
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          All the Way

        

        
        
          Angela N. Mata

        

        
          Published by Two Black Doves Publications, 2025.

        

    



Copyright © 2023, 2024, 2025 Angela N. Mata.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

Third edition. July 2025.

AMANUEL

Written by Angela N. Mata.





	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Timkat

[image: ]




​OUR LADY OF NAZARETH was a beautiful cruciform church situated in the western highlands of the Old North state. It was built in the style of Saint Anne’s Church in Dennistoun with its barrel vault ceiling, low-reaching chandeliers, and fabulous altar niches. Tradition mandated the inground pool at the back.  The temple was founded by Theodus Percival Greene, a former Tuskegee airman. Theodus had visited Glasgow during his time abroad. He drew inspiration from Coia’s masterpiece. It was a turbulent time for his people back then. Greene had even faced discrimination abroad. The native Appalachian made a vow to God that he would build a city of peace upon his return. 

After service was rendered, Greene made a pilgrimage to Africa. The linguist savant studied the Orthodox rite over a span of three years. He was ordained a priest during a second pilgrimage and returned as Abba Gebre Kristos. The missionary established a church under the Miaphysite doctrine. Membership grew as word of the meetings spread.

Kristos purchased land amidst the rugged beauty of the Blue Ridge. Construction of a proper sanctuary began when enough funds were raised. The church was consecrated by a bishop from the Coptic communion further north.

Our Lady continued to blossom, acquiring over three hundred acres of land. Residents named the village Mount Karmal, while the rest of Shamron County remained a vast wildlife reserve with beautiful rolling hills.

The small parish featured a variety of community essentials including a public library, New Flower Marketplace, Saint Frumentius University, and a sizable nature park. A two-truck firehouse handled small-scale emergencies. There was even a medical park.  Shamron Hills Academy welcomed students from within a two-mile radius of the village, while Our Lady offered a preschool curriculum at the church. The community was wholly operated by parishioners, with over three hundred residents to date. Nearly a third of the population was East African. Their culture dominated the small ward.

A charming Tuscan manor stood on the same grounds as the chapel. It was the private property of Abba Kristos and his family. His daughter Rose still lived there with her husband, the present Abba of Our Lady. Kristos had chosen Makonnen to succeed him after a chance meeting abroad. He told his followers that God’s anointing was on the young Habesha noble. They accepted Makonnen readily after the elder’s demise.

​It was late January. The bath behind the sanctuary had been filled for Timkat, the commemoration of Christ’s baptism at Jordan. There were prayers and jubilation all through the night. The faithful lit candles symbolizing the light their savior brought to the world. Three draped replicas of the tablets that Moses received on the mount were left in a nearby tent until morning. Only the holiest among them had ever seen the sacraments in the fullness of their glory. Faith was the tide that bound them all. Parishioners returned on the holy day for the blessing of the water. All were consecrated with aspergilla by a host of clergymen. The ecclesiastics and their entourage took to the streets soon after.

There were flag bearers, a kebero drummer, and three bell chimers leading the procession. The deacons of the church raised garish, velvet parasols above their heads. They walked alongside the tabot bearers, providing additional shade. One among them covered Makonnen as he brandished the ancient Coptic symbol of their faith. White-robed thurifers marched on either side of the vibrant pageant, sending prayers to the heavens with burning censers. Devotees trailed behind, dancing, singing, and chanting praises in their ancient holy tongue.

A myriad of wispy snowflakes blew softly across the dismal sky as the parade went on. The path they took circled back to the church. Our Lady of Nazareth Boys’ Choir sang There is a Balm in Gilead as the celebrants fill the sanctuary; men on the left, and shama-draped women on the right. They all stood facing the aisle, bowing as the band of ornately robed clergymen marched faithfully toward the altar.

Abuna Tekle Haymanoth-Sebhat had been a dear friend and advisor to Kristos over the years. He arrived annually for the Timkat festival. The elder spent decades studying the liturgy in Africa. Makonnen made him the Metropolitan of Our Lady for his wisdom alone. Abuna was more of an honor than anything else. Kristos had served his community singlehandedly. There had been no need for a bishop in his time. Mount Karmal was a small community. But the dream was steadily growing. The responsibilities of running the parish proved too great for the Abba to carry alone. Makonnen believed that Tekle deserved recognition for his part in the founding of Our Lady. The sacraments housed at the sanctuary had all been received through him. He had access to such treasures and the means to transport them safely across the sea. There were other precious relics on exhibit, all due to the Abuna’s connections abroad.

Three highly jeweled crosses hung from Makonnen’s neck. He clung faithfully to one while holding a separate processional cross in his left hand. The tabot bearers were directly before him. Haymanoth led with a golden-draped tabot atop his head. His companions were deacons from neighboring communities that lacked priests. 

The relics were returned to the Holy of Holies, one by one. Tekle was in charge. By tradition, only priests and higher-ranking clergy were allowed behind the curtain. Special privileges were bestowed on the visiting deacons. When the task was complete, they joined the acolytes and fellow deacons standing dutifully on the side. Ezra Abram was in their ranks. The archdeacon was Makonnen's best friend and a lifelong member of Our Lady. He swung a thurible at every liturgical gathering and assisted with the preparation of the Eucharist.

The two priests now stood side by side in the inner sanctum. A young boy, barely in his teens, reverently held up a cloth-draped Bible for the Abuna to kiss. Tekle took the Bible from him, ceremoniously passing it to Makonnen for the same. Together, they unraveled the tome on an inbuilt lectern then waited patiently for the choir to complete their hymn. The sanctuary was filled with expectant silence. Then, suddenly, with their backs toward the parishioners, the prelates raised the palms of their hands, ready to receive God’s blessings. Tekle's voice broke the silence, his prayer resonating throughout the airy sanctuary.


Heavenly Father who at the baptismal of Jesus Christ in the river Jordan anointed him with the Holy Spirit: Grant on this blessed day of Epiphany that those among us today who have been washed in the blood of the Lamb keep the covenant that they have made and boldly confess Christ as Savior who reigns in heaven at Your right side, O’ Lord in glory everlasting.  Amen.



“Amen,” the congregants responded in unison.
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TEKLE JOINED ABBA MAKONNEN by the sanctuary’s double entrance for the customary meet and greet after the service.  There were still people socializing within. Ezra spotted Rose from a distance after discarding his vestments. She was watching the children at play. Most were under her tutelage every Sunday before the Holy Qurbana.

The daughter of Abba Kristos had blossomed into a beautiful woman over the years. Ezra had known her from childhood. They were even an item for a while. He thought the stylish ribbed netela became her. It was undoubtedly a gift from her husband. Rose was always impeccably dressed. His mother had a hand in that.  Rachael Abram was an exemplar of a genteel woman, beautiful and graceful. She and Tekle were elders of the community. They stepped in to raise Rose after her mother’s untimely death. 

​Rose seemed to be in a world of her own. She adored children, but had none of her own. The older ones were playing tag around the benches. Meanwhile, mothers bundled their toddlers for the harsh weather outside. They filled the sanctuary with chatter and laughter, bringing a faint smile to Rose’s face. Ezra approached, tugging at the lapels of his English peacoat with gloved hands. He cleared his throat for her attention. She rolled her eyes at him, instantly dropping her smile.

“Nice swing coat, Rose! Givenchy? It's a bit fancy for the occasion. But you do wear it well.”

She took a moment to swallow back her venom, then smiled. “Melkam Timkat, Ezra! How are you?” Her voice dripped with sarcasm, as if she actually cared how he was. It made him laugh inside.

“Well, things could be a lot better for both of us. You didn’t have to settle, you know.”

“Settle? Ezra, I’ve never been happier.”

Ezra kept smiling as he watched her twist her wedding ring. He wasn’t sure if it was out of habit or a means of signifying. “Yeah, well, that rock could’ve been a whole lot bigger had you played your cards right. I do remember how you loved the finer things in life. At least we had that in common.”

“Money isn’t everything, Ezra. Little girls do grow up and see Cassanova for who he truly is. You made no attempt to hide your promiscuity while we were dating. That is exactly why I feel no shame in professing my love for Aaron. He has proven himself to be more of a man than you’ll ever be.”

Ezra was stunned by her nerve. She had never been cruel to him. Her words stung. He swallowed hard, adjusting his tie. “We were kids, Rose. Give me a break. That was years ago.”

“Memories are forever, Ezra. You were careless with my heart. Why should I care about your feelings?”

“Girl, do you even know who you married?”

“Uh-huh. I’ve married the love of my life. Don’t even think you’re gonna gaslight me. I already know about Aaron’s past. It was I who helped him turn his life around. He did it for me.”

“Well, maybe I wouldn’t have retaliated in such a way had you not obviously been daydreaming about my best friend. Hell, you spent more time with him than you did with me.”

“Aah! So you’re projecting now, avoiding responsibility for your own actions. How typical of you. I’ve always known your weakness, Ezra. How I prayed that you would change your ways. You never did.”

Ezra was speechless. She had always been quicker than him. He studied her face for a moment before daring a response. Her smirk fueled his anger. “Do you really love him, Rose, or is all of this just to hurt me?”

“Oh, Ezra! Is that the best you can do? Face facts, baby – you are jealous! You always have been.”

“Moi?” Ezra teased, pointing to himself.

“That’s right! Aaron has everything you ever dreamed of. He’s a highly successful priest, renowned and respected globally. Above all, he has me.”

Ezra narrowed his eyes. “My best friend, Rose? Girl, that’s low!”

“Uhum,” she laughed mockingly. “You know, Ezra, Daddy made a remarkably profound statement during one of his Sunday sermons. It has stayed with me all these years. He said that a man who shows no gratitude for the blessings bestowed upon him will one day find himself void of those blessings. He will bear witness to another man rising in his place, one who is grateful for his bounty.”

“God damn it!” Ezra shouted. His words echoed throughout the sanctuary, drawing everyone’s immediate attention, including Sister Rachael. Suddenly, the church was still and silent. He braced himself for assault as she made her way to him in a stylish faux fur coat and hat. Rose walked away before she arrived.

“How DARE you?” Rachael scoffed in a hushed tone.

“Mother, I’m sorry. That girl just makes me so mad!”

“Must you act like a heathen in front of everyone? We’ll discuss this later, Ezra.”

The glares were palpable. Rachel looked back, surveying the onlookers.  They snapped back to their business in a hurry. Abram was not to be trifled with. She was a hardnosed business woman who had invested heavily in the community. 

The Abrams were the main benefactors of Our Lady. They came from old money. Rachel’s great-grandfather had owned a successful cotton mill that employed hundreds of former slaves after Reconstruction. Ramseur Industries still thrived as a textile company on the outskirts of the parish. Several of the parishioners were employees. They dared not jeopardize their standing in any way.

The snowfall had tapered off to a light flurry. Rose joined her husband at the entrance. He was still in the Abuna’s company, greeting the congregants as they passed by.  She waited patiently for the receiving line to end, then planted a giant noisy kiss on Aaron’s right cheek. 

“Hey, what’s that for?” he asked, holding his face.

“It’s for being a faithful husband to me.”

Tekle laughed. 

“Lord, child, aren’t you a beautiful sight!” he declared.

“Thank you, Uncle Tekle. That sure was a beautiful service! What a blessing it is to have you among us again.”

​“Well, it feels mighty good to be home, Rose. I’m here to stay after forty years of thriving in the blessed holy land. Now I get to keep a close eye on my goddaughter. That’s what I promised your father. God rest his soul.”

“Amen,” Aaron said.

​Rose felt her heart skip a beat. They didn’t talk about her father very often. The loss had been too much for her to bear. She blocked it out of her mind. 

Tekle’s eyes were on Aaron now. His face was stern as he released a soft sigh. “And I’m gonna keep right on badgering this young man here until he produces me some grandbabies,” he declared.

“Preach, Baba!” Rose chimed in.

“Seven years of marriage and not a single child between you two? Aaron, I need you to be serious!”

“All in God’s time, Your Eminence.  I’m trying to stay focused on keeping Abaye’s dream alive.  He did prophesy the downfall of his own church.  Kristos even wrote about it in his book, Holy of Holies. Today, I clearly see his words coming to pass.  We’re gradually losing our youth to the world. Without them, we have no future. We’ll be reduced to meeting in each other’s homes again. I don’t want this to happen on my dime. Our Lady of Nazareth is the pulse of this community.

​"There are other pressing issues. Today, two laymen represented our sister churches because they lack priests. They’re still holding services out of storefronts. Tradition mandates that every assembly in our communion be represented by the highest-ranking priest if we are to celebrate the Epiphany accurately.  Tekle, I’m doing all that I can to keep them going." 

"I’m fully aware of the crisis Our Lady is facing, Makonnen. It is no different for any other church. God is in control! We mustn’t forget that. Allow me to explain just how this parish operates. While it is true that Kristos brought orthodoxy to our people, there were certain amendments made that he deemed necessary. Kristos welcomed our Ethiopian family with open arms. However, Our Lady was specifically tailored for us. You’re in America, son. The vibe is different here. You can’t dismiss that. Our observance of Timkat was tightly choreographed by Kristos, yet filled with the same spirit. He focused on the ascension of the Holy Spirit as a manifestation of God. That has changed in your time. Certain customs from our motherland have filtered in. I suppose I’m largely to blame, bringing the tabots here to Mount Karmal. Using the diaconate to carry them was never an issue since it is not our tradition. Kristos and his original followers came from the Episcopal Church." 

“Now that I’m back home, we can merge with the other fellowships if that is what they want. But it must be on our terms. Any priest we send to them must be trained by us. The one thing Kristos frowned upon was misconstrual of the Scriptures. He saw how negatively it affected the masses. Saint Frumentius University was incorporated to encourage further study of eastern orthodoxy. Kristos wanted his clergy and the community they served to be educated, especially the women. 

“In any event, family first, my friend. The only thing you should be bringing home to Rose is God and prayer."

Aaron looked at Rose, meeting her eyes instantly. She looked as if Tekle was speaking her heart. He placed his arms around her for warmth and comfort. 

Tekle nodded approvingly. “If the truth be told,” he continued, “Aurelia Greene was the true strength behind her husband. Her death was a huge blow to all of us. We just weren’t expecting it! Aurelia’s devotion to this community remains unparalleled. Theodus was devastated by her loss! We all felt for him. Rachael and I stepped in to help out wherever we could. Rose grew very close to her father, never wanting to disappoint him. But just a few days before his passing, Theo placed a call to me. He said, ‘Tekle, if I had my life to live all over again, I would put my wife and child above all else.’”

Rose watched as her tears dropped to the ground, freezing upon impact. She almost wailed aloud but caught herself just in time, drawing in a raspy breath of the cold mountain air. Rose had never known her mother. Losing Theodus was a cruel twist of fate. They had her late in life. The church voted unanimously to canonize Kristos after his passing. He and Aurelia were interred in stone sepulchers by the pool. Aaron kissed his wife, yet her tears continued to fall.

Ezra exited the chapel with Rachael on his arm. The Bishop locked eyes with him, his face filled with discontent. They had all heard Ezra’s profanity from the steps.

“Look, uh, I just wanna apologize for my outburst a while ago. Through you and Abba Makonnen, I seek forgiveness.”

Aaron blessed him in the Eastern rite. The Bishop, however, remained unchanged. He already knew what the outburst concerned. Ezra looked away out of shame.

“Ezra, you are an ordained deacon in this church,” Tekle began. “You made an oath to your Lord to be as Christ was, modest, humble, and disciplined. So far, young man, I haven’t seen anything remotely exemplary of this pledge from you. In fact, I’ve received numerous complaints in just the few days I’ve been home.”

“Again, I apologize, Your Eminence.”

“Well, should you fail to exhibit a direct improvement in your behavior, then I shall have no choice but to declare a general excommunication. Do you understand?”

The threat shook Ezra to his core. He met Tekle’s eyes again. The elder’s face was stern. Ezra could hardly believe the man’s nerve. His mother practically owned Mount Karmal. Yet she remained silent on the matter. His eyes shifted from one to the other. He swallowed hard after a while and nodded with narrowed eyes. “Yes, Sir. That was crystal clear!”

Ezra adjusted his tie, then turned sharply and stormed away. His mother stayed behind; her eyes still fixed on Tekle. He was a sight for sore eyes. Tekle was one of her oldest and dearest friends. They were among the remaining few who had been there from the very beginning.
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