back straight and his head up all the way through the door and out into the streets of Jerusalem.

      With a sigh of defeat, Jude leaned against the stone wall. His words had failed another person. His heart felt like a boulder in his chest. The warmth of Adonai’s Spirit withdrew in him like rain clouds in a drought. Draw Salvus to Yourself, Adonai, as only You can. I know I still have much to learn. Help me teach about Your Anointed.

      As Jude kept his gaze on the open door, his hopes of adding Salvus to the mounting number of Way Followers was carried away with the wind. He wondered if his path would ever cross with the warrior again. A shudder went through him at the thought of being held in his charge as a prisoner of Rome as Jesus had endured only months earlier. With every breath in his lungs, he wanted another chance to speak with him but hoped it wouldn’t be with his hands bound.
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      James came over and put a hand on Jude’s shoulder. “Brother?”

      Jude opened his eyes to see the concern on his face.

      “Was that Salvus who left?”

      Jude nodded.

      “Are you well?”

      He lifted a shoulder but held his tongue.

      “Why don’t you come help the others.”

      Jude glanced at the front door and then turned to his brother and nodded. He pushed off the wall and followed him to where a few men remained.

      Peter stood with Andrew. The two were speaking with a man that Jude recognized from the previous night.

      He held out a money pouch toward Peter. “This is the full profit from the sale of my land.”

      The fisherman accepted the bag and handed it to Andrew without looking inside.

      Jude saw something wash over Peter’s face, a darkness. Something troubled him.

      The man turned to leave.

      “Ananias,” Peter called.

      Jude recognized the shift in Peter’s voice. The tone meant he was getting ready to say something of great importance.

      “Why has the Adversary filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back for yourself part of the proceeds of the land?”

      Jude’s attention shifted to the man.

      Ananias opened his mouth to speak, but no words came forward.

      “While the land remained unsold, did it not remain your own?” Peter asked. “And after it was sold, was it not at your disposal?”

      Ananias’ bottom jaw shook but no words made their way forward.

      “Why is it that you have contrived this deed in your heart?” Peter shook his head. “You have not lied to man, but to God.”

      Ananias fell to the ground.

      The men next to Jude stood frozen. Jude’s own feet felt adhered to his spot as he stared at the motionless body on the ground. Jude kept an eye on Ananias as he slowly made his way toward him. He knelt and placed his palm over Ananias’ mouth. No air moved in or out. His fingers trembled at the realization. “He’s dead.”

      “Dead?” Andrew turned to Peter.

      Peter hung his head. “Take him outside the city and bury him.”

      Andrew moved to stand in front of his brother. “Peter, what are you saying?”

      “Adonai has judged. Take him out and bury him.” He turned toward the stairs and ascended them with cautious steps.

      Dead. The single word rang through Jude’s mind. One moment alive, the next dead. He remembered those of their ancestors who had touched the Ark of Covenant and been struck dead where they stood. This man had lied. Adonai had judged. Jude’s skin pricked all over.

      James knelt beside Jude. “Get a blanket.”

      Jude rose on weak legs and rushed to where the women kept the clean linens. He snatched a blanket from the pile and returned to the group.

      Working together, James, Andrew, and Jude wrapped the body tight. They lifted Ananias onto their shoulders and made their way out of the villa and headed south. With purposeful steps, they passed through the Dung Gate out of the city toward the Hinnom Valley.

      Jude shivered against the heat of the day and the sand that scratched his skin with the winds. His gaze brushed the west. In the distance, he knew there stood a hill upon which his brother had died. The valley ahead of them was a common place to dispose of bodies and refuse alike. The never-ending flames licked at the air releasing their warmth toward them.

      Andrew halted. “Here.”

      “Here?” Jude asked. “Why not put him in the flames?”

      “Peter said to bury him.”

      The three lowered the body to the ground.

      Andrew picked a spot and started pushing the sand to one side.

      James knelt to do the same.

      Jude fell to his knees as the sand gave way under him. He pushed the warm earth aside, carving out the final resting place of Ananias. His thoughts drifted to the stone tomb of Joseph of Arimathea that stood in a garden on the west side of the city. The large cave that had held his brother for only three days was now empty again. The rich could afford such luxuries. The poor were mostly forced to choose the ground or the flames.

      As the sun crawled above them, they worked to create a deep enough hole. They slid Ananias’ body into the opening and pushed the loose sand over him. When they had sufficiently completed their task, they made their way back to the villa.

      Jude entered to find the open area emptied of the men from earlier. He couldn’t blame them. He’d have left too if he saw someone drop dead after handing over a money pouch. What must they have thought? He still wrestled with the terrifying event and what it meant.

      With hunger clawing his midsection, he went to the kitchen to find something to eat.

      The large room clamored as it did most of the time. His mother and sisters, along with the house servants, fluttered around the room as if locked in a daily dance. Food was in a constant state of preparation, and there were always some household tasks that needed doing.

      “Jude,” Mary greeted him warmly with a smile and a pat on the cheek.

      “Ima.” He kissed her cheek and moved toward his sister.

      Salome was cutting a large cucumber.

      Jude pointed toward the fire and, when she turned away, he snatched a slice and put it in his mouth.

      She turned back to him and realized his mouth was full. Looking down at her work, she discovered the missing piece. “Jude.” She playfully smacked his arm. “If you are hungry, all you had to do was ask.”

      He rubbed his arm. “Sister, I seek sustenance,” he teased as he held out his hand.

      She glanced down. “After you wash. Your hands are filthy.”

      Jude looked at his rough hands. They were still covered with sand.

      “What have you been doing?”

      He kept his gaze on his hands. He didn’t want to answer her question. The truth would be hard to explain. Something he didn’t even understand.

      Without addressing her concern, he moved toward the washing vessel and dipped his hands in. He poured water up his arms and scrubbed the sand away. He lifted his hands and shook off the dripping water. Reaching for a rag, he dried his hands and went back to Salome.

      She paused her chopping.

      Jude lifted his hands for her inspection.

      “Better.” She gave him a bowl of sliced cucumbers and dried figs.

      He gratefully accepted the vessel and went back into the open area.

      A knock came at the door before he reached the bottom of the bowl. He answered the knocking to discover a woman standing there. “May I help you?”

      “I’m searching for my husband.” She twisted her fingers. “He came here a few hours ago seeking Peter.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Ananias.”

      Jude’s stomach dropped. “Come in.” He moved so she could enter. “I’ll take you to Peter.” He escorted her to the room where Peter, James, and Andrew were praying. “Peter?”

      Peter looked up at him.

      “This is Ananias’ wife…” Jude turned to her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

      “Sapphira.” She attempted a slight smile.

      Peter’s gaze moved from her to his brother and then on to James.

      The two men moved toward the door to give her an audience with Peter.

      Jude stayed back by the door with the others.

      “Tell me, Sapphira,” Peter paced, “did your husband sell a piece of land for fifteen pieces of silver?”

      “Yes,” her voice held a slight tremor. “Fifteen pieces.”

      Peter stopped and turned to face her. “How is it that you and your husband have agreed together to test the Spirit of the Lord? Behold, the feet of those who have buried your husband are at the door, and they will carry you out.”

      Jude watched Sapphira fall to the ground in the place her husband had only hours before.

      Peter held his head. “Bury her beside her husband.”

      Jude looked at James.

      James quietly shook his head.

      “I’ll get a blanket.”
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      A little over a week after Salvus’ departure, Jude found himself thinking of the soldier. His thoughts drifted to the monstrous Fortress of Antonia to the north that housed his former houseguest. They had received no word from him since his sudden choice to leave the villa. Jude wondered if the man’s fear had been realized upon his return to Rome’s charge.

      The heat of the day drove Jude from the upstairs meeting room down to the cool of the courtyard. There, he discovered a surprise.

      “Joseph!” Jude rushed toward his brother. “When did you return?”

      “Only moments ago,” the older brother chuckled against the trappings of Jude’s embrace.

      “It’s good to see you.”

      “And you.” Joseph looked around. “Where is everyone else?”

      “Some are upstairs enjoying a break from the heat of the day. Some have yet to return from their visits.”

      “Visits?”

      “James’ idea.” Jude thumbed over his shoulder. “With the increase in Way Followers, Peter doubled our prayer times. We spend the first and ninth hour of almost every day at the Temple in prayer and sharing with those who come to Solomon’s portico. Between those times, we are paired off and sent into the city to care for those in need. Mostly widows or injured men. Apart from our midday rest back here at the villa and Shabbat, we are either praying, teaching, or distributing food and supplies.”

      “Where does James get funds to be able to accomplish all this?”

      “Adonai.” Jude lifted his head. “Our God has pressed upon many to sell houses and lands and to bring the funds here. We’ve had more every day. Gracious givers have been showing up for days with money pouches full of coins and silver.”

      Joseph laughed. “It seems Adonai has been busy since I’ve been gone. I also seem to miss the most exciting times.”

      Jude lifted a shoulder. “There is plenty that still needs to be done. We receive news almost daily of another person in need.”

      “Jerusalem is a large city. I’m sure there are many in need within her walls.”

      Jude’s thoughts shifted to his sister. “How is Assia?”

      “I’m proud to report that she is happily married to her Hiskiel.” He smirked.

      “And our father’s land?”

      Joseph patted the money pouch tucked away in his tunic. “Sold.”

      A dark memory clouded Jude’s mind as the image of Ananias and Sapphira laying on the floor colored his vision. “Be sure to get it to James.”

      Joseph raised a questioning eyebrow at his brother. “Why?”

      “Just…” Jude hesitated to share about the two who had lied to Adonai and now lie in the sands of the Hinnom Valley. “Just make sure you get the pouch to James.”

      “Speaking of James.” Joseph removed the sack from his back and placed it gently on the floor. “I have some of his tools from the house.” He rummaged through the bag. “Some of yours as well.”

      Jude listened to the clang of wood, metal, and stone. He inwardly groaned at the physical reminders of his former trade. He’d give anything to never pick up another chisel for the rest of his days. His soul was much happier with the tools of his current trade, scrolls, his mind, and time to meditate.

      “Here we are.” Joseph lifted a wrapped set of chisels from his sack and handed them to Jude. “I will give James his when I bring him the funds.”

      Jude accepted his tools and leaned over the pack. “What else did you bring back?”

      “Oh.” Joseph pushed things around in the bag. “I found two tunics, Lydia’s bronze mirror, Salome’s comb, a few odds and ends from the kitchen, and…” he carefully raised the next item, “…this.”

      With a gentle grasp, Jude took a worn sling from his brother’s hand and held it up. “Is this Simon’s?”

      “I believe so.” Joseph reached out for the weapon. “Assia and I found it. I thought I’d keep it.” He held it close to his chest. “You know, for when he comes home.”

      Jude nodded in simple agreement. If he comes home.

      Tucking the sling back into the sack, Joseph reached for the other set of tools and settled them in the crook of his arm. “Will you take the rest of this stuff to the girls? I guess I need to go find James.”

      “Sure.” Jude tucked his wrapped tools in his armpit, picked up the pack, and headed for the kitchen.

      The savory smells of the evening meal preparations greeted him. His stomach protested in response.

      His mother smiled at him from her place near the fire. “What do you have there?”

      Joseph moved deeper into the room and set the bag down on one of the tables along with his tools. “Joseph’s back⁠—”

      “Joseph’s back!” Mary clapped her hands. With a dash, she picked up the hem of her tunic and rushed from the room.

      Jude stared after her before turning his gaze to Salome.

      His youngest sister shook her head and lifted a shoulder. “What were you saying?”

      “Joseph has returned from his trip.” Jude dug around in the sack. “He brought some things from home.” He lifted the bone comb. “He said this was yours.”

      Salome wiped her hands on a rag as she came closer. “It is.” She plucked it from his hands. “Thank you.”

      “Lydia.”

      His middle sister looked up at him from her kneading.

      “Joseph said this is yours.” He raised the bronze mirror from the bag.

      “It will be wonderful to have my own mirror again.” She pushed the dough away from herself before pulling it back again. “You can leave it on the table. I’ll retrieve it when my hands are free.”

      He set the polished, round metal on the table.

      Salome mindlessly pressed her fingertips into the teeth of the comb. “Did Joseph bring anything else back?”

      “Two tunics.” He lifted one of the garments. “They look freshly washed. James’ and my tools.” His fingers grazed the sling. “Something for Simon.” He looked up to catch a gentle gaze from Salome. “Some kitchen items.” He returned his attention to the bag and placed the few bowls and knives on the table next to the mirror. “I guess he left some things with Assia.”

      “Oh, Assia,” Salome squealed. “How is she? Does she enjoy being married? Did Joseph describe the wedding feast?”

      Jude put his hands up and pushed the air in front of him. “Slow down.”

      She beamed at him with anticipation.

      “All Joseph mentioned about Assia was that she was safely with Hiskiel’s family. He didn’t go into any more detail.”

      “Oh.” She blew some stray hair away from her face. “Men never ask the right questions.”

      “I’m sure it was a lovely feast, and I’m sure Assia very much enjoys her husband.”

      “I do hope so.” Salome brought her comb to her chest. “Just think. We might soon be dods and dodas.”

      The thought that his slightly older sister could, at this moment, be carrying a new life within her left a strange sensation in his body. He knew it was a great blessing to fill one’s quiver with arrows to Adonai. He’d even entertained the thought of his own brood of young ones chasing each other around a home. With studying and his daily responsibilities, such ideas had been pushed to the back of his mind. Salome’s eager optimism left him conflicted. He’d already lost the opportunity to enter into a betrothal agreement with two women. Would there ever be a woman to warm his sleeping mat on cold nights? Was there a woman in Jerusalem who shared his passion for Adonai’s Word and could still be a dutiful mother to children?

      “It’s so good to have Joseph back,” Mary’s voice returned Jude to the moment as she reentered the kitchen. She crossed the room to him and glanced at all the items on the table. “It seems as though he’s brought back several things from the house.”

      Jude looked down to see the sling sitting in the pack.

      “What have you got there?”

      Jude brushed the braided rope. “It was Simon’s.” He looked up into his mother’s face hoping not to see pain there. “Joseph brought it back for him.”

      “Well,” she reached into the sack and retrieved the weapon, “we shall simply set it aside for him.” She tucked the sling away into the folds of her tunic.

      “Ima?”

      Mary kept a faint smile on her face. “Hmm?”

      “Do you worry about Simon?”

      She nodded. “I try to leave all my children in Adonai’s hands but that doesn’t mean they are far from my mind. Besides,” she wiped at her face, “it's not the first time I've lost a son to Jerusalem.”

      Jude chuckled at the recollection of Jesus’ twelfth year in the city. The early memory of his parent’s panic when they realized Jesus was not among the caravan heading back to Nazareth was as clear as any. “But Jesus was only lost for three days. Simon has been gone for months.”

      “And Adonai knew where Jesus was even when your father and I didn’t, just like He knows where Simon is now. Even if we don’t.”

      Jude marveled at her faith. Even when all hope seemed lost, his mother still held to her confidence in Adonai.
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      After a night of fitful sleep, Jude broke his fast and reported to James for his assignment.

      The past few days of service had left him feeling more like a soldier than a student. His time was mostly spent distributing food to those in need around the city. Peter’s prayer times and James’ distribution requirements left little of the day for Jude to study at the feet of his teacher. His eagerness to return to the scrolls chafed against his duty to his brother and Jesus’ followers.

      “Jude will be paired with John today,” James’ instructions interrupted Jude’s thoughts.

      Jude looked over at the younger man he’d spent much of his time trying to avoid.

      One side of John’s fuzzy lip rose in a half smile.

      After the other pairs had been set and details given about where in the city their efforts would be focused for the day, James dismissed the gathering with prayer.

      John moved with haste toward Jude. “I’m grateful for the opportunity to spend the day with you.”

      His youthful optimism made Jude feel older than he should have. “Let’s get to the Temple. We don’t want to be the last ones there.”

      The two traversed the city streets with ease behind the other disciples.

      “James mentioned you are a student of Rabbi Ethan,” John spoke with interest.

      Jude cut his eyes at him. “And you are the son of a woman who is not your mother.”

      John flinched. “Your family is still sore about your brother’s choice?”

      It was Jude’s turn to wince. “Jesus should have left her in the care of James.”

      “Perhaps his choice held more than just her care in mind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If he had not given me such responsibility, I would not be who I am today.” John turned toward the street leading to the Temple. “If James had maintained responsibility for Mary, you’d all be back in Nazareth by now. Think of all those who would still be in need if your family had not stayed in the city.”

      “There would still be Peter and the others.”

      “True.” John laughed and playfully punched Jude’s shoulder. “But we would be much less organized.”

      Jude allowed the silence to fill the space between them until they were closer to the Temple. But a question tugged at his troubled mind. He decided to seize the opportunity to have it answered. “How well do you know Peter?”

      “My family has partnered with his for years. I know the man well enough, why?”

      Jude adjusted the bag across his body which contained their portion of supplies they were to distribute. “Is he the common fisherman he claims or is there more to him?”

      “I don’t think I understand.”

      “The way he speaks. It’s almost as if he’s been a student all his life instead of spending his days on a boat in the Sea of Galilee.”

      John was deep in thought for several moments. “Answer me this, how did we speak in tongues we’d never been taught on Shavuot?”

      “Adonai’s Spirit.”

      John raised a knowing brow.

      “You’re saying the Spirit speaks through Peter?”

      “I don’t think Adonai always needs scholars and scribes. I believe He can use any mouth as long as the soul attached bends to Him.”

      Jude thought about John’s words the rest of the way to the Temple. For one so young, Jude wondered how he and the other fishermen, those so common, spoke wisdom beyond their station. Of course, his brother had also been a common man.

      The sun rose just as they arrived at Solomon’s Colonnade. Incense poured up from the inner court and perfumed the air around Jude. Earthy scents of frankincense, galbanum, onycha, and myrrh mixed with sweeter notes of stacte and cassia and collided with the musk of spikenard. The special blend of seven spices could only be burned in the Temple and ascended upward twice a day. A column of smoke mimicked the one Adonai used to send down, though the glory cloud had been absent for decades.

      Jude noticed people lined along the wall. “Who are they?” He pointed to the gathering.

      “They are waiting for us,” John answered.

      “Why?”

      “They’ve heard about what Peter did for the man who laid lame at the Beautiful Gate. They line up here for a chance to be healed too.”

      As they passed, people bowed their heads and pushed gifts toward their feet.

      John stopped to accept their offerings.

      Jude watched the other disciples gather around the porch for prayer.

      Lastly, Peter passed by the line. When his shadow covered each person, they shouted praises to Adonai.

      Jude couldn’t believe his eyes. Lame people stood on healthy legs. Sick ones breathed fresh life into their bodies. Even those with unclean spirits calmed. “They are being healed from simply being in his shadow.”

      John rose to his feet with arms full. “‘Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped. Then shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute shall sing for joy.’”

      The last line of his recitation struck Jude’s soul. “W-w-what did you say?”

      “It’s from the prophet Isaiah. ‘Then the eyes⁠—’”

      “The last part.”

      John thought for a moment. “‘The tongue of the mute shall sing for joy.’”

      Arava. Her form danced in his vision and her song of praise from his dream filled his thoughts. “John, we have a change of direction for the day.”

      John looked at him. “You know someone in need?”

      “Yes.” Jude watched people’s faces flood with tears as they held their ears. “Someone in great need.”

      After psalms, prayers, and Peter’s teaching about Jesus, the pairs were dismissed into the city.

      With unsure steps, Jude led John toward the home of Chislon.

      When they came upon the impressive structure, Jude’s confidence bolstered. Imitation marble. He let the thought drift. Only an experienced stoneworker could tell the difference.

      Even with the detail tucked away in his private thoughts, the knowledge that Chislon was a very important man in Jerusalem with a son rising in the ranks of the Council was not lost on Jude.

      An ache to help a woman he barely knew pushed him toward the door. He called out, “Peace to this house.”

      A round woman with a grim countenance filled the doorway. “Yes?”

      Jude recognized her as Arava’s mother, Batia, from the brief encounters he had with her and the rest of the family. “May I speak with…” His intentions clashed with sense for the first time. He couldn’t ask for Arava. He had no way of communicating with her. Then an idea struck. “Talia.”

      Batia’s eyes squinted with examination. “Talia has joined Raphu’s family.”

      That’s right. Jude’s memory of the wedding feast came crashing back. His attempts to forget his previous interest in the eldest sister had served him well—until this moment. “Oh, may I speak with…” The names of the other sisters escaped him.

      Batia’s brows lowered with frustration.

      “Ima?” a younger, female voice came from behind her. “Is everything well?”

      Jude saw one of the sisters appear behind Batia and attempted to plead with her using only his eyes.

      “This man is looking for Talia.” Batia motioned toward Jude.

      “Oh, Jude. Remember, Ima, we hosted them for an evening meal a while back.” She nodded. “I can take him to see Talia.”

      Batia glanced from her daughter to the two men standing at her door. “Make it quick, Yana.”

      “Yes, Ima.” Yana scooted around her mother like one moving around a hole in the ground. As she passed Jude, she whispered, “Follow me.”

      Jude bowed toward Batia and motioned for John to follow them.
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