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Part One


Phoebe: A Story










Chapter 1


‘. . . to the only wise God, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever! Amen.’


 


The resonant, almost melodic, voice of the reader had at last fallen silent. The final syllables of the letter seemed to hang for a few moments and then waft out into the humid air of the Roman summer evening. All around the garden a silence settled; a silence so profound that Phoebe heard, or at least thought she heard, a solitary leaf part company from the plant next to her and flutter slowly to the ground. Only then did she realise that she was holding her breath, and the odd tingling at the end of her nose suggested that it was some time since she had last remembered to breathe.


The reader hadn’t so much read the letter as performed it – his voice thundering in the opening paragraphs, thoughtful and careful in the middle, before dropping to a gentle, cheerful greeting at the end. As she awaited the Romans’ response, Phoebe’s anxiety grew and grew. In Corinth, Paul’s letters did not – to put it mildly – meet with universal acclaim. The receipt of a letter from Paul usually led to what the generous and gentle Gaius euphemistically termed a time of ‘vibrant discussion’; a ‘discussion’ that often ended when one group or another walked out and refused to return. So Phoebe had, unconsciously, held her breath as she waited to discover what form the reaction would take. She had prepared herself for almost anything, except for this: a deep silence. The quiet was such that the chirping of the cicadas felt stridently intrusive.


Phoebe exhaled. Her breath came out as a harsh sigh, and in the stillness, the sound echoed loudly, causing the people in front of her to flinch and look around in surprise. She felt her neck redden in that all too familiar blush that would soon turn her whole face into a beacon of embarrassment. In a well-used defensive movement, she tried to shrink – withdrawing into herself like the snails she used to prod in the garden as a child.


It wasn’t long before Phoebe realised the flaw in her plan. What she had never quite acknowledged, until now, was that hunching down meant spreading out; taking up less vertical space required more horizontal space. And there was none. This garden, where she was standing, was crammed with people. And not only the garden. The whole house was full of people. Every conceivable space was full. People were even hanging out of the windows that surrounded the garden, suggesting that the private family rooms inside were similarly full. Granted the house was not very big – it was much smaller, in fact, than her beautiful villa in the sea port of Cenchreae, overlooking the ever-shifting Aegean. It was exquisitely elegant, but not big, and what space it did have was currently full to bursting with human bodies.


During the reading of the letter, this press of humanity had taken on a life of its own. Ripples of irritation or agreement, of assent or outrage, had run through the crowd. As the letter neared its end, and Paul had begun to send greetings to beloved friends, passing acquaintances, and even total strangers, the ripples around the crowd had announced more clearly than words could have done where each person was to be found. The house was so full it almost felt as though the assembled company had to breathe together, just as they appeared to react together to what Paul had written.


As a result, rather than deflecting attention, Phoebe’s attempt to appear smaller was attracting it. As she shrank from what she took to be annoyed faces, she took up more room; shoving an elbow in one direction and a shoulder in another, and sending up a flurry of tuts as those around her expressed their discomfort into her burning ears. She gave up, then, and let the full heat of her embarrassment flood over her.


Up until now she had done so well in keeping her anxieties in check, though, if she was honest, since she had landed at Ostia, there had been no need for her many concerns. During the long and tedious hours aboard ship from Corinth, she had played in her mind the many possibilities of what could go wrong: being unable to work out how to get to Aristobulus’ house, getting lost, losing the precious letter, finding herself in the middle of a riot, having all her money stolen, being captured and sold as a slave in a far-flung part of the empire. No scenario – no matter how unlikely – had remained unimagined. It was only when a performing bear broke free from its chains, consumed Paul’s letter in one saliva-laden gulp before squashing the breath out of her body by sitting down on her suddenly, that she allowed herself to consider that maybe . . . just maybe . . . her imagination had run away with her.


It had come as a relief – if also a slight anticlimax – to discover that Paul’s network of messages and messengers had ensured, not only that she was expected, but that a small slave boy, with eyes as bright as a bird, had been in the port at Ostia waiting for her, and had proceeded to organise her journey to Rome with an endearing, if slightly comical, assurance far beyond his years.


A low-throated chuckle distracted her for a moment from the heat of her embarrassment. She turned and looked into a pair of sparkling eyes, brimming with life and energy. They belonged to a diminutive woman whose body seemed far too small to contain the life within. Her face was lined with age, but in such a way that hinted at adventures undertaken and challenges faced. Her clothes were well made but also well worn. It was her hands that gave the most away. These were hands of hard labour, gnarled and misshapen from years of plying a trade.


‘You’d think we’d be used to it by now.’


‘To what?’ Phoebe’s bemusement showed on her face.


‘This,’ she gestured to the crush. ‘We Romans are always crammed together no matter where we are. And you’d think we’d get used to it. But we don’t. A crowd like this makes us grumpy, and we never have time to recover our good humour before we plunge into another horde. I loved Corinth for that. It might have quite a reputation for certain things, but it felt so spacious after Rome. Aquila loved living there – and would have stayed if we hadn’t had to travel on to Ephesus with Paul – but, perversely, I pined away for the very thing I hate most when I’m here. The people, the noise, the hustle and bustle, the grumpiness . . .’


As she chattered on, it slowly dawned on Phoebe who this was. Prisca had been well known in Corinth and Phoebe had heard many stories about her. Prisca’s chatter had had two effects. One was that she had broken the deep silence in a much more natural way than Phoebe’s noisy sigh had done, causing the gentle murmur of conversation to begin rippling through the crowd. The other was that it had turned Phoebe’s attention outwards, so that her embarrassment had fallen away.


She looked up and was now able to take in the crowd of people in the house more fully than she had before. On one level, the crowd of faces was comfortingly familiar. As in Corinth, the people gathered together in this place had skin tones of various shades of brown, from the paler bronze of those who originated in Greece and Italy, through the darker shades of those from Galilee, Judea, and Egypt, to a very few faces the deep rich brown of those from Nubia. As she looked around her, she calculated that there weren’t quite as many people here as she had first assumed. There couldn’t be many more than a hundred. It was the small size of the house that made it feel as though there were more. Before a question had even half formed in her mind, Phoebe found Prisca answering it.


‘We don’t always gather like this. Have I mentioned how we hate crowds? We only come together for special occasions – like you do in Corinth. We just couldn’t agree who would get Paul’s letter first, so in the end it was fairest for us all to hear it at the same time. Not everyone could come, of course, as it’s the third day of the week and none of us Christians has a house quite big enough for everyone – not like Gaius’s beautiful home in Corinth – so we “borrowed” Aristobulus’s house for the evening.’


Phoebe’s sense of shock must have been quite evident.


Prisca chuckled. ‘No need to look quite so surprised. Blaesus, his steward . . . there,’ she pointed to a well-dressed and distinguished-looking person standing by the entrance to the garden, ‘is his favourite slave. Can’t be long now until he is due to get his freedom, though I suspect he’ll be as sad to be freed as Aristobulus will be to let him go. He has full use of the house while his master is away – and Aristobulus is away a lot. So, when we all need to come together, we often meet here, though even this isn’t big enough for everyone. We decided that the best thing to do was to hear the letter all together, then Stachys – who you heard reading the letter out – will make copies, and before you know it all the gatherings will have a copy. Then the fun will begin.’


Phoebe frowned, her confusion revealing itself in the wrinkling of her forehead.


‘I suppose it does depend on what you count as fun,’ Prisca conceded, ‘but you have to agree that Paul provokes the best conversations. Agree with him or not, it’s hard not to have an opinion on what he has to say. Once we have a copy, we can read it again, talk about it, argue if we like. Then start all over again. I’ve heard lots of Paul’s letters in my time, but never one quite like this. I wouldn’t be surprised if people are still trying to work out what it means in a few months’ time. You can’t help wondering whether even Paul knows what he means some of the time. When he’s in the flow, there’s no stopping him.’


‘Not much stopping you either,’ said a man from the other side of Prisca. ‘The real reason we parted company with Paul was so that some of the rest of us could get a word in edgeways. The two of you together left precious little time for anyone else to speak. You haven’t even introduced yourself, woman.’


Despite her embarrassment of a few moments before, suddenly, and to her great surprise, Phoebe found herself laughing. She’d heard of Prisca and Aquila from her friends in Corinth: of Prisca’s determination and Aquila’s laconic humour; of Prisca’s passion and Aquila’s compassion. Aquila was universally loved and admired. Prisca, as is the lot of strong women, evoked a more mixed response. Still, loved or not, everyone remembered her.


Prisca, so it was rumoured, had married ‘beneath her’. Aquila, originally from Pontus in Asia Minor, was a tent-maker like Paul; Prisca was from a more genteel family. That was why, they said, she was always mentioned before Aquila. Now, however, Phoebe pondered whether there might be other reasons too. Prisca’s vitality seared her powerfully into the memory. She could well imagine that when you thought of this couple, Prisca would simply come to mind first. She wondered what it might have felt like to have the twin dynamos of Paul and Prisca in Corinth at the same time.


Phoebe hadn’t been part of the community when they had been in Corinth – come to that, she hadn’t even been a Christian then either. That was a year she would never forget – the year Gallio was proconsul – and the year when her carefully constructed new life had begun to unravel. But no, she couldn’t think about that now, her emotions were unreliable enough as it was. She re-emerged into the present to hear Aquila, with a formality as gently humorous as it was sincere, declaring: ‘Phoebe, honoured deacon of the church and revered patron of many, we welcome you to Rome. May you never know loneliness here. We, your brothers and sisters in Christ, stand ready to help you in whatever you require.’


The applause that broke out all around her made Phoebe realise that Aquila’s authority, quiet though it be, was strong, and that their conversation was no longer private – if it had ever been. She looked up to see two hundred or so inquisitive eyes trained on her face. For the second time that evening, Phoebe felt her neck flush, but having learnt her lesson moments before, this time she did not try to hide.


‘What we want to know,’ a voice called out, ‘is what is the help that you need?’


‘When Phoebe is ready, she’ll tell us,’ Prisca said tartly, ‘but now we need to go home.’ And, amidst the ensuing outcry, Phoebe found herself guided skilfully through the press of people and deposited outside in the gathering gloom.










Chapter 2


Phoebe woke slowly the next morning, conscious of limbs so heavy they felt pressed into the thin mattress beneath her. The quality of the light in the room suggested that it was many hours since dawn. For an instant, caught in that delicious moment between sleep and wakefulness, she thought herself back in Cenchreae with little more to do than oversee the activity of her household slaves, and, perhaps, a few of the clients who would be lined up outside her house ready to do anything she required. With a lurch, she remembered that she was not at home, but adrift in a strange city with a task ahead of her that she could barely bring herself to acknowledge.


She remembered little of what happened after she left Aristobulus’s house. She recalled being conducted quickly and efficiently by Prisca through the dark streets until they arrived at a tenement block (which looked to Phoebe’s untrained eye very like all the other blocks they had passed on their way). Once inside, Phoebe took in a vague impression of a large room in which there was an overpowering smell of something that she couldn’t quite place. At the back of the room a simple staircase led up to another room above, separated into sections with hangings. Prisca had deposited Phoebe into one of these, and disappeared. That was the last Phoebe remembered until now.


As she emerged slowly into consciousness, she was aware both of the smell again and of a hum of conversation wafting up through the floorboards beneath her. A higher voice talking swiftly and with animation, that was Prisca; then a gentle but authoritative lower voice, clearly Aquila; but there was also a third voice, male, harsh in tone, often speaking over the other two voices and drowning them out. He seemed to be pacing around, as his voice grew fainter, then louder again as he passed under the spot where Phoebe lay.


For a while Phoebe lay still, listening more to the rhythms of what was clearly an argument than to its actual words. The words that did float upwards communicated more about the level of outrage felt by the owner of the third voice than about its cause. After a while, Phoebe could stay still no longer, and she got up swiftly and with purpose. It was only at that moment that she realised, with a gut-wrenching horror, that all her possessions – including the heavy bag of money she had brought with her to see her through her time in Rome – had been left behind at Aristobulus’s house.


When she had arrived from Ostia the house was so full of people that she had been utterly confused. She tried to remember what had happened. It was that bright-eyed slave boy who had skilfully relieved her of her travelling chest, at the same time pushing her into the press of people. As she had stumbled forward, the press of people had opened before her, just like the sea before Moses in one of those stories from Scripture that was read when they gathered together on the first day of the week. She’d placed Paul’s letter into their eager hands, and filled with enthusiasm a scribe – Stachys they had called him – had read it then and there, his mellow tones lifting the words off the parchment and breathing life into them. He was clearly an expert. So much so that with simple gestures – the raising of an eyebrow here, the sweep of a hand there – he inhabited the words. He did it so well that it wasn’t long before his fine Roman features had faded in Phoebe’s mind to be replaced with the far less elegant visage of Paul.


Phoebe would never forget the first time she had seen Paul. He had been visiting Gaius in Corinth. With his usual generosity, Gaius had invited the many different followers of Christ to meet Paul in his house. Phoebe wasn’t looking forward to it. At that point, she had never met Paul, but she had heard about him. In fact, she had heard a lot about him. His arrogance. His unreliability. The cheek of him thinking he could tell people how to behave. His disgraceful letters sent to impose his view on those he disagreed with. His rudeness. His arrogance (again). She had certainly heard about Paul. So, she went to Corinth reluctantly, as much to please the gentle Gaius as anything else.


When she had arrived at Gaius’s house, there had been pandemonium. The normally smooth-running machine of hospitality had broken down. Slaves were running here and there, half completing an errand before running back in the opposite direction. Objects were scattered everywhere. Gaius’s usually placid steward looked on the brink of collapse. Even the gentle, gracious Gaius could be heard at the rear of the house, his voice raised in irritation. There had been a lot riding on this visit by Paul.


So, Phoebe had slotted back into remembered ways of being. A command here; a joke there; scooping up a pile of misplaced objects in one hand, while gently nudging an item of furniture back into its proper place, she had walked through the house smoothing as she went. The years she had spent running a household invisibly but efficiently, dealing with existing crises and anticipating new ones, came back to her as though she had never left them behind. Before long the panic was over, order was restored, and Gaius was smiling at her gratefully for all she had done. She had missed Paul’s arrival because she had popped out to Corinth’s busy market to supplement the food that would be needed for all the extra guests, brushing aside with amusement the steward’s horror that she, a grand lady, should do something so menial.


When she had returned a few hours later, she heard a voice. It was, Phoebe recalled, mesmerising. It wasn’t the tone of the voice – unlike Stachys’ voice the previous evening in Rome, Paul’s was harsh and slightly grating. It wasn’t the elegance of the rhetoric – Paul was certainly persuasive, but even in Corinth there were many better orators than him. It wasn’t even what he was saying – though later she was as captivated by that as others around her. It was his passion that gripped Phoebe. She remembered standing at the entrance to the house, parcels dropping to the floor, while she acknowledged that this was someone who really knew. This was someone who had encountered the risen Lord, and whose life, like hers, would never be the same again. This was someone to be trusted. She couldn’t put her finger on why she felt this way; she just knew that she did.


So it had come as something of a shock, as her feet took her from the entrance, through the atrium, and onwards into the garden at the rear of the house, when she had actually seen Paul. She had almost recoiled in horror. Corinth was a good-looking city. After all, it had a lot to prove. It was a new city, having been rebuilt by the great Julius Caesar less than a hundred years before, and many of its population – a vast mix of Romans, Greeks, and Jews – were, just like Phoebe, freed slaves. It was the place you came to reinvent yourself, to live a new life, to begin again. And so the populace, just like the city itself, went out of their way to look the part. Without an ancient family to rely on, money and beauty bought influence. It went without saying that you made the best of what you had. But Paul was different. He was small, very small. Phoebe had later realised that he barely even reached her shoulder. His head was bald, and, as he stood to address the crowd gathered in Gaius’s garden, Phoebe could see that his legs were crooked. His nose was huge, topped with deep black eyebrows that met in the middle. Paul was grotesque. There was no other word for it.


But no sooner had Phoebe reached her damning judgement than she began to question it. As she stood there, jaw hanging open in surprise, her eyes met his, and, as they did, something happened. When she tried to find the words to explain it later, she had said somewhat whimsically that it was as though a window had opened into heaven and she could see angels dancing. Even she felt embarrassed at her flight of fancy, but no other words would come. Whatever that something was, it changed her view of him for ever. Then she had blinked, shaken her head slightly, and she had been back in the garden listening to an ugly, entrancing man.


His was the image that had entered Phoebe’s mind as Stachys had read the night before. A man full of contradictions. Hideous, but enchanting; with a harsh but mesmerising voice; an average orator whose words struck home time and time again. Stachys had made Paul’s words sound so much more polished than they ever were when Paul said them but still the words were Paul’s. Phoebe found she couldn’t hear them without seeing Paul: brim full of passion, waving his arms around his head, pacing to and fro, spittle flying from his mouth as he tried to articulate all that was in his mind.


Phoebe returned from her reverie with a jolt. There was something that she had been anxious about. What had it been? The memory hit her with even more force than it had done the first time. She had lost everything – her money, her clothes, the other letters of introduction. Everything was gone, and she was quite alone in a large and terrifying city. That thought was enough to propel her into her smelly, crumpled travelling clothes and down the stairs into the midst of the argument that had woken her a few moments before.


As she stumbled down the stairs, inelegant – again – in her terror, she looked up and stopped stock still. The voices she had heard had suggested just three people: Prisca, Aquila, and the unknown third. As she looked up she realised she had tumbled into the middle of a large meeting. There were people everywhere, transforming what last night had seemed a large room into a small, cramped space. People were standing and sitting all around the room. Every chair, table, and window ledge was filled with human bodies. Some were even sitting on a large pile of skins in the corner. Phoebe found herself identifying the pelts as the source of that odd smell, even as that inevitable flush of embarrassment began to work its way from her neck to her face.


‘I told you that you’d disturb her,’ Prisca’s voice cut into the startled silence. ‘We’re sorry, my dear, we wanted you to sleep as long as you could, but Herodion here couldn’t help himself.’ Prisca pointed to a slight, dark-haired man, whose long tunic with tassels at the corners indicated that he was Jewish. He looked as though he was about to start talking again, as though the words that Phoebe’s sudden arrival had brought to an abrupt halt would spill out again at any moment. Prisca clearly thought the same, as she continued speaking with barely a pause for breath. ‘You’ve missed breakfast, and this great horde consumed every last scrap of our barley bread when they arrived shortly after dawn. I declare it time for an early prandium.’ She clapped her hands together, and various people around the room moved quickly to rummage on shelves and in bags at their feet. In almost no time at all, the table in the centre of the room was spread with bread, olives, cheese, and wine.


But Phoebe was entirely oblivious to all of this. As the people moved, they revealed the diminutive figure of the slave boy. The one who had met her at Ostia. The one who had relieved her of her possessions at Aristobulus’s house. There he sat, as determinedly and forcefully as his small frame would allow, on what Phoebe recognised with a flood of relief was her travelling chest.


‘You can get up now, Felix,’ Aquila’s soft voice sounded above the melee of food preparation. ‘I think he might have been sitting on your chest all night, Phoebe. Absolutely no one could get him to leave it.’


‘Felix said he would look after it, and Felix,’ he indicated himself with a comically dramatic flourish, ‘is always true to his word.’ Felix glared at Phoebe fiercely, apparently challenging her to disagree.


Phoebe, feeling herself almost giddy with relief, rummaged among her belongings to find a coin with which to reward him. The first coin that came to hand was a denarius; it was far too much, but so great was her relief that she offered it to him with a smile. No sooner had she held it out than she realised what a great mistake she had made. Felix’s face became cold, disgust flowing from every pore.


‘Felix was asked to help,’ he said with a flinty expression. ‘Felix was glad to help. Felix does not take money for his generosity.’


Phoebe stammered her apology for affronting him so badly, and as she did she found herself looking straight into his eyes. At that moment, something changed between them, and Phoebe knew that this small person would become an important part of her life. Felix seemed to know this too since he went to Phoebe’s side and stood there, as though he were her personal guard and protector, trying to look as tall as his tiny form could manage.


‘I think you have made a friend for life there,’ Aquila observed.


‘Now we eat,’ Prisca declared, and the assembled company turned to the groaning table.










Chapter 3


It was a cramped but joyful meal. There was no reclining, no discreet service, no formality or sedate conversation. None of the things that Phoebe had grown accustomed to in the few years since she had moved to Corinth. This meal was chaotic. Platters of cheese, bowls of olives, and loaves of coarse barley bread, as well as various kinds of vegetables, meandered their way around the room, passed backwards and forwards, high overhead or low between legs. No one – no matter what unorthodox sitting place they had found for themselves – was left out. From time to time, when platters were nearly empty, the passing would pause while someone rummaged in a bag or basket at their feet, pulling out a previously unrevealed treasure.


A happy silence fell as people crammed their mouths too full for speaking. After a while, once the urgency of eating had waned, conversation turned to memories of Jesus and his many impromptu feasts. How he could make almost any meal into what felt like a banquet. How he would surprise his hosts with a ragbag assortment of additional guests, and insist that they be treated with honour. How he would have such feasts with the most unlikely of people.


‘If Peter were here, we could ask him to tell us again about how Jesus fed those five thousand people,’ Felix said, a hint of wistfulness in his voice.


‘You know full well that we’ve heard it so often, we can tell it ourselves,’ his neighbour retorted.


‘Go on, Felix, you do it,’ people around the room raised their voices in encouragement.


And Felix, still sitting on top of Phoebe’s baggage, swelled with joyful self-importance as he took a deep breath and began.


‘Jesus went away to a quiet place with his disciples. They were tired and needed time alone. So they got in a boat and crossed over to a quiet part of the shore. But people saw them go and followed. Or should I say they ran ahead of them?’ Nods around the room confirmed that he was quite right – he should say that. As Phoebe looked around at her companions she realised that, on one level, there really was no need to tell the story. Everyone knew it already – every beat of the story, every character, every detail – but this didn’t seem to matter at all. Everyone gathered there was taking as much pleasure in the hearing of this story as Felix did in the telling of it. As it unfolded, people offered the details they felt were missing: the grass was green; the people numbered five thousand; there were two fish as well as bread. Felix wasn’t so much telling the story as conducting it.


The more she listened, the more Phoebe realised that in Corinth they just didn’t tell tales about Jesus like this. Of course, she’d heard this, and many other accounts about what Jesus did, and what he had said. Passing visitors, from Jerusalem and Antioch, would share their stories with them, doling out their treasures to the eager Corinthians. But Paul did not.  He was far more interested in how Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection would give every aspect of their own lives new meaning.  Maybe his love of ideas led him to be shy of stories? Until now, it had never occurred to Phoebe to ask why. Was it because he didn’t know them, or because they didn’t interest him? In Corinth, they had always just followed Paul’s example, and given preference to ideas over stories without questioning this. When they gathered together there, they talked, argued, and wrestled over the details of how they should now behave, and what the advent of the Messiah truly meant for the future.


In Corinth, stories like this one told with such gusto by Felix, were heard, enjoyed, but then left behind. Here they were savoured over and over again.


She had not known what was lost until now. She sat back and allowed the joy of the story to enfold and lift her. She felt drawn into it like never before: she saw the crowd, felt the pangs of hunger, tasted the bread (though in fairness it might have been the bread she held in her hand that she could taste). She abandoned herself to the experience in all its fullness.


‘And at the end there were twelve baskets over, twelve!’ Felix brought his narrative to an end with a delighted flourish, and sat back looking around the room for assurance that, together, they had done the story justice. They had. Having established this, the conversation around the room began to ripple and flow again, as once more the food and drink resumed its winding journey around the room.


A few times Phoebe saw Herodion draw his eyebrows together sternly and open his mouth as though to speak, and Prisca place a quietening hand on his arm so that he subsided. The fourth time this happened, Aquila, who was sitting next to Phoebe, leaned over to explain.


‘We are all desperate to talk to you about the letter, none more so than Herodion. Everyone here came early, before breakfast even, but Prisca made them wait, said you had to sleep and they shouldn’t disturb you. We started talking quietly, as quietly as we could, but Herodion was too angry. He couldn’t help himself. That’s probably what woke you?’ He looked at Phoebe questioningly. Phoebe shrugged – she wasn’t sure; she might have been ready to wake anyway. ‘Now Prisca is refusing to let him start again until she’s sure you are properly fed and rested.’


Phoebe was confused. ‘Why do I need to be rested? You’re surely not going to ask me what it means? You do know I didn’t write it?’


‘No – but you brought it.’


With a sinking heart, Phoebe suddenly pulled together a number of details that had lain uncomfortably at the back of her mind, and understood something that had previously escaped her. Before she had left for Rome, Paul had been more than usually keen to meet with her. She’d assumed this was because of The Task – what she’d come to Rome for, or at least what Paul thought she’d come to Rome to do. But now she thought about it, she realised he had also talked about the letter that she was to carry: what he was trying to say in it; why he said it in the way he did.


At the time, she had thought that he was just talking to himself, making sure it made proper sense before sending it off to the city that, though he’d never been to it, occupied such a large part of his heart. She knew that he normally wrote his letters with other people. That earlier letter to Corinth, the one that had come before she had joined the community and that had caused so many problems, had been written with Sosthenes; the more recent one, the one that had laid the foundations for the healing of the rift between Paul and the Corinthians, had been written with Timothy. Phoebe had always wondered precisely how much the co-writers had been allowed to contribute to the letters. The last time Timothy had stayed with her on his way to Ephesus she had summoned up the courage to ask, but he’d just smiled enigmatically and changed the subject.


This letter to the Romans, though, was different. Paul had written it entirely by himself. Over at Gaius’s house, Paul had locked himself away for day after day with just Tertius, the scribe, for company. Poor man. Paul would summon him early, shortly after dawn, and had insisted that food be brought throughout the day so that nothing was seen of them until they emerged late each evening. When, at last, they did appear, Tertius looked stunned, his hands covered in ink and his hair standing on end. It was only after it was finished that Paul started talking to her about it, and now, a little too late, Phoebe understood why. He wasn’t trying out his ideas on her at all. By then he had written them all down and knew exactly what he had said. Paul had known, as she had not, that she would be asked to explain, to unpack and clarify what he wanted to say, and he wanted to make sure she understood it properly first. The problem was she didn’t, or at least not all of the time. Occasionally she did. The ideas kept moving in her mind – shifting like a murmuration of starlings – until from time to time they’d swirl into a particular pattern, a pattern she recognised. Then for a moment she felt she understood, but the next moment they would move again, and all would be lost. The knowledge of this made her feel quite sick. How could she explain to others what, at best, she herself only grasped partially?


‘Don’t worry, we’ll help where we can,’ Aquila said.


‘Wait!’ Phoebe really wasn’t ready to begin yet, and desperation improved her desire for small talk no end. ‘What I don’t understand is why you are all here together again. Paul told me, before I came, to expect you all to be very different from each other. That I shouldn’t expect you to meet up like we often did at Gaius’s house. That Herodion was the head of a synagogue, and met just with Jewish Christians. That you and Prisca met with both Jews and Gentiles, and that Patrobas, Asyncritus, and the other Gentiles met separately too. I’ve only been here two days, and yesterday you were all together in Aristobulus’s house, and today, here you are together again.’ Phoebe’s nervousness made her recite the remembered information in a stilted and uneven fashion.


Aquila generously overlooked her clumsiness and chuckled a little. ‘Firstly, don’t believe everything Paul tells you. He knows a lot, but he hasn’t been here, after all. In some ways we are more separate than you Corinthian Christians. We don’t have someone like Gaius, whose house is large enough to fit us all in. And in any case, it strikes me that when you all get together you mostly argue?’


Phoebe had to admit that this was often true.


‘But,’ Aquila continued, ‘not meeting all together regularly doesn’t mean our lives are separate from each other. Far from it, we know each other well. We care for each other. We make sure that no one goes without, even if they don’t worship with us in our own community. Our workshop,’ here Aquila gestured around the room they were sitting in, ‘acts as something of a hub. Prisca and I are here every day working on the tents – some days more effectively than others – so people know they can drop round. If we need to talk about something that affects us all, or if there is a problem that needs to be solved, people come here.


‘Today you can see a collection of people from all our different gatherings. The people who are free and able to come have come; those who aren’t haven’t. And today this is because of you and Paul’s letter. We know Paul has been wanting to come to Rome for a long time. Some of us are keen that he does; others not so much. Some are excited to hear what he wanted to tell us; others have come to have their prejudices about him confirmed. Some want to know how soon he’ll come; others to be reassured he’s not on the next boat. This letter is important for us, as you know, and you have brought it to us – so now you are important to us too. Now, don’t think I don’t know what you are doing. You can’t put it off for another moment.’


With that he nodded at Prisca, who patted Herodion’s arm in a business-like manner and stepped back. Phoebe was reminded fleetingly of the trainers in the amphitheatre who made a similar movement just after they’d freed an animal from its cage. Herodion rose to his feet immediately, and started pacing back and forth – at least he would have paced if the room hadn’t been so full of people. As it was, he was forced to pick his way delicately between supine bodies, lending an absurdly dainty air to his pent-up energy.


He flung out his arms in a dramatic gesture. ‘That insufferable man has gone too far this time.’










Chapter 4


The force of Herodion’s rage broke over the room with the power of a mighty wave on the beach in the midst of a storm. At one point, in his fury he forgot the need for caution while he paced, and brought his full weight down on the leg of Patrobas, a Gentile, causing him to cry out in pain.


‘Careful now, Herodion,’ Aquila said mildly. ‘Unless your powers of healing are as good as those of Jesus.’


Herodion flushed at that, and murmured an apology before continuing.


‘He is preposterous. He just doesn’t stop. We have stretched and stretched, but apparently it is never enough. First, he insisted that Gentiles didn’t have to become Jewish to follow our Jewish Messiah,’ his voice rose with indignation in both tone and volume, ‘then, he made us eat with them.’ He spat out the word ‘them’ with venom.


‘Us you mean?’ said Patrobas, upon whose leg Herodion had unwittingly just stamped.


Herodion had the grace to look a little ashamed. In his anger, he seemed to have forgotten that the very people he was talking about sat all around him. But it didn’t trip him up for long; soon he was back in the swing of his tirade.


‘As though that didn’t render us unclean. As though it didn’t mean that we couldn’t go back to eat with our family, unless we had the time for proper cleansing. He just doesn’t get it. We’ve told him and told him that he’s being unreasonable, but does he listen? Of course not. Why would he listen to us? He’s so in love with being right he doesn’t care what damage it does. No, he just decrees and makes the rest of us live with the consequences, while he sits at ease.’


At that, Phoebe, completely forgetting her earlier horror at the thought of having to speak on behalf of Paul, opened her mouth. Surely he wasn’t serious? He must know that Paul suffered more consequences than almost anyone else as a result of his views, mustn’t he? Not being able to eat with his Jewish compatriots without taking time for intricate cleansing rituals was the least of his worries. Being beaten, stoned, imprisoned, shipwrecked, and ambushed were the kinds of consequences that Paul had to worry about daily. But just as the words were about to burst from her mouth, Phoebe saw Aquila raise his eyebrows and gently shake his head. With great difficulty, she closed her mouth on her outrage.


‘Tell Phoebe about your brother,’ Aquila said. ‘It will help her understand.’


Herodion turned towards Phoebe, and she noticed that his eyes were swimming with tears. ‘Like Prisca and Aquila, I used to live here before.’


Phoebe took ‘before’ to mean during the reign of Claudius before he’d expelled the Jews from Rome nearly ten years ago. At that point, the community had scattered across Greece and Asia Minor, some even returning to Galilee and Judea. After Claudius had died and his adopted son Nero had become emperor, many Jews had started to return, full of optimism that under him life would get better and better. This optimism remained strong even now, despite Nero’s reputation for cruelty and for cruising the streets looking for sexual partners, willing or not. Herodion, Phoebe surmised, had been part of both the exodus from Rome as well as the subsequent return.


‘When we were forced to leave, my brother Valerius and I thought we’d take our parents back to Jerusalem. Years ago, they had come here with the Herod family. When Herod the Great had brought some of his household to Rome, they had come too. When he returned as so-called King of the Jews, he left a few of his household behind to oversee his interests. My parents, somewhat reluctantly, stayed. It took a long time, but eventually they settled down and got used to this God-forsaken place. But they never forgot home. They missed Judea so much, but most of all they missed the temple. Every day of my childhood our mother sang out her sorrow: “How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land”; she got used to the strange land, but never to the loss of worshipping God in the temple as the law commanded.


‘So, when the time came to leave, there was only one place to go. We took all we had and travelled home. But my parents were too old and the journey was too long. My mother had never travelled well by sea. She was so sick on the way and one day her heart just stopped. She died with a light in her eyes and “to Jerusalem” on her lips. Her body never got there, but her heart did. This was no comfort to my father. He was heartbroken. I’d heard of broken hearts before, but never seen it myself. He just lay down and gave up. We got him to Jerusalem in the end, but he no longer cared. Without my mother, it meant nothing to him. A month later he died too. We grieved them, Valerius and I. My mother’s body is buried somewhere at sea, her bones forever lost beneath the ocean. But we buried my father with all the honours two sons could give him, and as we grieved we grew as close as two brothers could be.’


Herodion paused, his throat working as he sought to control his emotions. ‘Then, one day, I was passing through the temple courts and saw a huge crowd. A man was standing there, his face alight with joy, and he was talking to them. He told of a man called Jesus. How he’d been the chosen one, the Messiah. How he’d died and risen again. How in him all God’s prophecies had come true. How now, through him, God’s people had finally come home, the Exile had ended. How he had shown us all how to be the Israel we were always meant to be, a light to the nations. In that moment, something clicked into place. I had never been a very devout person – not like those Pharisees – but I had tried to love God as best I could. Keeping the law properly was a full-time job, but I did what I could, when I could.


‘This was different. What he said made sense. It felt as though what was lost had been found; what was missing had been supplied; a hole had been filled. I was complete and at peace. My life, for the first time in a long time, had meaning. Valerius thought I was mad – and told me so often – but he let me alone. I joined a community of believers. We met together. We ate together. We told stories about Jesus, and, for a while, all was well. But then Peter passed through Jerusalem, on one of his many trips.


‘Years before there had been a great row about eating. That troublemaker Paul had argued that Jewish followers of Jesus should eat with Gentiles. Peter had been bamboozled by him into agreeing – especially after a vision he’d had before he went to see a Roman called Cornelius, when God had – so he said – declared everything clean. James simply had to do something; it couldn’t go on like that. He sent Peter a message and explained: for the good of our community, for the sake of fellowship and harmony, he had to stop eating with Gentiles. And Peter saw reason. James was pleased. The problem was solved. But then along came Paul, spoiling it all as usual, telling Peter he had done the wrong thing, swaying him back again. We had hoped that he would change his mind again, but he didn’t. So when Peter came to Jerusalem that time, he made it clear that we had to eat with Gentiles.


‘It was annoying, but didn’t really make much difference then. We didn’t see many Gentiles anyway, and those that did want to share table fellowship normally ate with the Greek speakers. Growing up in Rome I spoke Aramaic at home and Latin elsewhere. My Greek was not good, so I preferred the company of people like James.


‘The problem began when Valerius and I came back to Rome. What Peter said made a difference here. Now I have to eat with th—’ he caught himself just in time, ‘you, all the time. When Valerius found out that I ate with Gentiles every week, he moved out. Said he couldn’t risk being made unclean. My madness had gone too far, he said; beyond what he could bear. And now my last family member is gone, and I am all alone. And then! After everything, Paul has the temerity to say that we Jews have no superiority. Apparently, now even our circumcision isn’t enough. If we don’t keep the law, he says, we are as good as uncircumcised scum.’


At this Patrobas cleared his throat loudly and pointedly. Herodion’s diplomacy had not lasted long.


‘I just don’t see why he expects us to give it all up. I am a Jew: the child of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; a descendant of Moses and of David. I am a child of the covenant, a member of God’s people. How could he,’ Herodion’s voice suddenly trembled, ‘tell us that our proud and glorious history counts for nothing? How could he?’ With that, large, sorrowful tears began to flow down Herodion’s face, spreading over his cheeks only to bury themselves deep in his beard.


Phoebe silently paid homage to Aquila’s wisdom. Herodion’s anger was indeed like a storm, and like all storms it had needed to blow itself out. Now was the moment for her to say something . . . but what? Phoebe brought Paul to mind again, and suddenly knew the answer.


‘I’m not sure you’ve quite understood what Paul was saying,’ she began, casting around for words, fully aware that only the right words would do in this context. ‘You must know how proud Paul is of his Jewish heritage. He goes on and on about it.’


‘Never met the man,’ said Herodion. ‘I just have to live in the devastation he leaves behind.’


‘Well, in that case, you do need to know that I have never met anyone more confident in their Jewishness than Paul. He has the best Jewish pedigree of anyone I have ever met.’


Herodion’s sceptical sniff suggested that he thought Phoebe – a Corinthian Gentile – might have a limited pool of people for comparison.


‘Paul never could resist a pedigree contest,’ she continued, ‘and in fairness he does normally win. What with his fine family and strong sense of competition, he loves to prove himself to be the best Jew he knows.’


‘Not to mention the most humble,’ interjected Aquila.


Phoebe thought wryly of Paul’s more recent letter to the church in Corinth in which he had taken some of his opponents to task. They’d clearly touched a nerve, and he couldn’t help but bite back. He had, with dripping irony, called these opponents ‘super-apostles’ – Phoebe was quite confident that he didn’t think they were particularly ‘super’, nor was he sure of their apostolic status. But they had thrown down the gauntlet to him, claiming their superiority over him in everything – including Jewishness. To give him his due, Paul had tried to resist the challenge, but he’d failed. You could tell that he knew he shouldn’t, but a boasting competition brought out the worst in him. Was he Hebrew? Was he an Israelite? A descendant of Abraham? You bet he was. As good as the rest of them? Better (he hadn’t actually said that bit out loud, but it could be heard echoing in the background nevertheless). Then, with a characteristically quicksilver move, he had turned right around, toppling the argument onto its head, boasting of shipwrecks, beatings, and stonings – the very things the ‘super-apostles’ had used as reasons to despise him in the first place.


‘Paul has his faults,’ she went on.


‘That we know,’ said Herodion.


‘But you don’t do him justice if you think he undermines the heritage you both share. Does he want to undermine Judaism? By no means!’


Aquila let out a loud guffaw. ‘We want you to explain what Paul means. You don’t need to talk like him too.’


As was her unwitting custom, Phoebe flushed scarlet with embarrassment, but was intrigued to observe that for once it came with no accompanying emotions. The blush came and went; she cared too much about what needed to be said. ‘It’s catching, you know,’ she shot back at Aquila with a smile. ‘After a day in Paul’s company I start talking in really long sentences too.’ Aquila twinkled at her, and she felt a swell of gratitude towards him for lightening the mood.


She turned back to Herodion.


‘Excuse me for saying so, but I think you’re looking at it from the wrong end. You are hurt, I understand that, and Paul, for all his brilliance, doesn’t deal well with feelings – if anyone should know that it’s us Corinthians. He trampled all over us in his anger, and then was surprised when we were annoyed. But where he doesn’t understand feelings, he does get ideas, and he chases them down to their logical end – even if occasionally he ends up in a blind alley and has to reverse. If you say that it is faith in Jesus that makes someone one of us, part of the covenant, then it makes no sense at all to say that those of you who are Jewish are superior and can keep yourself separate from the rest of us. If we Gentiles aren’t fully “in Christ”, we might as well give up and go back to how we used to be. Either we’re in it together or we aren’t, and if we are in it together, don’t we have to eat together? What kind of Last Supper will we be commemorating if we can’t eat together? I think his point is that we’ve all fallen short of God’s glory. We are all in need of his love and grace. I know I am.’


At that a general murmuring broke out around the room, nods and smiles greeted her as she glanced around. She sagged with relief that what she had said appeared to make sense. Her glance eventually made its way back to Herodion. He was looking at her, no longer with anger, but with a deep, gut-wrenching sadness. He shrugged his reluctant acceptance of what she had said.


‘It does make sense,’ he said, ‘but things that make sense aren’t always easy to accept. It takes time. I can’t change how I feel just because Paul has made a good logical case. After all, I’ve still lost my brother, and am quite alone.’


Prisca suddenly appeared at his side, after quietly working her way around the room. ‘Not quite alone, dear brother Herodion. You have a new family now. You may not have chosen us, but we do love you – all of us.’ Prisca looked around the room with determination, catching and holding the eye of Patrobas, the man whose leg Herodion had stamped on, and who had objected from time to time to what Herodion had said, so that even he shrugged and nodded his assent. She opened her mouth to continue, but at that moment the door crashed open and a woman burst into the room.


‘Is she here? Tell me I haven’t missed her.’










Chapter 5


The woman was out of breath. She seemed to have been running for a while, so much so that she had to hold on to the door for a moment or two until her breath returned. She was, to put it mildly, tousled – her clothes were grubby, her face streaked with dirt, and there appeared to be a bruise beginning to show on her temple. She was clearly well known by the people in the room, and if their expressions of delight were anything to go by, well loved too.


‘Junia!’ Herodion exclaimed, his damp face now suffused with tears once again, though this time they appeared to be tears of joy, not of anguish. ‘Where were you? We were starting to worry. You missed hearing that insufferable man’s letter.’


‘Not so worried that you forgot to be angry though,’ said Aquila.
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