WITNESS
Reading Group Discussion Guide

The author’s notes at the back of the book provide some interesting topics for
discussion. Here are a few more for you to mull over.

A. One difference between the book WITNESS and most Biblical movies is that in
the book, Miryam, Yosef and Yeshua merit no special treatment. They are treated like the
average, working class people they are. Do you agree with this approach? Do you find
instances of this in the Biblical narratives?

B. The details of the birth narrative are deliberately left somewhat vague. We have
Westernized Christ’s birth and, because it is celebrated in December, imagined the
Middle East to be just like Europe or North America at Christmas. There must be some
discrepancies. Can you think of any widely accepted facts that are clearly wrong? Were
there “inns” during that era? Most nativity sets have the shepherds and the Wise Men
crowded in together. Does this conform to the Biblical account?

For additional information see study file Jesus’ Birth.

C. Rivkah mentions that shepherds are generally looked down upon by the rest of
society. That seems to be a contradictory statement. How could this happen in a
primarily agrarian economy. Temple worship centered on the sacrifice of animals, mostly
sheep and the Passover meal consisted of a roasted lamb on every table. Since they were
so critical to community life, why wouldn’t shepherds be esteemed?

For additional information see study file Sheep and Shepherds.

D. Yaakov never questions Yeshua’s Mashiachshipyet he adopts a wait-and-see
attitude. Is there any contradiction there? Even if we are given advance knowledge, as the
shepherds were, can we assume to know God’s timetables?

E. The story chronicles the rise and fall of Judas the Galilean and Athrongeus of
Judea, both of whom turned out to be shekersor false Mashiach’s Why did people
follow them? What similarities and differences are there between the false Mashiachs of
Rivkah’s time and cult leaders of our present age? What about the shekerghemselves,
what could their motivation have been?

F. The concept of clean and unclean confounds modern understanding. It had
nothing to do with “dirtiness.” Rather it is a sanctification of life and death, both of which
belong to the Lord. Thus, contact with the forces of life (semen, blood, or childbirth) or
the forces of death (sickness and dead bodies) meant a person had entered a holy realm.
The mikvakacknowledged this and re-established the relationship between human and
divine. How is this analogous to our Baptism? How is it not? Could Moses have been
considered unclean if he failed to remove his shoes when walking on holy ground?

For additional information see study file Unclean.
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G. Ancient Judaism relied upon ritual and symbolism in its prayers and worship,
even carrying them over to daily life. What, if any, of this is evident in modern
Christianity? How do our celebrations of Thanksgiving, Christmas and Easter resemble
the Jewish festivals? What examples might there be that Jesus adhered to these practices?
For additional information see study file Biblical Festivals and Feast Days.

See also What a Christian can Learn from Broadway.

H. Rivkah says some couples consummated their relationship after their betrothal
rather than waiting for the wedding. This custom prevailed only in Judea, which was
under the heavy hand of Roman prefects. Galilee, by comparison, was ruled by Herod
Antipas, nominally Jew. The binding effect of betrothal is clear in Matthew 1:18 when
Joseph considers divorcing Mary. How do our engagement rituals compare? Do most
engaged couples in America follow the traditions of Judea, or Galilee?

I. Rivkah and Shemu’el had a time alone after their wedding to consummate their
marriage. This practice is symbolically honored when Jewish couples are sequestered in
the Rabbi’s office or other room alone for a short time following their marriage. The 19th
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banging of pans and a raucous serenade of newlyweds. Does that imply that they too
consummated the marriage immediately after the wedding? Many modern couples leave
the church in a limo and arrive later at the reception. Is this at all comparative to the
Jewish practice?

J. Rivkah mentions techeleidye while sewing. Production techniques were a
carefully guarded secret in the ancient world. Her father’s friend, Sidonius, from the area
of Tyre and Sidon where the dye was made sells techeletthread and cloth. Purple and
blues have always been considered “Royal” colors because of their scarcity and high cost.
This continued into the Middle Ages and beyond. Is it still reflected in our own society?
Could this have influenced the military’s use of the purple heart? Why are so many
presentation boxes lined with blue or purple velvet? What other examples might there be?
For additional information see study file Techelet Dyes.

K. At the end of the book Rivkah is forced to take the lambs to Jerusalem and, in so
doing, encounters Miryam and Yeshua on the way to Golgotha. Was this merely a co-
incidence, or was Shemu’el’s accident providential? Although one would never accuse
God of causing pain or suffering, does he use it for his purposes? When have you felt the
hand of God in your life? It’s been said that objects are best examined by bringing them
closer, but life is best examined from a distance. Do you agree? Has time altered your
perception of significant events in your life?
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L. After Miryam and Y ’shua pass, a group of Pharisees trail behind mocking and
denying Yeshua’s kingship. Do you believe Rivkah acquitted herself well in her
encounter with the Pharisee? What would you have said? (Keep in mind that, unlike us,
neither she nor the Pharisee had the benefit of knowing how the story would end.)

M. Though there is no Biblical mention of it, there is a long tradition of Veronica
and her veil. Rivkah makes passing reference to a woman removing her veil and wiping
Jesus’ face after he fell. Many experts dismiss the account. Is it an unrecorded truth, or
simply pious fiction? What about the shroud of Turin?

There are actually three pieces to this puzzle: the shroud, the sudarium(or napkin
which covered the face), and Veronica’s veil.

Apocryphal references record a correspondence between Jesus and King Abgar of
Edessa. He begged Jesus to come to his territory and heal the lepers. In response, Jesus
promised to send a gift of healing to him...which was said to be a portrait...or imprint of
His face. The apostle Judas Thomas (author of the epistle of Jude) supposedly carried the
sudariumto Edessa where it healed many. He is also reported to have recited the Hymn
of the Robe of Glory prior to his own crucifixion. The Robe of Glory is assumed to refer
to the shroud of Jesus.

Did it happen? Could this be the origin of the tradition of Veronica’s veil?

Though not as famous as the shroud, the sudariumis said to still exist. Interestingly
enough, its dimensions and facial structure match that of the shroud. The face on the veil
claimed to be Veronica’s is identical to that of the shroud except the eyes are open.

For additional information see study file Veronica’s Veil.



