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Lucian enjoyed one of the most entertaining and convivial evenings he

could remember, at the table of Joseph of Arimathea and his sister Rebecca.

Once the initial posturing was over and they had had the opportunity to

assess each other, the conversation flowed easily and Lucian found himself

more and more enchanted by the lively wit and humour of his host's sister.

Unlike Rome, where a similar gathering might have been accompanied

by loose tongues and ribald anecdotes - especially after over-consumption of

wine - there was restraint and undefined boundaries over which no one chose

to cross. When Lucian went over the events of the evening later, preparing

for a report to Septimus, he had to acknowledge that the so-called cultured

sophisticates of Rome would have much to learn from the simple etiquette of

those they disdainfully called barbarians.

When they had retreated from the table, having enjoyed the mysteries

of, what were to Lucian, unknown dishes, which had been washed down with

the best wines the Galilee could offer, they returned to the balcony and

looked out over the dark waters of the Mare Nostrum, which were just being

touched by the first rays of a rising moon coming out of the rugged hills

behind the house.

There were darkened shapes of ships on the waters of the harbour,

each with the glow of a central fire in their midships, where the watch were

congregated, no doubt bemoaning their luck at being the ones who were not

allowed ashore to visit the taverns and the bordellos.

Lucian watched Rebecca's face, lit by the dancing light of the lamps



from within the room. She was beautiful, without any doubt, the most beautiful

woman he had ever seen. There was something about her that wasn't visible

in the women he had met in Rome - admittedly, they had been limited for the

most part, to the social class in which Septimus moved - and usually, the

daughters or young wives of his business associates. There had been affairs,

he defied any Roman of his age, class and standing to declare otherwise -

but there was no one who could match the mysterious element he could

detect in this woman.

He looked away from her suddenly and found Joseph's eyes fixed on

him. His host's gaze didn't waver, instead, he smiled slightly.

"We all seem to have been struck dumb! I must speak to my Table

Steward! The cook must have put something in the food!"

Lucian laughed.

"Better you compliment him on a wonderful meal - the man is an artist!"

"High praise indeed - from one who graces the tables of the mighty in

Rome!"

Once again, there was a slight tinge of mockery. Lucian ignored it.

"The tables of the mighty are those I try to avoid."

Rebecca interjected.

"And, do you succeed, Lucian?" 

He turned and smiled into her eyes.

"For the most part, Rebecca - in my experience, the mightier the table,

the less desirable it becomes."

"I've heard that Caesar gives wonderful feasts - sometimes, they last

for days and there's constant entertainment."

Lucian nodded.

"I'm sure you're right, but Septimus Publius and his household are



rarely included on that guest list - on the other hand, Tiberius has retreated to

Campania and Capri - and I understand his digestion is no longer robust -

with advancing years, Caesar tends to avoid late nights!"

Rebecca frowned.

"I'm almost disappointed - but surely, Sejanus ensures the tradition

continues?"

Lucian became wary, he flickered a glance at Joseph, who seemed

preoccupied with something happening below them in the garden.

"If we are not on Caesar's guest list, we are certainly excluded from

Sejanus’!"

A servant emerged from the house with a tray of sweetmeats and fruit.

Rebecca extended a dish to Lucian.

"These are very good, they come from Damascus - special desert

figs."

The name caught Lucian's interest.

"Damascus - I had thought to travel to Damascus."

"Isn't there enough to keep you interested in Palestine?"

It was Joseph who interjected. Lucian laughed without much humour.

"I'm told, it's all a matter of contacts with the right people."

Rebecca rejoined the conversation.

"Not contacts, Lucian - bribes! Surely, an experienced merchant such

as yourself knows that bribes open doors? Ask your Procurator!"

"Rebecca!"

Joseph's face had suddenly become severe

"I apologise for my sister - she talks too much!"

"I tell the truth - and you know it!"

They glared at each other. Lucian acted the peacemaker.



"I'm well aware that Roman administration runs on bribes - I see no

reason to suspect Palestine is any different."

Rebecca flared defiantly.

"It isn't! It's rotten from Pilate downwards!"

Joseph had given up the struggle to restrain his outspoken sister, but

he stared at her angrily. Lucian laughed to ease the tension.

"So - you're suggesting I ought to offer bigger and better bribes?"

"If that's what's expected of you, you have only yourself to blame! You

come to Caesarea claiming to be the representative of an important and

influential merchant in Rome. Immediately, you put up the price! Everyone

from the lowliest clerk to the Procurator himself, is waiting to see what you

have to offer. Tell me, Lucian! Have you had one recommendation from the

administration - one introduction?"

Lucian shook his head slowly.

"I thought as much! Neither will you have, until you start a chain of

bribes which could prove ruinous!"

Joseph interjected harshly. 

"I said, Rebecca - you talk too much - too rashly - and there are ears

everywhere! I warn you - being of my house won't save you!"

She was silenced at last, she glanced at Lucian apprehensively. He

said gently.

"Joseph is right, Rebecca. I could be an agent in the pay of Pilate.

We've met for the first time this evening. Joseph and I have met twice before.

You don't know me - neither of you - and being Joseph's sister, or of the

house of Arimathea wouldn't save you. I suggest that you guard your tongue.

One thing is certain. If there is corruption in high places, then there will

be an army of spies to guard it. I hope you will both take my word that I am



not a spy sent by Pilate - and that I accept your advice about the need for

bribes in the spirit in which it was offered.

Joseph, I would like the opportunity to discuss trade between our two

concerns. Think of it this way, you will save me the ruinous cost of offering

bribes!"

Joseph eyed him soberly and then twitched a smile.

"You tempt me to take that into account! Perhaps I'll drive a harder

bargain!"

"Perhaps I won't let you!"

"I think I'll leave you to discuss how you're going to swindle each

other!"

Rebecca had risen, Lucian and Joseph stood automatically. She bade

Lucian a sweet goodnight and ignored her brother. Lucian watched her go

with regret.

"My sister is very impetuous - and opens her mouth too wide!"

"She's a remarkable girl!"

"But not over-endowed with caution!"

"You really have no cause for concern, Joseph! I meant what I said - in

fact, I tend to agree with her. Pilate is notorious for corruption - it's well known

in Rome and one day, he'll overstep the mark."

"Thank you for your understanding, Lucian. On this occasion, she

escapes the consequences - but I worry that it won't always be that way."

Lucian suggested lightly.

"Perhaps, if she had a husband to keep her in order?"

Joseph laughed.

"I pity any man who tries to keep her in order! The problem is that

she's never had a strong hand to keep her under control. You see, our



parents both died early and we were reared by guardians until I became of

age and received control of my inheritance - which, I hasten to add, had been

well managed - I then assumed guardianship of Rebecca - tell me, Lucian,

have you ever heard of a brother who could control a spirited sister two years

younger than himself?"

Lucian grinned.

"I can't say I have."

"I wish I could find a good Jewish man who would take her as wife."

Lucian paused, then:

"You say, a Jewish man - why in particular - why not any man who's

willing."

Joseph eyed him seriously.

"Rebecca will never marry a man who is not a Jew. We both follow our

observance of the Law and the Prophets very seriously. It would be out of the 

question for Rebecca to marry a Gentile!"

Lucian looked out over the darkened sea.

"I'm surprised, Joseph. I didn't get the impression that you strictly

followed the Jewish way."

"Why?"

"Well, for one thing, our dinner this evening. When I followed the two

men who had been with your Messiah, they confronted me and asked me why

I was tracking them. After a few sticky moments, I suggested that we made

camp together, but they declined, saying that they couldn't eat with a non-Jew

- yet, WE'VE eaten together - and at Herod's feast, you ate with me and

Julius - as well as quite a few Roman officers. You don't seem consistent."

Joseph smiled.

"Politics, Lucian - you know the expression - When in Rome, do as the



Roman's do? - Is there anything else - that leads you to believe I'm not a

strict Jew?"

Lucian began to feel embarrassed.

"I don't mean to offend you, Joseph!"

"You don't offend me - I'm curious."

"Very well - when we first met - in the baths at Tiberius! I was given to

understand that you Jews don't expose your bodies to view - that it's

regarded as being shameful - yet, you were at the baths and presumably

didn't use them clothed - how does that reconcile?"

Joseph threw back his head and laughed.

"As I remember, Lucian, we were both swathed in towels when we met

and I left before you. I have an arrangement with the curator, which allows me

privacy. It happens that you intruded into the hour allocated for me,

otherwise, I would have been quite alone and free to be as naked as Adam!"

"Adam!?"

"The first man - who because of eating the fruit of knowledge, realised

he was naked and covered himself. Our preoccupation with hiding our

nakedness comes from our acceptance of the guilt that our ancestor

committing sin."

"Complicated!"

Joseph nodded.

"I agree - complicated - but it emphasises the essential difference

between the way of life and thinking of the Jew and the Gentile. So, Lucian,

Rebecca would not consider union with a non-Jew!"

"What if she should fall in love with a Gentile and being a determined

girl, decide to marry him regardless of your Law?"

Joseph eyed him steadily.



"Then, she would have to accept the consequences of what she does

for herself and for her children - that is the Law!"

Lucian looked out into the night.

"It sound unnecessarily harsh."

"Harsh but efficient! The Law has kept us a people apart from all

others, it has preserved our national identity. We have had many invaders

sweeping across our land and there have been times when we were uprooted

and taken to other kingdoms, there to remain for generations, before being

allowed to return.

The one thing which preserved our identity was the Law, and as each

generation was born it was carefully taught to them, so that when we  

back to this special land and the Holy City of David, we were still Jews - not

half Jew and half something else.

The Law insisted that we shouldn't take wives and husbands of other

nations, to do so would mean the possibility that our purity as a people would

degenerate. Foreign wives and foreign husbands would have their own gods

and the first of the great Commandments of our God states very simply:

"You shall have no other gods to set against me.' And the second:

`You shall not make any carved image for yourself nor the likeness of

anything in the heavens above, or in the earth below, or in the waters under

the earth.'

The instruction continues:

'You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your

God, am a jealous God. I punish children for the sins of their fathers to the

third and fourth generation of those who hate me. But I keep faith with

thousands, with those who love me and keep my commandments.'"

Lucian struggled to find a response. Joseph had spoken softly and in



the half light of the balcony, it was like the whisper of the terrifying moment

when those words had first been spoken. He didn't know the story and he

wasn't sure he wanted to hear it.

"You worship a dark and terrible god, Joseph!"

"We worship the One God - the One who is - he told the ancestor of all

the Jews: 'My name is - I AM'. We do not have a choice of gods, Lucian,

where we can pick one who suits our nature or the mood of the moment. The

One God may appear dark and terrible to those who don't understand Him,

but to us He is a protector, a guardian, a leader in battle, He makes the fields

and flocks fruitful - we have no need of a multitude of different deities who are

supposed to take care of one thing or the other. The One God cares for

everything, for He is the One in whom everything originated."

After a moment of digestion, Lucian asked.

"You said earlier, that you lost battles and your people were taken into

captivity for generations - if your god is so powerful, why did that happen!?"

Joseph laughed softly.

"When the children refuse to listen to repeated warnings, a father

teaches them a lesson. No doubt you have already formed the opinion that

the Jews are a stiff-necked and stubborn people. Over the ages there have

been times when God saw fit to allow them to go their own way and to suffer

the consequences - as a reminder that they had their obligations to Him.

So, we come back to the Law and its observance and the necessity for

a Jew to remain a Jew, to observe the Law and obey the Commandments of

the One God."

Joseph was pressing the point and Lucian wondered if he had been so

obvious with his admiration of Rebecca, that her brother was trying to

establish ground rules. Joseph continued.



"We ought to talk business, Lucian - fascinating though the subject of

religion may be! I'd be interested to hear what your patron has in mind."

Lucian spent the next hour explaining his proposals. Joseph

occasionally interjected with sharp questions on certain points and when he

was satisfied, he sat quietly for a moment, before reciting his own agenda. By

the time he left, Lucian had the impression that he had made considerable

progress with the Prince of Arimathea and he also formed the opinion that he

would have to watch his interests when dealing with the brilliant Jew. 

He returned to the house of Claudius and Livinia by more conventional

means than the plush litter. This time, he was loaned a horse and at Joseph's

insistence, was accompanied by a half dozen armed men.

The house was brilliantly lit when he arrived, despite the late hour. He

had hoped to slip in quietly and go to his bed, but Livinia wasn't to be denied

the earliest account of his evening spent with Jewish royalty. Claudius had

the look of a hunted man and shrugged helplessly when Livinia pounced on

her guest. She insisted.

"You must tell me everything, Lucian, I insist!"

"There's really nothing to tell - Joseph and his sister were charming

hosts."

"Nonsense - you must have something to tell - sister - you never told

me he had a sister! What was she like, what did she wear! Now, tell me!"

Lucian laughed.

"She was very beautiful - and she wore clothes."

"Beautiful - how beautiful? What clothes?"

"She was the most ravishing beauty I have ever met, Livinia. She is

dark and tall, with deep, dark eyes, her skin is dark and her nose isn't at all

large like some Jewish women. Her hair is black as night and held in place by



a circlet of silver - and when she laughs, she takes your breath away, she's

clever and witty and not shy when she speaks her mind.

She was wearing a flowing gown to her ankles, which was the colour of

apricots and around her little waist was a sash of silver. She wore no

jewellery - not even a necklace or a ring - she was beautiful!"

Claudius growled an interruption to the long silence which followed.

"For a man who went to talk business, you obviously got side-tracked!"

"Oh! We talked business - Joseph and I are close to a deal."

Livinia resolutely regained the initiative.

"I don't care about your business -what did you eat, what was the

house like - what strange things did you see?"

Lucian looked startled.

"Strange things?"

"Of course, strange barbaric things - these are a primitive people -

even if they are supposed to be royalty!"

Lucian glared at her severely.

"Livinia, I believe you're a snob! Joseph and his house are cultured to

the point that they would put some of our prominent Roman citizens and their

palaces to shame! Inside is a mixture of soft carpets and silks and satins, but

there are Grecian columns and arches - especially in the gardens."

Claudius interjected.

"But no statues, I'll wager?"

"Correct, graven images are against their religion."

"So, you talked religion, did you?"

"Among other things."

"We've always had a problem with images in this country. Their priests

spit fire when we try to ornament some of the buildings, sometimes we listen,



sometimes we don't. You might remember the trouble we had a few years ago

when we wanted to put the golden shields of Augustus in Herod's palace -

started a riot and thousands were crucified - had to bring in the Legions to

get back order!"

"I heard about it - but not tonight. We talked about a lot of things - 

apart from business."

Livinia insisted plaintively.

"What did you eat, Lucius."

Claudius growled.

"Not pig, I'll wager - they call the pig unclean -they have some damn

strange rules about what they can eat and what they can't eat."

Lucian put Livinia out of her misery and described the menu as best he

could, but failed miserably when it came to details. She glared at him in

accusation.

"Lucian! I do believe you're not trying!"

"Livinia - I ate what was put in front of me - I didn't stand behind the

cook and watch what he did! One thing I had was some special dates from

Damascus - apparently, that's the only place they can be had."

Livinia retired satisfied and with a gleam of determination which told

the men that she had her ammunition for being an outstanding hostess at her

next social occasion.

Claudius and Lucian retreated to the garden. Claudius was still

resplendent in his finery. He complained.

"She refused to allow me to shed it, unless you brought King Herod

home with you!"

Lucian laughed happily. Claudius glanced at him.

"You're pleased with life, Eh? Your business deal is nearly clinched



with one of the most powerful men in Judaea - and you've met a woman who

laughs at your jokes and - I quote - 'She was the most ravishing beauty I have

ever met.' unquote. You have the look of a man who's smitten."

"Rubbish!"

"Is it - I don't think so - Why not, Lucian? If she has a mind, you can

enjoy each other! Keep it light, have fun, and eventually, leave her without

regrets."

Lucian answered after a pause.

"Perhaps, I won't want to leave her!"

Claudius turned and faced him squarely.

"You WILL leave her, Lucian - because you must leave her! I don't

have to remind you that she's a Jew - and you are a Roman - I say again,

have fun, be discrete, but be ready to cut loose at the right time."

"And if I want to marry her?"

Claudius took his time to answer.

"It isn't unknown for a Roman man to marry a Jewish wife - if he does,

he has to be prepared to become a Jew."

Lucian declared hotly.

"Then, I'll become a Jew! - I'll still be a Roman!"

Claudius nodded.

"True enough - but bear this in mind - to become a Jew demands

something of you - something physical! Ask your friend Joseph about it!"


