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Early Praise for You Will Be Peter



“My friend Jerry Lathan has long been focused on Peter. This novel is a product of his study and determination to advance a deeper understanding of the humanity of the man, Peter, as well as the enormity of his impact. This novel provides new insights into this incredibly consequential life.”

—The Honorable Jeff Sessions, former United States Attorney General and US Senator (Alabama)

“There can be no doubt that Jerry Lathan and Steven Manchester are gifted and talented writers… and You Will Be Peter is a perfect example.”

—Joan van Ark, actress, Knots Landing

“I have spent my entire life as a Christian, yet I never had the insight into what it must have been like to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. The novel You Will Be Peter opened my eyes into the men and women who ultimately shaped my faith. Thoroughly researched and biblically accurate, You Will Be Peter is an exciting, emotional roller coaster into the life of the man who became the ‘rock’ upon which the Christian faith would be established. Unlike traditional scholarly works, this book gives us a glimpse into the true man known as Simon Peter… a man familiar with hard work, who shared emotions like all of us, ranging from compassion to anger… love to despair. This is a fascinating read that will inspire anyone who is interested in learning more about Peter and those disciples who would lead a movement that changed the world. Reading it has made me a better man, husband, and father. The authors of You Will Be Peter have done a tremendous service to anyone desiring a better understanding of the origins of Christianity… for that I am grateful!”

—Robert F. Barrow, Lieutenant Colonel, US Army, ret.

“Although I am a pastor, I am not a Biblical Scholar or Theologian. I found the overall telling of You Will Be Peter to be very accurate, while also learning a great deal—lots that I can use in my sermons. With the story being told from Peter’s direct point of view, I was able to internalize the chief apostle’s passions and feelings. I loved the brotherly relationships—especially the four-man fellowship—formed amongst the Apostles; how they shared many hardships that brought them even closer. They are real characters in this story. You Will Be Peter also humanizes Jesus with many smiles and even laughter, offering a fresh perspective on the Bible. I was happy to find that I didn’t get stuck in the words. Instead, it was more about getting lost in the emotions. I read the manuscript twice, learning new things the second time. I intend to read it again.”

—Pastor Dylan Mello, Christ and Holy Trinity Episcopal Church, Westport, CT

“What a thought-provoking way these authors have made Peter come alive by asking the same questions I ask myself every day: What did Jesus ever see in me? and He must have seen something I either lost or can no longer see in myself. Even today, we as Christians must all ask ourselves these same two questions. Great job! I look forward to your writings on all the disciples.”

—Jerry Carl, US Congressman, Alabama’s first district

“Step into the captivating world of Simon Peter, the Everyman who defied all odds to become the Founding Father of Christianity. In You Will Be Peter, Jerry Lathan and Steven Manchester expertly weave history, faith, and redemption into an emotionally charged biography. With meticulous research and storytelling artistry, this unique perspective reveals the real person behind the legend—a journey of transformation that will resonate with readers for generations to come.”

—Orsayor L. Simmons, book blogger, Book Referees

“In You Will Be Peter, Jerry Lathan and Steven Manchester have done something exceptional. They take readers beyond the devotional and the doctrinal into the story of the greatest disciple. In Peter’s sorrows and triumphs, we enter the sacred the same way we enter our own lives—as a story. Lathan and Manchester’s unique talents in bringing alive daily experiences invite us to transcend what we think we know for a real encounter with Peter and with Christ. Their work takes us beyond scholars and saints to a world where we journey into the greatest story ever told and make it our own story.”

—Rev. Andrew Stinson, MA, MDiv, Senior minister, First Congregational Church of Fall River

“In You Will Be Peter, Jerry Lathan and Steven Manchester tell the story of Jesus’s final years as seen through the eyes of his disciple Simon. Regardless of your belief system, you will relate to Simon, an Everyman who contends with questions, doubts, and awe as he joins the band of brothers surrounding and supporting Jesus. Lathan and Manchester humanize Simon, allowing readers to experience what he and his fellow apostles experienced—while bringing history to vivid life. An absorbing read!”

—Judith Arnold, USA Today bestselling author

“In You Will Be Peter, Jerry Lathan and Steven Manchester bring to life Jesus’s first apostle, Peter. In this thoroughly researched and fully imagined volume, Peter becomes much more than simply the character of often-told Bible verses. We meet him as a real person, with both his virtues and flaws fully exposed. Written with all the immediacy of a novel, we meet the man as he changes into the man Jesus needed him to be. It isn’t often such a monumental historical figure is depicted so well as a living, breathing human being. This book does that and more.”

– Donna Foley Mabry, Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Maude

“You Will Be Peter is pure inspiration! Lathan and Manchester expertly articulate this biblical history, immersing the reader in the past. Walking alongside Jesus, chronicling the first years of his ministry through Peter’s (Simon’s) point of view captures an entirely different perspective of this humble yet majestic story. A truly moving testament, it is a compelling narrative, inspiring the reader to live a Christlike, more meaningful life. I couldn’t put it down and when I had to, I couldn’t wait to get back to it. I was moved to tears many times, and I already knew how the story ends. You Will Be Peter is a story of belief, faith, love, and, most importantly, the ultimate sacrifice.”

—Shannon L. Gonzalez, book blogger, Literarily Illumined

“I sometimes struggle when I read the Bible. Without an understanding of what the culture was like, it is difficult for me to relate and understand. This wonderful story about Peter, Jesus’s rock and cornerstone of the church, was eye-opening. It helped me to understand Peter and relate to his actions and reactions. It brought him to life. He was not a perfect man; he struggled like we all do.

You Will Be Peter follows Simon Peter from the time that he is called to follow Jesus until his death. It shows his uncertainties, how he struggled to understand Jesus’s teachings and his jealousies over his fellow disciples. It humanizes his fears and denial of Jesus. It gives insight into the era that he lived and how these times helped mold him. I loved this story. It gave me a look behind the scenes of life during Jesus’s time on earth. It helped me to understand Peter, the man. He was just like me with all the same human struggles and questions. It made me realize that God has a plan for all of us.”

—Diane Moyle, Book Bug Blog

“Jerry Lathan and Steven Manchester have written a wonderful book. You Will Be Peter is the story of young Jesus and his rag-tag group of apostles in the early days of his quest to change the world.

The reader walks with Peter as he leaves his wife, his home, and his life’s work as a fisherman in the Sea of Galilee. Peter becomes a true believer and Jesus’s right-hand man. He follows Jesus, who is attracting ever-growing crowds, performing miracles, and choosing the band of men who will become his apostles.

Lathan and Manchester have found a way to make You Will Be Peter contemporary, relatable, and just plain wonderful. It’s a great story and an amazing book.”

—John Lansing, bestselling author of The Devil’s Necktie

“You Will Be Peter is a dynamic way of reading through all four gospels. As we follow the involvement of Peter’s interactions with the Savior, we receive the gift of learning the historical background of where these events fit into the whole story. The words of Jesus are untampered with, which means you are not engaged in a critical reading, but rather with the joy of discovery. There are plenty of ‘aha’ moments on every page.”

—Pastor David H. Stewart

“Following the path of Saint Peter when he was a mere lowly fisherman to his role as founder and head of the Christian church has been an incredible literary journey. Jerry Lathan and Steven Manchester have brought to life the epic story of not only Saint Peter and the beginning of the Christian faith, but also the trials that Jesus, his disciples, and the faithful followers had to endure. This relatable novel is so beautifully written; I didn’t want it to end. I can’t wait to see You Will Be Peter on the bestseller lists.”

—Beth Worsdell, author, host of The Witty Writers Show

“I am familiar with the stories of Jesus and his disciples, but reading You Will Be Peter made me feel like I was walking alongside them. Although Simon Peter had his doubts, for every doubt came proof that Jesus’s word is the way of the Lord.”

—Charlotte Lynn’s Reviews

“You Will Be Peter transports the reader back in time to experience the thoughts, lessons, and dangers faced by the apostles who followed Jesus. Although their journey is not without pain, we learn exactly what it took to bring Christianity into being. After experiencing You Will Be Peter, our prayers take on a much deeper meaning and new appreciation of all that was sacrificed for us. Above all, faith is the key. Read this amazing book!”

—Deb Guyette - Single Titles

“You Will Be Peter takes us into one of the most well-known and relatable characters in the Bible. We get to see not just his zeal and humanity, we’re able to better understand ourselves as well. This is the kind of book where the characters come to life, and we’re all better off because of it.”

—Cyrus Webb, publisher of Conversations Magazine, Top Amazon Reviewer

“In You Will Be Peter, the reader is transported right into the heart of the story, becoming Simon’s friend, even part of his family. The reader watches Simon struggle with his beliefs, as the fisherman witnesses the world change before him. Following each step of Jesus’s ministry, I was captivated by just how heart-wrenching Simon’s life must have been, from his humble beginnings to his triumphant restoration in Jesus. Simon Peter’s life is forever changed, as is every reader who picks up this novel. I can easily give You Will Be Peter five out of five stars.”

—Kathleen Smith, Reviews from the Heart

“Jerry Lathan and Steven Manchester have written a profound and thought-provoking montage, bringing in the history of Simon Peter’s life in a fresh perspective with depth and heart. We can each be a rock, too!”

—Lauri Schoenfeld, host of The Enlightenment Show

“You Will Be Peter by Jerry Lathan and Steven Manchester is a beautiful, well-written account of an ancient story written for modern times, and it is done perfectly.

The authors took me back in time flawlessly with descriptive scenes, brilliant dialogue, and emotions that touched my heart and at times had me wiping away a few tears. Pulled in by the writers’ words, I was standing right there next to Simon Peter when he first met Jesus on the banks of the River Jordan, a young man in his twenties—and I never left throughout the three-year journey the story takes us.

You Will Be Peter is a masterpiece of self-discovery, redemption, courage, and sacrifice. It’s must-read for all generations that will stay with you long after you have read it. You will come to adore and know Simon Peter just as I did.”

—Tina Hogan Grant, award-winning author of The Tammy Mellows trilogy, host of Read More Books

“Lathan and Manchester’s epic telling of Peter’s story chronicles his inner monologue and his outward devotion with painstaking detail—faithful to the Scriptures. Pick up these pages and journey in the shoes of the fisherman, from the shores of the Sea of Galilee to the Jordan Valley; from the home of tax collectors to the Garden of Gethsemane; from fishing nets to fireside; and ultimately from the upper room to the upside-down cross. With expert craftsmanship, the authors carve out a tale of hope, encouragement, devotion, and love from the Rock of the apostles.”

—Reverend Don Bliss, East Freetown Congregational-Christian Church
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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

Although Simon, the son of Jonah, is one of the most important figures in the history of mankind, nothing in his birthplace, family, or early existence could ever point to the enormous impact his life would have. In their first ever meeting Jesus said to him, “You are Simon,” then Jesus added this odd statement, “You will be called Peter.” Hence the title of this biographic novel.

Every good biography ever written contains two essential elements: a subject whose life is interesting, based on their accomplishments or experiences, and the story that is well-told. Jesus started their relationship by choosing Simon to be the founder of a religious faith and a church that did not yet exist; a faith that remains the largest organized religion on earth, counting its numbers in the billions. It is hard to imagine a more important or interesting accomplishment than to be the Founding Father of the most influential and enduring institution in the history of humanity.

From a rough and brazen fisherman to Jesus Christ’s first chosen apostle, Simon Peter—the Everyman—became the founder of the early Christian church. Unfortunately, this Founding Father of Christianity is often reduced to a caricature, usually depicted in modem culture as an old, white-bearded man standing at the gates of heaven, holding the keys. This historical biography has been written so that readers will get to know Simon Peter for the real person he was.

You Will Be Peter is written to be real and relatable, capturing the three-year ministry of Jesus Christ through the eyes of Simon Peter. It is an emotionally charged story told by living, breathing characters who lived at one of the most pivotal times in history.

In You Will Be Peter, the research has been conducted. The timeline is accurate, depicting the actual steps taken by Jesus and his early followers. As the story is fleshed out, historical and political context becomes clear. Just imagine what the men and women who followed Jesus Christ were thinking. Imagine the dialogue shared between them, as they followed Jesus into history.

Living in Capernaum in Galilee, Simon Peter’s life was filled with competing interests. He struggled—as we all do—to make the right decisions. In search of the Messiah, he met Jesus on the banks of the Jordan River, naively believing the Messiah would be a military or political figure sent to stand against the injustices of their Roman-dominated world.

In this unique perspective of the earliest days of the Christian church, readers will meet a strong, healthy young man in his late twenties—and get to know him. Although Simon Peter was not very well-educated, he was a natural leader. He did not travel in the circles of power. He was not a member of the elite. He was not wealthy or well connected, nor was he a gifted man with some great talent or born into a legacy that offered him anything more than a common life.

Simon bar Jonah was impetuous, decisive, and passionate about his beliefs and pursuits. He was loyal, faithful, and trustworthy. Although he could have a foul mouth, he was the kind of friend anyone would be lucky to have—until he was not. Toward the end of Jesus’s life on earth, Simon played the role of treacherous liar and coward—betraying Jesus.

Simon was many things that we can all relate to. Whether known to others or not, each of us knows our own failures. We can all relate to the times when we have disappointed ourselves and even those we love, the times when we were Simon—even when we wanted to be Peter.

You Will Be Peter is a vivid and heartfelt tale of faith and surrender, of betrayal and redemption; it is a unique perspective of the beginning of the most enduring and important institution in all of history—the Christian church.

You Will Be Peter paints with words an age-old story told from a new set of eyes, enhanced by the sights, sounds, and smells of that time, bringing the reader directly into each scene. This story is told so you may picture in your own mind the events from two thousand years ago that still impact our lives today.

Perhaps you have noticed that he is called Simon, Peter, and Simon Peter. This is exactly what Jesus did—calling him the name that fits the moment. The title of this book comes from the first words Jesus said to Simon:

You are Simon.

You will be Peter.

The Gospels call him Simon or Peter over sixty times and in almost equal numbers, more than all the other apostles combined. Half the time he is Simon. Half the time he is Peter. Peter steps out of the boat and walks on water. When he doubts and starts to sink, Jesus says with disappointment, “Simon, why did you doubt?”

I hope and trust that you will enjoy You Will Be Peter as you contemplate your similar journey, living with the understanding that we are all Simon, working toward the day when we will be Peter.

If Simon Peter, the Everyman, could start a movement that has lasted two thousand years, what can his story tell the modem reader? Just imagine…

Jerry Lathan

Mobile, Alabama

2024
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Without Jesus, I am nothing.

—Simon Peter bar Jonas

[image: ]







[image: Image]




[image: ]


PART 1 MEETING JESUS [image: ] YEAR 1: SIMON’S LIFE TAKES A NEW DIRECTION [image: ]







CHAPTER 1 FOUR BROTHERS


Capernaum, Galilee

Simon slowly opened his eyes. With a heavy sigh, he finally surrendered to a second night of relentless insomnia. Taking care to be as quiet as humanly possible, he swung his feet onto the cool, earthen floor and rose from his warm bed. Standing upright, he turned to ensure that he had not awakened his wife. She’ll be up soon enough, tending to a full day of chores, he thought, smiling at her beloved silhouette. Stretching out his stiff muscles, he stifled a yawn before stealing one last look at her and slipping out of the room.

Simon found his worn sandals, robe, and light coin purse, and headed out the front door.

As he passed through the threshold, he tapped the mezuzah—a small case affixed to the doorframe containing a tiny scroll of parchment inscribed with a prayer—and then kissed the fingers that touched it.

Stepping onto the desolate street, he released the yawn that had been clawing to be freed. I need to get some sleep soon, he thought, shaking off the last remnants of the yawn. I don’t know what’s keeping me up, but I can’t remember the last time I’ve felt this tired.

In the predawn hour, the spring air felt unusually cool on his olive-toned skin—especially for this late in the season, he thought. In no particular rush, Simon made his way from his mother-in-law’s humble home, heading southeast toward the docks at the Sea of Galilee.

During the four-minute walk to the docks, a sliver of waning moon was settling in the east over the Golan Heights, reflecting in the gentle ripples of the sea, providing just enough light for him to make his way safely. It didn’t matter. Although he’d experienced very little of the larger world, he’d spent his entire life in this place—all twenty-eight years, from his birth to this drowsy moment—and could have walked each step blindfolded.

At the top of the last rise in the road, he slowed his gait before stopping to gaze at the magnificent sea below him. Peering hard for a solid minute, he realized it was still too dark to make out the docks or his forty-foot boat tethered to them. Instead, he closed his eyes and surrendered to the other senses that he trusted just as well. While the cool air caressed his neck and arms, his nose and ears took over, painting a fairly detailed picture of this challenging life on the sea.

The soothing rhythm of the lapping surf gave way to the echo of wood banging against wood. One of the boats has too much slack in the tie line, he surmised. He wasn’t completely done shaking his head when the faint smell of decomposing fish filled his nose. I wonder if James caught anything last night? He opened his eyes in search of his boat—the largest of the fleet—but the dark, ghostly forms in the distance were still only recognizable in his imagination.

Moving a few steps to his left, Simon claimed a seat on the largest rock he could find, situated just on the west side of the road. He was sure this perch would offer the best view of the sea below when the sun decided to make its grand entrance in the east before him. Not three seconds passed before he adjusted his position, sliding free from a jagged fist that protruded from the center of the massive granite stone. Finally comfortable, he closed his eyes again and smiled—his mind flashing back to so many wonderful memories.

Simon could see himself and his older brother, Andrew, learning to swim, their fear and panic giving way to a lifelong love of the water. His mind drifted back to the childhood home nestled in the small village of Bethsaida, where the Jordan River flows into the Sea of Galilee. He saw his strict father, Jonas, working the boat’s unfurled sails—teaching his boys to fish while reciting passages from the Torah as he went about his tasks. In time, Simon and Andrew buried the hardworking man, but not before he’d passed on all the knowledge needed to earn an honest living on the Sea of Galilee.

Simon could picture every detail of the warm afternoon he’d married his wife beneath their simple chuppah. He then recalled moving into his mother-in-law’s house, where Andrew, his brother and business partner, had come to live with them.

There’s no better place on earth than Capernaum, Simon thought, without acknowledging his lack of travel. His village sat on the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee, nearly two miles from where the Jordan River flowed into it. Amid the warm, sweet air, amazing views of the sapphire waters sparkled for nearly thirteen miles to the south, while the snowcapped summit of Mount Hermon jutted out in the north. Capernaum was a small cosmopolitan of Palestinian life situated on the main roadway through Galilee. As the eastern outpost, both Roman and temple taxes were collected there.

Tax collectors and Romans, Simon repeated in his head, the thought causing a plume of bile to rise from his stomach and settle at the back of his throat.

Opening his eyes, Simon was happy to discover that the first rays of sunlight had struck the body of water, making it shimmer like a billion morning stars. After all these years, all the grueling hours of fishing, the sight still stole his breath. It’s not the easiest life, he confirmed, but it’s a good one.

Having recalled his father’s many lessons, Simon took pause to spend a few minutes in grateful prayer—as well as to seek wisdom and perhaps settle the deep worry that was stealing away his sleep. Yahweh, he prayed, watch over Andrew and John on their travels to find the answers they seek. Please shroud them in Your angels and keep them safe from harm.

Andrew had been obsessed over the coming of the Messiah, vigilant for any sign of the Holy One while learning everything he could.

If only, Simon thought, grinning slightly. The Romans would finally get exactly what’s coming to them!

The first rays of morning light were suddenly trampled by a full sunrise, as a stiff sea breeze moved up the hill and became trapped in Simon’s sinuses. We’ve had a recent storm on the water, he recognized, knowing that this was anything but a good sign toward the previous night’s catch.

Starting down the hill, he could now make out the distinct form of his boat bobbing alongside the dock, occasionally banging against it. You should know better, James, he thought, shaking his head. How long have we been doing this?

Arriving at the dock, he called out for James, hearing his friend’s muffled reply from below deck. Simon hopped aboard, taking notice of the empty nets clustered on both sides of the top deck. Not a single fish, he confirmed.

Cursing under his breath, he kicked at the wet nets piled before him. Frustrated, he stomped toward the bow of the boat and screamed out at the sky—when he suddenly caught himself and went silent. Turning back, he spotted James standing there, looking defeated.

James was the brother of Simon’s best friend, John. They looked so much alike that neither one of them could deny the other. At just over six feet tall, James was wiry but strong. His lean, sinewy muscles had been trained by years of hard labor, working the nets. His real strength, however, remained concealed to the eye. Although James isn’t all that assertive and usually as quiet as a field mouse, he’s as solid as they come. Simon smiled. There’s no one more dependable.

James broke the awkward silence, offering his version of the night’s fruitless efforts. “Sorry, Simon,” he muttered. “We did what we could, dragging the nets for hours… but with the storm…” He shook his head. “Nothing.”

Simon looked the younger man in the eye. “I’m the one who should be sorry,” he said, apologizing to his loyal friend for the outburst. “I know you did your best,” he added, trying to offer a few words of comfort. “With both of our brothers away, and you with only one deckhand, I shouldn’t have expected much.” James was like his little brother, and he chastised himself for the flare-up.

James nodded his gratitude, then added, “The storm in the south did not help.”

With Andrew and John away… Simon repeated in his head. Is that why I haven’t been able to sleep?



James did all he could to fight off the grin. With Simon’s thick neck, wide shoulders, and bulging biceps, nothing seemed funnier to James than when the brute attempted an apology, no matter how genuine. Simon’s a bull, James thought, stifling a laugh, but he’s our bull. He studied the shorter figure standing before him. The man’s been there for me my whole life, like a second brother, sticking up for all of us… even when he’s been wrong. James continued to fight back the laugh. Which is most of the time.

The examples of Simon’s impetuous behavior were endless, but James only needed to think back a few weeks to recall a good one.

It had been a long day of fishing. After taking their catch to market, they decided to share a drink at the local tavern. “We’ll meet you there,” Simon had told Andrew, who was concluding their business with one of the least corrupt money changers.

They weren’t two steps into the dark tavern when James watched Simon’s face burn red, his nostrils beginning to flare. Without a word of warning, the small group’s impulsive leader made a beeline to one of the tables, his large hands balling up into punishing fists as he went.

“You stole some of my gear!” Simon roared at Yussif, a fellow fisherman who had allegedly wronged him. “I know you did!”

Yussif adamantly denied the accusation. “I did no such thing, Simon,” he swore, his eyes filled with shock and confusion. “Your brother…”

Simon lunged forward, cutting him off—and striking fear into the tavern’s other patrons.

Without further investigation, Simon hissed, “Don’t you worry, Yussif. I won’t turn you into the Romans.” He swung once, his massive stone fist smashing into Yussif’s cheek, knocking him clean off the rickety wooden chair.

As Simon pounced on the man, Andrew stepped into the tavern. “Simon, stop!” he screamed. “I loaned out the fishing gear to Yussif two days ago. Stop!”

James returned from the memory and chuckled. Poor Simon begged Yussif’s forgiveness for two weeks before the man finally grew tired of the groveling and relented.

But that’s Simon, James thought, shrugging, a head full of rocks and a heart made of gold. He slapped his bulky friend’s back. But there’s no one in the world I’d rather have by my side when the dark clouds roll in and life gets rough.



Simon, James, and the deckhand began the task of scraping and scrubbing the nets for transfer to the drying racks. After several minutes of welcome silence, James posed a question—as if he were reading Simon’s mind. “So, what do you think John and Andrew have found on their trip?”

One of Simon’s eyebrows rose, inspiring his square head to do the same. He pondered his childhood friend’s question. Andrew and John left three days ago to walk down the west side of the Sea of Galilee, past the outflow of the Jordan, so they could visit John the Baptizer again. Simon recalled when he’d also visited the eccentric man. At the time, he remained suspicious of the gossip, skeptical that a wild man dressed in camel skins could actually be preparing the way for the Lord. But he’s definitely anti-authority, Simon thought, and there have been more and more rumors of miracles and signs that the Messiah is drawing near. Simon felt a bolt of hope strike his heart, turning his weathered forearms to gooseflesh. Please, Lord, let it be so.

Simon turned to James. “Whatever Andrew and John have found, they need to get home and let us in on it.” Wearing his famous grin, he snickered. “Besides, they’ve ducked out on work for long enough.”

They all laughed, even the deckhand.

What have they found? Simon wondered.






CHAPTER 2 “WE HAVE FOUND THE MESSIAH!”


Capernaum, Galilee

The morning was growing old, with Simon struggling to decide when to head out to fish. He peered out onto the horizon to see a line of boats belonging to the local fishing fleet. “As long as they stay away from our spots,” he complained out loud.

James nodded in agreement, his head remaining on his work.

The Sea of Galilee was a clear freshwater lake, stretching for thirteen miles in length between green banks, with ten cities thriving along its shores. Crossing from one side to the other took just over three hours of sailing time. Fishing was normally abundant, and as drift-net fishermen, Simon and his crew were able to provide well for their families.

As of late, Kinneret sardines had become the primary catch. These small, salt-brine pickled fish were a staple of Israel’s diet, especially for those who lived in the Galilean area. Although full baskets and casks were taken to market in Magdala on a regular basis, a strong demand remained.

Still, the life of a fisherman was not for the weak of spine, creating gruff and rugged men—the opposite of social elites. Besides as a fisherman having to read the wind and the stars, Simon learned time and again that his environment was as uncontrollable as his own emotions. The Sea of Galilee was moody and subject to swift, dangerous changes in the weather, resulting in stretches of stingy catches and volatile storms. Situated over seven hundred feet below sea level, the strong winds of the hills on both sides of the sea made for a climate unlike most. For Simon and his Galilean friends, this was the only thing they knew.

Making final preparations for their next sail, Simon spotted Andrew and John approaching over the hill in the distance. They’re finally back! he thought, exhaling heavily; it felt like he’d been holding his breath for days. He could feel a weight lift from his shoulders. Looking toward the sky, he whispered, “Thank You, Yahweh.” Simon wasn’t sure if this great relief was due to his brother and best friend being safe or because he’d longed to hear about their discoveries. They look excited! he thought, the truth of it raising his long-held hopes to an all-time high.

As the men jogged closer, both Simon and James jumped from the bow of the boat onto the sand, preparing to greet their brothers. As Andrew and John approached, both beaming from ear to ear, Simon studied his lanky brother. Andrew was a slightly shorter—and thinner—version of himself, the man’s eyes normally revealing more details than his tongue. Although Andrew was older by three years, the brothers shared a mutual respect, with Andrew usually allowing Simon to play the dominant role. Andrew’s more thoughtful and considerate, Simon admitted to himself, but in most cases, he’s happy to let me run things. He chuckled. But not when it comes to issues of faith. Andrew was passionate about his beliefs, bordering on overly zealous. And being so cerebral, Simon was surprised to see such excitement in his normally reserved brother.

“Well?” Simon screamed out.

The men quickened their pace, shortening the distance.

“We have found the Messiah!” Andrew yelled back, his tone filled with equal amounts of pride and joy. “We will be delivered!”

For a second, Simon lost his breath. Can it be true?

By now, Andrew was upon him, nearly jumping into his thick arms. “It’s true, brother,” he said, answering the question that was never asked aloud. “We saw him with our own eyes.” Tears swelled. “We saw the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world,” he added, his voice cracking from emotion.

Simon looked at John, who was wearing a smile that threatened to break his face in half.

Overwhelming emotion had clearly stolen his words. He merely nodded.

Squeezing both of Simon’s shoulders, Andrew gazed into his eyes, revealing that his words were true. “Simon, we’ve found the man we’ve been praying for our entire lives.”

If that’s true, then anything is possible now, Simon thought, even the downfall of the Romans!



Andrew was bursting at the seams to share the good news but had to remind himself to slow his speech so that each one of his words would be understood.

“Simon, we walked for days before we reached John the Baptizer in Bethabara on the banks of the Jordan. And you can’t imagine how long the line was. It stretched from the edge of the river to the acacia groves. John’s ministry has spread far and wide, brother. There were so many believers waiting to be baptized!” Coming up for air, he looked to John for an affirming nod, which he swiftly received.

Both of Simon’s eyebrows snapped to attention.

“Then, John the Baptizer pointed to a man his own age and stopped speaking for several seconds. That’s when he said, ‘Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world!’

“The whole crowd turned to look and saw a young rabbi about our age, dressed in long robes.”

“Our age?” Simon repeated.

Andrew nodded, his mind speeding faster than his tongue. “Then this young teacher asked John to baptize him. ‘But I need to be baptized by you,’ the Baptizer told the teacher, ‘and yet you come to me?’ And the rabbi said, ‘Permit it now.’ ” Andrew became emotional. “So, the Baptizer immersed him right there in the Jordan for all to see. And that’s when a dove appeared.”

“Yes, the dove,” John repeated, his face happier than Simon had ever seen.

Andrew nodded. “The air changed—”

“A cool mass of air descended upon us,” John interrupted, excitedly, “clearing the heat and humidity.”

“As the clouds rolled back,” Andrew said, reclaiming the floor, “rays of sunlight illuminated the scene.”

“Then there was a voice that came from nowhere…” John added.

The men paused, clearly caught up in whatever had come next in the scene that was still so vivid to them.

A voice? Simon wondered. What voice?

“The voice of God,” Andrew explained, his tone lowering in reverence. “Yahweh said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.’ ”

Simon stared quietly at Andrew, then at his best friend as he tried to comprehend the scene his brother described. “This voice you heard,” he asked, “truly, it was the voice of God?”

Although John’s emotions froze his tongue, his face and eyes confirmed Andrew’s account.

“Who is this young rabbi?” Simon asked, excited but still skeptical.

“His name is Jesus. He’s a carpenter from Nazareth.” Andrew took a deep breath, trying to slow his ramble. “The Baptizer pointed at Jesus again and repeated those same words, ‘Behold, the Lamb of God. Behold him, who takes away the sins of the world!’ ”

Simon’s eyes went distant in thought. Then he held up his hand to stop the storytelling while he considered this remarkable tale. After gazing across the waters of Galilee to the distant hills of the south, where this event had occurred, Simon returned his attention to his brother.

Andrew couldn’t help but feel excited for them both—for all the people of Israel. We have waited so long, he thought. His brother’s piercing eyes misted over from the years of suffering and fading hope.

“So, John and I followed Jesus,” Andrew explained, “and we stayed with him, listening to him until four o’clock in the afternoon. Jesus announced he would be leaving to pray and fast in the wilderness. He then told John the Baptizer that he was going to prepare himself for his ministry, and that he would take forty days and nights to fulfill the prophecies.”

“Forty days and nights?” repeated Simon.

“Yes,” replied John and Andrew in unison. “Forty days and nights.”

“That’s when we started for home to share the news,” John added with a nod. “It took only a day and a half.”

Simon considered the distance before whistling. A day and a half? he thought. They were moving.

Andrew shook his brother’s shoulders. “I have no doubt that Jesus is the Christ,” he added excitedly. “We have found the Messiah, brother. We have found Christ!”

Simon’s eyes continued to well up.

“Don’t forget about the vipers, Andrew,” John chimed in. Although he’d allowed his friend to break the good news, he wasn’t about to let some of the important details go unrecorded.

“Oh yes… yes!” Andrew was overcome with another surge of adrenaline that rushed through his bloodstream like sweet wine through a new wineskin. “John the Baptizer called the Pharisees vipers, saying they were worthless!”

“He what?”

Andrew nodded, knowing his brother would enjoy the fact. “The Baptizer disapproves of the Pharisee-snakes as much as we do, Simon. He loathes the wealthy hypocrites, who live better than all of us… and in the name of God.”

“Really?” Simon smiled wide.

“At one point, he asked that the Romans and tax collectors not extort money or take more than what they’re supposed to,” Andrew added.

“And he told the common people to share food and clothing with those who don’t have any,” John reported, clearly tired of sitting quietly on the sidelines.

Andrew nodded. “He rejects tradition and authority.”

“Good for him,” Simon whispered.

John nodded, excitedly.

“Good for him,” Simon repeated, his eyes darting from his elder brother to his best friend, John.



John laughed out loud. From the time they could walk, he and Simon had been inseparable. They learned to fish together with their fathers, Jonas and Zebedee. They attended Hebrew school together, learning the Torah, the first five books of the Bible written by Moses. They even celebrated Passover side by side each year.

Even though he was thinner and a few inches taller than Simon, they were equals in every way that counted. However, as John was more contemplative and polished than Simon, he was slower to action and more thoughtful. He studied Simon’s strong face and smiled. I’ve always loved the thickheaded mule like a brother, he thought.

“Every word Andrew has said is true,” John told his best friend. “We’ve found the Messiah, Simon.”

Without further detail, John turned to his brother, James, and winked. “And I plan to write down everything I can remember.”



I hope it is true. It must be, Simon thought, feeling excited. The two best men I know have sworn to it, so it must be. In a moment’s time—a flash—his mind filled with fantasies of all that might be.

For years, Simon had been tormented over the injustices of his world. How could Yahweh’s people suffer so badly and for so long? he wondered. Enslaved for generations only to be liberated from the Egyptians when Moses parted the Red Sea. Then we were left to wander aimlessly around the desert, lost for forty brutal years. He snickered. And if that’s not bad enough, once we returned to our own lands, we were oppressed by the savage Romans. It made no sense to him. It never had.

Now it was his generation’s turn to suffer. From the Roman dictators to the High Pharisees, Simon and his people were treated like pariahs. The injustice of it twisted his stomach into slipknots. Worse yet, the Jewish people’s passive response to all of it went against his nature. Fire should be fought with fire, he’d always believed, and muscle with muscle.

Since he could remember, he lived his life feeling torn, his heart and mind engaged in steady combat. Like one of the storms that wreaked havoc on the Sea of Galilee, his thoughts and feelings were tossed about like a small boat on the massive, churning waters.

The Messiah is exactly what we’ve been waiting for, he thought, grinning. These Roman dogs have no idea what’s coming. The Messiah will be a great leader!

Simon bar Jonas loved engaging in wishful thinking, even when it was not foretold in the Scriptures. For the next few minutes, he allowed himself to daydream about war and glory and a conquered people finally being liberated.

Sweet deliverance!

When Simon emerged from his fantasies, he looked at his brother and smiled. “Do you think we should go back?”

“Back?” Andrew asked, clearly hoping they were thinking the same thing.

Simon drew in a long breath and exhaled. “Well, we have time to prepare, so let’s make a plan,” he announced. “When we learn this Jesus has returned, we can have James sail us down to the south of the sea. James can leave us and then head back to fish, while you, John, and I will travel the rest of the way together to meet Jesus in Bethabara. What do you think about—”

Andrew leaped into his arms, where the brothers shared a hug. This was not a common practice on the docks, but neither man cared.

If only I could get a few winks of sleep, Simon thought. But what are the chances now? The Messiah is here!






CHAPTER 3 YOU ARE SIMON…


Capernaum, Galilee

The next few weeks passed quickly. Fishing was good and the emerging glories of spring in Galilee made daily life a pleasure. Travelers from all sides of the Sea of Galilee were sharing stories of the baptism of Jesus. The hopeful tales and descriptions of Jesus made their way among the communities that surrounded the region of Galilee. Again and again, Simon and the others heard of the miracle: the voice of Yahweh, the baptism, and the dove. Although they continued in their daily lives, the topic was never far from their minds.

Simon had, of course, shared all the stories with his wife, making plans in his mind to go and see for himself.

After just a few weeks had passed, word arrived in Capernaum by a boat that had just sailed from the south, that Jesus had returned to the area.



The morning light had not yet entered their bed chamber when Simon and his wife discussed his upcoming trip.

“How long will you be gone?” she asked.

“I’m not sure,” he admitted, stifling a yawn.

“Not sure?” she repeated, a hint of disapproval in her voice. “So it’s that easy for you to leave me and Eema?”

He rolled sideways, throwing his thick arm around her torso. “It’s never easy leaving you, my love,” he vowed. “Not even for a day.” He paused. “But Andrew says he’s found the Messiah… and I need to go see for myself.”

She sighed heavily, surrendering to the fact that her stubborn husband had already made up his mind.

“I won’t be long,” he promised. “And I’ll send James back to take care of the fishing and to look after you.”

She sighed again; her breath was lighter this time, less emotional.

She’s starting to warm up to the idea, he decided.

“Why don’t you just send James?” she asked; it was her final attempt at keeping him home.

“Because James might never return,” he teased, “and I will.” Although she tried to conceal her smile in the darkness, Simon caught it. “I’ll always come back,” he whispered, kissing her cheek. “Always.”

“I know,” she said. “Just don’t be too long, OK?”

“I won’t,” he whispered, kissing her again.



At first light, once Simon had offered his wife a proper goodbye, he, Andrew, John, and James set out for Bethabara, sailing down the length of the Sea of Galilee until they reached the beginning of the Lower Jordan River, where the river leaves the sea and continues its path south to the Dead Sea. From the docks, James sailed back north to home, while Simon, Andrew, and John followed the paths on foot along the river and its surrounding floodplains.

On land, the Galilean crops were as plentiful as the abundance of fish in the sea. Spring flowers were in bloom. Shimmering fields of grain, silvery groves of olives, the towering date palm orchards, and emerald vineyards blanketed the lush countryside. Simon surveyed the fertile landscape, noting the stark difference from the rocky hillsides on his northern end of the sea. Here, in the south, the land was flatter along the river and the crops reflected a diverse abundance.

“God is good,” Andrew commented, surveying their surroundings. Simon gawked at his brother, prompting him to explain further. “He’s given us all we need.”

Although Simon grinned, he said nothing.

“What?” Andrew asked. “You don’t agree, brother?”

Simon’s grin broke into a smile. “We’re about to find out, aren’t we?”

Punching Simon’s arm, Andrew joined in the laughter. “I already have,” he said, “but if you need to see it with your own eyes, then—”

“I do,” he interrupted, returning the punch. “That’s if you don’t mind.” Andrew stopped laughing, rubbing the sting out of his arm.

As the men walked on, they talked about the possibilities for the future.

“So you must believe me and John, or you would never have traveled all this way,” Andrew prodded.

Simon snickered. “Of course, I do. I never doubted either of you.” He stopped to look into his brother’s eyes. “It’s because I do believe that we’re making this trip.” His eyes widened. “Why wouldn’t I want to see the Messiah for myself?” He half-shrugged. “I’m not stupid.”

“I agree,” Andrew quickly countered, adding a grin.

Simon chuckled. “Although I haven’t been as single-minded as you in finding Messiah, Andrew, I’ve always shared your deepest wishes.” He nodded. I’m not sure anyone wants the Messiah to come into power more than me…, he thought before releasing a war cry. “And return the twelve tribes of Israel back to their former glory!”



As the brothers walked, each was content to be alone with his own thoughts. They finally arrived at the very place that Andrew had described. The quiet setting surprised Simon. For whatever reason, I was expecting a crowd, he thought.

Scanning the area, his eyes searched hard for the Chosen One. As if it were a dream, he watched as Jesus Christ, the great prophet promised by Moses, quietly approached them.

Time stood still.

Searching for his next breath, Simon was rocked with a sensation he’d never experienced before. This was not physical nor even emotional; it went much deeper. It felt like his soul was trying to scream out.

Wearing the most loving smile, Jesus locked eyes with Simon and closed the distance between them.

Laboring to breathe, Simon heard the distant echo of his own voice: Could it be you, Lord?

The entire world felt like it had stopped spinning as a quiet but overwhelming sense of complete bliss enveloped Simon. Although he felt like he was experiencing the moment outside of his body, Simon was sure of one thing: he revered this man—this stranger—as he had never revered or loved another before.

Jesus of Nazareth was a tall man, with a lean, muscular build, the clear result of his occupation, as well as the many miles he’d traveled. At thirty years of age, his tanned, gentle face looked gaunt, as though he’d fasted for weeks. His brown hair matched his beard, and his chestnut-colored eyes were magnets, drawing everyone into his almost hypnotic gaze.

Simon was drawn right in, completely awestruck.

Standing face-to-face, Jesus cleared his throat, breaking Simon’s trance. Humbled, Simon waited.

“You are Simon, son of Jonas,” Jesus told him. “You will be called Peter [Cephas].”

Although he nodded—or thought he did—Simon thought, What? He was immediately unsure whether he had missed something he should not have. But the weight of the moment continued to sweep him away in a tsunami of emotions that he could neither recognize nor define.

As Simon stood in shock, Jesus turned away.

What did he just call me? Simon asked himself. A rock? His mind raced to recount the exact words that were just spoken to him. You will be Cephas, or Peter, he repeated in his head. The rock? His vision blurred, as he struggled to understand. Did he really just call me a rock? He inhaled deeply a few times. What does that mean?

Simon looked to his left to find his brother smiling at him. “Told you,” Andrew said, his face radiating pure joy. “I told you, brother.”

“I know, but…”

“But?”

“He said I will be called Peter,” Simon whispered.

Andrew matched the shrug. “Then that’s what you will be called.”

What? Simon thought, feeling as lost as a child.



The following day, accepting his invitation, Simon, John, and Andrew followed Jesus into Galilee, where the rabbi found a man named Philip.

“Follow me,” he told the new disciple.

Philip agreed without reluctance. Being from Bethsaida, he knew Simon and the others very well. Philip then sought out Nathanael—also known as Bartholomew—and told his friend, “We have found him, whom Moses and the prophets wrote: Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.”

“Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?” teased Nathanael, smirking.

“Come and see.”

Once John joined them—surprised to see that others had already been added to the group—the five men began following Jesus wherever he went.

John turned to Simon, gesturing toward Nathanael and Philip. “New recruits?” he whispered.

“The more, the merrier… I guess?” Simon said.

John shrugged. “I guess,” he repeated. “And I don’t think we’ve seen the last of them.”



“I’ve been invited to a wedding in Cana with my mother,” Jesus shared with the small group, “and I’d like you all to join me.”

Each of the men quickly accepted.

“I love weddings,” Simon said, picturing his wife’s beautiful face.

“I remember,” John teased him. “You could barely stand at your own after all that wine.”

“Barely stand?” Andrew repeated. “If it wasn’t for fear of his new wife’s wrath, he would have fallen asleep halfway through the celebration.”

They all laughed.

As they started their journey west toward Cana, walking on faith, Simon used the time to consider the benefits as well as the risks. We’re stepping into the great unknown, he realized, but I’ve always wanted this. He’d longed for such an opportunity. I just hope I’ve made the right decision. He looked at his friend and brother. I hope we all have.

Fear began wrestling hope and was starting to win. My father entrusted me with his trade, he thought. Can I just give up fishing and walk away? I mean, James will only be able to handle the strain of working alone for so long. He shook his head. And what about my wife, home alone… wondering and worrying?

He stopped—literally—taking a moment to calm his breathing and break the negative cycle of thoughts that was making him feel dizzy.

John stopped alongside him and waited, without a word spoken.

Proceeding up the long, dusty road that leads from the Jordan Valley into the steep Galilean hills, Simon tried to process everything, struggling to make sense of it all. Sure, I’ve always been impulsive, he thought, but I’ve never left my family, my work… to follow a man I barely know. He shrugged to himself. Maybe that’s what faith is.

He stared at the back of the rabbi, his new master, and was filled with as much fear as excitement. You will be Peter [Cephas], the rock, he repeated in his head. Who says that? And what on earth does it mean? He tried to shake it off but couldn’t. What was Jesus saying to me?

While Simon wrestled with all the jumbled thoughts, he watched as Jesus turned around and looked directly at him. The man’s mischievous smile made Simon think that Jesus could read his every thought and doubt.

Simon nodded, affirming that he was with him on every step—even if I have no idea where this road might lead.
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