From the beginning of time this had been a desert place. Nothing had ever grown here, nothing could ever survive here as far as anyone could imagine. The vast areas of sand and rock surrounding it had once, many centuries before, been covered with forest, crisscrossed by irrigation channels, had supported thousands of cattle, sheep and goats, and field upon field of grain, But not this place. This was true wilderness: sterile, barren, a cruel, hard place, a place of paralysed chaos, where no order seemed able to emerge. A place of no hope. Any track leading towards it veered away, or stopped at its edge. Even the insane went no farther.
Yet not once, but twice, he went there, and not just to its borders, but to the dead heart of it.
The first time he slipped in uncertainly, merging in his frailty with the dust and the rock. There was no fuss, no noise, nothing to see, but in that wilderness his mercy, his humility and his love were put on the rack, tried by all that was merciless and life-defeating. The forces of dark​ness gathered their strength to twist and stretch, to pull and tear him. They did not prevail. He slipped out again, without fuss, without noise, without spectacle, and re​turned to human company, his mercy, humility and love now as strong as steel.
Once more he went there, this time not uncertainly. He came as a conqueror, as one who had already won the victory, and the forces of darkness retreated, cowered among the rocks, and dared not block his path. He strode through the dust and across the bare rock, casting no shadow as he went, leaving flowers in his footsteps. Be​hind him came the creatures of the desert. They arrived in their thousands, running, crawling, sliding in his wake. The insects came too, and the birds.
The sky above the place had once been as barren as the ground, but now insects in their millions danced their eternal dance of life in humming ^Iridescent clouds, but​terflies fluttered about him, enlivening the air with the bright gaiety of their wings, while up there, high up there in the sudden bright blue, the eagles and the kites wove a crown for him with the circling patterns of their great wings.
Before this multitude, this noisy celebration, the forces of darkness fled, fled towards a low depression in the dead centre of the place. As he reached the edge of the hollow, the animals behind him slipped into the shadows of the rocks, the insects ceased their humming and settled on the ground, and the birds hung motionless in the sky.
They waited. He did not. He went on without pause, down towards the middle of the depression. There, in the centre, was a large, broken rock, with a strange horn jutting out from its side, tapering to a point some seven feet from the ground. From that arm of rock hung a rope, and from the rope hung a man. Though a sudden storm howled and shrieked, and snatched repeatedly at the body, causing it to swing wildly to and fro, he, the conqueror, marched up to the rock, took the man down, untied the rope from his neck, and laid him on his shoulder and left the hollow bearing the man.
At that moment the wind died. The animals, the insects and the flowers invaded the hollow, and the eagles and kites and falcons flew above it - tumbling, twisting, swooping in their ecstasy.
They stayed in that place and made their homes there, the animals and the birds, the insects and the flowers,
In heaven, joy knew no bounds. They had waited a long time for this. They had missed him. They had needed his company. But now he had come home, riding on the shoulders of the one he had once betrayed. They killed a fatted calf for him, dressed him up like a king, put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet,44 and wept and cheered as once again the betrayer and the betrayed embraced.
