
3. 

An attentive crowd gathered around the fire that evening. Nebat, the

storyteller, eyed them with calculation, usually, he expected a few coins to be

tossed in his direction from satisfied customers, but somehow with this crowd,

he doubted if there would be rich pickings. He was a good storyteller, well

skilled in the technique of bringing to life the appropriate subject, which he

carefully selected to suit the mood of the crowd.

He looked them over - they were a sorry lot - misfits from the towns

and cities of Judaea - and even some from much further afield - if their dress

was anything to go by. No matter where they came from, there were few

among them who looked substantial enough to make him rich. It was hardly

worth his while to open his mouth - and then, he saw a group of Pharisees,

sitting apart from the rest - aloof in their disdain of the crowd around them

and easy to distinguish by their broad phylactories, bound to their foreheads

and arms. They were not sitting very close to him, but he might capture their

interest - possibly, enough to throw him a coin. He pitched his voice a little

higher and began.

"This, my brothers, is the story of the man we seek - and it is for you to

decide whether or not he is a prophet sent from God!"

It was a dramatic start, calculated to catch their attention - and at the

same time, to absolve him from any accusation that he was trying to promote

this man, or was connected with him in any way. With the Pharisees listening,

there was always a chance that they would have him hauled up before the



priests for causing agitation. He went on.

"I give you the facts as they are well known in his home region, and as

they have been told to be by those who witnessed them."

It wasn't strictly correct, but it was another safeguard - Nebat knew

from bitter experience that it paid to be careful.

"It would be about thirty-five years ago, in the days of Herod the King.

Serving in the Temple, there was a man named Zechariah, who was a priest

of the division of the priesthood called after Abijah, in the allocation of the

priestly and levitical families in the time of David, the king and Zadok, the

high priest. Of that lineage was Zechariah.

Elizabeth, his wife, was also descended from priests. They were both

upright and devout in the service of the Lord God of Israel. They blamelessly

observed all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord - but, they were

afflicted, for Elizabeth was barren, and at the time of these events, they were

already old.

Zechariah was called for service in the Temple, as it was the turn of

his division. Zechariah travelled to Jerusalem from his home village and took

his place. It was his task to serve the Altar of Incense. On this day he was in

the Temple to take his part in the divine service, it came his turn, according to

priestly custom, for him to enter the sanctuary of the Lord and make the

incense offering, while the whole congregation was at prayer outside.

It was the appointed hour and there appeared an angel from God,

standing at the right of the Altar of Incense. Zechariah was frozen with fright,

but the angel said to him: 'Don't be afraid, Zechariah. Your prayers have

been heard and those of your wife, Elizabeth. She will bear you a son - and

you shall name him - John!

You will cry out in your heart for joy when he is brought to you, and



many will be glad that he was born, for he will be great in the eyes of the

Lord! 

He shall never touch wine or strong drink. From his very birth, he will

be filled with the Holy Spirit. He will bring back many in Israel to the Lord their

God.

He will go before he who is to come as a forerunner, possessed by the

spirit and power of Elijah, to reconcile father and child, to convert the

rebellious to the ways of the righteous and to prepare a people that shall be

fit for the Lord!'"

Nebat paused and listened to the murmur which swept through the

crowd like a breeze. He was well satisfied, he hadn't lost his skill. He went on

at the right moment.

"Zechariah said to the angel: 'How can this possibly be, how can I be

certain of this? I'm an old man and my wife is also aged.'

The angel answered: 'I am Gabriel! - I stand in attendance upon God -

and I have been sent to speak to you and bring you this good news.

Now, listen! You will lose your power to speak and you will remain

silent until the day your son is born - because you haven't believed me! My

words will be proved true!'

In the meantime, the people were waiting for Zechariah to return from

the sanctuary, surprised that he was so long inside. When he did come out,

he couldn't speak to them and they realised that he had seen a vision. He

stood there making signs to them, but unable to speak!"

Once again, there was a murmur of comment. Out of the tale of his

eye, Nebat could see that he had caught the attention of the group of

Pharisees, and his expectations of a profit increased accordingly. He

continued.



"When his duties at the Temple were finished, Zechariah returned

home to a small village in the north of Judaea. Soon after, his wife Elizabeth

conceived - and for five months, she lived in seclusion, thinking to herself:

'This is the work of the Lord God, now, at last, he has decided to take away

my shame in the eyes of my neighbours.'

When the time came for her child to be born, she gave birth to a son.

Her neighbours and her relatives were as delighted as she was herself.

On the eighth day, they came to circumcise the child and because

Zechariah was still dumb, they were going to name him after the father, but

Elizabeth spoke up and said: 'No! He is to be called John.'

This caused a lot of discussion and argument, they said: 'But, there's

nobody in your family with that name.'

They turned to Zechariah and asked him what he would like the boy to

be called. The old man gestured for a writing-tablet and to their amazement,

wrote down: 'His name is John'.

At that instant, his lips and his tongue were freed and he began to cry

out, praising God.

All the neighbours were struck with awe and the news spread

everywhere in the uplands of Judaea. The whole story became common

knowledge. Wherever it was told, it made a deep impression and many

asked: 'What will this child become?' And indeed, the hand of the Lord was

upon him.

The old priest, Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and he uttered

this prophecy:

'Praise to the God of Israel, for he has turned to his people, saving

them and setting them free, and he has raised up a deliverer of victorious 

power from the house of his servant David.



So he has promised: age after age, he proclaimed by the lips of his

holy prophets, that he would deliver us from our enemies, out of the hand of

all who hate us; that he would deal mercifully with our fathers, calling to mind

his solemn covenant.

Such an oath he swore to our father, Abraham, to rescue us from

enemy hands, and grant us, free from fear, to worship him with a holy

worship, with uprightness of heart, in his presence, our whole life long.

And you, my child shall be called the Prophet of the Highest, for you

will be the Lord's forerunner, to prepare his way and lead his people to

salvation through knowledge of him, by the forgiveness of their sins; for in the

tender compassion of our God, the morning sun from heaven will rise upon

us, to shine on those who live in darkness, under the cloud of death, and to

guide our feet into the way of peace.'"

Nebat came to an end, and a sigh went through the crowd and, as he

expected, there was a very small contribution of coins to compensate him for

his trouble - except for when one of the Pharisee group approached him and

tossed down a few silver coins. Nebat looked up at him and expressed his

thanks. The elderly, well-dressed lawyer nodded and stared at him.

"You tell an entertaining tale, story-teller, but I would be careful of the

company in which you tell it. It contains elements which the more nervous of

our overlords might consider agitation. Have a care!"

Then he was gone. Nebat stared after him, for a Pharisee, he seemed

almost friendly - which was a contradiction in terms, but it wasn't this that held

his attention. The warning had been well-intentioned. Nebat looked around

nervously, but he could see no one near to him who might cause him

mischief, nevertheless, he slept uneasily, it was common knowledge that the

Romans and Herod had their spies watching the Baptist and taking note of



his inflammatory ravings!

On the following morning, they came to the Jordan. The crowd had

swollen, converging on the river from every direction to where they thought

they would find the Baptist, but he wasn't to be seen.

Nebat sat down quietly to wait and some around him followed his

example. Others were more impatient, milling around and arguing among

themselves and becoming more agitated by the minute. Nebat eyed them

quietly, it was always the same. He had lost count of the number of times he

had made the journey from Jerusalem. The previous evening had not been

the first time he had told the story of the Baptist's history, but with each

telling, he enhanced it a little, polishing the narrative, but being very careful

not to depart from the essence. He knew many of those who came to the

Baptist, came time and again, perhaps, not convinced by his teaching at first.

For this reason, he ensured his tale didn't wander.

The storyteller had also listened to the Baptist time and time again, but

he could find nothing to attract him in what he proclaimed. There seemed

little relationship between the facts of his story and this wild young man,

unkempt and shaggy, who would suddenly emerge from one of the wadis

leading down to the river and who would suddenly stand, rigid and wild-eyed,

roaring out his message, with a surprisingly powerful voice, which echoed off

the surrounding hills.

Nebat was well versed in the art of theatrical presentation and he had

to admit that the Baptist knew how to create a dramatic effect on the simple- 

minded peasants who came to find him. Not so much though, on the critically

watchful, sophisticated doctors of the law, or some of the Herodians, who

came to be entertained and to be able to boast that they had braved the wilds

to hear this crazy new prophet and witness the mass immersions in the



waters of the Jordan.

It was about mid-morning when John suddenly appeared. The day's

heat was increasing and the sun was beating down on the unprotected crowd

who sat on the slopes of the surrounding hills. Those who had been there

before, had long since secured the few comfortable places under the shelter

of trees or behind rocks. The early impatience had given way to a dour

acceptance of the discomfort. A few had gone away, toiling back along the

road to the highlands, vowing never to return.

The Baptist suddenly emerged from one of the dry stream beds on the

far side of the river, with him were a few followers and some who had

ventured across to look for him. John marched forward like a patriarch

leading his people. His skin was nearly black from exposure to the sun, the

wind and the rain. His hair was a matted tangle, lank and greasy, falling down

to his shoulders in a great, shaggy mane. His shoulders were bare and an illfitting

coat of camel hair was secured at the waist by a rough leather belt.

He stopped at the water's edge and surveyed the greater part of the

crowd, which had come from Jerusalem and Judaea and the whole valley of

the Jordan. He glared into them, his eyes wild and ferocious and then he

roared his welcome, pointing at a group of Pharisees and Sadducees.

"You viper's brood! Who warned you to escape from the coming

retribution? Prove your repentance by the fruit that springs from it! Don't dare

to say to yourselves: 'We have Abraham for our father'.

I tell you to your faces, that God can make children for Abraham from

out of these rough stones! Already, the axe is laid to the roots of trees and

every tree that fails to produce good fruits will be cut down and thrown on the

fire."

Someone from the crowd called out.



"What should we do?"

"The man with two shirts must share with the man who has none.

Anyone who has food must do the same."

There were some tax gatherers in the crowd, one asked.

"Teacher, what should we do?"

"Take no more than the true assessment - stop cheating the people!"

There were one or two of Herod's soldiers, who were on duty, listening

as well."

What about us?

"No bullying! No blackmail! Make do with your pay!"

Nebat could hear the surge of anticipation washing through the crowd,

the atmosphere was charged with excitement. One of his neighbours

murmured.

"Is he the Messiah, do you think?"

John's head jerked up, although Nebat would have thought it was

impossible for him to have heard.

"I baptise you with water, for repentance; but the one who comes after

me is mightier. I am not fit to take off his shoes!

He will baptise you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. His shovel is

ready in his hand and he will winnow his threshing-floor. The wheat he will 

gather into his granary, but he will burn the chaff on a fire that can never go

out!"

John walked forward into the water and waited and then, there was a

surge forward from the crowd and he seized them roughly, one after the other

and doused them under the swiftly flowing stream. Others watched from the

banks, not willing to commit themselves to something they couldn't

comprehend - and Nebat watched them all with something like pity in his



heart. They were like a flock of sheep milling about leaderless and confused

and quite suddenly, he had an intense longing for a shepherd.

John worked tirelessly, up to his waist in the water, there were

moments of excitement, when one or the other broke into loud exclamations

of praise, or sobbed with the release of some private burden they had carried

within. Nebat steeled himself to remain unmoved, but it was almost

impossible. He felt the reality of his well-ordered existence dissolving away.

The man standing in the river had a hypnotising effect - or perhaps, it was the

sparkle of sunlight on the water. Whatever the reason, late in the day, when

the Baptist was almost done, Nebat stood, paused and then slowly walked

down into the water.

Nebat remained with the crowd after his baptism and in the evening,

didn't offer any of his tales to those gathered around the fires. He had the

impulse to steal away and yet, he was fearful of doing so. An undefined

anxiety gripped him, concerning what, he wasn't quite sure. He badly needed

solitude to think through what had led to the impulse to go forward and place

himself under the hands of the Baptist, but against that urgency was a feeling

that once alone, he would be subjected to forces he had never before

experienced. It might have helped if he had been able to draw aside

someone else who had submitted, even as he had done, but the few he could

identify, seemed not to share in the trauma he was experiencing. Someone

shouted.

"What about one of your tales, storyteller?"

Nebat shook his head.

"Not tonight, friend - not tonight."

Someone else cried out.

"What's the matter - did he choke the breath out of you in the river!?"



Nebat kept his eyes lowered, they were mocking him. They had seen

him walk forward and face the Baptist. When their attention was diverted

elsewhere, he slipped away into the darkness beyond the glow of the fire.

The crowd was still large and there were other fires which he avoided,

eventually, further up the hillside, he found a place where he was in

comparative isolation.

For a while, he resisted the impulse to think back over the events of

the day. He gazed up at the clear sky above the dark shadows of the hills

across the river. The stars were crystal clear and he knew it would be a cold

night, despite the heat of the day. Despite himself, he couldn't help thinking

about the day - not only the heat and the turmoil of the crowd and the steady

flow of men and women walking down to the river and giving themselves into

the hands of the Baptist - eventually, he had become one of them.

He remembered John's eyes, they were dark and piercing and they

looked down into a man's inner secrets and there was nothing that could be

hidden. Nebat shivered involuntarily, in those moments he had been stripped

of all pretence and when the voice of the Baptist had resonated in his ears: 

'Do you repent of your former ways?', he had nodded and whispered: 'I

repent.' John had seized him and tilted him back in one move and he had

been immersed beneath the swift moving waters of the river, held there for

what seemed an eternity and then drawn upright again. John had embraced

him, called him: 'brother' and he had been released to wade slowly out of the

water, hardly conscious that his robe clung to him, soaking wet, from the

immersion.

From that moment, he had been like a man in a dream, unable to

shake of the certainty that something unknown but incredible had happened

to him - and also beset by fears he couldn't define. Nervously, he drew his



now dried robe about him and glanced around into the darkness.

The Baptist had retreated beyond the river when his day's work was

done, swallowed up in the gathering darkness and looking like a shaggy

animal seeking its lair. Nebat knew John had a small group of disciples who

remained with him when the crowds had gone home, but none of them

followed him, preferring to remain with the large crowd, talking to them and

encouraging them with John's teaching. Nebat hadn't been in the mood to

seek them out, he had consciously avoided them and so, when he saw

someone walking towards him, his first impulse was to retreat into the

shadows.

"Don't hide yourself, storyteller."

He knew the voice, but it took a few moments to place it. The Pharisee

from the previous evening stood before him.

"I will sit with you, storyteller, I live a soft life and I am no longer

young!"Nebat hadn't been conscious of the man's age on the previous

evening, he had been more interested in the coins that had been tossed in

his direction. His visitor sat down beside him and was silent for a few

moments.

"You prefer solitude this evening, rather than providing profitable

entertainment."

Nebat groped for an excuse.

"I have no suitable story this evening."

"I would have thought you would now have a new story - the reason

why you placed yourself under the ministration of the Baptist!"

Nebat considered the possibility that he was in serious trouble with the

religious authorities. He said defensively.

"I went forward on an impulse - I don't know why."



The old man sighed softly.

"You are honest - I wonder how many more have no idea why they

allow that wild fellow to plunge them under the water. Tell me, storyteller - do

you believe that he is a true Prophet!?"

It was a sudden question. Nebat continued to grope for an answer.

"Teacher, it isn't for me to say whether he is a true prophet - only men

of knowledge, like yourself, can answer that question."

His companion laughed softly.

"A clever answer, storyteller - in that way, you place the burden of

decision on the priests! Remember, it was you who walked into the river and

allowed him to plunge you beneath its waters - it wasn't the priests - it was

you!"

Nebat asked softly.  

"Did I do wrong, Teacher?"

"No more so than all the others who have done the same. I must tell

you, we priests are in two minds about John - we have heard your story about

his birth before - as you said, it was common knowledge in his district -

without a doubt, something remarkable happened thirty-five years ago - but

that doesn't make him a prophet!

Many of my brothers have come to listen to him and to examine him

and his claims. He speaks wildly and unwisely and it will not be long before

he finds himself in trouble - you should remember that when you come to the

decision whether to be his follower or not."

The old man got to his feet.

"I will leave you to your thoughts, storyteller - Before I go, tell me, what

is your name."

Reluctantly, Nebat told him.



"Nebat - a good Hebrew name! Well Nebat, the storyteller - and newly

baptised convert of John - I am a seeker after the truth and I sit with my

brothers on the highest council of the Law - I am Nicodemus."

The old man descended the slope back towards the fires. His name

meant nothing to Nebat, but his obvious authority was of greater concern.

The sensation of dread and the threat of unknown forces crowded back and

he shivered within his cloak.


