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  Prologue - Acts of the Apostles


Friend of God, 
In the first book, the story of the life of Emmanuel is told. He is the man sent to save the world.
It begins with the birth of the infant Jesus, who came to bring light and love to the world, and who was foretold in the prophecy of the ancient Scriptures. There it is written, “The Lord will send a sign, a young woman is with child and shall bear a son and shall name him Emmanuel – God is with us.”
The story proceeds with the vile scheme of the king, desperate to preserve his earthly kingdom. To prevent the one acclaimed in the prophecy from depriving the king of his throne, an army of mercenaries is sent to massacre the innocents of the little town, children all. Amid the darkness of that dreaded night, the henchman came upon a manger dimly lit finding a new born baby in the arms of his mother, the blessed Mary. The baby was named Jesus, meaning savior and deliverer. 
With evil only hate could conceive, the king’s marauders crucified Jesus on the cross. A mother severed from her son, the world severed from its savior.
Yet the prophecy endures and two thousand years later another man is sent to Earth to fill the void of a godless era. This man is called Emmanuel and he is sent to be the people’s rescuer and redeemer. He is the Deliverer.
Emmanuel begins his ministry by walking the streets of a woebegone town. He helps those in need. He heals the sick and feeds those who hunger. He teaches about eternal life. We learn he is eternal life.
He gathers friends who believe in him and who follow him. They become the first apostles. He educates and guides them. He shares with them the mysteries of God’s design. He absolves them of sin. Though innocent and pure, he is persecuted for his actions. He is later crucified and killed.
From death, he rises. This, too, he did for them, his followers. Which is to say, he did for us.
Now, having seen the glory of the resurrection, these apostles are witnesses to the truth and power of the one sent by God to bring salvation to all people—the Christ.
This second book is the story of the apostles as they go forth to proclaim the divine message of Christ. Tormented and abused throughout their long apostolic journey, they persevered. And by their conviction to bear witness to Christ, we are Christians today.
There are two aspects of this book to note. First, the apostles themselves are the sources of their own testimony, written and spoken. Those who walked with Christ know best his works and his words. But there are others touched by Christ who have been used as sources for this work. Undeniably, there is more to know than written here. The young apostle, the one beloved by Christ, wrote that if everything of Christ could be known, it would take more than all the books ever written.
Second, the acts of the apostles, the letters to the congregation, and the inspired speeches, are woven together to present a unified, orderly account of the inaugural mission of Christian faith. We know Christ through the words and actions of the first believers and this is their story.
And the truth remains: God so loves the world that He sends His Son so that those who believe in Him may not perish, but have life everlasting. This is the faith.
And faith wins. Always and everywhere, faith wins.
Lastly, this book is written for people who want to know Christ more deeply. The admonition in the Scriptures is cited often by Christ, “You will be ever hearing, but never understanding, ever seeing but never perceiving.” This book is a reflection of Christ’s desire for people of this day to understand with their hearts and turn and be healed. Christ commissioned the apostles to go and make disciples of all people. His mandate to them is this generation’s inheritance for they are successors to the apostles.
There are many ways to know Christ and to receive God. The warmth of the sun on our face, the perfumed fragrance of a rose as it blooms in spring, the lilting sound of an orchestral flute are each evidence of a greater plan and of the grand design. Even more, the smile of a baby, the joy of friendship, the wonder of love, these are among the ways we realize God is in our lives. This book is one way to know Christ. But there are so many other ways.
This book is dedicated to young people. The world we inhabit grows more cynical by the day. The aggressive secularists (others may use terms like agnostics or atheists, but that is a distinction lacking substance) want us to think life is a charade, that God is the farcical meandering of a vapid intellect, and Christ is a fraud perpetuated upon fools and simpletons. Moreover, it’s not sufficient for them to be unbelieving and faithless in their own lives. They choose, for whatever reason, to ridicule and diminish those who believe and who are faithful. Certainly many are in search of truth. Yes, we all have questions. Yet the skeptics denigrate even the idea of a higher power. Do they not understand that there is one greater than all? Do they not know God is with us? Does the word of Christ mean nothing to them? 
So for all those searching for truth, let me be clear as to the sum and purpose of this book:
Christ is the way, the truth, and the life.
Know him.











  
  "On this rock I will build my Church."








  
  1. And then he was gone


And then he was gone. 
But so glorious the day of Emmanuel’s rising!
Jon had run to the water’s edge calling, “Emmanuel is risen! This is the day!” The disciples who were out fishing heard his call. Through the dazzling sunlight, they saw the figure of the one they had come to call the Christ.
They stood up on the boat waving and shouting in exaltation. Their excitement caused the boat to tip and Petros fell in the water. The others lifted him back into the boat laughing as they did.
Then they heard a voice. It was Emmanuel. The voice sounded as if it was on the boat with them, though the vision they beheld of Emmanuel was further off onto the shore. The voice said:
“Come, follow me. I will make you fishers of men.”
They brought the boat to shore. They rushed to enter Felipe’s home.
There, bathed in radiance, was Emmanuel.
In shock, they fell to their knees. Tears streamed down their faces as they came to realize the truth of his resurrection from death to new life.
“Peace be with you,” Emmanuel said.
Shaking, they were speechless in his presence.
“Why are you troubled? Do you not see that it is me? Look. See my hands and see my feet. Hear my voice. I have come back to you as I told you I would.
“Do you remember the words I had told you? That my suffering and death was ordained yet I would rise from the ashes so that all will know the truth of eternity.
“I have now fulfilled the mission of God the Father. You are witnesses to the truth of the resurrection. It is for you to let people of all nations know that those who follow me will enter into life everlasting.”
Jon heard a truck pulling up into the driveway. He glanced out the window and saw that it was Thad and Toma. He hurried out to greet them.
“This is the day! Emmanuel is risen!”
Toma regarded Jon quizzically. Ignoring the comment, he told Jon that they had forgotten some of his college books, but would not be staying long.
“Emmanuel is back! He’s been resurrected!”
“I’ll believe that when I see it with my own eyes,” Toma replied cynically.
Toma entered the house to find Emmanuel before him. He fixed his eyes on the vision and gasped, “My Lord and my God, it is you.”
“You believe because you have seen. Blessed are those who believe in me, but have not seen.”
There they remained immersed in the light of new life.
Later, Petros decided to take the boat out to fish for supper. Nathan, Toma, Jamie, and Jon came along. They pushed off and dipped their fishing lines into the water. After some time, they had not caught anything. They were about to pull in their lines and head back to the pier.
They heard Emmanuel’s voice as if he were in the boat. They saw Emmanuel on shore over a hundred yards away. They did as his voice instructed and cast their poles back into the water. Soon, they began reeling in fish as fast as they could cast their lines. They brought the boat back to make supper from their incredible catch.
They grilled the fish out in the backyard. As they ate, Emmanuel took Petros aside.
“Do you love me?”
“You know I do,” Petros answered.
“I’ve asked you to follow me. And you have.”
“You are the Christ. Where else would I go?”
“Petros, when you were younger, you would do what you wanted, when you wanted. But there will come a time, when your hands will be chained and you will be taken to a place you do not want to go.”
Petros appeared troubled by Emmanuel’s words. “And when that happens, what am I to do?”
“Follow me,” Emmanuel declared.
Petros’ concerns eased and he responded with certainty, “I will follow you to my death.”
“And I will bring you to new life,” Emmanuel pledged.
Earlier, Magdalena had boarded a bus with Lazarus. As the bus drove off, she looked out the window and saw a vision. It was Emmanuel. She was overcome with emotion. Holding baby Lazarus in her arms, she collapsed onto the floor of the bus. The driver brought the bus to a stop and went to see what was happening.
“What’s wrong, lady?” he asked.
“I have seen our Lord and Savior! He is risen!” she pronounced.
“What are you talking about?” he responded.
Magdalena told the driver, “Emmanuel lives. I must go to him.” She got up off the floor still clutching Lazarus and went to leave. She pushed against the door, but it wouldn’t open. She turned and look plaintively to the driver. “Please, I must go to him.”
“Okay, lady. As long as the fare is paid, you can get off wherever you want.” The driver pushed the button on the console to open the door. Magdalena exited with her son.
She walked briskly back to Felipe’s home not paying attention to the street crossings and the cars that rushed past her. Then she heard a voice: “Who do you seek?”
Without looking, she replied, “I have seen the Lord and I must go to him.
The voice spoke to her, “Magdalena, it is I.”
She stopped. She turned and looked to the light before her. She exclaimed, “My Lord.”
“Yes, my child.”
Magdalena, holding Lazarus close to her chest, dropped to her knees and began to weep.
“Do not weep. I have come as I told you I would. All that I was born for has been fulfilled. But now come with me so we can all be together,” Emmanuel said. She and Lazarus entered Felipe’s home to a jubilant welcome. They embraced one another and spoke with elation about Emmanuel’s return.
Emmanuel lived in their midst as they felt the grace of his loving presence. All their days together had led to this magnificent moment. All the sacrifice they had experienced, all the suffering Emmanuel had endured, was now justified in Christ’s rising from death.
While the others were eating and conversing in the backyard, Magdalena was on the front porch rocking Lazarus in her arms. Emmanuel appeared to her saying, “My daughter, go and bring the others to the hill that overlooks the lake across the way. I will be ascending to my God and to your God.”
“Now?” Magdalena asked.
“Soon,” answered Emmanuel. “But first there is more I must say to them.”
Magdalena went to tell her friends of Emmanuel’s instruction to join him up on the hill.
They cleaned the supper table and together walked the road to Christ.
Petros had forgotten to tie the boat down so he told his friends he would go back and rejoin them soon. Jamie decided to go and help him. Before turning back, Jamie put his arm around Jon.
He said, “Jon, you are a witness to the resurrection of Emmanuel. What you have written in your journal is the story of Christ everyone in the world will read. And through you, they will know Christ.”
“It’s the reason I was born,” Jon said. “Thank you for protecting me so I could be a witness for Emmanuel.”
Jamie embraced his younger brother and said, “That’s the reason I was born,” Jamie went to the house with Petros while Jon walked up the hill.
After the bus driver had let Magdalena depart the bus, he continued on with his route arriving finally in downtown Capital City hours later.
The bus made a stop across the street from the State House. An older man began to board the bus while complaining about its tardy arrival.
“It’s not my fault, pal. Some lady with a baby made me stop on the south side along the lake. Right in the middle of the road, she collapses on the floor with the little boy. Then, she started saying that she had seen her ‘lord and savior,’ for goodness sakes. Can you believe that?”
A woman waiting to board the bus overheard the conversation. She spoke to the driver, “The south side? Near the lake? A woman with a baby boy?” She asked incredulously, “Was the boy named Lazarus?”
“Yea, now that you mention it, she did call him Lazarus. Her and the baby had to go see some guy. Something about him ‘rising from the dead,’ whatever that means.”
In shock, she covered her face with her hands. “What have I done?”
“Hey, lady, are you going to board the bus or not?”
She turned and looked to the State House. She abruptly headed across the street.
“Suit yourself,” the driver snarled as he closed the door.
A few minutes later, a broad shouldered man wearing a dark suit with a crew cut walked into the Governor’s office.
“Governor Herold, it’s the reporter. She said she needs to talk you.”
“Who? What reporter?” answered Herold while reading the daily newspaper.
“The one that testified at the trial. You know, the redhead. She says it’s real important.”
“Ah, yes, Judith,” he said. “I had forgotten all about her. Fine, let her in. I can use some amusement.”
The Governor’s bodyguard brought the woman inside.
“Governor, I have to talk with you,” she said animatedly.
“Yes, dear girl, what is it? You seem so upset.” He stood from his chair and walked over to her.
“I’ve made a mistake, a terrible mistake.”
“How so?” Herold said.
“I betrayed him,” she stopped and began to sob, placing both hands over her face.
“Betrayed who?” the Governor asked.
“The Son of God!” she exclaimed. “I’ve betrayed the Son of God.”
Herold took a step closer to her. His voice grew stern.
“What are you talking about?”
“I’ve just heard,” she tried to speak through her sobs, “I’ve just heard he is risen.” Her sobbing overcame her and she leaned against the Governor’s chest.
“Who is risen?” he commanded. He grabbed her by the arms and shook her hard. “Tell me now, who is risen?”
Judith lifted her head. Her eyes were glazed with tears.
“Emmanuel,” she declared. “Emmanuel is risen.”
The Governor’s contorted face exposed his hate and fury. He squeezed her arms even harder. “How do you know this?” Herold asked.
“Magdalena, the woman from the trial. She is going to see Emmanuel,” Judith answered.
“Going to see him? Where?” demanded Herold.
“On the south side by the lake, where you had him arrested. Where I…” she said choking on her tears, “where I betrayed him.”
“Yes, I remember the place,” the Governor uttered as he began to plot his next actions. He looked at the woman and saw her pain. He loosened his grip.
“Thank you, Judith. You continue to be of help to the State. Why don’t you lead the way and I will send my men to follow you down there? You can help us arrest Emmanuel one more time.”
“No, I can’t do that again,” she said. “I mean, I won’t do that again. That’s not why I’m here. I’m here because I was wrong. I know the truth now. Emmanuel is the true Son of God. He has proven it by rising from death. The people must know Emmanuel is our Lord and Savior. He is the one to whom we owe all allegiance. And I must get back to the television station and tell everyone I made a mistake.”
The Governor stared impassively at Judith.
“I see,” he said flatly. “But there’s only one thing wrong with your thinking.”
“What’s that?” replied Judith tentatively.
The Governor gently slipped his hand through the woman’s flowing red hair. He softly touched her cheek and leaned close to her, his lips coming to rest on her face.
“You didn’t make a mistake,” he whispered into her ear. “You made a choice.”
Herold signaled to his bodyguard standing a few feet away. The man pulled out a handgun strapped to his waist. With the butt of the gun, he bludgeoned the back of Judith’s skull. She crumpled unconscious to the ground.
“You know what to do,” the Governor commanded. “And make an example of her. There can’t be any confusion as to whom these pathetic people owe their allegiance.”
As his henchman dragged the limp body away, Herold devised a plan, a loathsome and abhorrent plan.
“Cappas and Platt thought taking the life of one man could halt a rebellion of the people,” he spoke aloud as he paced about his spacious office. “But if the life of that one man cannot be taken, that leaves one solution: take the lives of all who would dare follow that man.”
Within the hour, a squad of heavily armed combatants had been mobilized. Herold informed them of their targets.
“Find those who claim faith to Emmanuel, the one these peasants call the Christ.” He decreed their punishment saying, “And crucify them, crucify them all.”
They stormed out of Capital City to descend upon Felipe’s bungalow on the south side. As they roared through the downtown streets, they passed by the office building housing the state-owned television station. A crowd of people were gawking at the lifeless body of a redheaded woman hanging from a light pole.
Herold’s raging marauders rode on, thundering through town in pursuit of their prey.
Petros and Jamie got to the boat while the others went to meet Emmanuel. Jamie took the fishing poles and tackle box and carried them into the house. Petros cleaned up the inside of the boat and started to tie it down to the dock.
Suddenly he saw a horde of militarized vehicles speed down the street and screech to a halt in front of Felipe’s home. A swarm of armed militia stormed into the house. Moments later, he heard a gruesome scream.
Through a back porch window, he saw Jamie being picked up and thrown across the house. He saw Jamie fight back in an attempt to escape but it was no use. There were too many attackers. They picked up Jamie and flung him against the wide window in the back. With his body pressed brutally against the glass by the ruthless mercenaries, Jamie’s eyes made contact with Petros who was cowering behind the boat. Jamie shook his head from side to side.
Jamie’s torso was shoved through the window, his face ripped apart by shards of broken glass. Petros saw blood pouring from Jamie’s nose. An attacker grabbed Jamie by the neck and plunged a long dagger into Jamie’s back. Jamie’s stomach thrust forward and his eyes bulged from his skull. His assailant let go of his grip and Jamie fell forward, flopping limply like a rag doll over the window sill.
The believers completed their walk to the top of the hill passing by tall evergreen trees lining the path. The sun was bright in the cloudless afternoon sky. There they stood in silent anticipation. Nathan and Toma, Thad, Felipe, Andy, Magdalena with Lazarus, and Jon. Disciples and apostles of Emmanuel all, awaiting their mandate from the risen Christ.
Jon gazed back to the vacant path. Where was Jamie?
Then a voice filled the void. Joy consumed them as they heard Emmanuel’s words echo across the sky:
“Brethren of the faith, peace be with you.
“The power of Heaven has been conferred in me and the Holy Spirit is endowed in me.
“Grant grace to those who sin and are sorrowful, grace is yours to give. Be merciful to those who grieve yet believe, mercy is yours to bestow.
“You are witnesses to the truth and the truth lives in you. As God sent me, now I send you. And this is the promise God makes: those who follow me will forever live in God’s heavenly kingdom. You are witnesses to the promise of eternal life.
“Go and preach the good news to all people. The Holy Spirit, whom I will send to you, will be your voice of truth, your advocate, and your counselor. Go and make known the Word of God. I am the Word.
“Go now to people of every nation, baptizing them in the name of God, and in my name, and in the name of the Holy Spirit.
“Love me as I love you.
“I am with you always, yes, I am with you always.”
And then he was gone.






  
  2. Proof of Heaven


“In the beginning was the Word.” 
He squeezed his pen as his eyes scrutinized the page. He rubbed his hand through his wavy but thinning hair. He bit his lip and tapped his pen anxiously on the paper. He stared at the page below. It was blank, as were all the pages after it except for the phrase: “In the beginning was the Word.”
After several minutes of agitation, he dropped the pen on the small table and lay his head against the seat back.
“Writer’s block?” asked the person sitting next to him.
He turned to face a young woman. His eyes were misty. 
“I’m sorry,” she said, “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”
The man replied, “No, it’s okay. You’re not disturbing me. I was just trying to write something.”
“I noticed,” the woman replied. “I can tell you’re trying hard. I’ve been there, too.”
“How’s that?”
“Well, I’m an English major at the local college and I do a lot of writing. I know that sometimes the words won’t come. Is that what’s happening to you?”
The man nodded his head.
Over the speaker, the flight attendant announced: “Thank you for choosing to fly with us. We’ve completed the boarding process and we’ll be taking off from King Louis Airport located near the shore of the Mighty River. Please fasten your seatbelts for our flight to Capital City.”
A moment later, the man asked the young woman sitting next to him, “If you’re in college, why are you flying out of town in the middle of the school year?”
She said, “I’m taking a gap year.”
“A gap year? What’s that?
“It means I’m not in school this year,” she said. “I’m not sure what I want to do and I just felt, you know, stuck. I decided to do some traveling. I’ve never been to Capital City before. Hopefully, I’ll figure out some things and reenter college next year.”
“A gap year…so that’s what they call it when you feel stuck,” the man said.
“Yes, it sounds better than saying you’re a dropout,” the woman said laughing. “You didn’t hear about gap years when you were in school?”
“No, I didn’t spend much time going to school.”
“Really?” she said with surprise. “Is that why you’re having trouble writing?” she asked.
“No, that’s not the reason,” he said. “I know how to write. My brother taught me. He told me I was a very good writer. And I used to write a lot. Every day I would write.”
“Every day? That’s great. What did you write about?”
“I wrote about what happened,” he answered.
“About what happened to whom?” she asked.
He turned to face his interrogator. He took note of her dark, curly hair and wide smile.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
“Oh, yes, I guess we should introduce ourselves. My name is Dominique Quelle.”
“I haven’t heard that name before,” he said. “Where does Quelle originate?”
“Quelle is German,” she said. “The land of my father.”
Skeptically, he asked, “You’re German?”
“Yes,” she smiled. “Well, I’m half German. But my mother is from Guinea in West Africa. Most people say I look just like her. What’s your name?”
“I’m Jon.”
“Nice to meet you, Jon,” she responded pleasantly. They sat in silence for a few moments and then Dominique repeated her earlier question, “So, are you going to tell me who you are writing about?”
Jon folded his hands in front of him as if in thought. Seconds later he looked at her and asked, “Do you know about Emmanuel?”
“No. Who is he?”
Jon paused before answering her question, “Emmanuel is the Deliverer.”
“The Deliverer? What does that mean?”
“Emmanuel was sent to save the world. Emmanuel is the deliverance of help, the deliverance of hope, the deliverance from evil, and the deliverance of love. He is the Word of God sent to us.”
Dominique sat quietly not knowing how to respond. She remembered the sentence written on the page.
“In the beginning was the Word,” she said recalling the first and only sentence in his notebook. “You’re writing about Emmanuel.”
Jon nodded and then turned away.
Dominique took the notebook opened to the page with the single sentence and closed it. She said, “Tell me about your friend, Emmanuel. I want to know about him.”
Jon turned to her and smiled. He nodded.
“My brother, Jamie, and I were traveling around the country with Jona. Jona was a singer who sang about something greater to come. My brother worked behind the scenes and I would help out. One night when Jona was performing, a man emerged from the crowd and came on stage. He and Jona met and as they spoke, it began to storm. Thunder and lightning chased away the crowd. But there in the downpour, the man knelt down and Jona baptized him as the rain washed over them.”
“What do you mean when you say, baptize?”
“It was something Jona started to do at the concerts. He would tell people that it was time to cleanse themselves of their sins and to purify their souls. The people in the audience would come and kneel before him to be baptized.”
“Like a ritual?” Dominique asked.
“Yes, a ritual, but also to prepare for what was to come.” Jon answered. “Because Jona would tell us that his duty was to prepare the way for one greater than he who will follow.”
“And was that Emmanuel?”
“Jona thought Emmanuel could be the one as soon as he saw him come on stage under the light of that raging storm,” Jon said. “Jona asked Emmanuel if he was the one the world had been waiting for, the one greater to follow. But just then the police arrived to arrest Jona. When they came for Jona, he told my brother and me to go with Emmanuel.”
“What about Jona? What happened to him?”
“Jona was arrested and kept in jail for a long time. I went to see him there once. I gave him a note from Emmanuel. I remember Jona was so happy when he read it.”
“What did the note say?”
“Emmanuel wrote, ‘I am.’”
Dominique expressed her confusion. “I don’t get it. I am, what?”
“The one,” Jon pronounced. “I am the one.”
The young woman nodded in understanding, “I am the one greater to follow.”
“Yes, the one for whom Jona had prepared the way.”
“I see. But then what happened to Jona now that he had fulfilled his duty?”
Jon lowered his eyes. Faintly, he said, “Jona was shot in the head by the police and killed.”
She gasped, “That’s awful! But why did they kill him? What was his crime?”
“They said he was inciting a rebellion against the State and accused him of sedition and treason. Then they accused Emmanuel of the same crimes.”
“How could that be?” Dominique asked. “You said Emmanuel helped people. You said he gave them hope. How is that treasonous against the State?”
Jon stared straight ahead in silence.
“Please remain in your seats with your seat belts buckled. We will be landing soon. Thank you for flying us,” came the flight attendant’s voice over the speaker.
When the plane touched down, Dominique turned to Jon. “I have to ask you something. Earlier you said you wrote about what happened to Emmanuel.” She paused before asking, “So what did happen to Emmanuel?”
“He was crucified on a cross.”
Dominique cupped both hands over her face.
“Emmanuel was crucified and killed,” Jon said.
Tears welled in Dominique’s eyes.
“And then he arose.”
Dominque jerked her head towards Jon.
“What did you say?”
“You didn’t know, did you?” Jon asked.
“No,” she said. “How was I to know?”
“You were supposed to know. Everyone was supposed to know about Emmanuel. Except –” Jon stopped abruptly. 
“Except what?” Dominque asked impatiently.
“Except I’m the one who was supposed to tell the story. I wrote about everything that happened to Emmanuel. In here.” Jon pulled out his journal from his duffel bag under his seat. “I am a witness to Emmanuel. That was my mission. But I’ve failed. You don’t know about Emmanuel, no one knows about Emmanuel, because I’ve been silent,” Jon said choking on his tears.
Dominique impulsively took the thick journal from Jon. She noticed the furled, yellowed pages. She shuffled to the last page and read the words Jon had written describing Emmanuel’s resurrection. On top of the page was the date of the journal entry. Bewildered, she looked at Jon.
“When did all this happen?” she asked.
Jon wiped the tears from his eyes.
“Twenty years ago.”
“I’m sorry,” Dominique responded in surprise, “Did you say twenty years ago?”
“I was a teenager then. It was me, my brother, the other believers, and Emmanuel. Most of us lived together in the homeless shelter in Olde Town. Emmanuel would walk through the streets of the town helping people. He helped a police officer’s son get well. He healed my friend, Jasmine. Then, he made Angela walk even though she was afflicted with polio. By then, we all came to know who he was. We knew he was the Messiah, the Christ.
“Then he made Shiloh speak even though he hadn’t spoken in years. And he brought baby Lazarus back from death and gave him life.
“One day during a winter thaw, he walked on the water to save a little dog, my dog.” Jon paused and put his hand to his mouth.
“Emmanuel would tell us things. He told us how to live. He told us about God. He told us about eternal life. Then he told us he was to die. We didn’t want to believe it because it was so glorious to be with him.
“That was when he was arrested by the State and put on trial. During the trial, there was a coup and Herold installed himself as the Governor. He immediately ordered that Emmanuel be executed.
“And they did. They tortured Emmanuel. They mocked him by slicing apart his skin and smearing ‘Deliverer’ in blood on his chest.
“They made him carry the cross he would be hung on, beating him every step of the way. He was knocked down and fell near me. He looked at me through the blood spattered over his face and spoke the words from a psalm he had once read to me: “My God, have you forsaken me?”
“When they put the noose around him, Herold claimed he had the power of life and death. Emmanuel told Herold only God has the power of life and death. Then…”
Jon couldn’t speak any more as tears flowed down his cheek. Dominique took out a handkerchief from her purse and gave it to Jon.
“I’m so sorry for your friend Emmanuel and for his terrible suffering. I can only imagine how awful it was for you to watch him endure such pain,” Dominique said. “But what did you mean when you said a minute ago, he arose?”
“He had told us about eternal life,” Jon said. “But we didn’t know what that really was. Still, he kept on telling us that one day we each would have life everlasting in God’s kingdom as long we followed him. But how do you believe in a life no one has ever seen or experienced?
“The third day after he was killed, we were at Felipe’s house. We were all hurting so much. I walked outside alone. I remember saying, ‘Emmanuel, show me the way’ because I felt so lost. We all did. I said it again, ‘Emmanuel, show me the way.’ Then I felt the wind rush through me and I heard a familiar voice. I lifted my head and I saw a radiant light emerge from the sky. It was coming nearer to me. As it drew closer, I began to see an image form in the brilliant glow. There in the light, I saw him. I saw Emmanuel.”
“But how? How could he come back to life?” Dominque asked. “You said he had been crucified and killed.”
“Because Emmanuel is the revelation of Heaven. He wasn’t coming back to life on Earth as man. He was rising to new life with God in Heaven. He had told us that dying was why he was sent here. He had to die in order to be born again into eternity. The resurrection of Christ is the proof of Heaven.”
“The proof of Heaven,” Dominique echoed. “You’re saying Heaven is real?”
“Heaven is real because Christ is real. The resurrection of Christ into Heaven is true.” Jon hung his head in shame. “It happened twenty years ago.
“And I was a witness.”






  
  3. As if Christ never was


They deboarded the airplane. Dominque grabbed her overstuffed suitcase while Jon followed behind with the small duffel bag. As they walked toward the exit Dominique said, “It was nice meeting you.” 
Jon gazed around the frenetic airport.
“Jon, do you know where you’re going?”
“I’m going to see a friend at County Hospital.”
“Oh, okay. How are you going to get there?”
Jon just looked at her with a blank expression.
“You know, I’m taking the train to a downtown hotel where I’m staying. I think County Hospital is a few blocks from there. Do you want to take the train with me?”
“Yes, that would be good.”
Dominique led him to the train and they boarded for the thirty minute ride.
A few minutes into the trip, the train conductor walked down the aisle collecting fares. Dominique reached into her purse to pull out her money. Jon mimicked Dominque and reached into his pants pocket. He pulled some crumpled dollar bills. Sheepishly, he looked at Dominique and asked, “How many of these does it cost?”
Dominique was going to ask a question, but she bit her lip and took the bills from Jon. She counted out the correct amount and returned the rest to Jon. Jon looked at bills in his hand and muttered, “Pictures of the Governor.”
“Sorry?” Dominique asked.
“This money, its pictures of the Governor,” Jon replied. “One time Emmanuel asked me if I would choose pictures of God over pictures of the Governor. I told him I would choose pictures of God.
“But look at me now,” he continued. “Emmanuel said you can’t serve two masters and here I am serving the Governor instead of serving God.”
Dominique countered, “I think you’re being too hard on yourself. It’s just money. That’s not what defines you.”
“Okay,” Jon responded. Then he looked at her and asked, “Dominique, what defines you?”
“Um, well, I guess that’s what I’m trying to find out.”
“During your gap year?”
“Yes,” she answered with a grin, “during my gap year.”
“Maybe I can help you.”
“How?”
“Come with me to see my friend at the hospital.”
Dominique frowned and claimed she had to check in to the hotel by a certain time. Jon just looked at her without comment.
The train arrived in downtown Capital City. Dominique pointed out the direction of the hospital to Jon.
“Come with me,” he repeated.
Dominque saw the resolve in his face. “Is it important to you?”
“I think it will be important to you,” Jon said.
“Okay, I’ll go with you. But you have to carry my bag, it’s pretty heavy.”
“I can see that. Here, I’ll take yours and you take mine.”
Dominique took the small bag from Jon. “You don’t take much with you when you travel, do you?”
“I don’t travel. I’m here to see my friend.”
“You don’t travel?”
“There’s the hospital,” Jon said ignoring her comment. They entered the revolving doors and went to the reception desk for assistance. An elderly lady working the desk had them write their names in the visitor’s log and directed them to the fourth floor.
Peering cautiously into each room they passed, they eventually came to a room with a man lying quietly in his bed. There were wires and tubes connected to multiple parts of his body. The man had his hands folded over his chest and his eyes were fixed on the ceiling. His head was shaven and his face was puffy and red. Still, Jon saw something familiar. He pushed the door all the way open and walked in. He came to edge of the bed. The man in the bed slowly shifted his gaze to the visitor. He stared at him for a long while and then finally a thin smile creased his face. He spoke with a tired and raspy voice: “I see your hair isn’t long and wavy anymore.”
“No, age has taken its toll on me,” Jon answered.
“You? What about me? They have me all tied up and shot up with who knows how many kind of drugs. I don’t even know what most of this is for.”
“It’s good to see you, Nathan,” Jon said.
Nathan gripped Jon’s hand with all the strength he could muster, “You, too, my not-so-young friend. But I gather the news of my ill health must be getting around. I received a nice letter from Matilda not long ago. And now you’ve come to visit. And you brought a friend.”
“Nathan, this is Dominique. I flew in with her and I asked her to come and meet you.”
“You took an airplane? My, my, the times are certainly changing,” Nathan said. “Dominique, come closer. My eyes are so swollen it’s difficult for me to see clearly.”
“Hello,” she said pleasantly as she approached Nathan.
“Thank you for coming to see a sickly old man. But why did you come to see me? Do we know each other?”
“No, but Jon said that it would be good if I came.”
Jon interrupted saying, “I told her about Emmanuel.”
“Actually, Jon only told me a few things about him.”
“I told her how I’ve failed Emmanuel,” Jon said. “I told her how I’ve failed to do the one thing I promised him: to be a witness for him. To let the world know about him.”
Nathan used all of what little strength he had to push himself up in the bed.
“Jon, the Scriptures tell us to act justly, show mercy, and walk humbly with God. As long as that’s true, we’re on the path God set for us.”
“But Nathan, it’s been twenty years since Emmanuel was with us,” Jon said, his voice shaking. “I should have done more and I know Emmanuel expects more.”
Nathan put his hand to his chin in reflection. “Jon, do you remember the days at the shelter just before we came to Capital City with Emmanuel for the last time?”
“Yes, of course I do. I’ll never forget it. That was when I followed Emmanuel up the hill. That was when I heard God speak to him.”
Dominique interjected, “You heard God speak?”
Jon looked at her for a second and then looked back at Nathan. “That’s when Emmanuel told me of his destiny.”
“Yes, he told me that as well. And he also told me some other things. That day, Emmanuel told me: ‘In my name, you will be seized and persecuted. You will be brought before governors and put into prison, some of you will be put to death, all because of me.’”
Surprised, Jon said, “He never said that to me.”
“I know. There are things he wanted to keep from you. You were only a boy then. It’s difficult to think that people will be against you, some violently so. It’s not what anyone wants to hear. 
“But, Jon, remember what else Emmanuel said. We will testify before others of the glory of Emmanuel the Christ. And when we do, he said not to worry about what to say. He will leave us his Spirit who will guide us. And the words will come to us and no one will be able to contradict them or resist their truth. He said although people will hate us
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