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Nicodemus and his small party of fellow teachers of the Law, took the

dusty track back towards Jericho and Jerusalem. His companions were

quietly discussing what they had witnessed, but they respected his silence

and preoccupation. Nicodemus, for his part, tried to make coherence out of

what he had seen and heard.

It had been on his own initiative that he had taken the trouble to make

the journey in the summer's heat, to the Jordan valley. It had been an

enervating undertaking for a man of his years, but the reports he had

received about the activities of the Baptist - quite apart from the forthright

nature of his speech, had been intriguing.

Firebrands living in the desert were nothing new in Israel. Nicodemus

reminded himself that many of the major prophets had been little other than

wild men called out of obscurity by the voice of God. Despite their origins

they had still managed to strike fear into the hearts of kings and princes. In

this respect, Herod Antipas was no less superstitious than the rest and it was

very probable that one day, the Baptist would go too far and Herod would

deal with him in the way kings had always dealt with trouble makers who

became too outspoken.

Listening to the Baptist had convinced Nicodemus that he was in no

way different to so many others who had flared up and then had either died

down, or had been extinguished. Nicodemus had been prepared to leave a

day earlier, but something undefinable had prevented him from doing so.



Even now, he couldn't explain why he had decided to remain another day in

the discomfort of the hillside camp - each day had been a repetition of the

one before. The emerging of the Baptist from his lair on the far side of the

river, then, the harangue to the crowd in a voice which bounced off the

hillsides and finally, the immersion of hundreds who flocked forward in some

kind of trance, for the privilege of being plunged beneath the waters.

One factor in his decision to stay, might have been a combination of

listening to the storyteller reciting the half-fictional history of the Baptist, with

all the usual embroidery with which these tales became attached over the

years; combined with the sudden movement of the man to surrender himself

to Baptism without really understanding why - and the brief conversation with

a confused and frightened convert. Nicodemus had elected to remain for one

day longer and, having witnessed the subsequent events, was ready to admit

that the impulse was divinely prompted.

The emergence of the Galilean from the crowd and the conversation

which had followed, together with the dramatic effect of the thunder and the

voice within it, had the elements of the supernatural. Nicodemus wasn't

interested in the political ramifications of someone being declared the

Messiah - that was a matter for Herod. However, it was a matter for the

doctors of the Law when such a statement was pronounced, no matter how

unlikely the truth of it. Messiahs had the habit of challenging the established

order and making themselves a thorough nuisance.

Nicodemus was old enough to remember the last major claimant to the

title. It had been a man named Judas, who was also a Galilean. Nicodemus

remembered the uprising and the severity the Romans had applied in

suppressing such a challenge to their authority. Judas the Galilean had been

crucified together with many of his followers. The Sanhedrin itself had been



threatened because of the implication of Sadduk the Pharisee in the uprising.

There had been a wholesale sending into exile of the cream of Jewish youth,

into the slave markets and to the island of Sardinia, which the Romans used

as a penal colony.

These were events he feared might well be repeated - or even worse,

unless the matter was handled with extreme caution.

He had wanted to get the newcomer to himself and interrogate him, to

demand a clear statement of his views and intentions, but he had slipped

away. One encouraging point was that there had been no immediate rallying

to his leadership. If that had been the intention of the Baptist, when he made

the dramatic announcement - then, it had been a dismal failure - few had

shown any interest.

Nicodemus had taken the trouble to walk through the camp looking for

him, but had failed to find him. The crowd had been on the move, surging

towards where the Baptist would appear and it was almost impossible to 

locate one man in that throng of people. He had given the order to break

camp and the fellow lawyers and students who had accompanied him hadn't

argued - no doubt they were as pleased as himself to vacate the proximity of

so many unwashed specimens of humanity congregated in one place.

It was with considerable relief that Nicodemus eased his aching body

on to a couch. He was exhausted after the long ride from the Jordan. The

noise and bustle of the city was shut out by the solid walls of his house and

within, it was a cool sanctuary after the heat and dust of the road.

The Jordan valley had been hot and humid - as usual. He was scholar

enough to know that it lay in a deep cleft of the earth's surface and therefore,

could be expected to be a funnel to channel the overheated air above the

Salt Sea, especially when the wind was from the south. The Jordan valley



was an area of lushness as a result, but it was good to be back in the

comparative cool of Jerusalem, set high in the hills.

He had allowed his thoughts to wander, it was the result of relaxation

after the effort of the journey. It was a luxury he could not permit himself. He

had dismissed his students and bade a firm farewell to his lawyer colleagues

when they had shown an inclination to linger. He needed time and solitude to

consider all he had heard and seen.

His contemplation during the long ride home, had produced no

conclusions - perhaps, it was too soon to draw them. He needed to know

more about the man who had been nominated by the Baptist.

John himself required further investigation - he would have to look into

the origins of the story Nebat had told - even allowing for obvious accretions

and exaggeration, there had to be a kernel of truth upon which it had been

based.

Nicodemus restrained himself from starting immediately, firstly, he was

exhausted from the journey and secondly, it wasn't in his nature to be

impetuous. His training demanded that he approached the problem from a

scholar's viewpoint, in that way - and only in that way - would his findings

survive the critical scrutiny of his fellow scholars on the Council. He wasn't

allowed to remain in peace for long, one of his student's almost tiptoed into

the room.

"Teacher, I know you don't wish to be disturbed - but a visitor requests

a moment of your time."

Nicodemus eyed him wearily.

"Please ask him to return tomorrow."

The student blinked rapidly. He was a rather myopic youth, but this,

Nicodemus recognised as a sign of nervousness. The student stammered.



"It is the Teacher Gamaliel, master!"

Nicodemus’ eyes opened wide, he swung his feet to the ground.

"Gamaliel! Why didn't you say so in the first place? Make our visitor

comfortable, offer refreshments - and excuse my delay in welcoming him!"

The student retreated rapidly, while his master hastily adjusted his

dress and appearance before descending to the lower floor and extended his

arms in welcome. Gamaliel set down his a wine cup and rose. They

embraced and drew apart.

Gamaliel was very old, Nicodemus wasn't quite sure how old. He was

also one of the most respected members of the Council and next only to

Annas and Caiaphas. Even while he lived, he was almost a legend and

earnest young men clamoured to become his students. 

The visitor eyed Nicodemus critically and could see the signs of strain

from the journey.

"My brother, I am sorry to trouble you so soon after your return from

such a long and arduous journey."

Nicodemus feigned surprise.

"You honour me by being aware that I have been absent, my brother."

Gamaliel's eyes twinkled in merriment.

"We have no need to pretend sword play with words, Nicodemus - it is

widely known among our brothers on the Council, that you have been visiting

the Baptist!"

Nicodemus registered surprise. Gamaliel went on.

"Of course, we understand your motives! It is hard to imagine that you

would submit yourself to his ministrations!"

Nicodemus politely joined in his amused laughter. Gamaliel persisted.

"We all know that you are a diligent protector of our Law and men like



the Baptist must be closely watched lest they attempt to break down its

statutes. So, Nicodemus, what was your impression of the Baptist?"

Nicodemus took his time, recognising the old man's tactics of trying to

place him off balance.

"The Baptist is a simple man with a simple message for simple people.

It can be defined thus: that we live in a world bathed in evil and sin and are

under the control of every force alien to God. He calls the people to self awareness,

urging them to repent of their evil ways and to signify this

awareness by a symbolic washing away at his hands."

Gamaliel had listened intently, he relaxed a little and sighed.

"As you say, brother, a simple man with a simple message - and not

the first to call the people to repentance. A voice crying in the wilderness,

calling the people to dedication - perhaps, we concern ourselves too much.

However, he has other things to say - about wickedness in high places. He

lashes the priests and lawyers with his tongue and accuses them before the

people - that is altogether another matter which could lead to unrest. Then,

there is the matter of his outspokenness about Herod and his muddled

marital situation.

Herodias does not take to kindly to being called a whore in public! She

is applying a great deal of pressure on Herod to have him put a stop to our

outspoken friend. The only reason why our Prince hasn't acted, is that in

some superstitious way, he seems to fear the Baptist - but I believe it can

only be a matter of time!"

He eyed the silent Nicodemus.

"So, that would seem to be the extent of your investigations, my

brother?"

Nicodemus hesitated.



"Not quite, Gamaliel. Two things happened which have given me

cause for considerable thought. The first, is a legendary story I heard about

the Baptist."

He retold the version given by Nebat as accurately as he could and at

the end, waited for a response. Gamaliel sat back in his chair with eyes

closed.

"I seem to remember something of it - a wild rumour sweeping down

out of Galilee, which at the time, no one considered of interest. Perhaps it is

time to investigate further - even if it only serves to swell Herod's 

superstitious awe!"

He laughed once more and opened his eyes abruptly.

"You said there was a second matter."

Slowly at first, Nicodemus related the circumstances of the coming of

the Galilean and the unheard private conversation and then, John's

pronouncement and what followed. In the silence which followed, Gamaliel let

out his breath in a long sigh. His eyes were closed again and he murmured.

"How many more, O Lord, will you allow to raise the hopes of your

people so that they are led into disaster!"

He opened his eyes and stared at his host.

"This is altogether a different matter, my brother. It must be brought to

the attention of the full Council without delay. There is potential for a disaster

unless we take a firm stand! In this call, there are implications with Herod and

with Pilate!

You say, there was no obvious rallying to his cause? No acclamation -

no enthusiasm - no sign of followers, who might be tempted to bring him to

Jerusalem to set him up on David's throne?"

Nicodemus shook his head.



"He slipped away into the crowd and when I tried to find him again, he

had vanished."

Gamaliel was hardly listening - he murmured.

"They talk of a Messiah - but know nothing of the preconditions which

must apply. The True Messiah will be born of the House of David - there are

many such references in the Law and the Prophets. There is no reference to

the Messiah coming out of Galilee! In this, at least, the Baptist has been

proven wrong and it will give us a weapon if matters come to a head!

We must identify this man! You say that his name was never

mentioned?"

Nicodemus nodded his head.

"Unless something was said between the two in their private

conversation, which I wasn't able to overhear."

"A pity! Nevertheless, I commend you, my brother - you have served

the Council well, as I am sure they will agree. You may have provided

sufficient warning for us to move against this upstart and nip the matter in the

bud!"

He rose and waited a moment to steady himself and Nicodemus

realised just how old he was. He would be sadly missed when he died.

"I will leave you now, Nicodemus - it grows late - and we both need our

rest. Tomorrow, you will have to place these matters before us all - rest well

and in the sure knowledge that, this day, you have served the Lord in a

mighty way!"

Nicodemus escorted the old man to the door and would have deputed

one of his students to escort him home. Gamaliel declined.

"I thank you - but there is no need - I have with me one of my young

men who will look after me. I think you know him - Saul, a very earnest and



dedicated fellow."

His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper.

"He has an atrocious provincial accent, which turns our Hebrew tongue

into an instrument of torture - we are working on it - we are working on it!

Unfortunately, family affairs call him home to Tarsus - he leaves soon - a

great pity, he has great promise.  

I bid you goodnight, brother Nicodemus!"

Nicodemus watched his visitor walk slowly away from the gate. The

young man had been waiting in the street and walked slowly with him. A light

from a window briefly showed him to be a small fellow, with a wispy beard

which betrayed his youth. He looked back and Nicodemus was aware of lively

eyes which, it seemed, took in everything with a straight and penetrating

stare. He turned again and escorted the old man round a turn in the road and

Nicodemus went back to his disturbed rest.

....

 

Lucian and Marcellus had also conducted a search, conscious that

their report to Pilate would be incomplete unless they could indicate what had

happened to this newly nominated leader of a potential rebellion. It was also

clear to them that there had been no immediate rallying to his banner - apart

from the two Galilean followers of the Baptist who had disappeared with him

for the remainder of the day. Lucian suggested.

"Perhaps it's time for Pilate to arrest the Baptist and persuade him to

talk?"

Marcellus shook his head.

"Look at the people who come here - they're not agitators - admittedly,

they're caught up in some religious frenzy, but that's a problem for their



priests, not for us - so long as the Baptist doesn't start preaching sedition or

lawlessness."

Lucian argued.

"He must have come close - nominating his friend to be a king!"

Marcellus laughed.

"I could nominate you to be a king! It doesn't make you one and you'd

need more than this rabble to stand up against a Legion! Pilate will watch our

would-be king, and if he steps out of line, we'll arrest him so fast, his feet

won't touch the ground!

If he does the same as the Baptist, he won't raise much of an army by

trying to drown them first!"

Balthus returned from somewhere and went into a pantomime of

gestures and facial contortions. Lucian looked at Marcellus helplessly, the

officer shrugged.

"I don't know what he's trying to tell us - he must think it's important."

He gestured to his slave.

"Philus, can you understand him?"

The blond youth stared at the gesticulating Nubian.

"Master, he asks you to follow - the two men - he has seen them."

Lucian interjected.

"The two men who went with the other one?"

The slave looked confused.

"Yes, Master."

"Is the first one with them?"

"He saw only two, Master. 

Lucian turned to Marcellus.

"It might be a lead - perhaps, they've received instructions, or they



might be carrying a message!"

Marcellus nodded and gestured to Balthus to lead the way. The huge

Nubian moved quickly down the hillside towards the northern edge of the

crowd, after a while he gestured. In the distance, they spotted the two

Galileans who were about ready to disappear behind a ridge. Marcellus

halted, Lucian asked impatiently.

"What now - do we follow them - make up your mind or we'll lose

them!?" Marcellus shook his head slowly.

"My first duty is to report to Pilate - they aren't the main players."

Lucian argued heatedly.

"How can you be sure of that? If you loose sight of them, you might

never find the first man again - or by the time you do, the damage could be

done, you could have an insurrection on your hands!"

Marcellus stared after their retreating quarry.

"They're heading north - probably into Galilee - once there, they won't

be easy to identify."

"All the more reason to follow them now - and you can't be sure they're

heading into Galilee - they might have a few thousand Zealots waiting up in

the hills!"

Marcellus shook his head.

"Not likely! We aren't amateurs, Lucian - we tend to keep a close eye

on large groups - why else do you think Pilate sent us here?"

Lucian's patience was wearing thin.

"While we're arguing, they getting away!"

Marcellus showed a touch of irritation.

"If you're so concerned, why don't YOU trail them, you never know,

you might make a profit on the way! - That is, if you don't get your throat cut



first!"

Lucian snapped.

"I might do that! - and don't worry about me getting my throat cut - I

can look after myself!"

Marcellus eyed him with derision.

"Don't be more of a fool than you are, Lucian! You have Roman

stamped all over you and it will become even more obvious the further you

move into that rat's nest - In Galilee, they cook Romans for supper!"

"If I look like a Roman - that's what I'll be - a Roman looking for trade -

and their One God help them if anyone tries to stop me!"

Marcellus eyed his militant travelling companion and debated whether

he ought to try to pull rank and order him to return to Jerusalem with him.

Somehow, he doubted whether he would be obeyed, and on the other hand,

his responsibility for him was tenuous at best. Lucian was a free agent and

not under any obligations to the military, or even to Pilate for that matter. The

Procurator would simply shrug his shoulders and take suitable retribution if a

Lucian, as a Roman citizen, was molested - that would be the extent of his

concern. On the other hand, it was just possible that Lucian might come up

with some valuable information.

"All right - follow your Galileans, if you're so determined to do so. If you

get into any trouble, don't expect the garrison at Tiberius to come running to 

find you. On the other hand, if you find anything interesting, you can report to

any of the garrisons in the towns on the way. I'll make sure they get to know

about you - one thing more - Balthus goes with you!"

Lucian glanced at the huge Nubian and felt secretly gratified. He would

stand out even more than his master in a crowd, but he would also command

a certain respect because of his sheer size and potential threat to would-be



troublemakers. Lucian nodded.

"Agreed."

They clasped arms in parting and Lucian turned his horse in the

direction where the two Galileans had disappeared. Marcellus watched him

and the huge slave disappear from sight, he sighed, shook his head and

gestured to his own slave to head towards Jerusalem.

Lucian urged his horse in the direction the two Galileans had taken.

Balthus trotted along behind and Lucian had the opportunity to come to terms

with his own foolhardiness. His assessment was enough to strike dismay into

the heart of the most reckless.

They were alone in a land he hardly understood. He was a Roman,

and therefore, the representative of an occupying power. He was well aware

of the recalcitrant attitude the Jews had shown during the decades of the

occupation. They more than any other conquered people, had shown an utter

disregard and contempt for those who were supposed to be their overlords.

Now, he, Lucian, not even being a trained soldier, together with a

conspicuous black slave, was embarking on a journey which might lead them

into all manner of disastrous consequences. It was small wonder, therefore,

that he began to doubt his own sanity, now that he was free of the slightly

amused condescension of his new friend Marcellus. He admitted to himself -

that had been the trouble, Marcellus had treated him with a kind of amused

tolerance, usually reserved for those not quite in full possession of their wits -

Lucian faced the fact that Marcellus might well have been right, for having

insisted on this foolhardy adventure, He could well be described as not being

completely sane!

They caught sight of the two Galileans descending a path which led

back towards the river. Lucian debated what to do. He could attempt to trail



them to where they were going and it wouldn't take long before they would

realise that they were the subject of his interest.

Alternatively, he could withdraw from view, hoping that they wouldn't

suddenly change course without him knowing - in which case, he would

surely lose them and he would have to return to Jerusalem, with his tail

between his legs and admit failure - and Marcellus would secretly enjoy that!


