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The Sons of One's Youth
or
Old Man Zebedee Breaks the News to His Wife
B Epiph 3--Mark 1:14-20


	It took Old Man Zebedee and his hired men twice as long to mend the rest of the holes in the nets that morning as the boat swayed and nodded under them.  Such delicate work, turning the frayed ends of the flax cords around each other, covering what had been torn open with hard knots.  Zebedee's weathered fingers felt more like elbows.  His eyes, too, strained in the new, dawn light.  Then came the final cast, the gathering in of flopping, slick bodies, separating out the sardines and carp and combed fish, and tossing the catfish and eel back into the sea.  The men worked mostly in silence now, punctuated by a brief instruction or the waves chopping at the boat or the distant keening of a vulture above the hills.  Maybe they, too, were turning over in their minds the strange events of the morning.  Finally the nets were laid out on the rocks to stiffen in the sun as the catch was counted and each paid his due before they went their ways.  
	By the time Zebedee got home, the sun was pressing on his shoulders like a hot stone.  His wife, Liat, had already fetched water and was making bread in the shaded courtyard, her long frame leaning over, grey wires of hair dipping and lifting as she pushed and folded the dough on the hearthstones.  "Where are the boys?" she said.  
	He stepped past her to the jar and ladled himself some water.  It was still cold from the well.  He took his time sipping, dabbed his mouth on his forearm, then shuffled to the small opening in the courtyard wall and looked at the olive groves lining the hill.  
	"Gone," he said finally.
	Without pausing in her work, Liat frowned.  "To market?  Aryeh couldn't go?"
	"No, he went."
	"Where then?"
	Zebedee shook his head slowly.  This was the moment he had been most dreading.  "I don't know.  Just gone.  Simon and Andrew, too."
	Now she did pause, turning toward him with a fist on her waist.  "What?"
	"Liat--"
	"No, tell me what you are talking about."
	She had that spark in her eyes that he had seen her use so many times with the boys when they were young, a look that he loved, the way it briefly pinched back the curtain on a temper that flickered and leapt behind her steady way of being in the world.  Time had not tamped down that fire in her, though it had creased her skin and bent her bones.  He sighed.  "A man came along the edge of the sea.  He called to them and they both leapt up from the nets we were mending.  I tell you, they leapt up as if they knew he'd be coming, you know?  No hesitation.  As if all their lives, they had been waiting for this man.  They leapt up and kissed me and waded ashore.  Then they all walked on together."
	"What kind of man?"
	"A traveler, with dust on his clothes.  The kind of man who stands taller than he is, if that makes any sense.  His accent was of our region."
	"Someone they met in Cana, probably.  Some revolutionary, some zealot, pouring his ideas into their ears."
	"I don't think so."
	"Oh you don't think so?  You don't know how they do.  I grew up in the hill country where they like to hide, and I know.  They have soft tongues and iron blades.  They love to talk about the glorious uprising against Rome.  Such inspiring talk, like a sweet poison!  Always this 'uprising' is coming, and they recruit the young men into dangerous things: robbing gentile travellers or grain convoys along the roads so they may buy more spears for their 'uprising.'  And if the soldiers come to question you, these zealots who sing of restoring Israel with the blood of Israelites will find you and cut out your tongue.  This man who called to them?  They met this man in Cana, you mark my words.  We should never have let them go to sell the Thursday catch there, or in Tiberius either.  Those marketplaces are full of dangerous ideas."
	"Liat, he was not a zealot."
	"How would you know?"
	"He had no weapon, no…hardness in the eyes.  I can't explain.  He just wasn't, it was clear."
	Liat turned back to her work, lifting and smacking the dough against the stone hearth.  "And where were you during all this anyway?  Did you not utter one word to call them back?"
	From his spot by the wall opening, Zebedee watched her without answering. 
	"What if the next time we see them, they are rotting on crosses along the road to Caesarea?  Eh?  Did you think of that?"
	"James and John are in their age of majority.  They are grown men!"
	"And you, you're just an old man!  A foolish, weak old man!"
	Zebedee blinked at the words.  Then he turned to the mikveh pool of rainwater for the ritual cleansing of his hands.  When he turned back around, Liat had slid her dough onto the cooking stone in the oven.  Even in her anger, she was brisk and graceful, and a small pang of gratitude shot through him as he thought of the years they had spent side-by-side sharing the business of raising and defending their boys from every controllable hint of trouble.  The cushions were already laid out for the morning meal, he noticed--four of them, along with more olives and cheese and bread than they would now consume.  "Let's eat," he suggested to her.  "I've been fishing all night."  But she stood with her back to him, as if the oven fire had entered her eyes and baked her into stone from the inside out.
	"At least you got to say good-bye," she said.
	He reached toward her but put his hand on the back of his own neck instead, rubbing it tentatively.  He thought about his fishing business, the years he'd spent building it and filling his sons' heads with its details: how to attach weights on the nets so they sank towards each other, what season to fish near the spring that fed the sea, whom to do business with and how to bargain.  He'd planned to pass it all to them, of course, and watch as they flourished.  Now he would have to look for some other kind of partner, and he and Liat would age alone.  The words of the psalmist came into his mind: Like arrows in the hand of a warrior are the sons of one's youth.  Happy is the man who has his quiver full of them.  
	Then Liat did turn, searching his face.  "Doesn't it upset you?" she said.  "They just took up with some stranger, just walked out of our lives.  Doesn't it strike you here?"  She held a fist over her heart.
	"Yes.  No.  Of course, but, I don't know.  They've always been restless," he said, finally.  "Both of them.  Didn't you have that sense?  They've always been impatient with the routine of everything and all the usual answers.  I mean, paying the tributes, being forced to carry the soldiers' things, absorbing abuse--they didn't like any of that, but…."  He trailed off, realizing he was talking about them in the past tense, as if that were the only realm in which they now existed.  "We came across a mob once," he went on.  "Perhaps I never told you.  It was back when John had not yet had his bar mitzvah, on one of the Jerusalem trips to sell salt fish to the Temple, just outside of Jericho.  These villagers were beating a tax collector and shouting 'Traitor, traitor.'  They were really enflamed.  I don't need to remind you about our experiences with tax collectors, but the boys wanted no part in it.  In fact, they wanted me to intervene to try and save the man.  It was all I could do to keep them from getting involved themselves."
	"No you never told me."
	"Well."  The shame of it surged into the back of Zebedee's throat as he remembered how flecks of blood flew from the man's dark hair, how the man shook like a reed as again and again they lifted him up, kicked him and struck him with sticks, and let him fall to the dust like a puppet.  Maybe she was right.  Maybe he was weak.  "Well it made a deep impression on them," he went on.  "It's all very well for us, but they are young men and they hunger for…something else.  Some new way.  And, I don't know, but I think it might have walked into their lives this morning.  If you had just seen the way they leapt up, Liat.  If you had just seen the light that came into them."
	Liat held his eyes for a long time, then nodded and stepped past him to settle herself slowly onto a cushion.  She looked at the food spread out before her and sighed.  "Let them go, I guess," she said.  "What else is there?"
	Zebedee eased down onto his haunches beside her and felt the pull in his lower spine.  His back ached from the long night of working, bent over the nets, bent over the water, bent over the sand as he gathered the catch in and helped the day laborers on shore sort through the mutely gasping blanket of fish.  Always they flashed through your fingers, and their scales caught on your clothes and dried there like charms left behind.  He and Liat were just an old couple, now, finishing out their lives in the tragic land of their ancestors, where their people had become little more than slaves and resident exiles.  In another handful of years, or sooner, they would be dead.  Today, he had perhaps seen his sons for the last time.  By rights, he ought to be more upset.  And yet there was something he could not pin down, some unaccountable gladness even now catching in the net around his heart and rising, rising.
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