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  Introduction


   


   


   


  This book is a collection of short stories that stir the imagination – unconventional, audacious, and evocative – stories that explore the miracle and mystery of the human psyche – stories of thoughts, feelings, and deeds – from the depths of imagination. Together, they represent speculative history, supernatural drama, and spiritual allegory that provide a fresh perspective on understanding our relationship with the universe, with each other, and with God.


   


  Six short stories are included, written in an entertaining style for the average person – sometimes stretching historical and theological customs – drama, adventure, and inspiration all rolled into one. It is not just fantasy or pure fiction. As such, it provides a fresh perspective on understanding the greater spiritual message – filling in gaps where people can stumble or fall. These stories have a Christian perspective, although there is no denominational focus.


   


  But beware, this is not run-of-the-mill Bible thumping! Be prepared to expand your mind!


   


  The setting for these stories ranges from the ancient Near East to conceptual manifestations of heaven, hell, and alternate realities. Some of the protagonists are well-known, some little-known, and some unknown. The common thread is that they are all involved in the great mystery of life and death.


   


  These are stories that you’ve probably never heard before, but they are not total figments of the author’s imagination. They are loosely based on historical records found in religious, but not strictly Biblical sources – stories from the apocrypha and pseudepigrapha that did not make it into the Biblical canon. They are derived from rough English translations and then adapted for modern readers in modern parlance. Every story has a “take-away” that fosters reflection, analysis, and further study – either alone or in a group setting. Insights that are gleaned from these stories can benefit both the individual and the greater community.


   


  Stories from ‘beyond the Bible’ can be intoxicating – wanting to always know more secrets and untold truths. Craving to know “what really happened at …” and “the rest of the story is …” are powerful human desires. Whether religious or secular, the craving still exists. The purpose of this book is to address those cravings and instill a greater sense of wonder into the human mystery – especially as it relates to God and our ultimate reality.


   


  Note that this is not a self-help book on improving relationships, overcoming suffering, or finding peace with God. There is no shortage of those type books to be found on the shelves. Rather, this book is much more than that – delving into deeper mysteries where greater insights may be found. Each story brings with it more than just inspiration – it brings wonder, hope, wisdom, reverence, and contentment – all brought into greater focus – making for a more fulfilling personal existence in harmony with God.


   


  There are many religious books (scholarly and practical), inspirational books, religious fiction, and self-help books. But there are very few collections of Bible stories that are “outside the box” – that deal with unknown characters and strange events – that touch the imagination and the soul in unconventional ways. So, the potential is huge for a wide crossover of personal appetites – people from many different affinity groups can read it and experience the wonder.


   


  The following stories are centered around the later life of Saint Peter – tales you won’t find in the Bible, but based on historical writings.


   


  The Lost Family of Clement


  Following the separation and presumed death of his family, a brilliant young man sets out to follow Peter as he ministers in Judea, but miraculously is reunited with his mother, father, and brothers in a remarkable series of events that solidifies his faith.


  The Strange Case of Petronilla


  A young girl is saved from a demon possession, but despite her disability, her faith is tested daily for the rest of her life.


  Eubula's Gold


  A naive rich woman is tricked by Simon the Sorcerer into giving up her gold and jewels. Peter foils the plot but Simon escapes to plague him another day.


  A City Called Habitation


  The Apostles meet Jesus on a strange island and have a foretaste of the Kingdom of Heaven. A dignified conception of holy truth, in story form but presented beneath a modest veil of allegory.


  Baptism in the Sea


  Peter converts the captain of the ship taking him from Judea to Rome by immersion over the side – and sustains the faith of the port’s innkeeper.


  The Talking Dog and Statue of Caesar


  Peter confronts Simon the Sorcerer by using miracles of God to overcome the magic tricks of Simon.


  Miracles at the House of Marcellus


  Miracles cause Marcellus to return to the faith after he had renounced it to follow Simon the Sorcerer.


  Simon’s Spectacular Flight Over Rome


  The extraordinary battles between the Apostle Peter, the Roman Emperor Nero, and the heretical sorcerer Simon Magus – The Man who could Fly! How it all played out.


  The Last Days


  The last week in the life of Saint Peter: Persecution in Rome, Peter’s Vision at the Gate, The Initiation of Clement, The Sermon of the Church as a Great Ship, and Peter’s Last Words and Prayers.


   


   


   




  Part 1


   


  Ministry in the Holy Land


   


   


   




   


   


   


   


  The Lost Family of Clement


   


   


   


   


  In 35 AD in the city of Rome, just shortly after the Passion of Jesus Christ, a baby boy is born to prominent Roman parents – educated, noble, and pagan, of course. The father’s name is Faustinianus, an important official, and the mother, who is extremely beautiful, is named Macidiana.1 She is a close relative of Emperor Tiberius, who had officially arranged the marriage. The baby boy’s name is Clement. He has twin older brothers named Faustinus and Faustus, and the family is prosperous and happy.


   


  The Separation


  However, as it happens, the brother of Faustinianus burns with desire for Macidiana – daily he makes forward advances that are lewd and inappropriate. Macidiana politely brushes off all of his gestures and proposals, but is reluctant to tell her husband about the impropriety because she doesn’t want to be the cause of a brotherly tiff, with possible violent repercussions. It is only a few years after the birth of Clement, but she needs to resolve the situation quickly, since the sight of her presence sets him afire. She needs to get far away, somehow, for a short time. Let him lose his lust.


  So, she feigns having a dream in which the gods tell her that unless she speedily leaves Rome with the two older boys, they will all perish miserably in some calamity. She tells it to her husband in this way, saying: “A mighty vision came to me last night from the gods – I have been told to depart from the city of Rome with our two sons Faustinus and Faustus, and that we should stay away for 5 years, or until I am commanded to return. If we do not do this, then our entire family will surely die a horrible-horrible death very soon. It was a warning from the gods. We must not ignore it.”


  When Faustinianus hears this divination from his wife, he becomes very fearful and agrees to allow his family members to temporarily leave town. He gives them a good deal of money and sends them on to Athens, with accompanying slaves and maid-servants, to stay with relatives. The boys are to attend school there, until the appropriate time of return. The youngest son Clement, who is only five years old at the time, remains in Rome with his father.


   


  However, as the family of three sails on the Mediterranean Sea, a terrible storm arises and pushes the ship way off course. After three days of battering waves, fierce winds, and pelting rain, the ship begins to tear apart, and a wreck is imminent. The crew desperately try to make a landfall but the storm is too severe and the boat too badly shattered. The “Abandon Ship!” alarm is sounded and all hands are for themselves in the sea. Macidiana tries to endure and remain with her sons, but alas, they are separated by the elements and left to fend on their own. The frantic mother is thrown by the wind and the waves upon a rock jetty, just a short distance from a land mass. She barely survives the storm, but loses everything – and is filled with sorrow and sadness over the fate of her sons. For days on end, she searches the sea and the rocks looking for the boys, weeping all the while. Often, she thinks of drowning herself in the sea, but she always recoils, still retaining a glimmer of hope in finding her sons.


   


  After a few days, she is found by fisherman on the rocks, brought to a bigger nearby island called Aradus, and given some food and rest for the healing of her wounds. But she has nothing left but the tattered clothes on her back. When she finally comes to the realization that she will never see her sons or husband again, she cries profusely, and cannot be comforted by anyone. Many women come to her and try to offer solace, but she turns them all away, except for one. A woman of equal age and suffering a similar misfortune, finally touches the heart of Macidiana, like a kindred spirit. She had lost her husband, a young man, to the sea just a year ago – and her love for him is so great that she cannot bring herself to ever marry again. She is equally heartbroken. Eventually, the two become friends and partners, sharing a house dwelling, and earning a subsistence living by working with their hands, doing menial chores for others.


   


  But after a few years of such labor, Macidiana’s hands, which had been sprained, cut, and broken by the storm, and never properly healed, have become so sore and misshapen, that she can no longer work for a living.2 In addition, her housemate has contracted an epilepsy and cannot get out of bed, no less do any work with her hands. Thus, poor Macidiana, once the elegant wife of a prosperous Roman official, and mother to a beautiful upscale Roman family, is constrained to beg for food scraps and pennies by going door to door – and is forced to feed herself and her housemate with whatever she can scrounge.


   


  In Rome


  Back in Rome, Faustinianus keeps waiting for a word from his wife, but nothing ever arrives. He sends inquiries and makes investigations, but can learn nothing. What’s more, his shameful two-faced brother claims that Macidiana was an adulteress who fell in love with her slave. Fearing both danger and reproach, she made up the story about a prophetic dream – so he said – and then fled with him abroad, where she now happily lives with him illicitly.


  Not wanting to believe the troubling words of his brother, Faustinianus still holds out hope. Finally, after a year has passed from their departure, he hires two messengers to go to Athens and search for them. But they are untrustworthy and abscond with the money, never to be heard from again. Then, after two further years of unfulfilled waiting, he hires three more highly trustworthy messengers at great cost, and sends them on the same mission. A year later, these emissaries do in fact return, but report that they had searched everywhere and found nothing. It is their belief that the family had never reached Athens, and no trace had ever been found of any of them.


   


  Exasperated and at his wit’s end, Faustinianus decides to quit his job and search for his family himself. He doesn’t want to believe his brother, but he can’t just ignore him either. He just has to know what had actually happened to his family. So, he goes down to the harbor docks with Clement by his side, and begins to ask of the sailors whether any of them had seen or heard anything about a mother and two young children being cast ashore anywhere. But every sailor tells a different colorful folktale, none of them believable. Nevertheless, although saddened and disappointed, because of the great love that he has for his wife and children, he endures with hope, and resolves to undertake the journey himself – and to search everywhere he possibly can for the rest of his life.


  And so, he leaves Clement under the care of certain highly respectable guardians, tidies up all his records and belongings, and journeys off to seek his wife and his children, tears filling his eyes. Clement is then 12 years old.


  But Faustinianus never returns – and he is never heard from again.


   


  As a Youth


  Under the care of his guardians, Clement grows up to be a wise, honorable, and talented youth. Extremely intelligent and inquisitive, he enters the institute of higher learning at 25 years of age, with the intent of studying spiritual philosophy. He is a man driven by questions about death, immortality, and the soul – and spends most of his waking hours reading, debating, and reasoning about such lofty matters.


   


  But further insights are not forthcoming. It seems to Clement that philosophical reasoning, which was intended to arrive at answers, is instead associated with the setting up and the knocking down of pet theories and doctrines – manifested by strife and discord during debate, each side seeking victory (like in a physical game) through the use of rhetoric, persuasion, and even intimidation. Sometimes, one opinion prevails, and at other times a different opinion prevails. And it is driven more by social dynamics than by logical argument.


  When he once heard that it was concluded in a debate that the soul was immortal, he went away happy and glad – for he always had this inner instinct. But when he heard another time that it was concluded that the soul was mortal, he went away grieved and dejected. Not being able to intellectually determine which doctrine is ultimately correct, he becomes discouraged and depressed. But he can’t stop himself from participating in all such debates. So, he continues in the same draining lifestyle, even at the expense of his health.


  Finally, to stop his downward slide into sickness and despondency, he resolves to go to Alexandria in Egypt and immerse himself with the priests and keepers of the holy shrines of the gods – and to find a great wizard there who would be able to call up a soul, and allow him to see and communicate with it, such that he could learn whether the soul is immortal or not.3


   


  Luckily, before he manages to do anything foolish, he hears about a mighty rumor that has started up and is sweeping throughout the city. Daily, it becomes louder and stronger – saying that just a few years ago, a certain man in the land of Judaea had been preaching to the Jews about the kingdom of the Almighty invisible God. He maintained that if anyone could reform his manner of living, and seek the forgiveness of his sins, then he could enjoy everlasting life in the kingdom of God. In order that He might be believed, He said these things in a sinless state, and full of grace. He performed many wonderful miracles and signs by His mere command, as if He had received power directly from God. He made the deaf to hear, the blind to see, and the lame to walk. He drove away every disease, put to flight every demon, and even made the lepers clean to touch. Sickly people looking at Him from a distance, were sent away cured. Even the dead, after being brought to Him, were raised back to life. There was nothing that He could not do. But to the great majority of people, it was all just murmurings.


   


  And as the years pass, through the arrival of more and more travelers with first-hand accounts, the story line grows ever grander, and the truth of it becomes more and more reasonable. There are discussions and debates all over town asking who He might be and what was His purpose. It is all very curious, but also very suspicious.


   


  Then, one day in the autumn of the season, a good and noble man stands in a public place, and cries out, “People of Rome, listen to me! The Son of God has come in Judaea, proclaiming eternal life to anyone who will live his life according to the counsel of the Father who has sent Him. Therefore, change your manner of life from the worse to the better, from things temporal to things eternal. Know that there is only one God who is in heaven, and whose world you now unrighteously live in before His righteous eyes. But if you can change your lifestyle, and live according to His counsel, then, being reborn into the spiritual kingdom and becoming eternal, you will enjoy His remarkable good gifts. But if you are an unbeliever, and you do not repent in this present life, then after death and the dissolution of the body, your soul will be punished eternally by being thrown into a place of unquenchable fire.”


  When Clement hears this announcement, he is astounded that no one among the multitude of people who are listening, says anything to the effect of: “I shall go to Judaea, and see for myself whether this man who tells us these things speaks the truth – whether the Son of God has come into Judaea for the sake of a good and eternal hope, revealing the will of the Father who sent Him. For this is no small matter which they say that He preaches – for He asserts that the souls of some people, being immortal, shall enjoy eternal happiness, but that the souls of others, being thrown into a bottomless pit of fire, shall be punished for ever.”


  This new philosophy is so intriguing, that Clement has to get more information first-hand. He has to know the truth. And he can’t wait for endless speculative debate. So, he quickly packs his bags, leaving many of his affairs in disorder, and heads to the port to engage a ship bound for Judaea.


   


  In Alexandria


  However, the ship bound for Judaea is affected by strong adverse winds and has to harbor in Alexandria for repairs and fairer weather. Clement had wanted to come here anyway to consult with the pagan sages and priests, but now he feels a new imperative. So, he engages himself with the philosophers and intellectuals of the city, and tells them all about the man who had appeared in Rome, and his story about the Son of God in Judaea. They answer that they know nothing of the man in Rome, but concerning the ‘One’ who had appeared in Judaea, and who was said by many reports to be the ‘Son of God’, yes, they had talked with many travelers who had come from there, and had heard about all the wonderful things that He did with a word or a touch. But He was probably just another magician coming from that troubled land. There had been many in the past, and they had also heard of others in the present who were working amazing ‘miracles’.


  When Clement mentions that that he wishes that he could meet with one of those who had seen this ‘Son of God’, they bring him to a somewhat disheveled man, who was speaking in a nearby public square to a crowd gathered around him.


  “This man here is someone who not only is acquainted with the ‘One’, but is also from that country – a Hebrew, by the name of Barnabas,” they say.4 “He maintains that he himself is one of His disciples, and that he is here now to announce to those who will listen, the terms and rewards of His promises.”


  Clement works his way to the front of the crowd and listens intently to what Barnabas has to say.  He perceives that he is speaking the truth – and not with any rhetorical overbearing. He is setting forth simply and without hype or craftiness, the things that he has seen and heard about Jesus, the ‘Son of God’.5 Furthermore, he does not confirm his assertions by force of argument, but from the many people who stand around him, who were personal witnesses to the sayings and marvels that he relates.


  While many in the crowd are favorably disposed towards the things that Barnabas casually speaks about, the so-called philosophers and intellectuals present, impelled by their haughty worldly learning, start to laugh at him and make sport of him – deriding and reproaching him with excessive presumption, while making use of a great collection of overused syllogisms and inferences. But Barnabas sets aside their babbling without embarrassment, and does not engage in their prying trap-setting style of debate. He continues to just speak about what was, and why it was as it was.


  At length, one of the smug young ‘philosophers’ interrupts him as he is speaking, and asks, “Why is it that a gnat, although a very small creature, has six feet and two wings, whereas an elephant, a very large creature, has only four feet and no wings?”


  But Barnabas, paying no attention, continues in his discourse without flinching. At the end of his talk, he says, “I have a commission only to tell you the words and the wondrous deeds of He who sent me. Instead of artfully devised logical arguments, I present to you many witnesses from among everyday people like yourselves, who stand by me. Many of those standing here have heard the same things as I have, and have seen the same things as I have. But now it is left to you to decide whether to believe these testimonies or not – your option to receive or to spurn the tidings which I bring.


  “But know that I will not cease preaching, regardless of how you treat me. I cannot keep back what I know to be for your own good, because if I am silent, woe is to me – but if you receive not what I speak, then woe is to you.


  “Indeed sir, I could give answers to your frivolous questions, if you asked them for the sake of really wanting to learn the truth, rather than just wanting to win a debate through humiliation of the opponent. But one cannot explain the reason for the structural difference between a gnat and an elephant to one who is ignorant of the very Creator and Framer of all things – the one God of all the universe.”


   


  These words go straight to the heart of Clement, the young philosopher wannabee. But most of the doubters in the crowd let out a shout of laughter and derision, trying to put Barnabas to shame and silence him, crying out that he is a barbarian and a madman.


  But hearing this, Clement is filled with righteous indignation and can hold back no more. He boldly cries out, “It appears that God has ordained that His counsel should be incapable of being received by the likes of you pseudo-intellectuals. His will has been set forth in simple words, such that whoever hears can understand what is spoken, without making a show of grammatical art or rhetorical eloquence. Besides not understanding that what is for your own benefit, you laugh at the truth, which is to your own condemnation. Because of your wickedness, you cannot even recognize truth when it visits you first-hand. You are merely lovers of words, and not lovers of truth and wisdom.


  “Now, in these dark days of trouble, God has sent heralds to proclaim His will, and yet they are insulted and flouted by those who need Him most – by those who willfully reject His friendship. And the preachers are exposed to danger by the people who really need the fruit of their preaching.


  “Oh, what sorrow and injustice in the world! What do you think will become of you, if there is to be, as he says, a judgment of God? But continue laughing at this man at your own peril! For by your own clamor, you turn aside to the bottomless pit the minds of those who are prepared for faith. What pardon can there be then for you who deride the messenger of the truth, when he offers to you the knowledge of God?”


   


  However, after Clement’s pointed diatribe, there arises a great agitation among the crowd. Some pity Barnabas, and some sympathize with Clement, but most are roused up to anger and rail against both of them. Sensing that an ugly incident might be imminent, Clement takes hold of Barnabas before any of the rude rabble can lay hands
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