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THE ADVENTURES OF ZACK AND MIRA

CHAPTER ONE

THE WILD MAN FROM THE WILDERNESS

“Mira, Mira! Where are you? You've got to come quick and see
this!”

“Oh be quiet!” Mira, who was busy helping her mother pour oil
into lamps, shouted back at her brother, Zack. “What is it this time?
Did you find some old bone in the sand or something?” Sometimes
Mira thought her older brother was really a big nuisance.

“No, silly!” He panted breathlessly. His thick, curly black hair
seemed to look as excited as he was. “I just saw that wild man! You
know, the one who lives out in the wilderness!”

Mira’'s big brown eyes widened with interest. “Really? You
mean that man who eats bugs?”

“How many times do | have to tell you that locusts aren't just
any old bug?” Zack stomped his foot impatiently and rolled his dark
eyes. Sometimes his sister could be so irritating. “He eats locusts and
wild honey. Both are kosher foods.”

Now, kosher to the Jewish people means clean. An unclean
food, such as pork, which comes from pigs, is considered to be
unclean, or not kosher. Locusts are like our grasshoppers. Wild
honey can be found in hollow trees or such places where wild bees
make their honeycombs.

Mira set down the little oil lamp she had filled on the wood
table. “Is he wearing that old camel hair thing today?” She wrinkled
her nose.

“Well, if you hurry up and come with me, I'll show you!” Zack
stomped out the door.

Mira glanced at her mother who smiled and nodded that she
could go. “Wait for me, Zack!” Mira ran as fast as she could to catch
up with her brother.
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The children ran down the dusty road. It was a long ways to the
river, and Mira hoped that the wild man was still there. As they got
closer, they saw lots of people gathered along the edge of the water.

“Look!” Mira yelled. “There he is!” She pointed a finger at a man
standing in the river.

“Sssshhhh!” Zack whispered. “Don’'t be so loud. You're being
rude.”

“No I'm not!” Mira argued.

“Well, just watch and be quiet.” Zack ordered.

Mira watched with interest as people waded out into the river to
meet John. She saw the people go under the water, and then come
back up, praising the Lord. “What does it all mean?” She asked her
brother.

“Well,” he tried to sound wise for his age, “John preaches and
tells the people to repent because the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”
“Really?” Mira was very curious. “What does that mean?”

Zack patiently tried to explain. “I think it means that people have
to confess their sins because God is coming or something like that.”

Mira was quiet for a few moments as she thought over what
Zack had said. She tucked a stray lock of chocolate brown hair
behind her ear. “Well, God is in heaven. So, why would He bother to
come here?”

Zack sighed. “Mira, quit asking so many questions.”

“But, | want to know!” She began to pout.

“Hey, don’t cry, okay? We can ask papa when we get home.”

Suddenly, the wild man in the river began pointing and yelling.
Fear gripped Mira’s heart, but at the same time, she wanted to see
who he was yelling at. She felt Zack take her hand, and together they
crept up behind the crowd.

“He’s telling the religious leaders off!” Zack explained to his
sister.

“Ohhhh...” Mira said. “Why would he do that?”

“Come on, Sis! Let’'s go home and ask papa tonight.”

Later, after supper, Zack and Mira gathered around papa. “We
have some questions to ask you,” Zack said.

“What is it you want to know?” Papa asked with a grin.

“We went to see the wild man from the wilderness today,” Zack
explained.

“And, we saw people get baptized,” Mira added.
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“But, what we need to know,” Zack said, “is what does it mean
that the kingdom of God is at hand? And, why was he is so angry with
the religious leaders?”

Papa held up a hand. “Wait a minute. One question at a time,
please.”

Zack and Mira sat quietly at his feet, waiting for an answer.
Finally Papa spoke. “The kingdom of heaven is when God’s will is
done on earth, and when people obey Him.”

Zack and Mira quietly thought about that. Then Papa tried to
explain it another way. “John the Baptist is preparing the way for the
Lord by preaching that everyone should repent, or turn away from
their sins.”

“Oh.” Zack said softly. “Well then does that mean God is going
to come to Israel?”

The older man sighed deeply. “We pray that it is so. That He
sends us a deliverer.”

Mira frowned. This was all too hard to understand, but she
asked anyway “Why was he so mad at the religious leaders?”

Papa’s eyes narrowed. “Because, my little one, they pretend to
be very close to God but they do not know Him.”

“Hypocrites!” Zack interrupted. “That’s what the Baptist called
them! Hypocrites!”

“I'm afraid he is right about that,” Papa said sadly. “They do not
know the will or ways of God.”

Mira said. “l think I'm going to go to bed now, Papa,” She
yawned, and threw her arms around him.

“Me too!” Zack said sleepily.

Papa smiled. “May the God of Israel watch over you, and give
you good dreams, my children. Good night.”

Mira quickly fell asleep and dreamed about eating locusts
dipped in wild honey. And, Zack dreamed that the baptizer beckoned
him to come into the river and be baptized. That was something he
would have to think about.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE DAY GOD SPOKE

One hot day, Zack and Mira thought it would be a good thing to
go to the river and swim. “Mother,” Zack said. “We’ve finished all our
chores.”

“Yes we have!” Mira agreed with a nod of her head. They
watched a smile tug at the corners of their mother’s lips.

“So,” Zack said politely, “can Mira and | go down to the river
and cool off for awhile?”

“What about me?” Mother asked.

“‘“Ummmmmm, what do you mean?” Zack replied.

“Well,” Mother answered, “I'm hot too! So, why don’t all three of
us walk down together?”

Mira clapped her hands and jumped up and down. “Oh, goodie,
goodie!” She squealed happily.

When they got to the river, they walked along the edge looking
for a shady spot to sit. Zack ran ahead of his sister and mother
searching for just the right place. “l found it!” he yelled. “Hurry!”

Mira and her mother held hands and quickly walked to a perfect
spot by the edge of the river. The water lapped gently on the sandy
shore. Big tree branches formed a roof over their heads. “Oh!” said
Mother. “This is a lovely spot for such a hot day!” She sat on a low
tree branch and laughed as Zack and Mira raced to the water’s edge.

Zack and Mira swam and splashed, and swam and splashed
some more. Mira giggled so much her sides hurt. Neither one of them
noticed that someone was standing in the river not far from them.

“Children! Come here! At once!” Mother's voice sounded
alarmed.

“Ohhhhhhhh!” Mira’s voice shook. “Look, Zack! It's him!” She
pointed her finger at the big man standing silently in the river. He
wore a rough camel hair coat, and his eyes shone in the sun.
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“John the Baptist!” Zack whispered. He grabbed Mira’s arm as
they waded back to shore. Their mother was on her feet now, staring
at the man in the river.

“Do we have to leave, Mother?” asked Mira.

“I think so,” said Mother.

Zack didn’t think she sounded very sure about that. Then, John
the Baptist spoke and they all froze in their tracks. Zack and Mira
noticed that now there were crowds of people all around them. “He’s
going to baptize people. | just know it!” Zack tried to sound like an
expert. But as Zack stared at John’s face, he sensed that something
different was about to happen. Even Mother was standing as still as a
statue.

All three stared at John, waiting for him to say or do something.
But, he stood still and stared into the silent crowd.

After what seemed a long time, they saw a movement in the
midst of the people. Then Zack, Mira and their mother saw the figure
of a man walking slowly through the water towards John. The man’s
back was to them, so they couldn’t see His face. But, they could see
John’s face. It had a strange glow to it.

Zack nudged his sister with his elbow. “Did you hear that?” he
whispered.

“No!” she whispered back.

“Shhhhhhhh!” Mother put a finger to her lips. Then she said in a
low voice, “John the Baptist didn’t want to baptize that man. He said
that the man should baptize him.”

“Why?” Zack asked.

“I'm not sure. Just watch.” Mother said.

John obeyed the man, and baptized Him. Suddenly, as He
came up out of the water, the cloudless sky overhead changed. Light
streamed down and it looked like a dove came upon the man. Zack
and Mira could hardly believe what they were seeing. Suddenly, a
voice came down from heaven. Zack, Mira, Mother and all the people
dropped to their knees in one motion. The voice said: “This is my
beloved Son, in whom | am well pleased.”

No one had to tell Zack and Mira, or anyone else that the voice
came from God. Wonder filled their hearts as they silently made their
way back home. Each was lost in thought.

That night Zack and Mira, and Mother too, had a long list of
guestions for Papa. But the first question was, “Who is God’s Son?”
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CHAPTER THREE
BAPTIZED BY THE BAPTIZER

Zack was dreaming that he was floating over the Jordan River.
In his dream he heard God’s voice thunder out of heaven. “Zack,
Zack!” Was God calling him?

He felt a hand gently shaking him. “Wake up, son.”

Zack opened one sleepy eye. He saw Papa’s smiling face.
“Wake up, Zack. We're going to the river.”

Zack yawned and opened the other eye. It was still dark. He
turned over and tried to go back to sleep so he could dream about
God'’s voice some more.

Suddenly something jumped on top of him. “Get up, get up!”
Mira laughed.

“Oh, go away!” Zack tried to knock her off of him. But, Mira just
kept bouncing up and down until he gave up.

Zack and Mira got dressed and ate some bread. Then they
walked with Papa and Mother toward the river. The sun was just
beginning to shine. The air was still cool and fresh.

Papa began to explain why they were going to river so early in
the morning. “Children, we are going to be baptized today. It is the
right thing to do.”

Zack and Mira were wide awake now. “You mean we’re going
to see that wild man again who eats bugs?” Mira asked.

“Locusts!” Zack corrected. He made a face at her. But Mira just
ignored him.

“John the Baptist has been sent by God,” Papa said. “And, he is
preparing the way for the Lord.”

Zack thought about that. He wondered if God would speak out
loud again when they were all baptized.

Soon they were joined by others who were eager to repent of
their sins and be baptized. Zack tried to think of what sins he needed
to repent of. He thought about some of the mean things he had said
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to Mira. He thought about times when he did not want to obey Papa
and Mother. And, he thought about the time he stole some fruit from
the market. Finally, he remembered when he could have helped a
blind man find his way to the well to get a drink of water, but Zack
was in a hurry, so he passed him by.

Suddenly Zack was very ashamed of himself. He began to cry.
“I am so sorry, Lord,” he whispered. “I don’t want to be a bad boy. |
want to please You. | want to be a good boy.”

“Look!” Mother said. “There’s John the Baptist, and he’s waving
to us to meet him in the river.”

Mira began to cry. “I'm scared, Papa.” He picked her up and
carried her in his strong arms.

“Don’t be afraid, little one. This is the right thing to do.”

One by one, beginning with Papa, then Mother, the little family
was baptized by John. Then they quietly waded back to shore, and
began walking back to their village.

Zack wished that God had spoken out loud again, but a
wonderful thing was happening. It seemed like God was speaking to
his heart in a small, still, quiet Voice. It was so wonderful! It made
Zack very happy.

Suddenly Mira looked at Papa. She said, “Papa, | love you.”
Then she said, “Mama, | love you too. And, even you, Zack!” Then
she said something that made Papa and Mother very happy. She
said, “l love You, God. | love You very, very much!”

11
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE DEVIL AND THE LAMB

One morning, three days after their baptism, Zack and Mira
were outside feeding their donkey. They were so busy petting him
they didn’t notice that their friend, Sarah, had walked up behind them.

“Hi” Sarah said. She giggled when they both jumped in
surprise. “Did | scare you?” she asked.

“No! Of course not, silly!” Zack said gruffly. He started to walk
away. Who wanted to hang out with two silly girls?

“Wait!” Sarah said. She was suddenly very serious. “I have
something you both need to hear. It's about that man who John
Baptized. You remember, the time God spoke out loud.”

“Really? Tell us!” They both spoke at the same time.

“Okay.” Sarah suddenly felt very important. “John the Baptist
called him the ‘Lamb of God’ you know.” Zack and Mira stared at her
in awe.

Zack thought to himself, A lamb is what is killed for the
Passover.

“Well, he disappeared out into the wilderness.” Sarah said.
“And, do you know what happened then?”

“Of course not!” Zack sounded irritated. “How could we know?”

“Well, | know!” Sarah looked smug.

“Tell us then, if you know so much.” Zack was trying hard not to
let Sarah irritate him.

Sarah'’s voice lowered to a whisper. “The devil was out there,
in that terrible hot wilderness! And the deuvil did his best to tempt him
to sin!”

“How do you know that?” Mira asked.

“Because my uncle knows one of John the Baptist's disciples
and he told him all about it!” Zack and Mira looked at each other.
Could he really have met the devil himself out in that terrible place?
Why would the Lamb of God go out into the wilderness? But, it must
be true because nobody had seen him since the day God spoke out

12
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of Heaven. Besides that, everybody knew that Sarah’s uncle was an
honest man who feared God. He wouldn’t lie about such things.

“Wha-a-a-a-a-t happened?” Mira was shaking.

Sarah’s eyes narrowed. “That devil, Satan,” she shook her
finger in front of Mira’s face, “he tempted him to make bread out of
stones because the Lamb was fasting, and very hungry.”

“Did he?” Zack interrupted.

“No, he did not!” Sarah stamped a foot. “He told the devil, ‘It is
written, Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that
comes out of the mouth of God.”

“Wow!” Zack was amazed. If he were very hungry, and if he
had the power to turn stones into bread, he would do it for sure. But,
this man, the one John called the Lamb of God, stood up to the devil.
This was exciting! He didn’'t know anybody, not even Papa, who
would resist such a temptation. “What else happened?” he asked.

“Satan took him up to some high, high place. He told him to
prove that he was the Son of God by jumping off.”

“Oh no!” Mira clasped her hands over her mouth.

“Did he jump?” Zack asked.

Sarah smiled. “No. But he told that devil, ‘It is written again, You
shall not tempt the Lord your God.”

“Ohhhhhhhh.” Mira said quietly. “I'm so glad he didn’t jump.
That would be awful!”

“Well,” said Zack knowingly, “listening to the devil and obeying
him is the worst thing a person could do.”

“What happened then?” Mira asked.

“Then,” Sarah said slowly, “the devil took him up up up to some
high place.” She stopped and looked at Mira and Zack. “My uncle
thinks that what happened is the devil gave him a vision or
something. Somehow, he showed him all the kingdoms of the whole
world. Satan told him that he would give them all to him if he would
bow down and worship him!”

Mira and Zack gasped at the same time. “No! Oh no! That is the
worst thing a person can do! So, what happened?”

Sara grinned. “He told the devil, ‘Get you away, Satan: for it is
written, You shall worship the Lord thy God, and him only shall you
serve.”

They all became very quiet. Zack, Mira and Sara were each
thinking about these strange things. Had anyone ever heard of such

13
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things happening before? Finally Zack spoke quietly. “I wonder what
his name is, this man called the Lamb of God or the Son of God?”
“l know.” Sarah said slowly. “His name is Jesus!”

14
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE MIRACLE AT THE WEDDING

Mira jumped up and down for joy. “We’re going to a wedding
today! Zack! Aren’'t you excited?”

Zack shrugged his shoulders. “Oh, | guess so. At least there will
be lots of good food.” He pretended he wasn’t interested, but the truth
was, he was just as excited as Mira was.

“There will be music and dancing too!” Mira giggled.

“Yeah.” Zack said.

“And, Mother’s cousin Hanna will make such a beautiful bride.”
Mira’s joy was beginning to bug Zack. He slipped out the door and
joined Papa who was hitching their two oxen to the wood cart they
would travel in.

That afternoon Mother, Papa, Zack and Mira finally came to
Cana, the town where the wedding was taking place. There were
happy people everywhere. Zack and Mira could hardly wait to get out
of the old wood cart and join in the fun.

Suddenly Mira felt Zack grip her arm. “Look! Look over there,
by the doorway!” His voice shook with excitement.

Mira squinted in the bright sunlight. “Who is it?”

“It's HIM!" Zack whispered. “Jesus!”

“No! Really?” Mira felt a thrill of excitement. What was he doing
at a wedding? If he was a prophet or holy man, why would he be here
with common people?

“It's him all right!” Zack said. “And, look! He has men following
him. They must be his disciples!”

“Oh! | see him now!” Mira said.

Zack frowned. Then he said, “If he is a prophet, then why are
his disciples just fishermen and not important people?”

“l don’t know” Mira said. “Maybe he likes them.”

Zack decided trying to have a grown up conversation with his
younger sister was a waste of time. Maybe if he just quietly followed
behind Jesus’ disciples he could learn something more about this
mysterious man.

15
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“Where are you going?” Mira asked. “Wait for me!” She hurried
to catch up with him.

Zack stopped so fast Mira bumped into him. “Jesus is saying
something to the servants.” Before Zack could stop her, Mira ran to
where a group of servants were standing.

She listened real hard. Then she heard Jesus say, “Fill the
waterpots with water.” The servants quickly did as he told them.

Zack caught up with her. “What is going on?” he asked her.

“He told them to fill those big waterpots with water,” she replied.

“Huh. What's so great about that?” Zack snorted. Mira didn’t
know what to say, so she just kept watching the servants. When the
waterpots were full of water, Jesus told them to take a drink from the
waterpot to the governor of the feast.

“That’s very strange,” Zack thought out loud.

“Yeah,” Mira replied.

“Water for the ruler of the feast at a wedding? It's supposed to
be wine.”

Suddenly, a servant ran to find the bridegroom. When he found
him he said, “Come quickly! The governor wants to see you!”

“Oh oh,” Mira said. | bet he’s in trouble!

“Ssssshhhh!” Zack put a finger to his lips. “Let’'s wait and see!”

Zack and Mira sneaked towards the place where the
bridegroom and the governor were talking. “I can’t hear him,” Mira
complained. Zack grabbed her arm and drug her behind a big
sycamore tree. His eyes were wide with excitement.

“It's wine! It's wine!” Zack was so excited he was panting.

“What's wine?” Mira asked.

Zack wanted to shake her. “The water is wine! It's no longer just
plain old water! And the governor is so pleased!”

“Well,” Mira said. “That’s a good thing.”

“Mira, Mira! You don’t understand! It's a miracle! A real miracle!
Jesus turned the water into wine!”

Mira’s eyes grew wide with wonder. “A miracle!” she whispered
in awe. “A real miracle!”

“Look!” Zack pointed to Jesus’ disciples. “Look how excited they
are!”

“I'm excited too!” Mira shouted. “Let’s go find Mother and Papa.
We've got to tell them what Jesus did! He performed a miracle, and
we got to see it!”

16
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CHAPTER SIX
THE LONG TRIP HOME

Everyone at the wedding was so excited! Who ever heard of
such a thing as turning water into wine? A real miracle hadn’t
happened in a long time. Some of the people began to compare
Jesus to the prophets of long ago. Those men had done great
miracles.

Zack and Mira knew that they had seen something very
unusual and important. On top of that, they had so much fun visiting
relatives and playing with cousins in Cana that they didn’t want to go
home.

“Come children,” Papa said. He was waiting beside the patient
oxen. Zack, Mira and Mother gathered up their small bundles of
clothes, and climbed into the cart. They waved goodbye to their
uncles, aunts and cousins.

“I don’t want to go home,” Mira whined. She wiped a tear away
from her eye. “I want to stay and play with David and Tammy some
more.”

“Me too!” Zack agreed.

“I'm sorry, children,” Mother said. “But, it's time to leave.”

As they began the long journey home, the little family began to
talk about the wonderful wedding, the different wedding guests, the
delicious food, and the good time everyone had. Then they began
talking about the man, Jesus, and the miracle he had performed.

“Where did he and his men go?” Zack wondered out loud.

“I wish he would do another miracle so we could see it,” Mira
said.

“I wish | knew just who he is,” Mother said softly.

The ox cart jiggled and rocked along the bumpy dirt road. Papa
squinted into the morning sun. “Maybe, just maybe he is the One
Isaiah and the prophets of long ago told us would come.”

Zack’s ears perked up. “What did Isaiah say, Papa?”

Papa chuckled. “He said a lot, son, and he recorded a big book
full of prophecies!”

17
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“Wow!” Zack and Mira both said at the same time.

Papa smiled. “He wrote that the One who was to come would
be a descendant of King David.”

Zack and Mira leaned forward with interest. Everybody knew
about King David. Before David was a king, he took care of his
father’'s sheep. David had killed both a lion and a bear with his bare
hands to protect those sheep. After that, when he was just a
teenager, he killed a great big giant with one stone from his sling.
Years later David became the second king of Israel. He was a mighty
warrior, but what was most important of all, he was a man who loved
God with all of his heart.

“Do you think that Jesus is a descendant of King David?” Zack
asked.

“He could be, son. We need to try and find out some day.” Papa
smiled at Zack’s interest in the prophets of God. “Isaiah said that the
spirit of the Lord would rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and
understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge
and of the fear of the Lord.”

Zack and Mira were silent for a few minutes. That was a lot to
think about!

Mother smiled. She said, “When Jesus turned the water into
wine, it reminded me of the wells of salvation Isaiah wrote so often
about.” She watched her husband’s eyebrows rise, but he kept silent.
In those days, women were not allowed to study and learn the Holy
Scriptures. Only the men and their sons were educated. But, once in
awhile, a daughter or woman would find a way to study the Scriptures
too.

Zack and Mira were proud of their mother for she knew and
understood the Scriptures as well as any man. They also knew that
Papa was secretly proud of her as well.

The trip seemed to last forever. Riding in an old wood ox cart
wasn’'t the most comfortable way to travel. Mother padded the hard
seats with blankets and some worn pillows. After a snack of date
cakes, the children fell asleep and dreamed about King David
protecting the sheep and killing Goliath, the giant.

Suddenly, they were awakened by shouts and screams. Zack
and Mira were very frightened. A band of rough men were on each
side of the ox cart. They grabbed Papa and Mother and drug them to
the ground. “We’re taking your oxen!” One yelled. “And, we're taking
everything in it!”

18
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Mira screamed in terror. “No! No! You can’t do that! Leave us
alone!”

“Lord God in heaven!” Zack prayed. “Save us!”

Just as the leader reached out to grab Zack, he suddenly yelled
to his men, “Let’s get out of here! Run! Run!”

“Look!” Zack said. “On top of the hill!”

Mira wiped tears from her eyes, and followed Zack’s pointing
finger. “Roman soldiers on horses! Oh, thank you Lord!”

“Praise the Lord!” Papa and Mother said together.

The Centurion leading the soldiers pulled his big, white horse to
a halt by the shaken family. “Are you people all right?” Zack and Mira
stared up at the handsome man. He had a kind face which was
unusual for a Roman soldier.

“Yessss, | think soooo000,” Mother said as she hugged Mira
and Zack.

“We can’'t thank God enough for sending you,” Papa said as he
hugged Mother.

The handsome Centurion stared at Papa with a strange look on
his face. Then he kicked the great horse, and was gone.

19
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CHAPTER SEVEN
I KNOW WHO YOU ARE

Zack and Mira were very sleepy. They were both glad when the
oxen came to a stop in front of their small home. Home at last! They
could hardly wait to climb into bed.

But, instead of falling asleep, both Zack and Mira kept thinking
about their near escape from the gang of robbers. “Pssssst!” Mira
hissed at her brother. “Are you asleep?”

“Well, no. Not now!” he said gruffly. The truth was, though, that
he was just as awake as she was. “What do you want?”

“Zack! Do you know what could’'ve happened to us?” Mira
asked in a whisper. “We could’'ve been kidnapped and sold as
slaves!”

Zack thought about that for a moment. Then he said, “That's a
terrible thought, but true! Remember the Bible story about Joseph
who was sold by his own jealous brothers to the slave traders? He
was taken on camels down to Egypt and sold as a slave.”

Mira shuddered. “I know! He must've felt terrible, being sold by
his own brothers! He must’'ve been really scared too!”

“The good thing about Joseph,” Zack said, “is that he knew
God, and he knew that he wasn’t alone—even when he was put in
prison!”

“I know!” Mira yawned. “He wasn’'t even guilty.”

‘I wonder who those robbers would've sold us to.” Zack said
sleepily.

“It scares me a lot,” Mira whispered. “We might never have
seen Papa or Mother again!”

“Well, we're safe now.” Zack pulled his blanket up under his
chin. “Thank God for that Roman Centurion. Even though he is a
gentile, at least he and his soldiers guard the roads from bandits and
robbers.”

Mira’s silence told Zack that she had drifted off to sleep. He
closed his eyes. Soon he was dreaming of riding a big, white horse.

* * %
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BANG! BANG! BANG! Zack sat straight up in bed, his heart
thumping against his chest. To his surprise, sunshine flooded the
room. KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK. Who was banging on their door?
he thought angrily. He saw that Mira’s cot was empty. Where is
everybody? Then he heard Mother’s voice as she opened the door.
“Good morning, Sarah.”

“Hi Sarah!” His sister’s voice rang out. Did she have to yell? He
was so tired! Did that pest, Sarah, have to visit today? After all, they
just got back from a week in Cana, and they were all tired.

“Oh guess what?” Sarah’s excitement made Zack curious
enough to get dressed and join them.

“‘Um........ Mira tried to guess what Sarah was so excited about.
“Your Mother is going to have a baby!” That must be it.

“No, no, no Silly!" Sarah said. Then she blurted out, “That man,
you know the one, Jesus! Do you know what he did?”

“Of course we don’t know what he did!” Zack said impatiently.

Sarah ignored him. “Mira, he was in the synagogue on the
Sabbath and there was this terrible man in there who had a demon!
Do you know what happened?”

“Oh would you quit asking us if we know and just tell us!” Zack
was almost yelling at her.

Sarah made a face at him, then she said, “The unclean spirit
cried out and said, ‘Let us alone; what have we to do with you, you
Jesus of Nazareth? Are you come to destroy us? | know you, who
you are, the Holy One of God.™

“Wow!” Zack and Mira said at the same time.

“Then,” Sarah said breathlessly, “Jesus said to him, ‘Hold your
peace, and come out of him.”

“Well, what happened then?” Zack asked impatiently.

“What do you think?” Sarah teased.

Zack wanted to grab her and squeeze out the answer, but he
forced himself to smile instead. He waited for what seemed like an
eternity for her to answer.

“The unclean spirit made him gasp, and then it cried out with a
loud voice, and it came out of him!”

Long after Sarah left, Zack and Mira talked about what she had
told them. They talked about how the devils knew who Jesus was.
But, he told them to be quiet. One thing was for sure. If Jesus had the
power and authority to cast out demons, then surely he must be who
those demons said he was, the Holy One of God!
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CHAPTER EIGHT
EXCITING NEWS!

“Come, Mira!” Mother said as she handed her a basket. “We
need to hurry to the market and buy what we need for the Sabbath
dinner.”

Mira yawned. She didn't feel like going shopping. The market
was a dusty, crowded place. It was noisy too, what with all those
merchants, yelling at people trying to get them to buy their goods.
But, she knew it wouldn’'t do any good to argue. “All right,” she
mumbled.

Once at the busy market, Mother went from one display to
another. She chose the best fruit and vegetables she could find. Soon
Mira’s basket was full. “I'm hot!” Mira whined.

“Let’s go over to the well in the center of town and get some
water to drink.” Mother said. She took Mira’'s hand and led her
through the crowds of people.

The well was surrounded by tall palm trees. There were
benches for people to rest on. Mira plopped down on the one closest
to the well while Mother drew water for them to drink. “Ummmmmm,”
Mira said as she wiped her mouth. “That is so good!”

Mother put down her basket, and sat beside Mira. She wiped
her forehead with the back of her hand. Suddenly, they heard loud
laughing and talking as several women approached the well.

“Jesus!” One of the women said excitedly. “All men seek after
him!”

“Tell us again what happened!” Another woman urged.

“Jesus healed Peter's mother of a terrible fever. You know,
Peter, one of His disciples!”

“Well, that’s not all He’s done!” another woman spoke up. “He’s
healed every one who has come to him. And, he casts out devils too!”

“I'm not sure | believe all that!” a large woman shoved her way
through the group. She shook her finger at the circle of women. “I|
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haven't seen any healings myself! And, if | don’t see it with my own
two eyes, | won'’t believe it.”

A woman half her size spoke up. “It says in our own law that in
the mouth of two or three witnesses a thing is established. So that
means it's true because multitudes of people have not only seen it
happen, but they've been healed and delivered.”

Mira gasped as the larger woman took a step forward. She was
sure that the spunky smaller woman was going to be flattened on the
ground. Mira didn’t dare blink. She might miss something.

“I could squish you like a bug!” the large woman hissed.

“I'm sure you could,” said the smaller woman sweetly. “But,
what would that prove?”

The angry woman slowly backed away, turned and disappeared
through the crowd.

“I have good news for you all!” said the little woman with a
laugh. “Jesus and his disciples are coming our way. Who knows?
Perhaps he may even teach in our own synagogue Sabbath day!”

Mira’s heart skipped a beat. Would Jesus really take time to
come to their small village? “Mother,” she whispered, “did you hear
that?”

Mother smiled and took Mira’s hand. “Perhaps he will come,
Mira. Only God knows. Let's go home now, and prepare the food.
Papa and Zack will be hungry after a long day of working in the field.”

They silently walked home on the dusty road. Each was
thinking of the good news they heard—news that they couldn’t wait to
share when they got home.
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CHAPTER NINE
SUN STROKE!

The Sabbath day came and went. Jesus and his disciples had
not come to their village. Mira and Zack were disappointed. They
wanted more than anything to see a real miracle up close.

“Maybe Jesus and his men had to stop along the way and help
somebody,” Mira said. She and Zack were busy drawing water out of
the well for their oxen.

“l suppose so,” Zack answered. “Maybe that silly woman you
overheard doesn’t know what she’s talking about!” He kicked a small
rock and watched it bounce in the dust.

Mira put her hands on her hips. “Zack! You shouldn’t call
people ‘silly’! Especially nice ladies.”

Zack grunted. The whole thing made him disgusted. Either
Jesus was coming their way or he wasn’t. No sense in getting one’s
hopes up about it.

“That’s the last bucket of water for today,” Mira said, as she
plopped down on a flat rock. “I'm tired.”

“You're tired?” Zack said. “Well, I'm tired too, and Papa needs
me to work all day tomorrow in the field with him.” He wiped the
sweat from his face. “It's just too hot, that's what.” He stomped into
the house.

Early the next morning, Mira watched as Papa and Zack
followed the oxen out into the field. The sun was barely peeking over
the distant hills, but the temperature was already climbing. She
turned back into the house to help Mother make bread for the noon
meal.

By the time the sun was high in the sky, the aroma of freshly
baked bread filled the little house. Mother and Mira began setting out
goat cheese and fruit. Soon Papa and Zack would be coming through
the door, hungry and ready for lunch.

Suddenly, loud screams filled the air. “What is happening?”
Mira asked, her heart pounding with fright. Mother ran to the door and
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saw their neighbor, Susana, running towards their house. She was
yelling and shrieking something about Zack. . .

“What is it? What has happened?” Mother’s face turned white
with fear. Then she saw him in Papa’s arms. “N00000000!
Noooooooo!” She was running towards them, yelling and crying all at
the same time. “Zack! Zack! What happened? Is he dead?”

Papa ran past her, into the house, and laid him on a bed. “My
son! My son! Oh Lord God in Heaven! Not my only son!”

Mira gasped. Zack’s face was a funny color. She began to cry.

“I...I1...I don’t know if he’s dead. But, | think so!” Tears ran down
Papa’s face. “It is so hot. We were working...he just dropped to the
ground...too hot.” He dropped his face into his hands.

“Water! Mira! Get some water from the well, quick!” Mother
wiped Zack’s face with a cloth. But he didn't move.

Where oh where was Mira? What was taking her so long?
“Mira!” Mother shrieked. “Where are you? Get some water!”

Turning, she saw a crowd of sympathetic friends and neighbors
gathered around the doorway. She wanted to yell at them to go away.
They couldn’t help. Nobody could help! Only God could help them
now.

Suddenly the crowd parted. Mother gasped so loudly that Papa
stopped crying to look. For there, walking through the crowd was
Mira, followed by the man Jesus and his disciples!

“l found Jesus!” Mira said, smiling at her parents.

“Jesus...” Mother whispered. “Will you help us?” She looked at
Papa. He wanted to believe so badly. He slowly nodded his head.

The crowd outside the door pushed and shoved, trying to see,
or hear, what was going on inside the small room. What was Jesus
going to do? People had heard stories of great miracles. Could Jesus
raise Zack up and make him alive and well? What if Zack died? What
then? It seemed like a long time since Jesus had entered the house.

“Glory to God!”" The people heard Papa shout. “Thank you
Jesus!” Mother’s voice rang out. “He’s alive!” Mira yelled.

The crowd burst into loud laughter and praise as Jesus and his
disciples came through the doorway, followed by one very much alive
and healthy Zack and his rejoicing family.

“He does all things well!” Someone said.

“Yes. Oh yes, he does!” Papa whispered with great joy.
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CHAPTER TEN
THE VISITORS

Everyone in the small village was excited. People came to see
Zack almost every day. They wanted to know all about the miracle
that Jesus did. Sometimes Mother met visitors at the door and politely
told them that Zack was fine, but that he was tired of non-stop
company.

In the meantime, Jesus and his disciples had stayed for a few
days in their village. Many people were healed of all kinds of
diseases. Some had demons cast out of them. On the Sabbath day,
Jesus had gone into the synagogue (a Jewish church) and taught the
people the ways of God.

Mira and Zack talked a lot about the day he had the sunstroke.
One night when they were sitting talking, she asked him, “What did it
feel like to die?”

“I don't remember much about it,” Zack said. “I just remember
that it was very hot, and | got dizzy and passed out.”

“What did you feel when Jesus raise you up?” she quizzed.

Zack’s eyes glowed with joy. “I felt wonderful! I've never felt like
that before. | will never forget the power of his touch!”

Mira smiled. She thought about her fear and panic when Mother
told her run to the well for water. Her heart was pounding so hard she
thought she’d faint. “I kept bumping into people on my way to get
water for you,” Mira said. And, then, suddenly, | bumped right into
Jesus himself! And, | begged him to come quick. And he did!”

“I'm so glad you asked him,” Zack said softly.

Both children jumped at the sound of loud knocks. “Oh dear!”
Mother said. “It's probably more visitors to see Zack.” She threw open
the door, and gasped. There stood the head of the synagogue
(Jewish church) and two Pharisees. (Pharisees were religious
leaders.) “We need to talk to your husband,” said the tallest Pharisee.

“I'm right here,” Papa said as he walked up to the door. “What
can | do for you?”
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The men looked around the room. Then they stared at Zack
and Mira for a moment. Their faces scared Mira, but she tried not to
show it. Zack stood to his feet, fists clenched. “Sit down, son, Papa
said. Then he turned to the three men who had stepped into the
room. “I asked you, what do you want?”

The leader of the synagogue smiled. “It's about the so-called
miracles that this man Jesus is said to have done.” He stared at Zack.

Papa said, “Zack and Mira, go out to the stable and check on
the donkey and the oxen.”

“Yes, Papa,” they both said with relief. They hurried out the
door, happy to be away from these unfriendly men.

“What do you want?” Papa asked the men for the third time.

“We will get right to the point,” the shorter Pharisee growled.
“We don’'t want you or your children talking about this Jesus or any
miracles!”

Papa raised his eyebrows. “Why ever not?”

“Because,” the taller Pharisee said angrily, “we said so.”

“Well, surely,” Papa said softly, “you’re not afraid of Jesus and
his disciples are you?”

“That is not the point!” the Pharisee said.

Papa tipped his head, and squinted at him. “What you are trying
to say is you are jealous of him because the people love his
teachings, they love the wonderful things he has done for them, and
they love him!” Papa watched as the faces of the Pharisees became
red with anger.

The shorter Pharisee stepped towards Papa. “Is it true that
Jesus raised your son from the dead the other day?”

Papa smiled at him. “Why should | tell you anything since you
just confessed that you don’t believe?”

“Stop!” Zack yelled from the doorway. “Stop being mean to my
Papa, or I'll....I'll....” He doubled up his fist.

“Son!” Papa said sternly. “Do as | told you!”

“Yes, sir.” Zack said. He went around the corner out of sight.
But, he was still listening to what was being said. He knew Papa was
in big trouble, and it was all because of him.

“You have a choice,” the taller Pharisee said to Papa. “You and
your family will either stop talking about this Jesus, or you will be put
out of the synagogue.”

Mother gasped and put her hand over her mouth. Being put out
of the synagogue was the most horrible disgrace. It meant separation
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from Sabbath services. It meant not being able to fellowship with the
other people. She began to cry.

“See?” the ruler of the synagogue finally spoke. “Even your wife
knows what that means.”

Papa stared at the floor for a long time. Finally, he lifted his
head, and with tears in his eyes said, “All | know is that my son was
taken from us, and Jesus gave him back to us. Therefore, if | must
choose between pleasing you and obeying God, and giving Him
glory, then you lose.”

“Ohhhh!” Mother said quietly. She was afraid, but also very
proud of her husband.

“Amen!” shouted Zack from the front porch.

“Me too!” yelled Mira, who was standing by her brother.

Without a word, the three men stomped out the door and
disappeared into the night.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

RUN!

It was a beautiful day. Mira was excited about going to the
market with her mother. She counted the shiny coins as she put them
into her purse. She had just enough money to purchase a sweet treat
for herself and one for her brother.

“Let’s go!” Mother said with a smile. “We are going to have a
good time today.”

“I hope we see Sarah there,” Mira said as she skipped out the
door.

Mother smiled. “I'm sure we’ll find Sarah and her mother.”

Mira looked forward to buying some special treats, and she
looked forward to eating lunch with Mother. They would probably sit
by the well again, under the shade of the big palm trees.

“Look!” Mira pointed to a small group of women and children.
“There’s Leah and Benjamin! And, Sarah!” She ran ahead to see her
best friend. After greeting Leah and Benjamin, she ran up to Sarah.

“Hi Mira!” Sarah squealed with delight. “Isn’t it a perfect day?”

“Oh yes!” Mira giggled. “Where’s your Mother?”

“She’s right over there,” Sarah pointed to another group of
women. “We’re going to buy some honey cakes today and...” Sarah
didn’t finish what she was saying. Something was happening, but she
couldn’t see past the huddle of women.

“What's going on over there?” Mira asked. “What is that loud
voice saying? Why is everyone starting to run?”

A man’s voice rang out, “Unclean! Unclean!” Mira and Sarah
stood frozen to the spot. “Who is that?” they asked at the same time.
“Why is he yelling at everybody?”

Mira and Sarah were getting scared. What should they do?
Suddenly, the girls’ mothers ran up to them. They grabbed their
daughters’ hands and shouted, “Run! Run!”

“Why?” Mira looked up at her mother’s frightened face. “Where
are we going?”
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“I'll tell you later!” Mother said. “Hurry up!”

Mira wanted to cry. She was afraid of what she didn't
understand, and she was mad too. It had been such a perfect day.
Now it was ruined, and all because some strange man was yelling,
“Unclean!”

Mira lost sight of Sarah. People were scattering in every
direction. What were they so afraid of? Mother finally stopped. Mira
saw that they were standing in front of the synagogue.

“Sit here!” Mother panted. “It's safe here, and we can rest a
minute.”

Mira plopped down on a step. “Can we go back to the market
now?” Even though she felt hot and dirty now, she still wanted to buy
some treats.

“l...1...don’t know for sure,” Mother said. “Let’s just wait here.”

“Wait for what?” Mira asked.

“Well, Mira, we need to know if Omar is gone.”

“Who is Omar?” Mira asked.

Mother smiled a sad smile. “Omar is the man who was calling
out, ‘unclean’. That is why we had to run.”

“What is ‘unclean’ and why did Omar have to yell about it?”
Mira quizzed.

Mother sighed. “Let me try and explain it to you. Some people
have a terrible disease. It's called leprosy, and it can be passed on to
other people. When people have leprosy, they have to live separate
from other people. They have to call out loud ‘unclean’ so people are
warned not to get close to them.”

“So,” Mira said. “Omar has leprosy?”

“Yes, Mira. Omar is what we call a leper.”

“How awful!” Tears came to Mira’s eyes. “Then, Omar can't live
with his family anymore?”

“That’s right.”

Just then Mira saw a lonely figure limping in the shadows along
a side street. The man was bent over and his hair was matted and
dirty. His clothes were nothing but rotten rags.

Mira sat very still, watching. She knew that Mother had her
eyes closed and hadn’'t seen him. Just then, he stopped, lifted his
head and looked straight at Mira. His sad, lonely eyes met hers. She
tried to smile, but her face felt like carved stone.

Their eyes only met for a few seconds, but Mira would always
remember every terrible, ugly detail of what leprosy had done to the
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poor man’s face. Suddenly, he turned and disappeared into the
shadows.

“Mother! Mother!” Mira tugged on her sleeve. “I want to go
home!”

“Me too,” Mother said sadly. “Let’'s come back another day.”

* * %

Later that evening Papa gathered his little family together. “I
want to give you a short lesson,” he said. “Today Mira saw Omar the
leper.”

“You saw Omar?” Zack looked at his sister.

“Yes, | did.” She tried to sound calm and grown up. But, inside
she was still sad and afraid.

“Children,” Papa said, “leprosy is an example of what sin does
to a person’s soul. Just as leprosy eats away at a person’s flesh, so
does sin destroy a person’s soul. That is why we must love the Lord
our God with all our heart, all our mind, all our soul and all our
strength. We must worship and obey him as long as we live and
breathe. Now, it's time for you two to go to bed. Sleep well, my
children.”

But, long after everyone was fast asleep, Mira lay awake,
thinking about the sad look in Omar's eyes, and the terrible
consequences of sin in a person’s life.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
THE JOY OF GIVING

“Mira!” Mother gently shook her daughter awake. “It's past time
to get up!”

Mira moaned and buried her face under her blanket. “What'’s
wrong with you?” Mother asked. “Are you sick?”

Mira didn’t answer, so Mother pulled the blanket back so she
could see her daughter's face. “Why, Mira! You've been crying!
Whatever is wrong?”

“l...1...I'm so ashamed!” she wailed.

“Whatever for?” Mother asked.

“Because...because...l...l...sinned!” Tears ran down her face.

“You did what? What did you do, Mira! Tell me!”

“l didn’t exactly do anything.”

“Then, what is the problem?”

Mira stared at the floor. “It's just that...l didn’t do what is right.”

By now Mother was very confused. “What do you mean, Mira?”

“That poor leper...” She was crying hard now. “I am so selfish!”

Mother was becoming impatient. “That’'s enough, Mira. You tell
me right now what is bothering you!”

Mira’s lips trembled as she tried to explain how guilty she felt.
“That poor Omar! He can’t work or earn money. The only way he can
eat is if people take pity on him and give him money. And, to think
that | had those coins in my purse so Zack and | could have a sweet
treat! And...and...” She was trying hard not to cry again. “I could’ve
given them to poor Omar, and | didn’t!”

“Ohhhhhhhh, so that’s it,” Mother said. Suddenly she was very
proud of her daughter. “Well, you get up and get dressed and we’ll go
to the village. We'll try to find out how we can give Omar your coins if
that is what you want to do.”

Mira smiled and threw her arms around Mother. “Oh, thank you,
thank you!”

By the time Mother and Mira walked into the village, the sun
had risen high in the sky. People were gathered around the well so
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they could drink and rest in the shade. Mother walked up to a group
of women who were talking loudly about something. “Excuse me,”
she said, but do you know where we can leave some coins for the
leper, Omar?”

She jumped as a woman grabbed her arm. “You mean you
haven't heard?” She said excitedly.

“Heard what?” Mother asked. She was afraid that perhaps poor
Omar had died, and Mira would be heartbroken with guilt.

“Jesus healed him! He is completely healed!”

“Yes!” another woman interrupted. “Jesus healed Omar early
this morning, on the other side of town!”

“Jesus?” Mother whispered. She thought that Jesus and his
disciples were miles away. She knew that he was always traveling to
different places so he could teach the people the ways of God.

Mira began to jump and down with joy. “Jesus healed a leper!
Jesus healed a leper! Oh, isn’t that wonderful? But, where is he? |
mean, where is Omar?”

“He is going to the temple in Jerusalem to show himself to the
priest so he can be declared clean,” the woman said. Suddenly she
pointed to a man walking towards them. “Look! Here he comes now!
It's Omar.”

Everyone became very quiet as they stared at him. They
wanted to see with their own eyes that he was healed.

“Oh! Mira whispered. “He is truly a handsome man! He looks so
happy!” And, she thought to herself, he’ll still need some money to
help him until he gets a job. Before anyone could stop her, Mira ran
towards Omar. “Omar! Omar! Here! This is for you!” she handed him
the coins she had saved for herself and Zack.

Omar’s face shone with joy and surprise. His eyes filled with
tears as he graciously accepted Mira’s gift.

“Thank you, child” Omar said softly. “May the Lord God bless
you.”

His warm smile filled Mira’s heart with a happiness she had
never known before. As she looked up into the joyful face of Omar,
the love of God flooded her entire being, and at that moment she
knew that she wanted to live for God and others more than anything
else in the whole wide world.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
STRANGE NEW WORDS

Weeks passed and no one saw or heard of Omar. People
began to wonder if he had really and truly been healed. Perhaps the
priest had declared him unclean. That would mean he would have to
go back to living all alone.

No one in the small village had seen Jesus or his disciples
since Omar’s healing. As day followed day, everything went on as it
always had. That is, until one windy afternoon.

Big gusts of wind tore through the small village. Flying sand and
dirt sent both man and beast running for cover. After awhile the wind
storm ended as fast as it had begun. As people began to cautiously
peek out from their windows and doorways, three shadowy figures
could be seen through the haze.

“Jonathan!” a woman called out to her husband who owned a
pottery shop. “Who are those men?”

Jonathan squinted. Then he stepped outside to get a closer
look. “Omar!” his wife heard him exclaim. “Is that you?”

Omar laughed. “It sure is!” He motioned to his traveling
companions. “I want you to meet Reuben and Jude.” The men
exchanged greetings. Omar continued, “Reuben, Jude and | have
been learning from the Master, Jesus!” Ignoring Jonathan’s frown, he
added, “And, we want to share what we have heard.”

“Well,” Jonathan stroked his beard thoughtfully, “what do you
think the Pharisees will say about that?”

Omar looked at his two friends. “We have talked about it, and
have decided that we must share Jesus’ teachings whether they like
it or not!”

A few days later as Zack was riding the donkey home from
town, he saw a large crowd gathered around Omar, Reuben and
Jude. He decided to ride closer so he could hear what the men were
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saying. The donkey was happy to stop for awhile. He was tired and
wanted to take a nap.

Zack saw that all the people were excited about what they had
just heard, and he wished he hadn’t missed it. Maybe he could find
Omar later and ask him about it. He saw Reuben raise a hand to
silence the people. “Jesus also said, ‘...except your righteousness
shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, you
shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven.”

Zack frowned. He didn’t understand what Jesus meant by that,
but he was curious to hear more of these strange, new words. Omar
then stepped up and began talking about loving others, and forgiving
people who have offended you before bringing an offering to God.

“Well,” Zack muttered to the sleepy donkey, “I guess | can
understand that.”

Then Omar said, “Jesus taught if we have anger and hatred in
our hearts, then we are murderers!”

“Wow!” Zack whispered. The donkey’s ears perked up. Even he
seemed to be listening to these new teachings.

“And,” Omar said, “Jesus taught that we are to speak the truth,
to keep our word, and to love our enemies, and bless them and pray
for them.”

Zack couldn’t believe his ears. Would Jesus really say such a
thing? Now Omar was saying something about giving to those in
need, such as both your cloak and your coat! Amazing! Zack had
never heard of doing such a thing. “Give your alms in secret, to be
seen of God, and not men!”

Zack knew that Papa would be upset with him if he didn't get
home before the sun set, so he kicked the donkey awake. He longed
to hear more, but he needed to go. But, the stubborn donkey refused
to budge. Then Zack heard Jude’s voice telling more of Jesus’
teachings. It was about the Roman soldiers. He said that when a
soldier asked one of the Jewish boys, like Zack, to carry his pack a
mile, that he should carry it two miles!

Zack was amazed! Two miles! That was a long ways to carry a
Roman soldier’'s gear! Why, the legal limit was one mile. Why should
a poor Jewish boy have to be treated like a common slave by the
Roman soldiers anyway? He didn’t like that one bit.

Zack angrily kicked the donkey into action, and hurried home.
Maybe he hadn’'t heard right about that. Loving your enemies and
forgiving people and giving above what you are asked, and trusting
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God that God sees what you give to the poor and going the extra mile
without being asked—these were strange words indeed!
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE EXTRA MILE

It had been a week since Zack had listened to Omar and his
new friends teach Jesus’ words, but he was still thinking about them
as he worked. He was drawing buckets of water out of the well for
their animals. Papa was busy repairing a broken board on their ox
cart. Mother was in the house baking bread with Mira.

“Son,” Papa said. “Come over here and help me a minute.”
Zack poured the last bucket of water into the trough, dropped the
bucket, and walked over to Papa.

“What can | do?” Zack asked.

“Just hammer that nail in, while | hold the board,” Papa said.

Zack took the hammer and began banging on the nail.
Suddenly the hammer slipped and hit his thumb. “Ouch!” he yelled,
as he threw the hammer down angrily. The hammer bounced and hit
him in the foot. Now he had two sore spots to add to his aching
muscles.

“You all right, Zack?” Papa asked.

“Yeah, I'm okay” Zack said. Then he added, “Papa, my friend
Ben and | wanted to meet at the river today and go swimming. Can |
please go now? I've finished all my chores.”

A crooked grin creased Papa’s face. “Well, all right. But, you be
home before supper.”

It didn’t take Zack long to make his way down the dusty trail to
Ben’s house. His friend was waiting for him in the shade of a tree. “Hi
Zack! It's a good day for a swim. It's hot!”

Zack grinned at him. “You've got that right.” They walked a
ways along the dusty road when Ben motioned to Zack to follow him
down a shortcut. It was a narrower road that was seldom used by ox
and donkey carts.

“This is neat!” Zack said as he followed Ben. Suddenly, Ben
darted behind a big tree. “Whaaaaaaaat...?” Zack stammered.

“Pssssssssssst!” Ben whispered from behind the tree. “Over
here, quick, before he sees us!” Ben urged.
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“Who sees us?” Zack asked. His feet seemed to be stumbling
over each other as he pushed aside bushes and tall grass blocking
his way to where his friend was hiding.

“Hey! You, Boy!” a male voice growled. Zack looked around.
“I'm right here, behind you!” Zack’s heart leapt wildly as he whirled
around. A Roman soldier with glaring eyes and a sneer on his lip
motioned for Zack to come to him.

“Aaaah, ummmmm, who? Me?” Zack stammered. He knew that
Ben was out of sight in his hiding place. If only he had acted quickly
and followed his friend! He would be hidden from this big Roman
soldier too.

“Yes YOU!” roared the soldier. He pointed to a mound lying
next to him. “Pick that up. You're going hiking for a mile.” Then he
turned and began walking up the trail.

Zack knew that if he refused, it would be trouble for him. Why,
that soldier might even cut his head off with that sharp sword he
carried. He groaned as he shifted the heavy pack on to his back and
started up the trail behind the soldier.

Zack began to feel sorry for himself. After all, he had been
working hard all morning, helping at home. And, now, even as he
walked behind the soldier, his sore thumb and foot began to throb.
His back ached from the weight of the pack. What a stupid law, he
thought to himself, making us Jewish boys carry a Roman soldier’s
stuff. What do they think we are, anyway? A bunch of dumb pack
animals?

After what seemed forever, the Roman soldier stopped. Zack
noticed the weary look in his eyes as he turned to Zack. “Your mile is
up,” he said. Zack thought he saw a slight smile on the man’s lips. He
dropped the heavy pack, and sat down in the middle of the dusty
road.

“Here!” The soldier produced a flask of water. Zack wanted to
refuse the small kindness, but he was too thirsty. “Thanks,” he
muttered as he swallowed the welcome liquid.

Then it happened. The words of Jesus began to echo through
his weary mind. “...go the extra mile....” He wanted to go home and
crawl in bed, more than anything. He was hot, sweaty, dirty, tired and
hungry. Besides, he hurt where the hammer had hit him. “...go the
extra mile....” He couldn’t get those words out of his mind.

“Where are you going?” Zack blurted out. He couldn’t believe
he had the nerve to ask that.
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The soldier looked surprised. “I have one more mile to walk.
That's where I'm meeting up with the rest of my company.” He sat
down beside Zack.

All of a sudden Zack’'s heart felt compassion for this tired
soldier. He knew what the right thing to do was. “I'll go with you,” he
blurted out.

The man stared at him in unbelief. “You'll whaaaaaat?” he
asked.

“I want to help carry your gear,” Zack said firmly. He stood to
his feet, heaved the heavy pack onto his back, and started down the
trail. He noticed that he felt better. In fact, he felt good, and his sore
thumb and foot didn’t hurt as badly either.

The surprised soldier caught up with him. “Well!” he said. “This
Is a new one for me!” Instead of walking in front of Zack, he walked
alongside him.

As they began walking the extra mile together, Zack felt his
attitude change, and a strange joy replaced the anger and self-pity
that had been in his heart.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
ZACK'’S DECISIONS

“Oh no! Oh no!” Zack said to himself as he hurried back down
the road. Because he had gone that extra mile, he was a long ways
from home. He had promised Papa that he would be home before
dark.

“Papa is probably going to punish me,” Zack muttered. “I'm in
big trouble this time!”

The sun hung low in the western sky. Long purple shadows
crept across the road in front of Zack. He tried to run, but his weary
legs refused to move that fast. His sandals made a plop-plop sound
on the road.

Zack jumped when he heard a noise. What is that? Zack
thought. Then he heard it again. “Help, help! Somebody, help me!”

Fear gripped Zack’'s stomach, and he stopped still. He knew
that robbers would pretend to be in trouble alongside the road so they
could steal from people. Zack didn’'t know what to do.

“Help me, boy!” A man yelled from a nearby ditch. “Come over
here! My sheep is dying!”

Zack turned and saw a sheep lying on its back in a deep ditch.
The frantic owner was trying to get the poor animal turned over on its
feet, but it was stuck.

What should | do? Zack’s mind was racing. He HAD to get
home! Papa was going to be very mad. But, Zack knew that the right
thing to do was to help the man rescue his sheep.

Suddenly, Zack dashed over to the ditch and jumped in. But
then he recognized the man. Zack wanted to jump right back out of
that ditch and run as fast as he could. The man was none other than
the leader in the synagogue who had visited their house with the two
Pharisees. Zack remember how they had threatened his family.

What should he do? “Are you going to help me?” the man
asked. Zack looked at the suffering sheep. Then the words of Jesus
echoed through his mind: Love your enemies.
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“Here,” Zack said, “I'll push from underneath, and when | do,
you turn her over.” Together they struggled to loose the frightened
sheep. Finally they managed to free her. She bounced out of the
ditch and happily joined the rest of the flock.

“God bless you, boy!” The man said. Then he squinted at Zack.
“Say, | know who you are! You are Solomon’s boy, aren’t you?” Zack
nodded. The man hung his head for a moment, then he said, “Zack,
you knew who | was, didn’t you?”

Zack nodded.

“But, you helped me anyway!” He laid his hand on Zack’s
shoulder. “Your papa should be proud of you. You have done the
right thing. God bless you!”

Zack smiled. “You're welcome, Sir,” he said. Then he was off
and trotting towards home. All kinds of thoughts went through Zack’s
mind as it grew darker and darker. | could always tell Papa that |
spent some time swimming with Ben before the soldier had me carry
his pack. And, he thought, | could tell Papa that it took a really long
time to rescue that sheep. Zack squinted through the darkness. He
thought he saw some candle light in the distance. | must be close to
the village, he thought. If | lie to Papa, I'll be breaking one of God’s
commandments, and lying is a terrible sin. Papa might believe me,
but God will know if | lie. But, if | don'’t lie to Papa, he is going to whip
me with a stick.

Zack turned towards his house. He could see Papa pacing back
and forth in front of the small window. He took a big breath, and
opened the door. “Papa!” he said. “I can explain!”

Papa raised his eyebrows, but his eyes showed his relief. His
son was safe. “Okay, Zack. You have two minutes to explain exactly
where you have been!”

Zack talked as fast as he could. He told Papa everything just
the way it had happened. When he got to the part about going the
extra mile, Papa looked surprised. When he told about helping the
leader of the synagogue to rescue his sheep, Papa opened his mouth
in shock. Finally, Papa put his arm around Zack’s shoulders. He said,
“Son, when you weren’'t home when you promised, | became very
angry. Then, | became very worried about you. But now, | am very
proud of you. You have not only shown God’s love to a Roman
soldier, but also to a man who has been unkind to us. You made the
right decisions, Son, but | am most proud of you because you have
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told me the truth. | love you, Zack, and am so happy that you are my
son!”

Mother told him the same thing as she kissed him good night.
Zack fell into a deep sleep and dreamed of doing all kinds of good
deeds for others. He had never felt happier in his entire life.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THE BIRTH OF A KING

Mira jumped up and down with excitement. “Sarah is coming
today!” she said with a laugh. “I can’t wait!”

“Well, guess what?” Zack said as he finished polishing the
candlestick. “Ben is coming over today too. We're going to talk about
important stuff.”

“Like what?” Mira quizzed.

“Like, about God.” Zack said with an air of superiority.

“Humpfh!” Mira retorted. “Sarah and | talk about God too.”

Mother interrupted. “Enough, you two. | hope your chores are
finished because both Sarah and Ben are at the door.”

Zack beat Mira to the door. “Hi Ben! Come in.” Ben entered the
room with Sarah following behind him.

“Hi Sarah!” Mira greeted her friend. “Let’'s sit at the table.
Mother and | made some date cakes.”

“Thanks!” Sarah’s eyes twinkled with joy. “Guess what Ben and
| just learned,” she said excitedly.

“What?” Mira asked. “We learned about Jesus’ birth.”

Ben answered her question as he helped himself to a sweet
cake. “It's the most awesome story you've ever heard!”

“Tell us about it!” Zack said.

“You remember what the Prophet Micah wrote about
Bethlehem? He said that even though Bethlehem was little, that out
of it would come forth he that is to be ruler in Israel—he whose going
forth have been from of old, from everlasting.”

Zack raised his eyebrows. “So, what does that have to do with
Jesus?”

Ben answered, “Some believe that Jesus fulfills this prophecy,
and many others, because he was born in Bethlehem.”

“Well,” Mira said, “Lots of people are born in Bethlehem.”

“But,” Sarah interrupted, “Wait until you hear all that happened
the night Jesus was born!”
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Zack and Mira sat in awe as Ben and Sarah took turns telling
them the story of Jesus’ birth. First they talked about the great star
that appeared in the sky over the place where Jesus was born. They
told how Jesus had been born in a stable with all kinds of animals
because there was no room at the inn for Mary and Joseph.

“What?” Mira protested. How could a king be born in such a
dirty, smelly place?”

“God does things different from us,” Ben said quietly. “He
doesn’t think like we think. His ways are not our ways.”

“What else happened?” Zack asked.

Ben explained, “Holy angels from heaven appeared in the sky
above the fields where shepherds watched over their sheep.”

Mira gasped. “Real angels from heaven appeared?”

“Yes!” Sarah said. “And, the glory of the Lord shone all around
them. The shepherds were really scared! Can you just imagine, being
out there in the dark watching your flocks, when all of a sudden the
glory of God comes down, and you see and hear angels?”

Mira’s eyes grew big at the thought of that. “What did they do?”

Ben answered, “The angel of the Lord said to them, ‘Fear not:
for, behold, | bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all
people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour,
which is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign unto you; You shall
find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger. And
suddenly there was with that angel a multitude of the heavenly host
praising God, and saying, Glory to God in the highest, and on earth
peace, good will toward men.”

“Really?” Mira asked. “Did they find him?”

“Yessssssss!” Sarah said with glee. “After the angels went back
into heaven, the shepherds talked to one another, and they hurried
really fast to Bethlehem, and found Mary and Joseph and the babe
lying in the manger, just like the angel said.”

“That is amazing,” Zack said quietly.

“It sure is,” Mira agreed.

After a few moments Zack turned to Ben. “Who told you this
story?”

Zack and Mira were surprised to see tears in Ben and Sarah’s
eyes as he said, “Two shepherds. Two shepherds who were there
that night and witnessed everything. Two shepherds who
experienced all that we've told you, and who have been telling
everyone for thirty years about that special, holy night.”
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Long after Ben and Sarah left, Mira and Zack talked about
Jesus, and his birth. Perhaps, they concluded, he really is the King of
Israel. Perhaps he is the promised one. In time, they would find out.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
THE DESERT AND THE SEA

“I wish we had horses to ride instead of bouncing around in this
old ox cart,” Mira complained.

“Humpfh!” Zack snorted. “Horses are for the Romans, royalty
and the rich. | doubt if we’ll ever be able to do better than an ox cart.”

“Well, | can dream about it, can't I?” Mira scoffed. “Maybe I'll
marry a prince when | grow up!”

Zack opened his mouth to reply when Mother interrupted.
“Children! That is enough!” she scolded. Mira and Zack slumped into
a sullen silence. They had been excited when Papa said they were
going to travel to Galilee, but as the hours dragged on, they became
tired and irritable.

“We are almost there,” Papa said calmly. “Then we can rest at
Daniel’'s house.” Papa was hoping that they would be able to find
Jesus and hear his teaching while visiting his cousin in Galilee.

Just as the sun began to set, they arrived at Daniel's house.
After supper, the wind began to howl and blow, but it didn’t keep Mira
and Zack awake. It had been a long journey, and they were very
tired.

Bright and early the next morning everyone in the small
household ate fruit, bread and cheese, and then they began walking
through the crowded streets. “What is going on?” Mira asked sleepily.

Mother said, “Papa and Daniel are asking where Jesus is
today.”

“‘Really?” Zack said excitedly. “I hope we find him. Then | can
thank him for healing me!

Later that afternoon they saw great crowds of people walking
into town from the desert. They were all talking at once. Daniel and
Papa stopped a man and his wife, and asked them what was going
on. “We have been out in the desert for three days, listening to
Jesus,” the man said with a smile. “His teachings are wonderful! His
words are truly from heaven!”
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“Yes!” his wife said. “And, when we were all out of food, he fed
us—about five thousand people—with just five loaves of bread and
two little fish.”

Papa and Daniel looked at each other in amazement. Then
Papa asked, “You say that Jesus multiplied just five loaves of bread
and two little fish into enough food to feed five thousand people?”

Tears came to the man’s eyes. “Yes, he did for a fact. He has
so much compassion on people, and he knew that we were all hungry
out there in that deserted place.”

“I truly believe you,” Papa whispered. “Where is Jesus now?
We want to hear him ourselves.”

“Last night he sent his disciples away in their boat, and he
disappeared up on the mountain to pray. That is all we know,” the
man said.

Papa and Daniel thanked the man and his wife. “What should
we do now?” Daniel asked. “There was a very bad storm out there on
the sea last night.”

“Let’s go down to the beach and see if he is there,” Papa said.
They all followed Papa and Daniel down to the seashore. When they
got there, the only people were a few fishermen trying to untangle
their fishing nets. “That storm was terrible last night,” Papa said.

“Maybe all of Jesus’ disciples drowned!” Mira blurted out.

“Jesus wouldn’t let that happen to them!” Zack said. No one
said a word as they returned to Daniel's house.

A week later Mira and Zack sat in the ox cart as they began the
long journey home. Suddenly, a Roman soldier on a big white horse
rode up beside them. Zack immediately recognized the Centurion
who had rescued them from the robbers after the wedding in Cana.

Papa eyed the Roman cautiously. “Good day to you,” he said.

The Centurion raised a hand in greeting. “Are you going back to
your village?”

“Yes,” Papa said warily. What did the man want? Could he be
trusted?

“I'm going that way myself,” the Roman grinned. “Mind if | ride
alongside? There have been reports of more bandits up ahead.”

Papa seemed relieved. “That would be a blessing indeed.”

After a few minutes, the Centurion asked, “What were you
doing in Galilee?”

Papa hesitated, then said, “Visiting my cousin.”
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The Roman patted his horse, and asked, “Did you hear what
happened the night of the big storm?”

“No,” Papa said.

“You surely have heard of the man Jesus,” the soldier said.
Papa nodded. “His men were caught in the sea.”

“Did they sink?” Mira spoke up. Zack stuck his elbow in her ribs
to quiet her. But, he really wanted to know too.

“Well, almost. But, then something no one has ever heard of
happened.”

“What was that?” Papa asked.

“You may not believe this,” the Roman said, “but Jesus came to
his disciples, walking on the sea. They were terrified, and thought he
was a ghost! But then he talked with them, and said, ‘Be of good
cheer: it is I; be not afraid.”

This time Zack spoke up, “Really? Are you sure? Jesus walked
on the water?”

“Yes, | am sure!”

“What happened then?” Papa asked in amazement.

“Jesus went into the ship, and the wind immediately stopped
blowing. And, in case you're wondering, | heard this from the lips of
his disciples, myself. | know they were telling the truth. | believe
Jesus is sent from God.”

Zack and Mira listened to the creaking of the ox cart and the
hoof beats of the great white horse. No one said a word for what
seemed like a very long time. Finally, Papa looked up at the
Centurion. “You, my friend, are a man of faith. May the great God of
Israel make his face to shine upon you, and give you peace.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
THE SEPARATION

Zack and Mira were excited because the Roman Centurion
rode his horse alongside their ox cart most of the way back to their
village. What was really exciting was the story he told them about
what happened after Jesus walked on the water. He said, “My men
and | were at Gennesaret when Jesus and his disciples came ashore
in their boat. You should have seen the crowds of people who came
running. They carried people who were sick, and brought them to him
to heal. Wherever he went, throngs of people came, and if they even
touched the border of his garment, they were made whole!”

Zack saw the joy in Papa’s eyes. “Truly, this man is the
Promised One!” he said.

The Roman shook his head in agreement. “Here’s where | turn
off,” he said as he reined his horse to a stop. He raised his arm in
salute. “Farewell, friends.”

Papa, Mother, Zack and Mira all waved and yelled “Good bye.”
They talked about Jesus and his miracles the rest of the way home.
As the oxen pulled to a stop in front of their small house, two men
stepped towards the cart.

Fear gripped Zack and Mira. These were the Pharisees who
had threatened them if they talked about Jesus. Papa got off the cart
and waited.

“Solomon,” the tall one spoke first. “You and your family are
banned from the synagogue.”

Zack and Mira heard their mother gasp. The man went on, “We
know that you believe in Jesus and what he teaches. We know you
went to see him.”

Papa remained silent. The second Pharisee said, “We warned
you and your family, but you ignored our warning.”

“Very well then,” Papa said firmly. “If you say so, then so be it.”
He began to unhitch the tired oxen.
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The Pharisees looked at one another in surprise. They had
expected an argument. “Is that all you have to say to us?” the first
one asked.

Papa wordlessly nodded “Yes.” He pushed past them as he led
the oxen into the corral. Zack jumped off the cart, and made sure that
Mother and Mira made it safely into the house. Then he hurried into
the corral to could help Papa feed the hungry beasts. The Pharisees
stood like two dark, threatening shadows, watching their every move.
Suddenly, they turned and disappeared into the night.

“Papa,” Zack whispered as he poured water into a trough, “what
are we going to do now?”

“Trust in the Lord, and wait,” was all that Papa said.

* * %

Early the next morning there was a knock on the door. Zack
was so tired. He just wanted to sleep. It's probably that pest, Sarah,
he thought to himself. Then he heard male voices. It was Papa, and
he was talking to a man. Zack jumped out of bed and peeked out to
see who was there.

Suddenly his eyes widened and his heart began thumping
loudly in his chest. It was the ruler of the synagogue! The very one
whose sheep Zack had helped rescue! Was he going to cause
trouble for them?

“Come in,” Papa said with a smile. Zack could hardly believe
his ears.

Zack felt a tug on his sleeve. “What's happening?” Mira
whispered.

“The ruler of the synagogue is talking to Papa!” Zack
exclaimed.

Mira was suddenly wide awake. “Are we in more trouble? What
does he want? What is he saying?”

“Shhhhhhhhhh!” Zack put his finger to his lips. “Let’s listen.”

Papa beamed with pride as the man said, “And, Solomon, |
have to tell you that ever since your boy helped save my sheep that
night, when | knew he was in a hurry to get home before dark,
something has changed in my heart. | know that your boy has learned
what truly pleases God, and that the words of Jesus are in his heart. |
have seen changes in others, too, who follow Jesus. | have withessed
not only miracles, but changed lives. So, | want to tell you that while |
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regret that you are banned from the synagogue, that I, too, am no
longer welcome there, because | am a follower of Jesus now myself.”

Amazed, Zack and Mira watched Mother brush a tear from her
cheek. As for Papa, he just closed his eyes, and whispered, “Who is
like unto the LORD our God, who dwells on high?”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
THE DARKEST DAY

Months passed. Zack and Mira seemed to grow a bit taller each
day. At least Mother said so. One day she said, “We are going to
Jerusalem soon to keep the feast of the Passover.” Zack and Mira
could hardly wait. It was going to be a very special time.

Papa had chosen a lamb out of their flock that was perfect in
every way. It was so innocent and pure. All the way to Jerusalem, in
the ox cart, Zack and Mira patted the little lamb. It missed its mother,
so it curled up next to them and went to sleep.

“Why do we have to kill this lamb?” Zack finally asked.

“Yeah,” Mira said quietly. “I don’t want to see it die.”

Papa patiently explained. “You know that this lamb is to be
sacrificed on Passover as Moses commanded. You remember the
story of how our people were slaves in Egypt for over 400 years?”

“Yes,” Zack said, “but couldn’t we just eat the bitter herbs and
spare this cute little lamb?”

“Son, let me remind you,” Papa said, “that it is the blood of a
lamb that God told Moses to have the people put over their doors of
their homes the night the death angel came and killed all the firstborn
in Egypt. When God saw the blood, he passed over that house, and
the family was spared.”

Zack and Mira knew that was true. They suddenly fell into a sad
silence. Was there ever going to be an end to animal sacrifices to
cover man’s sin?

In Jerusalem they stayed with friends who owned a large home
with plenty of room. They were looking forward to having a good time,
but then the news suddenly came that Jesus had been arrested. Not
only that, but he had been cruelly beaten and sentenced to die on
one of those horrible Roman crosses.

It seemed that everyone in Jerusalem was talking about Jesus.
Some said that he was innocent, while others said that he should die
because he made himself to be equal with God. Zack and Mira
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wished that they were home where they didn’t have to hear of Jesus’
terrible sufferings. Zack looked at Mira’s sad face, and said, “Maybe
Jesus will perform another miracle. Maybe this time he’ll kill all those
wicked men.”

“Oh! Do you really think he might do that?” Mira asked.

“Children!” Papa interrupted. “What kind of talk is that? Jesus is
not that kind of a person. He is righteous, and he does all things well.
Did he not tell us to love one another, and to forgive our enemies?”
With that Zack and Mira became silent. They would just have to wait
and see.

On the Day of Pentecost father went outside to kill the little
lamb, while the women prepared the Passover meal. Suddenly, he
burst through the door. “He’s gone!” he roared. “Where is that lamb?
Zack! Mira! Come here at once! Did you loose the lamb?”

“‘No father,” they both said at the same time. We don’t know
where he is.”

“We have to hurry then,” Papa said, “and go buy a lamb for the
Passover meal. Come with me!”

It seemed that all Jerusalem was in confusion. Crowds of
people were pushing and shoving past the merchant’s stalls. Some
were crying, others yelling. Papa, Mother, Zack and Mira found
themselves swept away but a great river of people. “What is
happening?” Mother yelled above the uproar.

Someone in the crowd yelled out, “They are crucifying Jesus!”

Something inside of Papa’s heart told him that they must follow
the crowd, even if they were late for the Passover meal. Maybe they
could see Jesus one more time. Maybe they could tell him how
thankful they were to him. Maybe they could somehow tell him that
they knew he was innocent, and did not deserve to die.

By the time they walked up to the hill called The Place of the
Skull, the soldiers were already pounding huge spikes into Jesus’
hands and feet. They could see that Jesus had been so badly
whipped and beaten that he was unrecognizable. Mother covered her
face, while Mira and Zack clung to one another, weeping. “Jesus,”
Papa said softly “savior.”

They stood as if frozen to the spot as his cross was raised into
place. They saw his mother, Mary, and other women who had
followed and ministered to him, along with some of his men. They
stood and wondered, and wept and mourned with those who loved
him. They listened as he promised Paradise to a repentant thief being
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crucified next to him, and as he forgave those who had crucified him.
They heard him cry out to God and ask why God had forsaken him,
and they heard him say, “It is finished.” Then they heard him commit
his spirit into God’s hands. They saw a Roman soldier pierce his side
with his spear. When they saw the blood and water, they knew that
Jesus had died of a broken heart.

Suddenly the sky overhead turned black, even though it was
daytime. Lightening streaked through the dark clouds. Thunder
boomed, and the ground shook with a great earthquake. Then the
Centurion, and those that were with him exclaimed, “Truly this was
the Son of God.”

Then it began to pour down rain. “Run, run!” Papa said. He
grabbed Mira’s hand. Zack took Mother’s hand, helping her over the
slippery rocks. They ran down the hill, and through the narrow
streets. They ran past empty stalls at the market. They ran through
the darkness and the rain, crying in sorrow.

Finally, they found the narrow doorway to their friend’s house. It
was empty and dark inside. Perhaps their friends had gone to see
Jesus too. All they knew was that this had to be the darkest day in the
history of the world.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
THE HAPPIEST DAY

It was the first day of the week, and the sun was just beginning
to peek over the eastern hills. Zack stretched, then got up and
sleepily stumbled into the eating area. “Good morning, son” Father
said. He smiled slightly. Zack sat down beside him. How could they
ever be happy again after the horrible and strange events of three
days ago?

Mira stood in the doorway, rubbing sleepy eyes. “Come here,
darling,” Mother said. They all huddled together in silence. It seemed
that no one wanted breakfast.

Papa cleared his throat. “Well, something interesting happened
at the temple the other day. You know, that horrible, dark day.”

“Oh?” Zack said half-heartedly.

“You know the thick veil in the temple that separates the Holy
Place from the Holy of Holies where the priest goes in once a year to
meet with God?”

“Yeah,” Zack mumbled.

Papa continued. “Well, it miraculously ripped clean in two, from
the top to the bottom!”

Zack’'s mouth dropped open in surprise. “Wow! Really, Papa?
How did that happen?” He was wide awake now. Surely this had
some very important meaning. Even Mira seemed to perk up at this
news.

“It had to be the hand of God, son,” Papa said with awe. “And, |
have some other exciting news, too.”

“What is it, Papa?” Mira asked.

“Up in the cemetery, when that earthquake hit, many of the
tombs of the saints were cracked open. And, earlier this morning, our
friends swear that they saw the dead rise out of their graves!”

“Oh, Papa!” Zack said. “Are you just telling us a story?”

“No, Zack. I'm dead serious about this. We can walk up there
and see for ourselves if you want.”
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“Can | come too?” Mira asked.

“Let’s all get ready, and go together!” Papa said.

Everyone hurriedly got dressed. Mother wrapped up some fresh
bread and cheese to take in case they got hungry. “We're all ready!”
she said.

Mira thought it was a little spooky walking in the soft morning
light to a cemetery, but it was better than sitting in a dark house with
nothing to do but feel bad because of what had been done to Jesus.
As for Zack, he and Papa were way ahead of her and Mother. “Come
on, Mother,” Mira said. “Papa and Zack are going to beat us!”

Once at the cemetery, they stared in surprise at all the open
tombs. It was an eerie sight. Clearly, one could see that the graves
had been opened, and that they were empty. They walked around for
awhile, and discussed what this could mean with other curious people
who had also come to witness this great event. Finally, they headed
back to their friends’ house.

They were almost to the door of the house when suddenly Zack
stopped and pointed. In a corner of the yard stood the little lamb that
they had chosen to sacrifice at the Passover! He was happily nibbling
on a tuft of grass, right where he had last been seen days ago. Mira’s
eyes grew wide with amazement, and goose bumps ran up her spine.
Everything seemed so strange today. She wondered if she was still
asleep, and dreaming that all of these things were really happening.

“When are we going back home, Papa?”’ asked Mira. “| want to
go home.”

“Soon,” he said. “First, we need to buy some things while we
are in Jerusalem that we can't find in the shops in our village. So, let's
get ready and go shopping.”

As they walked down the road toward the center of Jerusalem,
they heard the sound of hoof beats behind them. Turning, they saw
the Roman Centurion that had befriended them. “Good morning,” he
said as he reined his horse to a stop beside them. He seemed to be
staring at each of their faces as if trying to read their thoughts.

“Peace to you,” Papa replied.

The Roman dismounted from his horse. “Can | speak to you in
private about an urgent matter?” he asked.

Papa and Mother looked at each other for a moment, and then
said “Of course.” The Roman, leading his horse, led the way into a
deserted alleyway. Zack and Mira noticed that he was trying to hide
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his excitement about something. They leaned forward so they could
hear him better.

“You know that Jesus was crucified,” he said.

“Yes, we know,” Papa said sadly, “we were there.”

“I know,” the man said. “I saw you...but | must tell you what
happened! | was ordered to post some of my men around the tomb
where they laid Jesus’ body to guard it. My soldiers rolled a huge
stone across the entrance, and sealed it. | saw to it myself that this
was properly done.”

Zack and Mira pictured the scene in their minds. But, what was
S0 exciting about sealing a tomb?

“This morning, while it was still dark, something happened. It
sounded like an earthquake, but all | know is when | got to the tomb,
all of my men were lying unconscious on the ground, and the stone
was rolled back! And the tomb was empty! There was no body in it.”

The little family all seemed to suck in their breaths at the same
time. “This is a fact?” Papa asked.

“Yes, it is true. Then, later, | heard one of the women who
followed Jesus, Mary Magdalene, telling people that she had seen
Jesus, and that he was alive! That he had risen from the dead, just as
he said he would!”

Zack and Mira watched Papa and Mother’'s faces light up with
joy. “Yes, we see!” Papa said joyfully. “Jesus is the Messiah, the Son
of God. Oh, praise the Lord, for his mercies endure forever.” Then
papa began to explain to the Centurion how Jesus fulfilled hundreds
of prophecies given by God to the Prophets, and how the veil in the
temple was torn by God because the sacrifice of Jesus was complete
for the remission of sins. They talked for a long time, but Zack and
Mira didn’t notice because they were so thrilled about what they were
hearing and what they were a part of.

Finally, after saying goodbye to their Roman friend, the family
finished their shopping and began walking back to their friends’
house. Mira and Zack looked up at Papa as they entered the
courtyard where their little lamb slept contentedly in a corner. “What
about the lamb?” they slowly asked at the same time. “Does he have
to die?”

“No, children,” Papa said with a laugh as he hugged them both.
He looked up toward heaven and said, “For you see, children, God
sent us a Passover Lamb to be the final sacrifice for all of our sins, if
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we only believe and receive.” Tears of joy filled his eyes as Zack and
Mira whispered one special name, “Jesus!”
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