Ancient Treasure.

Part 1.  Nebuchadnezzar’s treasure.

Call me Nebuchadnezzar.   My full name is Calvin Martin Nebuchadnezzar.  It’s important to locate myself in time and place and career.  The year is 2008, the day is what my Christian colleagues so proudly call Christmas Eve, and my job is that of an archeologist.  It’s also important to say that I am the only Atheist working among a group of Christians.  In sum, I am a middle-aged non-believer who digs old things out of the ground.  At the present time, I am on a “dig” in the City of Bethlehem in Palestine.  

Today, while all my Christian co-workers are out gallivanting around Bethlehem on Christmas Eve, I dig up—almost by accident—a real archeological treasure.  It’s an ancient clay bottle containing a script written around the time of Jesus.  Since the rest of our team is out celebrating, I am claiming that this treasure is mine.  Right now, I’m on my way to my apartment to figure out what the writing in the ancient bottle says.  I’m good at translating old things.


I weave my way through the back streets of Bethlehem, keeping my head covered to avoid being seen.  I don’t want to be seen by the Christians who are celebrating their biggest holiday of the year, and I don’t want to be seen by Muslims who are out here mocking the Christian infidels.  If people see me they also may see the ancient clay bottle, and this bottle is for me—Nebuchadnezzar’s treasure!  

My Christian co-workers are crazy.  Although it may sound good to other Christians, parading around Bethlehem on Christmas Eve is just asking for trouble.  Bethlehem is a nasty place, anyway, but especially so for Christians at Christmas time.  Muslims, who hate this major holiday of the infidels, pour out onto the streets mocking and throwing rotten fruit at the Jesus freaks.  The best part is when they act out cynical versions of Christian myths.  In one of their typical Muslim skits, Mary becomes a prostitute; Joseph becomes a pick-pocket; and Jesus is a real, live monkey doing all sorts of monkey business.  I agree with their mockery.  Christmas—?  “Bah, humbug!”  


By early afternoon I am in my apartment and beginning to translate the writing I have found.  It is a tale told by a Jew named Daniel who lived in the town of Capernaum around the time of Jesus.  When Daniel wrote this story he was a fisherman in his late thirties or early forties. 

Reading Daniel’s story changes my life.  It’s as profound as that!  As I translate Daniel’s story I am drawn into an entirely different time outside time and into an entirely different life beyond the one I’ve been living.  By nightfall I have deciphered what’s on the parchment.   I read my translation over and over until I fall into a trance from which I will never really recover.  My plans are changed—all of them!  By midnight I am on a plane flying back to America.  

Part 2.  Daniel’s story.


Cousin Peter asked me to join them on the hillside outside Capernaum.  Jesus would be talking, and Cousin Peter said I had to come listen to this man.  People say he is a healer as well as a true holy man.  Maybe he’s even more than that.  Peter even insists that Jesus healed my body when Jesus was still a baby.  I know that isn’t true, but I decide to find some things out for myself so I am glad to accompany Cousin Peter and his friends this afternoon.


Sitting with the multitude on the hillside, Jesus says, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  That’s me.  I am “poor in spirit” because of some old riddle in me that I have never been able to remember.  Something deep in me changed when I was seven-years-old, and I have never known what happened.  This afternoon something about Jesus will solve the riddle.


It is his voice.  The voice of Jesus is eternal; I don’t know how else to describe it.  His voice is both the ancient Scriptures and the men who wrote them.  His voice is the hope of Isaiah as well as Isaiah himself—“Arise, shine; for thy light is come.”  His voice is the dream of Daniel as well as Daniel himself—“This is the dream; and we will tell the interpretation.”  His voice is the law of Moses as well as Moses himself—“I am the Lord thy God, which have brought thee out of the house of bondage.”  His voice—not his words—will free me from my own bondage.  His voice will solve the riddle of my soul.  


My hidden memory steps forward in the calming voice of Jesus.  Shortly after my unborn sister and mother died in childbirth, Poppa and I travel from Capernaum to Bethlehem to register and pay our taxes.  Since Momma’s death, Poppa is more dead for me than my mother ever could be.  On this journey to Bethlehem there is none of the familiar tousling of my hair, none of the fatherly grunting of instructions, and none of the old warmth and love of just the two of us being together.  I can’t say, “Me and Poppa” like I used to.  I no longer have a father.


When we arrive in Bethlehem we get the last room at the Inn.  The next family to seek a room is a man with a very pregnant wife who rides beside him on a donkey.  The man pleads with the innkeeper for a room.  Now, there was a time when Poppa gladly would have given up our room for these people, but now he is so empty inside that he just walks away.  
The man settles his wife back on their tired donkey and wanders off into the night.  Poppa and I go to our room.  I lay down beside him as he stares at the ceiling.  I lie there for hours, hoping he might become conscious of my presence.  My grief becomes unbearable and somehow gets mixed up in my mind with the man and his pregnant wife.

At this point the flow of my memory comes to a dead stop and everything goes blank again, just as it has always been.  I am afraid of all that is coming next, and I don’t want to remember.  As he speaks on the hillside, however, the voice of Jesus pauses, and he looks at me.  His eyes tell me, “Don’t be afraid.”  I know that I have to go on.  I have to face the oncoming memory. 


In the strong gaze of Jesus, the memory returns, and I see me running from our room at the Inn, running through the streets and alleys of Bethlehem, running over the trash heaps and rubble outside the City and, finally, running and slipping over an embankment and plunging headlong down a steep cliff and shattering like a mirror on the rocks below.  In Jesus’ gaze I see my seven-year-old body lying dead at the bottom of the cliff.  


After that, can there be any more memory?  I close my eyes to Jesus’ gaze, and a vast light fills me at the bottom of the cliff.  The light is eternal.  It is like a host of angels, a star of wonder.  

A great vision appears to me in the light.  As my own young life drifts away in death, I see a baby being born somewhere nearby.  The woman on the donkey has given birth.  In the holy light I see a vicious snake wounded when the baby is born.  In the holy light I see the snake crushed when the baby grows up and dies on a cross.  In the holy light I see my mother, glorious and radiant, in a body that is immortal, and I see my earthly home transformed into heavenly perfection.    
Everything in the eternal vision within the holy light is clean and clear and perfect.  There is no sin.  The holy baby, newborn at this moment of time, defines everything eternally.  The baby gives meaning to why we live and what happens when we die.  The baby reveals all of God’s creation, beginning in love and joy, and blooming on to the resurrection in new heavens and a new earth.  My own dying into all this holy light opens for me the meaning of all this holy night.  

Such a vision!  No wonder my memory was lost for all these years!  Now, through the voice of Jesus, I see my father picking up my broken body at the base of the cliff and carrying me forward.

“There’s something you must see,” Poppa says.  

The light that fills me disappears, but I can now hear my father’s voice and see the cave toward which he carries me.  His tears are wet and warm against my cheek.  Inside the cave is the newborn baby lying in a manger.  The baby is the same one now, on earth, which I saw in the light of heaven.  Light radiates from the baby.  The radiating light warms and then heals my dead body.  Cousin Peter was right about that.  Cousin Peter was right after all. Jesus, as a baby, brought me back to life.  

As Poppa kneels before the newborn child, he sets me down on my feet.  I stand strong, with all my senses alive, far more alive than I have ever known them to be.

Poppa tugs at my robe.  “You kneel, too, Daniel,” he says. 
Jesus finishes speaking on the hillside, and the multitude gathers around him.  Cousin Peter tries to take my hand and lead me to Jesus, but I kneel with my head bowed instead.   Just as the baby Jesus once healed my body in death so now the grown-up Jesus heals my soul in life.  I kneel as my heart finds its way home.
Part 3. Nebuchadnezzar goes to church.

After returning to America last Christmas Day in 2008, I, Nebuchadnezzar, wanted to find a home for my own heart and soul.  I needed a garden that would nurture in me what I learned from Daniel’s story.  Daniel fell and died into the light of holiness.  Daniel stood before the Christ child on the first Christmas morning.  Daniel sat before Jesus, later on, while his heart found its way home.  For me, Daniel’s story means all that is holy.  I, Nebuchadnezzar, am forever changed as Daniel was, and now I, Nebuchadnezzar, must find my way home as Daniel did.

“Lead me, Lord Jesus,” I pray.

Finding Christ in America today is not easy.


When I first got off the plane, I wandered the streets of New York City late in the day of last Christmas.  The stores were closed, and the abandoned remnants of old-age Santa Clauses and new-age peace symbols, which surrounded me in the evening light, were hardly the meaning of Christmas.  In fact, these false symbols were similar to the Muslims mocking Christian infidels on the streets of Bethlehem.


Things got worse before they got better.


In my search I have gone to many churches over the past year since returning to America.  Sadly, I found again and again that, like the paganism I’ve studied through archeology, God is a conjured up version of someone just a little bigger than man.  God is Man displayed as Man’s fantasies about himself.  Churches worship Jesus as Man, Mary often trumps the worship of her Son, and worship, itself, becomes little more than worldly entertainment.  In my search, nothing touches my soul as did the Jesus I saw in Daniel’s story.  Among ever-smiling faces of happy Christians beckoning to me, I am strangely alone.  


“Lead me, Lord Jesus.”


In my search I lose everything to find the Lord’s Rest.  I have no home, I have no job, I have no friends, and I am hungry.  It is one thing to know that I am completely turned around by God in heaven, but it is quite another thing to find my home here on earth.


Is Nebuchadnezzar’s treasure really an ancient tomb from which there is no escape?  I read the Bible but don’t understand it.   In my despair I think my treasure may be a curse.

“Lead me, Lord Jesus.” 


Then one day I break down while waiting for a job interview in an upstate New York high school.  The secretary who greeted me comes over to me as I weep alone in the waiting room.  Soon my grief is so great that she takes the risk of putting her hand in a comforting way on my head.  Does she know to tousle my hair like that, or did I move my head so that it just seems that way?


I never get to the job interview.  Soon the secretary is driving me to her parents’ home in the country.  It is a tiny house.  There is really no room for me, but they take me in anyway.  Her father is a pastor in a small church and, after many days of my eating their food and sleeping on their couch and doing battle with the Bible, this man begins talking to me about Jesus and the Bible.  


The secretary’s father becomes my Moses.  Like Moses he is slow of speech and tongue, but unlike Moses he shaves his head which makes him more like an old movie version of Pharaoh than Moses.  He loves the Bible, however, and because of that he can teach me the Bible as nobody that I have met.  He also lives the Bible.  His life has had many tragedies—those he suffered and those he caused—and he struggles with his faith.  He struggles to choose Christ every day.   That is the kind of teacher I didn’t want, but that is the kind of teacher I need.  


One day my Moses finds me on the couch—it has become my couch—struggling with some passages from Isaiah.  He asks me, simply, “Do you understand what you are reading?”  From that time on he teaches me the Bible, and I learn.  In the Bible, as truly taught, is the living God—the same alive Jesus of Daniel’s story.

Eventually, I join the Church that Moses is part of.  At the prodding of another elder in the Church, who has a fresh and brilliant knowledge of the Bible, I become a mailman so that I can both have a job as well as walk through life listening to the Scriptures or to wisdom about the Scriptures.  Another elder helps me to reach out to others, and soon he and I are talking to many broken people about the true Jesus behind the façade of Santa Clauses and the false symbols of peace when there is no peace.   


Tonight, near the end of the year of 2009, I am going to a Christmas Eve candle-light service at my new Church.  Moses will give a short talk from Luke on the shepherds and the manger and the cave outside Bethlehem, and I know his talk will ring very true.  It will remind me of the story of Daniel being first dead from the fall and then alive in the light of the Christ child.  

As I ride to the Church in their family’s seasoned sedan, I think about last Christmas Eve in Bethlehem. All of that now seems long ago and far away, but it was only one year ago in 2008.  Was I really so angry at Christmas last year? 

I have found my home.


