CHISTUSDESTITUTUS
- Bud Webster

Jesus lay dying in afive-dollar flop. Dark against the sheets, his face and hands were marked and bent by
every day of hisseventy years; histhin body barely made adent in the old mattress.

None of the bedsin the shelter's clinic were empty. There was no shortage of old men too poor for the
hospitas or for whom there was smply no room elsewhere. Once, he had tended the hopeless old men
in these beds; now, he was just one more of them.

"Y eshua bar-Y osef.&€» The voice was lifeless; the words a statement, not aquestion. It was hisbirth
name, no one had caled him that for two thousand years.

He opened hiseyes.
"Oh,&€+ he said, &odt's you. What are you doing here?”’

The old man glanced down the aide at the floor supervisor. If held heard the voices, he gaveno sign. The
words weren't Englishé€” weren't any Earthly tongued€”, but it wouldn't matter anyway; there was aways
the low murmur of voices here. Some patients prayed, some babbled, or cried out in pain; if you were
here long enough, you got used toit.

Vicwouldn't seethe angdl standing over the old man's bed.

* * % %
"I am herefor you,&€- the angel said.
"Yeah, well, | didn't cal for you. Go away."
"It isnot permitted.”

"By who? Him? Screw Him,&€» the old man said hotly. &€adt's not Hislife. It never was. Leave me
done, Urid."

"It does not haveto be your time."

"Bullshit. It's been my time for the past twenty centuries. It's always been my time. Go away and let me
diein peace”

"It isnot permitted. Y ou know this."

The old man sighed; hislungs crackled, and it turned into a coughing fit.

"Angelic compassion',&€+ he finaly managed. &€oeY ou're inhuman. Y ou can't know."
"What can | not know?"

"What your compassion isfor, that'swhat. What ajoke.&€» The old man reached for a chipped mug on
the table next to the bed. The messenger watched, but did nothing to help.

The cup shook as hetried to lift it to hislips, spilling water on the worn blanket.

"Here, Pete. Lemme help ya.é€« The supervisor, alarmed by the old man's coughing, had hurried over.



He cranked the head of the bed to a Sitting position and held the cup so the old man could drink.
&€ceY ou ok now? Y ou want meto call Father Nicholas?'

"Nah, Vic. I'masok as| can be, | guess. Thanks."

"Hey, & sawright. You'd do th&€™ same.&€- Patting the old man's hand, he returned the cup to the
little table and walked back to his desk.

"That, Urid. That's compassion. That's humanity.&€+ He shook his head against the pillow. &ad pity
you, al of you, because you'l never know."

The Messenger said nothing.

"They've had many namesfor you. Cherubim, Seraphim, Principdities, dl those
dancing-on-the-head-of-a-pin names. Y ou know what name fits you the best? &€"Aliens. Strangers.

Y ou don't touch humanity at any given point, did you know that? Y ou don't love, don't hate, edt, fart, or
fuck. Y ou've been given dominion over humanity since the very beginning, and you haven't had the
dightest ideain dl that time what you were dealing with.&€s The old man chuckled. &oeNo wonder the
human race is so screwed up.”

"Itisour lot. Thereisno judtification, no explanation. It just is"

""Why, daddy?&€- the old man replied in ahigh, quavery voice. Then, much lower, &€céBecause, that's
why.&€™ What a crock.”

The Messenger blinked. &ceY ou blaspheme.”

"Then take your goddam flaming sword and run my ass out of the goddam garden, Uridl. Who has better
reason to blaspheme?"

"It isnot permitted.”

"Yeah, right, | don't have afucking permit. So sue me."

Both were silent for afew moments. Findly, the old man spoke.
"Y ou redly want to know why, Messenger?'

The angd shrugged. &€oPerhaps.”

"Y ou were there at Golgotha."

"l wasthere."

"Then you saw what happened. Didn't it ever occur to you to ask why? Shit, He destroyed Sodom. He
let Joshua bring down Jericho by blowing rams&€™ horns. He gave it to Mosesto part the Red Sea. Did
you ever stop to wonder why He didn't just bring me down off that goddam cross once Hed made His
point?&€« The sound the old man made might have been alaugh.

"'Goddam crossa€™ isright,&€+ he went on. &odHe turned His back on me. | took the sins of the
whole world on my bleeding shoulders because it was His Will, and He turned His amighty back on me
because | made Him want to puke. He left me there to die alone, Uriel! He abandoned me because |
did what he put before me to do, because He couldn't stand to see what HE'd made me become.&€» A
tear leaked from the corner of one eye.



"Why did Hedo that? It was dl Hisidea, His... Plan. | did what | was supposed to do. Hell, even
Judas did what he was supposed to do.&€s He turned his blazing eyes on the Messenger. &€oAnd
where isthe thirteenth disciple now, Uriel 7€+ he asked softly. &€oaNhat treein hell bears his name and
sorrow?"

The Messenger gazed down at the old man, but showed no signs of fedling.

"It isnot for usto know...&€¢ it began.

"It wasfor me to know, goddamn it! | was His & only begotten son', or had you forgotten that?*
"| forget nothing."

The old man sank back againgt the pillow.

"Leave methe Hell done, Urid. You can't do anything for meand | can't do anything for you."

The angd looked around impassively, then said, &ceT here are humans present. Thisisno concern of
theirs”

"Thehdl you say."
"We must not attract undue attention.”

"Thenfix it! You'rethefrigging supernatura entity here, you want thisto be private, you do something
about it. Take usto Limbo or someplace. | don't care, aslong as| can get Vic's attention if | need to."

"To take you out of thisredlity would be pointless. | am to stay with you until your death, and my timeis
limited. However, as of now, none can hear us."

"Try to imagine how comforting that is,&€- the old man said, voice thick with irony.

There was a papable silence; then the Messenger spoke. &€aeY ou have confused us with this
manifegtation. After dmaost two millennia, why did you choose thistime and place?!

"I needed timeto think. Timeto cool off. | stayed dead along time, Uriel.&€» The old man sighed.
&€ceTime goes by fast when you're having fun. After 1900 years or so, give or take adecade, | decided
to try again, on my own."

"Y ou ddliberately chose an anonymous path when your Second Coming would have been cel ebrated.
Mot of humanity would have followed you."

The old man shook hishead. &ad didn't want that. | wanted to seeif | could make it work without al
the church stuff, just by being what | could be.&€» He picked idly at the thin, worn blanket. &€od
wanted friends, not followers. | helped alot of peoplein smal ways. It turned out | had areal taent for
healing&€” how's that for irony, Messenger?a€” and | went al over the place. | worked in hospitals, rode
with rescue squads, | was even an army corpsman. Hell, I've been here dmost twenty years. | just
wanted to help.&€» He shrugged and the sheets whispered against histhin back. &€odt'sdl | ever
wanted to do.

"It seemed to work. People got better, were grateful. They passed along the favors to others, donated
time and money to the shdlter, made the world adightly better place than it might have been otherwise.

"I've lived alot longer thistime, too. And you know the best part, Uriel? Nobody will come adong after
I'm dead thistimeto pissin it o they like the taste. No Crusades in my name, no Inquisition, no



pogroms. No & ethnic cleansing'. If Hereally had wanted to do thisthing right, Hed have gathered an
army of &€ unnecessary manifestationsd€™ and set usloose dl over the world. But then,&€s he
continued wearily, &oghere wouldn't have been aBig Book with Hisnamein it and dl those ludicrous
dories”

"Y ou avoid the question.”

"I'm under no obligation to answer it. I've paid those dues. Look,&€* he continued, &odHe cameto me
when | wasjust akid. | was smart enough to have attracted some attention with therabbis, and | asked a
lot of questionsthat some of them weren't comfortable with. God gave me avision one night, and
promised me alot of thingsa€” immortdity, the ability to realy help people, whatever it would take for His
Plan to work.&€+ He shook his head. &€od said yes. What did | know? | wasjust akid.”

"That was then. What of now?'

"Okay. Y ou want reasons?a€s the old man asked quietly. &oRenewal. Recompense. Requital.
Restitution.&€» With each word his voice grew stronger. &€oeRel ease. Rectification. Revenge.
Resurrection.&€» Then, softer: &€oRedemption.”

"Isthisproper?"

"Y ou ask stupid questions, Uridl, and insult both our intelligence. Vic!&€» he called out to the supervisor.
€A sk God about &€ proper’, Urid. Wasit &€ properd€™ for Him to go off in a sulk because he
didnt like theway His experiment turned out? Because He couldn't handle the enormity of what he'dd
done?a€» He struggled to raise himself. &€calob. That poor bastard didn't know how well off he was.
vic"

Vic hurried over. &€ca/Nhataya need, Pete?"
"| gotta piss, man. Can you get meto the can?'

"Y eah, sure.&€+ He helped the old man sit up, then put his arm across the bony shoulders and
half-carried him to the bathroom. The Messenger looked on disinterestedly.

After seating the old man on the toilet, Vic said, &ceNow, you call me when you need me. Don't try
anéE™ make it back by y'sdf, ok?"

"Ok, Vic. I'll cdl you if | need you.&€+ He smiled wanly as Vic lft.

The flow from the old man's bladder was dow and painful; he didn't have to look to know it wastinged
with blood.

The Messenger gppeared in front of him.

"Oh, thisisagood one, dl right, &€+ the old man muttered. &€caJrid in the urinal. What are you doing
here, Messenger?'

Something about the angel's bearing betrayed uncertainty.

"Y ou |eft after your resurrection. We watched you walk away from your disciples, leaving them
frightened and puzzled, full of questions. Y ou did nothing to answer those questions.”

"That was Paul'sjob, and he waswelcometo it. Hell, he wrote most of the New Testament and let the
rest of them take the credité€” or the blame. | just wanted out.&€+ He leaned his head back against the



wall. &ad'd had enough of the cult, enough of the adoration and the praise. It's not what | wanted, ever."
"Youwent to Hell."

"Heh. Yeah, | went all to Hell.&€+ He closed his eyes. &€ad was furious. | wanted to kick ass and take
names. | couldn't take it out on the poor bastards who hung me up. They didn't know what they were
doing. So, | harrowed Hell."

"The marks remain. The gates have never been rebuilt.”
"Y eah, well. Milton wasimpressed. What's your point, Uriel ?*
"Where did you get such power?

The old man glared. &od had it. Not that | wanted it. When | let Him ... recruit me, He charged melike
abattery. There was plenty |eft.”

"Even after He had abandoned you?'

"Look, He set dl kinds of shit in motion that day. Earthquakes, an eclipse, sorms. It doesn't just
disspate. Once you manifest on the physica plane, you haveto ded with physica laws. How much
power do you think it takes to rise after three days? Just because He turned away doesn't mean He
turned it off like some kind of heavenly circuit bregker.”

"Y ou could have used the power to search for Him."

"And then what? Reasoned with Him? Begged Him to take me back? Beat the living shit out of Him?a€»
The old man reached behind himsdlf and flushed. His hand trembled. &€ca/Vhat you are to Humanity, He
isto me; there'sno common point for discussion.&€s Eyes closed, he dumped wearily against the back
of thetoilet.

"Ah, God, I'm sotired ... so fucking tired. Why are you here, Messenger? | didn't ask for you."
The angd was silent for severd minutes. &€ceThere is an imbalance. It must be corrected.”
"What kind of imbalance?&€s the old man asked dully.

"Animpermissible one. Onethat concernsthe entirety of humanity.”

"Great. Well &€+ he said after amoment, &oavhat? C'mon, I'm old and tired, and | just want to die and
have done with it. What's so important?’

"Y ou were wrong."

"Wrong about what?"'

"Y our crucifixion and its consequences.”

The old man's eyes opened, and he turned to focus on the other's face.
"What are you tdling me, Messenger?"

The angel stared at him with cold eyes. &€0eAre you so arrogant that you believe He turned His back on
you alone? He deserted dl of us."

"l don't understand. All'sright with theworld, isn't it? Doesn't that mean God'sin His heaven?’



"Y our jest ismeaningless and out of place.”
"Y eah, well, you guyswere never known for your sense of humor. Explain yourself.”

"My statement was clear. God has abandoned Histhrone. Thereis no existing physica or metaphysica
plane that we have not searched. He went where none of us could follow."

The old man stared as the enormity of this sank in. He passed a shaking hand over hiseyes.
"This... you can't be serious. Y ou can't have looked everywhere, not everywhere."

"We have. Our search was systematic and complete. Thereis no place in existence in which God can be
found. Heisgone."

A look of sick horror passed over the old man's face. &ca/Nhen? When did He leave?'
"Isitimportant? Heisgone."

"When, goddamiit!"

"Golgotha."

"Golgothal But ... the soulsin heaven. Arethey gone, too? Did he at least pull the plug and | et them go?"
"Hedid not. Thesoulsremain.”

"But without Him, with just you there, they couldn't survive. Not and stay sane.”

"They have survived. They arenot ... whole."

"Oh ... oh, my...&€* There were no words to express what the old man felt. He raised his head, tears
now faling fredy. &€caVhat about Hell?"

"All mad, demonsand logt soulsdike.”

"Purgatory?"

"All mad.”

"Even limbo? Even the righteous heathen? And ... Oh, God, the children! Even the children?”

"Mad. There was no one,&€» the angdl said, &€cecapable of maintaining their sanity after He left. Do you
understand?a€ The angd stared at the old man. &aeDo you understand all that this means?’

Eyes again closed, the old man nodded his head. &€ceThey don't have anyone to guide them, nobody to
help them make sense of what's happened. Their &€ Heavenly Father', the one who made dl the
promises, isn't there to counsel them, to make them safe.&€» Hopelessly, he looked at the angdl. &€oeDo
they know that they've been abandoned?!

"How could they not know? God is gone."
"Andyou ... you waited two thousand years to tdl methis?'

"Our time does not pass as yours. Our search was extensive, it required much more time than that.&€e
The angel'svoice wasice. &odt passed no more quickly for those who arelost.”



"How long?&€» the old man said between clenched teeth. &€csHow long hasit been for them?"
"Eternity.”

Jesus wept. Sumped againgt atoilet in aNew Y ork shdlter for the homeless, histhin body wracked with
sobs, he wept for the souls of the dead; lost now, lost always, lost forever.

"Do you understand all that this means?a€e the angel repesated.

"Yes, goddamit, | know! He walked out on the whole human race, walked out on al His promises, and
plans, and against His sworn word. | know what it means.é€+ His head sagged against his chest.
a€calust let me die and get it over with. I'mtired.”

"Y ou do not understand. God is gone. His place must not remain empty."
Thewords sank in dowly. Jesusraised his head, eyes wide with shock. &€caNhat?!

The angd looked at him without emotion. &€ceY ou spoke of compassion. Y ou said that you pitied us,
that we would never know what it meant. Y ou were wrong."

The old man said nothing; hejust stared.

"Those who are logt, those who will come, need guidance. We cannot giveit. They cannot giveit to
themsdaves. Thereisonly you. We can no longer alow them to suffer.”

"No! It'stoo much! I've earned dying, damnit!”

"You will teke Hisplace.

"l ssidno! | won'tdoit!"

The angel looked down at the old man with cold eyes; burning cold, inhuman eyes.

"I will tell you as| oncetold Ezra. Go weigh for me the weight of fire, or measure for me ablast of wind,
or call back for methe day that is past. Can you do these things?'

The old man's voice shook with helplessrage. &aeY ou know | can't! | never could! 1 wasn't born with
power, He wasn't my Father! &€+ He tried to bring himsalf under control, but his hands and head shook
asif pasied, and hisface was as blotched as the tiles benesth his bare feet.

"l was given this choice once before, Messenger, and | took it even though | knew it would kill me. This
time I'm refusing the cup! &€+ His voice became petulant. &€ceY ou can't make me do it, you son of a
bitch!"

"Y ou had choice in Gethsemane. Here and now, you do not. | am not here to bring you back, or to coax
you, but to tell you what will be.&€» The air around the angel grew bright and hot asit spoke. &€ceY ou
will die. You will ascend. Y ou will take the throne. Thereis nothing else. God is gone, and you have no
choice”

"Bastard ... bastard...&€ The ancient voice was whisper-thin now, cracked and broken like spun glass.
&od e medie..."

"Y es.&€+ The angel placed a hand on Jesusa€™ brow.
And the old man's hands stopped shaking; his head fell back against the wall; hisworn body sagged



dowly in place; and he died.

* k% k %

Back at hisdesk, Vic grew worried. Pete had been in thetoilet along time, and there was no sound. Not
wanting to disturb the other patients, he got up and hurried around to make sure everything was okay. He
tapped softly on the door.

"Y o, Pete. Y ou need help?&€s There was no answer. &€odPetel &€+ he said louder.

Alarmed, he eased the door open just far enough to look in; he didn't want to embarrass the old man if
held just fallen adeep on thejohn.

Whét he saw made him curse softly and rush to the old man's sde. He felt the thin wrigt, then turned and
rushed out of the bathroom and down the hall where Father Nicholas's room was. He returned moments
later with the priest behind him.

"| couldn't find a pulse, padre. Oh, jeez, what away to go...&€+ His voice wasthick with grief; the old
mean had been well loved.

Father Nicholas checked for a pulse, then closed the eyes and began Last Rites. Vic stood to one side,
unashamed tears on his cheeks.

The priest finished the sacrament, then went to phone for an ambulance. Vic followed, hiseyes pleading
for comfort, for sense.

"Why'd he heftadiein there, padre? Why'd he hafta go in the can?”'

The priest patted Vic's shoulder. &ad know, | know. It's abad place to end, especialy for aman like
Pete. But it's okay, Vic.&€* He turned to ook one last time at the body sprawled on the toilet. &€adt's
okay. Heswith God now."



