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PROLOGUE
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Jesus Christ was executed at a place so public that the sign explaining his death had to be printed in three languages, at a crossroads so well traveled that most of the people who saw him tortured were merely passing by. This is exactly what the Roman Empire intended: a demeaning, excruciating, public death the living would never forget. The revolting facts should not be obscured by a more pleasant tale. The stark, unsettling truth is that Jesus—impaled by Caesar’s men—spent six hours gasping wide-eyed for breath while snarling, bitter crowds urged him to get on with the business of dying and soldiers ignored him to gamble for his clothes. It was savage, agonizing and exposed. Just as the empire intended.


The murder of Jesus, described in all its brutality and gore, stunned me when I first heard of it. I can remember the emotion on my professor’s face as he recounted it in detail, how his words formed an image in my mind as though from a painter’s brush. It stirred me, changed me. Even so, with the passing of years, I admit I allowed the image to fade. I could summon it in its lesser form as a religious duty, but the violent, nauseating version could not be made to stay.


Gratefully, that more haunting form returned to me as I wrote this book. This led to a crisis. The execution of Jesus began to live so vividly in my mind that it no longer seemed fitting to write about it in my cozy office of leather and brass. When I tried, I felt disrespectful, even defiant—as though I was smacking gum and checking e-mails at the funeral of a fallen soldier.


I had always written in cool, dim, quiet rooms, the outer world kept away. This was what I thought I needed to put words on the page. I started this book in just such a place. It didn’t work. Try as I might to summon it, the story did not “live” in leathery isolation, would not reveal itself when I worked in self-important solitude. I gradually understood that this book was different. I could not seal myself off—ever the introvert, ever drawn to the lone and the quiet—and do justice to the sadistically public trial and torture of Jesus Christ. Realizing this, I knew what I had to do. I had to write about the killing of Jesus in the types of places where it occurred two millennia ago: in teeming, noisy, public places.


This is largely what I have done. Though I have completed the research where I had to—wherever scholars offered to meet me or essential volumes came to rest—I have written much of this work in the presence of distracted, hurried, uncaring crowds.


My desks were curbsides, park benches, lunch counters, café tables, subway seats, the concrete rims of city fountains, trash cans, car tops, and even parking meters. I have written at Hollywood premieres and in the middle of political protests, at National Football League training camps and at a packed restaurant with the man at the table next to me screaming something about dessert. Oddly, I wrote a paragraph or two within three feet of the Prime Minister of Israel. I wrote one urgent sentence in a crowded airport men’s room: I thought the words might leave me if I waited. I even typed away bleary-eyed on a crammed, un-restful overnight flight from Tel Aviv, the dust of the Mount of Olives still on my shoes.


I arrived at most of these places in the natural course of my travels. There were some locations, though, I had to include no matter how far out of my way they were. For surely understandable reasons, I wanted to write some of this in a cemetery. The privilege of living in Washington, DC, allowed me to write at Arlington National Cemetery, but this came after I had already worked in an ancient hillside cemetery just beyond the walls of Jerusalem. Some of this story demanded to be written in the presence of armed  men and imposing fortresses. The United States Pentagon, where I managed to write some lines before giving a speech, served quite well. So did the lunch table of an Israel Defense Forces (IDF) squad near the Citadel of David. To make the experience complete, I had to write in markets, courthouses, and cathedrals. I did. For this last need, Washington’s National Cathedral, St. Anne’s near Jerusalem’s Lion’s Gate, and the magnificent Christ Church Cathedral in Nashville, Tennessee, were gracious hosts.


In time, where I wrote became less important than the souls that surrounded me. I wanted to be where people rushed about, the burdens of the world upon their minds. I found no shortage of such places. An example is my beloved Union Station in Washington. I wrote there by the hour as though transported—the tribes of humanity rushing by and life-size statues of Rome’s Praetorian Guard peering down. It was magnificent—and oppressive—just as Rome intended.


In all of this, I was not in search of inspiration. That came from the biblical accounts and from the theologians and historians I consulted. Instead, I was looking for gravity. To write of a bloody conspiracy surrounded only by books or the stifling silence of libraries is to risk sanitizing, floating above the human nastiness and carnage like a tourist in a foreign country trying not to soil his clothes. I didn’t want to pass by unharmed, unmarked. I wanted to feel the threat. I wanted the bruising masses around me to grind me into the story’s grit.


I find this essential to understanding Scripture. The Bible reveals sacred truth but it does so through a less sacred-seeming drama—an often earthy, troubling, lewd, starkly human drama. We are not meant to be embarrassed or rush quickly by. We are meant to know the story against the stormy age in which it happened—with all the grimy details fully in view—and to accept it as part of the way God speaks. Blood, spit, wine, semen, sweat, and the offscouring of generations spill out onto the page. No apologies are offered. This is the thrashing human drama of God, not some dainty pious tale. This is the Bible!


This is why the conspiracy to torture Jesus to death should not be read in too much of a hurry, with too much eagerness to get the body into the tomb—or beyond. There is meaning in every facet, revelation even in the daily and the mundane. We have not been given a ghostly myth that hovers among the clouds. We have been given the crass story of a political murder in a violent age, a murder committed after the guardians of virtue decided to kill a man because he was too much competition. There is more here than we usually see. There may even be more than we are willing to face. We should ponder every word, envisioning the story as fully as we can.


It is not a story best put on the page in an elegant library or office. It is better remembered where men and women curse their leaders while waiting for a train or where hardened souls scowl their way through threatening nights or where police officers help a bleeding, screaming man while uncaring diners sip expensive wines nearby. The execution of Jesus was a crime born of the streets, the barracks, the enclaves of the privileged, and the smoke-filled back rooms of religious and political power brokers. Its meaning lives in these places still. I am grateful I was forced out into that world to find it.


—Stephen Mansfield    




A Brief Word About Violence


Working with my publisher and my amazing team of editors and advisors, which includes some of the finest scholars in the world, I have strained to be factual in this book, particularly in recounting episodes of violence. Never would I want to add to the stream of meaningless gore that fills so many of our generation’s books and films. Still, it is not possible to describe the crucifixion of Jesus faithfully without including scenes of shocking cruelty and slaughter. The story itself demands this, but there has been no attempt here to exaggerate for effect. Torture, infanticide, brutality, murder, and even some subtle sexual themes appear in these pages, but only because they were part of the conspiracy to murder Jesus. The sensitive should beware, as should parents of younger children.













ON SCHOLARS AND SOURCES
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The story of Jesus’ death is simple enough to capture the heart of a child and yet vast enough to consume a scholar’s life. It is like an epic poem that is movingly written and yet emerges from a genuine history. The art, of course, is to tell the tale in all its simplicity and force, while satisfying the demands of the facts.


This brings us to scholarship. The crucifixion of Jesus is so familiar as a tale of faith that it is easy to ignore the confirmation of it that comes from outside the Bible. We need this confirmation, if for no other reason, to move the story from the realm of faith alone to the certainties of time and place. It means we also need the work of dedicated scholars to help us know what we cannot know from the biblical accounts alone and to separate fact from persistent fiction. This seems particularly important in our current cynical age, when to merely suggest that Jesus actually existed can spark controversy. Neither the faithful nor the disbelieving should want this story floating mystically above us, unreachable. We want it woven into the fabric of first-century Jerusalem, genuine and textured, the smell of manure and sweat in the air. Scholars help us in this and we need their imprint upon these pages.


Still, we need to be careful. We do not want a narrative larded with academic tedium any more than we want a lightweight tale that ignores the counsel of experts.


A compromise, then. In the main body of this book, we let the story run its course, let it weave its meaning unrestrained. No debates. No intellectual turf to defend. We let the story work. When the tale is told, though, there follows a section filled with sources, justifications, explanations, and a bit of academic fire. Rejoice! Josephus will have his say. Tacitus and Pliny shall sound forth.


There shall, however, be no footnotes of the usual kind. This is a necessary act of academic rebellion, a vital stage in the author’s recovery from sourcing abuse. Let us be done with little numbers stinging the eye and desecrating the text. It is time for such criminal intrusions to end. Instead, sources and commentary will be listed by page in the back of the book where other scholarly input also comes to rest.









CHRONOLOGY OF A
CONSPIRACY


[image: images]






	
c. 6 BC   

	John, later known as “the Baptist,” is born to an elderly couple somewhere near Jerusalem in the land of Israel.

Six months later, Mary, wife of the carpenter Joseph, gives birth to a boy in Bethlehem. Rumors circulate that the child is illegitimate. He is given the Hebrew name “Yeshua,”which the Greek-speaking world later pronounces as “Iesus.”The name “Jesus” evolves thereafter.








	4 BC

	Hoping to kill Jesus, Herod the Great sends soldiers to Bethlehem to execute all male children under the age of two.

Mary and Joseph hide their son in Egypt until they are sure Herod the Great is dead.


King Herod the Great dies an agonizing death in the city of Jericho.


Upon returning to Israel, Joseph and Mary learn that Herod Archelaus, son of Herod the Great, reigns in Judea. Fearing the hunt for their son continues, Joseph and Mary settle in Nazareth, a city in the northern region of Galilee.








	6 AD

	King Herod Archelaus dies. Herod Antipas, tetrarch of Galilee, takes his place.






	25 AD

	In the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar, John begins announcing the coming of the Messiah.






	
26 AD


	Jesus is baptized by his cousin John, experiences forty days of temptation in the wilderness of Judea, and begins calling men to follow him.

Jesus performs his first miracle at a wedding in Cana.








	27 AD

	Jesus begins his public ministry. Among his first acts is driving merchants from the Court of the Gentiles at the temple in Jerusalem.

Jesus speaks at the synagogue in Nazareth, his hometown.The audience becomes so enraged over his statements about Gentiles that they try to murder him by throwing him from a cliff.


Pharisees and teachers of the law discuss charging Jesus with blasphemy. In Israel, it is a capital offense.








	28 AD

	After Jesus heals a man on the Sabbath in a Galilean synagogue, Pharisees and Herodians conspire to kill Jesus.

Teachers of the law from Jerusalem publicly accuse Jesus of being demon possessed.


Herod Antipas, tetrarch of Galilee and Perea, has John the Baptist beheaded.


On several occasions, Jesus declares publicly that there is a conspiracy to murder him.








	29 AD

	Religious leaders in Jerusalem strategize to kill Jesus. He ministers mainly in Galilee to avoid capture.

Pharisees warn Jesus that Herod Antipas plans to assassinate him.


In winter, while Jesus is speaking in the temple, a crowd attempts to stone him. He escapes and leaves Jerusalem for a season.








	
30 AD


	In Bethany, Jesus raises his friend Lazarus from the dead.Religious leaders in nearby Jerusalem hunt for both men to slay them.

In a meeting at the house of Caiaphas, the reigning high priest, members of the Sanhedrin renew their commitment to assassinate Jesus.


9th of Nisan: Jesus enters Jerusalem from the east on the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread. He uses symbols—like choosing to ride a colt that had not been ridden before—to identify himself as a king. On this same day,Pontius Pilate, Prefect of Judea, enters Jerusalem from the west at the head of hundreds of Roman soldiers.


10th of Nisan: Jesus drives moneychangers and their customers out of the Court of the Gentiles in the temple.


11th of Nisan: While standing on the Mount of Olives, Jesus once again predicts the destruction of Jerusalem.


12th of Nisan: Two days before Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread, chief priests and scribes search for opportunity to arrest Jesus and put him to death.


• Judas Iscariot approaches the chief priests of Israel and offers to betray Jesus.


13th of Nisan: Jesus instructs his followers to prepare a Passover meal to be eaten later that evening.


14th of Nisan: After a Passover meal with his followers, Jesus is arrested by hundreds of Roman soldiers and temple guards in a garden surrounding an olive press on the Mount of Olives.


• Late that night, he is interrogated first by Annas (the former high priest), then by Caiaphas (Annas’ son-in-law, the reigning high priest), and finally by most of the Sanhedrin. He is beaten, charged with blasphemy, and put in jail until early the next morning.








	
30 AD


	
• Early the following morning, the Sanhedrin meets again to rule that Jesus is guilty of blasphemy and that he should be condemned to death. They take him to Pontius Pilate.


• Within an hour of the Sanhedrin’s ruling, Jesus appears before Pilate at the Praetorium. Pilate questions him,sends him to Herod for interrogation, and—though Pilate believes Jesus is innocent—has him scourged.The crowd that has gathered at the Praetorium demands crucifixion. Pilate eventually acquiesces.


• 9:00 a.m.: Jesus is taken to the place of execution called Golgotha, a small hill of rock just west of the city.Roman soldiers impale him upon two crossed beams.


• 3:00 p.m.: Jesus dies. He is removed from the crossed beams and buried in a tomb owned by a member of the Jewish ruling council.


16th of Nisan: Friends of Jesus begin reporting that he has come back from the dead.















I
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Inceptum:


THE BEGINNING


The Winter Palace
Jericho
March, 750 Years Since the Founding of Rome (A.U.C.)


The dying, seventy-year-old man ponders the apple and knife he holds in his hands. Though armies of servants tend his every wish, it is his custom to pare, cut, and eat his apples himself. He had intended to observe this custom now. Instead, the short, dull blade of his knife holds his attention. It whispers of possibilities he has never considered before, certainly not as gratefully as he considers them now.


He is dying and he is dying in inexpressible agony. It makes onlookers retch to see him. Doctors report that something like embers burn inside of him, a slow fire that actually emits a glow. This tortures him and at the same time it makes him ravenous, first for one type of food and then for another. Eating only adds to his torment. His inner organs are diseased and dissolving. A vile liquid oozes from his orifices and pools disgustingly at his feet. It secretes readily from an opening just beneath his belly. His penis is decaying and gangrenous. Worms fill his scrotum and push through the open sores that cover his genitalia. His body convulses constantly. There is no relief. When he sits up, he finds breathing difficult. When he lies down, he is nearly smothered by his maladies. His breath reeks of his decay. Doctors fear he is going mad.


These sufferings are what make him ponder the knife. To his diseased mind, it seems an escape. He looks eagerly about and, seeing no one near, he raises the tiny blade and plunges it swiftly toward his chest. Before it pierces flesh, a firm hand catches his arm in midair. It is the hand of his first cousin Archiabus, who holds fast and screams for help.


Others quickly appear, and the frail, dying man cannot resist them. He is held against his will. It is a rare moment for him, though, for he is the basileus, the king. In fact, by decree of the Roman Senate, he is the “King of the Jews.” It is a grand title for one born “Hordos the Idumean.” It seems even grander now that he is little more than a worm-ridden wretch. Still, until he breathes his last, he is the king—the one history will call Herod the Great. And he does not intend that any should forget.


He has dedicated his life to a bloody ascent to power. In doing so, he has ground underfoot much that was once dear to him. The Roman Senate declared him king and then gave him an army with which to capture Jerusalem. That was four decades ago. The Jews he was meant to rule despised him. Attempting to win their favor, he wed Mariamne, a member of the former Jewish royal family. When he later suspected her of complicity in a coup, he had her strangled and he murdered her sons. In all, he married ten times. It has proven dangerous to be Herod’s wife.
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