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“An inventive and gripping work of historical fiction focusing on Jesus.”

Kirkus Reviews

(Regarding Second Born)

Patrick W. Andersen’s thrilling new novel, Acts of the Women, is a celebration of the women of the New Testament. Beautifully written in a humorous tone, the author seamlessly weaves together vivid prose with intelligent but surprising conclusions based on years of biblical studies. His women are wise, courageous leaders who rule the men as the risen Jesus and his disciples spread out across the world: France, India, and beyond. This excellent novel is a must-read for anyone interested in exploring the non-traditional stories around Jesus. It is an ode to women and a spiritual gift that should be savored with an open mind.

Kristi Saare Duarte, 

Author, Holy Conspiracy, and The Transmigrant

A fascinating, refreshing, well-crafted, and unique interpretation (or perhaps a new telling) of those women in the Bible who were not only instrumental in the development of early Christianity, but powerful in their roles of protecting—and influencing—the man known as Jesus. The women in this book are not subservient or meek but strong, brave, and radiate such inner beauty that their stories will undoubtedly inspire readers. I was also struck that Jesus, the second-born son of Joseph and Miriam, is portrayed as an entirely relatable human being. This compelling tale is a must-read for Biblical scholars, theologians, open-minded and open-hearted Christians, and open-minded, open-hearted non-Christians alike. Acts of the Women is extraordinary. I consider this book a must-read.

Peggy A. Wheeler,

Author, The Raven’s Daughter, and The Desert Raven

Andersen once again gives a fresh, plausible life to the greatest story ever told, the story of Christ and the young church. Rather than unraveling and spinning the same story, we get a new look at the disciples, the women, who played a large role in the beginning of Christianity, and the faith that sustained them.

Ellen L. Ekstrom,

Author, Tallis’ Third Tune, and Scarborough
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Abban — Son of Amrit. Due to an accident that broke his arm, he stayed in Galilee for several months as a boy and became friends with Judas when they were both young.

Alexander — The governor of Judeans in Alexandria, Egypt, and brother of Philo.

Amrit — A trader from the East. While his injured son Abban stayed in Galilee under Mother Miriam’s care, Amrit took Jesus with him on the Silk Road.

Aquila — Husband of Priscilla.

Benjamin — Uncle to Jesus and his siblings. He and his wife Leah allowed James to stay at their estate in Bethany from the time he was young and began studying at the Temple. 

Chuza — Also known as Joses, the husband of Joanna and the steward of Herod Antipas.

Gamaliel — One of the greatest scholars at the Temple in Jerusalem, and the tutor of many young men studying for the priesthood.

James — The first-born son of Joseph and Miriam. After studying at the Temple since his childhood, as a man he has become renowned as the Righteous One. Gamaliel has made James the steward of his own household in David’s City, below the Temple in Jerusalem.

Jesus — The second-born son of Joseph and Miriam. Following his revelation upon his baptism by John, he became known as the King and was crucified by the Romans following a riot at the Temple. Unlike most members of his family, his skin was dark.

Joanna — The oldest daughter of Joseph and Miriam, she is a year younger than Judas.

Judas — The third-born son of Joseph and Miriam, he is one year younger than Jesus and shares his dark complexion. Because they look so much alike, he has grown up with the nickname Thomas, which means the Twin. 

Judith — Wife of Simon.

Leah — Wife of Benjamin.

Mark — Son of Alexander. 

Martha — Mother of Andrew and Simon Peter.

Mary — Daughter of Benjamin and Leah and sister of Lazarus. Jesus called her the Migdal, the name of the tall fish tower in Magdala, which stood as a landmark for fishermen on the Sea of Galilee. Conflating the honorific title with the village where the tower stood, some later followers referred to her as Mary Magdalen.

Miriam — Wife of the late Joseph and mother of James, Jesus, Judas, Joanna, Simon, and Susanna.

Philo — Brother of Alexander and the spiritual leader of Judeans in Egypt.

Priscilla — Wife of Aquila and companion to Paul.

Rachel — House servant for Gamaliel and James. 

Rebecca — Young servant woman assisting Rachel.

Sarah — Daughter of Judas and Mary.

Saul (Paul) — A man born in Tarsus. Like James, his parents sent him at a young age to study with Gamaliel (and later James) in Jerusalem. 

Stephen — A young man who studied under Gamaliel and James.

Symmachus — A rabbi in Pella.

Susanna — The youngest child of Joseph and Miriam.
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I saw the look of condescension in their eyes, and I was not going to stand for it.

"I tell you, I saw him. He's still alive."

The men didn't say anything, but they all exchanged looks silently among themselves, as if to say I was crazy. Even Judas, my own husband, treated me as if I'd been hit on the head with a large object and was babbling groggily. It made me so mad that I wanted to scream. What right did they have to doubt?

"Look, while the rest of you ran and hid, I stood there and watched when they beat your brother Jesus with whips. I followed along as they made him carry a beam of wood out to the hill among the olive trees across the Kidron Valley. I stood there with Mother Miriam and we watched as they strung him up on the cross. As he hung there gasping for breath, he called me his beloved disciple and entrusted his own mother to my care." 

I turned and glared at each of them in turn, daring them to deny it.

"I watched him die. I watched them take his body down and put it in a cave nearby. I'm the one who held Mother Miriam in my arms while she wailed. Where were you? And where were you? And you?" I asked, pointing at each of them. "I tell you, when Lazarus and I returned to the cave this morning, my brother went inside and brought Jesus out. He was alive."

My beloved husband seemed almost too embarrassed to speak. "That's just it, Dear." Ooh! He called me Dear! If I'd been close enough, I'd have hit him in the head with something that would make him groggy! "You witnessed the tragedy, and it's shaken you up quite a bit. Maybe, just maybe, you were seeing things this morning that you wish were true but weren't really there?"

Miriam had stayed behind in Bethany while I came into the city this morning, so I did not have her here to back me up. When I married her son Judas, she taught me how to hold my own against men. “Look them straight in the eye and never waver,” she had told me. “No matter what they say or how loudly they yell, never lower your eyes.” I know Judas and the men in the family all called it the Stare, and they felt helpless against it. I had not yet attained Mother Miriam’s level of skill. Nevertheless, I locked my eyes onto Judas’s, squared myself in front of him, and slowly rested the knuckles of my cocked fists on my hips. I said nothing, and neither did he.

In the space of time it would take to gasp for breath twelve times, the small muscles around his eyes began to quiver. He opened his mouth once, then shut it, and then opened it again to speak in a pleading voice. "We all heard the Father's voice a moment ago." 

I wouldn’t release him, not yet. “Yes, we all heard his voice. And yet you still don’t believe me?” I held his eyes for a moment longer, and then turned to his brothers James and Simon. James had been sheltered here at the Temple away from his mother Miriam, so he crumpled under my Stare almost instantly. Simon, the seasoned militia leader, immediately recognized a superior force and surrendered without resistance.

“Okay, okay, so he’s alive,” Judas muttered. “What do you want us to do?” 

“Don’t do anything yet,” I said evenly. “We’re hiding Jesus in a tent outside the city walls until he can recover, so we must not say a word outside this house. Simon, before your men flee the city for the road to Galilee, wait for word from me. James, you stay here and send word to the Temple that you’re staying in seclusion. Ask the priests to keep secret that Jesus is your brother, or else the Romans may arrest you. 

“Judas,” I said over my shoulder as I started toward the stairs, “stay here with James and concoct some stories that will divert the Romans away from the family. Jesus survived the cross, but I don’t want to take a chance on you three having to do the same.”

I was just starting down the stairs when Judas blurted out, “But wait — where are you going?”

I turned my gaze back on the three of them and held them for a moment before speaking. “Many lives are at stake here, so I’m going to need people with common sense. I’m going to talk to the women.”

I found Rachel in the kitchen, fussing over a large cake of bread she had just pulled out of the oven. She poked a small knife into the middle and examined inside to see if the dough was cooked all the way through. Apparently satisfied with what she found, she set the knife down and turned to me.

“I was sorry to hear of your family’s loss,” she said with a slight bow of her head. “The Rabbi Gamaliel was so sad when he told me. I’m sure the Rabbi James must be grievin’ terribly, it bein’ his brother and all.”

I clutched her forearms in greeting the way the men did, and locked eyes with her. “Rachel, he’s alive. I saw him this morning. I need you to gather some women that you can trust to help me take care of him.”

Rachel’s eyes widened in a mixture of shock, disbelief and wild joy. “Alive? But we heard the Romans killed him. They said the King is dead.”

“No, they failed to kill him, or at least they can’t keep him dead. But we have to hide him and care for him or else he may die. He’s badly wounded. And then we have to smuggle him away.”

She looked off vacantly for a moment as if consulting a list that hung in the air before her, then snapped back into focus. “I know some people who can help. We’ll go to them.” Then she looked at my belly. “You look like your baby’s gonna pop out any minute. Why don’t you rest here while I go take care o’ things?”

I tilted my head as if I were looking at a teenager who had just uttered a mouthful of nonsense. “Rachel, we are women. Who do you think actually gets things done in this world — the men?”

She ducked her head in momentary shame. “You’re right, no offense intended, my lady. Speakin’ o’ which, just let me tell the Rabbi James and his brothers upstairs that their bread is baked. If I leave the house without tellin’ him where to find it, he’ll starve.”

I laughed and hugged her. I went upstairs with her and had a brief shouting match with Judas that yes, I damn well was strong enough to go out, and that he’d better stay where he was to avoid capture by the soldiers. James saw the glare in Rachel’s eye and apparently knew well enough to keep his mouth shut. Simon stayed out of it too. I agreed that I would accompany Judas to Bethlehem where I could safely give birth, but not until we had found a safe place for Jesus to rest and heal. Stay out of it, I warned all three of them. The women will handle it.

“I need to ask one favor,” Judas interjected. “For our safety, please call me Thomas from now on. Even if Jesus is still alive, Judas will be a hunted man.”

Good idea, I thought to myself as I went down the stairs. That showed some foresight. There’s hope for him yet.
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Sometimes, no matter how anxious you are to move forward, the best you can do is offer comfort to one who is grieving. For the past three days, I seemed to have no other purpose than to hold Mom and let her weep, sometimes in silence, sometimes in loud wails. Mary and Lazarus had left us here at Uncle Benjamin’s house in Bethany early this morning while they went to anoint Jesus’s body. I had expected them to return much earlier in the day, but the afternoon was wearing on already.

Susanna, sitting on the other side of Mom, made eye contact with me and gave a minute tilt of her head slightly toward the door. I responded with a small nod and gently disengaged Mom’s arms clutched about me. She continued crying as Susanna and I slipped out of the room.

“We have to get her to eat something,” my sister said in an urgent whisper. “She’s losing strength, and I’m afraid she’ll get very sick.”

I nodded in agreement. Mom had always stood like a rock for us. Seeing her in this state had immobilized us ever since we heard of the crucifixion, and we’d let her down. It was up to us to nurse her to recovery. ”Mary and Lazarus’s servants left out bread, cheese and figs a few hours ago. Do you think we could get her to nibble on some of that? At the very least, we’ve got to get her to drink some water.”

We cut off a piece of bread and a sliver of cheese and poured a cup of water and took it in to her. Against my worst fears, she actually took a few bites of the food. But she refused the water, instead asking for wine. I went back to the kitchen and filled a cup with wine and brought it to her. 

She took a long sip and raised her eyes to look at us both. Turning up the corner of her mouth, she muttered, “Jesus’s Nectar of Nazareth is far superior.”

I couldn’t hold it back. I laughed long and hard, tears rolling freely down my cheeks. Susanna joined in, and the three of us hugged amid our shared gloom, gleefully recalling the wine my brother produced that was the talk of southern Galilee.

“Do you remember the time he gave Dad a drink of his wine as he lay on his deathbed?” Susanna howled. “In that moment I thought Dad was going to get up and dance.”

“Hah!” I giggled. “I believed he and Jesus were really going to get on their donkeys and ride into town together.” 

Mom didn’t say anything, but a small smile crept over her face as she recalled that day. The household had been wrapped in a cloud of gloom as Dad’s death approached. Then Jesus came home and there was life again, even if it only lasted for a few more days. He’d pulled the family together and gave us hope, just as he pulled the people of the countryside together and gave them all hope too. 

Maybe we all had put too much hope on his shoulders alone. He was just a man, after all, and he never pretended to be a savior for all the people. In fact, Jesus was trying to bring the people to James, who might really be a savior. The Righteous One, many people called him. James the Just.

Mom finally stirred herself and spoke. “There is no shame in his crucifixion. He brought us hope and faith in the Father, who is mightier than the Romans with their swords and chariots. You girls and I — we must carry on so James can lead the nation.” 

In the silence that followed, I heard the creaking of wagon wheels outside. I glanced out the door expecting to see Mary and Lazarus but was surprised to see a crowd of women.

“What’s this?” I asked aloud, turning to Susanna and Mom and pointing outside. 

The three of us went outside to find Rachel, the servant at the house of Gamaliel, where James lived, with seven or eight other women. They all wore aprons over their robes, as if they’d been cooking or cleaning house before suddenly deciding to leave the city to walk here to Bethany. They had been chattering among themselves, but all fell silent as we came out of the house.

“It’s her,” Rachel called out to the other women. “It’s the mother of the Righteous One and the King.” They all bowed their heads in respect, and two made a clumsy attempt at curtsying.

Mom looked surprised at their deference but recovered quickly. “Greetings, and thank you for visiting me in my grief. The mistress of this house is not here, but please come in and we’ll get water and towels for you to wash your feet.”

“Ah, no, my lady, the mistress is here, and she’s the one who asked us to come. Plenty o’ time later for washin’ feet,” Rachel said. With that the group of women parted, and we saw Mary and Lazarus standing near the back of the cart. It was covered with a tarp of tent-like material, and I could not see what was underneath.

“Joanna, Susanna,” Mary called. “Are all the servants out of the house? Is there anyone nearby who will see us here?”

I didn’t understand this concern for secrecy. “Yes, we’ve been alone here for a few hours. They left us some food before they went out to do their work.”

“Then come help us,” she said. “And even if no one is nearby, keep quiet at what you’re going to see.”

They pulled the tarp back, and there in the back of wagon lay Jesus. Dried blood covered most of his body, and I could see welts where the whips had lashed his skin. Bruises shadowed the cheeks beneath his eyes, but those eyes were open! His chest rose and fell with breathing — rough, perhaps, but steady. When he saw Mom, he grinned and muttered, “Woman, behold your son.”

Mom started to squeal but, at a sharp rebuke from Mary, silenced her delight immediately. She surged forward and wrapped her arms around Jesus but flinched backward when he gasped in pain. “Careful,” he muttered as he sucked air through his clenched teeth. “The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.”

When we had moved him into the barn and laid him on hay on a pallet and wrapped him in blankets, all of us women moved into the central courtyard. Rachel and the other women from the city all turned their eyes reverently to Mom, waiting for her to tell them what to do. 

But it was Mary who held up the palm of her hand to call for silence. Before we made our fateful trip to Jerusalem several weeks earlier, before the riot and Jesus’s crucifixion, he had referred to Mary as the Migdal, named for the fish tower in Magdala. He considered her a beacon, just as the tower is a landmark for fishermen on the lake in Galilee.

“Many thanks to all of you for helping us get the King out of the city,” Mary said. “But he is not safe yet, and I need your help. We must keep the Romans from finding him, and we also have to protect the men and women who were following him. The Romans will kill us all if they identify and capture us.”

One of the women appeared shaken but resolute. “I can’t fight those men with their swords. But tell me what I can do, and I’ll do it.” The others around her nodded in agreement.

Mary looked at each face in the courtyard, measuring the strength she could see in each of our eyes. “Joanna,” she said to me, “stand across from me there near the wall. Susanna, you stand to the right, and Mother Miriam, to the left. 

“The rest of you,” Mary said to the women wearing their aprons and work clothes, “fill in the gaps between us and form one large circle. And then I want you to hold hands with the women on either side of you.” 

When all of us had positioned ourselves and joined hands as she requested, we turned to Mary. After a moment’s smile, Mary bowed her head and closed her eyes. Following her lead, I closed mine too. I assume everyone else in the circle did so as well. 

As we stood in silence, I felt a calm come over me. I became intensely focused on my breathing, filling my lungs with air easily, and then letting it ease back out through my mouth quietly. Inhale luxuriantly through my nostrils, exhale from my mouth any sort of stress that may have been lingering within me. Inhale. Exhale. And repeat the cycle, slipping into a sense of peace that had already been present there in the courtyard but of which we were just now becoming aware. Inhale. Exhale.

“Our Father in heaven, we revere your name,” Mary intoned. “Your ways in heaven are just. Help us to realize that your kingdom is among us now, here on this earth. Help us sustain ourselves this day so we can do your work, and help us resist the evil that would assail us. You are the God of Abraham and Isaac and Leah and Rachel and us all. Amen.” 

In that moment I felt a presence, and I dared not move. The women on either side of me suddenly clenched their hands in mine — whether in fear or joy, I could not tell.

You are all my daughters, with whom I am well pleased, said a voice. Except it wasn’t really a voice. I heard it in my mind, but I don’t know if it was aloud in the air. Apparently, the others heard it or felt it too, because one gasped and I could feel movement in the circle through the hands I held on either side as if someone had yanked a pair of chains. Whether in awe or terror, we all kept our silence.

“Father,” Mary said softly, “thank you for your presence among us. We ask your help in protecting your son Jesus from the Romans. They will kill him if they find him, and they will certainly kill us for hiding him. If we must die, so be it. But we could provide you better service if we lived.”

The voice didn’t really laugh, but the effect was the same. We all felt an air of lightness around us. 

Yes, I think it would be better if you kept yourselves alive. Do not fear. I will be with you — always.

The moment passed, and we all exhaled loudly as if we had been holding our breath. Rachel’s friends all turned and hugged each other, giggling nervously, before catching themselves and turning reverently to Mary.

She slowly turned her gaze upon each of us in turn. When she looked at me, I felt lost in the depth of her eyes, and I was sure she could see directly into my mind and heart. In that moment I would have obeyed whatever command she might give. Judging from the stillness in the courtyard, I think all the women felt the same. I wasn’t sure what had happened moments ago, but I know that it was Mary who brought it to us and shared the experience with us. I wasn’t sure whether to hug her or kneel at her feet.

“You have heard the voice of God, and you are all blessed among women,” she said. “I will tell you what we must do. The King will be sheltered here until he is strong enough to travel. But we have dozens of men who must also be hidden. Joanna,” she said, turning to me, “you and Susanna must take charge of concealing Simon’s men, and Jesus’s followers. You must do this under Herod’s very nose — your husband Chuza cannot breathe a word that will make Antipas suspicious.”

I shared a knowing glance with Mary and Susanna. The corners of all of our mouths curled upward, and we included the Jerusalem women in our joke as I said, “Husbands will do as they are told. It is the way of the Lord.”

Amid the gleeful outburst of chuckles that followed, Mom reached out to Rachel and held both of her hands. Shocked at the intimacy, Rachel’s mouth gaped open as she looked into Mom’s eyes. She could say nothing.

“Hear me, all of you,” Mom said. “Rachel here has cared for God’s Righteous One in her household for many years, and I believe she will have to continue in this task for many years to come. Heaven knows James can’t take care of himself,” she said jokingly, drawing more chuckles. “But now the Romans may seek to kill him, so I must call on you and all your friends to protect him. Stand in the way of those who would hurt him. When you see soldiers coming to silence him, move him to a place of safety and cover the signs of his path from those who would pursue him. And when he speaks, spread his message to those who were not present to hear it with their own ears.”

Rachel’s face turned red with embarrassment but glowed at the words of praise. She clutched Mom’s hands and shook them up and down as if nodding. “Yes, my lady. The Righteous One’ll suffer no evil at the hands of the Romans, of that you can be sure. We’ll make sure all the women of the city stand as one to protect him. And we’ll make sure the men do their part too, such as they’re capable.” More twitters erupted.

“And what of the King, my lady?” Rachel asked Mom. “Do you need us to find some healer who can be trusted?”

Mom smiled. “We shall see. I may need for all of you to find me some herbs to soothe his wounds. I am grateful to all of you for your help.”

Rachel beamed as she looked around at the other women. Then, drawing herself up to leave, she said, “Well, let’s not just stand around like a bunch of men. It’s time to get to work.”
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Mary and Judas — oops, I have to get used to calling him just Thomas — Mary and Thomas slipped out of the city to the road south. Her plan was to give birth to her baby in a safe location, somewhere obscure where no prying eyes would reveal them. We had received word that the Romans were hunting for a tax rebel named Judas. It was one thing for a man to be seen as a prophet or even a would-be king, but far more serious for the Romans to suspect he was telling the masses to refuse to pay their taxes! The soldiers had beaten Jesus and hung him up on a cross to die, but they wouldn’t be so lenient with Judas. They would cut his head off in a public square and mount it on a stake for all to see. We spread a rumor that Judas had killed himself out of remorse, hoping that would convince the Romans to quit searching.

So Mary asked Rachel to find a tattered robe that a peasant would wear, with a hood to hide the fugitive’s face. Thomas looked uncomfortable when he first put it on, but we assured him it was for the best. We watched as they left, from a distance of course, so we wouldn’t draw attention to them. Pregnant as she was, Mary rode on an ass led by Thomas, his back hunched over as if he were carrying a burden, his face turned toward the ground before his feet.  If I didn’t already know who they were, I would never have noticed them among the hundreds of peasants making their way into and out of the city. After a few minutes, we couldn’t see any more of them and could only pray for their safety.

But we had no time to waste. Rachel had gathered us together the previous night for planning, and we each had our assignments. Joanna, acting as the wife of a visiting officer of Herod Antipas’ court, led what would appear to casual observers to be her household slaves behind her as she went with another of the women to escort Simon’s men to homes where they could hide. They could only take a pair of men at a time, so the task consumed an entire day. My job was to collect all of their and the other men’s swords into a cart, hidden under a blanket, of course, and return them to Gamaliel’s house until the men were ready to take the road back to Galilee. Mom would care for Jesus at Uncle Benjamin’s, nursing him back to health so he could travel. 

Our tasks became all the more dangerous because, as much as we emphasized the need for secrecy, the word was seeping out throughout the city. The King was alive! Jesus had survived the cross and still walked the earth. The news thrilled so many people in the narrow lanes as we tried to move about the city. It seemed everyone was talking about it. Did you hear? one peasant would ask. Yes, and I heard he is amassing an army of rebels outside the gates to drive the Romans out, the other would answer. Hah, shouted yet another, I heard he needs no army, that God raised him up in the air and he will merely point his finger at the Antonia and cause the Romans’ fortress to crumble. And one more would join the conversation saying the Romans with their swords and whips and crosses cannot kill our King, nor can they touch the Righteous One.

I wanted to scream at them, Shut up! By mocking Rome, you’ll only bring its wrath down on us all. You’ll provoke them to prove that yes, they really can kill James if they want to. And they really can conduct a house-to-house search to root out Jesus’s followers and slit their throats, and they really can track down Jesus and kill him for good this time. Just shut up, will you all?

But I couldn’t say a thing. Mom had warned us all not to draw any attention to ourselves. One word of anger might get us all arrested or attract spies who would follow us. And though I think Jesus had taught Lazarus how to go into a death-like trance, none of the rest of us could do that. Those of us whom the Romans chose to execute would surely die, because the soldiers would leave nothing to chance this time. We women would probably be sold as slaves, and forced to work for cruel masters or, worse yet, submit our bodies to them. No, I would ignore my fears and keep my mouth shut as the peasants in the city cheered Jesus’s survival. 

The men were reluctant to give up their swords. Even that big oaf Simon, the one Jesus nicknamed Peter the Rock, thought he could protect himself against the foreigners’ army if he kept his blade. I had to tell a fib — I told him the order came directly from the King, that Jesus himself had demanded the men give up their weapons for as long as they remained in the city. I even made up a slogan and attributed it to my brother, “He who lives by the sword will die by the sword.” Peter repeated it several times reverently as if the words had come from God himself, and then he gently placed his sword in my hands. I wrapped it in a cloak and returned it to Gamaliel’s house, where I stacked it in the upper room with the others. 

After covering the pile of swords, I stopped downstairs in the kitchen to see Rachel. She had three big baskets of fruits sitting against one wall, and five large loaves of bread on the table. When she noticed me, she straightened up and brushed off her hands against her apron. “Miss Susanna, you’ll be gettin’ hungry soon, I’ll guess?”

My eyes took in the sight of all the food, and it reminded me of the community kitchen in Sepphoris where Mom, Joanna and I would go years ago to buy bread and other victuals from the women in town. “Rachel, are you cooking for a banquet?”

She looked to the loaves and fruit as if counting them for the first time. “No, just for a few dozen men we’re hidin’ in houses around the city. My friends were able to find places for them to stay out of sight, but they don’t all have enough food to keep ‘em fed. So I’m doin’ as much as I can.”

Her devotion touched me. “I can help you carry food to these houses,” I offered. 

“Nah, Miss, you got your own job to do. I can handle this.”

“But Rachel,” I persisted, “I have to go see the men to collect their swords. I would need you to show me where they are hiding anyway, so let me help you.”

She nodded agreement as she realized the sense of what I was saying. We sorted some bread, fruit and cheeses into separate piles and wrapped them in sackcloth bundles. We slung them over our shoulders and set off into the narrow street outside Gamaliel’s door.

Here in David’s City, the area beneath the highland that held the Temple complex, the people worked hard for every meal. Much of the farming that fed the city was done in the lands outside the city walls, so many men made their living working the fields for the landowners, leaving their homes before the sun rose and not returning until late afternoon. Others drove oxen to pull wagons of produce into the city to sell in the marketplace. 

We carried our parcels of food into the lower city, down toward the Siloam Pool. I remembered when I was a girl, hearing my father speak about how King Hezekiah in ancient times had built a long tunnel to divert water from the Gihon Spring to this pool, giving the city drinking water while denying it to the invading army outside the walls in the Kidron Valley. Many people to this day considered the digging of the tunnel to be more important than the old Herod’s building of the Temple about fifty years ago. While the Temple had restored God’s house — destroyed by invaders hundreds of years earlier — the much older tunnel gave water to quench our thirst and purify us before God. And just as the Pool of Siloam helped sustain us, so Rachel’s bread and fruit would sustain the men who were trying to restore righteousness to the Temple. My part in the scheme of it all — hiding their weapons to protect them — seemed tiny in comparison. So I was proud to walk the streets with Rachel and be seen by the other women as her assistant. 

And Rachel, bless her, raised me up even higher! She introduced me as the youngest sister of the King and the Righteous One, as if our shared bloodline in itself made me holy. I had no words I could say when the servant women of the city bowed their heads to me. But it frightened me to realize that the Romans, if they saw the attention paid to me, might start asking questions. So I begged them to treat me like one of their own.
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“Mom, let me get up and help them. I feel terrible laying here doing nothing.”

I swatted at him as Jesus made a motion to lift himself up to stand. Weeks ago, the women and I had placed a pallet in the barn and covered it with a layer of hay, then we covered the hay with a blanket, and put a second blanket over Jesus’s body to keep him warm. We put a few things around for his comfort — a pitcher of water and a cup, and a few scrolls of the Law and Prophets along with a lantern to read by. I shuddered to think of my son sleeping in a manger, but it was for his own safety. Besides, I told myself, he had probably lived in much worse conditions in all his years on the road, at the vineyard, and at the River Jordan. 

“Mom, the Festival of Weeks is coming. They have to harvest all of Benjamin’s wheat and take it to market. I can help” 

I swung the palm of my hand at him again, not close enough to actually hit him but to shoo him back onto his pallet. “Benjamin’s people have harvested their wheat for many long years without your supervision, thank you, and I’m sure they can manage it again this year,” I said. “You settle down. You don’t want to find out how much you could hurt yourself by trying to move around before your body is healed. Now, a lot of people have gone to a lot of trouble and put their own lives at risk to keep you safe. I’m not going to let you put their work to waste.”

He grinned that grin of his at me, and I half expected him to leap off his bed and lift me off my feet. But he lay back. “Ah yes, how many are the ways I could hurt myself. Judas and Simon and I learned many of those ways when we were boys. Speaking of my brothers, where are they?”

I stood ready to smack him in the head if he tried to get up again, but it looked like he had decided to stay put. “Thomas — nobody calls him Judas anymore, because the Romans want his hide almost as much as yours — Thomas took Mary out of the city to give birth to my grandchild. Simon and some of his men are still in the city, hiding from the soldiers until they think it’s safe to travel.”

He seemed to take a moment to absorb the news. “Joanna and Susanna?”

“The girls are helping the women in the city take care of Simon and his men. Joanna’s instructed Chuza keep an ear open to Herod Antipas’s plans. Susanna is making the rounds with the serving woman Rachel to make sure all the men are cared for and are keeping quiet. And of course, Rachel is taking care of James, who has been laying low since the riot at the Temple.”

His eyebrow jumped at the mention of the riot. “Did everyone escape?

I folded my arms across my chest. “The Romans only captured one man, the notorious rebel who masterminded the uprising. The people called him the King, but the soldiers hung him on a cross and killed him. Mary and I were there, and we saw him breathe his last.”

“Too bad — he sounds like a wonderful man,” he said with mock innocence. “In fact, he sounds brilliant. I would have liked to meet him.”

“He was reckless and arrogant and I’m sure he caused his mother enough grief to last two lifetimes,” I said, and this time I really did smack him on the side of the head. 

He rubbed the spot I had hit as if he were severely wounded, but I knew better. “Like I said,” he hissed between clenched teeth, “this king of yours sounds brilliant. We have a lot on common, him and I.”
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Thank God we found a midwife, because if Thomas were in here assisting me, I would have strangled him by now.  The baby inside me had apparently changed its mind several times about entering the world but thrashed violently against itself every time it decided to switch directions. A war raged in my loins, and it seemed that the little monster would win. The midwife coaxed me to take short breaths and push downward rhythmically with the muscles of my stomach. But every push brought its own punishment — the baby wanted to split me apart! 

I screamed. I screamed again as I pushed. And a third scream, and it felt like something broke. The pressure seemed to lighten, and then a gush of water splashed on the ground. I was spent. As I took a deep breath, I heard a light slap and then a light, screeching cry. My baby!

“Hello little one,” cooed the midwife. After she wiped away some goo from the child’s face and body, she turned to me and held the bundle out to my outstretched arms. “Here is your daughter, my lady.”

“My daughter?” I almost shouted. “Oh, thank the Lord! She will do great things in this world.” 

The midwife chuckled. “Most women pray for a son to take care of them in their old age.”

“Yes,” I breathed, exhausted, “I will need someone to take care of me. That’s why I need a daughter.”
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“You told me yourself that Herod wants to use me as a hostage against Judas,” I said. “I don’t think I should travel with you and Herod’s entourage back to Galilee.” 

Chuza’s expression clearly showed that he was torn. “But he knows you’re here in the city. Won’t he get suspicious if you don’t return with us?”

I looked up from the table where I had been sorting packets of food to be delivered to Simon’s men. Here at Uncle Benjamin’s home, we had plenty of cheese, fruit, and grain to make bread, which took pressure off of Rachel and the women in the city. Although Benjamin had resisted supporting men whom the Romans branded as rebels, Aunt Leah laid down the law on her husband. “My granddaughter Sarah is one of the central fugitives in this so-called rebellion,” she had said, poking her finger toward his normally staid face. “You are not only going to provide food for Simon’s men. You’re going to do everything necessary to keep them safe and make sure they succeed.”

As I looked at Chuza, the memory of Leah’s fierce but firm handling of her husband put steel in my resolve. As I started to fix my eyes on his, the way Mom had taught Susanna and me, he saw what was coming and surrendered immediately. 

“Okay, I’ll make up some excuse. I’ll tell him you’re traveling with your mother to keep her safe. I’ll tell him you’re helping care for your newborn niece. I’ll say you’re working with your brother to bring more merchants to Sepphoris and Tiberius.” He was desperate to come up with an alibi that would rescue him from the Stare. “I’ll think of something.” 

“You do that.” I held his eyes a moment more and then released him. “I think you need to rejoin Herod now so he can get out on the road. I will see you back in Sepphoris in about two weeks.” I embraced him and kissed him long and deeply. “And then you and I will have a lot to catch up on,” I added, playfully tweaking his manhood.
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