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    EDITOR’S NOTE:


     


    When he was but a boy of five years of age existing in squalor, crippling dysfunction, and repeated homelessness, the author was touched and comforted by the “Baby Jesus” from a small plastic Nativity scene. Since that moment, his faith and belief have only grown over time.


    Years later as an adult, the author often had momentary flashes in his mind regarding The Forty Days after the Resurrection when Jesus walked the earth. The primary message always being: “There is a very special story attached to that miraculous time. Tell it.” But even with those quick flashes of thought, he had no idea how to write such a story. Over the next number of years, the thoughts and flashes continued but with no blueprint. Then, in but a few short minutes during one day in August of 2015, the entire book, including character names and story, flooded into the author’s mind. To this day, the author has no idea how or why it happened.


    As it was happening and after, the author transcribed the thoughts from his mind as fast as possible onto paper and then wrote the entire book in basically one sitting. Still not entirely sure what was happening or what to do, the author reached out to a number of people in publishing. While all were instantly excited or intrigued, some wanted the author to change the story to make it more “commercial” and “exciting.”


    The author flat-out refused.


    He strongly believed that it was imperative that the story be told exactly as it had flooded into his mind on that special day.


    We agreed.


    What follows is that simple, moving, and faith-affirming story exactly as it came into the mind of the author.
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    For any and all Christians on this earth now being persecuted, tortured, or killed because of their faith and because of their belief in Jesus Christ.

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


     


    “I saw him. I touched him. I followed him.”


    Leah looked lovingly at her grandfather as his seventy-nine year-old eyes glowed with a light and an excitement she had never seen before.


    “You saw who, grandfather?”


    The old man sat at a crude wooden table in a corner of the small one room stone, mud, and straw home as his granddaughter and her husband Benjamin sat at the other end. Behind them, near the far wall, lying atop a thin blanket and a bed of hay, slept the couple’s two young children.


    The old man gazed at his great-grandchildren with pure love, pride…and something else. He looked upon their innocent faces for several seconds and seemed to gather strength from the act.


    He then shifted his dark and weary eyes back to the young woman who was sitting across from him while she cleaned vegetables in a bowl before her.


    “I kept it a secret all these years. I was afraid to tell anyone.”


    The old man’s eyes then grew wider.


    “I was even afraid to admit it to myself. I did not want to think about it. I did not want to believe it. I did not want to remember it. Every single day since, I have tried to force it from my mind in order to try to live my simple life in peace. I did not want to answer questions. I did not want to face the ridicule. I did not want the attention. I did not want to be hurt. But now…”


    The old man smiled at his granddaughter and her husband as he waved his trembling hands over his thin and withered body.


    “But now, my humble life is coming to its natural conclusion. And before I leave this world for the next, I now know it’s my duty—my obligation—to tell this story. To tell His story. He trusted me to tell it and out of cowardly fear for my own wellbeing, I bit my tongue and kept silent. I did not honor His trust, kindness, and pure love. Out of fear for myself, I betrayed that trust and love. And for all these years, I have been consumed by shame and sorrow. Well, no more. No more. With my time now drawing very close—and out of my own love for you and your beautiful children—I will now tell the story I should have told years ago. A story I should have spread from every village and town to the next until my voice left me. A story that will…change the world.”


    Benjamin looked at his wife as he narrowed his eyes and ever so slightly shook his head in frustration and annoyance.


    While elderly and frail, the old man’s senses and mind were still quite sharp. He instantly noticed the negative reaction from Benjamin and then afforded himself a slight smile.


    It was precisely this kind of reaction, he said to himself, which wrongfully frightened me into silence for these seventy long years.


    Leah looked over at her husband and put her hand on his. Like her grandfather sitting before her, and her father when he was alive, Benjamin was but a simple shepherd. More than that, he was a very good man and a loving husband and father. Day after day, week after week, and year after year, he worked endless hours in the worst weather possible to try and provide the barest of essentials for his wife and children. Just like every person and family in the village and the surrounding area, each new dawn presented yet another obstacle to his and their survival. Every day was a fight just to live and because of that, Leah knew that Benjamin sometimes lacked the patience to deal with that which distracted him from overcoming these harsh realities of life.


    While uneducated, Benjamin was a wise man beyond his years and believed he knew where this story was going. It was going to have something to do with that myth. That fable about the man who walked in this same village and the surrounding towns some four decades before Benjamin and Leah were even born. The man who performed miracles and came from somewhere up in the sky to save humanity.


    Benjamin did not have time for myths or for fables. His only concern was to provide for his family while remaining as invisible as possible to the authorities. Roman or otherwise.


    He knew Leah loved her grandfather very much. He himself loved the old man. An old man who he knew went through so many terrible things in his own life yet never complained.


    Benjamin also knew the end for the old man was not far off. So, because of that and because of his wife’s love for him and his for her, he would swallow his frustration and remain silent should the old man start to tell a story regarding the mystery man from over seventy years ago.


    Leah looked into her husband’s eyes. He smiled back, squeezed her hand and then slightly nodded his head.


    Leah returned smile for the man she loved so much and then squeezed his hand even harder in a non-verbal thank you for his understanding.


    She then turned back to face her grandfather who was sitting before them with a very bemused look on his face. A look which told her that “non-verbal” or otherwise, he understood all that was going on between her and Benjamin.


    Leah rose from the table and walked over to a small container of water. From it, she poured a small amount into a stone cup. She then sat back down at the table and placed the cup of water before her grandfather.


    “Tell us your story, grandfather.” She smiled. “Tell us your story.”


    The old man lifted the stone cup with his right hand and took a sip of the refreshing water. With that hand now trembling even more from the effort, he quickly put the cup back on the table, cleared his throat, and began.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


     


    “I was by then, nine years old,” said the old man as he looked at Leah and her husband. “As you may remember, by that time, I had been on my own for a number of months. Some soldiers had burned down our village and killed everyone there including my parents and my younger brother. Just before they came, my mother had sent me to the river to get more water for our home. Just as I arrived at the river, I saw the soldiers on horses coming over the horizon. Hundreds of them. I ran in the woods and hid. From over a mile away I heard the screams and then saw the flames. My mother had always taught my brother and myself that if there was ever any trouble to hide in the woods and stay there until we were sure it was over. I wanted to run back. I wanted to help. But my mother made me promise to honor her request…”


    The old man paused to take another sip of water. If anything, his hand shook even worse this time.


    After her grandfather had put the cup back on the table, Leah leaned over and touched the back of his right hand.


    “Grandfather,” she said with a deep look of concern in her green eyes. “If the telling of this story is going to upset you, please stop.”


    “No,” answered the old man with a small but genuine smile. “No. I will be alright. The telling of this story just naturally made me think about my mother, my father, and my brother and how much I have missed them all these years. But while I truly do miss them, I know that I will be with them again soon. Very soon.”


    Benjamin and Leah each stole a quick glance at the other with that remark.


    Leah then caressed the back of her grandfather’s hand. “Are you sure you want to tell this story?”


    The old man’s smile grew wider. “Not only am I sure. It is a story I must tell. More than anything, I know now that it is my solemn duty to Him to tell this story. So, yes…I am sure.”


    The old man then patted his granddaughter’s hand.


    “Now…where was I?” he asked of Benjamin and Leah, as well as himself. “Oh, yes. I was hiding in the woods…”


     


    ***


     


    “…I hid out in the woods all night,” continued the old man. “When the morning came, I could no longer hear the screams and the crying, and the huge red and yellow flames which enveloped the village had turned to clouds of gray and white smoke. I then came out of the woods and walked slowly and very cautiously back to my village. I walked back there knowing what I would find. When I came to the smoldering pile of rubble that had been our simple home just the day before, I saw the burned remains of my mother, my father, and my little brother. As soon as I did, I burst into tears over my loss and the shame I felt for not trying to help and ran as fast as I could away from that horrible scene. I just ran, and ran, and ran. It was a scene I have not been able to free from my mind for all of these decades since.”


    The old man paused again, collected himself, and then went on with a story that was now beginning to transfix Leah and even, it seemed, Benjamin.


    “From that moment on, I was alone. Alone. I became nothing more than a street urchin. Less than human to most and even less than animal, really, as all the animals I encountered were at least part of a family or a herd. I was nothing. I was a filthy and hungry little child now alone in the world. Not only did no one want me, but the sight of me either scared people or made them ashamed that they could not help me. Because of that, all pushed me away.


    “I knew if I were to survive I had to get myself to a city. For it was there, I would be able to find scraps of food in the trash of the homes or eat from the slop given to the livestock in the stables. After many weeks of living off the land and walking mostly at night to avoid the soldiers and robbers, that survival instinct finally brought me to Jerusalem.


    “I do not remember the exact dates now as they have all run together in my head, but just several days after arriving in that walled city, I encountered something quite disturbing. Something obscene in its cruelty. By then, I had been on my own for quite a while and had witnessed much of the barbaric things one man could do to another. But the sight before me truly shocked me. For while I was but a boy of nine years of age, my experiences with the savagery of humans made me old beyond my years. Very old…”


    Leah took a quick look over to the corner to make sure her son, age three, and her daughter, age five, were still sound asleep.


    The old man saw the shift in his granddaughter’s eyes and fully understood. He waited until her attention was back on him and it was clear that she was ready for the story to continue.


    “…It was only morning but still, there was a very large and very loud crowd up ahead lining the street. Many of the people seemed angry and were yelling obscenities at someone in the middle of the street. From the alley I was in, I saw flashes of white cloth, sweat and blood covered flesh, and a great beam of wood. When I finally made my way through the crowd to stand on the edge of the narrow street, I saw a man of about thirty years of age half carrying and half dragging a large and very heavy wooden cross. Because of the brutality I had already witnessed in life, I knew the purpose of that cross. I knew it all too well. The Romans used them to crucify criminals and those opposed to them. I had seen many crucified men in my travels, but I had never seen a man like the one now before me in this street of Jerusalem. For one thing, pressed down around His sweat drenched, long, dark hair, was some kind of crown. But it was a crown of thorns. Thorns. Why He was being forced to wear it, I did not know or understand. But the thorns of the crown were pressed so tightly into His head that blood poured from the wounds and covered his face…”


    Even though she felt she had prepared herself for whatever her grandfather might say, Leah was still surprised at how tense she was becoming and at the new emotions starting to well up inside of her.


    Sensing this to be the case, Benjamin reached over and took his wife’s hand. While he did so to comfort her, he was also stirring with new emotions as his own mind began to race.


    “…this man,” continued Leah’s grandfather. “Was no criminal. I had seen and evaded many in the previous months and I had never seen a face like the one now before me. Never. For even though He was clearly in great pain, even though He was exhausted to the point of collapse, even as some people lining the streets screamed at Him with hateful twisted faces while spitting upon Him, and even as the Roman soldiers walking on either side of Him shoved Him from one side of the street to another in some kind of game to see if they could make Him fall, His face…His face…was a face of kindness. A face of tranquility. His face was that of a man totally at peace with Himself.


    “After another minute or so, His procession of pain took Him just feet from where I was standing in the crowd. It was at that moment that I noticed His back. I could barely look. He had been whipped and had many long open and bleeding wounds all over His back. As I stared at that horrible sight, He suddenly stumbled from the tremendous weight of the heavy timber cross and fell to the street. Not only did no one help him, but many in the crowd laughed and cheered at the sight and at His pain while continuing to spit at Him.


    “I looked up one side of the street and then the other, and no one was moving to help this poor man. No one. It was at that point that I ran out from the crowd to stand by His side. Other than wanting desperately to help, I had no idea what I was doing. My only thought was to try the best I could with my emaciated nine-year-old body, to lift the weight of the cross off of Him so he could at least stand again.


    “As I stepped closer to put my shoulder into the cross to lift it, His head was almost touching the street in exhaustion as blood and sweat poured from it onto the dirt He had collapsed upon. When He noticed someone was next to Him and trying to help, He slowly turned his face up and towards me. His first look seemed to be one of surprise that it was a little boy next to Him. His next look—and all of this took place in but a few seconds—was something I had never ever seen before. He reached up with his trembling arm and touched my hand as He smiled up at me while mouthing the words “thank you” from a body too broken to speak. But it was His eyes. His eyes which spoke most loudly of all. As His hand briefly touched mine, I notice there was a light which poured out of His eyes directly into my own. A real light. I swear. I felt an energy. I truly did. It was an energy of joy, of peace, and most strangely to me, an energy of…forgiveness. He continued to smile up at me and then nodded His head ever so slightly as if confirming something and then…and then…one of the Roman soldiers next to Him rushed over toward us and with the hilt of his sword, smashed me in the head. I was knocked to the ground senseless and then felt my feet being grabbed by what looked like another soldier as I was dragged off to the side of the street. That was the last thing I remembered before everything turned black.”


    The old man then caught his breath as his eyes began to water with the long ago memory.


    “Are you alright, grandfather?” Asked Leah.


    The old man looked up from the table and smiled at his granddaughter.


    “Oh, yes,” he said as his voice which seemed to gather strength. “I have actually never been better.”


    Benjamin looked down and saw that the old man’s cup was empty. “Would you like a little more water, grandfather?”


    “Yes, please,” answered the old man while still smiling. “My throat seems to be getting quite dry as I talk.”


    Benjamin picked up the small stone cup, walked over to the wooden bucket in a corner of the room, and submerged the cup in the water inside. He then returned to the table and placed the now dripping cup of water back before the old man.


    This time, the old man grasped the cup with both of his hands, raised it to his lips and drank until the water was gone. As he was placing it back on the table, it slipped from his weak and bony hands and crashed on the coarse wood of the tabletop, making a noise loud enough to wake the children.


    While both children were now stirring on their humble bed of straw, only the young girl spoke.


    “Is everything alright, Mama?”


    Leah jumped up from the table and walked quickly over to the corner to comfort her children.


    “Yes, it is, Hannah,” smiled Leah as she slowly stroked her daughter’s light brown hair. “We just dropped a cup on the table. Be still now and go back to sleep.”


    Leah then looked over at her small son whose eyes were fluttering and already beginning to close again.


    “You too, Joseph. Back to your sweet dreams.”


    With his eyes now fully shut, the tiny boy mumbled something and was once again fast asleep.


    Hannah giggled and then held out both arms to her mother. Leah smiled down at her beautiful young daughter and leaned down to give her a hug.


    “Off to sleep, my precious Hannah,” she said. “We will try not to make any more noise.”


    After sitting next to them for another few minutes, Leah was pleased to see that both of her children were now back to sleep.


    She then stood and walked back over to the table. As she sat back down on the bench next to her husband, she lovingly and softly ran the back of her fingertips across the dark beard covering his face.


    “I am so very sorry, granddaughter,” said the old man as he turned back to face her and Benjamin after looking at their children.


    “They are fine, grandfather, and already back to sleep.”


    The old man nodded but still had a frown displayed on his heavily wrinkled face.


    “I am happy to hear that. May I continue?”


    Surprisingly to both the old man and Leah, it was Benjamin who answered.


    “Please,” he said with real and unexpected enthusiasm. “We are very interested in hearing your story and most especially, its outcome.”
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