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BOOK ONE: THE ADVENT
CANTO I
The Prophecy


In the days when King Herod’s impious sway

Stretched over the hill country of Juda,

There lived a simple priest, stricken in years,

Serving the Almighty with faith and love.

He sure was not like Sadducees who claim


5
Access to the fount of knowledge and truth,

Lending meanings new to scriptural texts

To prove doubtful convictions; nor was he

Like Pharisees parading virtues feigned,

Breathing prayers with proud humility
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On street-sides to be seen and heard of men.

He wore not the mask of hypocrisy

And his reasoned words belied not his thoughts.

Zacharias was his name and his spouse
Elizabeth, of the daughters of Aaron —
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First priest who ministered unto the Lord.

Fair was her countenance though Time’s rough hands

Caressed and nail-marks left on her cheeks soft;

Since grey Age had stroked her once dark tresses,

Now silken-white they flowed from head to waist.
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Her eyes knew no frown and her lips no scorn;

She nursed no thoughts impure nor base desire,

And her heart was a temple to the Lord.

So blessed were all the days of her life

Spent in piety, peace and rectitude



25

Except for a mustard seed of sorrow,

A blameless wish to have a fruitful womb —   

Which sadness Zacharias shared with spouse.

Now on a Sabbath, dressed in priestly robes,
Holy garments deemed, Zacharias knelt


30

Before the altar made of shittim wood.

He burnt incense and lit the sacred lamps

As was the honoured custom of his race.


And it came to pass that a form divine

Sudden appeared in the tabernacle



35

Built of cedar hewn from Lebanese woods.

And Zacharias startled started back

And the silvern bells on his girdle shook,

Tinkled and echoed on the sanctum walls.

He saw with awe the lucent form divine,
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Arch-angel Gabriel, clad in milk-white robes;

And heard a voice, sprung from the angel’s lips,

Which bade him not to fear, a trenchant voice

Akin to the note of a bow-string twanged.

The angel closed and oped his rainbow wings
45

And thus to the priest spoke prophetic words:

“Be not afraid, for tidings glad I bring.
Your pray’rs have been heard in heaven; thy spouse

To thee shalt bear a son: call his name John.” 


Awhile Gabriel paused, his heavenly task

50

Shewing tidings glad to the priest fulfilled;

But Zacharias bemused looked askance —

How can he and his spouse beget a child

In the autumn, nay winter of their lives?

Which the angel cognized and speech resumed: 
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“Filled ev’n in the womb by the Holy Ghost,

Unto many he shall be for gladness.
Not enslaved by fleeting pleasures of sense,

He shall taste no intoxicating drink;

And he shall reason with unflinching faith
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In the eternal word and bear witness,

Testimony to the light of the world

And win the hearts of men to repentance;

And of the Lord be held in high esteem.” 


The angel ended and the faithful priest
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Faith forsook for a doubtful thought and said,

“How shall I know that this shall come to pass?”

And ere utterance full his thought had found,

The fleeting doubt he forsook filled with hope;

But forthwith to him the angel declared:
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“How canst ye choose to believe not my words

Prophetic, inspired by the Holy Ghost?

Behold! Thou shalt be dumb until the day

These tidings in their season be fulfilled.”


Zacharias fearstruck prostrated low
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Shaken by the thundersome voice and when

He rose again he found the angel gone

Like a lightning flash or a nimble thought,

Swiftly returned to the celestial sphere

Where fear is not nor the shadow of death
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Nor fevered thought nor dark melancholy,

But only everlasting peace serene,

The peace that passeth all understanding.
And the multitude, which at incense time

Stayed without the temple as wont to stay,
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Wondered why for long the priest still tarried,

Marvelled at his inordinate delay;

For they heard not the angel’s awesome voice

Nor saw his lustrous form when he appeared

Or swiftly flew to the celestial sphere



90
Where fear is not nor the shadow of death

Nor fevered thought nor dark melancholy,

Where angels play the harps and trumpets blow

And ever hymn hosannas to the Lord

In whom is everlasting life and bliss,



95
The peace that passeth all understanding.

But when the priest without the temple came
And assayed to address the multitude,

Perceived they that he a vision had seen

And reckoned hallowed fear had sealed his lips

100
Since his moving lips gave no wings to thought.


Zacharias deplored his loss of speech,

Understood not the ways of providence;
His troubled breast, by fear more shak’n than woe,

With frequent sighs quickened his fevered thoughts
105

And himself blamed for his pathetic plight —

But comprehended not the reason why

God should strike him dumb for an honest doubt.

Still not he failed his duties to perform,

The ministration in the sanctorum,
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Till the days were accomplished of his term.

But when he home returned and knew his spouse

And she conceiving hid herself five months

From the eyes of the world, saying, ‘The Lord

Has deigned to bestow his blessings and grace
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To take away my reproach among men,’

He understood the Lord’s dispensation,

His thoughts divine and mysterious ways,

Far higher than the reasonings of men.

Zacharias would, when his son is born,
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Regain his speech, and all the world behold

With awe and wonder the glory of God.

’Tis for this and not for his wanton doubt

The angel had taken his voice away.   

CANTO II

The Birth Of John
Half a year thence the angel of the Lord

Eke appeared to Elizabeth’s cousin

Mary immaculate, chosen vessel

Ordained to bear the Messiah, the Christ!

And Gabriel saluted her with these words:
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“Hail Mary, favoured of almighty God;

He dwells with thee, thou among women blest.

Fear not what manner of salute this be

Nor troubled be with dispensation new.

Behold, thou shalt conceive and bear a child,
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A Son who shalt on earth a kingdom found

And of his righteous reign there be no end.”

Hallowed silence ensued and the tenor

Of the tidings Mary knew and knew not;

And like doubting Zacharias, inquired,
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“How shall this be, as I know not a man?”     


But with the Lord her words acceptance found.
“Virgin pure,” the angel forthwith replied,

“With God nothing impossible shall be.

He has blessed Elizabeth thy cousin
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Hitherto called barren, now ripe with child.
O’ershadowed by the power of the highest

Thy soul shall be one with the Holy Ghost

Conceiving in thy womb the Son of God.”


And in God the Father Mary rejoiced,
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Her soul magnified his magnificence.

She psalmed his mercy and she hymned his might

And unto the departing angel said,

“So let it be according to thy word.

Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord.”
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Yea, even as a child was Mary wont

To behold visions beatific; she heard

Voices celestial which like soothing waves

Bathed her pious soul, whispered thoughts divine

And immersed her great faith in holiness.
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Her countenance shone with the light of truth
And charmed the beholder to holy thoughts.

Blest she was, her kith and kin this they knew,

But Mary little knew she was to be

The chosen one, the handmaid of the Lord.
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But when Gabriel vanished into the air
As a candle flame, Mary prostrate fell

And worshipped the Lord. Eftsoon she arose

From her house at Nazareth in Galilee

And made haste with awe unto her cousin’s.
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She erelong arrived with salutations;
Her voice like the chimes of a temple bell,

Awakening the soul to thoughts divine,

Thrilled Elizabeth’s veins and babe in womb.

On motherhood’s threshold, Elizabeth



50

Her cousin young embraced with joy untold,

Knew Mary’s conception inviolate,

And spake with a voice inspired by the Lord,

“Whence to me is this that my Lord’s mother

Hither comes? Generations shall call thee
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Blessed, for the fruit of thy womb is blest.    

Yea, yea, for I behold thy child divine
Lying in a manger at Bethlehem

Draped in swaddling clothes. Around him kneeling

Oriental sages three offer worship
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And angels sing glory to the highest

And peace, goodwill toward men upon earth.”


Such ecstatic words Mary heard breathless,

Amazed at her cousin’s prophetic voice;

Sure she was there would a performance be
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Of the very things told her from the Lord.


The fluttering hours the mothers measured

In temperate speech and viands moderate,

Reverenced the Lord in spirit and truth

And they submitted themselves to his will.
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So in prayers and meditation passed

Three-score days before Mary home returned.





Soon espoused was she to a carpenter

Named Joseph, also of David’s lineage. 

But he never knew his spouse till the day
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She was delivered of her first born son,

For an angel foretold him in a dream

That Mary conceived of the Holy Ghost

Sure to fulfil the prophecy ‘Behold,
A virgin shall be with child and forth bring
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A Son who shall tread the path of virtue,

Perform wonders and mankind save from sins’.


Nigh approached the sacred hour prophesied
When Elizabeth should be delivered;

Despite her old age she brought forth a son
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Rejoicing in the Lord. And the tidings

Heard her neighbours and cousins much in doubt

Lest it be rumour’s voice that cast the news.

But when they flocked the house and saw the child,

They marvelled at the Lord’s mysterious ways;
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And there was great rejoicing in the house. 


Then they departed and returned again
The eighth day when the babe was circumcised

In keeping with the custom of the race.

And all those who the ceremony graced
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Were unanimous in their choice to name

The babe after his sire Zacharias.

But, “No, not so,” his mother disapproved;

“His name shall be John.” —







There was a murmur

Of voices mystified, for by that name
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None of Elizabeth’s kindred was known.

So they approached father Zacharias

And made signs to know what name he would choose.

That instant Zacharias’s lips opened
And “John!” he exclaimed with recovered speech.
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And the gathering in the house marvelled

And holy dread was in their faces stamped.

What they saw and heard, they stelled in their hearts

Saying, “What manner of child shall this be!”


Zacharias took the child in his arms
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Much pleased to feel the softness of its limbs,

And beheld the hallowed gleam in its eyes.

On him then descended the Holy Ghost

And quick he felt a pow’r unloose his tongue.

He placed the babe on Elizabeth’s lap
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And spake, “O child, prophet of the highest,

The Lord hast raised the horn of salvation

And lendest light to those in death’s shadow.

Christ’s harbinger, before him thou shalt go

Prepare his ways; and Christ shalt guide our feet
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Unto the way of everlasting peace.”    

CANTO III 

The Birth Of Christ
It came to pass that Mary and Joseph
Departed from Nazareth, conquering

Many a weary mile to Bethlehem,

Since an ordinance by Caesar decreed

Each man go unto his town and pay tax.
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Thousands thronged David’s city to be taxed,

To render unto Caesar due tribute.

Each inn was full, and Joseph and Mary

Searched in vain inn after inn for a room.

Alack! What words there be that best describe

10

The tribulation of one great with child

Shelterless? But this was the holy plan.

 
This was the hour, the sacred hour ordained

For Mary to bring forth God’s only Son

Begotten for love of this sordid world
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Dark with sin requiring the light of hope.

A stable Joseph found for Mary, where

Jesus was born and in a manger laid.

The angels of the Lord proclaimed the news

To the shepherds watching their flock by night
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And sang glory to God in the highest

Besides peace, goodwill toward men on earth.


The joyous shepherds to the manger came,

Knelt with awe around the Christ and worshipped

The good shepherd who careth for his flock!
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And from the east too to Jerusalem,

Where Herod the tetrarch proud sat enthroned,

Three wise men came on way to Bethlehem.

As a kindly host, though not such a one,

Herod received them with portly bearing
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And enquired the purport of their visit
And whither they were bound.

And they replied,
“Blessed king, we are on a pilgrimage

Guided by a star to a place unknown

Where the new-born king of Jews rests his head.”
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Herod arose stunned and mute, shocked to hear

Startling words, and his pulse beat quick and fast.

But his wily countenance wore a mask

Veiling his fear and a simmering rage.

He glanced at them with a deceitful smile


40

And with a feigned ecstatic voice exclaimed,

“What joyous tidings at this hour you bring!

Let the starlight on your pilgrimage shine

And bring your journey to a fruitful end.

Go with your precious gifts and find the babe
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And do return to name the sacred place

That I may also go and him worship.”


Though wise, they believed these deceiving words,

For none can discern shrewd hypocrisy

Which hides itself in borrowed robes and stalks
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Like a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Promising 

Then to bring word, they bade Herod adieu;

And lo, the star which they saw in the east

Before them went, guiding their earnest feet

And shining as a bright lamp celestial.



55

Across the milky-way it floated on

And hung at last over the child divine.

Now their ecstatic hearts were full of peace;

They knelt beside the babe and him worshipped 
And opened up their oriental treasures



60

Off’ring gifts of frankincense, myrrh and gold. 

Then they returned unto their own country

Another way, for they were in a dream 

Warned by God not to see Herod again.


Upon the eighth day the babe circumcised 
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Was named Jesus, the name which Gabriel chose

Before the child was conceived in the womb.

And when the days of purification

Prescribed for Mary by the sacred law

Were ended, the child divine was taken



70

By his earthly parents to the temple

Of the almighty in Jerusalem.

Yea, ’tis written in the law of the Lord

That every male that first opens the womb

Shall be declared holy unto the Lord.



75


Now there was a man in Jerusalem
With hoary locks, weakened limbs and dimmed eyes,

Besieged by the slow rage of Time and Age.

Simeon was his name, found just and devout

In the eyes of God. And the Holy Ghost
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Revealed unto him that he would not die

Before his eyes beheld the Messiah.

And it came to pass that he saw the Christ

When into the temple he came to pray.

The spirit of the Lord came upon him
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And the fashion of his countenance changed

And bore the stamp of an exalted heart

As he took the holy child in his arms.

He praised the Lord for this blessing and said,

“Let me, Lord, depart from this world in peace
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 As now mine eyes have seen thy salvation.”

And there was one, Anna the prophetess,
A widow of great age serving the Lord

All day and night with fastings and prayers.

The instant her eyes fell upon the child,


95

She cried thanks unto the Lord and proclaimed

The new birth to those seeking redemption.


Joseph and Mary marvelled at these things

But locked in their hearts words ineffable,

Of what eyes had seen, of what ears had heard.
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A pair of turtledoves they sacrificed

And presented the child unto the Lord,

According to the custom of the law.

CANTO IV


The Massacre
’Twere summers twain since the orient sages

To Bethlehem came and worshipped the Christ;

Guided by a star they came and ended

Their pilgrimage, a blessed experience,

Fulfillment of hope, a triumph of faith.



5

But to impious Herod no tidings came,

The while he indulged in pleasures of sense

And loved only the seven deadly sins.


But when he found himself waiting in vain,

A little fear preyed on his mind and heart
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Since the advent of Christ (to him it seemed)

Portended the beginning of his end.

And Herod was vastly vexed; discomposed

A council he summoned of priests and scribes.

All the chief priests and all the people’s scribes
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Gathered at the splendorous court; bemused

They came to know what perplexed Herod’s heart.

The assemblage Herod surveyed and said,

“Ye perhaps remember the gnostic trio

Who came from the east and dared to inquire
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“Where is he that is born king of the Jews?”
Me they have troubled, discomposed my thoughts;

I have called ye to set my heart at ease.

Where is born he who dare usurp my throne?”    



“In Bethlehem of Juda,” the concourse


25
Chorused and multiplied into echoes.

Yea, so it is written by the prophet,

That out of Bethlehem a Governor

Shall come to rule the people of Israel.

And Herod was exceeding mad, his eyes
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Flamed with destructive pow’r, and from his lips

Blasphemous flowed a torrent of abuse.

Straight he dissolved the assembly and sent

His men to slay, to massacre the babes

In Bethlehem and in the coasts thereof.
  


35

Not a toddler was spared, nor the sucklings —

Plucked off by imbrued hands from mothers’ breasts.

Little heads were dashed upon heartless stones;

Daggers flashed and plunged into flesh, and swords

Unsheathed dripped with the blood of innocence. 
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Then was fulfilled Jeremy’s prophecy,

‘In Ra-ma was there a voice heard, weeping

And great mourning and great lamentation:

Rachel weeping for her children, and would

Not comforted be, because they are not.’


45

And it was told Herod that his decree

Was fulfilled and not a single child breathed 

In Bethlehem or in the coasts thereof.

Herod was glad, soul-less Herod rejoiced

At these tidings and in his countenance



50

Arrogance was stamped and presumptuous pride. 

But who can the holy plan circumvent?

No, Herod, not thee! In thine ignorance  

Thou hast brought damnation upon thy head.

Alas, alas! If only hadst thou known



55

That Christ came not thine earthly throne to seize

But to found the kingdom of the Spirit,

Thou wouldst have pursed thy lips and stayed thy hand;

And all the babies would be breathing still

In Bethlehem and in the coasts thereof.
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Yet Jesus breathes, though not in Bethlehem;
Breathes in the land where flows the lordly Nile.

For the angel of the Lord had appeared

To Joseph in a dream and him forewarned,

‘Awake and arise, take thou the young child
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And his mother, and flee into Egypt.

And be thou there until I bring thee word:

For Herod seeks the child, him to destroy.’

Joseph obeyed and in Egypt remained

Until the angel, a few springs later,
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Reappeared in his dream and bade him go

Out of Egypt with both mother and child. 

And Joseph obeyed; guided by the Lord

They came into the parts of Galilee

And dwelt in the city of Nazareth.


 
75

Thus Christ came to be called a Nazarene.

He waxed strong in spirit, with wisdom filled,

And the grace of God descended on him.


On flowed the years with grace. And every year

The Nazarene and his parents were wont
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To wend their way unto Jerusalem

And share with joy in the Passover feast. 

And once, when Jesus was twelve summers old,

He chose to tarry in Jerusalem

Although the days were fulfilled of the feast.
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But his parents knew not he stayed behind,

In the company him they thought to be

And went a day’s journey; and when they sought

Him among their kinsfolk and acquaintance,

They found him not. Mary sorrowed and wept    

90

Inconsolable, and Joseph perturbed

Assured his spouse that Christ would soon be found.

They prayed and asked God to protect the child

And begged forgiveness for their carelessness.

Back to Jerusalem they turned their steps
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And searched for him with care and hope. Three days

Fruitless they searched — and ah! what joy was theirs,

For on the fourth (in vain was not the search)

Him they found in the temple, discovered
Amidst the doctors engaged in discourse.
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He hearkened to their words and himself spake,

Throwing light on abstract philosophy.

The questions he asked, the answers he made,

His understanding of the holy texts,

Astonished all that heard his words profound.
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His parents marvelled, rejoiced at these things
And feigning to rebuke him, Mary said:

“Son, why thus hast thou dealt with us? Behold

Thy father and I sought thee sorrowing.”

And Jesus replied in similar vein,
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“How is it that me ye sought? Wist ye not

That about my sire’s business I must be?”

His parents understood not his saying.

But down he went with them to Nazareth

And listened to his parents. In wisdom 



115

And stature he increased, and favour found

In the eyes of almighty God and man. 


And his cousin John, the Baptist to be,

Likewise grew, well-versed in scriptural texts.

His parents had, by an angel forewarned,


120
Hid him in a cave in the wilderness

And protected him from King Herod’s wrath.  

They also nurtured him a Nazarite





And suffered no razor upon his head.

Like Samson, the scourge of the Philistines,
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Strong he waxed and was in the wilderness

Till the day of his shewing unto Israel.  

BOOK TWO: THE MISSION
CANTO I

The Baptism
The sacred waters of River Jordan

Gath’ring speed on the slopes of Mount Hermon

Flow into Huleh, a crystalline lake,

Past many a desert and verdure shore

And thence into the sea of Galilee.



5


It was the fifteenth year of Caesar’s reign

And Baptist John was thirty years of age.

His matted locks knew not the razor’s edge,

Nor his raven beard that grew thick and long.

The wilderness was his home where he roamed
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Like a sage in raiment of camel’s hair

And a leathern girdle about his loins,

Feeding on nectar sweet and locusts wild.


One morn John the child of the wilderness

Arose as one who heard the voice of God
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Decree, ‘Gird up thy loins, John, and set forth

On a mission to those lands nigh Jordan.

Be a harbinger of a rosy dawn!’

The eyes of John sparkled with light divine;

He obeyed the decree and went about
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Preaching the baptism of repentance

For remission of sins. He was the voice,

Sacred voice crying in the wilderness,

“Prepare ye the Lord’s way, make his paths straight.

The vales shall be filled and the hills brought low,
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The crooked made straight, the rough ways made smooth,

And all flesh see the salvation of God.”

Startled by the Baptist’s resounding voice,

People of Juda and Jerusalem

And of the regions round about Jordan
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Flocked to the waters nigh Bethabara

Seeking the Baptist; the repentant few

Confessed their sins and rose from the waters

No more defiled, purged of unholiness,

And hopes renewed of everlasting life.
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Also were there faces unrepentant —

Of Pharisees and Sadducees who came

With mock hope and smiles of hypocrisy.

 But when John saw those faces in the throng,

He was exceeding wroth; a fire there was
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In his eyes that could illumine a thought

Or scorch a doubt. His lips met and parted

Like two clouds that clash and pass in thunder.
“O generation of vipers!” he roared,

“Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?
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Bring forth, then, fruits of worthy repentance.

Say not in your hearts with a swollen pride

That you spring from the roots of Abraham,

For I say unto you that God can raise

Children out of stones unto Abraham.”



50 
A little while he paused, surveyed the crowd

And warned them once more of the wrath to come:

“Now the axe is laid to the root of trees,

And every tree which bringeth not good fruit

Shall be hewn down and cast into the fire!”
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There was a sudden hush; the hypocrites
Startled were to thus have been discovered.

A few of these slipped away and the rest

Stayed for fear of the Baptist’s prophecy.

And those that were baptized, children of hope,
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Bowed their heads in prayer and asked of John,

“What shall we do?” with a tremulous voice.

And John answered unto them sans delay,

Preached to them the gospel of brotherhood:

“He that has two coats,” he said with a voice
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Measured and soft, yet firm and resolute,

“Let him impart one to him that has none.

And he who has meat, likewise let him do.” 
Publicans also heard these words and they

Stept into the waters with hearts contrite,
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Saying, “Master, tell us what we must do.”

Spontaneous words sprang from the lips of John,

“Exact no more than that which is your due.”

He then looked at soldiers who asked the same

And straight answered, “Falsely accuse no man;
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Do violence to no one in deed or thought

And with your wages be thou satisfied.”

The baptized marvelled at these sayings new,

Found his words passing strange, yet strangely true;

And some wondered if he was Elias,
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A prophet or the promised Messiah.  

And when John lifted his hands dripping wet

And amidst the sound of the waters said
He was not Elias nor a prophet

And confessed he was not the Messiah,
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The few mockers in the crowd loudly cried,

“By what authority do you baptize?”

The Baptist smiled, arose from the waters

And his humble pride found utterance due:

“Indeed with water do I baptize you,
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But one mightier than I is among you

Whose shoes I am not worthy to unloose.

He shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost.

He holds a fan, will surely purge his floor

And gather in his garner all the wheat
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But the chaff will he burn in blazing fire!”

It was the hour of evensong; the sun

Was close to setting, the skies changed its hues,

And birds with tired wings flew towards their nests

When from Galilee came the Nazarene
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To be baptized of John. His countenance

Shone with the shine of a radiance divine,

With the peace that passeth understanding.

And all who saw him knew he was the Christ.

And John went down upon his knees and asked,
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“Why comest thou to be baptized of me?

I have need, Lord, to be baptized of thee.”

Jesus answered, “Suffer it to be so.

Need there is to fulfil all righteousness.”

So John suffered him, who being baptized
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Straightway arose from the waters — and lo!  

The twilight skies opened unto the Lord,

On whom descended the Spirit of God;
It was the descent of the dove of peace,

The Holy Ghost upon the head of Christ;
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And a voice sublime from heaven declared,

“Well pleased am I with my beloved Son!”


    

CANTO II

The Temptation

And Jesus was filled with the Holy Ghost;

The Spirit led him to the wilderness

Where the wild beasts roam. There the lamb of God

He fasted forty days and forty nights

Sleepless, and not a stone to rest his head.
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The merciless wind lashed his body pure

And there was not a cave to shelter him

From sweltering heat or shivering cold.

He feared not the screams and the howls of beasts,

He feared not the eerie silence of night.
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His thoughts were anchored in divinity,

Drew spiritual sustenance from above

Like manna that fed those whom Moses led

For years in the wilderness; but when he

Had fasted forty days and forty nights,
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His flesh enerved though his spirit was strong

And felt a pang of hunger. He must eat …  


The sun had risen or the sun had set,

But who can say? There was light but no light

Native to rosy morn or noon or eve,
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And there was darkness too, twilight rather

Which dropped its veil between the day and night;
Perhaps it was the darkness at noon when

Satan began the temptation of Christ.

Call him devil, tempter or Lucifer
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Who dared rebel against God almighty

And tempt Eve to eat the forbidden fruit,

Which Adam also ate offered by Eve.

In a wily serpent’s form he tempted

Eve in the garden of Eden; and now
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In the wilderness what shape he assumed

To tempt the Christ, the scriptures do not say.

Perhaps no shape he assumed but dissolved

Himself straight into the blasphemous wind

Which bore his disembodied voice to Christ.  
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“If thou art the Son of God,” Satan said,
“Command that these stones be made into bread

So that thou mayest break thy fast and live.”

But Christ knew it was Satan’s voice and so

Answered, “Man shall not live by bread alone
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But by every word of almighty God.”

How can he die who is the bread of life?

Mortal man shall also forever live

Should he eat of the bread from heaven sent.

And Christ was the word of almighty God.
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These things Satan knew, and he also knew
His reign on earth was coming to an end

Unless he could break Christ’s resolve to found

A just kingdom within the hearts of men,

A kingdom where Christ shall be shepherd-king
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Whose scepter shall comfort his troubled flock.

And Satan fumed with ire like a whirlwind,

Lifted up the Son of God and dropped him

On the highest peak of a mountain high

And shewed him the great kingdoms of the world,
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Both east and west, of Persia and of Rome,

Of Egypt, of Greece and of Babylon,

Of Hindustan and many realms besides

In all their glory, hard to win and keep.

“I am the true monarch,” Satan began,
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“Of these glorious realms; by my grace alone

Mortal men have been crowned as kings of these.
O carpenter’s son, O Nazarene poor, 

I know thy soul’s hunger for greater things;

Yea, a slice of bread cannot satiate thee.
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I grant boons to those whom I find worthy;
Thou art worthy to be a king of kings.

To thee will I resign my charge if thou

Thankest me. Just bow down and worship me!” 


Hardly had these words escaped Satan’s lips,
70
Uttered less to tempt and more to blaspheme,

When Christ, moved to wrath, yet in tone subdued

Replied, “Get thee behind me, O Satan!

For the scriptures say that thou shalt worship

Lord thy God and him only shalt thou serve.”
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A second whirlwind lifted up the Christ
And dropped him on the temple’s pinnacle

In Jerusalem, holy land of God.

Now would Satan begin his last attempt

Sure of success; he would no more blaspheme
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But purge his lips with verse from sacred text,

And challenge the Christ to fulfil the same.

“If thou be the Son of God, cast thyself

Down from hence: for it is written that God

Shall give his angels charge concerning thee;
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And in their hands shalt thou be lifted up,

Lest thou dash, dash thy foot against a stone.”

The devil ended his exegesis

Sure Christ would plunge to fulfil holy writ,

Prove he is God’s only begotten Son
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And in falling dash the hopes of mankind.

But who can quote the texts better than Christ?

“’Tis also written,” the light of the world

Answered, “Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy God.”

Which words paralysed the devil, and he
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Fell blinded by the Light, no more to rise. 

Then came a host of angels with wings bright,

Lifted Christ up lest he fall from the heights,

Placed him on a downy cloud and bore him

To a green vale and ministered to him.
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They brought him wine crushed from the choicest grape

And helped him break his fast with rich repast.    


Then begins Christ’s mission in Galilee

Where he drives out devils that possess men,

Heals the sick and spreads the gospel of truth.
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“Repent ye: heaven’s kingdom is at hand;

The time is fulfilled,” he says and preacheth

In their synagogues, glorified of all.


Jairus, a ruler of the synagogue,

Fell at the feet of Christ and besought him
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To visit his house where his daughter lay

At the point of death. Christ agreed to go

And heal the girl who was twelve summers old.

As he went jostled by the multitude,

He felt sudden virtue drawn out of him; 
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So he stopped, turned and asked, “Who touched my cloak?”
Even as the thronging crowd looked askance,

A wholesome maid fell trembling at his feet

And begged pardon: “I touched thy garment’s hem;

I was ailing for years, but now am cured.”
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“Thy faith,” said Christ, “thy faith has made thee whole.”

Then came from the house of Jairus his kin

Dressed in black, saying, “Let’s trouble not Christ,

For thy daughter is dead and beyond help.”

But Christ chose to go with 
Jairus, consoled
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Him and all those that wept and said, “Weep not;

The girl is not dead but only sleepeth.”

Many laughed in scorn knowing she was dead;

But he told them that mocked to leave the room,

Took her by the hand and said, “Maid, arise!”
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Her spirit returned and the maid arose.


Many more were the miracles of Christ,

And many were those that his blessings sought.

“Good master,” a rich youth said unto Christ,

“Tell me the things I must do to attain
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Eternal life.” And Christ said unto him,

“Why call me good? There be none good but God.

But if thou wilt enter life: commandments

Must keep and love thy neighbor as thyself.”

“All these things have I kept from my youth up:
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What lack I yet?” he asked and Christ answered,

“If thou wilt perfect be and heap treasures

In paradise, go and sell that thou hast

And give to the poor; then come follow me.”

The youth went away sorrowful for he
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Had great possessions and could not forgo.

But others there were willing to follow.

Four fishers in the sea of Galilee

Left their nets to become fishers of men.

Another at the receipt of custom
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Straight left his seat when Jesus beckoned him.

And to the many that chose to follow,

Christ would say, “Foxes have holes, birds have nests;

But the Son of man naught to lay his head.”  

CANTO III

The Good Shepherd

Twelve disciples Christ chose. Their names are these:

Peter and Zelotes, both Simon called;

Alphaeus and Zebedee’s sons, both called James;

Matthew, Andrew, Philip, Bartholomew;
Thomas, Thaddaeus, Judas and John. And they
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Went around with him about Galilee

Where he preached by the sea healing the sick,

The possessed and even the lunatic.

Like fire his fame spread; the great multitudes

From Galilee and Decapolis too,
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From Jerusalem and Judaea too,   

Followed him touched by his wise words and deeds.


“He that has ears to hear, let him hear,” said 

The Christ and spake to them in parables,

Likened God’s kingdom to a mustard seed
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Which when sown is less than all other seeds;

But when it sprouts, it becometh greater

Than all herbs, and shooteth out great branches

And leaves that shadeth the fowls of the air.

He also spoke of the sower whose seeds
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Fell scattered as he sowed: some by wayside
To be devoured by the fowls of the air;

Some on stony ground where each seed could sprout,

Though it lacked the earth to firm up its roots,

Only to be scorched by the blazing sun;
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Some fell upon good earth to yield good fruit.

And spake not he without a parable.


Now to the other side of Galilee

Christ bade his disciples to sail with him.

But when it was eve, there arose a storm
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And the wild waves beat full into the ship,

Which swirled and swayed in the stormy waters.

Yet Christ was fast asleep on a pillow

Gently rocked by the ship, and dreaming not

Of the panic in the breast of the crew.
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His disciples shook him awake, saying,
“Master, carest thou not that we perish?”

He arose and rebuked the wind and sea,

Saying, “Peace! Be still…” And the wild wind ceased.

There was a great calm upon the waters.
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Spake the disciples one to another

Full of awe, “What manner of man is this?

Even the wind and the sea obey him!”

Then Christ desired to go to Nazareth,

Remembered his native town, where he spent
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The days of childhood; and it came to pass

That he walked into the town’s synagogue

On a Sabbath day and stood up to read

From the book of the prophet Esaias.

He turned the pages and chose a passage
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And began to read: “The Spirit of God 

Is upon me having anointed me

To go preach the gospel among the poor,

To heal the sick and the brokenhearted,

To preach deliverance to the captives,
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And recovering of sight to the blind,

To set at liberty them that are bruised

And to preach the Lord’s acceptable year.”

He closed the book, sat down and when all eyes

Were turned on him, he said with measured breath,
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“This day this scripture’s fulfilled in your ears.”

All bare him witness but none could digest

The gracious words of his mouth. And they said,

“Is this not Joseph the carpenter’s son?”

 
Christ surprised was not, knew what they would say, 65

And said, “Verily I say unto you,

No prophet’s welcomed in his own country.”

He paused and said again, “But I tell you,

Many widows were there in Israel, yet

Unto none of them was Elias sent
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Save unto a widow of Sarepta,

City of Sidon. And there in Israel
Were many lepers, and yet none of them

Was cleansed excepting Namaan the Syrian.”

Everyone in the synagogue were filled
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With wrath to hear his words. They jumped up quick
And soon dragged him to the brow of the hill

To hurl him down. But his time was not come.

And passing through their midst he went his way.


The Sadducees, Pharisees and chief priests
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Waxed sore to hear the miracles of Christ;

And they were sore displeased, as his fame spread,

To hear the children in the temple cry,

Shout ‘Hosanna to the Son of David’.

So they sent their disciples unto him,
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Hoping to entangle him in his words.

“Master,” they feigned, “we know that thou art true

And carest not for any man save God.

Tell us, therefore, what thou truly thinkest:

Is it lawful to give Caesar tribute?”
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But Christ, perceiving their wickedness, asked

For the tribute money on which was stamped 

Great Caesar’s image and superscription.

“Ye hypocrites,” said Christ, “why tempt ye me?

Render to Caesar things that are Caesar’s,
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And render unto God things that are God’s.”

Amazed they stood knowing not what to say

But a lawyer, probing him, asked: “Master,

Which is the great commandment in the law?”

Jesus said to him, “Thou shalt love the Lord
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Thy God with all thy heart, with all thy soul,

With all thy mind. This is the great command,

But there is a second like unto it,

That thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.”  

On another day, when the sun was up,
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Jesus climbed down from the mount of Olives

Where he was wont to commune with his Sire,

And began to preach in the synagogue.

But the Scribes and the Pharisees would not

Let him be at peace. They brought unto him
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A woman taken in adultery.

“Moses in the law has commanded us,”

They said tempting him, “that she should be stoned.
But what sayest thou?” But Jesus stooped down

And with a finger wrote upon the ground
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As though he heard them not. “What sayest thou?”
They asked again knowing not what he wrote

And Jesus lifted himself up and said,

“He that is without sin, cast the first stone!”

And stooped down again and wrote on the ground;
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But what he wrote, the scriptures do not say.

There was silence and none to cast a stone,

For all were convicted by their conscience.
When Christ lifted up his eyes and her found

Uncondemned, he said unto her, “Woman,
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I condemn thee not. Go, and sin no more.”

Perhaps that is what he wrote on the ground.



No man is a prophet in his own land.

That is what Jesus said, wise words and true.

The Jews, children of Abraham, would not
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Listen to him but mocked him when he said,

“Your father Abraham rejoiced to see

My day: and he saw it, and he was glad.”

And they mocked, “Thou art not fifty years old,

And hast thou seen our father Abraham?”
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He said, “Before Abraham was, I am!”

His quick reply quickened their ire and they

Stooped to pick up stones to stone him to death,

But Christ hid himself. His time was not come.

But still the Jews persevered to slay him.
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Though they had eyes to see, they could not see;

Though they had ears to hear, they could not hear.

At winter in Jerusalem, when Christ 

Walked in the temple in Solomon’s porch,

There came the Jews round about him and said, 
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“How long dost thou make us to doubt? If thou

Be the Christ, tell us that thou art the Christ.”

And Christ told them that he was the shepherd,

The good shepherd who careth for his flock;

He told them that he was God’s only Son
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And added, “I and my Father are one!”

“This is blasphemy,” the Jews thought, and they

Bended down for stones to stone him to death.

But he escaped, for his time was not come.


Gathered he his disciples together,
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Gave them power against spirits unclean,

To cast devils out and to heal the sick

And urged them to go after the lost sheep

Of the House of Israel. And he warned them

Of trials and tribulations, and said:
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“I send you as sheep in the midst of wolves;

Be wise as serpents and harmless as doves.”     

CANTO IV

The Testament
The Jews understood not the ways of Christ;
And his disciples seemed oft to transgress

The laws, the tradition of the elders

Which required that the day of the Sabbath

Be kept holy in fasting and prayer;
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And on other days, each must with washed hands

Drink from cups pure and eat from vessels clean.

Christ would dine with publicans and sinners,

And his disciples too with unwashed hands.

They would pluck the corn in the fields and eat,
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Even on the Sabbath day. And it chanced

That on such a day, in the synagogue,

Christ touched a withered hand and made it whole.
The Pharisees murmured but held their peace

Perplexed when Christ asked them, “Is it lawful

15

To do good or evil on Sabbath days?

To save a dying life or to slaughter?”

And he spake on, grieved by their hardened hearts:

“Know ye not the Sabbath is made for man

And not man for the Sabbath? Also know
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The Son of man is Lord of the Sabbath.

O ye hypocrites whose words glorify

The Lord almighty but whose hearts conceive

Dark thoughts, false witnesses and blasphemies;

O ye hypocrites, what goes into mouth 
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Defiles not a man but that which comes out.”

And he told them why he dined with sinners

And publicans who were like the lost sheep

Of the parable, which when found would make

The shepherd rejoice: likewise there shall be
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Joy in heaven when one sinner repents,

More glad by the prodigal son’s return

Than with the just who need no repentance.   


Now the disciples of John the Baptist 

Were also worried by the ways of Christ
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That they came to him and opened their hearts 

Saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees

Often fast, but thy disciples fast not?”

Jesus smiled at them and forthwith replied,

“Can the children of the bride-chamber mourn
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As long as the bridegroom tarries with them?

But then the days will come when the bridegroom

Shall be taken from them: then they shall fast.”

They understood not or half understood

Or seemed to understand the words of Christ.
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They went forth to John who was baptizing

In Aenon next to Salim, where waters

Flowed plenty and men came to be baptized.

“Rabbi,” they said complaining, “he that was

Baptized by thee beyond Jordan, to whom 
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Thou barest witness, behold, the same now

Baptizeth, and all men come unto him.”

And John the Baptist answered them, saying,

“Nothing can man receive save from heaven.

Ye yourselves bear me witness, that I said,


55

I am not the Christ but sent before him.

And he that hath the bride is the bridegroom:

But the friend of the bridegroom rejoiceth

To hear the bridegroom’s voice with joy fulfilled.

Jesus Christ must increase and I decrease.
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Whosoever is of the earth, speaketh

Of earthly things; but he is from above,

Sent by God to testify what is true.

And those who receiveth his testament

Shall wake up unto everlasting life.
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On others shall descend the wrath of God.”

Then with them he shared also Christ’s teachings

Nobler than his: the sermon on the mount,

Which he had heard from the wind and the trees,

From the sound of waters and chirping birds
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And from the Holy Ghost which filled him now.

Remember the teachings of Baptist John?

“He that has two coats,” that’s what he had said,

“Let him impart one to him that has none.

And he who has meat, likewise let him do.
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Exact no more than that which is your due.

Do violence to no one in deed or thought

And with your wages be thou satisfied.”

Noble teachings these, but nobler than these

Is the sermon on the mount, where Christ says
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“Think not I am come to destroy the law.

I’m come not to destroy, but to fulfil.

Ye have heard it said that the laws permit

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.

But I say to you: resist not evil.
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Whosoever smites thee on thy right cheek,

To him turn thine other also. And if

Any man sue thee at the law to take

Thy coat away, give him your cloak also.

And whosoever compels thee to walk,
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Compels to walk a mile, go with him twain.

“And behold the fowls of the air: for they

Sow not, neither do they reap nor gather

Into barns yet God the Father feeds them.

And consider the lilies of the field,
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How they grow; they toil not, nor do they spin

And yet verily I say unto you

That ev’n Solomon in all his glory

Could never be arrayed like one of these.

Therefore, take ye no thought of the morrow,
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Saying, ‘What shall we eat, or drink, or clothe?’

For God who feeds the birds and clothes the grass

Knoweth that ye have need of all these things.

And so seek ye first the kingdom of God,

His righteousness, and truth will make you free.”
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Not all his words and deeds are recorded;

For to record them all, the scriptures say,

Demands more books than this world can contain.

But even those, of which the gospels write,

Noble thoughts sublime, noble deeds sublime,
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Fill the emptiest heart — and overflow!

Now there was a woman in Samaria,

With whose denizens Jews no dealings have.

She went forth to Jacob’s well at Sychar

To draw water at about the sixth hour.
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There by the well she saw him, but knew not
It was the Christ. His disciples had gone

To buy meat, leaving him alone to rest.  


Jesus saith unto her, “Give me to drink.”

She looked surprised, being addressed by him,
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For she found he was a Jew, and hence asked,

“How is it that thou askest drink of me?”

And Jesus answered unto her, saying,

“If thou knowest the gift of God and who 

It is that saith to thee, ‘Give me to drink’,
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Thou surely would have asked of him instead,

And he would have giv’n thee living water.”

She wondered with a twinkle in her eyes,

For Christ had nothing to draw water with;

Besides the well was deep, and so from whence
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Could he hope to draw that living water?
“Art thou greater than our father Jacob,”

She asked of him, “who gave this well so deep,

Whose waters remain fresh, and drank thereof

Himself, and his children, and his cattle?”
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And Jesus answered unto her, saying,

“Whosoever drinketh of this water
Shall thirst again: but this living water

That I give shall slake your thirst for ever.”

When she wished to have this living water,
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Jesus bade her go and bring her husband.

And when she replied she had none, he said,

“Truly hast thou said ‘I have no husband’,

For thou hast had five husbands: and he whom

Thou now hast is also not thy husband.”
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The woman marvelled at his words and said,

“Sir, I perceive that thou art a prophet.”

And the Samaritan woman spoke on:

“Our forefathers in this mountain worshipped,

But ye Jews say that in Jerusalem
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Is the place where men ought to worship God.”

And Christ told her that the true worshippers

Sought neither mountain nor Jerusalem,

For God is Spirit and they that worship

Should worship him in spirit and in truth.
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And she replied, “I know that Christ cometh:

When he is come, he will tell us all things.”

Jesus answered, “I am the Messiah.”

His disciples returning heard these words

And marvelled that he with this woman talked.
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But the woman straight left the waterpot,

Rejoicing went she into the city

And announced to folks the advent of Christ,

Who revealed to her the things she had done.    
BOOK THREE: THE REVELATION
CANTO I

The Messenger

King Herod was on his throne; by him sat

Herodias his brother’s spouse, now his

By sin of virtue abominable.

But no one dared to tell the tetrarch that

Except the Baptist who came dripping wet
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With his locks dishevelled and body bare.

Straight from the waters of River Jordan

Stormed John into the court of the tetrarch,

Dared to look him in the eye and declared,

“Herod, thou hast sinned.” Nothing more he said;
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No more words were needed to name the shame.

An eerie silence ensued and Herod

Sat speechless and shocked, for he knew he sinned

Coupling with fair Herodias, who bore 

To brother Philip fairest Salome.
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And Herodias blushed with shame, but soon

Waxed with ire and wanted the Baptist’s head.
King Herod lifted up his eyes at John

But lowered them again, for him he feared,

Knowing the Baptist was holy and just.



20

Again he lifted up his eyes, this time 

At Herodias, and was overwhelmed

By what he thought was love but which in fact

Was female charm and adulterous lust.

And so for the sake of Herodias,
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Though he dared not order the head of John,

Decreed that he be bound up in prison.

When the disciples of John heard the news,

They came to the court full of fear and woe

Seeking permission to see the master.
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And Herod could not deny their request,

For he feared the multitude which counted

The Baptist as a prophet of the Lord.

John assuaged their fears. His time was not come.

And he asked them about the miracles,
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Works of Christ of which he had only heard;

He desired to know more about the Christ.

And so two of his disciples he sent,

Saying, “Ask of Christ if he be the one,
The one that should come, promised Messiah,

40

Or do we have to wait for another?”


John’s disciples went and with their eyes saw

The many miracles of Christ: they saw

Him heal the sick of their infirmities,
Of plagues and of evil spirits: they saw
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His touch cleansed the lepers and raised the dead;

And many more were the things that they saw.


And when they asked of him what John had asked,

Jesus answered them, saying, “Go your way

And shew John the things you have seen and heard.
50

Tell him that the blind see and the deaf hear,

Tell him how the lepers are cleansed and how

The lame do walk and the dead are raised up.

Go say the gospel is preached to the poor

And blest are they who are not offended
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In me or in my words or in my deeds.”

The disciples went back to John and said,

Narrated all that they had seen and heard.

John was pleased and knew he could die in peace.

He remembered the descent of the dove, 
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The Holy Ghost upon the head of Christ.

He longed to see the face of Christ again,

At least his form in some vision or dream. 


Meanwhile, as Christ saw John’s disciples go,

He spake unto the crowd concerning John:
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“What went ye out into the wilderness 

To behold? A reed shaken in the wind?

But what in the wilderness went ye out

For to see? A man clothed in soft raiment?

Behold, they that wear soft clothing and live
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Delicately are in the court of kings.

But what went ye out to see? A prophet?

Yea, a prophet and yet much more than one.

For this is he of whom it is written,

‘Behold, before thy face my messenger
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I send before thee to prepare thy way.’
Verily, verily say I to you

That among them that are of woman born,

There is not a greater than the Baptist.

But know ye also that even the least
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In heaven is greater than the Baptist.”

Jesus paused and observed the multitude.

Those baptized with the baptism of John

Justified God, but all the Pharisees

And the lawyers denounced the words of Christ.
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And Jesus, resuming his speech, likened

This generation of men to children

Sitting in the marketplace and calling

One to another and saying to each,

‘We have piped unto you, ye have not danced;
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We have mourned to you, and ye have not wept.’

“For John the Baptist,” Jesus continued,

“Came neither eating bread nor drinking wine;

And ye say indeed he hath a devil.

Only the publicans and the harlots
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Believed in John who came in righteousness.

The Son of man came eating and drinking

Unlike the Baptist; and straight you declare

That I am a glutton, a wine-bibber

And a friend of publicans and sinners.
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But Wisdom’s justified of her children.”


Then Christ began to upbraid the cities

Wherein most of his mighty works were done —

Chorazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum;

Upbraided them for they repented not
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Although they had witnessed his miracles:



“More tolerable for Tyre and Sidon,

And more tolerable for Sodom too;

More tolerable for them than for thee

In the Day of Judgment, for had they heard
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My words and works they would have repented.”

Then Christ held his peace saying unto them,

“Ye that labour and are heavy laden,

Come unto me and I will give you rest.

Take my yoke upon you and learn from me;
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My yoke is easy and my burden light.”

CANTO II

The Dream

It was the eve of the tetrarch’s birthday

And the whole of Galilee was bedecked

With flags and flow’rs; the guests began to come

On sparkling chariots by fine horses drawn.

They came from all the ways, both near and far,
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And the sound of rattling wheels pleased Herod

Who embraced and welcomed his guests: great lords,

Captains and chief estates of Galilee.

And Herod lodged them in his own palace;
He gave choice food on plates and platinum,
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And vintage wine to drink from cups and gold.
But none cared to know that John the Baptist

Languished in a cell while they were feasting.


Meanwhile, John hearkened to his disciples, 

Heard them narrate the glorious works of Christ.
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John was pleased and tears of joy filled his eyes

And trickled down his cheeks. The disciples

Were touched to see him in this fashion moved,

For they were wont to see fire in his eyes

And not tears, which the Baptist wiped away.
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He smiled at them and said his task was done

As Christ’s harbinger. And he bade them go, 

Follow Christ unto everlasting peace.

The Baptist also knew his time was come

And so refused the food his jailors brought,
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Or chose rather to fast and meditate.

He longed to see the face of Christ again,

At least his form in some vision or dream.

That night when sleep had overwhelmed his eyes,

He saw Christ at meat in a leper’s house.
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There came a sinful maiden with a box,

With an alabaster box of spikenard.

And she broke the box and the ointment poured

Upon the head and feet of Messiah.

She anointed his head with oil and then
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With penitent tears washed his hallowed feet

And kissed and wiped them with her long dark hair.

The aroma was strong and filled the house

And Christ was pleased that she anointed him,

Anointed body to the burying,
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And he said, “All your sins are forgiven.”

Then the Baptist saw a different sight,

Saw Christ on the road to Jerusalem

Riding upon a decorated colt.

Many spread their garments along the way;
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Multitudes that went before or followed

Carried branches of the palm in their hands

And they cried, “Hosanna to David’s Son,

Peace in heaven, glory in the highest;

Blessed be the King in the name of God.”
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But when David’s Son saw Jerusalem

Resemble no more the city of God,

He wept awhile and to the temple went.

And there he found the changers of money

And those that sold oxen and sheep and doves;
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Blood rushed straight to his face, and with a scourge

He drove out all who sold and all who bought, 

Overthrew the seats of those that sold doves

And the tables of the moneychangers;

And he freed the oxen and sheep and doves,
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And threw out the money and other things

Saying, “Take these hence from my house of pray’r;

My Father’s house is not for merchandise.

But ye have made this place a den of thieves.”

The Baptist started in his sleep… but soon
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Smiling slept, much pleased with the rage of Christ,

And slept on to behold another scene.

This time he saw the disciples of Christ

Seated in a furnished room; there came Christ

And washed every disciple’s feet, saying,
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“I, your Lord and Master, have washed your feet;

Ye also must wash one another’s feet.”

Then they began to eat the Passover.

Christ told them that this was his last supper,

Told them he would not sit with them again
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To eat or to drink the fruit of the vine

Until the will of heaven is fulfilled.

He then took the bread, blessed it and broke it

And gave it to his apostles, saying,

“Take and eat for this is my body pure.”
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He then took the cup, blessed it and gave thanks

And passed it on, saying, “This is my blood,

Blood of the new testament which is shed

For many, for the remission of sins.”

And he promised that when the kingdom came,
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He would sit with them once again to sup,

And each may judge the twelve tribes of Israel.

Then was Christ troubled in spirit, and he

Straight testified, “Verily, verily,

I say unto you that one among you,
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Which now eateth with me, shall me betray!”

The apostles looked one on another

Sorrowful and doubting of whom he spake;

And each of them cried, “Lord, Lord, is it I?”

Christ answered, “Better had he not been born.
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He it is to whom I shall give this sop.”

So saying he took a sop and dipped it

And he gave it to Judas Iscariot.

“That thou doest, do quickly,” Christ told him;

And Judas hastened out, and it was night.
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Night was still on but the Baptist awoke

Startled and could not go to sleep again.

His spirit was vexed and he knelt to pray,

Longed to know the end of the divine plan

And resigned himself to the will of God.
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CANTO III

The Vision

For long was the Baptist upon his knees
When he heard the voice of Christ: “Watch and pray

That ye enter not into temptation:

The spirit is willing; the flesh is weak.”

But Peter and the sons of Zebedee
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Who went with Christ unto Gethsemane

Could not watch and pray; they slept while Christ prayed

Upon his face, saying, “O my Father,

Let this cup pass from me, not as I will

But as thou wilt, and let thy will be done.”
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Then John found his eyes opened, and he saw

Judas approach Christ with a multitude

Holding lanterns and torches and weapons.

Then to them Judas said: “Whomsoever
I shall kiss, that same is he: hold him fast.”
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And Judas, for thirty silver pieces,

Came to Christ and him betrayed with a kiss. 

But when the officers laid hands on Christ,

Peter drew his sword and smote one of them

Called Malchus, a servant of the high priest.
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But Jesus said, “Put up thy sword Peter;

He who lives by the sword, dies by the sword.”

Now John beheld Christ with Pontius Pilate

In the hall of judgment; and a servant

Rushed in and handed a scroll to Pilate.
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And Pilate read the message from his spouse,

Left the judgment seat and went home in haste.

There he found his anxious wife now relieved

By his coming; and she told him of dreams

That she suffered because of Jesus Christ.
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“Please have nothing to do with that just man,”

She said and urged him to have Christ released;

It was an honoured custom at the feast

To free a prisoner of people’s choice.

Again John saw Pontius Pilate with Christ
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In the hall of judgment. And Pilate found

Christ had wrought no evil; and so he turned

Towards the multitude and said, “This day

Whom will ye that I release unto you?

Barabbas, or Jesus who’s called the Christ?”
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Though the multitude knew that Barabbas 

Was a heartless robber and murderer,

Their hearts were swayed by chief priests and elders;

They howl, “Release Barabbas, Barabbas!”

Pilate released Barabbas, but he asked,
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“What shall I then do with Jesus the Christ?”

And the multitude cried, “Crucify him!”

“But what evil hath he done?” Pilate asked.

But all the more they cried, “Crucify him!”

When Pilate heard the tumult being made,
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He washed his hands before the multitude,

Saying, “I am innocent of Christ’s blood;

See ye to it.” And the multitude cried,

“Let his blood be on us and our children.”

Then was Christ scourged and stripped; and the soldiers
55

Platted a crown of thorns and crowned his head,

Placed a reed in his right hand; and they threw

A purple mantle upon his shoulders,

Bent their knees and mocked, “Hail, King of the Jews!” 

They then arose and spit upon his face
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And snatched the reed and smote him on the head.

They blindfolded and struck him on his face,

Mocking, “Canst thou prophesy who smote thee?”

Then they led him out to be crucified;

Jesus Christ bore his own cross and the pain
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And the blasphemous taunts, and struggled on

Inch by inch to a place called Golgotha,

Place of a skull. There was Christ crucified;

And Pilate placed a title on the cross

Which said, in Hebrew and Greek and Latin,
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‘Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.’

Though the chief priests of the Jews protested,

Pilate said, “What I’ve written, I’ve written.”

The rulers and the soldiers and the priests

Laughed when the title they saw; and they mocked,
75

“If thou be King of the Jews, save thyself.”

The passion of Christ moved John to despair;

The vision slowly faded, but voices

He still could hear, blasphemous tongues that said,

“Others he could save, himself could not save.”
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And then John heard the voice of Jesus Christ,

“Father, forgive; they know not what they do.”


The vision came again and the Baptist

Beheld three crosses; two malefactors

Had also been crucified beside Christ.
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One of them even railed the Lord, saying,

“If thou be the Christ, save thyself and us.”

But the other malefactor stopped him,

Saying, “Fear thou not God, being condemned?

We receive the due reward for our deeds,
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But this just man hath done nothing amiss.”

So saying he turned to Jesus and said,

“Lord, remember me when thy kingdom comes.”

Slowly Christ turned his face and smiling said,

“This day thou art with me in paradise.”


95
It was about the sixth hour and the sun 

Darkened and darkness spread till the ninth hour

When Jesus cried with a loud voice, “Father,

Into thy hands I commend my spirit.”

And having said thus, he gave up the ghost.
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The Baptist wept and through his tears he saw
The body of Christ wrapped in linen clothes

And laid in sepulchre hewn out of rocks. 

A stone was rolled to seal the sepulchre
And guards were posted to keep constant watch.
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But on the third day there was an earthquake

For an angel of the Lord descended

From heaven with countenance like lightning

And raiment white as snow; and the angel

Rolled away the stone from the sepulchre, 
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And the keepers shook with fear and fainted.
That morning Mary Magdalene, from whom

Christ had driven out many a demon,

Stood without the sepulchre a-weeping.

She looked in and saw an angel who said, 
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“Why seek ye the living among the dead?”

And Mary Magdalene turned herself back

And saw Jesus but knew not it was him.

She supposed that he was a gardener

When he looked at her countenance and asked,
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“Woman, why weepest thou? Whom seekest thou?”

Still mistaking him for a gardener,

She wiped away her tears and asked, “O sir,

If thou have borne him hence, tell me where thou

Hast laid him, and I will take him away.”
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But Christ only called out to her, “Mary!”

And Mary, recognizing his voice, said,

“Master!” and ran to him, but Jesus said,

“Touch me not, for I am yet to ascend

To my Sire; but go and tell my brethren
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That I ascend to my Sire, and your Sire,

That I ascend to my God, and your God.” 

CANTO IV

The Fatal Dance
The vision ended and John rose with morn
Filled with peace that passeth understanding.

And the whole town arose to celebrate

Herod’s birthday with tournament and feast;

The tilting of swords, the hurling of spears
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And rattling of wheels in a chariot race.

And the guests presented to the tetrarch



Choice gifts rich and rare, with an eye to gain

Pride of place at the feast by Herod’s side.

But Herodias had reserved that right
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To be seated beside her second spouse;

None else had the right save her daughter sweet,



Lovely Salome, young and beautiful.


To whom the intoxicated tetrarch

Whispered, “Fair child of my brother and spouse,
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Dance and sing to us and let the world know

How you can entertain with feet and voice,



For our hearts are exceeding glad this day;

And such a day may never come again.

So sing and dance, and please our longing guests.”
20

Salome arose and told her mother

About Herod’s wish; and Herodias




Smiled and led her daughter fair by the hand 
Into the dressing room and had her decked

With ornaments, fine linen and flow’rs sweet.
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She then whispered into Salome’s ears

What gift to ask should Herod grant a boon.



Salome’s visage darkened a moment,

But brightened soon with resolve to fulfil

Her mother’s desire, for she remembered
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The day when her mother was shamed in court

By the prophet whose tongue and eyes flashed fire.

Then she entered the decorated stage;

And with a bow began to sing and dance.   


Salome sang of joy and sang of woe,


35
Sang of meeting of hearts and parting too,

Sang of love and pain and human longings; 



Sang of fleeting life and eternal death.

What there be that Salome failed to sing?

And who there be displeased with what she sang?
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She sang with feeling each human passion

And lent to each the beauty of her voice,



Making each sad emotion sound so sweet.

And as she sang and sang like some song-bird

Such as skylark, cuckoo or nightingale,



45

She danced and pranced, leaping like doe or pard,

A moment in air, a moment on ground,




Like the dance of peacock or hooded snake.

On her face was writ each emotion apt,

And her gestures would take eternity
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For sculptors to conceive; and now from eyes

Sprung the light of love, then the fire of ire.



The whole stage became her cosmos, and she
The presiding deity of all the arts.

She would sing and dance to eternity,
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But as she danced she saw her mother’s face

And knew mortals cannot become the Muse;



So with a bow ended her song and dance.


The guests cheered and before Salome’s feet

Laid choice gifts rich and rare with hopes to win
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Her heart as she had won theirs with her art.

A second round of applause rent the air




And the dome and walls echoed cheer for cheer.

But when Herod arose, silence ensued;

Very pleased was he with her song and dance
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That he forgot himself and made an oath.

“Salome,” he swore to her, “ask of me




Whatever thou wilt; I will give it thee,

Even unto the half of my kingdom.”

And Salome wasted no time but straight
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Expressed her fatal wish unto the king,

“On a silvern charger I want to have, 




I wish to have the head of the Baptist.”





Who can believe that beauty and falsehood

Can grow along like the reed and the weed?
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The red rose has thorn, the bright bee has sting;

Truth and beauty may not sing together,



Truth and beauty may not dance together.

Herod could not believe that Salome

Had asked for the head of John the Baptist.
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But when he looked at Herodias smile,

The truth dawned on him and he was sorry,



Exceeding sorry; but for his oath’s sake

And for their sakes which sat with him at meat,

He ordered the head of John the Baptist.
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Word was sent to the executioner,

Who to the prison went and with a stroke



Severed the head of the Baptist and brought

The gory head on a charger silvern.

And the king saw the charger being passed
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From executioner to Salome,

And from Salome to Herodias.





But when he saw the gory head of John,

The head on a charger silvern and red,

His own grey head swirled with exceeding daze.
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The prophet’s head seemed to have sprung to life;

The eyes were opened and the lips unsealed;



The lips flashed fire and the eyes prophesied:


“Woe to thee Herod, for a day will come

When people listen to thy oration
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And hail thee, hail thy voice as voice of God

And not of a man. And then thou, seated 



On a throne clad in royal apparel,

Wilt believe that thou hast become a god.

Woe to thee Herod, then will God smite thee
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And thou on throne will be eaten of worms.” 
 
  


Then fear shook the throne and gripped the crown;
The tetrarch’s eyes had seen the head arise,

The tetrarch’s ears had heard the prophecy.
But to Herodias and Salome,
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But to all the intoxicated guests,

The head of the Baptist spoke not a word.




The head lay still on the charger silvern,

With the lips still sealed and the eyes still closed

With the peace that passeth understanding.


115
THE END    
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