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​

To my dear cousins Lexine and Linda.

Though the years have separated us, you always remain in my heart and prayers. Our family ties transcend time and distance.

I dedicate this book to you both, daughters of the late Reverend Sidney Slaton, my cherished namesake. His spirit of faith and service continues to inspire me daily.

May this story honor his legacy of compassion and boundless love in our family. God's light shines on, guiding us through this winding journey's joyous and difficult seasons.

Stay strong in the Lord's grace. You are never far from my thoughts and affections. God bless both of my dear and beautiful cousins today and all our tomorrows.

With much love, Your Cousin 

—-Sidney St. James

*Waves*
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GOLGATHA - What Would Jesus Do?

***** 
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Greetings dear readers.

It brings me immense joy to present this latest novel in my Faith Chronicles series to all of you. When I published what I believed would be the final book in the series several years ago, I could not have predicted the global turmoil that would soon unfold. 

As societies became inflamed by political schisms, isolated by social media bubbles, and threatened by disruptions like pandemics, climate change, and the New Green Deal, I felt an urgent calling to reignite this saga.

During long walks around shimmering Lake Georgetown near my home, I contemplated the polarization and uncertainty engulfing communities worldwide. Defund the police, tearing down statues of my ancestors, gang theft and violence in Walgreens, and, of course, the ever-expanding world of hate in the Middle East and between Ukraine and Russia... not to mention all the large cities in America. The idea for this new tale first stirred inside me on one such stroll along the banks of Lake Georgetown. Gazing at the graceful willow trees swaying along the water's edge, I suddenly imagined someone emerging from the tranquil scene. Oh, and yes, I always imagine things, as that helps birth many of my novels. But, back to what happened that day.

The earth trembled beneath their feet, a deep, resonant quaking that seemed to herald the arrival of an otherworldly presence. From the dense, shadow-laden woods, an ethereal glow began to emanate, casting an otherworldly light that pierced the shroud of darkness enveloping the land. The trees themselves seemed to lean away as if bowing in reverence or fear, their branches quivering in the eerie luminescence that grew ever brighter and more intense.

And then, emerging from the luminous heart of the woods, was a figure so unexpected, so out of place, yet imbued with an undeniable aura of divinity. It was Jesus himself, but not as history or scripture had often depicted him. No ancient robes adorned his form; instead, he stood there in modern garb, a striking juxtaposition of the eternal and the contemporary. His attire was of this era, a sharp contrast to the timeless wisdom etched upon his visage. A silver-belly cowboy hat sat atop his head, glinting softly under the celestial light that seemed to follow him, a beacon in the nocturnal world.

His eyes, those deep wells of fathomless wisdom, met theirs, and in that gaze, they felt an eternity of understanding, a depth of compassion and knowledge so profound it was as if the very secrets of the universe lay bare before them. Brimming with eternal sagacity, those eyes seemed to pierce through the veils of time and existence, reaching into the souls of those who beheld him.

The air around them hummed with a palpable energy, the ground still whispering of the power that had shaken it. The glow from the woods cast all in a surreal, dreamlike quality, imbuing the moment with a sense of unreality, as if the very fabric of the world had shifted, revealing wonders and mysteries unimagined.

In that transcendent moment, with the ground beneath them bearing witness to a seismic truth and the light from the woods heralding a revelation, the figure of Jesus in his anachronistic attire stood as a bridge between worlds, between epochs, a testament to the eternal now, the everlasting 'I am.' The night air, charged with the residual energy of the shaking earth and the luminous glow, seemed to hold its breath, awaiting his words and actions as if the very fate of creation hinged upon this singular, incredible encounter.

In my mind's eye, I saw him walking the sidewalks of my hometown of Georgetown, Texas, on the square, blessing outsiders, speaking wisdom, and quietly challenging prejudices and greed. And I wondered - what if, in fact, he did return today... I mean, really returned! How might he engage with the complex issues dividing society now?

Then, back at my desk overlooking the lake's gently rippling waters, I scribbled notes, then finally began writing, transported through fiction to construct intimate 'what if' vignettes of Jesus moving through our material world once more. I sought not to speculate on theology or history questions but to activate timeless spiritual insights through my imagination. 

If Jesus frequented a homeless shelter, how might he uplift those neglected by society? What universal truths might he share if he walked past a protest against inequality? 

"In 'Seeing the Power of God,' the sixth book in the Faith Chronicles, I asked such questions, but never really answered them... until now."

I set these speculative scenes from small towns to teeming cities, seeking to reveal humanity's shadows and our sacred potential for light if we open our hearts. 

This novel is one soul's attempt to reconnect ideals of compassion and justice at a time when so many feel bewildered, hopeless, or isolated in their convictions. I offer it here in hopes that the story provides perspective and vision to you, dear reader, on how we might build a more just world that our hearts know is possible.

Whatever your personal beliefs, I pray you feel the sincerity of my intentions. Our planet needs profound moral courage and awakening if our species is to endure, let alone thrive. May this book spark your creative spirit to reflect, connect with others, and manifest positive change within your own circles - because progress starts from within.

Thank you for allowing me to share this new passage in my Faith Chronicles. I welcome you to journey with me in faith and contemplation. There are so many stories left to write together.

With devotion, Sidney St. James!
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What Would Jesus Do?

*****
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The early morning sun cast a soft glow over Georgetown, Texas, filling the air with the scent of blooming wildflowers and a distant hum as the city woke up. Jesus, with his serene demeanor, stepped onto the bustling streets, his presence a stark contrast to the hurried pace of daily life. He had returned to a complete white robe from his origination in today’s garb, but he hadn’t thrown away the cowboy hat. 

The townspeople, absorbed in their routines, hardly noticed the newcomer among them, yet there was an undercurrent of unease, a sense that something was amiss.

As Jesus walked, he observed the faces around him, each etched with the stories of their lives. Worry marked some, indifference others. Yet, he moved among them with purposeful grace, his eyes reflecting a deep well of compassion. His first encounter was with a group of construction workers, their hands roughened from labor at the corner of Austin Avenue and 8th Street. Jesus paused, watching them work under the scorching sun. "The foundation of a strong community is built on the sweat of its workers," he remarked, his voice calm yet carrying an undeniable authority. The workers stopped, puzzled by the stranger's insight.

In the heart of a neglected neighborhood, Jesus found his way to a modest, crumbling school, where the laughter and shouts of children playing in a yard of cracked concrete filled the air with a bittersweet melody of innocence and resilience. Stepping into a classroom that bore the marks of neglect and scarcity, he encountered a young teacher. She stood before her students, her spirit wearied by the daunting challenge of sparking curiosity and joy amid such deprivation.

His interaction with her was tender yet imbued with a depth that stirred the embers of hope within her weary heart. "Do not look upon these walls and see only despair," Jesus spoke with a quiet strength that commanded attention, "for the true treasure lies in the eager eyes before you. The wealth of a society isn’t measured in material abundance but in nurturing its youngest minds and hearts with the riches of knowledge and the warmth of love. You, who dedicate yourself to this sacred task, are the most valuable of all."

Yet, as his journey continued to the bustling city center, where wealth flaunted its splendor and the air thrummed with the pursuits of the affluent, his message of empathy and shared humanity found a colder reception. In the middle of a crowd that glittered with the trappings of success, he spoke earnestly of the virtue in sharing, of the moral imperative for those who had much to extend their hands to those who had little.

Though spoken from a place of unconditional love, the words encountered resistance, reflecting the hearts that had become complacent in comfort. It was then that a prominent businessman, his pride piqued, issued his challenge, embodying the skepticism of many. "And what would you have us do, give away all that we've worked so hard for?" he demanded, his voice laced with incredulity and a hint of derision.

Jesus, unshaken, responded not with rebuke but with a parable, a story simple in its telling yet profound in its implications. "Imagine a man who built a granary to store his surplus grain, thinking he had enough to last a lifetime, never needing to give a thought to others. Yet, that very night, he was required to surrender his life. To whom, then, would all he had prepared to belong?"

As the tale unfolded, the crowd fell into a contemplative hush, the businessman's face among them, reflecting a turmoil of realization. Jesus' parable, elegant in its simplicity, left them to wrestle with the essence of true wealth and success, challenging the foundations of their beliefs and inviting them to view their fortunes through the lens of compassion and communal well-being.

As the day turned into evening and the streets grew quieter, Jesus found himself amid a heated debate at a local diner on Main Street. The topic was the city's handling of recent natural disasters and the lack of support for the affected. His call for unity and collective action struck a chord with some, but others, fearing change, whispered accusations, labeling him a disruptor, a threat to their comfortable existence.

Despite the mounting resistance, Jesus pressed on, his path illuminated by acts of profound compassion and divine authority. Wherever he went, miracles unfurled like banners of hope: the blind received sight under his gentle gaze, the lame walked at his encouraging word, and the sick were healed with a touch of his hand. Each miracle, a testament to a power beyond the earthly realm, drew crowds, their eyes wide with wonder and hearts swelling with newfound belief.

In a small village, word spread like wildfire of his arrival, and the people gathered, their faces etched with the burdens of their afflictions. Among them, a woman who had spent years shrouded in the darkness of blindness stood forth, her hands trembling with anticipation. "Could it be true?" she whispered, her voice barely rising above the hush of the crowd. As Jesus approached, a hush fell over the onlookers, their breaths held in a collective pause.

"Believe and see," Jesus said, his voice resonant with an authority that seemed to echo the very heartbeat of the earth. He touched her eyes, and in that instant, a radiant light broke through her eternal night, revealing a world reborn in color and form. "I see!" she cried, her voice a clarion call that stirred the crowd into a frenzied chorus of awe and jubilation.

Not far from this scene of joy, a man hobbled forward, his legs weak and useless since birth. The strength of hope, a fragile flame against the darkness of despair, carried him here. 

Jesus turned to him, offering a hand and a challenge: "Rise, take up your bed, and walk." The man's limbs, unaccustomed to vigor, now surged with strength. He rose, stepping into the realm of the miraculous, his first strides an anthem of liberation that echoed through the assembled throng.

The reactions were a tapestry of human emotion—tears of relief, smiles of joy, gasps of disbelief—all merging into a crescendo of realization that something extraordinary was unfolding before their eyes. "Who is this man who commands the ill and infirm to be whole?" they murmured among themselves, their skepticism eroding beneath the undeniable evidence of the divine at work.

Yet, even as the waves of adulation grew, so too did the undercurrents of opposition. The authorities watched, their expressions hardened, as the man who was once bound to his bed danced among his neighbors. They heard the declarations of sight restored and witnessed the once-paralyzed leap in jubilation. Each miracle, each proclamation of gratitude, was a rebuke to their order, a challenge to their dominion, and a sign that the light of truth could no longer be contained.

But for the moment, amid miracles, the ordinary people basked in the presence of the miraculous, their voices raised not in fear or subjugation but in celebration of the man who had brought the divine into their midst, challenging them to see beyond their circumstances, to believe in the possibility of transformation and to recognize the true essence of power and grace.

In “In the Face of Adversity” (the name of my second novel in the Faith Chronicles), Jesus' response was not anger but unwavering love and forgiveness. Even when confronted by those seeking to harm him, he defended himself only with his faith, becoming a beacon for those lost in society's shadows.

As the novel progresses, the tension between Jesus' message of hope and his resistance to entrenched powers builds to a climax. His journey through the heart of America mirrors the challenges we face today, asking the reader to reflect on their actions and beliefs.

In the end, the legacy Jesus leaves behind in Georgetown and beyond is not one of conflict but a call to action—a challenge to live out the principles of compassion, justice, and love in our daily lives. His spirit, though no longer present in the flesh, ignites a movement that carries forward his message, inspiring a new generation to rise and continue the work he started.

Through this expanded narrative, the novel delves deeper into the heart of Jesus' teachings, exploring their application in a modern context and inviting readers to consider how they might respond to his timeless question: "What would Jesus do?"
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Rippling Waters of San Gabriel

***** 
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In the golden haze of the morning, Jesus' words wove through the crowd, drawing them in as the parable unfolded. "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God," he began, his voice carrying the weight of profound truth. 

The story, though ancient, resonated with the timeless themes of compassion, mercy, and the shared humanity that binds us all. "Do unto others as you would have them do unto you," Jesus continued, his words a gentle reminder of the golden rule that underpins moral society. His voice, imbued with warmth and empathy, seemed to echo off the stone bridge and ripple across the waters of the San Gabriel, reaching the ears of every person present with a clarity that touched their hearts. "Let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven," he concluded, his message inspiring a ripple of hope and a renewed sense of purpose among the listeners.

As Jesus spoke, the expressions of the townspeople transformed. Faces initially marked by curiosity or skepticism softened into understanding and contemplation. Some nodded thoughtfully, their eyes reflecting the impact of his words. Others exchanged glances, a silent acknowledgment of the powerful messages he shared. The air around them seemed charged with a palpable sense of unity and reflection.

As Jesus' storytelling captivated the crowd, a young mother holding her child leaned over to her neighbor and said hushedly, "Do you see him? There's something about him... It's like he sees right through to your soul."

Intrigued, her neighbor peered closer and then replied with a soft chuckle, "You're right. He does have that Jesus vibe, doesn't he? But with that cowboy hat on, he could just as well be a cowboy."

The mother nodded, her eyes still fixed on the figure before them, the mingling of reverence and amusement in their conversation reflecting the unique blend of the familiar and the extraordinary in the man's presence.

As Jesus concluded the parable, his gaze swept over the faces before him, making each person feel he was addressing them individually. "And so," he concluded, "we are all neighbors... every single one of us,  called to extend a hand of kindness to those in need, regardless of our differences. In doing so, we embody the very essence of love and community."

A moment of reflective silence followed, the weight of his message settling over the gathering. Then, almost hesitantly, a few individuals began to clap, their applause growing as more joined in, a spontaneous expression of appreciation and respect.

Yet, Jesus' message did not sway everyone. At the fringes of the crowd, a few hardened faces remained, their skepticism and resistance evident. They exchanged wary glances, uncomfortable with Jesus's challenge to their established views and his disruption to their sense of order.

Among them, a well-dressed man in a sharp suit, clearly a person of some influence in the community, leaned in to whisper to his companion, "This man could be trouble. His words are too radical, too unsettling. We need to keep an eye on him."

But Jesus, aware of the undercurrents of tension, remained undeterred. His focus was on the hearts he could touch, the minds he could open. 

Jesus stopped and smiled as he extended his hand to an old friend.  Simon took it and rose from the bench, his eyes reflecting a sense of awe and familiarity. "Jesus," he began, his voice steady yet filled with emotion, "to see you in this era, it's... it's beyond words. Welcome back, indeed."

He paused, looking around at the 21st-century surroundings, then back at Jesus with a smile. "The world has changed in so many ways, yet the core of humanity remains the same. Your presence here is a beacon of hope in a time that desperately needs it."

Simon took a step forward, gesturing towards the path ahead. "I'm with you, my friend. There's much to be done, and I can think of no better guide for this journey than you. Let's show this 21st century the power of compassion and truth. Lead on, my old friend," he said, paused momentarily, and gazed at the 10-gallon hat on his head. 

With a curious smile, he asked, "I must admit, the hat is a surprising choice for you, Jesus. What's the story behind it?"

Jesus chuckled softly, the sound blending seamlessly with the morning breeze. "Ah, this hat," he began, lifting it off his head for a moment to examine it, "is not just a whimsical choice. In every era, I find something that helps bridge the gap between me and those I seek to reach. This hat," he placed it back on his head, "is a symbol in this time and place. It represents a figure that is both relatable and respected—a shepherd of sorts, guiding and protecting."

He glanced at Simon with a twinkle in his eye. "It's a conversation starter, a way to break down barriers and open hearts. Plus," Jesus added with a grin, "it shields me from the Texas sun quite effectively."

With that, Jesus and Simon stepped away from the bridge, the crowd parting to let them pass. Some followed, drawn by the magnetic pull of his presence and message, while others remained behind, deep in thought.

As Jesus and his growing band of followers moved through Georgetown, the reactions varied—whispers of wonder, nods of respect, and frowns of disapproval. Yet, through it all, Jesus walked with serene confidence, his message of love and compassion echoing in the hearts of those willing to listen, planting seeds of change that would grow in ways no one could yet imagine.

As they continued their walk to the station, the early morning sun began to cast longer shadows on the pavement, and the city around them hummed with the beginning of a new day. Jesus' calm demeanor and thoughtful conversation unexpectedly affected Officer John Thomas, who found himself questioning priorities he had long taken for granted.

Arriving at the station, the atmosphere differed starkly from the serene riverside. The buzz of radios, the click of keyboards, and the murmur of voices created a backdrop of constant activity. Officer John led Jesus through the maze of desks and bustling officers, his presence causing a stir among the staff. Curious glances followed them as they passed, whispers of speculation about the identity of the peculiar man in ancient robes who wears a gray 10-gallon hat and the nature of his "disruption" by the river.

Officer John gestured for Jesus to sit in a small, sparsely furnished room. "I'll need to take down some information," he said, his tone more official now, but the impact of the earlier conversation lingered in his mind.

With a notepad in hand, Officer John began his routine questioning, trying to maintain a professional demeanor despite the unusual circumstances. "Can I have your full name and date of birth, please?" he asked, pen poised.

"Jesus of Nazareth," Jesus replied calmly, a gentle smile on his face. "My date of birth is a bit more complicated than your forms might accommodate."

John looked up, a hint of confusion crossing his face. "I'm sorry, could you clarify that?" he inquired, unsure how to record such an answer.

Jesus nodded understandingly. "I was born over two millennia ago, in a time and place far removed from here. But I am here now to spread a message of love and understanding and remind people of the compassion within them, one that many appear to have lost."

John hesitated, the pen still hovering over the paper. "And what brings you to Georgetown, Texas, at this time?" he asked, the curiosity of his colleagues mirrored in his own eyes.

"I go where I am needed, where hearts are open and minds are seeking," Jesus explained. "Every encounter, every conversation is an opportunity to plant seeds of kindness and empathy."

The officer slowly lowered his pen, the formality of the situation giving way to genuine interest. "What would you say is your message to those you meet here?"

Jesus' eyes met John's, a depth of compassion evident in his gaze. "To love one another, as I have loved you. To seek understanding before judgment, to offer forgiveness instead of holding onto grievances. The world can be a place of profound beauty and love if we choose to make it so."

Momentarily lost in thought, John finally nodded, a new understanding dawning on him. "Thank you," he said, no longer just an officer performing his duties but a fellow human touched by the encounter.

Word of the morning's events by the river and the subsequent arrival of this enigmatic figure at the station spread quickly. 

The precinct buzzed with the low hum of incredulity and whispered conjectures as the officers gathered, their focus converging on the enigmatic figure who had appeared by the river. One officer, skepticism etched across his features, leaned nonchalantly against a desk, arms folded as if to barricade himself against the rising tide of curiosity and wonder that seemed to permeate the room.

"I heard he just showed up by the river out of nowhere," he said, his voice tinged with a dismissive undertone, inviting his colleagues to share in his disbelief. "Claims to be Jesus Christ of Nazareth. Can you believe that?" His eyebrow arched a silent challenge to the plausibility of the claim.

Another officer, drawn to the conversation by the incredulous tone, sidled up, a smirk on his lips. "Jesus Christ, huh? Next, he'll be turning water into wine in the interrogation room," he quipped, laughter bubbling beneath his words, echoing the skepticism that filled the room.

Yet, amid the chuckles and skeptical remarks, a younger officer lingered at the periphery, her expression pensive. "But what if—just what if—he's who he says he is?" she mused aloud, more to herself than to her colleagues, her voice a mere whisper lost in the wave of disbelief.

The first officer turned, fixing her with a look that blended amusement and condescension. "Come on, we deal with facts here, not fairy tales. People don't just appear claiming to be biblical figures every day. We need evidence, proof, not just wild stories by the riverbank."

Another officer, sipping his coffee, raised an eyebrow and gently laughed. "Jesus, huh? And I suppose he walked across the San Gabriel River to get there?" The sarcasm in his voice was evident, drawing a few chuckles from others in the group.

"But wait," interjected a younger officer, her eyes wide with skepticism and wonder, "there's talk about how he spoke to the crowd and helped that man, Simon. They say there was something... different about him."

"Different or not," a seasoned detective added, joining the conversation, "it's our job to figure out what he's really up to. Compassionate interaction or not, it's unusual, and that warrants a closer look."

"Yeah," another chimed in, "until we know more, I'm keeping an open mind. But let's not start calling the man the Messiah just yet. We've seen our fair share of charlatans."

As the day progressed, a small group of people who had been part of the riverside gathering began to gather outside the station. Their expressions were of concern and support for the man who had touched their hearts with his message. Their peaceful presence was a testament to the impact of Jesus' words, a silent call for understanding and empathy in a world often divided by differences.

Inside, Officer John completed the necessary paperwork, the formality of the process contrasting sharply with the introspection Jesus' presence had sparked within him. As they concluded, John found himself at a crossroads. The encounter with Jesus challenged him to reflect on the balance between duty and personal life, maintaining order and nurturing compassion.

In the end, the authorities filed no charges and released Jesus, his brief detainment serving only to amplify his message within the community. As he stepped out of the station, those gathered outside greeted him with relief and gratitude, their faces reflecting the diverse tapestry of humanity he had come to serve.

Jesus' journey through Georgetown, marked by this brief but significant episode, continued to resonate within the hearts of those he encountered. 

The stories of his teachings, his compassion, and his unwavering commitment to love and justice spread, igniting conversations and inspiring acts of kindness across the community.

As the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting a warm glow over the city, Jesus and his newfound companions moved on, their path illuminated by the enduring truth of his message—a call to love one another, to seek justice, and to be peacemakers in a troubled world. 

And for Officer John, the day ended with a renewed sense of purpose, a commitment to finding a more profound balance between his responsibilities and the precious moments with his family, forever changed by the wisdom of a stranger.
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Chapter TWO
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Jesus Visits Sixth Street in Austin

*****
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As the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in fiery orange and soft lavender hues, the sweltering Texas heat began to meld with the growing energy of the night. Austin, thirty miles south of Georgetown, the city known for its vibrant culture and spirited heart, transitioned from the day's laid-back charm to the evening's electric buzz. 

Sixth Street, the pulsating artery of Austin's legendary live music and nightlife scene, transformed into a kaleidoscopic spectacle of sound, color, and movement.

A diverse throng of revelers now overtook the streets, once the domain of casual strollers and the daytime hustle. They moved in waves, drawn by the magnetic pull of music spilling out from every doorway, each venue vying for attention with its unique sonic offerings. The air was thick with anticipation and the musky scent of summer, mingling with the heady aromas of street food vendors who had set up shop to cater to the nocturnal masses.

Austin's live music scene emerged amid this discord of sights and sounds. Legendary groups, known for their eclectic styles and unbridled performances, took to the stages, their presence announced by the reverberating basslines and piercing guitar riffs that cut through the night. 

With its storied history, the Continental Club hosted bands that blended blues, country, and rock in a seamless tapestry of sound, their music a homage to the city's rich musical heritage.

Just a stone's throw away, the Mohawk, with its multi-level outdoor space, became a haven for indie and alternative enthusiasts. Bands with cult followings delivered electrifying performances under the canopy of twinkling lights, their passionate deliveries echoing the city's motto of Keeping Austin Weird and wonderful.

The impromptu performances of street musicians punctuated the reverie on the streets, their acoustic melodies providing a soulful counterpoint to the amplified anthems dominating the airwaves. These troubadours, with their guitars and harmonicas, sang tales of love, loss, and life, capturing the essence of Austin's musical soul in every single note.

As neon lights flickered like modern-day will-o'-the-wisps, casting an otherworldly glow on the faces of the crowd, the laughter and shouts melded with the music, creating a symphony of human joy and exuberance.

One partygoer, caught up in the moment, exclaimed to a friend, "Look at this place! It's like we've stepped into another dimension!"

Her friend, twirling amid the sidewalk dance, laughed and shouted over the music, "Right? Who needs a dance club when the whole city's alive like this!"

Nearby, a group of strangers, now united in their dance, cheered in agreement. "This beat is everything!" one of them called out, moving in sync with the others as if they'd known each other for years.

The sidewalks, thronged with people, had indeed become stages for these spontaneous dances, where the rhythm and beat of the night found strangers discovering common ground and celebrating the collective spirit of the revelry.

As the hours wore on, the music's intensity and the crowds' energy reached a crescendo. In the heart of Austin, Sixth Street became more than just a place; it was a living, breathing embodiment of music's power to unite, exhilarate, and set free. 

Under the permissive mantle of the Austin night, amid the legendary live music groups that gave the city its soul, revelers chased fleeting pleasures, their spirits alight with the moment's magic. 

Jesus navigated the bustling streets solemnly, his simple white robes flowing gently around him, starkly contrasting to the pulsating music and scantily-clad bodies that swayed and thrummed with the night's rhythm. The neon lights cast a kaleidoscopic glow, illuminating his path through the chaos.

Suddenly, a group of drunken frat boys, raucous and unsteady, pushed their way through the crowd. They were hoisting beers, their laughter boisterous and wild, echoing off the buildings. "Hey, watch it, dude!" one of them slurred as they nearly collided with Jesus.

"Sorry, man," another chuckled, beer sloshing from his raised bottle. "Didn't see you there in your... what's that, a costume?"

As they jostled past, a couple, lost in a sloppy embrace, danced too close to the edge of control. They stumbled right into Jesus, their movements clumsy and unrestrained. "Oh! Sorry, man," the guy mumbled, trying to steady himself and his partner. "Didn't mean to crash into you."

Jesus steadied the couple with a gentle hand, his expression calm and understanding. "No harm done. Be safe and look after each other," he advised, his voice barely audible over the music but carrying a clear note of kindness.

The couple paused, their inebriated haze momentarily pierced by the unexpected encounter. "Thanks, dude," the girl slurred, a flicker of clarity in her eyes. "You're like... really chill."

As the couple moved away, still clinging to each other, and the frat boys disappeared into the crowd, Jesus continued on, his presence a silent oasis of serenity amid the revelry's chaos.

He sighed heavily, the weight of his observation pressing down upon him like the hot Texas air. Looking around at the vibrant scene unfolding on Sixth Street, he lamented under his breath with a tone of deep compassion and an underlying current of profound sorrow.

"Look at this, Simon," Jesus began, his gaze sweeping over the crowd. "So many lost souls, each one precious, yet profoundly adrift. They wander through this cacophony, their hearts yearning for something more enduring than the night's fleeting pleasures."

He paused, the noise of the street momentarily swelling around them. "They seek solace and meaning in these transient thrills, hoping to find what their hearts truly desire. Yet, what they grasp at fades as quickly as the neon lights that cast their glow over us now."

Simon, listening intently, nodded in understanding. "It's a challenging sight," he replied, "seeing people search for depth in the shallows."

Jesus placed a reassuring hand on Simon's shoulder. "Our presence here, our words and actions, can be a beacon for those seeking. There's an opportunity to sow seeds of lasting joy and peace even in places like this."

He paused, his gaze sweeping over the crowd, each face telling its story of hidden struggles and unspoken dreams. "These fleeting sensuous pleasures," he continued, his voice softer now, imbued with an unshakeable empathy, "promise so much yet deliver so little. 

In the laughter and revelry, there's an undercurrent of longing, a quiet desperation for something deeper, something true. It's a hunger of the spirit, a thirst of the soul that no drink is poured in these bars, no melody played on these stages, and can genuinely quench."

His eyes, radiating a gentle yet piercing clarity, seemed to look beyond the immediate spectacle to the very core of the human experience. "True joy, the kind that endures, that fills the vast emptiness within doesn't come from the moment's rush. It comes from knowing who you are and connecting with the divine spark in each of us. It's found in love, in genuine connection with others, in the peace that comes from living a life of purpose... a life of service."

He let out another sigh, this one tinged with a quiet resolve. "If only they could see, could understand, that what they're searching for can't be found on these streets, in these fleeting encounters. The real treasure, the true escape from the emptiness, lies within, waiting to be discovered and transform their lives from the inside out."

As he spoke, the noise of the street seemed to fade into the background, his words a beacon calling out to any who would listen, offering a different path, a promise of something more profound, more fulfilling than the night's shallow promises.

As the vibrant energy of the Austin night swirled around them, Ruby, with her bold ruby-red lips and a coy half-smile that hinted at mischief and allure, sauntered confidently toward Jesus. The rhythm of her thigh-high leather boots clicking against the pavement punctuated the night air, drawing intrigued glances from the throngs of partygoers. Adorned in a skintight sequined mini dress that sparkled under the neon lights, paired with fishnet stockings that traced the contours of her legs, Ruby was a vision designed to captivate. Balancing on six-inch Lucite heels, she navigated the bustling crowd with a dancer's grace, her presence commanding attention.

With a flirtatious flutter of her voluminous false eyelashes, she approached Jesus, her voice a sultry melody that seemed to float above the din of the nightlife. "Hey there, sexy," she purred, her tone laced with the promise of forbidden adventures. "Looking for some naughty fun tonight?"

In a bold move that blurred the lines between invitation and challenge, Ruby traced a delicate path down Jesus' robes with a perfectly manicured nail, her gesture laden with seductive intent. As she leaned in, the fragrance of her perfume, a heady scent of jasmine and vanilla, wafted through the air, an invisible thread seeking to draw the handsome, robed man with a cowboy hat closer.

Yet, in this moment of charged intimacy, Jesus responded with a compassionate firmness, not with aversion. Gently taking Ruby's hand, he held it with a tenderness that belied the strength of his grasp, halting her advance. Deep and unflinching, his gaze met hers, piercing through the layers of mascara and eyeshadow to reach the person hidden beneath.

"Young lady,"  began, his voice a calm oasis amid the storm of sensory indulgence, "the pursuit of sensual delights, while tempting, offers only a shadow of fulfillment. The true essence of joy, the kind that fills the soul and gives meaning to our existence, remains elusive to those who seek satisfaction only in the realm of the flesh."

Ruby, taken aback, found herself momentarily at a loss. Accustomed to flirtations and playful banter, she was unprepared for the gravity of Jesus' words. His commanding yet gentle presence exuded an authority that transcended the chaotic backdrop of their meeting.

Jesus turned to Ruby, his gaze compassionate and understanding, piercing through the façade of seduction she presented. "My dear Ruby," he began, his voice gentle yet firm, "beneath the surface of the night's glittering allure, there lies a deeper yearning within you, within all of us. Our souls," he continued, choosing his words with care, "thirst not for the fleeting pleasures that vanish with the dawn, but for a connection that transcends the physical, a purpose that gives meaning to our every breath."

He paused, allowing his words to resonate in the charged air between them. "The true nourishment we seek," Jesus went on, "is not found in the shadows of the night but in the light of genuine love and acceptance. It's a sustenance that transforms us from within, filling the emptiness with a sense of belonging, of being truly seen and valued for who we are, not for what we can offer."

Ruby listened, the defenses around her heart wavering in the face of such unconditional understanding. "This transformation," Jesus concluded, "begins with a single step towards the light, towards a life where your worth is not measured by your past but by the infinite potential of your future. Let your soul be guided not by the transient but by the eternal love that seeks to uplift and renew you."

Initially surprised by the unexpected depth of the conversation, Ruby found herself captivated by the sincerity and conviction in Jesus' voice. His words resonated with a truth she had longed to hear but never expected to find in such a moment. The earnestness in his eyes and the gentle authority he spoke with stirred something within her, a flicker of hope and a burgeoning curiosity about the profound connection and purpose he alluded to. 

"Um... sure, why not," Ruby acquiesced, her voice a mix of skepticism and intrigue. "I'm Ruby, by the way." With a casual shrug that belied her growing curiosity, she stepped beside Jesus, leaving behind the pulsating heart of Sixth Street for the slightly less frenetic energy of the quieter nearby 3rd Avenue.

"Pleased to make your acquaintance, Ruby," Jesus responded, his tone infused with warmth as they moved together through the neon-lit night, past the allure of dive bars and the smoky haze of pool halls.

As they continued to walk, Jesus began to weave the tale of the lost sheep, his voice a calm narrative thread amid the sensory tapestry of the city. "Imagine, Ruby, if you will, a shepherd responsible for a hundred sheep. One day, one lamb, driven by curiosity or restlessness, strays from the flock's safety and finds itself lost in the wilderness."

Ruby listened, her initial bemusement giving way to a tentative engagement with the story. The metaphorical landscape Jesus painted stood in stark contrast to the concrete and neon reality they navigated, yet his storytelling drew her in, inviting her to imagine a world beyond the immediate gratification of the senses.

"The shepherd, valuing each sheep as if it were his only charge, sets out into the unknown, his resolve unwavering, to find the lost one. His journey is one of perseverance, of unwavering faith in the value of the individual."

Ruby, her attention caught, found herself visualizing the scene: the vast, open landscapes, the solitary figure of the shepherd against the backdrop of nature, and the vulnerability of the lost lamb. Jesus' narrative transported her, offering a respite from the relentless pursuit of pleasure that had defined her evening.

"When the shepherd finally embraces the lost lamb, relief and joy overflow. His celebration is not just for the return of the one but a testament to the value of each life, no matter how seemingly insignificant."

Pausing, Jesus turned to Ruby, inviting her to delve deeper into the parable's meaning. "Do you see, Ruby, the message within this simple story? It speaks of every soul's worth and the relentless love that seeks us out, even when we feel most lost and alone."

Under the starlit Austin sky, with the city's din fading into a distant murmur, Ruby pondered the depth of Jesus' words. The parable of the lost sheep, a narrative rich in themes of redemption and unconditional love, resonated with her, starkly contrasting the fleeting pleasures she had known.

Breaking the silence, Ruby spoke, her voice laced with skepticism and genuine curiosity. "So, you're saying there's more to life than... this?" she gestured vaguely to the surrounding night, symbolizing her life choices. "That someone like me could be, I don't know, 'found'?"

Jesus' response was gentle yet unwavering. "Indeed, Ruby. Everyone has intrinsic value and the capacity for renewal. It's never too late to seek a path that leads to true fulfillment and joy."

Ruby, taken aback by the compassion in his voice, continued, "But how? How does one even start to find this path after... everything?"

"The first step," Jesus explained, "is to recognize that you are not defined by your past but by the potential for your future. It begins with a choice, a single step in a new direction, guided by faith and a desire for a deeper meaning."

Ruby nodded. Though daunting, the idea of a fresh start sparked a glimmer of hope in her eyes. "A new direction," she repeated softly, contemplating the profound shift such a choice could entail.

Under the neon lights that bathed the Austin streets in a surreal glow, Ruby stood, her towering Lucite heels clicking against the pavement, creating a staccato rhythm that seemed out of sync with her racing heart. The night around them was alive with the city's pulse, a symphony of laughter, music, and the distant sound of cars. Yet, at this moment, as Jesus' gaze penetrated the facade she presented to the world, Ruby felt as if they were in a bubble of stillness, the chaos of Sixth Street momentarily held at bay.

Ruby's eyes, usually so guarded, flickered with the onset of unshed tears, her mascara beginning to betray the emotion she fought to keep at bay. "Wait, so you're saying your God would actually forgive... someone like me?" Her voice was a whisper, laden with years of hurt and skepticism. The idea that she could be seen as anything other than what the harsh streets had branded her was so foreign that it shook her to the core.

Jesus' response was a salve to her frayed spirit. "You're more than you've been led to believe, Ruby. There is immeasurable joy in the heavens for every soul that finds its way back from the brink, every heart that turns once more to the warmth of divine love. You are, and always have been, worthy of grace, my dear."

The compassion in his eyes, free of judgment or pity, was a mirror reflecting back not the fractured image Ruby had of herself but a glimpse of someone deserving of love, of redemption. "Your life holds purpose and meaning beyond the transient shadows you've known. Embrace the light that seeks you, and let it guide you to the fulfillment you've longed for."

Ruby's eyes brimmed with tears as she reached out, her arms encircling Jesus in a heartfelt embrace, filled with a joy she hadn't felt in years. A gentle smile broke on her face through her tears, a radiant sign of happiness inside her. "Thank you, truly," she whispered, her voice a soft blend of gratitude and wonder as she rested her head against his shoulder. "For seeing me—truly seeing me—and for reminding me of my worth. You make me feel valued for being myself, something I thought I'd lost forever."

Jesus kindly illuminated the space between them as they gently parted from their embrace. His fingers brushed against Ruby's cheeks, tenderly wiping away the lingering tears. Each movement was deliberate, filled with a grace that seemed to transcend the physical act. It was as if, with each gentle touch, he was reaching deeper into the very recesses of her soul, erasing layers of pain, doubt, and unworthiness that had clung to her for far too long.

Ruby's eyes, bright with tears and a newfound spark, met his. In that simple, profound gesture, she felt a sense of liberation, as if the burdens she had carried, the labels thrust upon her by the world and herself were being lifted, dissolved in the warmth of his compassion.

"See," Jesus said softly, his voice imbued with an uplifting certainty, "you are not defined by your past nor by the expectations of others. You are precious, worthy of love and respect, simply because you exist. Remember, the dawn comes after the darkest night, bringing new light, new beginnings."

"Walk in peace, Ruby," he said, his voice a gentle echo in the tumult of the night. "Remember your inherent worth and let it be the compass that guides you."

With a newfound lightness in her step, Ruby turned back into the throng of the night, her heart carrying the weight of their encounter, a seed of hope planted in the fertile ground of her soul. The night around her resumed its frenetic pace, but within Ruby, a quiet transformation had begun, a journey back to herself, to a place of peace and purpose she had never dared to imagine.

As Ruby's figure, shimmering like a mirage, melded back into the sea of nightlife, Jesus remained a solitary beacon of calm amid the burgeoning chaos of Sixth Street. Heavy with the scent of street food and the electric charge of anticipation, the night air buzzed around him as if trying to penetrate the serene bubble he seemed to inhabit.

Around him, the night's revelers, caught in their whirlwind of escape and euphoria, began to take notice of this old-fashioned figure standing so peacefully in their midst. The pulsating beats from the nearby clubs, usually the heartbeat of the Austin night, seemed to fade into a background hum as murmurs and whispers swelled around Jesus. Curiosity sparked, and phones emerged from pockets like modern-day talismans, their screens casting a ghostly light on faces as people captured the moment, a cowboy in a white robe.

In the digital realm, the encounter between Jesus and Ruby quickly took on a life of its own. Comments cascaded through social media feeds, ranging from bewildered to enchanted, as people grappled with the sight of this long-haired man with a gray cowboy hat in a simple robe engaging so profoundly with a woman whose appearance screamed of the night's excesses. "Who's this Jesus dude talking to some club chick on 6th?" one bewildered observer posted, sparking a thread of speculation and debate.

Yet, for all the digital furor, Jesus remained untouched by the growing storm of attention, focusing instead on the living souls around him, each caught in their own narratives of joy, despair, and longing.

Then, Andrew and Philip, two of his closest followers who now have joined him on his arrival in Austin, carved their way through the crowd, their faces etched with concern. "Lord, this place, with its temptations and tumult, is no place for a man of peace," Andrew implored, his voice barely rising above the din.

Philip, gripping Jesus' shoulder with a mix of respect and urgency, added, "The streets are no longer safe, Rabbi. Let us find refuge away from this madness."

But Jesus, looking upon them with a gentle yet unwavering gaze, offered a smile that seemed to hold the wisdom of the ages. "Do not worry for me, my friends," he reassured them, his voice a calm anchor in the storm. "I am here, but for a short while, and in that time, I must reach out to those who wander in darkness, offering them a glimmer of the light they seek."

He gestured to the throngs of people, each absorbed in their pursuit of happiness, however fleeting. "Remember the parable of the lost sheep," Jesus reminded them, invoking the biblical narrative that underscored his mission, the one he had just told Ruby. "Just as the shepherd rejoices more over one sheep that is found than over ninety-nine that did not stray, so too must we celebrate each soul that turns back to the light."

Andrew and Philip, though still fraught with worry, could not contest the depth of Jesus' conviction. They knew their path was fraught with challenges, but their trust in their teacher and friend fortified their resolve.

With a final, compassionate look at the crowds, still lost in their nocturnal revelries, Jesus turned his figure into a silhouette against the neon backdrop. "There are still many lost sheep in this vast Austin city," he said, his voice imbued with a hopeful certainty. "Our work is far from done."

And so, Jesus ventured deeper into the Austin night with his disciples in tow. His presence was a silent testament to the enduring power of faith and the belief that there was room for grace, change, and redemption, even in the most unlikely places, amid the revelry and the recklessness. Each step he took was a prayer, each word a seed sown in the fertile ground of open hearts, his journey a living parable of the boundless reach of divine love.

​
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Chapter THREE
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Jesus Visits the San Antone River Walk

*****
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The bright Texas sun hung high in the clear sky, its rays filtering through the verdant canopy of trees that lined the San Antonio River Walk. The light danced on the water's surface, creating a shimmering tapestry mirrored the lively vibrancy of the path it bordered. The river, a serene blue ribbon, curved gracefully through the city's heart, flanked on either side by cobblestone walkways bustling with life.

Jesus and his followers found themselves surrounded by the charming allure of the city's heart as they meandered along the vibrant walkways alongside the River Walk of San Antonio. To their right, "Bella's Boutique" showcased an eclectic mix of handmade jewelry and vintage clothing through its inviting windows. A few steps further, the "Golden Bean Café" tempted passersby with the rich aroma of coffee and the sight of scrumptious pastries lining its shelves while the soothing strains of a jazz ensemble filled the air from "The Patio," a restaurant known for its lively atmosphere and fusion cuisine.

Amid this picturesque setting, tourists with cameras hanging around their necks wandered in awe, captivated by the unique blend of culture and hospitality. Locals, too, strolled with a sense of pride, greeting familiar faces and stopping to chat with friends.

Suddenly, a group of onlookers, intrigued by the sight of Jesus in his distinctive attire, began to whisper among themselves. One bold individual, smartphone in hand, approached cautiously. "Excuse me," he said with amusement and curiosity, "you're quite the sight with that white robe and cowboy hat. Mind if I take a picture? You're like a celebrity around here!"

Jesus turned to the man with a gentle smile, and his followers looked on with interest. "You may capture this moment if you wish," Jesus replied, his tone warm and inviting. "But remember, the true essence of a person is not in their appearance, but in the love and kindness they share with the world."

The man, visibly moved by the depth of the encounter, lingered for a moment longer, his phone in hand, capturing not just an image but a memory infused with unexpected wisdom. "Thank you," he uttered, his voice tinged with genuine appreciation. "Your words... they resonate more than you might realize. It's something I'll carry with me."

Jesus, acknowledging the man's sincerity, offered a gentle smile that seemed to recognize the entirety of one's being. "Remember," he added, his voice imbued with a warmth that seemed to reach into the soul, "the light you seek outside is already within you. Nurture it, let it guide your actions, and you will find your path illuminated with clarity and purpose."

As they moved on, the atmosphere seemed charged with a quiet but palpable energy, the kind that precedes moments of revelation. It was then that a woman, drawn by the subtle magnetism of their presence, emerged from "Luna's Handicrafts." Her eyes, reflecting curiosity and recognition, fixed upon Jesus as she approached.

"What a wonderful message you're sharing," she commented, her voice carrying a note of genuine intrigue. "In our daily rush, we often forget the essence of our true journey. It's refreshing and rare to be reminded of what truly matters."

Jesus turned to her, commanding yet profoundly accessible, and responded, "Every moment, every encounter, is an opportunity to reflect the love and light we wish to see in the world. You, in your craft, create beauty and bring joy to others. See this not just as your work but as your offering to the world, a reflection of the creativity and love within each of us."

The woman nodded, absorbing his words, a spark of inspiration flickering in her eyes. "I've never thought of it quite like that," she admitted, her perspective shifting, broadening. "To think that what I do can be an offering... that's a powerful thought."

"And it is a truth," Jesus continued, his voice steady and reassuring. "Every act of kindness, every creation of beauty, every word of truth contributes to the fabric of our collective existence. Remember, what you put into the world returns to you, magnified and enriched. Live with intention, love without reservation, and create with passion."

The exchange, rich with meaning and connection, left an indelible mark on those who witnessed it. The woman, inspired and uplifted, returned to her shop with a renewed sense of purpose while the onlookers, touched by the exchange, continued their day, each carrying away a fragment of the light that had been shared.

With each encounter, Jesus and his followers engaged with the people, their conversations a blend of lighthearted banter and more resounding, meaningful exchanges. The streets of San Antonio, alive with the buzz of daily life, became a backdrop for moments of connection and reflection, turning an ordinary day into an unforgettable experience. Beneath the vibrant hues of the setting sun, the plaza came alive with the exuberant sounds of mariachi bands. Strings vibrated passionately, trumpets blared with resonant pride, and voices rose in harmonic convergence, crafting a tapestry of sound that pulsed through the heart of the gathering crowd. The guitars' strum, the violins' soulful cry, and the rhythmic undercurrent of the guitarrón filled the air, infusing the evening with an infectious energy. As the performers, adorned in their ornate trajes de charro, commanded the space with their presence, their music narrated tales of love, life, and tradition, inviting all who listened to partake in a moment of cultural celebration. The clapping of hands, the tapping of feet, and the joyous voices of the audience melded with the music, creating a lively, communal experience that encapsulated the spirit and passion of the mariachi legacy.

Jesus, clad in his simple white robe that seemed to absorb the sun's warmth, moved with a purposeful grace among the throngs of people. His serene demeanor contrasted with the lively energy that pulsed through the River Walk, yet he seemed wholly in tune with the ebb and flow of the surrounding life. Matthew, his disciple, stayed close, observing his teacher's interactions with the myriad faces that passed by, each one a story unto itself.

The harmonious blend of natural beauty and human activity was momentarily disrupted as they rounded a gentle bend in the river. A cluster of people had gathered in front of an electronics store, where the bright glare of a 75” television shone out from the darkened interior. The screen bore an image — the stern face of Stephanie Serna, a news anchor on KSAT 12, her expression grave as she delivered an urgent breaking news update.

The festive atmosphere of the River Walk gave way to a hushed tension as passersby, drawn by the sudden shift in energy, slowed their steps and turned their attention to the screen. Though muted by the glass, the anchor's voice was nonetheless compelling, her words underscored by bold captions that scrolled urgently beneath her.

"Breaking News: Tensions Escalate in Downtown San Antonio," the captions read, accompanied by footage of areas cornered off by police tape, the flashing lights of emergency vehicles casting stark shadows on the historic buildings that lined the city's core.

The images that followed painted a vivid picture of the unfolding situation — groups of protesters, faces etched with determination and anger, confronting lines of law enforcement, the air thick with the palpable tension of a city on the brink. 

Signs waved, voices rose in chants and cries, and the very heart of San Antonio seemed to pulse with a restless energy that spoke of deep-rooted grievances and the demand for change.

Once buzzing with the clamor of excited customers and the allure of the latest gadgets, the electronics store had abruptly turned towards a somber atmosphere. The air, previously filled with the light-hearted chatter of a typical shopping day, was now dense with whispers of concern. A father, his expression etched with worry, crouched down to look his young daughter in the eyes, ensuring her focus amidst the rising tide of anxiety.

"Everything's going to be okay, sweetheart," he reassured, offering a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes. "We're just going to make a quick call to Mom and then head home."

Nearby, a couple stood together, their hands intertwined, a silent strength passing between them. The woman's voice was low but steady as she spoke to her partner, "Should we check with your brother? He might be on his way here."
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