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“Jerry Jenkins is a masterful storyteller. Only Jerry can transport readers from modern-day Texas to the early days of Christianity, breathing new life into familiar biblical characters. In I, Saul Jerry has crafted an epic thriller that left me on the edge of my seat hollering, ‘Sweet Mercy!’”


—Todd Starnes


Fox News


“I, Saul has everything a great thriller needs: page-turning action, intrigue and mounting suspense, plot twists that really work and, above all, characters worth caring about. The chapter-to-chapter shift from present day to the first century is both clever and effective. The best part? Spending time with Saul of Tarsus. A brilliant concept and a great read.”


—Liz Curtis Higgs


New York Times best-selling author of Mine Is the Night


“ I, Saul combines the historical with the contemporary, and the outcome is compulsive reading. Vintage Jerry Jenkins!” —Chris Fabry


Novelist and host of Chris Fabry Live!


“If Jerry Jenkins would be but one thing (which he assuredly is not), it would be a story teller. He is worth reading for this alone, but he also manages purpose without preaching. I, Saul is plausible fiction, astute reflection, and a flat-out good read.”


—Wallace Alcorn, Ph.D.


Biblical scholar and author


“Jerry Jenkins has compressed his vast talents as a biblical researcher, biographer, mystery writer, and thrill master in I, Saul. Hang on, friends—it’s all in one breathless package!”


—Dr. Dennis E. Hensley


Author of Jesus in the 9 to 5


Director of the Professional Writing Program, Taylor University


“I, Saul is one of the finest books I have ever read. I not only believe it is a good book; I believe it is an important book. I laughed. I cried. And, yes, I found myself wanting to learn even more of the life of the Apostle Paul. In the end, I don’t think Jerry could ask any more of a reader.”


—Jim Pryor


westofthemind.blogspot.com


“The best of stories bring truth to life. The best of stories engage the imagination of the soul. The best of stories help one see the dynamic, real-time possibilities of one’s own life. I, Saul is one of those best of stories that invites you to see and live into your own future, no matter your past. I could not put this one down!”


—Wes Roberts


Leadership Mentor/Organizational Designer, Leadership Design Group


“Jerry Jenkins mixes a dose of international intrigue with historical information and douses it with biblical inspiration to create one of the most riveting stories I’ve ever read. A masterpiece. If you liked the Left Behind series, then you’ll love I, Saul. I think it’s Jerry’s best.”


—Sammy Tippit


International evangelist and author
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“call now. desper8.”


The text appeared on Dr. Augie Knox’s phone at 8:55 a.m., seconds before he was to turn it off—protocol for profs entering a classroom at Arlington Theological Seminary.


Augie could have fired off a “give me a minute,” but the message was not signed and the sending number matched nothing in his contacts. The prefix 011-39-06 meant Rome. He’d traveled extensively in his thirty-eight years and enjoyed many visits to the Eternal City, but such a text could easily portend one of those I’ve-been-mugged-and-need-money scams. Whatever this was could wait until he got the Systematic Theology final exam started and could step into the hall with his phone.


Augie had long been fascinated by his students’ nervous chatter before  final exams. One announced, “I looked you up in Who’s Who, Doc, and I know your full name.”


“Congratulations for discovering something you could have found in your student handbook four years ago.”


“No! That just says Dr. Augustine A. Knox! I found out what the A stands for.”


“Good for you. Now, a few instructions ….”


“Aquinas! Augustine Aquinas Knox! Man, what other career choice did you have?”


“Thank you for revealing the thorn in my flesh. If you must know, that moniker was my father’s idea.” Augie mimicked his dad’s monotone basso. “‘Names are important. They can determine a life’s course.’”


Many students chuckled, having sat under the elder Dr. Knox before he fell ill the year before.


“It also says you were adopted. Sorry, but it’s published.”


“No secret,” Augie said.


Another hand shot up. “Was that a hint about the exam? Will we be speculating on Paul’s thorn in the flesh?”


“He’s only mentioned that mystery every class,” another said.


Augie held up a hand. “I trust you’re all prepared for any eventuality.”


“So, what’s your dad’s name?”


“Ed!” someone called out. “Everybody knows that.”


“Look it up,” Augie said. “You may find it revealing.”


With blue books distributed, Augie slipped out and turned on his phone. The plea from Rome had already dropped to third on his message list. At the top was a voice mail from Dr. Moore, who had been filling in as acting department chair since Augie’s father had been hospitalized with a stroke.


Augie would have checked that one first, but next was a voice mail from Sofia Trikoupis, his heart. It was eight hours later in Athens, after five in the afternoon. “Call me at the end of your day,” her message said. “I’ll wait up.” It would be midnight her time by then, but she apparently needed his undivided attention. That would bug him all day. How he longed for them to be together.


His phone vibrated. Rome again. “urgent. call now, pls!”


Augie pressed his lips together, thumbing in, “who’s this?”


“trust me. begging.”


“not w/out knowing who u r.”


Augie waited more than a minute for a response, then snorted. As I figured. But as he headed back into the classroom, his phone buzzed again.


“zionist.”


Augie stopped, heat rising in his neck. He quickly tapped in, “90 minutes OK?”


“now! critical.”


Few people had been more important in Augie’s life than Roger Michaels, the diminutive fifty-year-old South African with a James Earl Jones voice and a gray beard that seemed to double the size of his pale, gnomish face. Augie would never lead a tour of an ancient city without Roger as the guide.


“2 mins,” Augie texted.


He rushed to his father’s old office, which still bore the senior Dr. Knox’s nameplate on the door. Augie knocked and pushed it open. “Les, I need a favor.”


Dr. Moore took his time looking up from his work. “Number one, Dr. Knox, I did not invite you in.”


“Sorry, but—.”


“Number two, I have asked that you refer to me as Dr. Moore.”





“My bad again, but listen—.”


“And number three,” the acting chair said, making a show of studying his watch, “we both know that at this very moment you are to be conducting—.”


“Dr. Moore, I have an emergency call to make and I need you to stand in for me for a few minutes.”


Moore sighed and rose, reaching for his suit coat. “I know what that’s about. Take all the time you need.”


Augie followed him down the hall. “You do?”


“You didn’t get my message?”


“Oh, no, sorry. I saw one was there, but I—.”


“But you assumed other messages were more important. I said we needed to chat after your first exam.”


“Well, sure, I’ll be here.”


“Part of what we need to discuss is your father. Is that what your call is about?”


“What about my father?”


“We’ll talk at ten.”


“But is he—.”


“There have been developments, Dr. Knox. But he is still with us.”


As Dr. Moore headed for the classroom, Augie ducked into a stairwell, away from the windows and the relentless sun forecasters were saying would push the temperature at least twenty degrees above normal by 2:00 p.m., threatening the 107° record for the month.


Augie wasn’t getting enough signal strength to complete his call, so he hurried back out to the corridor. Cell coverage was still weak, so he stepped outside. It had to be near 90° already. Scalp burning, he listened as the number rang and rang.


Augie moved back inside for a minute, braced by the air conditioning,  then ventured out to try again. He waited two minutes, tried once more, and felt he had to get back to class.


On a third attempt, as he neared the entrance, it was clear someone had picked up a receiver and hung up. Augie dialed twice more as he walked back to take over for Dr. Moore. Just before he reached the classroom, his phone came alive again with a text.


“sorry. later. trash ur phone. serious.”


Augie couldn’t make it compute. Had his phone been traced? Tapped? If he got a new one, how would Roger know how to reach him?


Dr. Moore stood just inside the classroom door and emerged immediately when he saw Augie. “Talk to your mother?” he said.


“No, should I?”


Moore sighed and opened his palms. “You interrupt my work and don’t check on your father?”


Augie reached for his cell again, but hesitated. If he used it, would he be exposing his mother’s phone too?


“Call her after we’ve talked, Dr. Knox. Now I really must get back to my own responsibilities.”


It was all Augie could do to sit still till the end of class. Before getting back to Dr. Moore, he dropped off the stack of blue books in his own office and used the landline to call his contact at Dallas Theological Seminary, just up the road. Arlington Sem sat equidistant between DTS to the east and the massive Southwestern Baptist Seminary to the west. Arlington was like the stepchild no one ever talked about, a single building for a couple of hundred students, struggling to stay alive in the shadows of those two renowned institutions. When Augie needed something fast, he was more likely to get it from the competition. Such as a new phone.


Like his father before him, Augie was the travel department at  Arlington. No auxiliary staff handled logistics as they did at DTS and Southwestern. The head techie at Dallas was Biff Dyer, a string bean of a man a few years older than Augie with an Adam’s apple that could apply for statehood. He could always be counted on to program Augie’s phone, depending on what country he was traveling to.


“Calling from your office phone, I see,” Biff said. “What happened to the cell I got you?”


“It’s been compromised.”


Biff chuckled. “Like you’d know. What makes you think so?”


“I need a new one. Trust me.”


“I’ll just switch out the chip. You’re not gonna find a better phone. How soon you need it?”


“Fast as possible.”


“Why doesn’t that surprise me? I’m not deliverin’ it. Can you come by during normal hours?”


There was a knock at Augie’s door and he wrenched around to see Les Moore’s scowl. “Gotta go, Biff.”


“Sorry, Les. On my way right now. Or do you want to just meet here?”


“Here would not be any more appropriate than your insisting on our being on a first-name basis,” Dr. Moore said, scanning the tiny chamber in which the guest chair was folded in a corner and brought out only when necessary.


“C’mon, Les. You were only a couple years ahead of me. We hung out, didn’t we?”


“Hardly. You spent most of your free time in the gym with the—what?—six other jocks who happened to enroll here.”


It was true. And everyone knew the library had been where to find Les Moore.


Augie looked at his watch. Another final at 11. He followed his interim  boss back to his father’s old office. It wasn’t that much bigger than his, but at least the guest chair didn’t block the door.


“Would you start with my dad?” Augie said as he sat.


“I would have thought you’d have already checked in with your mother, but all right. She called this morning, knowing you were in class. Your father has slipped into a coma.”


Augie nodded slowly. “She okay?”


“Your mother? Sure. It’s not like he’s passed. She just thought you might want to visit this afternoon.”


“Appreciate it.”


“Now then, Dr. Knox, I have some paperwork here that I’m going to need you to sign. Frankly, it’s not pleasant, but we’re all expected to be team players and I’m going to assume you’ll accede to the administration’s wishes.”


“What’s up?”


“You’re scheduled to teach summer-school Homiletics beginning four days after commencement.”


“A week from today, right.”


“And we have contracted with you for this stipend, correct?”


Why Les felt it necessary to pencil the figure on the back of a business card and dramatically slide it across the desk, Augie could not fathom.


“Yep, that’s the fortune that’s going to let me retire by forty.”


“Um-hm. Humorous. It is my sad duty to ask you to agree to undertake the class for two-thirds that amount.”


“You’re serious.”


“Always.”


That was for sure.


“Les—Dr. Moore, you know we do these classes pretty much as gifts to the sem. Now they seriously want us to do them for less?”





“This is entirely up to you.”


“I can refuse?”


“We’re not going to force you to teach a class when we have to renege on our agreement.”


“Good, because I just don’t think I can do it for that.”


“I’ll report your decision. We’ll be forced to prevail upon a local adjunct instruct—.”


“Like that youth pastor at Arlington Bible—.”


“He’s a graduate, Dr. Knox.”


“I know! I taught him. And he’s a great kid, but he didn’t do all that well in Homiletics, and there’s a reason they let him preach only a couple of times a year over there.”


“He’ll be happy to do it for this figure—probably even for less.”


“And the students be hanged.”


Les cocked his head. “Naturally, we would prefer you ….”


Augie reached for his pen and signaled with his fingers for the document.


“I’m glad I can count on you, Dr. Knox. Now, while we’re on the subject, I’m afraid there’s more.You were due for a four percent increase beginning with the fall trimester.”


“Let me guess, that’s not going to happen either.”


“It’s worse.”


“What, now it’s a four percent decrease?”


“I wish.”


“Oh, no.”


“Dr. Knox, we have seen an alarming downturn in admissions, and the administration is predicting a fall enrollment that puts us at less than breakeven, even with massive budget cuts. We’re all being asked to accept twenty percent reductions in pay.”


Augie slumped. “I was hoping to get married this fall, Les. I can barely afford the payments on my little house as it is.”


“This is across the board, Dr. Knox. The president, the deans, the chairs, all of us. Some departments are actually losing personnel. Maintenance will be cut in half, and we’ll all be expected to help out.”


Arlington had been staggering along on a shoestring for decades, but this was dire. “Tell me the truth, Dr. Moore. Is this the beginning of the end? Should I entertain the offers I’ve gotten from Dallas over the years?”


“Oh, no! The trustees wish us to weather this storm, redouble our efforts to market our distinctives, and then more than make up for the pay cuts as soon as we’re able. Besides, the way your father bad-mouthed Dallas and Southwestern his whole career, you wouldn’t dream of insulting him by going to either, would you?”


“He bad-mouthed everything and everybody, Les.You know that.”


“Not a pleasant man. No offense.”


Augie shrugged. “You worked for him. I lived with him.”


“Do you know, I have heard not one word from your father since the day I was asked to temporarily assume his role? No counsel, no guidelines, no encouragement, nothing. I assumed he was angry that you had not been appointed—.”


That made Augie laugh. “He still sees me as a high school kid! Forget all my degrees. Anyway, I wouldn’t want his job, or yours. It’s not me.”


“How well I know. I mean, I’m just saying, you’re not the typical prof, let alone department chair.”


“I’m not arguing.”


Augie couldn’t win. Despite having been at the top of his classes in college and seminary, his having been a high school jock and continuing to shoot hoops, play touch football, and follow pro sports made him an outsider among real academics. Too many times he had been asked if  he was merely a seminary prof because that was what his father wanted for him.


Dr. Moore slid the new employment agreement across the desk.


“Sorry, Les, but this one I’m going to have to think and pray about.”


The interim chair seemed to freeze. “Don’t take too long. If they aren’t sure they can count on you for the fall, they’ll want to consider the many out-of-work professors who would be thrilled, in the current economy, to accept.”


“Yeah, that would help. Stock the faculty with young assistant pastors.”


“May I hear from you by the end of the day?”


“Probably not, but you’ll be the first to know what I decide.”


Back in his own office, Augie popped the chip out of his cell phone and put it in a separate pocket. He called his mother from his desk phone to assure her he would see her at the hospital late in the afternoon, then called Biff to tell him he would try to stop by DTS on his way.


“What’s the big emergency?” Biff said.


“Roger Michaels has himself in some kind of trouble.”


“Tell me when you get here.”


During his 11:00 a.m. final Augie was summoned to the administrative offices for an emergency call. On the way he stopped by to see if Les would stand in for him again, but his office was dark. The final would just have to be unsupervised for a few minutes.


“Do you know who’s calling?” he said to the girl who had fetched him. If it was his mother …


“Someone from Greece.”


He finally reached the phone and discovered it was Sofia. “Thought you wanted me to call later, babe.You all right?”


“Roger is frantic to reach you.”


“I know. He—.”


“He gave me a new number and needs you to call right now, but not from your cell.” She read it to him.


“Any idea what’s going on, Sof?” Augie said as he scribbled. “This is not like him.”


“No idea, but, Augie, he sounded petrified.”


“That doesn’t sound like him either.”


“You can tell me what it’s about later, but you’d better call him right away.”


Augie rushed to his office and dialed the number in Rome. It rang six times before Roger picked up. “Augie?”


“Yes! What’s—.”


“Listen carefully. I’ve got just seconds. I need you in Rome as soon as you can get here.”


“Rog, what’s happening? This is the absolute worst time for me to—.”


“Give Sofia your new cell number and text me your ETA. I’ll give you a new number where you can call me from Fiumicino as soon as you get in.”


“I don’t know when I could get there, Rog. I’ve got—.”


“Augie! You know I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t life or death.” 
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“You must not let me die before my execution.”


Memories of that ghastly exhortation from his most beloved friend robbed the elderly physician of sleep. He rolled delicately to his side to keep the wooden pallet from squeaking and waking the family who had risked everything to take him in. Hidden in a tiny chamber on the second floor of their humble, crowded house, he found his breathing rhythmic and deep.


Exhausted from the voyage and the nearly four-day race to the besieged capital, not to mention the most horrific evening of his years as a doctor, he knew there would be no rest this stifling night.


Eyes wide open in the darkness, Luke pulled aside the thin, scratchy blanket and sat up, swinging his feet onto the floor. Elbows on his knees, head in his hands, he heard the skimpy curtain billow behind him. The  humid wind carried acrid smoke smelling of charred wood. He could still hear screams and shouts from blocks away in the wee hours.


Luke’s desperate chase across the Mediterranean in search of his lifelong friend—arrested in Troas and hauled off to Rome for sentencing (yet again)—had brought him to the strangely putrid city of Puteoli early in the morning three days previous. Frantic to find land passage to Rome 170 miles to the northwest, Luke had barely begun inquiring of traveling merchants and caravans when he heard the awful news.


Rome was ablaze.


The port was alive with rumor and gossip, but authorities made it clear that only urgently needed supplies and emergency personnel would be allowed on the long stone road to the capital. Word was that the city-wide conflagration had erupted just a few days before, during the hottest night of the year. Already called Nero’s Fire, the inferno had raged through the great seat of the Roman Empire, obliterating three of the fourteen districts and decimating seven more.


Refugees from the city poured into Puteoli, lugging what little they could carry and telling blank-eyed stories of the devastation and of streets lined with stacks of countless blackened bodies pulled from the rubble. So far, all efforts to fight the fire had failed, and it continued to ravage the city.


As a slave long ago freed from Syrian Antioch and now a Roman citizen, Luke had eluded the Empire’s seizure of Christians, the cult on which the emperor blamed the arson. Many refugees—and not just Christians— claimed Nero was deflecting suspicion from himself. Theories abounded as to why the narcissistic young ruler would torch his own realm, the most popular being that he merely wanted to start over and rebuild Rome to his liking. How else to explain bands of rampaging arsonists torching strategic neighborhoods all over the city at the same time? 


What of the prisons? As it was, Luke’s friend had been condemned to beheading, but could he already be gone in an even more excruciating manner? No one seemed to know, and Luke wasn’t sure which bleak dungeon held the man anyway.


Luke laboriously swung his heavy sack onto a bony shoulder and hurried to the centurions blocking the road, allowing through only a fraction of those clamoring to get to Rome. “I am a Roman citizen and a physician!” he called out. “I have surgical tools and medicines!”


“Prove it!” a guard said, and Luke set the sack down and began to open it. “No! Your citizenship! Prove that!”


Luke dug deep into a specially sewn pocket and presented his professio, two small, hinged wooden diptychs bearing his inscribed Roman name (Lucanus) and identification. The guard studied it and pointed him to a two-wheeled contrivance pulled by two horses, with a place for a driver, four passengers, and a small cargo hold. “They’re leaving right now, old man! Go!”


Luke rushed to the carriage, where the others helped him situate his bag and pulled him aboard. The driver whipped the horses and they hurtled over the stone pavement, bouncing and jostling for hours. They stopped only at government outposts to change horses, eat, relieve themselves, and have the driver slather the axles with animal fat.


Late each night they stayed in a shabby inn and were off again before dawn, pulling into Rome around noon three days later. Spent and aching, Luke could barely take his eyes off the orange-and-black whirlwinds of flame and smoke roiling over the whole of the capital. A citizen breathlessly told the driver, “We thought it had ended! Six days of this, and then it quit. But the monster reignited last night and now it’s worse than ever.”


When Luke tried to pay, the driver said, “You’re here on behalf of the Empire, Doctor. May the gods be with you.”





As soon as Luke identified himself to local authorities, he was pressed into service.The vigiles, who served Rome as both firefighters and watchmen of the night—many of whom had lost coworkers in the catastrophe—directed him to a makeshift ward in an alley just four blocks from the inferno and assigned him the worst cases. Everywhere needy victims lay or staggered about.


The tragedy had the military scrambling to maintain pax Romana, but the peace of Rome was turning to rubble by the moment. As day turned to night and Luke plodded on, he asked every man in uniform where he might find a friend sentenced to prison. At long last, about an hour before midnight, a massive man in uniform overheard him. “Who are you asking after, Doctor?”


When Luke told him, “Paul of Tarsus,” the Roman narrowed his eyes and stepped closer. “Follow me to the alley.”


In the darkness with only the shadows of flames dancing on the walls, the man asked to see his professio, then shook Luke’s hand and introduced himself as Primus Paternius Panthera, gate guard at the dungeon. “What do you want with our most notorious prisoner? Are you one of them, as he is?”


Luke hesitated. This could mean the end of his freedom. “I have never denied my loyalties, and I won’t begin now. Yes, he is my friend.”


“You would be wise not to make that known.”


“I just did, and to someone able to make me suffer for it.”


“I admire your forthrightness, Lucanus. But you must know your friend is no longer allowed visitors. One was allowed in for several days some weeks ago, but ….”


“I know nothing of Paul since his midnight arrest in Troas. He was hauled to a ship with only the clothes on his back. The last time he was imprisoned in Rome, he was treated with respect, and—.”





“Do not mistake that sentence for this one, Doctor. Then he was bound but allowed much freedom, including many visitors. This time he sits chained in the main dungeon, in utter darkness day and night. And the ones who visited him last time appear to have abandoned him.”


“So it is hopeless to think I would be allowed—.”


“Nothing is hopeless, sir. Some things can be accommodated with careful thinking.”


“What are you saying?”


“Only that I may have a proposition for you.”


“I have no means—.”


“I’m not talking about that, Doctor. Where are you staying?” “Nowhere yet. I have been busy since I arrived.”


“You look like you could use a good meal and a bed.”


“I could indeed.”


“And you wish to see your friend …” Luke nodded. What was the man trying to say?


“Lucanus, my mother was severely burned in the fire. Two other doctors say she is beyond hope and that the best I can do for her is to take her to my home and let her die there. My wife and children are with her now, but of course all employees of the Empire remain on duty. Is there anything you can do for her?”


“I would have to see her.”


“I would reward any consideration.”


“I will do what I can.”


The guard went with Luke to fetch his belongings, then they trudged through the streets, often changing course to avoid the worst of the fire. Luke prayed silently that God would somehow spare the man’s mother. Whatever it took for Luke to gain favor with Primus Paternius Panthera had to be to Paul’s benefit.





In the tiny home Luke found the delirious elderly woman burned over more than half her body, including her face and neck. He immediately slathered her with ointments and creams, knowing these would bring only minor relief.


“Do you mind if I pray for her?” he said.


“I have quit praying,” Panthera said. “I don’t know that I even believe in the gods anymore.”


“I would pray to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” Luke said.


“I don’t suppose it could hurt.”


Luke knelt beside the woman’s bed and lifted his face. “God, the Father of my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, I pray Your hand of healing on this woman. Bless her with Your presence and Your touch. I ask this in the name of Your Son. Amen.”


The woman immediately quieted and fell asleep. Her face lost its grimace, and she lay so still and quiet that Luke leaned in and listened to be sure she was still alive.


“Is she all right, Lucanus?” the guard said as his wife tiptoed in behind him.


“This is the first time she’s been quiet for hours,” his wife said. “The children have been weeping and covering their ears.”


“She will live?” Panthera said.


“I cannot promise. But we have hope. Rest is the best thing for her now. And I will do everything I can.”


The guard whispered to his wife, she nodded, and he led Luke upstairs to the minute chamber where he would sleep. “I am grateful,” Luke said. “But does this not endanger you?”


“To have taken in a physician for my ailing mother? I don’t see how, unless someone finds out who you are. Now, my wife is cooking you a meal. Then I can take you to see your friend this very night.”





Luke nearly wept with gratitude. He ate ravenously, asked if he could pocket some leftovers for Paul, then ventured out again with Panthera. They ascended the northeastern slope of Capitoline Hill—eerily lit by the fire in the distance—toward the carcer. “That is one bleak-looking building, sir.”


Panthera nodded. “The largest and most desolate prison in the city.”


Luke said silently, Lord, grant me strength and peace so that I may encourage Paul. The overnight gate guard looked puzzled but nodded to Panthera as he hurried past with Luke in tow and whispered, “A physician.” Inside, the guard grabbed a torch from the wall and took Luke past the cells of commoners, where he was assaulted with smells not even the convicted should have to endure. Most prisoners lay moaning in their own filth, and Luke squinted through the flicker of the torch at their cavernous eyes and sunken cheeks.


“Have these men eaten?”


Panthera shrugged. “Twice a day a bowl of thin gruel, about half what is fed to slaves. They’re not allowed visitors, let alone care.”


Luke’s heart ached for these wretched men, but when he hesitated at a pitiful cry, Panthera gently elbowed him along. In the front corner of the last crowded cell, three bodies lay atop one another, awaiting removal. Panthera whispered that they had been there four days.


By the time Luke reached a landing that bore a man-sized hole in the floor, his heart had quickened and his breath came short. He had to fight to keep the stink from nauseating him.


Guards encircling the hole reminded Panthera that the prisoner below was not allowed visitors. “He’s allowed a visit from a doctor once a day,” Primus said. “You know the emperor wants this one healthy enough to execute as a prime example.”


Panthera demonstrated to Luke how to lower himself into the dungeon.  “When the prisoner was put in here, he was unable to grab the lip in time to break his fall. He twisted an ankle when he hit the stone floor.”


“How far down is it?”


“Just six feet, but in the darkness he had no idea.” Panthera turned to one of the other guards. “Once I’m down, hand me this torch.”


“He’s not allowed light either. You know that.”


“Is the physician to examine him in darkness? Just do what I say!”


Panthera bent at the waist and laid both palms on the rim of the far edge of the hole. He supported himself on his hands as he hopped into the opening and dangled until his feet reached the floor. Luke did the same, but not as nimbly, and his cloak tangled as he descended.


He found Paul sleeping on a small rock bench, tethered to the wall by his ankle. The floor was cold and damp, and the torch illuminated the horrid chamber, consisting of two-foot-square tufa limestone block walls, oozing an oily slime. The ceiling hung less than a foot above Luke’s head.


His beloved friend lay on his side facing the wall, and Luke nodded to the guard to hold the torch so he could examine the ankle where the ridiculously heavy manacle was attached to a chain made of massive links, each wider than Paul’s foot. Luke hefted the four-foot iron leash and guessed the contraption weighed at least fifteen pounds. The ankle remained swollen, likely from lack of exercise and the weight of the apparatus. Perspiration had caused the manacle to rust, which had worn Paul’s skin raw. Luke fished out an ointment he spread on the affected spot, which roused the prisoner.


“My friend,” Paul rasped. “You have come. Bless you.”


Luke clasped Paul’s hand, pressing their palms together and interlocking their thumbs so he could help Paul sit up. Panthera settled the torch into a holder on the wall that had apparently rarely been used. “I’ll  give you some time,” the big man said, reaching to grasp the lip of the hole and deftly pulling himself up.


Paul had always been a small man, but when Luke met him decades before, he was wiry, muscular, athletic. Until this last imprisonment, he had still shamed men half his age with his firm grip, his ability to walk prodigious distances, even his capacity to run when necessary. And that had been all too frequently.


But now the man was wasting away. Barely two years older than Luke, Paul finally looked every one of his sixty-five-plus years. Bones protruded, his grip was weak, and he sat with shoulders slumped. Luke used his foot to slide the waste bucket to the corner, which did nothing to lessen the odor. “Don’t forget to return that to within reach before you leave,” Paul said. “Things are bad enough as it is.” He had not been bathed, and he told Luke that what was left of his garments served also as bedding.


Luke pulled food from his pockets, and Paul grabbed the bread, tearing at it with his teeth and gasping as he chewed and swallowed and offered thanks for it, seemingly all at the same time: “… give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses ….”


“Slow down, friend. Don’t make yourself ill.”


“Too late,” Paul said with a wan smile, now munching figs. “I’m starving on prison rations.”


“How are you sleeping?”


Paul shrugged. “You woke me.”


“But after how long?”


“It’s hard to tell here, Luke. Around midday, a sliver of sunlight squeezes through the cleft in the ceiling there from street level. It casts a dim beam low on the wall behind me and in twenty minutes or so travels across the floor before it disappears. My ration of cold broth is  lowered to me just after that. I sit in darkness again then, praying and singing. I feel worthless, yearning to preach. I ask about the other prisoners and wish they could hear me. I would tell them of Christ. But I hear them only when they scream, and I no longer have the power to shout loud enough for them to hear me. The guards no longer listen to me, and when they did they refused to repeat my messages to the others. They tell me to save my breath, that the others are dying long before their executions can be carried out. You must not let that happen to me, Luke. You must not.”


Luke paced in the suffocating space. “But it was you who so eloquently wrote and preached about death. ‘To live is Christ,’ you said, ‘and to die is gain.’”


“I’m not fighting death, friend. You above all know that. But I want my end to bring glory to God, to my Savior. Fortunately, they cannot decapitate a Roman citizen inside the city. They must take me out—oh, how I long for the light! But far more, I long for ears to hear me. I am desperate for any audience, Luke. But now that you are here, before long I will preach to you! Poor, dear friend, you have heard it all before.”


“I never tire of it, especially from you.”


“But don’t let me die without one more opportunity to proclaim the good news.” Luke felt Paul’s weak eyes on him. “You feel I’m asking too much.”


“Of course you are! How can I not feel the weight of it! People died today despite my efforts. I prayed for them, ministered to them, tried everything I knew. That’s all I have to offer you as well.”


“I must insist, Luke ….”


“You’re like a dog with its teeth on the hem of a garment.”


“But my motive is pure. I don’t want to just keep the attention of my master. I want once more to bring glory—.”





“I know what you want to do, Paul! I know! And I came to do everything in my power to grant your wish. But you know what that means?”


“That Christ will be preached, God will be glorified, hard hearts will hear.”


Luke faced his friend. “It means I will have to be there.”


Paul cocked his head. “Why, yes, certainly. Why would you have come if I couldn’t count on you? Now that you have found me, surely you wouldn’t dream of abandoning me to such a fate alone.”


Luke sat and shook his head.


“My friend,” Paul said, “get word to Timothy and Mark to do whatever they have to do to get to me. It will take weeks for Timothy to get here from Ephesus, and I’m not even sure where Mark is. Perhaps they too can be with me at my last.”


“None of us could ever abandon you, Paul. But must we watch as—.”


“Rome cannot sever my soul. You can rest in the blessed hope that being absent from my body means I am present with my Lord. What glory that will be!”


“For you.”


“For you, too! Your time will come, Luke, and we will rejoice in paradise forever.”


Luke wanted with all his being to agree, but he could not push from his mind the image of his closest friend in the world facing a monstrous sword in the hands of an executioner, riving his head from his body.


“Tell Timothy and Mark to bring my cloak, and the books, and above all the parchments.”


Luke squinted at Paul. “‘Above all’?”


“Yes, the parchments.”





Luke was fascinated that the fearless apostle seemed unable to hold his gaze. “What are you not telling me?”


Paul reached for Luke’s garment and desperately drew him close, whispering hoarsely, “Those parchments contain my memoir, Luke. And I name names. Much of the church would be exposed if they fell into the wrong hands. I must have them, and you must help me finish them. But we have to guard them with our very lives.”
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Through two more final exams Augie sat as close as he could to the ancient window air conditioning units that rattled and hummed, trying to keep pace with the naked sun. Students proved creative, refilling their water bottles from the drinking fountain, then filling their palms and dousing their faces, some even running wet hands through their hair.


Augie had cured his students of whining early in the term, and they knew better than to start. “No life is messier than one in ministry,” he told them. “Whiners won’t last.” Fortunately, everyone seemed eager now to just get through their finals and either graduate or get home to prepare for next year.


By the middle of the afternoon Augie had been agonizing for hours over Roger Michaels. What could be so urgent? Finally back in his office, Augie wanted to start grading the exams in case he had to leave the  country in a hurry, but first he got online to find flights from DFW to DaVinci-Fiumicino. The next with an open seat was scheduled to leave two days later, Friday the 9th, at 10:30 a.m. with a stopover in Chicago, before arriving in Rome just before 8:00 a.m. Saturday.


Unfortunately, only first class was available, at almost $4,000. And with no idea what he was getting himself into in Rome, Augie would have to leave his return flight open—which could be even more exorbitant.


Even if he found the money, what if he couldn’t make it back in time to start his summer-school class? What would he tell Les Moore?


Grading couldn’t wait. He owed that to the students. As he gazed at the stack of blue books, Augie wondered if he could set aside his anxiety over Roger and the prospect of a trip that would totally complicate his life.


Augie would eventually give each blue book its due, but now he just leafed through to sample the essays on the question of Paul’s thorn in the flesh. Many suggested various physical ailments, as well as depression, divorce, a lost love, doubt, even a secret battle with homosexuality. Augie stopped at that one, curious whether the student presented a convincing case. Primarily Augie looked for evidence that a student recognized that Paul’s thorn was—as the evangelist himself had written—not of God but of Satan (“a messenger to buffet me”). For if it had been given to him by God, why would Paul have prayed three times that it might depart?


When a bead of sweat rolled from Augie’s forehead onto the paper, he rose to lower the blinds and caught a glimpse of one of his Greek students in the parking lot.


Rajiv Patel, a brilliant twenty-five-year-old from Ahmadabad, India, seemed laden with more than his backpack as he trudged to his dilapidated Toyota in the blistering heat. He unlocked it, then stood staring at the ground.


Augie had long been taken with the sweet spirit of the soft-spoken  student. Rajiv had shared pictures of the ministry he had left in India to seek more formal training. He had labored in squalor, sharing the gospel with the lowest castes. And unlike many foreign students whose eyes had been opened to the advantages of staying in America upon graduation, Rajiv had no such intentions. Even here he busied himself ministering to the poor during his off hours and was committed to returning home after one more year of study.


Rajiv finally opened his car door, yanking his hand from the handle, which must have burned him. Shimmering heat waves poured from the car. Rajiv slung his backpack into the backseat and removed the reflective shade from the windshield. He leaned in and started the engine, then shut the door to let the car cool, leaving the driver’s side window open about an inch. Augie guessed the old car’s AC would lower the temperature a mere ten degrees.


Rajiv stood shading his eyes, looking defeated by more than the heat. Finally the young man slid into the car, but rather than drive away, he rested his forehead on the steering wheel. Soon he appeared to be pounding the wheel, before finally burying his head in his hands.


Augie hurried outside, hair soaked and shirt clinging. When he reached Rajiv’s car and tapped on the window, the Indian was clearly startled.


“You all right?” Augie said.


Rajiv nodded, tears rolling.


“May I sit with you?”


Rajiv unlocked the passenger door and was wiping his face when Augie slid in. He aimed an AC vent toward his face but still felt as if he were in an oven. “Would you rather talk in my office?”


“No, thank you, Doctor,” Rajiv said in his native lilt. “I must be going soon.”





“What’s wrong, Rajiv?”


“I’m trying to have faith. But I have exhausted my funds. One year to go and my country so needy. But I cannot even enroll for the fall.”


Augie quizzed him about all the avenues for financial aid, grants, and scholarships. Sure enough, Rajiv was atop all of them, and he had accumulated every cent available.


“How short are you?”


“Almost four thousand dollars.”


Augie flinched. His first thought was to tell Rajiv that he would pray for him. But knowing the young man, there would have been no lack of prayer. In an instant it came to Augie that he might be the answer. “Have you got a piece of paper, Rajiv?”


The student wrenched around to reach into his backpack, handing his professor a spiral notebook.


Augie wrote, “To whom it may concern: Please charge the balance of Rajiv Patel’s school bill to me for up to four thousand dollars. Dr. Augustine A. Knox.”


Rajiv stared at the sheet and burst into tears anew. “I cannot accept this, Dr. Knox! You can’t afford it!”


“If God wants me to do something, don’t you think He’ll make it happen?”


“Well, yes, but—.”


“You think I just happened to look out my window when you needed me?”


“I certainly did not intend to make you feel—.”


“Rajiv! Tell me you’re not going to deprive me of this blessing.”


“I’m sorry?”


“You heard me,” Augie said, opening the door. “Remember, that’s up to four thousand dollars. I’m pledging only to make up the difference  between what you need and what you can earn or raise. I expect you to keep doing your part. Now let me out of this hotbox.” “I will never be able to thank you enough!”


“Not another word about it. We’re here to train kingdom laborers, not send them home before they’re ready.”


Augie settled back behind his desk wondering what in the world he had done. The timing couldn’t have been worse. Where was he going to come up with the money? Lord, he said silently, give me the faith You gave Rajiv to believe this was of You. I’ll trust You to provide.


Augie had never seen such a fast change in the weather, especially in Arlington. Huge, roiling black clouds blew in so quickly from the west that temperatures plummeted into the 90s and flashes of light appeared on the horizon. By the time he reached US 30 heading east, the sky was black and lightning struck within a few hundred feet of the highway. The ferocious thunder was so loud it hurt Augie’s ears and wind rocked the car. When the heavens opened and the rain came in sheets, Augie’s wipers couldn’t keep up, and visibility plunged to zero. Like everyone else, he was forced to pull over and wait it out.


With no idea how long he would be delayed, Augie was tempted to call Sofia right then, but the storm would probably keep him from getting through. He and Sofia loved to discuss their future, marriage, kids, even where they might live. Her parents had only recently realized that their friendship had blossomed into something serious.


“Daddy’s cautious,” she had told him, admitting that her father insisted it was way too soon for either of them to be “getting ideas.” Augie deduced that Malfees Trikoupis was not yet ready for anyone to ask for his daughter’s hand. Amusing, because Augie and Sofia had known each other for years as long-distance friends before moving to  the next level during a tour that ended in the red-rock city of Petra.


When he was thirty, Augie had met Mr. and Mrs. Trikoupis even before he met Sofia, when the tour group gathered in the lobby of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem at the beginning of a Holy Land tour. The understated but elegantly dressed couple exuded wealth and sophistication, and Mrs. Trikoupis mentioned that their daughter was with them but that she had begged off from socializing that first night, knowing she would be the youngest member of the tour group that had congregated from around the world.


Mr. Trikoupis, dark and stocky with a shock of wavy white hair, seemed immediately taken with Augie when Roger Michaels introduced him as the host of the trip. “Young Dr. Knox knows the Book,” Roger had boomed, lips hidden by his prodigious beard.


Mr. Trikoupis had excused himself and led Augie to a corner. “Perhaps this week you can infuse my daughter with a bit of an interest in antiquities, my field,” he said, carefully enunciating in what was clearly a second language for him. “Sofia is a senior at the University of Athens majoring in modern art, but I would love for her to work in my business one day.”


“Your business?”


“I am an importer-exporter dealing in antiquities. I have many shops in Greece, the largest near our home in Thessaloniki.”


“Oh!” Augie had said. “You’re that Trikoupis! I’ve been in a Tri-K shop or two of yours. So nice to meet you.”


Augie had caught his first glimpse of the radiant Sofia at breakfast the next morning, and her energy alone made him feel old. Her jet hair and huge blue eyes captivated him, and he was struck by her firm handshake and eagerness to get on with the day. He had been miserable on his first such tour.





Her father had immediately monopolized Augie’s time, and it was only near the end of that week that he’d had a chance to chat with Sofia—she had been impressed by his facility with both ancient and modern Greek—and trade e-mail addresses.


For the next few years they communicated sporadically between continents, getting to know each other via the Internet and seeking each other’s advice about family and even relationships. She would send photos and resumes of her suitors and Augie would do the same with his miscellaneous dates.


Sofia had upset her father by remaining in Athens after graduating and becoming active in her church and career. “Augie,” she had transmitted one night, “who wants to work for their father? Oh, sorry, you work for yours, don’t you?”


“In a manner of speaking,” he had written back. And somewhere along the line Augie became comfortable enough with the Greek beauty that he opened up about the most difficult relationship in his life. Sofia was far enough away that he felt free to express things he had never told anyone.


“I teach in his department, yes, but we don’t talk. I’d love to think he was proud of me for following in his footsteps, but we are so unlike each other. May it ever be so.”


“I must know what you’re talking about, Augie. I really do care, you know. I won’t pester you, but please know you can confide in me. But only if you trust me, and only if you wish.”


One late night (the following morning her time) she suddenly confessed that she was considering going home to work for her father. She had been working in a fine-arts store and teaching evening classes, but, she said, despite many friends and a good church family, she felt lonely. “I don’t date guys who don’t share my faith,” she wrote. “But even the Christian guys seem to have only sex on their minds. I miss my family.”





“Funny,” he wrote, “I miss the father I never had.” “You don’t see him every day?”


“Of course. But he doesn’t see me.”


The rain finally began to abate, so Augie carefully followed the other motorists back out onto the highway. When he reached Dallas Theological an hour later, Biff Dyer’s ramshackle van was pulling out. Augie honked and Biff stopped next to him. “I told you I wasn’t gonna deliver, Augie, and my day is over.”


“I’ll owe you, Biff, but you’ve got to give me a few minutes.”


Biff parked and slammed his door, striding back toward his office looking none too happy. Augie caught up and explained that he had been delayed by the storm. “This phone thing is critical, Biff. You know I’d never take advantage of you.”


“You never have before. But it’s my wife’s birthday and I—.”


“I won’t take a minute longer than necessary.”


Augie loved Biff’s space. Behind a plain, efficient office sat a windowless chamber lined with shelves jammed with every electronic gadget imaginable. Biff outfitted the DTS faculty—and much of Arlington’s—whenever they went overseas. Biff himself had gone only twice himself, but he’d met Roger Michaels. “Everybody’s favorite,” he said. “So what’s up with him?”


Augie shook his head. “Petrified about something, and I’ve never seen him other than totally in control.”


“Roger scared? Can’t picture it. Don’t think I’ve ever met anyone as worldly-wise and confident.”


“I know, Biff. But now he needs me for some reason, and I can’t let him down.”


Biff quickly traded out the data chip from Augie’s phone, inserted  the old one into a drive to be scanned, got online to arrange for a new number, and loaded the new chip with several hundred minutes for international transmissions. “As secure a cell as you’ll find, so guard that number. Remember, this doesn’t protect anyone’s phone you’re connecting with. It blocks your identity, but anything that shows up on their phone is fair game.”


“Got it.”


“This thing sucks power like a vacuum, man. Carry a charger everywhere you go. I know you’ve got a converter for every country on the globe.”


“I don’t know how to thank you.”


“I’ll bill you. Listen, I gotta run, but let me show you one more thing.”


Biff led Augie into the deepest corner of his electronic shack where the decades-old fluorescent lights barely reached. He pulled a tiny flashlight from his nerd belt and held it in his teeth, talking around it as he moved junk to reveal a new and very compact machine. “You won’t bewieve what thith can do, Augie,” he said, mouth full of flashlight. He lifted the boxy apparatus so he could reach a tiny compartment in the back. “Spring loaded.” He pushed in and out sprang a chip no bigger than his finger tip. “Sound activated and can record a hundred hours.”


“No way! Record what?”


“Your phone, if you want.”


Biff explained that top-of-the-line phones can serve as bugging devices, even when turned off. “They can transmit to other phones, or to a recorder like this one.”


“How can that be?”


“It would take me too long to explain. But if you want a record of a conversation, you just hold down this button on the side and hit your pound key, and voila.”





“Even with my phone off.”


“Miraculous, eh?”


“From how far away?”


“Where’d you say you were going? Rome?”


“Get out.”


“Want me to program it for your phone, just in case?”


“Of course!”


Biff deftly slipped the chip out from Augie’s phone, inserted it into the recorder, hit a button, and replaced it. “Done. And you wouldn’t believe the capacity.”


“You’re the best.”


“Just be sure to tell me the whole story someday.” “Promise. And give your wife my best wishes.”


“Carol.”


“Carol, right. I haven’t met her, have I?”


Biff shot him a look. “The Cities of Paul tour? With Roger?”


“Sure, that’s right. Sorry, Biff. My mind’s already in Italy.”


When Augie got back on the road toward Arlington Memorial Hospital the sky had turned that pale green that follows a ferocious storm. He realized that within an hour of connecting with his mother he needed to call Sofia before it got too late. As it was, it would be well after midnight in Greece. Difficult as it had been to tell her of his troubled relationship with his father, he had found it freeing. Revealing a part of his history he had shared with few others created a special bond with Sofia.


One of his earliest memories, he had written her online, was of his mother telling him that he was not born to them the way most babies were, but rather they chose him: “Daddy and I accepted you as a gift from God. Your father so longed for a son.”





Yet only his mother seemed to have time for him. His father proved a mysterious presence in the house, quiet, sullen, unengaged. Once, Augie wrote Sofia, he had asked his parents if he could have a brother or a sister. “My mother looked pained, and my father said, ‘Your mother is a little fragile, son. And one child was all we wanted.’


“But later,” Augie wrote, “my father told me that when he realized how difficult raising me was on my mother, he would have been fine having had no children.”


“Oh, Augie. How old were you?”


“Nine or ten. It was weird, though, because my mother frequently reminded me that my dad had so wanted a son that I was a true gift. He was an academic through and through. All I wanted to do was play sports. I badgered him all the time to play catch with me or come to my games. Once my mother insisted that he play catch with me, but he never took off his suit coat or tie. And he threw like someone who had never held a ball before. I remember hoping no one was watching. Then I accidentally tossed the ball over his head, and he scowled before he went to get it. When he bent to pick it up, his pants ripped and he stormed inside, saying, ‘This is why I didn’t want to do that!’


“I became a pretty good athlete, all-conference in baseball and basketball in high school. My dad never saw me play. My mother came when she could, but when she would talk at dinner about how proud she was of me and that Dad should have seen me, he’d mutter about hoping I would ‘outgrow these obsessions. There’s more to life than fun and games, you know.’ The only recreation he allowed himself was crossword puzzles and other word games. Otherwise his nose was always buried in some scholarly book. I learned not to put posters of my ballplayers on my bedroom walls. He’d just tear them down and say, ‘We’re not to idolize men.’”





“I’m sorry,” Sofia wrote, and Augie sensed her sympathy was genuine.


“If it hadn’t been for my mother’s faith, I’d have never become a believer. We were all in church, every service every week. I had good Sunday school teachers and friends, and I liked the pastor. Dad was an elder. He preached sometimes, and though I always found him dead boring, everybody else revered him because he was a professor. Head of a seminary department. They say you base your view of God on your father. Imagine my view.”


“How did you turn out so opposite, Augie? Or is it lucky we live so far from each other?”


“Good question. But no, people like me. They don’t like him. And he doesn’t seem to care.”


“Your mother was strong enough to keep you from turning out like him?”


“She’s a saint. Not perfect, because I wish she’d have stood up to him more often, but that’s easy for me to say. He’s a powerful force of nature. I don’t know what she could have done to change him. But I was also taught that Christians should be known by the joy in their salvation. She had plenty, under the circumstances.”


“And he had none?”


“I saw his teeth only in pictures when he was expected to smile.”


“Sad.”


“How did you keep from rebelling?”


“I didn’t. I had no joy either. To me the Christian life was one big chore—rules, limits, dos and don’ts. By the time I was a junior in high school I was this great athlete and a straight-A student, but none of that seemed to please my dad. I thought at least my report card would impress him, but he just gave it a glance and asked if I was sure I was taking all the subjects I needed to get into college. I told him I was  working closely with my academic adviser. He said, ‘If your academic adviser had a clue, wouldn’t he be more than an academic adviser?’
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