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      Before I was a fiction writer spinning religious conspiracy yarns, I was an evangelical Protestant pastor. I went to a former Baptist seminary turned non-denominational. Before that I was part of a ministry by a Presbyterian pastor, while attending an Episcopal Church, after attending a Baptist college recommended to me by a friend from my childhood fundamentalist Bible church.

      So I’ve been around the ecclesiastical block, and the Protestant one at that! Given my pedigree, you could say I’m a Protestant’s Protestant.

      Which means things like relics are something I’m not supposed to fancy.

      Yet my stories definitely reference them. The first major fiction thriller tale I wrote featured the Shroud of Turin. Definitely not Protestant. Very Catholic. And the religious order at the heart of solving that conspiracy is definitely in the non-Protestant vein of Christian things.

      The Order of Thaddeus was envisioned as a Vatican-run initiative that turned into a more ecumenical Christian champion of the faith. It came out of my passion project for retrieving the vintage Christian faith and preserving it like the Apostle Jude exhorted Christians to contend for the once-for-all faith. Along the way, I’ve grown in my appreciation of memory markers. Those objects that preserve the memory of Christianity.

      Like the body and blood of Christ. The Eucharist, in some circles; the Lord’s Supper in mine. Preserving the memory of Jesus’ death on the cross for the sins of the world, paying our price in our place by suffering in the flesh and pouring out his blood.

      The Shroud of Turin would be another of those memory markers, the one featured in my first Order of Thaddeus book, Holy Shroud, preserving the memory of Jesus’ physical, bodily resurrection from the dead. Of course, that one launched this whole thing to begin with, leading to other memory markers like the Ark of the Covenant and mythical Holy Grail, even the Nicene Creed, though in a different way.

      Martyrs bones are another way the Church has marked out the memory of the faith. In the extreme, such relics are venerated in a way that border on idolatry, which I have witnessed in some of my travels to overseas cathedrals. But in the healthy sense, they preserve vital inspiration and insight into the Christian faith. We remember Christ’s death through the communion elements; we recall his resurrection through the Shroud of Turin, the truth of it and the hope it brings for us and our eternal life. And we can recall the great cloud of witnesses, as Hebrews 12 remarks, and all that cloud offers us by marking out the memory of our brothers and sisters in the faith—their commitment and their faithfulness, their tenacity and perseverance.

      That’s what I hope this collection of five original short stories accomplishes from the four Order characters we’ve all grown to love. In some small way, my hope is to recapture the memory of the Cloud, to mark it out through the bones of Christians who were martyred for their faith in Christ, offering us all a worthy example of faith.

      The collection opens with Silas Grey, venerating a special exhibit of Saint Peter’s bone relics that connect to an interesting part of historical relations between two branches of the Church: Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy. I thank Ed, one of my readers, for cluing me into this interesting historical nugget.

      The second story connects again to history: a rather remarkable heist of a relic that has gone unsolved for years—until Celeste Bourne takes the reins! And finds herself face-to-face with an unexpected person from her past. I’ve fictionalized parts of it, but the underlying recent history surrounding the theft of Saint Polycarp’s relics is real.

      Story three gets us closer to the memory markers surrounding Jesus with Matt Gapinski’s veneration of a set of apostle relics. Former tax collector Levi, known as Matthew. It’s a painful anniversary, and Silas suggests he takes a break in Northern Italy to process his past. From there, things get worse—always something, right?—and he ends up saving the day.

      Naomi Torres brings us our fourth story, where she is at a dig site uncovering the bones of a pair of women martyrs not enough people in the Church know about—I sure didn’t, much to my chagrin. Perpetua and Felicity were two women who stood firm in their faith unto the end, even when they were threatened with a beastly death. Torres stands firm, too, when an ancient threat re-emerges headlined by a new face.

      Story five brings the crew together in a final story fitting of the Order of Thaddeus series. Silas leads Celeste and Gapinski in an unusual relic hunt: digging up the bones of a Protestant Reformer. William Tyndale, the Father of the English Bible. Probably channeled my own personal background with that last one, but also believe the man’s memory should be remembered—one that is nearly disrupted by a long-time, returning character.

      When held in proper esteem, relics can be useful for preserving the memory of the faith. May these stories mark those memories, while giving you an entertaining, thrilling ride along the way.

      

      Grace and peace,

      

      ~J. A. Bouma (April, 2021)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Story 1

          Bones of the Rock

        

      

    

    
      Nothing like a nighttime stroll through Embassy Row to clear the head and get the blood flowing. Especially with a clear black sky full of stars and a gentle breeze twirling around the scents of early summer, with most of DC either working or partying hard in the distant blocks around Dupont Circle.

      Honking flared up from behind, followed by cheers and loud music and laughter. Probably some of the spoiled-brat embassy teenagers out hot rodding for the night. Curry followed by a mint-saffron mix and roasted goat quickly snapped my attention forward. Again, probably thanks to those very same embassies and their resident chefs cooking a mean dish for their diplomatic retinues.

      Once upon a time, I’d thought about a career in the Foreign Service. Mostly because of Tom Clancy, and the data guy who seemed to have a whole lot of fun. Wasn’t the State Department, but after Iraq I figured my experience abroad in the heat of battle would do the diplomats some good. But once I learned I would probably start off in some backwater banana republic no one’s ever heard of, where running water and toilet paper were iffy, I figured the academy was more my style.

      And seeing Silas Grey in the lights of academic papers and awards was more my style anyway.

      Was almost at the end of the main drag, having passed the embassies for Korea, Japan, and Turkey. Brazil was coming up on my left, then South Africa, finishing off with the British Embassy before the massive circle that would take me past the Naval Observatory and Vice President’s house on toward destiny.

      Which ordinarily would have been back to the farm, the headquarters to the Order of Thaddeus under the Washington National Cathedral. The work of Order Master was never finished when the sun set, especially since I had been doing some repair work with some of the higher-ups on the Order board of directors.

      More like ass-kissing work is what it was. Victor Zarruq, my handler with the board who had been a former archbishop of Libya and really was just looking out for my best interests, had urged me to tone it down a bit. By “tone it down” he meant avoid the unnecessary car chases and shoot-outs, the brute-force internet attacks and high-explosive—well, explosions and other general mayhem that was typical of SEPIO of late.

      Told him it wasn’t my fault an ancient threat from the shadows of the Church’s history had reared its ugly head, and that a rival to that Nous beast had joined the party to give them and us a run for our religious money. Couldn’t help it in the slightest. It wasn’t that I went seeking those terrorist ne'er-do-wells. They found me! Well, sort of…Had to admit I did sorta dig slipping into the role of Jack Ryan from time to time.

      Regardless, I was told to lie low. To refrain from sticking my head above the parapet, in his words. Which meant desk duty for a while.

      Fine by me. Which meant I should have been hustling back to my study to write some more emails and put the finishing touches on some research into the cultural origins of the Genesis narrative, believing it to be more theological propaganda given the surrounding primitive origin narratives of the day. But not tonight.

      This night I was making a special appearance on behalf of the Order at an Orthodox Cathedral just down the block from HQ. Figured I’d dust off my suit and leather loafers and resurrect the old diplomatic interest, playing the part of Order envoy for the night.

      Unfortunately, I was playing alone.

      Tried cajoling Celeste to join me, but her mother was in town, and I’d rather steer clear of the future mom-in-law as much as possible. It’s not that we didn’t get along. It’s that when the pair of them were together, things got...interesting. Usually with me playing interference for Celeste and then later trying to talk her off a ledge after some snide remark dear mother had laid into Celeste. So, yeah, no thanks on that.

      Gapinski would have come, but apparently had a hot date thanks to SingleMingles. Thought I caught him, too, down in Dupont Circle while I was eating alone with a plate of veal parmesan and the day’s Washington Post. Torres was on assignment overseas at a dig site that looked promising. A newly uncovered early-century something that looked like it might belong to one of the oldest churches to date.

      So that left me, Master of the Order of Thaddeus, to represent at the Feast of Saint Peter at a special service just up the road from the Order’s HQ at Saint Nicholas Orthodox Cathedral. They were displaying a prized possession of the Orthodox Church thanks to the generous gifting of said prize by Pope Francis a year ago.

      The relics of Saint Peter himself.

      Not the whole kit and caboodle, but nine fragments from the main lot that had been recovered in the late 1960s.

      As a former professor who had made a name for himself in the burgeoning field of relicology, I was giddy with excitement at the prospects of laying my eyes on the bones of the Church’s rock.

      Was working up a sweat now, so I slowed my pace. Didn’t want to ruin the suit or the shoes before arrival.

      Taking a breath and passing a pair of joggers, my thoughts drifted to the man who got me into the whole relics business to begin with: Dr. Henry Gregory. A long-time family friend who had served in Vietnam with my father, and then died in that chapel at Georgetown University at the hands of terrorists that fateful day—the one that almost ended my own life had it not been for the Order. The man had become something of a second father when Dad died on 9/11. He eventually took on the role of an academic mentor when I studied under him during my doctoral work at Harvard, studying historical theology and church history.

      Henry had taken an early interest in my academic career, bringing me in as his teaching aide and research assistant. Like me, the man was also a Catholic-turned-Protestant, though for different reasons. I more fell into it, though I wouldn’t consider myself an ex-Catholic by any means. Just a Christian, really. Someone who came back to the faith of my childhood thanks to a Protestant evangelistic meeting in an on-base chapel back in Iraq. Henry had a later-in-life falling out after the revelations of a massive sexual abuse scandal broke in the early 2000s.

      As one of the foremost experts on the emerging field of relicology, the study and research of historical religious relics, he taught me everything he knew about early Christian religious artifacts and their significance for the Church. Which led me to my own relic passion project, the Shroud of Turin, the cloth believed to be the burial garment of Jesus Christ of Nazareth—and the most significant Christian religious artifact. Which, now that I thought of it, led me to my current lot in life hustling down Massachusetts Ave to venerate the bones of Saint Peter!

      Sometimes I wish I still had that former life. The one where I was a former professor at Princeton, working on my latest research into the latest relic. Certainly put me in far less peril! But I also relished the opportunity to inspire a new generation to rediscover faith in the face of a modern world that rejected it as a delusion, the ravings of madmen, an opiate for the naïve masses. And I did it in a way that would make the original Protestant holder of my department office, J. Gresham Machen, turn over in his grave: through relics.

      My “History of Religious Relics” class had been the most popular elective in the Department of Religion. Indiana Jones probably had something to do with that. As did Dan Brown, having popularized relics after wrapping them in the garb of religious conspiracies. I also guessed the experiential nature of religious objects of veneration also made the topic inviting.

      Gone were the days when any of the religious faiths could justify themselves purely on tradition alone. Personal experiences, not dogmatic beliefs, ruled the day. And the relics from every religion offered interested students—from the committed Christian to the spiritual-but-not-religious type—the chance to explore their spiritual questions through objects rooted in historical experience.

      As an academic, I had spent the majority of my research probing these objects and plumbing the depths of their history. As a Christian, I was interested in connecting historical objects of Christianity to my faith in a way that enhanced and propelled it forward.

      Which was remarkable, considering Protestants dismissed such things as fanciful spiritualism at best and gross idolatry at worst. I often thought it was the inner Catholic convert rearing its head. Or maybe it was an extension of my own longing for more tangible ways to experience the God I had been searching for my whole life. Maybe still, it came from my interest in helping my students find faith, to discover what I myself had discovered in that chapel service in the middle of the Iraqi desert.

      Regardless, my research had led me down interesting paths. Even made something of a name for myself in my young, blossoming career as one of the leading experts in relicology. Especially after certain events allowed me to authenticate the veracity of the Holy Shroud and scientifically prove Jesus rose from the dead. Or at least prove something monumental happened in what is believed to be Christ’s tomb, preserved within the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

      Boy, did that seem like a lifetime ago.

      I rounded the Naval Observatory and slowed my pace even more, lights gleaming off from the Orthodox cathedral up ahead. I could see a line of people streaming inside, and a fair amount of polished black Lincoln Town Cars dropping people off. Surely dignitaries of various stripes coming to pay the same respects I was—in my ill-fitting suit with well-worn black Johnston & Murphy sale specials. At least I was wearing a tasteful blue-patterned Zenga tie. That should count for something.

      I arrived just as the last of the queue was trundling up a long set of concrete stairs and through a pair of tall walnut doors with black-iron ribbings, flanked by lights with awful fluorescent white bulbs. Hated those kinds of lights back in Princeton, and used floor lamps with yellow incandescents instead. But the light did set the white limestone facade starkly against the darkened neighborhood. The cathedral’s face soared four stories with a trio of humps typical of the Orthodox architecture after which it was patterned: a 12th-century cathedral in Russia.

      Towering cherry blossom trees in full bloom flanked the bulbous architecture of white limestone, throwing off their welcoming sweet scent that surly bespoke heaven itself. Bells were ringing, beckoning the faithful and faithless alike to taste and see the goodness of the Lord. I didn’t mind if I did.

      I made up the rear of the train of venerators, feeling inappropriately late to the party given my role within ecclesiastical circles. Taking the stairs by two, all feelings of embarrassment were drained away by the sight I beheld.

      It was like walking into Alice’s wonderland, it was so magnificently colorful. In the 1990s, the parish decided to renovate the interior of the cathedral by adorning it with iconic wall paintings, covering every inch of the vast space with biblical scenes and saints in magnificent colors. It was simply magical! Had never visited the church before, and now regretted not having done so for the simple visual stimulation that set my very soul soaring with upward worship.

      The floor was a beautiful chocolate-white marble that covered the main nave running across east and west. A polished gold chandelier with twenty-five or thirty candles hung at the center. Above was Christ the Giver of Life, set high in the dome and looking down with love, his bronze face set against a gold backdrop and draped across him by an azure sash that matched the rest of the color scheme—a similar sky blue accenting the main arches filled with angels and cherub, apostles and saints of various stripes. It was truly breathtaking.

      A perfect picture of heaven. Full of light and life, the cloud of witnesses all gathered to observe the worship, and perhaps join in the fun as well.

      The nave itself was rather cramped. Not the vast space of the cathedral that housed my farm of faith defenders underneath, but that was alright. The National Cathedral was a cold, dark place with little light, zero color, and zilch personality. Truth be told, it felt more like purgatory than the celestial space cultivated in this cathedral! Though, I would never breathe even a hint of my displeasure to my benefactors.

      People were milling about, and I felt lost in it all. Until a voice rose above the din.

      “Master Grey!” a boisterous man called out from the side, with a heavy Eastern accent and from the gut.

      I turned to find Archbishop Peter Kochurov lumbering toward me, a stout man with a fully, bushy dark beard streaked with silver. He was wearing the typical liturgical vestments of his tradition. White robe phelonion with gold trim, a heavy gold pectoral cross hanging around his neck and resting on his generous gut, head crowned by a beautiful red brocade mitre of crimson and gold, tipped by a complementary gold cross.

      We’d had a cordial relationship the past year since I became Order Master. Met one another several times at local ecumenical functions put on by the National Cathedral, and then in North East DC at the Catholic basilica and sometimes at Georgetown when there were interesting symposia on various goings-on in religious research and archaeology. I even helped break up a fight between the archbishop and some blowhard Reformed Protestant professor over the Schism of 1054, arguing with the man over some finer point of doctrine. Didn’t really take Kochurov’s side, but it won me to his heart anyhow. We’ve been pals ever since.

      I smiled warmly and extended a hand, but the man opened up for an embrace. So I obliged, the archbishop kissing both my cheeks and nearly squeezing the life out of me!

      “Thank you for the invitation, Your Eminence,” I said, catching my breath. “I’m only sorry I never made it down the street until now. This place is magnificent!”

      “It is being smaller than that hunk of stone you call a cathedral up the road,” he said in a lilting Eastern European accent, “but it is being far more beautiful, methinks!”

      “I concur!”

      “I am being thankful you are here to join us, but…” he looked over his shoulders. “You are alone, yes?”

      I raised my brow. “Alone? Yes, my colleagues were unable to make it.”

      “Your, Navy SEALs for Jesus colleagues you are saying?” Kochurov said with a wry grin.

      Heat ran up the back of my neck at the reference to Project SEPIO, the muscular arm of the Order of Thaddeus responsible for the more overt efforts at protecting and contending for the Christian faith. Sepio is Latin for ‘surround with a hedge.’ That’s the mission of the project. To surround the memory of the faith with a hedge. To preserve and protect objects and relics of the faith, as well as the memory itself, even doctrine and matters of faith. Then there was the acronym, combining the first letters of Sepio, Erudio, Pugno, Inviglio, Observo. Latin for protect, instruct, fight for, watch over, heed.

      The more forward-facing operations were intellectual in nature and widely known; the behind-the-scenes operations, the ones that had gotten me into trouble with the Powers-that-Be weren’t.

      At least, they weren’t supposed to be more widely known than I thought…

      Apparently there were those who were in the know.

      I laughed and slapped the archbishop’s back. “You’ve been reading too many Dan Brown novels, my friend.”

      The man twisted up his face and sputtered his lips as if swallowing a whole lemon. “Not that Brown fellow. I am being more inclined
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