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I’d missed him by a day. A single day. I’ll never forgive myself. If it hadn’t been for that stupid deal when my father couldn’t bear to lose a damn rupee, I would have seen him again. There I was, riding like a maniac. All for nothing.
More than three years had passed since I last saw him. I missed him from the day that we parted company. In Egypt. He was the closest friend I ever had. As a matter of fact, considering the time I spend travelling, he was virtually my only friend. And now he’s gone. Dead. They tell me the Romans executed him. Like a common criminal. Why—Yeshűa wouldn’t steal a crust of bread. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. Not the Yeshűa I knew. Could it really be true?
They’ve directed me to this broken down hovel. A house, a shack really, on the back-streets of Jerusalem. Mud bricks and a straw roof. The headquarters of his followers. I just don’t believe it. I can’t. He was… He wouldn’t let them… Yeshűa… where are you Yeshűa?
Don’t listen to me. I am in a state of shock. Wouldn’t you be? You would, had you known him as I did. If you knew him at all. Even if you had just met him.
I look around.
My eyes fall on a stone bench against the eastern wall. A mud brick wall like the house. All around the courtyard: drab walls, drab bench, drab, beaten down ground for a floor. Yeshűa was never drab. He was rich beyond belief. He was the perennial giver…
They let me sit here. Someone came out, told me what happened and went inside again. I’ve been alone since. As usual. As he was. Had been.
This is where it had all started. At least for me. On the outskirts of Jerusalem. This is where I’d met the man who now is no more. I know it. The man who came out told me. I’ve also heard it in town. But in my heart, in my heart of hearts, it’s too much to accept. Although, on the way here, I did sense something peculiar. In the whole city. The City of Peace. Peace indeed! A city where they murder innocent people. Not the mob, not some crooks in a dark alley, but the people in power. The Romans. The illustrious noblemen.
This is a farce!
And the men inside the house aren’t much help either. Or weren’t to him. At least I assume there are men inside. I only met one of them. They told me, outside, before I got here, in a whisper, that his disciples are hiding here. Hiding from whom? And why? Maybe they know something I don’t? They certainly didn’t know him as I do, even if they had followed him during these last three years. Much good it did them. Or him.
I feel a pang of anger.
So much had happened during these last few years. I’d had my share of excitement, though I shared neither my father’s nor Yeshűa’s ambitions. Live and let live was my motto. So far it served me well. Apparently my friend hadn’t fared so well. And then I’d heard, all the way home, that he was a full-fledged teacher. A Master, they called him. Like a Swami or Guru. God how time flies! I’d just returned home from China. I had dropped everything and rode all the way. I had to see him. To see if his dream had come true. He never lost hope that it would. That he would fulfil his mission. It had taken weeks to get here. It would have been many months, had I travelled with a caravan. Had I had a premonition? Had he called me to his side? Somehow?
I’d missed him by a day.
“But how exactly did it happen? I mean, he was always an easygoing fellow. At least, I found him to be so. And…” I catch myself speaking aloud.
I glance around but nobody is listening. Not to me. Anyway, they are all inside. They are all lost in their own thoughts. Apparently dark thoughts. They all seem to have crawled into their shells like a bunch of snails on a hot summer day on the shores of Tiberias. I can’t take it any more. I’m going inside. It’s dark. The only light comes in through the doorway I just entered. Small openings, high up on the wall, are shaded. This time I speak aloud. I want to be heard. By whoever cringes in the semi-darkness.
“Didn’t you know what would happen? I mean, could you not have helped him somehow, some way?” My hand rests on the hilt of my sword. I know it’s frustration speaking through me. Even anger. But after riding day and night only to miss him by a day, I have a right to be upset.
No one answers.
My eyes are getting accustomed to the dark. There are bodies everywhere. Inert. After a while, a heavy, thickset man lifts his head. As he looks up I can just see his face. It is lined as though from an intensive effort of trying to understand something beyond understanding. His hair seems prematurely gray. He looks at me as though he is emerging out of a deep, painful dream.
“No.”
That’s all he said. No. No we couldn’t. No, we tried, and we couldn’t. No. No one could help him, not even He whom he called his Father. It took a long time before I understood what he meant. It was all there. Stated as clearly as though he’d spoken all the words out loud. What really showed in his eyes was pain. Such pain, as I’d never seen before.
There are eleven of them sitting on the floor, their knees gathered under their robes, their heads bowed, or hidden in their hands. In the other room I can just see three or four women, huddled together as though trying to avoid the sand carried by the desert wind. Only there is no wind. The air stands still. In abeyance. Waiting? There is not even any noise. Not even a whimper of discontent from Mother Nature. Nor from people in this room. These people might as well be dead.
“Come!” A hand taps me on the shoulder. A young face is peering into my eyes. Asking. The same pain. There is a great deal of pain here. “Come outside,” he repeats.
I gather my cape and satchel and follow the young man into the courtyard. He points to the sole stone bench against the east wall. The courtyard is awash with early morning golden-pink warmth, somehow out of place in the atmosphere of gloom. Of desperation.
“They are lost. All of them,” the young man says after we sit down. I pull the cowl over my head to protect my eyes. After the darkness inside, my eyes hurt. Even in the shade. Only then I look at my companion.
“I am Satya,” I say. “Satya Bihari.” My name means nothing to him but it seems polite to introduce myself.
“My name is Yôchanan. People call me Yôna.”
“You knew him?” A stupid question. Right now I feel pretty stupid.
A sad smile confirms my suspicions. His smile says: I knew him and I loved him.
“Yes,” he nods. “We all did.” Then he catches his breath. “We thought we all knew him. But we didn’t. Nobody really knew him. Nobody… He was all alone,” this last in a barely perceptible whisper.
My host is a young, smallish man, no more than twenty. He does his best to look happy, to maintain an air of equilibrium, even of serenity. It doesn’t quite work. His features say one thing, his eyes another. I feel his anguish.
“Can you tell me what really happened?”
He looks at me for a long time. A few times he opens his mouth to speak, and his lips move up and down, as though by their own volition, and then hang open. Gusts of breath escape his heaving chest. And then, without warning, a guttural sobbing spills from his open mouth. Sobbing that shakes his insides while his body remains stiff, rigid, unyielding, refusing to let go. I move closer to the young man and put my hand on his shoulder. For a while he doesn’t react and then he seems to melt, collapse in a heap. I catch him as he’s slipping to the ground. I catch him and hold him as a father would hold a distraught child. Gradually his chest relaxes; his heaving becomes easier, less tortured. I can do little but wait. It doesn’t last more than a few seconds. He dries his eyes with his long flowing sleeve, clears his throat and offers me a distorted facsimile of a smile.
“He told us to be happy,” he says.
I let that go. “What did people say about him?” My young companion regains control of himself. “I mean, what…”
“They said that he was the king who didn’t make it.”
“King?”
“King of the Jews. Of Judea. They said he would set us free…”
“From the Romans?”
It’s hard to believe this young man. I’d first met Yeshűa when he was a twelve-year-old boy. I’d spent years travelling with him across the continents. We went as far north as Palmyra, as far west as Memphis, and as far east as my own home, Benares. I’d slept in the same tent with him on a hundred occasions. We talked until the first light dimmed the stars over our heads. I’d known the man. He was not a king. He’d never had any ambition of becoming a king. He had as low regard for the power wielded by man, any man as… well, as I did. Only more so. Yeshűa was a vagabond. A homeless hobo. He was a seeker of truth, of the secret of life. He was satisfied with fewer creature comforts than any man I’d ever met. The nearest he’d gotten to the concept of an ego was to try and find out who exactly he was. King? These people must be crazy.
“That’s what they thought.”
I look at Yôchanan with closer attention. There is something he is not telling me. “But you don’t, Yôna?” I ask not knowing quite what to expect.
Once again it takes him a while to reply. He seemed to be looking for the right words. It was as though he’d never spoken on the subject before. Almost as though it was all new to him. Then Yôchanan leaned back against the adobe wall.
“He didn’t talk about us, here, “ he started, choosing his words carefully. I nod my encouragement. “He said,” the young man hesitates then seems to gather courage. “He said that His kingdom was not of this world.”
I want to shout “What!?” but his hand silences me with a strange authority.
“He always meant what He said.”
There is steel in Yôchanan’s tone. Confident, unbending. A strange change sweeps over him. He wasn’t offering an opinion. He was sharing a statement of fact.
Yeshűa imparted strange respect among his closest friends. Disciples, I think they call themselves. Or something like that. This last statement did sound like Yeshűa talking. The Yeshűa I’d known. Only the Yeshűa I knew didn’t teach. He was always learning. More so than any man I’d ever met. But he did have that power of persuasion. He didn’t talk much, not in public, but when he did speak, he sounded as though he was beyond being challenged. It sounded as though what he said had to be said, and he simply vocalized the truth in a manner in which people were likely to understand it.
“You loved him very much…” I speak softly, really thinking of myself.
I did love him very much. Yeshűa was not a man who was easy to love. Oh, he was complacent enough towards most, towards the masses, but when he befriended you, there were no more compromises. It was all or nothing. You cannot serve two masters, he’d told me. So many years ago. So many times. We were discussing loyalty to the government versus your own family. He was arguing for total commitment to the idea. Or ideal. We also joked a lot.
“Wait until you get married,” I quipped. “Then you’ll see what master you must serve. At least if you want your supper!”
I recall his eyes. He laughed more than any man I’d met in all my travels. He had a strange capacity to see beauty in virtually everything. And when he became aware of it, he laughed. “Just look at these,” he’d say pointing at some flowers, “or those,” his hand followed the contour of the desert dunes afar, “or the riches we are given to witness,” he’d say pointing at the night sky. He seemed to live in constant awe of the world around him. It was all beauty for him, all perfect, all an inscrutable gift made exclusively for our pleasure. For our joy. If he were a Greek, he would have been a follower of Epicurus. Both he and Epicurus denied the existence of gods. It sounded strange coming from one raised in the strictest observances instilled in him by the Essenes. Maybe that’s why he’d run away. For years. For so many years. And yet?
And yet he came back. How I wish he hadn’t.
“I’m sorry,” says Yôchanan. “There is little more I can tell you.”
And with that Yôna rose slowly and half walked, half staggered towards the dark opening in the wall. A moment later the darkness embraced him with a merciful blanket. He will hide in it, as I now wish I could hide. Hide from memories that fill the emptiness with such vividness before my eyes.
Once more I am alone. More alone than I have ever been in my life. More alone than on that first caravan, before I met him. With suddenness that jars my raw nerves, memories flood my mind. My eyes are filled with images—long and short, snippets of events, of journeys, words, fragments of discussions, arguments we’d had over the years. The pain that I detected in the eyes of the men in the darkened room is now my own. I simply cannot accept that I’ll never speak to him again. I shut my eyes. I would give all I have to shut out the whole world. It seems empty now, devoid of life.
The next instant I see a scruffy lad hiding behind a sun-drenched stone wall. A lad who would grow into a man like no man I’d ever met. My eyes burn from recent lack of sleep. I’d tried so hard to get to see my friend. I close my eyes again. My young friend’s face is still there. He is smiling…
PART ONE
The First Day and the Night
1
I remember it all as though it had happened yesterday. I remember how I felt. I remember the camp we struck at the foot of the hill, just outside Herod’s wall on the road to Shechem and Damascus. I remember the guards, and the men giving us a wide berth. I even remember my own tent and the weather. It was hot. Really hot. So hot I preferred to stay in my tent. But what I remember best of all is that playing on my own is no fun at all. Not when you’re fourteen and filled with more energy than you know what to do with.
I couldn’t really blame my father. After all, it was I who had begged him to let me come. My hometown was fine, but... well, there was something that was calling me to far away places. And so, after long arguments with the whole family, this was to become my very first trip. My mother was dead set against it, but dad overruled her. Good for him, he’d said. And for me, I thought. Only I never realized that for months on end I wouldn’t see anyone remotely my own age. And when I did, within a week or two, we moved on. At the latest. We would be on our way again.
And then I saw Yeshűa.
I found him hiding behind the corner of a building, as though running away from some invisible enemy. I beckoned him to come and hide inside my tent. After a single glance in my direction he sprinted for the open flap and dove headlong onto my bunk. I’d never seen a boy run that fast. He must have had plenty of practice.
“What’s up?” I asked, as curious as I was startled. I’d learned some Hebrew over the last year or so. My father made a point of making me learn the languages of all the countries we were going to visit. At the time, I had no idea that the local people spoke mostly Aramaic.
“If you start now, by the time you’re my age, you’ll speak them all with ease,” he assured me.
Just then, six or eight men appeared from around the building, wielding sticks, spitting into the sand and wiping their foreheads. They were all dressed in black, had long beards and looked angry. They looked this way and that, but didn’t dare to approach the caravan. My father had guards posted at the four corners and some extra ones on the lookout as well. Yeshűa only got through by his extraordinary burst of speed. Or maybe the guards were looking the other way.
“What’s up?” I asked again. Yeshűa did not inspire trust. His clothing was torn at the elbow, his face smudged, there was blood on his left knee. Only his head made me smile. It was a bobbing halo of reddish, curly hair. More like a girl, I thought, till I met his eyes. There was nothing feminine in those eyes. They were steely blue, looking straight at you. In fact, they were looking straight inside you. Or through you. Instinctively, I lowered my own eyes. When I looked up again, he was smiling
“Thanks,” he said. “What is your name? I am Yeshűa.”
He spoke with a northern accent, drawling like the people from Galilee, from around Lake Chinnereth. I think the Romans called it the sea of Tiberius, after their emperor. Romans liked doing that. Renaming things, I mean. They preferred their own names. When you do business, it’s good to know such things. But for the sake of local people, you had to remember their own names. If you wanted a good trade, that is. Anyway, when you travel as much a we do, you also learn a lot about accents. You learn to distinguish between slight variations, changes in modulation. I didn’t know it at the time, but later, dad told me that I have a musical ear. I can imitate various dialects at will. It seemed easy to me. Natural. I know this was only my first trip, but we’ve been on the road for the last fourteen months. That’s a long time to practice.
“Why were they chasing you?” I prodded again.
“Your father is an important man,” Yeshűa said, peeking out of the tent and completely ignoring my question. “Do you travel a lot?”
“The last fourteen months!” I said proudly. Not many boys had seen what I had seen. “Does your knee hurt?”
Yeshűa glanced at his knee. Blood was beginning to coagulate in two narrow streamlets. He straightened his leg in front of him and wiped the blood with his sleeve. “I’ll live,” he said, in a tone that dismissed the inconsequential. Then he asked, “are they gone?”
I raised the flap an inch or two and peered out. Then I opened the front leaf wider. There were no signs of any men wielding sticks or of any suspicious marauders. Father liked to camp a little beyond the beaten track. It was safer, he said. He would move out only such goods to the maarah, the local market place, as deemed suitable for local appeal. I tied the flap up to let in more air.
“They’re gone,” I assured him.
“They won’t do that again,” he said. “Not for a while.”
I had no idea who wouldn’t do what to whom, but I let it go. For now.
“How do you do your schooling?” Yeshűa asked, changing the subject yet again.
“Father says travel broadens the mind. You learn as you go. I can speak four languages and I can describe the route, in detail, from Benares to Jerusalem,” I told him. I wanted to ask if he could do the same but he beat me to it. The expression on his face spoke volumes. He was impressed. “One of father’s men is teaching me numbers and astrology,” I added. For some reason I needed my unexpected guest’s approval.
“Would you teach me?”
I was stunned. No one had ever asked me to teach them anything. They were always teaching me. Always. And now I could be... And then I looked at him with suspicion.
“You’re kidding, right?”
“There is so much to learn. Only they don’t know it. They think you can find everything in the Scrolls?” He shook his head.
“The scrolls?”
“Torah,” he smiled again. “You know, the scriptures.” It would be proper to say that he was smiling all the time, only sometimes his smile was broader. “My mentors feel that if I learn the Torah by heart, I’ll know everything. Only I already know it by heart, and I know nothing. Nothing at all.”
This time he laughed outright. For the want of something better to do, I joined him. We sat cross-legged opposite each other, swaying backwards and forwards, laughing. Finally, Yeshűa wiped off his tears of merriment and for the first time the expression on his face got serious.
“Do you think you could ask your father if I could join you?”
He is asking me if I could have my dream come true. If I could have a companion on my travels, a boy my own or nearly my own age, to play with, to talk to, to argue with, to conquer....
“What about your parents?”
“You need not worry. I am twelve now.” He said this as though this proclaimed his well-earned maturity. “And I must go,” he added quietly. It implied, with you or without you, but I must go. And then he looked at me at some length. “Don’t worry,” he reassured me again. “I am neither a thief nor a robber. I knocked over some tables of some traders in the Temple. They shouldn’t...” He stopped short. “I’ll have to do it again...” he stopped again. Then he appeared to have changed his mind. For a while he just sat there, something churning in his mind.
“Will you speak to your father?” he asked again. His tone was controlled but urgent. Yeshűa seemed to be in a great hurry.
I must have been crazy. Thief or not, I hardly knew this boy. Correction. I didn’t know him at all. But where would I get another chance like this? When we pulled in for overnight stops, the men sat together around the fire, chewing hashish and talking about women. I stopped listening ten months ago. On and on they talked. Women this, women that. It was as though they hadn’t seen a woman for months. Even my father joined in. What was so special about women? They stopped talking about women only to talk about money. As if that was so fascinating.
“I’ll speak to him,” I said. I had no idea why but I knew I was doing the right thing. I also had no idea what a fateful decision I’d just made. The next few years were to become the most memorable years of my entire life. Just those next few years. Eighteen, to be precise.
Waiting was the worst. I spoke to my father the next morning. He said he’d think about it and he went about his business. I didn’t even know if he’d taken me seriously. I killed time. With one of the guards, I wondered about Jerusalem, looking at nothing in particular, hoping to see Yeshűa pop up from around the corner. Three days had passed before I saw him again.
“Well?” he asked without any preambles.
“I spoke to him.”
“And? What did he say?”
“Not much. He said he’d think about it.”
Yeshűa looked around as though making sure he wasn’t followed, or if the coast were clear, and turned to me again.
“Take me to him.” He was a very direct boy. “Please,” he added belatedly.
“I don’t even know where he is right now,” I pleaded. It didn’t do to pester my father.
“He’ll be having food about now,” said my bodyguard, who watched our interchange with detached interest.
“Why did you let me dive into Satya’s tent?” my young friend asked, looking the guard in the eye.
“I couldn’t let those men get to you, could I? You didn’t look as though you were about to do Satyajit any harm.” He used my full, unabbreviated name. It was more formal.
“You knew that he knew?” I asked in disbelief.
“I didn’t. He just... Never mind. Will you take me to your father?”
I shrugged. It was his funeral. My dad was a very important man.
When I introduced Yeshűa to my father, he pulled me by my sleeve.
“Leave us alone,” he whispered. And then there was that belated, and this time urgent, “Pleeeease.”
“I have to wash my hands,” I said in order to save face as I ran off.
Two days later, it was all arranged. At first light Yeshűa’s parents escorted him to my father’s tent. I didn’t even have a chance to meet them. From a distance, they seemed shy, reserved. They talked for a short while. Then his mother embraced Yeshűa. I remembered my own mother hugging me before my first departure. This seemed a little different. His mother embraced him lovingly yet she seemed to hold him as though she were handling something precious and fragile. They looked more like brother and sister. His mother looked almost as young as Yeshűa himself. And she was about his size. Tiny. Tiny and delicate. The same blue eyes. Then she stood back while his father gave him his paternal instructions. I know. I’d been given mine on the day of my departure from home.
Yeshűa gave the appearance of listening politely, even attentively, though I was sure his mind was already way out over the deserts sands. Finally his dad also embraced him, took his mother by the arm and led her away. From afar, she glanced back. Just once. By the time she looked again, our caravan turned the corner. Minutes later we were in the open desert. Well, it wasn’t a desert but it was the dry season. Things looked pretty bleak. They stayed greener closer to the Jordan valley. Yeshűa was walking by my side. We were together. Or better still, I was no longer alone.
And this is how it all began.
Memories flood my mind as I sit, outwardly detached, inside seemingly empty, stunned, without feeling, just like the stone bench beneath me. It is a small courtyard. To my left there is a small wooden gate which opens outwards. On my right, a simple hole in the sun-dried brick wall leads to the inner chamber where the disciples are gathered, trying to escape their anguish. Perhaps misery does like company, but not mine. I’d rather be with my memories. So many of them. So many years when he and I were alone, away from the world, just together. For the most part, my thoughts are completely disorganized. Like a stream meandering through a desert, turning and twisting, looking for some sense in the river of life. When I try to dismiss them, they only come back with renewed force. Some are just feelings, some are vivid, even as the hot sun is vivid above me. Perhaps that is why my eyes hurt so much. I forgot to pull the cowl over my head to shield them. I am not quite myself.
A young woman brings me a small skin of water. I drink gratefully. She leaves without a word. Her eyes are red. I don’t even know her name.
It is as if I am intended to review the years I’d spent with Yeshűa. As if it is meant to be. Perhaps one day I shall write them down. Only not yet. They hurt too much. They say there is a destiny defined in the stars for all of us. Perhaps they are right. But if it is so, then what is my destiny to be? Now that Yeshűa is gone?
What was the destiny written in the stars for Yeshűa?
At first, we hardly talked. I mean we didn’t discuss anything. Yeshűa’s eyes were darting this way and that. Each time he saw something he hadn’t seen before, he would ask me what it was. It could have been some rocks, or a desert plant, or anything at all. He had to know. If I couldn’t supply an answer, he would look around to see if he could bother someone else. Usually he didn’t, but he wanted to. At least he didn’t until he’d met Sri Arum Singh.
But that was only a week later. For now I was his only source of information, no matter how inadequate. The funny thing was that I hadn’t noticed half the things that fascinated him. Which was just about everything. And that included the nights. I told him that Sri Singh taught me astrology, not astronomy. But it was no good. He would suck out of me any information I had, good or bad, profound or of no consequence. He was like a leach in the pond at the bottom of our garden. Back home, that is.
After three days, I couldn’t hold it any longer. I had to ask him.
“What did you tell my father? I mean, to let you come?”
“It was nothing,” he replied. “Nothing of importance.”
“Come on. My father doesn’t give anything away he doesn’t have to. Did you use magic?”
“What!? Why would you say such a thing? Don’t you know that magic is evil?”
I didn’t, actually. Sri Singh and I didn’t get to discuss magic as yet.
“So what did you say to him?”
Yeshűa was evidently uncomfortable. I had him trapped and he knew it.
“I told him that your mother would like you to have a companion.”
“And he bought that?”
“Why not? It’s the truth.” He sounded pretty confident.
“And what did my father say?”
“Nothing.”
“What?” He was talking in riddles.
“Nothing at the time. I stood before him while he ate. Then, when he finished, he said that I was a very smart boy. That I was probably right. And...” Yeshűa was speaking haltingly, seemingly unsure of himself.
“...and?” I wished he would speak faster.
“And then he asked me when I could be ready.”
“...and?” He needed nudging.
“I said I would have to ask my parents.”
“And that was that?”
“Pretty much. What else could there have been?”
“Didn’t he talk about money?”
“No, of course not.” Yeshűa looked surprised.
But not as surprised as I was. My father didn’t become the richest man in Benares by offering free rides to stray lads. On the house. Or on a camel, so to speak. But this time he did. Yeshűa must have done or said something else. But I never found out what.
Within a few minutes, we went back to him asking me questions and me trying to answer them. In other words, the usual. Somehow, in spite of his questions, perhaps because of them, it was the first time I thought of home since I’d met him. And of the pond. And the beach. I could picture both of us jumping into the river from an overhanging branch.
It was good not to be alone.
In a way, Yeshűa had been lucky. Normally, my father didn’t take caravans all the way to their final destinations. We, my father’s men, that is, would take the goods a certain distance to a trading post, where they would exchange their wares for others, with which they would then return home. The goods left behind would find their way further along, carried by other camels or other beasts of burden, in turn bringing other goods back with them. That way no one had to be away from home for long. Only every ten years, or so, my father would travel the whole distance himself, to check on new markets, new political systems, or just out of sheer interest. No matter how much my father loved my mom, he loved travelling too. Almost as much.
It was then, thinking of my father’s lengthy journey, that I guessed why Yeshűa had chosen the particular gambit to be invited to join the caravan. Somehow he must have guessed that my father would do almost anything for mother. Anything to make her happy. Even if he did take me on this trip against her wishes. Perhaps he’d felt guilty about it, and when Yeshűa suggested that mom could be happy with my having a companion, he practically jumped at the opportunity. There was something very clever about Yeshűa. He was certainly smart well beyond his age.
There was one subject matter, I soon found, which Yeshűa covered with a cloak of silence. It was his childhood. Whenever I would ask him about his parents, his friends in school, or his teachers, his lips tightened, as though the subject was not to be pursued. His eyes would look away and, without answering my question, he would point to something and change the subject. I couldn’t figure out what it was that kept him so tight-lipped about his youthful past. His eye and facial expression did not reveal any pain. If there were any feeling that I could detect I would call it a sense of rebellion. A hard, adamant, unyielding rebellion.
It was a while later, I forget exactly when, that Yeshűa told me more about his rapid retreat from Jerusalem. Apparently, sometime after his twelfth birthday, his parents, together with a number of friends from Nazareth and Capernaum, came to the Temple to celebrate the Passover. And some Temple it was. Brand new. Gleaming white marble and gold everywhere. And during the Passover there were songs and dance, and psalm singing by the Temple choir. It was fun.
After the ceremonies and the attendant festivities were over, his parents, together with their friends as well as a number of members of a sect from some sort of monastery on Mount Carmel, prepared to make their way home. For reasons I didn’t quite understand at the time, there had been quite a crowd of them. His parents, just as the members of the sect, who apparently had been there to look after him, assumed that Yeshűa had made his own travelling arrangements. His parents thought that he would be travelling with his own friends and the monks from Mount Carmel thought that he would be with his parents.
“It wasn’t so difficult to confuse them, just a little,” Yeshűa said with a mischievous boyish grin. “I’ve waited for a breath of freedom…” he cut himself off, as though having already said too much.
I’d also learned later that, at the time, Yeshűa had no personal friends. For that matter, he hardly knew his own parents. I’d also learned that he took the first opportunity he had, ever, to spread his wings. To test some of the knowledge, which had been pumped into his poor head from the day, he’d learned to walk. Yeshűa waited for the home-bound procession to leave before doing his own thing.
What he did exactly, I didn’t quite understand, but whatever it was, it precipitated his rapid, and none-too-elegant, departure from Jerusalem. Out of sheer politeness he’d waited for his parents, who he knew would return to Jerusalem in search of their only son, to ask their permission to join my father’s caravan. I got a distinct impression that his parents had been conditioned, at least to some degree, not to deny Yeshűa’s requests. It had something to do with the monks from Mount Carmel.
Years passed before I’d learned what lay behind it all. If Yeshűa hadn’t become my best friend, I would have never believed it myself.
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I forget where or when the following event took place, but it couldn’t have been more than a few weeks, months at most, after we first left Jerusalem. We followed the main road to Shechem, then took the right fork, bearing northeast towards Scythopolis, and finally crossed Jordan just south of Lake Chinnereth to take the mountain road to Damascus. It wasn’t the best road, but my father deemed it the safest. There were too many riffraff in the lower, richer grounds, where bandits could hide in the thick bush that covered most of the ground. The desert was safer. It was here, in the vast expanse of rocks and sand that, for the first time, Yeshűa raised a tiny edge of the veil that obfuscated from me, and I should well imagine from the rest of the world, his most secret thoughts.
It was a moonless night, and thus stars that salted the sky seemed to have multiplied a thousand-fold from one horizon to the other. Against their background, the River of Light, known to the Hebrews as N’har di Nur, and to the Arabs as just Al Nahr, was as vivid, bright and sparkling, and as clearly defined, as ever I’d seen it on my travels. Back home, we knew it as the Bed of Ganges, the most holy of rivers.
Until this night, Yeshűa hadn’t talked much. He preferred to listen. This was the beginning of what became an almost nightly congress of thoughts that we, two lads in their early teens, chose to share. To date, his interests lay only in learning the intricacies of caravan life, of commerce and other aspects that to a merchant were of great value. His past was his own. His inner life remained safe behind those steely irises of his, which absorbed with insatiable hunger, but, until now, didn’t give anything away.
Later, as the moon came out, I found him standing alone on the top of a rock outcropping, some two hundred steps from our camp, overlooking the arid ocean. His head was held high, waving from one side to the other, as though it were swayed by the non-existent wind. I recall that we had both been entranced by the intensity of silence. If you’ve never spent a night in the desert, don’t pretend that you have. It wasn’t the real desert, forbidding in its vastness, which we would cross on the way to Palmyra, but the essence was the same. A night in the desert is unlike any other experience. You may be as tall as an oak, as important as a minister in a Persian court or a Roman tribune, yet out here, in the vastness of this endless expanse of rocks and sand, amid the grotesque shadows cast by moonlight—you feel small. Tiny. Completely insignificant. Even the mountains shrink under the grandeur spanning the horizons. Yet, at the same time, you are not dwarfed by the exuberance of the starry splendour. You are absorbed by it. It is as though the sky inhaled you with every breath you took. You become part of everything. Part of the Whole. Part of the sand and the rocks, the hills and the air, the sky, the stars... You become a pebble on the Bed of Ganges. You are like the breath that enters your lungs and then floats out mingling with the invisible currents in the vastness of space.
And every night was like that. Night after night.
I wasn’t aware of it then. He taught me. Perhaps the first lesson he taught me was to appreciate beauty. In all its forms. In all things. All places.
So many years ago, yet it seem as though...
“What is your name for Yahweh?” he asked me without turning his head. He must have sensed that I followed him out of the tent we shared. I was surprised he used the name Yahweh. The orthodox Jews were not allowed to use the name of their god. I could have sworn Yeshűa had been raised as an orthodox Jew. My father had said as much.
“Brahma,” I replied. “We have many gods in India. We have Brahma who created the universe, Vishnu who sustains it, and Shiva is the Destroyer. But they are all aspects of the same deity.”
He didn’t say anything. I too had been swept off my feet by the magic of the desert night. I felt the need to share my wonder with him. “This is where Brahma says to you ‘I OWN YOU’,” I said quietly.
He remained silent. For a time I thought he hadn’t heard me. Then, as though emerging from an ocean as deep as the desert was wide, he turned his eyes toward me. They shone like the stars above. “No,” he said. “This is where Brahma says ‘YOU AND I ARE ONE’.”
Yeshűa had experienced the enigmatic draw of the desert before, when he’d been little, he said, but this was different. He took a few steps toward me and grabbed me by the hand as though to assure himself that he wasn’t dreaming. I was more used to this inexplicable mystery, although one can never really take it for granted. Once you experience Brahma’s Splendour, you smile not out of fear but in gratitude. And this is not because, as Yeshűa implied, you become like a god, only because you become absorbed by the Creator.
I have but a vague memory of the rest of that night. We talked till dawn, resting enough atop the camels swaying in their rhythmic gait. They really were the ships of the desert. Some years later, we talked like that virtually every night. But then, it was an exception. When we first met, in the first few months, Yeshűa didn’t share his inner thoughts easily. He had been brought up to listen, not to talk. I hadn’t yet learned that a deep, smouldering anger churned in Yeshűa’s heart. He had been angry with his people. He had been angry with the priesthood and the lawyers and even the Essenes who’d reared him. He was angry at the depth of depravity, at the dismissive attitude his people had toward the wisdom of the ages. They had forced him to learn each word of the Torah by heart, but no one ever attempted to understand what the words meant.
“Oh, they thought they did,” he told me on one occasion. “They thought it was the word of Yahweh. And the word of Yahweh is not to be questioned but obeyed. There were moments when we were allowed to dig after some hidden meaning, provided that we didn’t even dream of putting our conclusions, our findings, into practice. It was like reciting a codex of laws, and assuming that once you knew it, you were absolved from having to live by it.”
When anger stirred him, it poured out like a flood.
“They are like guard-dogs protecting a garden of delicious vegetables. They don’t eat any of it themselves, and they will not let anyone else even taste its bounty.”
Young Yeshűa was not a boy capable of compromise. He tolerated it in others, provided that it did not encroach on his budding belief system. He couldn’t remain with his mentors. He felt stifled. He said that back home, he could no longer breathe.
“Either they hammered line after line into my brain, or else they indulged in speculations, which in no way advanced my knowledge of who I am. And after years of this, there had been moments when they treated me like a cross between a scholar and the incarnation of... of Buddha.”
He chose words that made some sort of sense to me. I am a Hindű, but Buddha’s teachings were known to me. You can’t help it when you are raised in Benares. It is the home of Shiva Visweswara. It is also a place of pilgrimage for the Buddhists and Hindűs alike. What mattered to my father was that my hometown was also a great trade centre.
Even then, in those early days of our friendship, I noted that Yeshűa rebelled against any imposed obligations. He loved the world. He loved it with the passion of youth. He celebrated each sunrise and every sunset. He cut down on sleep to the absolute minimum, lest he miss something life had to offer.
Yeshűa was an uncompromising, implacable lover of life.
I shake my head. The sun is now high in the sky. Must be close to noon. I move to the south side of the courtyard to sit in the shadow of the wall. A sliver of shade about a step wide. Later I shall move again against the shadow cast by the wall on the west. It’ll offer more protection. There is no bench here, but I can rest my back against the wall. My legs also feel good stretched straight in front of me.
The moment I close my eyes, images of long ago force themselves before me with uncanny vividness.
My back hurts. It must be the long ride. A very long ride.
There is no sound coming from the dark opening leading to the inner chamber. Even the women had stopped crying. Then I hear a dog barking in the distance. There is a painful yelp and he stops. There is silence again.
Snippets of memories flit across my mind without any chronological order. One moment I see a lad of twelve, through the eyes of a fourteen-year-old, the next instant I hear his words as though he spoke them right here and now, slowly, thoughtfully, coming from a man who’d spent his life trying to bridge the great divide between his outer shell and the innermost secrets of atma. In my language, atma is the real you, your true self. All else is maya. Illusion. Or so I’m told.
As I sit alone, I am losing all sensation of time. I press my back against the hard wall. It keeps hurting. Pictures, fragments of the moments we shared, float before my eyes even as clouds that cross the serene ocean above; uncontrolled, detached, elusive, often only just grasped, torn out of the fabric of time and space. The next instant, the inexorable movement of time goes on, again, unwinding, uncaring, arranging events in a sequential order. At the time I thought I understood his words. At the time...
At first, the reason behind his sudden departure from Jerusalem remained elusive.
“I want to see the world,” he’d told me. “Don’t you?”
There was no arguing this logic. My father didn’t mind either way. He found Yeshűa pleasant, courteous and, as such, suitable company for his son. He was told by Joseph, Yeshűa’s father, that he can send him back at any time, with any caravan heading for Judea. Apparently, Joseph offered dad some money, but my father had refused. Dad was a complex man. He loved making money, but he felt no need to remain attached to it. He taught me that. He told me that it is the process which matters, more so than the result. I always listened when my father spoke.
Yeshűa confessed the real reason for his departure much later.
Initially, he seemed a little standoffish. It turned out to be shyness. He hadn’t met many boys his own age. He’d spent most of his time among women. Over time, I grew to like him, then to love him as a brother. It would seem that even during those early months when we spent nights gazing up at the dark sky, as clear as on that night on the way to Damascus, that we were passing innumerable hours talking about his inner life. But we didn’t. We talked mostly about everyday events, about my own boyhood, back home in Benares, of my early schooling, of my aunts and uncles, of family life in general.
“You have brothers?” he asked. His eyes lit up when I’d told him.
“Three brothers and two sisters,” I confessed, taking full credit for my parents’ virility.
“I never had a family life,” he’d said. And then, momentarily, though barely visible in the starlight, I noticed that his near-constant smile left his face. “Poor mother,” he added, but would not explain any further.
I’ve learned not to probe. He would talk freely when he wished. At other times he seemed as distant as the mountain peeks I’d left behind at home—those toward north. In those moments I’d learned to let him be, to let the moment pass. And it did. Quickly. But even in those early days, I’d sensed some deep and troubling enigma fomenting in his young mind. At those times, I thought I’d detected hints of irrepressible loneliness taking hold of him. A loneliness not resulting from the growing distance from his family, but rather from something much more intangible, yet, seemingly, very real to him.
During those first few years, Yeshűa seemed to have been freeing himself from a burden imposed on him by others. By his past. It sounds silly, even now, to talk of the past in someone so young, but Yeshűa’s life had been so controlled, subjected to such discipline that at no time had he been given a chance to be a boy, let alone a child. Even on that first leg to Damascus and later on the way to Palmyra and Babylon, he filled his days with apparent hunger for the simplest of things. He would rave over the beauty of a common cactus squeezing life out of a crevice in a rock, a strand of grass, incongruous in the desert, springing from a seed blown by the wind, a flower that grew, as he said, for no other purpose than to bring heaven to earth.
And this hadn’t changed over the years. Even years later, in India, when we met only for a few days at a time, his awe of the world remained unshaken. His eyes sparkled, his joy remained ebullient, his heart seemed open to the wonders around him.
But nights had been different.
At night, especially during those first few months, perhaps longer, he spoke to me in words of rebellion. He thought that the Essenes, who controlled every minute of his young life, wanted to lumber him with all of the frustrations which they’d accumulated over the years, and to deny the beauty of life by the exigencies of their own aesthetic existence. He didn’t say all that in those precise terms. He was a mere boy then. But that was the import of what he’d said. Yeshűa, although subjected to it himself, or perhaps because of it, dismissed monastic life as unnatural. He thought that turning one’s back on the world was turning one’s back on the creation of the Almighty.
“If Yahweh didn’t want us to see the world,” he’d once said, “he wouldn’t have equipped us with eyes.”
Yeshűa thought that everything had a purpose, and our job was to uncover what it was. No matter what it took. We had to learn who we really were.
“Two boys enjoying a ride...?” I quipped. He ignored me.
“And man’s purpose is to learn about Atma by studying His creation.” When he’d said it, Atma sounded as though spoken with a capital A.
He liked using Indian terminology. It was his way of showing his respect for other people’s faiths. He never said nor implied that there is anything superior in the faith in which he’d been brought up. If anything, he thought his own religion was stifling. He thought that the essence of his own faith had been buried under a complex system of laws and regulations that made it impossible for men and women to really enjoy life. I recall being amazed and a little abashed by the scope of his knowledge. I’d been brought up to grab all the living that life had to offer. My family was rich, but we also enjoyed the simplest of things. Like diving in a river, or climbing a tree or just playing games on the lawn in front of our house.
“The Torah was written to show us how to best enjoy life,” he said during one of our nightly discussions. “Instead, people use it to strangle themselves into submission to our priesthood. To place us all in irons of our own making. If only someone would show them the way.…”
Apparently, many years later, someone did.
Even as I think of my parched throat, a girl, perhaps a woman, appears from the dark frame of the doorway leading to the house. She carries a jug on her shoulder that is nearly as big as her head. How did she know I felt thirsty? Perhaps Yeshűa taught them all to be mind readers. He was certainly proficient at it himself. In later years.
As she comes closer I see that it is a woman, though very small. When I get up, she barely reaches my chest. She stands before me in silence.
“Shalom,” I say in my best Hebrew accent.
“I brought you some water, sir,” she says.
I wonder why she called me sir. I am certainly not looking very notable. Not after all the riding I had just done. I am covered with dust from head to toe. I make a mental note to get washed at the first opportunity.
“Thank you,” I say in Hebrew. The Jews have so many ways of saying thanks and I hope I used the right one. I can’t wait. I grab the jug from her girlish hands and draw deep on the water. I feel as though I hadn’t drunk for years. Actually, on my last leg I hadn’t taken time to drink or eat. There had been an inexplicable force nagging me to hurry. Hurry, hurry, sang the wind in my ears. Hurry, hurry, the horses hoofs had stomped a hollow tattoo on the rocks, roads and the beaten down ground. Hurry, croaked birds rising with mad flapping of wings to get out of my horse’s way.
She smiles and leaves with tiny, child-like steps. I wonder what her name is. I forgot to ask.
She looks and walks like a child. But her face is a mask of frozen pain. She cannot even hide it. At least, not very well. Perhaps the pain is too great.
“He would have made her smile, “ I think aloud. “He could make anyone smile.”
Only he isn’t here. Not anymore.
That day, for the first time, he’d spoken to me about his mother. Just a few words. He said that his mother’s name meant many things in Hebrew. That many people thought that it meant ‘bitter’. But if taken from an Egyptian root mryt, it could mean ‘the beloved one’. The Greeks changed the name to Miriam, meaning fat, thick and strong. Or... rebellious, as in insurrection or against limitations. And some say that it comes from maya meaning an illusion. He said that it may well be up to him, which of those names will come true. Which name would best describe her.
And then he told me that it was unfair that he was supposed to decide such things. That he loved life. That he wanted to just live. Not decide on his mother’s future. Or anyone else’s.
I hear him as though it was today…
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I forget how long it took us, but some time later we arrived in, what many call, the oldest city in the world. The city of Sham, or Dimashq. As usual my father set up camp on the periphery of the city. This time it wasn’t just a question of safety. Mostly, he didn’t want to interfere with anyone’s land rights. People were beginning to realize that land, which heretofore lay free, was of value. They staked out claims and then charged daily fees if one wanted to camp on their property.
After the days we’d spent on the arid terrain, the richness of the verdant land was almost overpowering. The streets, full of traders, their carts replete with fresh fruit, vegetables and grains held all of our attention. My father’s men immediately began restocking with fresh provisions for the next leg of our journey. Yeshűa and I hadn’t been needed. We enjoyed the invigorating experience of skinny-dipping in the cool Barada river, which fed the city with its pure waters. Yeshűa never swam before in his life. Once learned, it became a passion for him. Boy, was he a quick learner!
“I feel free!” he shouted with joy. “I feel free like a fish,” he continued diving indeed like a fish only to come up for air some distance further. Apparently, even by Lake Chinnereth, close to where his parents lived, people didn’t swim much. In Nazareth, Yeshűa’s hometown, village really, water was precious. They had to reach deep into the ground and hoist it up a jug at a time. But even those who washed with water from the lake carried it in large clay ewers to their homes. Swimming was not in their nature.
“Lake is for fish,” he mimicked in the authoritative tone of an elder. “And for us to fish in. Fish swim, men walk on land.” Yeshűa’s father was a simple man. Yeshűa respected him for his honesty, his kindness and for the way he treated his mother. Not for his intellectual capacity. And anyway, there were many restrictions with which Yeshűa was encumbered. The Jews took life very seriously.
After the swim, Yeshűa and I took a lazy stroll through and around the city. Everywhere we looked there was something that seemed ancient. It was like walking through various eras, through thousands of years of history. Yeshűa was rapidly infecting me with his desire for knowledge. His curiosity was contagious. He had stopped strangers on the street and asked them, with a broken accent, about whatever he saw and didn’t understand. He never felt embarrassed. When people laughed at his inability to express himself, he shrugged, smiled and tried somebody else. And there was a vast choice of people. We heard a dozen languages and twice as many accents. And anyway, people who lived in Dimashq seemed to speak half a dozen languages each. Dimashq is an ancient city, but the trade in it is very modern.
Halfway through the second afternoon after our arrival, I managed to get hold of my teacher to fill us in on some of the background. As usual, whenever time permitted, my teacher was glad to see me. Usually I listened attentively to his words, but lately I had been awestricken by the fire in Yeshűa’s eyes whenever he had a chance to learn something new. And all this, all that was outside the confines of the Torah, was new to him. His eyes shone as though he was alleviating a hunger gnawing at his young heart.
And there was a great deal to learn.
The history of Dimashq reached further back than the beginning of the world. The Hebrew world. Yeshűa was stunned to hear of numbers like 6000 years before he was born. Some 2000 years before his own teachers said Yahweh created Adam. Could it be that the Essenes were wrong? Yet there was also a link with the Torah. Some said, recounted our teacher, that the old name of Sham—the alternate name of Dimashq—had been derived from Shem, the eldest son of Noah, the ancient who saved us from extinction. Not for the first time since our arrival in this archaic city did Yeshűa wonder if history was fact or fiction.
He loved sitting at the feet of his new teacher, the elderly Sri Arum Singh, who on occasion looked as old as the stories he recounted. Sri is a title of respect, like Mister, I told him. The hired hands address my father as Sahib, meaning lord or master. After all, he was their boss, virtually the master of their lives. Sri is more like a title of respect rather than authority. Unless you mean moral authority. Back home, we address the Yogis and Swamis with Sri.
Arum Singh’s gray beard cascaded down his meagre chest, his eyes were red rimmed from constant study. He was small, seemingly feeble, but no man would dare to raise his hand to him. He was the sage, the authority, second only to my father.
It was he, the ancient Sri Singh, who planted the first seeds of doubt in young Yeshűa’s heart. It was he who unwittingly forced him to interpret the writings of the Torah, not as an infallible history, but as a document of life’s lessons, given to the Hebrews in an allegory and parable format. But the depth of this realization came to my friend much later. This was but the first seed. What it did accomplish, more than anything, was to fuel the rebellion that Yeshűa felt towards all that he’d been taught at such length. He told me some time later that, at the time, he’d been ready to reject all he’d ever learned, all he’d ever heard from the monks at Mount Carmel, all he’d ever read in scrolls, including the Torah. He wanted to start from scratch, turn over a new leaf. Rejuvenate himself. It was almost as though he wanted to be born again. He wanted to incorporate in his life whatever he’d learned and deemed good. Except for his parents no one seemed to have done so. And, sadly, he hardly ever thought of his parents as paradigms to be emulated. Perhaps they were too close to his heart. Perhaps he resented having been passed on to the monks, like a prized goat. Or perhaps he just resented having been sequestered in a cave to study, and study, and do more study. He wanted to live.
“I didn’t have a chance,” he said. “I was the new reincarnation of Buddha, remember?” Only this time he didn’t laugh. There was too much anger in him. Mostly at himself.
The Syrians claimed thousands of years as their history. In this cradle, they said, man discovered the secrets of agriculture. He developed the first mastery of metallurgy. Here was the seat of ancient religions, philosophies. Here they invented the first alphabet, systems for planing cities. Here the ancient forefathers gave birth to cultural and even diplomatic exchanges. They were the initiators of civilized life on this earth.
“So they claim,” said Sri Singh, his Hindű accent in Hebrew more pronounced than mine. Arum Singh was more than just my or our teacher. He served my father as the official translator and negotiator when deals had reached a certain level of complexity. My father relied heavily on his abilities on such occasions. “Written history starts only some hundred and fifty years ago with the Amorites. It doesn’t compare with our Vedas,” Singh continued after some thought.
“Vedas?” Yeshűa jumped on the word instantly.
“They are the writings of our Hindű tradition. Rather like your Torah, only much older.”
I could see Yeshűa’s eyes growing wider. He’d been taught for years that nothing is older than the Torah. That nothing can reach further back than the history of mankind as recorded in the Holy Book of Genesis. And now this? I could see the struggle in my friend’s heart. The conditioning of years being assailed by this elderly man, sitting cross-legged on a small pillow, a gentle smile on his wide mouth. Sri Singh didn’t force whatever he said on his pupils. If anything, he told them to question the facts, to dig deeper, to reach out, or in, on their own.
“This is not like the Essenes,” Yeshűa told me after the first real session with Sri Arum Singh. “He makes you decide what is right and what is wrong.” His smile got broader. “Or what is true and what isn’t,” he added after more thought.
“Sri Singh seldom shares something which he doubts himself. If he does, he says so,” I confirmed Yeshűa’s conclusions. Sri Singh was, still is, a very honest man. I recalled what my father told me some time ago: “A man can fool another man, if he’s clever. But he can seldom fool a child.” Of course I wouldn’t dare to call Yeshűa a child. Like he’d told me. He was already twelve.
“You can never tell a man what he should believe in,” Yeshűa continued thinking aloud. “To do so would be like telling his Atma what to do.”
Already then, I knew what he meant. But only later I’d learned that in his own language, in Hebrew, it would be like telling Yahweh what to do. The Jews have a strange religion. They believe that there is The Existing One, or the Self-Existent, who nevertheless strikes an echo of His Presence in every man and woman. They abbreviate this deity’s incommunicable name with the letters YHWH which, when pronounced out loud, which is strictly forbidden, sound like Yahweh. The tetragrammaton stands for the Hebrew letters Yod, Hé, Wau, and Hé, which represent the masculine and feminine universal principles.
It was this divine principle extant in every man, every woman, which weighed heavily on my young friend. At some time or another, during one of those long, balmy nights, when he wasn’t so angry, he told me a beautiful story of Jacob who became Israel, by conquering his lower nature.
“But it’s an allegory,” he said sadly. “Like everything else in the Scrolls of Moses.”
Arum Singh told us a great deal more about Dimashq. Long stories, full of intricate details unfolded every day that we stayed there. When we were lucky, he joined Yeshűa and myself to share some more legends after the evening meal.
“Some seven or eight hundred years ago, the original Aramean city became buried under repeated armed incursions of the Assyrians. Then came the Chaldeans under Nebuchandnezzar, until the Persian king, Cyrus, took over the city. But it was still later, under the Macedonian general, Alexander, that Syria became the hub of a huge empire that reached as far north as the Afghan and as far west as the Tarus Mountains. Some of it is confirmed in your Scriptures,” Sri Singh said looking at Yeshűa. My friend nodded.
“Yes, Sir. I do remember,” he affirmed quickly. Evidently he didn’t want to interrupt the lecture.
“Only recently Rome moved in on the ancient cultures. The Romans came half a century ago and made Syria their own. The men of Dimashq became valued merchants of the Roman Empire. Your father,” the sage turned towards me, “is benefiting by distributing the wares between Europe and the Orient. As for Dimashq, what we see here is an entirely new city, built on the ruins of the past. Yet even now, the local cloth and glassware and particularly swords are renown throughout the Roman Empire. We have a lot to be grateful for.”
Yeshűa listened spellbound. The scholar’s words tasted like water to a man dying of thirst. Only Yeshűa was not yet a man. He was a strange amalgam of boyish emotions mixed with a mature desire for knowledge. This is why he’d escaped. This is what he came for. Perhaps, by some strange quirk of fate, he’d known that he would find Sri Singh here, along the long trek that would eventually take us all to India.
“And even as Rome conquered the land, the philosophers of Rome began to supplant the earlier thinkers. Even so there is a veritable whirlpool of ideas fighting for supremacy. The Greek thinkers embodied mostly by Socrates, Plato and Aristotle of some centuries ago were later challenged by their Roman successors.”
“Socrates? Plato?” Yeshűa couldn’t help himself. His mind had been sheltered from any ungodly influences. For his own good, no doubt. To protect the purity of Jewish thought. As I watched his face, it once again registered a pang of anger. “How could they do this to me?” he muttered under his nose.
Arum Singh smiled. “It is rarely that someone so young would have such wide interests, my boy. Satya, here, no more heard about them than you did,” the old man was trying to placate my friend. You have a whole lifetime to examine your life. You have to get a life first, though. Otherwise...?”
It is late afternoon now. I drag myself up and move again, this time against the western wall, which offers the most shade. I have no idea if I’ve been sleeping or dreaming. But whatever tricks my mind played on me, the images were real. They were taking place here and now. They were so much more than just memories. I wondered, how was that possible?
Soon the first stars will begin to show their light. But this is not the desert. The air here is neither as pure, nor as cool. The stones and bricks of the buildings amass a great deal of heat during the day. They retain their warmth almost until dawn. I get up again; I stretch my legs, and go outside the courtyard to relieve myself. Then I sit down again. I still haven’t washed. Now, I couldn’t go indoors even if invited. I can’t go anywhere. My brother who’d left four weeks before me, to go as far as Alexandria, or maybe Memphis, will only get here two weeks from now. I have nowhere to go. I came to see my friend...
Even as I think of him, Yeshűa’s face is again displacing all other images. I can see his eyes staring at Sri Singh. There is both admiration and hunger mixed in equal measure. I think he would give his right arm to possess Arum Singh’s knowledge. Why is it so important to him, I wonder. And why is there such a hurry to learn now, or rather there and then, in each moment, as if even then he was running out of time.
It is cooler now.
Even as I look up towards the eastern sky, a dark cloud obscures the horizon. It might rain, I think hopefully. At least the rain would wash off dust and grime from my whole body. They might even let me go inside, afterward. But only if it rains. No matter. It certainly wouldn’t bother me. I’ve weathered many a storm in a camel’s saddle. A small houdah, actually, but the effect was similar. And then I see his eyes again, staring into mine.
“What is it that you want from me?” I ask. But there is only silence.
Yeshűa’s eyes demanded an answer. “Socrates? Plato? Aristotle?” he repeated. He was rapacious for knowledge. He simply had to know.
“Many scrolls had been written already, many more will be written by our children’s children. You cannot abbreviate the endowment those three men had given to the world and do them justice. Socrates became what he was, chiefly to combat the Sophists. And who were the Sophists, you’ll ask? The Sophists had been led by Protagoras, a native of Abdera. He taught that man is a measure of all things. He rejected absolute truth, but related truth and beauty and even goodness to the needs and interest of man.”
“He rejected Brahma?” Yeshűa cocked his head to one side.
“He didn’t get involved in theology. There had been too many gods in his day. Just too many. What he preached, really, was that all things are relative. And the measure of that relativity is man. Who else could it be?”
“Man is a measure of all things....” Yeshűa repeated. It was obvious that Sophistic thought made an impression on the young scholar. “And Socrates objected to this?” he asked, his penetrating stare boring into Sri Singh’s eyes.
“Socrates didn’t think we could rely on our senses. He thought we were too fallible. He wasn’t really interested in creating a new school of thought, but rather with defining the ethics. Plato followed in his master’s footsteps and went further by proposing that the universe was essentially spiritual and purposeful. Thus, he refuted the relativism of the Sophists. To affirm his theories, he developed his doctrine of Ideas. And so on, and so on, and so on….”
“How do you know all this?” Yeshűa was in awe.
The old man smiled. “When you get to be my age, what else can I do. I sit and read, and try to be useful. To lads such as you and Satya. If it weren’t for you youngsters, I would feel pretty useless.”
I recall smiling at Arum Singh’s humility. I knew well of the high standing he held with my father. And my father had clout inside and outside India. He carried his reputation with him. People listened whenever he talked. Yet they listened even more when Sri Singh talked, though the old man preferred talking on matters other than my father’s.
“And Aristotle?” Yeshűa wouldn’t let go.
“Aristotle came last. Although he was Plato’s pupil he became more pragmatic. More practical in his approach; less spiritual, you might say. In a way, he combined Plato’s universal Ideas, or forms as Plato called them, with material forms—or matter itself. He thought that evolution springs from the interaction of form and matter upon each other. He, you might say, was more down to earth….”
“And what of Rome, of Roman thought?” Yeshűa would not be denied.
“That, my young friend is quite another story. We have plenty of time to learn the heritage of human thought. Plenty of time….” And the sage rose lightly and went about his business.
Two days after this discussion, we veered off the Fertile Crescent and entered the real desert. No more periodic rests in the shade of palms. No more water within a shouting distance. Sand, rocks and desolation. And then, when we accepted that one day we shall inevitably die of thirst, we saw birds flying over the horizon. Soon after, when crossing over a hill, we saw the palms of Palmyra.
Palmyra—the ‘place of palms.’ Palms grow there because the whole settlement had been built around an oasis—in the middle of a hilly desert. No one can avoid stopping in Palmyra. Not if they or their camels need water.
Until recently, Palmyra had been called Tadmor. The locals still use the old name. Although thriving for some three hundred years, it is only now, since the Romans took over, that the settlement has became a town. When we passed through it, the Romans had been busy building a magnificent theatre.
“Strange,” said Yeshűa, always observant, always ready to add to his knowledge. “So far the Romans have contributed little to architecture, sculpture, or culture, other than their legions. But they do like the theatre. Sri Singh says they have an abundance of poets and writers.”
“Just why is this so strange?” I asked. He was always finding things that left little mark on me.
“It seems that we all have different elements to contribute to the jigsaw of life.”
He was twelve years old when he said that.
There was another reason why no trader could avoid visiting Tadmor, or Palmyra. It lay on the crossroads of the two major trade routes. One from the Far East and India lead to the head of the Persian Gulf. The other, known as the Silk Road, stretched from the Eurasian continent all the way to China. No wonder Emperor Tiberius wanted to control it. To control Palmyra. Yet, for some strange reason, the Arameans and Arabs managed to remain semi-independent for the last half century. Perhaps they found a way to make themselves indispensable to the invaders. Such things were of interest to my father and, by succession, to me.
Yeshűa was developing quite different interests. The most important god of Palmyra was Bel. At least until Roman influence relegated him to a lower status. But it was here that I discovered Yeshűa’s primary interest. Whatever gods existed, anywhere, he had to study them. Study the gods in relation to the people. Or so I thought at the time.
Here, for the first and I hasten to add the only time, Yeshűa got lost. We were to stop in Palmyra for three days, and I was hoping to have some fun running around town with my friend. Alas, look as I might, Yeshűa was nowhere to be seen. I didn’t want to land him in hot water with father, but in shear desperation I confessed my concern to Sri Singh.
He nodded his head a few times as though confirming his suspicions.
“Ask the people at the Temple of Bel.”
Sri Singh was right. I found Yeshűa sitting on the steps of the Temple, deep in thought. When I got to him, I was ready to tell him off for giving me so much trouble. He beat me to it.
“I’ve been waiting for you for at least an hour,” he said. When he saw my stunned expression he added, “I was sure Sri Singh would know where to find me.”
I thought it best to say nothing. After all, he was right and I didn’t like confirming this to him or to anybody else. There is such a thing as pride.
“The Greeks call him Zeus,” Yeshűa continued as if nothing had happened. The Romans, Jupiter. Here, he is Bel.”
He talked for half an hour. I must say, some of the things he said sounded pretty interesting. Not at all like talking about trade and negotiating prices. There seemed more to it than that. It was years later that I realized that the Temple of Bel was the beginning of what would prove, later, to be Yeshűa’s passion. The study of countless, inimitable as well as superfluous and temperamental gods of affectation, jealousy, presumptuousness, pomposity even as gods who seemed caring, full of concern, helpfulness, even compassion and love. A plethora of gods. Gods of every size, sex, power, specialty, allegiance ... gods galore. Yet at the time, in Palmyra, I had no idea why. Gods were gods, to me at least. If you left them alone, they left you alone. And the more you were left alone the better off you were. Except for Krishna. He was different. But Krishna wasn’t really a god. He was an incarnation of god. He was, is, all pleasure.
See? I told you He was different. But at the time, Yeshűa hadn’t met Krishna yet. No wonder he had so much to learn.
It wouldn’t hurt till the next day. I fell off my bench. Luckily it is less than a cubit above the ground. For a moment I considered staying on the dirt—it seemed softer. Then I changed my mind. Who knows what creepy-crawlies might take advantage in order to make a meal of me? I climb back on the slab, only this time I lay on my back. The stone is just wide enough. It is good to stretch my back. It got really stiff from sitting around for hours on end. I’ve sat many a time, even longer, on a camel’s hump, but the camel moved. It swayed from side to side. I had no chance to stiffen. Here? Here I felt as if all life had left me. Just my body remained frozen into immobility.
Again I look up at the sky. Time seems to stand still. I must stop those memories crowding my mind. I must get some real sleep.
And then a question invades my tired awareness. It carries a bitter taste. It asks, “Why bother?”
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I must have dozed off. A dreamless, void kind of sleep. A sleep as though I’d never been born.
As I sit here, Yeshűa’s face repeatedly forces itself before my eyes. I can see him regarding Sri Singh with surprise, admiration, and just a hint of impatience. After Singh’s assurance, I remember Yeshűa’s face clouding over. It was as though he didn’t expect to have much time to live.
It is completely dark now. No sound comes from inside the house. Not even a snore. Incongruously, I wonder if the disciples are sleeping. Does it matter? Perhaps they are subjected to more pain than I am. They were there, I suppose, when Yeshűa was executed. Murdered. By the Romans—with his own people’s willing participation. They must have taken him to be some sort of homeless hobo, perhaps stirring people to take responsibility for their actions. He did that, even when I knew him.
“Whatever you do take, you pay for,” he’d said when I stole an apple from a street vendor and ran for my life. He said that but couldn’t help laughing when the angry woman threw an apple at me, in an attempt to hit me. He caught the apple with one hand turned round, bowed low and thanked the livid trader. She shook her fist at him. Then he too joined me in rapid withdrawal.
“What about your apple? I asked.
“That’s different,” he said. “My apple was given to me.”
In a way he was right. I suppose.
As for his admonishment to me, he claimed this sentiment even before he’d studied the Law of Karma. I guess, there were things that were innate to him. He was born with certain knowledge, even if others are born with the ability to run fast, or be a good cook. Maybe this is what the cast system in my country is all about. It didn’t matter, as long as you did the best you could. He also said that. Seems so obvious, and yet I’ve met so many men who did their utmost to avoid their responsibilities. To avoid doing their best.
I turn on my side. The wall in front of me is just a dark shape within a dark background. I turn my eyes to the sky. The same stars, the same firmament stretches overhead. Nothing has changed. All is as it should be. The world continues to unfold itself in an orderly fashion. Only he isn’t with us. He is gone. Forever. I find it hard to accept.
I close my eyes to dismiss pangs of pain churning in my chest. I felt similar pain when my mother died. Only this is different. My mother was well over fifty. You expect elderly people to die. We all die, sooner or later. But Yeshűa was too young. He still had a lot of living to do. I wanted him to visit my hometown once more. My friends were waiting for him.
Why did I love this man so much? We played, we argued, we laughed, we even fought, once or twice. We certainly travelled a lot together. But there is something more. Something intangible which seems to radiate from his eyes. Even now....
Two weeks had passed before Arum Singh had time to talk to us again. He came twice to set exercises for my friend and me. Exercises in Sanskrit. Sanskrit and Latin. We had to read and write in both languages. Singh believed that any intelligent man must know Sanskrit to develop his understanding of the mysteries of life.
“But Latin you need to make a living, while Sanskrit is the language of atma. It is the mother of all languages,” he told us. I thought that a bit funny. Some time ago Yeshűa said the same thing about Hebrew. And, although only with his own people, I’d heard him speak Aramaic.
Sri Singh came early, bowed low with hands held together, and muttered the traditional Indian greeting, namaste. After we returned the salutation, he lowered himself with an impressive agility—for a man his age.
He always assumed the same posture. His legs crossed, one heel below the perineum. It is as many yogis sit. In India we know it as the pose of the Spiritually Enlightened. The Siddhasana. To this day I really don’t know if Sri Arum Singh is a spiritual man. He shared knowledge with us, but not his private life. He was not a man easy to fathom. Smiling, seemingly sedate, invariably polite yet maintaining a certain distance. I recall wondering if it could have been due to his cast, back home, but I never had the courage to ask. My father belonged to the few Hindď who thought the cast system was a lot of hogwash. But there again, my father was a very materialistic man. He valued knowledge for the wealth that it could bring him. If he could make money from spirituality, he would probably do so. We never talked about this subject. Neither with Sri Singh nor with my father. But whatever Sri Singh’s inner convictions were, he sure knew a great deal about virtually everything else.
“So what about the Roman influence?” Yeshűa asked as if we were continuing the discussion of two weeks ago.
A man came demanding Sri Sigh’s attention. He left with a slight bow.
And then came the surprise. When a caravan is as big as ours, with so many short-term traders taking advantage of the safety we provided, we were all accustomed to not seeing my father for days at a time. But this time, two weeks passed by without seeing him anywhere. During that same time, Sri Singh had been unusually busy. I began putting two and two together. Then I went to Sri Singh and stuck to him like glue until he told me the truth. Finally Sri Singh came back to talk to us both.
For a short while Sri Singh sat gathering his thoughts. He had to tell me what was going on with my father. Not that I was really worried. They say that bad news travels fast, but I was curious.
“Three days before we left Dimashq for Palmyra, your father, Satya, also left Dimashq but he rode in the direction of Antioch,” Sri Singh said in a measured voice.
There was much more to the story.
Originally we were all going to proceed directly to Mesopotamia, but dad heard from some merchants arriving from the west of a new consignment of goods arriving from the west. An abundance of interesting wares were more than he could resist. He knew he would trade them at a good profit further east. The East was hungry for the articles of western culture. The reverse was true also. That’s why my father is a rich man. Dad could wait for the goods to arrive in Dimashq, but by then the best of the pick would be gone, or spoken for. We were told to abide in the camp on the periphery of Dimashq, then to continue at a leisurely pace to Palmyra, while he and a dozen camels sped westward to meet the oncoming convoy. He told Arum Singh to stay with us and we, Yeshűa and I, were to accord him absolute obedience. This was no hardship, nor was the assurance necessary. We both respected the sage, and we had no desire to provoke his anger.
“The Roman influence...?” Yeshűa prompted again as though the conversation we had yesterday hadn’t been interrupted at all.
“Where’s the fire?” Singh asked.
“What? Oh, I’m sorry. But we’ve waited two weeks for your lecture.”
“Fifteen days,” Singh corrected. “And I don’t lecture. I share with you lads what little knowledge I have managed to accumulate.” He then beckoned us to sit down and relax. “We have plenty of time. I don’t expect your father to catch up with us before at least another month.”
“But he didn’t even say good-bye!” I couldn’t help challenging the master.
“Such are the exigencies of caravan life. Sometimes one has to make a decision and act on it immediately. About a month. Do you mind so much?” There was humour in his gaze as he directed his eyes at Yeshűa.
“No, Sir,” my friend muttered. And then he got the message. “Oh, nooo, Sir. I’m sure Satya also doesn’t mind, do you Satya?” He looked at me, daring me to contradict him. I wouldn’t give him the pleasure. Anyway, we wanted to hear Sri Singh speak.
“So, where were we?” The sage was ready to start. “Ah, yes. The Romans.” Sri Singh turned his head toward the west. “The Romans were no match for the Greeks. Not in the field of philosophy. Romans are soldiers, administrators, even engineers, rather than thinkers. Thanks to the Greeks, they had their successes in literature and poetry, but they committed one cardinal sin. They completely subordinated the individual to the good of the state. They displayed utter contempt for the Stoics....”
“Stoics, Sir?” This was Yeshűa.
“They were the followers of Zeno who, already some two hundred years ago, was concerned not so much with the welfare of the society, but with the good of the individual. While normally taken to have been a Greek, he was in fact a Phoenician Cypriot. Although he denied the existence of atma, unless it be made of matter, his greatest contribution was to affirm the universality of man. He believed in equality. He refused to recognize the difference between the Greeks and those they called the barbarians. He also proclaimed the predisposition of good within the universe. He thought that all contradictions would ultimately resolve themselves and contribute towards ultimate good. Evil, he said, was relative and even evil was instrumental in the ultimate perfection of the universe.” Arum Singh stopped to take a sip of water.
I recall glancing at Yeshűa. His face, a mask of concentration, was cast in granite. His eyes didn’t blink nor stray from Arum Singh’s face. He seemed transported to some other reality where knowledge was the price of entry.
“He was preaching the omnipresence of...” Yeshűa whispered. Then he asked aloud. “And you say his philosophy was materialistic?” There was incredulity in my friend’s tone.
“By the day’s standards. Remember that the Greeks espoused a whole Pantheon of gods and goddesses. Rather like they accuse Hinduism of having.” This time the old man’s smile broadened as though he were sharing some secret joke. “But it is also a philosophy which offers guidance in everyday life. A philosophy very close to the Hindű thought. They regarded personal courage in the face of danger and suffering, indifference to material circumstances, and particularly detachment, as the highest traits to be sought by mankind,” Singh concluded.
“And the Roman’s rejected his teaching?” The same incredulity.
“Well, he wasn’t a Roman. Romans, like all people of inferior intellect, regard themselves to be superior. Only their definition of superiority was different from the Greeks. It was a question of state versus individuality.”
My own eyes alternated between Singh and Yeshűa’s face. This time I glanced at my friend and noticed unmistakable signs of anger. He confirmed my observation later. “I felt great anger, right then. Why is it that people don’t go forward? They seem to be walking in circles, like a chicken with its head cut off.”
At the time, Arum Singh continued his comments.
“…and whatever we may think of others, and there were indeed many others, too many to discuss, the Stoic philosophy was the most noble that came out of the Hellenic world. Whatever their shortcomings, the Stoics have been great humanitarians. You might say that Socrates was the forerunner of the Stoics. We give credit to Plato and Aristotle for their Ideas, but it had been the Stoics who developed the theory of Innate Ideas, as they did of Harmony, as in living in harmony with the world. Noble sentiments indeed...”
“And the Romans...?” I could see anger rising again, this time even in Yeshűa’s tone.
Sri Singh immediately noticed my friend’s anguish. “Don’t be quick to judge others,” he said. “It is easy to be right in hindsight.”
“But the Roman’s came later!” Yeshűa wouldn’t give in.
For a while there was silence. For some reason Singh was delaying giving his opinion on Roman philosophy. He kept veering off on a tangent, as though delaying the inevitable.
“You are not angry at the Romans,” Sri Singh said at length. “You are angry at your own people for withholding the truth from you.”
This time my friend said nothing. His head bowed to his chest. Anger seemed to be evaporating, turning itself into sorrow. It seemed as though emotions were getting the best of him. It was also apparent that the lessons the Stoics had to offer were dear to him. That he took them to heart.
“There is so much to learn...” he said under his chin. “So much to learn….”
“For what it’s worth, my young friend,” Singh said, seeing his charge’s continued anguish, “Roman culture was peculiarly barren of original thought.”
At the time I didn’t understand why Singh, who never seemed to say anything negative about anybody, chose those particular words with which to finish his lecture. Much, much later I understood. That last sentence was directed solely at Yeshűa. Arum Singh sensed that my friend compared the Romans to Yeshűa’s own teachers, buried in the caves of Qumran. Or even Mount Carmel. Both suffered from inexplicable infertility of philosophical concepts. Both closed their hearts to the influx of creative thought, to new concepts, new ideas. Both even destroyed the old concepts if such didn’t fit into their desired effect. Philosophically as in the practical sense, though quite differently, they were centred on results, not in the way of obtaining them.
My friend understood that, there and then. It took me many years...
For some reason, since Yeshűa joined us, Sri Singh chose to speak mostly about subjects touching on philosophy, ethics and even about subjects dealing with human relations. It hadn’t always been so. When I was his only student, he lectured mostly on economy, astronomy and mathematics. For some reason this changed. Perhaps it was just as well. Had we been listening to a lecture on mathematics, Yeshűa would have learned that the Romans not only lacked originality but also destroyed what they couldn’t understand. I’d learned from my mentor that there is a single point at which philosophy, theology and mathematics cross axes of interest. This point is Infinity. And Infinity had been defined, mathematically, by a single man, some two hundred years ago. That man was Archimedes.
This man from Syracuse was not only a brilliant mathematician but also a great physicist and engineer. He could have done so much for the Roman Empire. But a soldier of the glorious legions didn’t understand what the mathematical genius was doing. So he killed him. He stuck a sword in his back. Soldiers are like that. They kill. It is their job.
Or perhaps, we weren’t quite ready for Archimedes, back then.
Or now.
We don’t seem ready for so many things. Why was my mind wondering like that, even then, only a few months after I’d met him? Why am I wondering still?
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I’d never slept on a surface as hard as this. Did you ever try tossing and turning on a stone slab? Perhaps there are softer surfaces, a mat or a bit of straw, inside the house, but I can hardly barge in and trip over a dozen sleeping bodies. I presume there are still a dozen of them. I think Yôna said eleven. And some women.
I look up. Some clouds are now building up from the west. The one I saw earlier over the east horizon is gone. If it starts raining, sooner or later I’ll have to go inside, scattered bodies notwithstanding. After the grime is gone. The clouds look dark, foreboding against the otherwise clear sky. The leading edge of an approaching front, the one facing east, displays a slightly brighter contour. A single stroke of a brush. It gives the clouds a three dimensional appearance. Like a giant pillow I wish I had to put under my head. The stars toward the east are already paling. It will be dawn in a few hours. I’d hardly slept. Just ran a stack of memories through my mind. Not that I wanted to. They came and demanded attention. Complete attention. They were all so amazingly real.
There is so much we shared—he and I. Over so many years. What else can I do?
Since I had pinned down Arum Singh about dad’s whereabouts, he’d given us lectures daily. He had more time now, less work. Not all the camels in the caravan belonged to my father. There were always a number of hangers-on, men, traders, who paid a percentage of their business for the protection a large convoy had to offer. When dad, Sahib Bihari, left for Antioch, all the men who joined the caravan for security stayed behind.
I’d spoken to some of them.
They all hoped to continue with us along the Crescent of Fertility. This is a large strip of land that stretches from Jerusalem along the Mediterranean coast to the north, then extends eastward between the northern edge of the Syrian Desert and the mountains from the north all through Mesopotamia, and finally turns south, towards Babylon and Ur. All along this fertile land people are wealthy and ready to part with their money, gold and silver, in exchange for foreign products rare or unobtainable in their part of the world. Once we got to Ur, we would follow the coastal road, such as it was, along the Persian Gulf, then we would bear east, ever along the coast, towards India, in the direction of my home. By then all those who came for the ride would have dropped off.
Periodically, we changed the animals. They would make their way back carrying return trade, while we would transfer our own goods to new camels, horses and, later, elephants and continue on our way. Father had been thinking of owning a ‘fleet’ of camels and other beasts of burden, but it was just too much trouble. There were specialists who did nothing but cater to the tradesmen, supplying the means of transportation. One could hardly compete with their prices. Sri Singh once told me that we have entered the age of specialization.
The men, who remained in our camp during dad’s absence, continued to indulge in some fairly brisk trading. Smaller dealers had to go down the river to the market place, to display their wares. But even the remaining camels, which my father left in Singh’s charge, carried enough goods to attract traders as well as the local people to come visit us, in our camp, north of the settlements. And there were many all along the river. We invariably stopped north of the trading centre, so as not to allow the prospective buyers to assess our wares. We wanted to keep control of the timing and information. Yeshűa and I helped by fetching various items, packing them safely back if not required, and generally trying to make ourselves useful. We didn’t have to do that, but one of the lessons Sri Singh imparted on both of us was to be as useful as we could.
“Always make sure that you don’t owe anything to anyone,” he once said, virtually in passing. “It would be a shame to have to come back just to pay back a rupee.” He was talking about the Wheel of Awagawan. About Reincarnation.
I clearly recall that occasion.
The moment Sri Singh said those words, I immediately thought of the apple I stole, and Yeshűa confessed later that he had thought of the meals he’d enjoyed since he’d joined us. We both squared our shoulders with renewed energy. As time went by, Arum Singh imparted a peculiar influence on us both. He never forced us to do anything. Never attempted to impose his will. All he did was to nudge us to think along certain lines. He pulled rather than pushed, like a current of a vast river that wins by gentle persuasion. Arum Singh was a great teacher.
I wondered why he’d never travelled with father’s caravans before. When the opportunity presented itself, I asked him.
“The time wasn’t ripe then,” he replied enigmatically. And then he added: “I wasn’t needed yet.”
If that answer was meant to satisfy me, it didn’t work. At the time I wondered if he was referring to my own presence, without which he would have no one to teach. But if so, then how come my father placed so much authority in his hands? Teaching was really carried out only in his spare time. No, he was hired for his skill with languages. And for his ability to negotiate deals using complex mathematical formulas. His teaching seemed almost an afterthought.
And then I thought of Yeshűa. If it hadn’t been for Sri Singh, Yeshűa would have had no one to learn from. Frankly, I could pick up a few languages and get some rudimentary mathematics even from my father. But Yeshűa? He needed Arum Singh. He needed his knowledge of philosophy, of religions, of subjects that were, at least at the time, of little interest to me. Did Sri Singh know something no one else knew? Was his fate written in the stars?
My father caught up with us vaguely disappointed. He’d gotten what he’d wanted, but it wasn’t the bonanza he’d expected. Nevertheless, the camels he had taken with him returned fully loaded with goods. He couldn’t have bought, or traded, any more. Frankly, I think he was just tired.
We took some rest.
Two days later I had discovered a facet of my father’s character I’d never seen, or in this case heard, before. During his absence, Sri Singh allowed me to negotiate some trades. It was not as simple a matter as it seemed. I had an added disadvantage of not being taken quite seriously because of my age. But, I was well prepared. When the traders saw that they could not take advantage of my youth, they began taking me seriously. At this point the advantage turned in my favour. While they were attempting to ridicule me, I’d been learning of their weaknesses. In no time I had bettered the prices outlined by Sri Singh.
Later, my old teacher praised my acuity, and that was that. I thought I would hear no more about it. In a way, I didn’t. But at an after dinner session, which my father held with other men, I’ve overheard him bragging about me.
“He could outbid anyone of you,” dad boasted quite shamelessly. “Why, he could sell an ivory comb to a man as bald as an elephant’s backside!” he added standing astride, his hand on the hilt of his sword, daring anyone to contradict him.
No one dared.
It so happens that, at the time, I had no idea how bald an elephant’s backside was. What was more to the point was that dad never spoke a word about my apparent prowess to me. I remained the son of Sahib Bihari—in for the ride. I felt a little hurt, a little proud, but not really sorry. It turned out that this was not only my first but also my last free ride.
The usual trade route would have taken us further north, along the northern part of the Parthian Empire, then through the Kushan Empire toward my home in Benares. But this time we took the lesser known road. When my father took part in the caravan himself, he liked to open new territories. It was his decision to veer south and follow, as much as possible, the water’s edge. We were coming back lighter than we had been on our way out. It seemed like a risk worth taking.
Ten days later we were ready for the next leg of our return trip. I was looking forward to the fabled valley of the lower Tigris-Euphrates. Sri Singh had already told me some stories of the ancient Sumerians who had laid foundations of culture in this region. I was certain he would repeat some of them for Yeshűa’s sake.
On the eve of departure I had my first of many, progressively more unusual if not actually mystifying experiences with Yeshűa. I woke up that night and noticed that my friend was sitting in Siddhasana, the pose he’d learned from Sri Singh. He was perfectly still, giving an impression of being absorbed in peculiar affinity with the rock upon which he was sitting. To an outside observer he might have seemed idling. Doing nothing, or wasting time. Someone once said that idle time is a devil’s playground. Just then a cloud moved on, and I could clearly see his features in the light of the full moon. His face was cast in ivory marble. His eyes were half-open, his chest moved effortlessly with regular if slightly shallow breathing. Yeshűa was not idle. I suspected that he must have been meditating on some of Arum Singh’s words.
“Not so,” he interrupted my speculations. Only then had I noticed that his eyes, concealed by the long, almost girlish eyelashes, were directed at me. Somehow he knew what I’d been thinking.
“You were not thinking?” I asked when I recovered from my surprise. My suspicions of idleness returned.
“Most of the time I’m listening,” he replied.
“Even when no one’s talking?” I felt I had to say something. We seemed lost in an ocean of silence. Not even the fairest wind stirred any leaves on nearby trees.
“Particularly then,” he replied in a tone of grave reassurance.
Somehow I knew he wasn’t joking. It came to me, there and then, that the devil had no access to Yeshűa’s mind. It was never idle. Sometimes it was just intensely receptive. It was disposed to listen. I felt too embarrassed to ask him, but a strange thought crossed my mind. I suspected he was listening to his atma.
Once we were on our way, Arum Singh brought his camel to ride with us. Yeshűa and I walked on either side of his beast, hoping to hear him talk. Even I found our teacher more and more interesting. Yeshűa’s thirst for knowledge continued to be contagious.
But Sir Singh didn’t begin lecturing until after the evening meal. He rode glancing at us, as if expecting either one of us to do something peculiar. Later I suspected that he was mostly studying my friend. Finally, at the next overnight stop he asked us if we wanted to hear about the land that we were crossing.
“Mesopotamia?” I asked.
“Persia,” he replied. “Mesopotamia was but an insignificant portion of the vast Persian Empire. The Parthians are horsemen while the Persians had been empire builders. At the time of King Darius I, only half a millennium ago, its span was from what would later become known as the Persian Gulf to the Red Sea, along the Mediterranean to the Aegean and eastward all the way to the Black Sea. Then it continued along the Caucasus around the southern part of the Caspian and then along the Oxus river up north to the sea of Aral. Its east boundary runs along the Indus river down to the Sea of Arabia. By far the greatest Empire the world has ever known.”
As our teacher spoke he slowly unfolded a tightly rolled scroll, and then proceeded to outline, with his finger, the contours of the empire. I followed this movement, spellbound.
I could see, however, that Yeshűa was not impressed. At least not overtly. I, on the other hand, could hardly believe my ears. Nevertheless, my young friend bowed in traditional Hindű fashion and waited for Sri Singh to sit down. He knew that sooner or later Sri Singh would get to the parts that were of interest to him. The master returned the greeting and sat facing both of us.
“I’d better start at the beginning,” he said, looking around as though gathering his thoughts. “To find the first settlements along the lower valley of the Tigris and Euphrates, we must go back some five thousand years. The people who settled here were known as the Sumerians.”
We both glanced at Yeshűa. Singh knew that Hebrew Scriptures state that God created Adam around four thousand years ago. He’d told me that already, before Yeshűa had joined us. The Sumerians, according to local tradition, prospered for thousands of years before Hebrew history had even begun. On hearing these facts, Yeshűa didn’t bat an eyelid. But there was a reason why Sri Singh chose his words so carefully. I’d learned of it before the night was over. And we did talk deep into the night.
“I mention them, because their language resembled somewhat that spoken in some of the earliest civilizations of India ... well before it was spoken in this hub of civilization.”
“Wow!” I couldn’t help myself. Somehow I felt proud of my Indian heritage. Sri Singh smiled but ignored me. His next sentence put me in my place.
“But the Sumerians didn’t last long,” he said, and I could swear there was a twinkle in his eyes when he looked at me. “They were annexed by the Elamites, only to be conquered by Amories, the Semitic people.” This time he glanced at Yeshűa as if to say “your cousins.” My friend, however, remained completely passive. I was right. “Your cousins,” Singh said, “came from the fringes of the Arabian Desert. They developed the village of Babylon into their capital, and thus became known as Babylonians. Old Babylonians, to be more precise, as their later successors in the same district were known as the Chaldeans.”
This was too much to remember all at once.
“But like all civilizations, not to mention empires, they didn’t last long. A wave of barbarians, devoid of culture but more dexterous with the sword, had overrun them. There is nothing you need know about them, the Kassites, except that your father, Satya, should be grateful to them to this day.”
At this I held my breath.
“The Kassites introduced a horse to this valley.”
My father was the only member of the caravan who rode a horse. Not all the time. Horses were much less sturdy than camels. Less disposed to difficult, desert terrain. They could also support less weight. On occasion we even had to carry extra water with us, just for their sake. But father felt like the leader that he was, when he mounted his steed. I was very proud of my father.
“Some two thousand years after the original Sumarians, some three millennia ago, another Semitic people founded a tiny kingdom along the Tigris river. They were the Assyrians. For a long time they lived in peace until, over a millennium later, they began to expand. Syria, Phoenicia and even your kingdom,” Singh looked at Yeshűa, “the Kingdom of Israel, as had Egypt, had all fallen to the Assyrian army.”
“Not the Kingdom of Judah,” Yeshűa added with bowed head. His pride must have suffered.
“How so?” Sri Singh asked. I could swear that he knew but was testing my friend’s knowledge.
Yeshűa waved his head as though unwilling to share his knowledge. The silence lengthened. Finally he spoke, his voice a little shaky, as if expecting to be contradicted. He spoke in Hebrew, citing his Scriptures verbatim: “And it came to pass that night, that the anger of the Lord went out, and smote in the camp of the Assyrians an hundred fourscore and five thousand: and when they arose early in the morning, behold they were all dead corpses.”
Again, there was an extended silence. Finally Sri Singh continued.
“Quite right, my young friend. A great pestilence must have smitten the Assyrian army. Great pestilence indeed...”
Yeshűa didn’t say anything, but his head hung a little lower.
“But even victories are not meant to last, least we grow proud. The Chaldeans, another nation of Semites, captured Nineveh, less than a century later.”
Sri Sigh sipped some water. He got up, stretched his legs and looked down at us. The first stars were already twinkling over the eastern horizon. Then his old face broadened in a kind smile.
“Do you want more? Tonight?”
I recall looking at my friend. Slowly he raised his head and looked up at his teacher. “Please, Sir. I must... “ He didn’t finish. For some reason Yeshűa found this lecture particularly painful. Arum Singh nodded and sat down again.
“What the Romans call lex talionis, or the law of retaliation, became an aspect of Sumerian law.” Neither of us understood what he said. Singh smiled. “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a limb for a limb...” he recited softly. Then he added, almost in a whisper. “This law came into being some four and a half millennia ago.”
Yeshűa caught his breath. He seemed to be losing something, as though it were slipping from his grasp. His face remained facing the master, but it seemed frozen as on that occasion when I saw him in the moonlight. There was no expression on his face all.
At long last Sri Singh continued.
“While there was some modest achievement in their law, by the time the Old Babylonians took over, hordes of monsters and demons enforced by evil spirits went under the guise of religion. They did not invent witchcraft—just elevated it to new heights. Or sank to new depths, depending on your point of view. In their literature we find a precursor of your Book of Job, the Babylonian Job, as it is sometimes called.”
There was no reaction from Yeshűa.
“As for Assyrian supremacy, well, it had risen and was maintained by the use of unspeakable cruelties. They impaled their enemies on stakes, skinned them alive, cut off their noses and ears, and worse. But their karma caught up with them quickly. Seldom empires fall as fast as theirs did. And their conqueror, in turn, took vengeance upon them according to lex talionis.”
The stars were now covering the whole eastern segment of the sky. Even the western part of the nocturnal dome was nearly dark enough to display its jewels. Yeshűa’s eyes seemed to wander the far horizon, the sky, or infinity itself. One could not tell if he was still listening.
“But let us not forget that Sumerians gave us their cuneiform writing of some three hundred and fifty syllabic and phonetic signs. It was the Persians who devised an alphabet of only thirty-nine letters. And that was a mere half-millennium ago. At least in this area….”
Both of us looked up. Yeshűa had his Hebrew and I had my Sanskrit. Both languages were a lot older than the Persian contribution. It made me feel good. I’d hoped Yeshűa also derived some satisfaction from his heritage. If he did, his face did not register any.
“And this, brings us back to the achievement of the Persian Empire. I already told you about its extent. King Darius I brought it to its greatest glory. It was resplendent, magnificent, and it lasted about thirty-five years.”
Arum Singh let that sink in. This time there was some movement in Yeshűa’s face. He was evidently drawing some conclusions.
“His culture was eclectic. He borrowed from everyone. From everyone he conquered. There is no stimulus to create when you can steal.” A smile accompanied this assurance. But the great king had built a Royal Road. It stretched from Susa near the Persian Gulf all the way to Ephesus in Ionia. They say that travelling day and night, a courier could deliver a message along its total length in less than a week. Communication is of vital importance when you’re running an empire.”
“For thirty-five years.” Yeshűa murmured.
“Yes, young man. In this glorious universe, all that has a beginning must have its end.”
“And what of their religion?” Yeshűa asked.
Sri Singh nodded. It was as though he had been expecting this question.
“It had a much more enduring influence on the ancient Persians. Some six centuries ago there was a prophet they called Zarathustra. He inherited a society steeped in superstition, in animal sacrifice, magic and rampant polytheism. He was more interested in a higher ethical plane. The religion he’d created was strictly dualistic. Ahura-Mazda ruled over all the good in the universe; his counterpart, Ahriman, presided over the powers of darkness. Even as Ahura-Mazda was incapable of any wickedness, Ahriman was by nature treacherous and malevolent. In Zarathustra’s view, the world, what we would call reality, was a struggle between these two opposing forces. Ultimately Ahura-Mazda would win, but only after the coming of the messiah, who would be born miraculously, and bring about the resurrection of the dead and, ultimately, after some twelve thousand years, the last judgment. The good would be rewarded with immediate bliss, the wicked would be cast into the fires of hell. Luckily, the Persian hell did not last for ever.”
I remember glancing at my friend. This time his eyes have been drilling holes in my master’s irises. There was such concentration on his face, as I’ve never seen before. Perhaps, even since. Yeshűa was absorbing every fragment, every single letter of Sri Singh’s dissertation. I would wager that a year later he would be able to repeat it word for word.
It was getting late. Singh adjusted his position slightly.
“There is only a little more,” he said. “I must tell you about Mithras.”
By now my back was curved. Yeshűa’s remained ramrod straight. He’d sensed what was to follow to be ‘his’ subject matter.
“Over the years, there sprang up a long list of cults, but the oldest of these was Mithraism. Mithras was said to have been Ahura-Mazda’s chief lieutenant in the struggle against the forces of evil. He is said to have suffered greatly in his earthly form, before being raised to a deity. He performed miracles, saved lives by feeding the masses in days following a great drought, as after a disastrous flood. He fed them bread and wine. He proclaimed Sunday to be the sacred day of the week, and December twenty-fifth the most sacred day of the year. It was near the day of the winter solstice, when the sun was born—once again on its journey from the Southern Hemisphere. The poor people identified with Mithras, not just in Persia, but his worship reached out as far as Rome.”
There ensued a prolonged silence. It was the first time since I met Yeshűa that he didn’t rise to bow to Sri Singh, and our master left, softly, without making a sound. It was as though the old man knew what was going on in my young friend’s mind. Although I’ve never learned just how.
Yeshűa sat for a long time. For hours. As usual on such occasions, he remained completely immobile. As though he crossed over to a different reality, a world where others had not been permitted to enter. He seemed to dwell in his own realm.
Yet it was then and there that I just noticed something traumatic in Yeshűa’s eyes. A certain phase, which began on that day I first saw him hiding behind the wall in Jerusalem, was over. It was complete. It marked the end of his rebellion. He only confessed this to me some time later. I’ll never forget his words.
“So far,” he’d said, his eyes scanning the horizon, “I have learned two things from the mouth of Sri Singh. The first is that every empire the world has ever known has overreached itself. And that is why it fell. For the same reason all the future empires will fall. It is the nature of the beast to go beyond its assigned purpose. And why? It is because power corrupts. As empires continue to expand, they exploit, and finally dominate, with brutal force if necessary. Their destruction seldom comes from without. It is the poison within which ultimately destroys them.”
And then he looked me in the eyes. His stare seemed to penetrate my whole being. This was no longer the boy I played with, with whom I climbed trees and threw stones in the river. This was a youth, not a year older than when I met him, yet mature beyond his years. There was wisdom in his eyes that was impossible to question. It took all my will power not to look away.
“All that we build in this world is transient, my friend,” he said with a sad smile lingering on his lips. Then he seemed to cheer up. “And the second lesson which Arum Singh conveyed to me is that it is not Yahweh nor Brahma nor any other god who creates religions. It is man.” And then his steely-blue eyes again drifted to the far horizon. “We are gods,” he said, “even if we die like men.”
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For the next few days, even weeks, Yeshűa behaved like the boy I knew and loved playing with. He seemed to enjoy, and be amused by, the simplest of things. He turned back to the companion I saved from a fate worse than death, on that first day in Jerusalem. He was a boy, a little less than thirteen years of age, willing to learn all he could about everything and everyone around him. His passion for knowledge, which till recently had been centred on the weighty words of our teacher, was now, directed at all the men we travelled with. He walked or rode next to a different man virtually every day. Then he would come back to my side and invite me to play whatever tickled my fancy.
Yeshűa was taking a rest. He was recharging his energy.
On the other hand, now that I saw the other side of his personality, I could never treat him in exactly the same way. He was a boy, seemingly carefree, filled with the joy of living. But I never knew when he would become still, detached and tell me something that I would remember for the rest of my life. There was something very elusive about my young friend. Only two years my junior, but also many years ahead of me in certain matters. In short, Yeshűa had become, at least to me, an enigma.
Days turned to weeks, weeks into months, and finally we arrived in Babylon. There was little to show for its purported earlier glory. Empires seem to bloom, open like a Chinese rose greeting the morning sunshine, and then, by early dusk closing its petals with hardly a scent left behind. So short seem their moment of glory. We all felt tired. It was good to make camp.
That evening, relaxing in our tent, I asked Yeshűa to tell me more about his own country. He seemed reticent. Then it came out without much enthusiasm.
“Sri Singh could tell you more than I,” he assured me.
But I insisted. Finally he acquiesced.
We never strayed too far from the river. We needed water for the animals, and men too wanted to wash away the dust of the journey from their bodies and clothes. Yeshűa got up from his bunk and walked out to the embankment. I followed him wanting to pursue my question. We sat facing the quiet current making its unrelenting way toward the ocean.
“We are like the water you see in this river,” he said at last. “We think we know where we are going but, to be honest, we are carried by events from one misfortune to another. You could say that has been the history of my people. Sometimes I wonder if we are going in the right direction. Or if we should or would turn, given a chance.”
There was no pleasure in the words he’d spoken. There was none of the usual joy. I began to feel sorry I’d asked him, but I was truly curious about what kind of people my friend had come from. He was certainly different from any boy, or man, I’d ever met. Since the last lecture Sri Singh had given us, Yeshűa seemed as carefree as the wild birds frolicking on the riverbank.
“Since I heard Sri Singh speak, I sometimes wonder if anything I’ve learned back home is of any value. They taught me history as described in the Torah. Now ... well, now I wonder if Torah has anything to do with history. It seems to me as though some fragments of our past may have been used to illustrate profound, spiritual truth. But not in their definition of spiritual truth. There is so much to learn...”
His voice trailed off as though loosing confidence. Once again I felt really sorry for my friend. No longer for having asked him about his country, but for his visible inner torment. Whatever he was feeling, it seemed extremely painful to him. He looked and sounded as though he’d lost his home, his country, his established terms of reference. It also seemed as though he was very lonely. I didn’t realize it at the time, but that was the moment Yeshűa had become aware of being truly homeless. A homeless hobo, without a place to put his head. I hardly knew what to say.
“Yeshűa, you’ll never be alone... not as long as I live.…” It seemed like a lame affirmation of friendship, but when you’re fourteen years old, you are not endowed with an appropriate turn of phrase.
“And that is why I shall always love you,” he replied simply.
I had to turn my head to hide tears welling in my eyes. I have no idea why his simple statement had such an effect on me. After all, I too was still only a boy. A lad not given to emotional behaviour. If I were older, I would have taken Yeshűa in my arms and hugged him as I’ve seen men hug each other after a successful repulsion of bandits attacking our convoy. They didn’t seem embarrassed nor effeminate in this display of affection. Yet, I was still just fourteen, of an age when boys don’t yet know how to act like men.
“I know,” Yeshűa said. “It’s all right.”
I had no idea what he was talking about. He couldn’t have detected my emotions. Nor my thoughts. Yet he’d said the right thing at the right time. The absurdity of it was that it was he, Yeshűa, who was cheering me up. Not the other way around.
It was later that evening when I asked Yeshűa to tell me what he’d learned from Sri Singh on the subject of the Hebrews. My friend had a session with him while I rode ahead of the caravan with my father, who was teaching me how to locate a good camping ground for that evening’s sojourn. I suspected they had talked about Yeshűa’s people.
Again, my friend didn’t seem overjoyed at the prospect of talking about his kinsmen. But the last time I’d asked him, we hardly talked. I wanted some more general background.
“So what can I tell you about my people?” He finally succumbed to my request. “I suppose we must have originated somewhere in the Arabian Desert, although our first recorded leader, Abraham, appears to have settled in north-western Mesopotamia. This must have been... less than two thousand year ago. About that same time Egyptians and Cretans developed large-scale industries, while the Babylonians wallowed in their worship of demons. It was a crazy mixed up world. According to Sri Singh, at that time the Egyptians had already believed in personal immortality for the last five hundred years and it was a thousand years since they had espoused an ethical religion. That’s right, my friend. That was two thousand years before my people began to worship Yahweh.”
“But I thought...” I bit my tongue. It must have been difficult for Yeshűa to point out a number of vastly advanced nations—well ahead of his people.
“Yes,” he guessed the reason behind my hesitation. “It is hard to admit that we were a bunch of nomads when others had already been building cultures, civilizations and making advances in science. It is even more difficult when you’ve been taught that you should accept the Torah literally. Nevertheless, perhaps it is not so important when you start, but rather for how long you can go on...”
This time I kept quiet.
“Anyway,” he continued with resignation in his voice, “Abraham’s grandson, Jacob, later called Israel, migrated westward and attempted to occupy the Land of Cannan, later called Palestine. Some two hundred years after that, his people met with famine. Some of my forefathers tried to escape drought by moving still further west, settling in the vicinity of the rich land of the Delta. The Delta of the Nile. Alas, the Pharaoh had other plans for this land so... he enslaved them. It was only some one thousand two hundred and fifty years ago that Moses, the new Hebrew leader, led them out to the Sinai Peninsula. It was also he who taught them to worship Yahweh... the deity who till then was only revered by Hebrew shepherds in the vicinity of Sinai. What mattered was that Moses succeeded in uniting the tribes sufficiently to conquer, or really re-conquer the Land of Cannan.”
“I thought it was called Palestine...?”
“Only later. The name Palestine comes from the Philistines who came down from Asia Minor. But that too came later. The land, supposedly flowing with milk and honey, was a dry and inhospitable place, but a lot better than the wastes of Arabia. The problem was that the Cannanites already occupied it for centuries. Eventually, after many wars, the Israelites won. After all, they were more primitive, they had nothing to lose.” Towards the end, I could hear bitterness in my friend’s voice.
“They were all like that. It was dog eat dog—the world over.” I tried to cheer him.
“Will it ever change?” Yeshűa wondered aloud. “Is it really impossible for people to share their wealth with each other? Is it so hard to love one another, even one’s enemy?”
As I open my eyes, the sun kisses the top edge of the wall directly in front of me. I hardly notice. My mind, my heart, are firmly anchored somewhere in the vicinity of Babylon. My young friend’s words are still ringing in my ears. “Is it so hard to love one another, even one’s enemy?” What strange notions he’d had. His exact age was always a mystery to me. He must have been thirteen, at the most. Perhaps less. A mere lad. We never talked about age—his or mine. It did not matter. Then or now.
I wonder what the disciples are doing. It is the second morning since Yeshűa was murdered. That’s right. I cannot think of it as an execution. When you kill an innocent man, that’s murder.
I feel really thirsty. Thirsty, hungry, cold and miserable. But I am alive. He’s not.
“The Philistines were a good influence on the tribes. They’d helped to unite us. We even elected a king. Before this time Judges ruled, but they were really glorified priests. That was little more than a millennium ago. But King Saul did not see eye to eye with the last of the Judges. It was only his successor, King David, who bathed in blood to the detriment of others. One success followed another. For forty years he ruled. He brought glory to our chequered history. He conquered the Philistines. He united the tribes. But great glory takes great money. High taxes and conscription followed. His son, King Solomon, continued for a while. My people think of him as a great and wise monarch. I disagree. Any man who keeps a harem of seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines, builds for himself sumptuous palaces, and for his god an exorbitant temple, must pay for it from his own pocket. Only his pockets were empty. Every three months he drafted thirty thousand Hebrews and sent them as slave labour to work the forest and the mines of Phoenicia. King Hiram of Tyre grew rich. Solomon grew poor. He’d learned his lesson too late. Vanity, ‘tis all vanity, he realized. Too late. At the time of his death, the country was in open revolt. You sure you want to know all this?”
I didn’t. But I didn’t know I didn’t until I’d heard it. Like the proud king, I’d learned too late.
“The kingdom broke up. The glory was over. Like all worldly glory. It passes.”
His voice, still steady, got more and more quiet, until only a whisper left his lips. I had no heart to make him go on. He was my friend, and he was hurting.
“It wasn’t really the politics of your people that led me to ask you...” I lied. But I knew that philosophy and culture, even religion, was closer to his heart.
“Ah, yes. Religion. Well, I mentioned its origins when I talked about Moses. As for what can be derived from our scriptures, you have to ask Sri Singh. I believe that virtually the whole Torah and a great deal more of the ancient, and some not so ancient, writings are given to us in allegory. It is up to each individual to find his own truth in them. If you take them exactly as written, you do not do them justice.”
“But, surely...” I tried hard to cajole Yeshűa to raise an edge of his own personal veil. He wouldn’t. No matter how I coaxed him, he would not say another word on the subject. I did get him to mention philosophy, however. But even then he was equally terse.
“It would take a much older and wiser man than I to analyze Judaic philosophy. And anyway, I wasn’t really taught much about it. But from what I have learned, they do not indulge in excessive optimism.”
Soon after that assurance, we went to sleep.
For some reason, this lengthy confession put a lid on our learning. Arum Singh was preoccupied with other matters. The only thing he conscientiously supervised was our study of languages. Apparently Sanskrit and Latin no longer sufficed. We were to indulge in Hindi, some Arabian dialects, and then, to our surprise, Egyptian as spoken in the Delta Valley.
“A time will come when you’ll need it,” he said. I wasn’t quite sure if Sri Singh was referring to Yeshűa or to myself. “And trust me,” he added, “whatever language you can learn while young will save you many an hour of study later.”
We both trusted him. He was a man who inspired trust.
As for Yeshűa’s roots, for some reason I couldn’t let go. I had to know what made him the way he was, the way he appeared to be. In spite of all his playfulness, the boyish pranks he played on the members of the caravan, there was something mysterious about him. It must have originated way back, in his home, in his upbringing, perhaps instilled by the mysterious Essenes whom he’d mentioned but never explained. Finally, a few camps down the river he let me in on a subject he admitted he’d never talked about to anyone.
“Well, my friend,” he accentuated this appellation making me feel very special, “there was Judith. She had more influence on my life than anyone else. And that includes my mother and father.”
He stopped as though still unsure if he should go on. It was self-evident that some things are harder to share than others. Even with a friend. I did not prompt him. When travelling with a caravan, you learn patience. A lot of patience. No matter how much you wanted to be already home, often there have been months, sometimes years between you and your destination. Some people were not meant to be vagabonds. Others, like my father, couldn’t stay in one place for long. I wondered to which group my friend belonged. So far he fit very well into the daily routine. As if being homeless were part of his nature.
“Yes,” he repeated after a long pause, “there was Judith.”
“Yes?” By now my curiosity was peaked. I’ve never heard of any mysterious Judith. In fact Yeshűa had never mentioned any names from his past. I knew neither his father’s nor any of his family’s names. I still didn’t know if he had any brothers or sisters, any aunts or uncles. Once he tried to explain his mother’s name, but even then he sounded enigmatic. Regarding his private life, he was very private indeed.
“I could never quite figure her out,” he started, having at last decided to share his innermost secrets. “But, I suppose, I’d better start at the beginning.”
There was another pause as, apparently, Yeshűa wasn’t quite sure where exactly the beginning was. When he finally started again, he talked slowly, pensively, as though he himself was trying to figure out what might have happened.
“You recall Sri Singh telling us about Mithras, Mazda’s lieutenant? Well, from what our teacher told us, and from what I’ve read myself, Mithras had started out as a relatively minor figure in the religion introduced by Zarathustra. But sometime during the fifth century before our time, he progressed to become the principle god of Persia. About four hundred years ago his teachings had reached my people. Mithras, by the way, in Old Persian means ‘Friend’, an appellation dear to all who felt lonely and forgotten. That is how many of my own people felt. They couldn’t let go of their own traditional teachings, but the idea of a messiah was dear to people who, at the time, were going through a period of vigorously searching for their own identity. Some two to three hundred years still earlier, our great prophets, Amos, Hosea, Isaiah and Micah had broadened our outlook.…”
“And you remember all that?” I couldn’t help interrupting.
Yeshűa smiled. “I’ve never suffered from a lack of memory. Remember, though, I’d only just turned ten years of age when I was taught all that. I may well have coloured the information with a youthful, immature slant.”
“Not you, my friend. I’m sure you did them justice!” This I said with utter conviction.
As for my prodding him for details, it was not just a question of learning about my friend’s past. I felt, rightly or wrongly, that Yeshűa had to relieve himself of the pent up knowledge that was fomenting in his young mind. For the life of me I had no idea how I, myself, was capable of such mature perception. I was but two years his senior. Obviously, I wasn’t capable of analyzing his psychological problems. My questions resulted from my love for him. My intuition guided my words, not my mind. They say that travel makes for strange bedfellows, and Yeshűa and I shared a tent. Some of his precocious wisdom must have rubbed off on me. Anyway, I loved him then, as I do now, and love feeds solutions to difficult problems.
“To continue,” he said bowing his head in gratitude, “the prophets I mentioned had lifted our religion to a belief in a single god. Before them, the various tribes already believed in Yahweh, but each clan had its own version of the deity. Now, finally, Yahweh became the Lord of the Universe. Also, as with Mithras, Yahweh became accepted as a god of righteousness, of justice and goodness. Such an image of god seems obvious to us now, but before their time, before the time of the prophets, the Yahweh of Moses had been more concerned with ritualistic sacrifice and observances than he was with the purity of heart of his people. Or so it seemed to me, based on the writings of the Torah.”
Yeshűa picked up a stone and threw it into the river. The flat pebble skimmed the flat surface six or seven times before sinking. “We were like that. Skimming the surface. We still didn’t dare to dig deeper into our... our atma. Even El, our popular name for God, was little more than a guardian, protecting places from evil. We were, for the want of a better word, quite primitive.”
At least on this occasion, he and I being alone, Yeshűa didn’t seem unduly embarrassed by such an admission. He knew I would never take advantage of his frankness.
“And what happened then?”
“As I’ve said, by the fourth century before our time Persian influence reached not only our cities, but our minds. There had always been many sects among my people, but one particular group formed a brotherhood evidently determined to adapt the teachings of Mithras to their own needs. Particularly, as I’ve already mentioned, they had been quite taken by the Mithran concept of a messiah. But while the Persian version called for thousands of years to bring about such a...
“...an avatar?” I tried to help.
“Yes, the messiah—the brotherhood sought to accelerate the process by extensive studies of prophesies, astrology, numerology and reincarnation. Apparently for the first time, Jews formed a loose organization dedicated to go beyond our own teaching, and even to reach out to other countries, other cultures, to gain knowledge. They studied the philosophies and religions of Persia, India, Greece and Egypt. And their own, of course, in a very dedicated fashion. Don’t forget that Mithraism was a very powerful force. According to Sri Singh, it reached your own country and spread with considerable success.”
“And what of this Judy?” I wanted him to get to the point.
“Judith,” he corrected. “Judith in Hebrew simply means a Jewish woman. But to the initiated its meaning goes further. It is the feminine form of Judah. It means: ‘let God be praised.” An apt name for her purposes. Anyway, she, Judith, broke with tradition. To my knowledge she was the first woman, ever, to have become the head of any sect. We were, I suppose still are, a very paternalistic people. Anyway, apparently she’d earned her right by displaying gifts of prophecy and healing. She also wrote extensively and kept detailed records of all her own and the whole sect’s findings.”
Gradually I felt drawn into the story. I could picture an old woman, her long gray hair flowing down her back, writing on a rough-hewn table with an oil lamp casting grotesque shadows on the walls of a damp and dank cave. At least I suppose it must have been a cave. Yeshűa intimated that the sect was on the fringes of respectability. They’d probably spent most of their time in hiding.
“There was one purpose which drove Judith and her Essenes. She believed her principle, her sole mission was to bring forth conditions in which the messiah would be born among her people. Preferably, among the members of her brotherhood. With this thought in mind, she set about gathering a group of young girls who might prove suitable to bear, to bring forth, the... ah, the avatar.”
With that Yeshűa shook his head. He moved it from side to side, as if trying to deny everything he’d just spoken. “Imagine,” he said at last. “They thought that they could take Mithras’ idea and use it to their own advantage….”
It was then that I began to suspect what was coming. I first rejected the idea, but it kept returning with renewed force. Like waves building up on an angry ocean. I looked around. It was already getting dark, but I could still see the fire stirring in the eyes of my young, rebellious friend. And then I blurted without conscious control.
“You’re the messiah,” I said softly. “You are the one that has been chosen....” It wasn’t a question. The answer had been staring me in the face for some time. I just couldn’t accept it. Apparently, nor could my friend.
“There is so much to learn,” he said after a long pause. “So much to learn, and so little time….”
He must have known something I didn’t. Even then.
It was a week later when Yeshűa finally finished his personal story. Apparently his mother, Mary, had been one of twelve maidens selected. They had all been dedicated to the concept of becoming channels for the coming of the messiah. All of them had been sequestered into the monastery on, or inside Mount Carmel. Luckily for Yeshűa, Mount Carmel was in Galilee and not far from Nazareth where his parents lived.
“If only it were true,” Yeshűa’s tone hardened. “Later I learned that they were mere children, as young as four and five, willingly given up by their parents to be reared by Judith. Imagine, children who were no longer children but objects of one woman’s ambition. They lived for the sole purpose of satisfying the dream of one Jewess.”
“I thought there was a whole brotherhood...”
“Well, yes. But Jews take good orders. And Judith was a boss incapable of tolerating compromise or dissent. No matter what, no matter what the children had wanted...” He then stared at me with fire flickering in his eyes. “Did you ever play in a cave?”
It was the first time that I’d heard my friend really angry. I strongly suspected that Yeshűa experienced the will of the woman in charge on his own skin. No compromise. The end was all that mattered. Never mind the means. And suddenly I understood why he had to escape from the influence of those people. They wanted him to fulfil not his dreams but theirs.
A moment later the anger was gone. The tone of his voice changed to one of sadness.
“Poor mother... She had no say in any of it at all. They even made her marry a man she’d never met. A good man. A man kind and honest. But what of love? What of her own youth, her girlish desires, her absence of friends of her own age, of toys and…. Poor mother. She never even once complained. It was as though she had no mind of her own....” Yeshűa’s eyes drifted to a distant star, indifferent to his or anybody’s fate. The sky looked cold and forbidding. The stars turned into diamonds fashioned from pure ice. Hard and unforgiving. Indifferent. The beauty we both always saw was conspicuously absent. It was held in abeyance. Could it be that it is we who create the realty we perceive? I asked him.
“Always,” he replied instantly. “Always,” he repeated nodding vigorously. “And this is precisely the problem!”
Later he told me that he’d once heard his father, Joseph, talking to someone about his mother’s training. Chastity, purity, love, patience, endurance had all been taken for granted.
“Yet the way my father described it, it sounded more like persecution than like tests of mental and physical strength. It was oppression. And when she became the chosen one, they found her an instant husband. A man twice her age. I am not blaming father. Mother was, is, a beautiful woman. But at the time, she was a mere girl. About the age I am today. Perhaps younger...” There was both, sorrow and anger fighting for control of his features. “And they only released her from her prison after the wedding. At Carmel, of course.”
It sounded as though Mary, Yeshűa’s mother, had been dealt little choice in her life.
“And what happened to Judith?” I asked.
“She continued to manipulate reality to justify her prophecies. She was very good at that. She directed the visitors from Persia, or maybe your country, seeking the birth of the supposed messiah, to seek directions at Herod’s palace. She knew what reaction there would be from Herod once he’d learned about a ‘King of the Jews’ being born. In no time at all, we had to run for our lives, all the way to Egypt. But she had it all planned. She had already sent some of the brethren, the Essenes, to get there before us, and some more to follow. She’d also appointed her spy, supposedly a servant, a girl whose name sounded like Josie. I’d learned later, that she was the girl who purportedly took care of me when I was a child. Like an nanny. But I wouldn’t trust her. I’d been too young then, of course, to have anything to say. But they told me later that they used my garments to simulate miraculous healing. I’m sure that too had been orchestrated by Judith. She had to make sure that prophecies would be fulfilled.”
And then, for no apparent reason, he started laughing. For a moment I thought he’d gone over the line, but his laughter was so contagious that I could do no more than join him. Finally he wiped his eyes.
“You will love this!” he cried out. “Me, miracles! Then!” He was again trying to control another attack of gut wrenching chortle. “Imagine! That was some twelve years ago, and to this very day I cannot perform a single miracle on my own. And don’t think I haven’t tried!”
We were already relaxing on our bunks when he raised himself on one elbow.
“I didn’t tell you this...” he said in such a tone of voice that I could imagine a mischievous grin lighting up his face. “I didn’t tell you, but when I was running away from the Temple in Jerusalem that day we’d met, I didn’t just knock over the tables. I also showed up a bunch of pompous gentlemen who thought they knew all the answers. They didn’t like that.”
Again I could swear I could see a rueful smile in absolute darkness. “No, Satya, my friend. They didn’t like that at all.”
I always suspected there was more than one reason for Yeshűa’s sudden departure from his own country. He wanted to stay alive. Even according to Sri Singh, the learned scholars of theology, apparently specializing in prurient demagogy, did not like competition. They hated even more being ridiculed by a twelve-year-old. In public.
I was right. It was some time later, months rather than weeks, that I learned that Yeshűa did not particularly like the scribes and Pharisees, to whom I assumed he was referring at the time.
Next morning Yeshűa looked and sounded like a new man. Man or boy, but new, at any rate. He looked and sounded as though a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. It seemed that I had been right. After we bathed and ate, he put his hand on my shoulder.
“Thank you my friend. You probably saved my life,” his face was smiling but his tone of voice was deadly serious. “A few more months and I would have gone crazy!”
I never realized just how heavy his burden had been. I didn’t know what to say. Boys are not very good at this sort of thing.
“As for my sudden departure, I also left Judea to free my mother,” he added, almost as an afterthought. “For as long as I was there, she would be treated as a curiosity. Once I left, she would be free. As Judith would say, she’d done her job. Now she’ll live a more normal life and have other children. And she’ll be a real mother to them. And a great mother, at that.”
A mother I never really had, he seemed to be saying. I read it in his eyes. And then he looked away, his gaze following the ripples on the river. Ripples getting wider and wider, even as my friend’s life had been destined to become.
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It is a wonderful feeling when, sitting on a slab of stone, lips parched, stomach growling, someone brings you food and drink. It is a little after sunrise. Through half closed eyes I see a young woman, her long robe flowing gracefully in the air. As I lower my eyes again, I see her bare feet. She’s no apparition after all. She stands in front of me, as though waiting for me to speak.
“Shalom,” I greet her. I assume she’s an angel or else one of the women tending to men inside the house.
She doesn’t say a word but puts a metal tray on the bench beside me. Then, with a slight bow and still without a word she retreats. For a moment I think I imagined her. But the tray besides me gives her reality. I eat and drink slowly, trying to fill as much time with food and drink as I can. I really don’t know why I am still here. I seem as lost as the men and women inside the house.
Some undefined time later Yôna comes out and greets me with a bow.
“Have you slept well?” he asks. If it weren’t for genuine concern showing on his face I would probably think he was being facetious. He wasn’t. I smile, pointing to my back. He nods his head.
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