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By
John Kelly


I’m writing this down as quickly as I can. Something incredible has happened to me. No, that’s not right. Something more…I do not even know how to explain it. I met a man tonight who, how shall I say…changed me. I sound as though I am rambling. Perhaps I am. My thoughts are tangled, my heart is racing and yet I am so filled…with what? Life? Yes, that is what I would say it is. I am alive for the first time in a very long time. That is a sad thought. But in truth, I haven’t truly breathed life since I was brought forth from my Mother’s womb.


This man whom I met, whom I speak of in such obscure tones, was at a feast tonight thrown for him by Levi, a local tax collector. I have known Levi for some time. We have not known each other well but we have exchanged words. He once sent a charge to my door, claiming I had shorted him in my season’s taxes. Being the tax collector of the regent, Levi often used scare tactics to get what he wanted. I would have none of it. I pushed past his messengers before they could finish their delivery and did not stop until he faced me. Levi has always been a man of stern, dark eyes and vile words when his mood is foul. I challenged him on his accounting and set before him my own accounting – which he had already approved! Looking through me with venom and knowing he’d been caught, Levi spit out some justification or another. He said he would take the matter into consideration but not before threatening me with prison if I ever challenged him in like manner again.


I had not seen Levi since that time until tonight at a banquet he was holding for the man called Jesus of the village, Nazareth. When I had heard about the feast, I did not know Levi was holding it. I had heard through friends that free food and drink were to be had and I did not hesitate. I’d also heard murmurings of an honored guest but could care less, as long as the calf was gutted, the wine flowed freely and the women were robust and plentiful. When I discovered Levi was throwing the party, I nearly turned on my heel and left, except for the fact that Levi’s manner - his face - was a complete contrast to the rabid tax thief I had known. I was stunned, to say the least. I watched him close to see if he was caught up in the exploits of being the grand host. But no, there was sincerity, a genuiness about him. Especially when he talked to his guests about Jesus. His words were laced with gentleness, gratitude, dare I say, love? Truly, I was not seeing the same man I thought I knew.


I made my way through the crowd and quickly filled a goblet with wine. I was surprised to see so many attending. I recognized most. No one you would probably associate with. The likes I converse and spend my time with are those who understand me. They do not flaunt gold, because they have none. They do not flaunt the pride of their children, because they have none or have been disowned by their families. And they do not counsel with the studious because they have little learning. They make their way in the world anyway they can. Like myself. I have never had a family. My bother and sister do not recognize that my blood runs in their veins. I do not blame them. My life is a disgrace and I freely admit it. I have made my bed both with volumes of wine and women too numerous to count and I have found nothing of value there. Still, I have not been able to turn them away. 


So, I have known and befriended many who are shunned by the townspeople, in particular the Pharisees. The drunkards, the prostitutes, the lepers, the mindless. Yes, these ones I know well. But to see them at such a feast as Levi was hosting was unimaginable.


The Pharisees of the local sect attended as well, but only on the periphery. It was the Nazarene they were most interested in. They kept questioning him. And he kept answering them patiently and directly. 


I have heard many things concerning this Jesus. Most of it I took as weak-minded imaginings. Every week there is a new brand of magician who make their way into Jerusalem. It is standard fare. I assumed Jesus was this week’s excitement.


I was wrong.


I could not take my eyes off him. There was nothing to make him stand out. He was plain really; his hair fell about his shoulders in strands, his face thin. He moved about slowly yet deliberately. But when he spoke, his eyes were unwavering. I was transfixed. Those eyes. How can I describe them? I do not know. I am not a scribe or a poet. All I can say is that they held whomever he was speaking to. I too, was drawn to him from the first.

 I slowly made my way closer to him as he was engaged in an intent conversation with one Pharisee who was doggedly questioning him. I was several feet from them when I saw the religious man throw up his hands.


“…why do you eat and drink with a tax collector and these sinners?”


Jesus responded, unmoving. 


“It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repent.”


His eyes bored into the Jewish scholar, who visibly stepped back. Jesus, sitting, held his gaze and then turned.


And looked directly at me.


I couldn’t move. Or look away. His eyes held me. The air was suddenly sucked out of me. His eyes were not malevolent or hard. No. They were…knowing. He knew me intimately at that moment. I have never felt so naked, so vulnerable, and so very ashamed. It was as if I was openly swimming in my own filth. All the drunken, miserable times were before me. The lust, oh, the burning lust for women that has consumed my life surrounded me, clung to me. My anger, the gruel that has escaped my lips, seemed to silently spill forth once again. I was covered in blackness, in unholy matter. 


He eyes still beheld me.


I fell to my knees. I don’t know if it was to make myself small or to escape this sudden inner torment. All I know was at that moment, I saw myself for who I truly was. There were no more masks. I could hide no longer. I could not deny what I had become. 


I wanted to die.


But I found myself asking for mercy instead.


There were no words. At least none that I remember. I wept were I knelt. Friends gathered close, wondering if I was drunk or truly in need. Mostly, the gala continued on around me. I shook violently. I feared I had come apart mentally, that madness had finally overtaken me. I looked up through glassy tears and found those eyes once again. They enfolded me. Welcomed me.


I did not know who I was anymore. I had always known myself as a man who threw away his life for the wants and desires of a fleeting moment and those moments amounted to little more than a sand pile. I have given this life nothing and I expected nothing in return.

Except he was offering me more. At that moment, when the shreds of my life ran down my cheeks, he beheld me with such a penetrating love as I have never known. The noise of celebration played around us and yet I only saw him and knew hope for the very first time in my life. I only had broken pieces of a life to pick up. But pick up I could and perhaps, give them to him.


I stood, trembling, looking at the goblet of wine in my hand. I no longer wanted any. I glanced up to see Jesus but he was no longer there. I looked frantically around, wanting so to sit and talk with him, to just be in His presence.


I spotted him laughing with Levi. It was a hearty laugh, full of sincerity and joy. He pulled Levi to him, embracing him, still laughing, the two of them enjoying a warm moment together. He was abruptly called away by a group of young women whom he regarded with patience. He listened closely, sharing with them. I envied those women at that moment for I knew it would be impossible to even get close to the man. And yet I had such a need to. But I had to leave, to clear my head. 


Going outside I breathed in the cool air. My head spun. My mouth was dry. I needed to go home but didn’t want to. I turned to see if I could see him again but the crowd was growing, making it impossible. I spied Levi and called him over. He clapped me good-naturedly on the shoulder.


“Rafus, you stubborn old fool, are you having a fine time?” His smile was generous, his eyes bright.


“It is a quite a feast, Levi,” I said, still a little dumbfounded by his manner. “You have done yourself proud.”


“Nonsense,” he bellowed, “these people are not drawn by my meat and drink, there are here because of the Lord Jesus.”


The title caught me up short. Only God was referred to as Lord.


“I can see that.”


“Have you not met him yet?” Levi asked, quite interested. “You really must.”


“No,” I said.


“You look as if you are about to leave, my friend. Are you sure you won’t stay a bit longer?”


“I must be going,” I replied, not wanting to.


“As you will. Take care.” He clasped my arm, then rejoined the festivities.


I welcomed the glow of the setting sun, its lingering light warm upon my shoulders. I turned to make my way back home when a shadow fell across my path.


Jesus rounded the corner of Levi’s house, meeting me unexpectedly.


Or was it really?


“Excuse me,” I said, and then without thinking, “. . .Lord…”


He smiled at me.


Oh, the feeling defies description.


“May…I have a moment?” I asked, sheepishly.


And he joined me as we sat against an outer wall of Levi’s house. The sky dissolved to an inky black as he listened to me and spoke words I never thought to hear. Words that sliced through me. Words of comfort, of truth.


I am spent from writing. I do not even know why I am putting this down. But I must cease because I am tired and the sun is beginning another day. And I must leave soon as well, because He is travelling across Galilee and I mean to join Him. I have embraced His message of love and hope and do not want to be without Him. Ever. I will leave this parchment here, in case someone comes across it.


Perhaps in reading it, they too, will want to find this Jesus, who is the Christ.

Yes. . ..

