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The man steadily made his way up the long sloping road towards the small town at the top of the hill.  He knew that, should all go to plan, he would be taking the very same road out of town in a few days’ time, only in the opposite direction and carrying significant rewards.  As it were, the man entered the small town with nothing but a dusty old book and his not-inconsiderable wits.

If anyone were to ask him how he could be so confident in what he did he would simply tell him or her that he paid attention to people. He paid attention to how people act and how they react.

 
The man reached the main street of the town and quietly surveyed the buildings and their occupants as he made his way through.  Pausing for a second he looked up at a rather highly wrought building sitting at the very top of the hill. The building stood out like a sore thumb amid the more modest houses and places of business that made up the town and he immediately recognised it as the place to play his trade.  

***
It was just after 6 o’clock and Thomas Abrams was enjoying what he considered a well-earned pint of ale at the town inn. Thomas was in the midst of an argument with another of the inn’s regulars as to the function and necessity of the town’s 3 Lords.  Lord Adonai, Lord Bel and Lord Kyrios – collectively known as the Council – were generally very well respected within the town for both their wisdom and guidance.  As the townsfolk would declare, the 3 Lords had dedicated their lives to a greater purpose – understanding and imparting the knowledge of the Higher Power. The Council dispensed their wisdom from the building sitting at the very top of the hill, the notably extravagant building known as the Temple.

‘Such questions are close to heresy,’ Thomas’s drinking partner was saying, ‘you need to have faith my friend.’

‘I put my faith in what I can see and I can touch,’ Thomas countered, ‘blind faith in an absent and ineffectual deity makes a mockery of our ideas of logic and reason.’

‘I don’t believe faith and reason to be incompatible. The Lords have guided us well over the years. They are just and full of wisdom’

Thomas scoffed.

‘The Lords sit up in their fancy Temple, adorned in their lavish robes, drinking the finest of wines and counting their gold while the people of the town work 10 hour days just to get by. Does this sound like the will of a Higher Power?’

The argument was getting a little heated, something neither of the men had intended, and so both agreed to change the subject.  Looking out the window of the inn, Thomas noticed a strange man approaching the Temple at the top of the hill. He was carrying nothing but a dusty old book.

‘What do you make of that?’ he asked his companion.

‘A traveller most likely,’ the man responded without much interest, ‘coming to seek guidance from the Lords.’

‘Good luck to him then,’ said Thomas, the sarcasm evident in his voice, ‘what kind of book do you suppose that is?’

 ‘It looks pretty important,’ the man said sitting up to take notice, ‘maybe it contains more wise words for the Lords to interpret.’ 

***

The man entered the building at the top of the hill without knocking. The Lords, not expecting any visitors where disturbed.

‘Who dare enter the temple without invitation?’ came the voice of Lord Bel.

‘Forgive me oh great Lords, but I would have not been so hasty had I not something of tremendous value to deliver to the lords.’ The man announced confidently.

As he spoke he approached the three Lords and held out before them the dusty old book that he had been carrying.  The three Lords exchanged glances before returning their attention to the man and nodding, indicating that they would hear what he had to say.

‘The book that I hold before you is very old and of great importance,’ he began, ‘it contains information and lessons that have come directly from the Higher Power.’

‘And what proof do you have of this?’ asked Lord Kyrios

‘A fair question my wise and powerful Lord. This ancient book has been enchanted by the Higher Power’s most loyal servants.’

The man went on to explain that the book was enchanted so that its pages would appear blank to all those who did not possess true faith. In this way the Higher Power was able to ensure that only His most loyal of subjects would receive His wisdom.  The three Lords, each believing that they themselves possessed this true faith, were convinced of the book’s authenticity and enquired as to what they must do to possess the book.  The man explained to the Council that in order to be sure that the Lords possessed true faith, each of them would have to prove they could read the pages of the book.  The three Lords, though partially insulted, were confident enough in their own faith and soon agreed.

***

One by one the 3 Lords led the man into a small adjourning room and sat down to examine the book.  Lord Adonai was the first and as he attempted to read, to his great consternation, he saw no text on the pages.  Refusing to be alarmed he continued to study the pages, turning to the next page every few moments to give the illusion that he was reading.  After about 15 minutes he closed the book and looked across at the man.

‘I am satisfied that this book is what you say it is sir,’ Lord Adonai spoke.

‘You were able to read the pages my Lord?’ the man played along.

‘I was indeed’

‘And you read of how you were to instruct the people of your town to deliver to myself, as a representative of the Higher Power, all of the gold they possess? That the Higher Power does not look favourably upon those who hoard wealth?’ 

Lord Adonai hesitated ever so slightly before confirming that this was indeed what he had read. Satisfied, the man excused the first of the Lords and asked him to send in the next.

Both Lord Kyrios and Lord Bel underwent the same test with the same outcome and receiving only slightly modified versions of the message given to Lord Adonai. Lord Kyrios confirmed that what he had read in book was that the Higher Power did not look kindly upon people so vain as to adorn themselves in only the most ostentatious attire and so agreed to have the town’s people offer up their finest fabrics to the men. Lord Bel, in turn, confirmed that what he read in the book was that the Higher Power did not abide that people should waste their money on intoxicating liquors that could only lead to sin, and so agreed that the town’s people must give up their premium wines to the men. The man gladly accepted all that the three Lords offered them and promised that everything they received would be passed on to the Higher Power and his most loyal servants. 

***

The time then came to address the town’s folk, a task that would prove easier than expected for, during the last hour or so, whilst the three Lord’s were deciphering the book’s secrets, a mass of people, Thomas Abrams included, had gathered in the town square. The town’s folk watched as the members of the Council, accompanied by the traveller, as he was now being referred, slowly made their way down the hill towards the square.  Some random chatter throughout the crowd died down as the Lords began to address the crowd.

‘Gentle town folk,’ Lord Adonai began, ‘the Higher Power has entrusted to us three Lords a gift of immense knowledge. The book that Lord Kyrios is holding before you is of great historical importance and contains the word of the Higher Power Himself.’

The town’s people looked with awe upon the book and the three Lords.

‘However, in return for this great gift, the Higher Power has requested some sacrifices from you, his loyal subjects.’

The 3 Lords explained the donations of gold, fabric and wine that the town’s people must give to the Higher Power and, though there was some mild grumbling within the crowd, for the most part the people understood that what they were giving up paled in comparison to what it was they were gaining.  

In fact only one person spoke up in opposition to Council’s decree – Thomas Abrams.  The doubt and frustration that had been building within Thomas finally came to the surface and he shouted to be heard above the din. 

‘And why are we expected to believe that this is the word of the Higher Power? Why would the Higher Power need all of our gold, fabrics and wine?’

‘You question the word of the Almighty?’ Lord Bel shouted back.

‘I am merely sceptical that what is written in that book came from the Higher Power Himself, why should we trust the man who brought it to us?’ 

The Lords thus invited Thomas to read the book for himself and so he did. Thomas studied the pages of the book carefully, checking each of the pages for text. Finding nothing he looked towards the Lords and then to the man who had brought the book into the town. 

‘But these pages are blank,’ he said to both the Lords as well as the traveller before turning to the crowd and shouting the same.

‘The pages are blank.’

The crowd, not knowing exactly what to make of this, began to murmur.

The traveller, noticing the unrest of the crowd, approached the Lords and whispered something to them.  The Lords nodded their heads before addressing the crowd.

‘But this is not true good people of the town,’ announced Lord Bel, ‘each of us Lords have consulted the book and found it to be full of the Higher Power’s wisdom.’

The crowd again became silent. Thomas stood tall with a mixture of nervousness and indignation. 

‘This just proves that Thomas Abrams here does not possess true faith.’

The crowd quickly reasoned that this must be the case and looked to the Lords as to what must happen next.  Again the traveller whispered something to the Lords and this time it was Lord Adonai who addressed the crowd.

‘The great book advises us as to how the Higher Power responds to heretics such as this man here.’

‘Heretic?’ Thomas queried, ‘I believe my doubts to be valid. Who else here has read the book?’

But the crowd were not listening to Thomas and a chorus of boos erupted before the Lords managed to quiet the crowd.

‘Good people, the book instructs us that anyone incapable of reading the book and, of denying that this can only be attributable to a lack of faith, must be sentenced to immediate death. What say you faithful people of the town?’

Again the noise from the crowd grew loud and Thomas realised that his logic and reason would not save him. Thomas’s frustration gave way to a new understanding and he realised that he had had faith all along, a misguided faith at that. For Thomas, choosing not to place his faith in an invisible God or His representatives on Earth had instead placed his faith in his fellow man.  The folly of this faith now became apparent and it would cost him his life

***

