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Ezra heard the voices dimly.  At first, he paid little attention to their faded tones.  He had been sick lately, too sick to get out of bed during the last two or three weeks.  His wife, Myrah, had looked after him as always, with compassion and a soft tenderness that made him smile when he thought of their marriage-day.  That seemed such a long time ago.


He was a man who had seen more than sixty summers, a man with three fine sons.  The children of his sons were more than he could count on the fingers of both hands.  The youngest, a little girl with curly brown hair and Myrah’s playful smile, had not yet seen her fourth summer.  She often came into his room after the morning meal.  He could hear her bold and awkward steps approaching the room each time, careless and fearless steps of innocence.  When he had had the strength, he would reach out and tickle her, but he was always afraid that his family would hear and take her away.


He felt much more tired this week, and it had been all he could do to put his hand on Giza’s windblown hair when she appeared.  Now that he thought about it, he had not remembered her coming in during the last few days.  He suspected Myrah’s hand behind that, but he lacked the strength to put up an argument.  Sometimes in the mornings, he could hear Giza and the other children outside, running about and feeding a generous stock of chickens.  He sighed in joy whenever he heard this daily merriment.  Then Myrah would come with a servant and take the children down to the market.


Ezra counted himself a fortunate man.  He was prosperous and respected in his community.  He attended Sabbath except when travelling to Jerusalem to sell his livestock or collect from the moneylenders he occasionally employed there.  He had a fine and loving family, and his sons were good and reputable men who tended his lands and interests in the same way he had always done before them.  He feared God and prayed for his salvation, and he had remained faithful to all the commandments since he was a boy.  He was a hard worker who gave out advice, charity and kindness in equal proportion.  All who cared for his fields and lived in his dwellings followed and abided in the teachings of the Lord.  


Though he had been weary and sick for many days and nights, Ezra felt just now his strength returning.  He did not hurry to awaken completely and rise, but listened peacefully as the noises around him became more distinct.  He thought he could hear soft weeping and the voice of his oldest son.


“ . . . care for you as we would our own wives, and we will honor you as we have always honored him.  In a fortnight, my brothers and I will bury him, and all shall know that he is with the Lord.  Come now mother, let us go and pray together.”


Ezra heard a woman cry out, an anguished shudder, and he realized that it had come from his wife.  He wanted to reach out and comfort her, and his arms felt of a lightness he had not known in a long while.  There was no pain in his body, and he opened his eyes to see what was happening around him.  When he did this, he was surprised to discover that he was not in his bed at all but standing fully clothed near the doorway to his room.  His son stood near the bed upon which the weeping woman sat.  Though Ezra could not see her face because it was hidden behind trembling fingers and matted hair, he knew immediately by her shape and the sound of her tears that it was his wife.  She had been leaning over his bed and now began to rise slowly.  Their son held her arm to help her get up.


“He has gone forth to the Lord,” Myrah whispered quietly, “and he takes . . . .”  Her voice caught at that moment.


“Come away mother,” he insisted in a gentle voice.  “Let us prepare for vespers so that we may fast and pray to Him who knows all things, that we may also remember joy in the midst of our sorrows.”


Myrah buried her face into her son’s chest, and her words could barely be heard.  “He takes my heart with him.”


Once his wife had moved away, Ezra could see that the form lying still on the bed was himself, and he conceived that he must be dead.  The form looked sickly and wasted, but his gaze quickly returned to his wife.  He wanted to comfort her, but when he lifted his hand, a sudden and strange feeling came over him.  Although his limbs had a power in them that he had not felt since his youth, he could not bring himself to touch her.  Something seemed to call him from outside in the distance.  It sounded like a song, but it was unlike any he could recall.  He felt an impenetrable urge to follow, so he left his room and walked out of his house.


Outside, the first thing Ezra noticed was heat.  He was dressed for desert travel, in layered robes and sandals and an elaborate headdress to hold out the sun.  The song that called to him was faint from the East, and he looked out upon the gentle rise of dunes in that direction.  Turning his head aside for a moment, he surveyed nearby landmarks, -- the village barely noticeable to the south, his herds of sheep not far away, his lands on both sides of the dirty road.


As he observed these things, he noticed Myrah and his sons and their wives walking down that road to the tabernacle.  Their shapes were imperfect and unclear as they moved steadily away from him.  In fact, everything around him seemed shrouded in a thick haze.  The desert lands were lighter yellow and mixed browns, but the colors blended together in an unnatural glow which was different from anything he had seen before.  Even the cloudless blue sky above had shrouded itself in portents of mystery.


The whole scene reminded him of a glass his father had let him use when he was a boy.  Actually, the thing had two glasses in it, one larger for pointing outward and the other much smaller for holding to the eye, both pieces attached by a taut leather canvass.  Only today it was as if the glass in front of his eye had been misshaped and poorly made.  What he did not consider was that his eyes were too misshapen to yet transcend the reality from which he had so recently departed; what he could not grasp was that they had been too poorly made to understand the world that surrounded him now.


As he looked at the dunes to the East, Ezra felt the heat rising from all around, and he grew uncomfortable in its unyielding oppression.  His elaborate robes clung damply to youthful skin, and his sandaled feet chaffed under the glare of the sun’s constant lashing.  Still the strange song called to him, and he started walking a lonely path toward it.  Soon his clothing became a burden to him under the sweltering of heavy light.  First beads, then patches and finally trickles of sweat began to wind down his body.  It seemed a long journey, but after a time, he noticed a flashing in the dunes coming from the area where he heard the inexplicable song and toward which he had been drawn all along.  He maintained a steady stride, and as he drew slowly closer, the shiny glint sparkled more often in the expanse ahead.


The headdress he wore was crafted in a heavy material.  It prevented the sun from touching his face when he turned his head downward, and he walked in this fashion except to glance up occasionally at the metallic apparition farther on.  The song became much more insistent and sounded like a twisting of far-flung winds that drifted to him through the air.  Ezra wished he could feel the wind instead of merely listening to the wind-like song that had spirited him away from the peace of his home.


Presently, the salted waters that came from his efforts, as well as from those of the fiery sun above, began to sting his eyes.  When he held up his hand to wipe his face, he was startled to find a thin, cracked leather strap in his palm.  He stopped suddenly and looked about.  The strap trailed loosely behind to the neck of a healthy, tan camel.  Unlike Ezra, the animal showed no signs of fatigue.  Instinctively, Ezra touched its sturdy back, but when he took his hand away, he wondered why it gave off no sweat and no heat.  Its hair was certainly rougher than that found among the better breeds, but he was nonetheless grudgingly impressed by the animal’s endurance in the midst of such scorching travel.


Quickly searching over the rest of the camel, unconsciously appraising muscles and stance with an experience that belied a second nature, he noticed a small leather pack on its opposite side.  He loosened a neat knot on top, reached inside and found a moderately-sized jug.  After working off the plug, he poured a little of its contents into his other hand.


“Water!” he rejoiced.  “All things the Lord provides.”  He drank deeply from the container and pressed the sleeve of his robe to his steaming face.  “Though I know not where you come from, I thank you my friend,” he said, patting the animal’s back thoughtfully.


The water was not cool, but tepid and rather stale, as though it had been setting for some time.  Even so, it was a relief compared to the heat that seized at him from sands and skies and sun.  The tracks of man and beast trailed off behind as far as Ezra could see over the shifting desert floor.  In silence, he gave praise to God for his many gifts.  Urged onward by the sonorous call from the sands beyond, there was nothing for him to do but to lead his newfound companion into the light.  He felt a tingling in his parched throat and so took modest draughts from the jug as they went along.

At first he hardly noticed, but after a while, the tingling spread to his stomach and bowels, and tiny pricks crept up along his limbs.  The sun never waned in its scalding watch, and Ezra hoped he would soon reach the strange notes that never ceased to drive him on.  The tops of his feet had reddened where the sandal straps did not cover, and he felt as if his insides as well as the surrounding air pushed at him from two sides like a conspiracy from within and without.

As he reached the crest of another dune, Ezra noticed a small hill not far away.  The desert was breaking off into more soiled land, and he could see a group of men sitting down and listening to a figure who spoke to them from under a twisted tree.  A familiarity about the place tugged on the memory of the traveler, but it was difficult for him to approach that hill because the old song was not far to the East by then.  The flickering was from that direction, and it shone more brightly and often than before.  In that way led his true path.

Compelled to approach the group by an uneasy curiosity, -- uneasy because he knew that it was not his calling --, he began to make out the faces of some of the men assembled.  He counted thirteen men all together, and they looked a poor lot.  The one standing beside the tree was apparently the leader, and he had the compassionate look of an infinitely patient teacher trying to convey an important point.  The seated men shrugged shoulders, sometimes looked to one another in confusion and occasionally responded to what must have been a question.  As he moved in closer, Ezra could hear their voices but not well enough to discern the words.

Either the desert cauldron had finally managed to seep into his imagination, or the nearer he got to the hill the more reluctant the camel was to follow him.  He felt as though he had been pulling at the animal for a while, but just when he could make out the conversation of the men up ahead, the camel would not budge at all.  For his part, Ezra was too tired to force it to move further.

“Perhaps you are right my friend,” he told the animal.  “While I cannot abide your willfulness, I think we must be going the wrong way as well.”

As soon as he uttered these words, his heart felt more at ease.  Somehow, this really was the wrong way.  When he thought to turn aside and head eastward again, however, his eye caught on someone running up the side of the hill to the one addressing the others from his tree.  The man who appeared was young and wearing fine, decorative robes.  His back was turned, so Ezra could not see the fellow’s face.  The man knelt down before the Patient One and began to speak in a deep and healthy voice.

“Good teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?”

Perhaps because he could not help listening to the song nearby, perhaps because the Patient One’s voice was too soft, Ezra could not hear the reply, although he continued to look upon the group intensely.  After an exchange, the young man rose and walked away, his shoulders slumped in a manner that bespoke a terrible sadness.  As he went back down the hill, Ezra wished he could see his face.  He did not know why, but he sympathized with the man’s disappointment.  Whatever had been said, the young man moved as if had been broken by something.

The teacher went on explaining some somber point to the seated audience, whose members looked by turns amazed and skeptical.  Despite their confusion and protest, the teacher never lost his patient and compassionate countenance.  There was a quality to that face that Ezra was certain he recognized.  If he could only recall what it was . . . .

“You were searching for something, my child?” a voice asked from behind.  A cold but friendly hand gripped Ezra’s shoulder, and he turned around with a start at the unexpected presence.  He found himself gazing up into the eyes of a tall and powerfully built figure.  The facial features had a smooth and appealing radiance that set off intent and probing eyes.  Ezra thought he could perceive a small curiosity in them, as if the man had been waiting for this.  There was a restraint in his face that marked him as a born teacher, but the impression he had was that the man was a teacher of a discipline altogether different than that espoused by the leader who spoke on the hill.

“You were searching for this, I think,” he continued, holding out a thin piece of metal.  When Ezra stooped to peer at the object, the man began rolling it between his thumb and the tips of his fingers.  It was a long, silvery needle with an open, oval thread hole that reflected brightly in the light.  “You have sought this out in life and beyond life, and you shall have it if that be your wish.”

“Good teacher,” Ezra replied in a puzzled voice, “I know I must be dead.  Have I been dead a long time?  Where is this place to which I have journeyed so long?”

“Time?” the man queried with a wry grin.  After a contented pause, he resumed in a more pedantic tone.  “Time and Space.  How shall I make clear to you who have not the faculties to understand such truths?  You have journeyed to this place and at this moment because it is in your nature to do so.  Do you not know that you are a creature of God?  Do you not know that He has created you with this destiny in His mind’s eye?”

Ezra was uncertain of the meaning of this speech, but he did realize that he was a creature of God.  He considered the possibility that these surroundings might be heaven with a certain perplexity because they seemed so desolate and uncomfortable.  The otherworldliness of the place was wrong, and he wished he could have gone to hear the men on the hill.  Those who had been seated had all risen and were making preparations to leave.  Ezra’s companion watched his interest and sighed quietly.  He had never stopped gliding the needle back and forth along his fingers with casual grace.

“It is only natural that you will have questions,” he resumed.  “Although I am not obliged to, I will answer them because yours is a great example.  Those men you noticed over there have written of you in celebrated testament.”

Ezra had a good number of questions on his mind for this teacher who seemed so much more aware of what was happening around them.  He thought that God might be testing him and rejoiced that at least He knew him as an example.

“I wanted to join those men on the hill.  Do you know who they are?”

“Of course I know them, child.  They are twelve students, the most celebrated students the world has ever known.”

“They must be important men then,” Ezra concluded.  Instinctively, however, he suspected that men of such high regard ought to have set for themselves a better attire.  Men of standing he knew would have.  Ezra’s companion smiled again as if having expectations justified.  “There was a young fellow who came up to the hill just now, looking for an answer of some kind.  He asked the one by the tree, ‘what must I do to inherit eternal life?’  I could hear nothing more, but the man went away very sad.”

“And rightly so, for the answer he received was one with which he could not comply.  It is certain that he will forget about the encounter afterwards.”

“How do you know he will?” Ezra wondered.

“Why because you yourself could not hear what was spoken,” his companion replied with the obvious disdain of a man dealing with a presumptuous and errant inferior.  He held the needle up before Ezra’s face and paused for a moment in reflection.  “That is why your path has led you to this.  Perhaps that is the tragedy of your example, that people the world over should know the words and yet you do not.”

Wiping his brow with the damp arm of his robe, Ezra began to shift his scalded feet.  His stomach and limbs were on fire, and the stale air outside burned with even greater intensity than ever before.  The camel stood complacently, and the newcomer remained as unaffected as ever.  A fear had been growing in Ezra that he should know of the conversation that had taken place among the men on the hill.  Desperation had been sprouting from his anxiety, and his voice trembled when he resumed his questioning.

“I do not understand what it is that you say, good teacher.  Who is it that stood under the tree and taught his students and set the young man away in sadness?”

“Yes, that too is a part of your example, the tragedy that I should be the one to answer this for you.  Could you not recognize in the face of that man beside the tree the Son of God?”

In the beat of a heart, Ezra’s desperation descended into streaks of terror.  “I confess I did not,” he protested, “but I will go to him now.”

“Will you?” his companion jested, sweeping his hand wide across the arid expanse.  

With a jerk, Ezra turned around and saw that the men had all left, and he felt overwhelming loss.  “It cannot be,” he reasoned, “not now that I have finally found Him.  It cannot be!  Why has He left me?”

To this the teacher made no reply.  Not even he could work out the reason behind it.  After a moment, he added to the silence, “now that is a matter of justice with which I have experienced difficulty myself.  God may act because He wills it so; even you know of the truth of that.  He has never kept this privilege secreted.  As you are what He has made of you, so He is what He has made of Himself.”

“But wait, good teacher.  I know what I should do.  If the Son of God truly has departed, maybe he left some message with that young man he sent away.  Surely God would leave me some clue, and you yourself declared that I was an example.  Do you know where we may find Him?”

Ezra’s surging hope disappeared at his companion’s sudden, contemptuous laughter.  “Oh but He has, child.  Do you not see in your own person that rich young man who went away with such profound sadness?  Your journey has neared its end now that you have rediscovered yourself.  You see how narrow is your understanding of Time and Space that to find the man warned, you must look within.”

“Teacher,” the man pleaded, “please tell me the warning of the Son of God.  Surely if I can be made to understand it, He will allow me an eternal life.”

“What do you mean?  Can you not recount it even now?  He explained to you that to inherit eternal life, you must forsake all your possessions and follow Him.  This you refused.”

Recognition crossed over Ezra’s face as wave upon wave of hot air crushed into him from all quarters.  “How can you not feel this heat?  Can we find shelter anywhere?  I heard someone playing music nearby.”

“Heat?”  Again the teacher broke into a wry smile.  “Do you suppose you have yet learned what there is to know of heat?  That music, as you call it, is a shelter of sorts, a gateway to my home.  You will stay with me there.  Come, we will go to it.”

Despite his panic and weariness, Ezra latched onto the rolling needle in his mind.  “No, I must go to He who is my maker.  I am His child, and He left that needle for me.  It must be the way to Him.”

“The needle.  Of course, my child, it is as you say.  He left it for you, but to use it, you must know what His Son explained to those students.”

Ezra was nearly shaking from the heat.  He could no longer see the hill where the discussion had taken place.  His view was a yellow tangle of sand and dunes and dirty wind that stung wherever his robes did not cover.

“What did He tell them?  Please?”  The pleading tone carried much anguish.

“Very well.  If He left a way open, I shall not be the one who bars you from taking it if you can.”  The teacher’s expression became grave, and he continued more slowly.  “What he told his disciples was ‘it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God.’  So take your needle then, if you wish it, child.  As you may see, your camel is beside you.”

With that, the teacher held out the silvery needle in an open palm.  Ezra stared at it in horror and then considered his camel.  “No,” he stammered, “this cannot be.  I have been faithful to God all my life.”

“This is true enough,” the teacher conceded, “but have you been faithful to the teachings of His Son?”

“How could I know?  I confess, I did not know.”

“Confession, child, is one concern that will no longer be a burden to you.  Where we go now, none of my minions will prevent you from confessing as often or as deeply as you wish, but you need not do so.  In my home, it has no influence or effect on salvation.”

He closed his fist tight over the needle and took a step forward.  “You wondered of heat, and it is your time to know it fully.”  Before Ezra had a chance to step back, the teacher clasped his hand in an unbreakable grip.

Ezra cried out.  The heat was overwhelming, and layer upon layer pushed not only into his hand but through his whole body.  He knelt down and wept like a child.

“It is done,” said the teacher with finality.  He held the piece of metal up as though contemplating it.

Ezra recognized in its new shape the precise curvature of a number.  When he turned his eyes to his own ruined hand, he saw that the number had been burned onto it three times:  six-six-six.  A gust of grainy wind came forth, and Ezra’s hand sifted apart.  He screamed from the caverns of his soul with all his might.  In a moment, it was over.  Only a dwindling streak of ash marred the landscape and an echo of a cry that was the sound of the ages. 

Lucifer looked back to the tree on the hill and saw tears slipping down in gentle arcs on the cheeks of the Son of God.  “Strange, “he mused, “I thought it would be smaller.”  With that, he threw aside the twisted needle and stepped into darkness.

