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Dedicated to . . .

Donald, who has always believed in the importance of Scripture. Thank you for introducing me to the Bible all those years ago. My entire life would be different without God’s word . . . and without you. I love you always. How could a girl who once threw your Bible and broke the binding be writing stories about the friends of Jesus? Thanks for putting up with me all those years ago. God is faithful beyond words.

Kelsey, Kyle, Tyler, Sean, Josh, EJ, and Austin. May you always know the great love your father and I have for Jesus and His word, and may you be anchored and rooted in Scripture, passionate for our Lord always. I love you with all I am.

And most of all to God Almighty, who has—for now—blessed me with these.


Introduction

Before reading The Friends of Jesus, there are a few things you should know so that you might better understand the purpose of this book. I want you to know how you should step into these stories, how you should wrestle with them and analyze them and let them touch your heart.

First, I’m a storyteller. I write fiction. I see a single photo and a novel comes to life. A two-minute conversation can inspire a series. Second, I love the Bible. I base my life on the truths planted between the covers, and I would never do anything to violate Scripture.

That said, in The Friends of Jesus you will journey with me into the land of what might have been. The fact is, the people in the life of Jesus were real. They had real struggles and strengths, deeply emotional moments, and times when they rebelled.

I want you to better see the friends of Jesus, better know the reasons they were drawn to Him. And as you become more familiar with who these six friends of Jesus might’ve been and what might’ve motivated them, then I believe something wonderful will happen.

You’ll want to spend more time in the Bible. You’ll see it as very real, and you’ll see yourself between the lines. When Jesus extends His hand to Simon the Leper, you’ll feel Him extending His hand to you.

Here’s what you need to remember. I see these stories like beautiful tents dotting the landscape of a vast desert. The tent stakes are Scripture. They are unmovable, unshakable. Nothing written here will go against Scripture.

The rest, though, is like the canvas billowing in the wind between the tent stakes. That’s where I step in. The stories you are about to read are fiction. I researched Scripture, culture, history, and the time period and wrote stories that are possible. I ran them by experts and they agreed. Yes, the way these friends of Jesus are depicted here is possible.

Of course, there were many friends of Jesus in the Bible. I simply chose these six because they are interesting to me. They represent diverse character traits and varying degrees of closeness to Jesus. They illustrate lessons about friendship that resonate in my heart. And there’s something else about these six friends of Jesus.

I think you’ll see yourself in one of them.
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CHAPTER 1

Simon, the Leper

 . . . And Jesus, the Compassionate Friend

If only he could get away from the smell. The putrid, oppressive, nauseating smell. Simon sat on the edge of a craggy rock and looked out over the leper colony. How in the world had he wound up here? Banished from society, ostracized even by the people he loved? Dead to the world?

Couldn’t You send a breeze, God? So the smell wouldn’t suffocate me? He lifted his face and tried to peer through the menacing clouds. Are You up there? Do You see me?

Never mind. Simon closed his eyes. The other lepers kept to themselves. Here in the colony, everyone suffered in his own way. Missing family, aching for companionship. Too broken to notice the lepers on either side of him. And so Simon was alone. He who had been one of the most well-known men in Jerusalem had no one to love, no one to talk to, no one to care. His family had deserted him. He had no friends.

No one cared about Simon now. Not one.

Agony swept over him and he studied his hands. His fingers had turned to nubs—not that he could feel them. Leprosy took away the sense of pain everywhere but where it mattered most—in his heart. The pain of loneliness and desperation was more unbearable every day.

His eyes moved up his arms. Every inch of his body was open wounds or tumors. His feet no longer worked properly and his breathing was difficult. He prayed death wouldn’t be far off. He must look like a monster, unrecognizable by human standards. He gritted his teeth. It’s more than I can take, Lord. Why have You done this to me?

He opened his mouth to breathe. Sometimes if he drew air through his open lips he could avoid the stink—for a little while anyway. It was the one part of leprosy no one had told him about. The way his melting flesh would smell.

Thunder rumbled in the distance, an approaching storm almost upon them. Simon uttered a sad sigh. No, that was wrong. The storm had been crashing in on him since the day he first noticed the sores. He hadn’t escaped the storm for a single minute. Simon hardly feared the lightning about to break through the sky overhead. If God wanted to strike him dead here on this rock, so be it. Anything to end his misery.

Then, like he’d done every hour of every day since he’d been sent away, he allowed himself to go back in time, back to life the way it had been. Back when he was healthy and took the hours for granted. When he was surrounded by his wife, Anna, and their two young daughters. He closed his eyes and he could hear their voices, their laughter. The girls were eleven and twelve, adept at cooking and sewing and on the brink of becoming women. Back then they loved Simon more than life.

The ache in his heart was more crippling than his decaying flesh.

Anna hadn’t wanted to leave. The girls wept and begged their mother for another option, a way for the family to stay together. But the disease wouldn’t allow it. When Simon was escorted to the leper colony, his family—like families of other lepers—grieved his loss as if he had died.

He was dead to them, and they were encouraged to move on. Find a new life without him.

Simon wondered how they were doing now. Had they indeed moved on? Would Anna forget about him in time? He could see their faces again, feel his wife in his arms once more. Anna, I still love you. I always will. Tell the girls I miss them.

Simon still had no idea how he could’ve contracted leprosy. In his past life, no one had lived a better life than he had. He was a Pharisee, after all. The most important of the Jewish religious leaders. One of those entrusted with passing the law on to the next generation. And of course, a Pharisee could not teach the law unless he kept a strict adherence to it himself.

Simon had done everything right. He washed himself before every meal, sometimes more often. He kept the Sabbath holy, he fasted frequently, and he wore the best garments and tassels. He did everything in his power to uphold the law and he constantly pointed out those that failed to do so.

He could remember a time when three men were carrying spoons weighing more than a fig—a violation of the law. Simon had ordered them to leave the spoons on the side of the road. Another time he had publicly reprimanded a woman for working to find food for her children on the Sabbath. Any other day, but not the Sabbath.

Simon mulled over his behavior. Yes, he had been perfect. Quite. In all his days as a Pharisee he never ate with tax collectors or sinners. In fact, Simon wanted nothing more than to live a life that pleased God. The very word Pharisee had its root in purity, right?

And yet, one morning a year ago everything had changed. He would never forget those days. He could feel the solid comfortable ground of home beneath his feet, smell the bread cooking in the next room, hear the voices of Anna and the girls. And he could feel a slight burning on his arm. Just the slightest painful burning. Like something was biting or pinching him. Or like an ember from the fire had landed on him and taken root.

He could remember the sense of alarm as he looked at the underneath area of his forearm and first saw the open wound. Small and round, red and hot to the touch. And then a second spot—up near his elbow, larger than the first.

Not for a moment did he think he had leprosy. Something must have bitten him during the night—a spider or a rare insect, maybe. Or perhaps he’d lingered too close to the fire and now he had the burn marks to prove it. Either way he wore his heavier cloak that day, the one with the tassels and longer arms that hung partway down his hand. He was a Pharisee. He couldn’t have people wondering what was on his skin.

Especially since an outbreak of leprosy had recently hit Jerusalem.

Simon knew the signs, of course. He and his peers were part of the leadership team that cast lepers out of the Temple, out of the city. They were judge and jury, and for that reason Simon—more than other citizens—knew the symptoms. He knew exactly what to look for.

Of course he couldn’t have leprosy.

But just in case, Simon prayed. God, whatever this is, take it away. Leprosy is for the unclean, so I know I don’t have that terrible disease. But whatever this is, please, take it away. He said the prayer a few times that day, fully expecting that in the morning his arm would be well. Instead, three more sores had appeared near the existing ones. Open sores, oozing from the center. Not only that, but there were spots on his other arm. And two on his leg. All of them burned. Like someone was pressing the blade of a knife to his skin and scraping. Scraping and burrowing and ripping at him all day long.

Simon doubled his prayers, pleading with God to remove the spots. He didn’t have leprosy. But still, if anyone saw the sores they might be confused and he could easily be mistaken for a leper. Which was impossible, because lepers were outcasts, people who had sinned against God and now were getting their just punishment. He was not such a sinner, and he was not a leper. Those thoughts had comforted Simon through the hours back then.

Early on he kept his distance from Anna. He went to bed after her and started his day earlier. He couldn’t bear having her see the sores and wonder what was wrong. But over the next days and weeks Simon’s skin condition grew worse. There were more spots, and then a white dusting that appeared over all his body. And finally one morning Simon woke to find his beard turning white.

The white that was a telltale sign of leprosy.

“Simon?” Anna had found him near their bed, examining his arms and legs. “What’s happened to you?”

“It’s nothing.” He grabbed his cloak and threw it over himself. “Burns, maybe. Bites. We need to sweep for spiders.”

“But your beard . . .” She took a step closer. “Simon, it’s white as snow. Overnight. It looks like . . .” Her eyes were wide, her breathing faster than before. She had never looked more terrified.

“Anna . . . it’s not like it looks.” He reached for her, but maybe without thinking she took a step back.

His own wife. As if the very sight of him repulsed her.

Simon wanted to hide himself behind a wall or order Anna from the room. He wanted the nightmare to end so he could wake up whole and well with Anna at his side and all of life perfectly planned and ahead of them.

But he could do none of that.

Simon slept on the floor that night, and after that there had been no way to hide the symptoms. The next day he had to report to duty in the Temple courts. As he walked through the groups of religious leaders he felt their stares, heard their whispered concern. Pharisees didn’t get leprosy, unless . . .

Simon had almost been able to read their minds, the things they must’ve been thinking. What had Simon done? Why had he gone from being a perfectly upstanding Pharisee to this . . . this infected human being? Simon did his best to ignore the way they drew back from him. He walked straight to the rulers of the Temple.

“Can we talk?” He motioned to a back room. “Somewhere private. Please.”

Jairus and the other rulers, the leaders of the Temple, seemed taken aback. They were Simon’s closest friends, but now they looked him up and down and slowly they stepped back, keeping their distance. Clearly they noticed the sores on Simon’s face, the white in his beard. With great hesitation they led Simon to a private place near the back of the Temple.

When they were alone, Jairus crossed his arms. “Simon. You are sick.”

“Yes.” Simon bowed slightly. “It’s . . . an infection. Something must have bitten me or . . .” He hesitated. What could he tell them? He knew the symptoms as well as they did. But even so he had never believed it could be leprosy. Not for him. “I’m sorry. Maybe a batch of weeds in the field has caused irritation. Or perhaps I stood too close to the fire. It could be that I—”

“Simon.” Jairus held up his hand. “Remove your cloak.”

Simon had feared they would say this. His beard gave it away. Until his beard turned white, he had been able to hide the patches of wounds cropping up on his arms and legs. But now . . .

He had shuddered at the thought of doing what Jairus asked. But he had no choice. Slowly, Simon removed his cloak, undressing himself to his undercloak. As he did, the leaders stepped back. One of them made an audible gasp. “Simon . . . you have leprosy.”

“No!” Simon shook his head. “I’ve done nothing wrong. I’ve . . . I’ve kept all the commands of the laws.” A desperate groan came from deep inside him. “I am a Pharisee. I could not possibly be unclean!”

And so the leaders of the Temple had quickly conferred. They agreed they’d never before seen a religious leader with leprosy. “Perhaps you are dealing with an allergy.” One of the leaders nodded. “We would like to think so, anyway.”

Jairus and the others came up with a plan, something they often did for members of the Temple who were brought to them with symptoms of leprosy. They sent Simon home for two weeks. “Your family should stay with relatives. You must be alone, and do not leave your house for any reason.” One of the leaders seemed more compassionate. “Surely your wounds will heal in that time. Your family can join you again and you can return to your duties at the Temple.”

Simon made arrangements for his wife and girls to stay with her brother a half-day’s walk away. Anna had talked to him from a distance before she left. “You will heal, Simon. I will pray to God. It’ll be okay.” She looked scared and heartbroken. As if she didn’t for a moment believe her own words.

The girls had cried, wanting to go to him and hug him. But Anna held them back. “Later, girls. After your father is well.”

And with that, they were gone.

Simon had known with everything in him that two weeks was all he needed. His skin would heal and the horrific, impossible thought of leprosy would disappear with the wounds.

He was convinced. But he was wrong.

  *  *  *  

The storm moved closer, dark, menacing clouds headed Simon’s way. He breathed through his mouth, sick to his stomach from his stench. The memory of those early days when everything went bad played in his mind every day. Sometimes every hour. Ahead a little ways, lightning split the sky and hit the ground. Simon didn’t move. If the lightning didn’t kill him, at least the storm would bring relief, fresh air to soothe his lungs from breathing only the putrid smell of his rotting flesh.

He closed his eyes and let the past come over him again.

Those two weeks had been the most frightening in all his life. Every day he prayed and every morning he woke expecting to be healed. But the sores didn’t go away. They grew larger and deeper. More of them appeared every sunrise. One week into his time of quarantine, Simon climbed out of bed, took two steps, and fell, sprawled across the dirt floor. He couldn’t feel his feet, and as he looked down he saw the sickening reality. His toes were turning white. They were dying, right before his eyes.

Which could only mean one thing.

In the days that followed he prayed constantly. Every hour. What had he done wrong? Why would God inflict him with something so horrific? He repented for things he couldn’t remember doing and begged God to forgive him for thoughts he didn’t know he had considered. Surely he must’ve disobeyed or disappointed God. Whatever he’d done, he was sorry. He would repent the rest of his life if God would only heal him.

But every day his condition grew worse.

His sores itched and burned. He could no longer feel his fingers and toes. And something else. Tumors had started appearing on his arms and legs and even on his face and torso. Lumps the size of large olives pressed up against his broken, oozing skin. The tumors made his whole body throb. As if even his bones were decaying.

Simon noticed something else that week. His bed had begun to stink. Each morning it was covered with sections of his white, shedding skin. The floor of the house bore telltale signs of the same. He was becoming a leper, a monster. An outcast. And there was nothing he could do about it. No way to stop the destruction.

After his two weeks alone, the morning came to report to the leaders of the Temple. Simon had never felt more desperate. He woke early and dropped to his painful knees. Everything hurt—his joints and limbs and every inch of his skin.

“Lord, I am here! Have You abandoned me?” His prayer echoed through his empty house. “I have kept Your law, I have followed Your ways. Why have You not healed me?”

And then—for the first time since he started praying about his condition, he felt the gentlest whisper. A whisper that surrounded him.

My son, this has been done to show My glory to the people of Jerusalem.

Simon could remember feeling breathless. Was that really God speaking to him? God was at the center of the law, the reason Simon lived a perfect life as a Pharisee. But God speaking to him? In the quiet of his room? He had never experienced such a thing. He hunkered down against his bed, small in the presence of the voice of God.

What had the voice said? God was doing this to show His glory? How could that be? No one in the vicinity of Jerusalem kept the law the way Simon did. Others could try, but Simon had been perfect. He prided himself on the fact. He deserved his place as a Pharisee. So how could God be glorified by giving him this wicked disease?

For the next hour he cried out to God, begging the Lord to remember his perfect service, his perfect commitment to the law. His perfect way of serving in the Temple. Begging Him to recall the fact that he was a Pharisee. But God didn’t speak to him again that morning. When it came time to report before the religious leaders, Simon was no better off. His healing had not come. As if God had forgotten all the good and right things Simon had ever done.

He covered up as well as he could that morning and headed to the Temple. Walking was difficult, but he managed it. He could feel the way the people of the city stared at him as he passed by. It didn’t matter how much his cloak covered. His face had spots now, and his beard was whiter than before.

When he stepped into the Temple, people cleared a wide path for him. This time he heard the word in their whispers. Leper. Simon is a leper. No one said a thing to him as he slowly, carefully moved to the back of the Temple. He didn’t think of the pain in his feet. His heart pounded in his throat as he made his way. How could this be happening? It seemed to take forever to reach the private meeting place.

Jairus and the other leaders were waiting.

As Simon approached them he remembered dozens of times with these very men. Times of laughter and fellowship. Meals and conversations about the law. Pleasant hours of study and intense debate. These men were his friends. But that morning they kept their distance. As Simon approached, Jairus held up his hand. “That’s close enough.”

Simon stopped and waited. The floor beneath him felt liquid, and his balance was unsteady. Each of them began to assess Simon’s condition. Their words of condemnation ran together but there were no surprises. They asked him once more to remove his cloak, and then—after their shocked gasps—they made the pronouncement.

“Whatever you have done, Simon, it must be very grievous indeed. You have leprosy. You show all the symptoms.”

“That’s impossible!” Simon lifted his hands in emphasis, but he already knew. He lowered his hurting arms and stared at his friends. His life was in their hands. “I have done nothing to make myself unclean.”

Jairus shook his head. “Your words are meaningless. Your skin gives you away, Simon.” He paused, the weight of what he was about to say heavy in the small room. “You know what must happen next. Your wife and daughters will return to your home for a final goodbye. You will gather your necessities and move to the leper colony outside the city. Isaac and Joseph will escort you to the entrance.” He sighed. “Unless by some miracle you are healed, you are not to return, Simon. I’m sorry.”

“This cannot be!” Isaac and Joseph? They were Pharisees, two of Simon’s closest friends. “Sir, I haven’t done—”

“Stop!” Jairus looked stern, almost angry. “No more excuses, Simon. Remember what the law requires regarding leprosy.” He paused, clearly disgusted by Simon’s condition. “Wherever you go, you will cover your mouth and call out ‘Unclean.’ Every time you pass someone, or if someone passes by you. Don’t forget.”

Every word hit Simon like a bullet.

Anna and the girls met him back home while Isaac and Joseph waited outside. The girls tried to run to him, but Anna wouldn’t let them. “Wait by the door, girls.” They started crying, but they did as their mother asked. Anna turned to Simon and came closer. She stopped when she was still quite a distance away. Tears filled her eyes. “I cannot believe this is happening.”

“Me, either.” His body felt like it was on fire. But the pain was nothing to the searing loss in his heart. “I’ll get better, Anna. I will.”

Her tears came harder. “Jairus gave the orders. We’re to view you as dead, Simon.”

Dead? Nausea washed over Simon. That meant Anna would be treated as a widow. She would be encouraged to forget him. As if he’d never been born. He couldn’t bear the thought. Desperate, he held out his oozing hands to her. “Anna . . . I love you. I’ll get better, I will.”

She was weeping now, and she hung her head. There was nothing more to say. After a few gut-wrenching seconds, she called the girls to her side. “Tell your father goodbye.”

“No!” Miriam, their oldest shook her head. “We can’t leave him! He needs our help!”

From outside the house, Isaac shouted, “It’s time!”

Anna put her arms around the girls. She took a step backward. “Goodbye, Simon.”

The girls cried out, screaming for some other way, destroyed at the idea that this was goodbye. The last time they might ever see their father. Forever. Simon fell to his knees as Anna pulled them away. “I love you!” he shouted. “I will always love you!”

When they were gone, Simon buried his face in the dirt. His shoulders shook from the sobs exploding within him. “God, why? Why me?” He yelled the word through his tears, gasping for air.

“Simon, now!” It was Joseph this time. His old friend had come in the house and now he stood near the doorway, his face a mask of disgust. “Let’s go.”

Simon gritted his teeth. Dirt from the floor mixed with his sticky saliva and made it hard for him to swallow. He would not let this be a final goodbye. Healing would come. God could do that, right? And when He did, Simon would return and claim again all that he’d lost.

Isaac and Joseph were yelling at him again, telling him to hurry. Simon gathered a bag of clothes and personal items and left his home. He didn’t look back. He couldn’t. The pain was too great. Every step felt like he was stepping through fire and his heart was somewhere behind him. Lying on the floor at the spot where he’d said goodbye to his wife and daughters.

As he moved through Jerusalem, two women approached and Simon’s escorts raised their brows in his direction.

“Unclean,” Simon muttered.

“Louder,” Isaac sneered at him. “Much louder.”

“Unclean! I’m unclean!” Simon shouted the words, and for the first time the reality sank in. He was unclean. It was true. After that, every time he passed someone he shouted the warning, “Unclean!” He yelled as loud as he could. “Unclean . . . unclean!”

Simon wondered if he might collapse before he reached the leper colony that day. He even wondered if maybe God would heal him before he reached the forsaken place. Instead his feet were bleeding, unable to handle the long walk to the edge of the city. None of it was fair. He hadn’t done anything to deserve leprosy.

He held on to that one thought as Isaac and Joseph left him, and as Simon took his first steps through the entrance of the leper colony. One thought consumed him as his friends walked away.

This was the first miserable day of the rest of his life.

As the past played out, Simon searched desperately for the error in his ways. Where had he so completely failed? Why had God done this to him?

No matter how hard he examined the details leading up to his sickness, however often he repented for things he hadn’t done and things he hadn’t thought, the truth was he’d done nothing wrong. He’d committed no sin or violation of the law. He had been perfect. Of course he had been. He was a Pharisee. Nothing less than perfection was expected from a man in his position.

Thunder shook the ground beneath him. The storm was nearly overhead, and rain began falling. Hard rain. The kind that could flood ravines and gullies. Simon didn’t care. He stayed on the rock. If the rain fell hard enough he might actually feel it through his dead skin. He sucked in a full breath and felt a satisfaction that had eluded him for weeks.

Wind from the storm had almost taken away his terrible stink. Almost. His lungs filled with the rich aroma of the storm. Rain and dirt and flowers from the distant field all mixed together and bathed his senses with a delight he rarely experienced. Let the storm come, God. Let it take me.

Lightning struck closer still and again Simon wished it would hit him. He might go to hell for whatever he had done, whatever had caused this horrific abomination. But at least he could escape his rotting body.

Certainly hell would be better than this.

  *  *  *  

The storm passed quickly and the lightning did not kill him. In its wake, the air was still and warm. The smell worse than ever. Simon sat on the rocky ledge, not moving, not sure what to do. You must be very angry at me, God. You have taken my livelihood, my place of honor, my family and my friends. My wife is probably a different person by now. My girls have forgotten me. It’s been nearly a year. And yet here You leave me in this leper colony to watch my body decay piece by piece? I just want to know why.

His rants toward God were nearly constant now. God could heal him—Simon believed that. Yet God had left him here, as if He had forgotten entirely about Simon and his awful disease. Simon was about to let his mind go back again to the past, back to the days before the sores appeared. About to search, over and over again, for his sin and the reason he’d been banished, when he heard a commotion in the distance.

A group of travelers must have been making its way along the edge of the colony. Clearly they were unaware this was a leper colony. Otherwise they wouldn’t pass so close. Simon watched as the lepers noticed the traveling group. A stir passed through the sickly, disfigured men and a series of cries rose from amidst the group. “Unclean! Unclean! Unclean!”

The sound grew louder, warning the passersby. Normally, if foreigners wandered too close to the leper colony, as soon as they heard the cries from the unclean people, they would run for their lives. As far away as they could get. It still wasn’t clear how leprosy passed from one person to another. Most people believed it was simply a punishment from God, a way of giving outward expression to the inward sin that certainly must have taken root. Still, no one wanted to take chances. And so healthy people kept their distance.

Only this time the group did not run. Simon sat a little straighter on the rock and peered at those approaching the colony. Couldn’t they hear the warning cries? What were they doing? This was the strangest thing he’d seen since he’d been here. The group was actually coming closer. One of them—a man tall and strong—seemed to be their leader. He had a dozen men around him.

Whatever was happening, Simon needed to be nearer to the scene. He slowly tried to climb down off the rock. His toes were gone now, but he had learned to navigate his way without them. Unsteady. Uncertain. Simon picked up speed, but he still wasn’t fast. After just ten steps, he tripped on a rock and fell hard to the ground. The sores on his arm began to bleed. His bones showed through some of his wounds, but Simon didn’t care. He had to get to the edge of the colony.
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