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Dedication and
Thanks

 For my Dad, John L. Marks,
a loving father from whose example I learned to love and fear
God.

Also for Mrs. Bess Sewelson and Miss
Vicky Alverado, two wonderful teachers who helped kindle the light
in me that illuminated the way for me to write this
book.

And thanks to Ms. Jenny Bates, Mrs.
Jane Dormaier, Ms. Nichole Joor, Mrs. Jeannette Bessler, and Mrs.
Kimberly Smith, who offered many valuable comments.


Prophet’s Son is a work of
fiction

 Except for the spiritual
truths contained herein, such as the existence of a spiritual war
in the heavenly realms, the Prophet’s Son series is a mostly
fictional story that takes place within the realm of the Persian
Empire, which extended from the eastern border of modern India
through all of Egypt, southward through most of Sudan and northward
through the entire Anatolian Peninsula (modern Turkey). The story
is told in a three-volume set: Descent to Darkness, Sojourn in the
Desert, and Return to Grace. It is set in the 19th, 20th, and 21st
years of the Persian King Artaxerxes I and takes place in Jerusalem
(Books 1 through 3) and a tiny merchant colony called Usen,
situated about halfway between Jerusalem and Susa (Books 2 and 3).
Though all three books contain actual historical characters taken
from the biblical books of Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther, all events
that take place in Books 1 and 2, and most in Book 3, are
fictional. Some of the events that occur in Book 3 are historical
as relayed in the book of Nehemiah. All the characters in Prophet’s
Son are fictional, except for those listed in Appendix 1. Therefore
any resemblance between the fictional characters in this book and
real persons living today is purely coincidental.

The crumble-down status of Jerusalem
and the oppression of its people by the evil residing there are not
fictional, though some of its perpetrators are (e.g. Judas and
Ahab).

For the Glory of
God

These books were written to glorify
the God who created us all and who has the power to save and
destroy. For He will do His saving work in the lives of those who
love Him as well as execute His terrifying justice in the lives of
those who hate Him.


Sketch of Jerusalem (446
to 444 B.C.)


The following sketch of the city is part
scholarly speculation and part fiction. Everything inside the wall
(except for those places noted below) is based on the sketch of
Jerusalem of the New Bible Dictionary and on a similar sketch of
the International Inductive Study Bible, which, in turn, is based
on a description of the city in chapter three of Nehemiah’s memoir.
(See Appendix 1 for the list of reference
sources used for this book.) All such sketches are, at best,
speculative. As the authors of Harper’s Encyclopedia of Bible Life
point out: “The city has been rebuilt so often, from the time of
Sargon of Assyria, 722 B.C., to the late Roman period, 4th century
A.D. (when older stones were used as a quarry), that the
reconstruction of Israel’s capital as it existed during this time
is almost impossible.” (p. 326.)

The following parts of the sketch are
fictional: the locations of all houses; the marketplace, Zebulun’s
perfumery and Judas’ establishment; the locations of the potters,
metal smiths, perfumers, weavers and tanners; the livestock pens;
the incoming road; and the unsavory places to the northeast of the
city. The fullers and dyers are located somewhere “along the road
south of the eastern hill … beyond the ‘conduit of the upper
pool.’” (Harper’s, p. 378)
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Chapter 1

 It was the fifteenth day of the Jewish month of Elul
[September] in the year 446 B.C., in the ancient city of Jerusalem,
during the time when the Persian Kings ruled the world.
(See Appendix 1, for a list of the months of the
Jewish calendar.) It was also the nineteenth year of King
Artaxerxes—called Just and Good, Great King, and King of
Kings—ruler over all four corners of the earth.

 All was not well here.
After more than one hundred forty years of foreign occupation,
first by the Babylonians and then by the Persians, the city lay in
ruins: its walls and gates had been destroyed, and many of its
buildings were burnt out and gutted and lay crumbling in its
streets. Since Cyrus the Great freed the people from their
captivity in Babylon some ninety years earlier and allowed them to
return to the land, terror and oppression had been the constant
companions of its Jewish population. During this time, evil men had
not been in short supply in the City of God. The Lord God’s
messengers, the prophets, were murdered by corrupt temple priests.
(The word Lord
in small caps is the Hebrew name for God, YHWH,
or Jehovah in English.) The Persian authorities were
generally harsh and unforgiving: no one more so than Ahab, who, as
Persian governor of Judah (and also as a temple priest and chief
scribe), was especially vicious and corrupt and ruled the people
with a terrible and heavy hand. Many of the nobles were equally
depraved: during the famine that had plagued Judah for several
years they took advantage of the poor by lending them money at
usurious rates so that they could buy grain. Indeed, it was a very
bad time in Jerusalem in King Artaxerxes’ nineteenth
year.

Normally this would have weighed
heavily on Phinehas’ mind as he sat at his desk in Lord Zebulun’s
perfumery. His father, Eli, a prophet sent by God during the time
of King Darius, had been murdered by his enemies in the temple.
Phinehas’ family had also been murdered by his father’s enemies,
and only Phinehas, his wife Esther and their daughter Rachel
remained alive. Therefore Phinehas harbored deep bitterness and
outrage in his heart. He had to be on constant guard against
allowing his anger to affect his work or his family. Thinking about
this evening kept him from having any hateful thoughts about his
enemies, however. Joy filled him because he was going to celebrate
the anniversary of his marriage to Esther.

As he thought about it, he stopped
work (he had been writing a letter to one of Zebulun’s customers in
Babylon) and stared off into space. He tried to go back to his
work, but after a few seconds, he was staring off into space again,
his pen drooping limply in his hand, his mouth partially open, a
half smile on his face.

Phinehas was shaken out of his reverie
when a voice said to him, “My friend, you seem preoccupied.” It was
Zebulun, his employer and friend, speaking. Phinehas flushed red
and nodded. The perfumer smiled. “Well, I can understand. It’s a
big day for you. Why don’t you take the rest of the afternoon off?
Go home. Be with your wife.”

“Oh, Lord Zebulun, you don’t have to
do that. I’m sorry about this.” He motioned to several half-written
documents in front of him, many with large black splotches on them;
to several broken quills, some of them twisted beyond recognition;
and to a few pools of ink on his desktop that had somehow escaped
the jars that had contained them.

His friend pointed a stern finger at
him. “I know I don’t. But if you stay here a moment longer, I’m
going to run out of ink, pens and paper. And who knows what those
letters will say?” Phinehas laughed. In a gentler tone Zebulun
said, “All kidding aside, please, my friend, go home. I very well
know how you feel. Go! Be with your wife and daughter. Enjoy your
evening.”

Phinehas nodded and thanked him. He
wiped up the mess, put away the paper, pens and ink and
left.

The day was hot and he was especially
grimy. Needing a minute or two to refresh himself, he went to a
well not too far away, as he did many times on days like this. As
he approached the well, he saw someone there he did not recognize.
This gave him pause because one always had to be careful of
strangers nowadays. He stopped for a moment to look him over. The
stranger did not appear to be armed nor was he one of Ahab’s men
(Phinehas knew all of them by sight); nor did he seem to be taking
any special interest in Phinehas. Since he did not appear to be
especially dangerous, Phinehas continued to approach the well. When
he got close the stranger, who was lounging near its side, turned
his face away from him and stared into the sky. Thinking nothing of
this, Phinehas began to draw some water, which took some time
because the well was low.

As Phinehas worked, the man, whose
name was Judas, glanced slyly over his shoulder at him from time to
time. He had been loitering here for several days waiting to meet
Phinehas because Judas knew that he came here often. Judas had,
since his return from the court at Susa some months ago, stealthily
watched Phinehas and his family and had learned everything he could
about them, planning for this moment. He had wanted to make his
acquaintance because he hated Phinehas to the depths of his heart,
mind and soul, just as he had hated his father Eli before him and,
even more, the God of Israel whom they worshipped.

Judas had been born into the Jewish
faith here in Jerusalem almost seventy years ago. But he had
rejected the faith of his fathers and spent many years in exile at
the Persian court.

 It had been through Phinehas’ father Eli that Judas had been
exiled from Jerusalem. During King Darius’ reign, Judas’ father
Jonah rejected the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob after disaster
came upon his house, and he turned to worshipping the gods of the
Persians, particularly Ahura-Mazda and Angra Mainyou. It was by
Jonah’s hand that many were turned away from serving the Lord. So
Eli, under the authority of the Law, put him and his family out of
the temple. (See Appendix 2, which provides the
appropriate reference when a Biblical character or Scripture is
referred to or quoted.) If the Law had been strictly
observed, Jonah would have been stoned to death, as would any of
his family who had turned with him. Jonah and his family left Judah
shortly thereafter in disgrace and went first to Babylon and on to
the court at Susa.

Judas had just turned his thirteenth
year when this took place. He had certainly been old enough to
understand why they had left, and he knew full well that Eli had
shown them mercy. Nevertheless, because of his humiliation, Judas
chose his father’s path of rebellion against God and eventually
became enslaved to Satan.

During his time in Susa, Judas became
very wealthy as a thief, smuggler and marketer of human flesh. He
specialized in providing young children—some purchased, some stolen
from their families—to his customers at the court, to houses of
prostitution throughout the empire, and to the temples of the
various religions in the empire that used sexual rites as part of
their worship. As such things go with evil men their deeds
eventually catch up with them, and Judas finally came under
suspicion when word of certain irregularities concerning the king’s
treasury began to circulate through the citadel at Susa. Since he
was closely bound with many influential court officials who did not
want the king’s cold, merciless eye to light on them, they
convinced Judas that it was time for him to leave. He promptly
returned to Judah.

While in exile, Judas had drunk deeply
of the Enemy’s hatred for Eli. He resolved that he would find
special joy in striking back at this man and his family whom God
loved; for that would be as good as striking back at God Himself,
whom Judas cursed with every breath he took. Judas had therefore
sworn a blood oath against Eli. It was he, along with many of his
allies in Judah who were also Eli’s enemies, who had had the
prophet murdered. Judas also watched with great satisfaction as
Eli’s sons, daughters and, finally, his wife went with the prophet
to the grave. But Phinehas still lived, so his vengeance had not
yet been satisfied, and Judas was determined to make good on his
oath.

Crafty and patient as a serpent
stalking its prey, he lounged carelessly near the well and looked
around indifferently, eyeing the prophet’s son stealthily. After
Phinehas had partially filled the bucket, he washed his face, hands
and neck. Meanwhile, Judas noticed a pungent smell of lavender in
the air and on Phinehas, mingled with the acrid smell of all types
of oils and animal fats. He thought, Well, old Zebulun must be
cranking out the stock heavily. As Eli’s son refreshed himself,
Judas could see the light of joy burning in his eyes. A creature of
darkness himself, Judas’ hatred for Phinehas
intensified.

After a few minutes passed, Judas
narrowed his eyes and looked at the sky. With a half-smile and in
the friendliest of voices, he said languidly, “It’s a very hot day,
is it not, Brother?”

Phinehas had gone back to dreaming
about Esther and Rachel, and the stranger startled him. He again
wondered whether this man was really safe—maybe he was one of the
governor’s men after all. Phinehas stepped back, wiped his face and
hands with a fold of his robe and looked around warily. Not sure of
this man’s identity, he wondered whether any of the governor’s
thugs had followed him here. Ahab had eyes and ears everywhere, and
conversations were reported back to him, much to the danger of
those whose comments offended him. When Phinehas had satisfied
himself that Judas was alone, he turned his attention back to him
and looked him over carefully.

Phinehas saw a small, wiry, harmless
looking man with a crooked smile, a pockmarked face and pale skin.
The stranger was also bald on top, but he had a graying fringe of
black hair that flowed over unusually large ears. It was bound
tightly in a ponytail hanging down to his shoulder blades. Not only
did Phinehas take exceptional note of those ears sticking straight
out from his head, he was also struck by how the stranger’s head
had a peculiar oblong shape, peaking in the back and sloping gently
down to a narrow forehead. He also had exceptionally bushy, black
eyebrows curling up to a point at each end; a thick, black
mustache, which curled downward around his mouth; and a pointy
thick beard, streaked with gray, extending almost to his chest.
Phinehas could not get a good look at his eyes, try as he might,
but he shook that unsettling detail off as he looked the man up and
down. His dress, consisting of an old faded green woolen tunic and
worn sandals, reminded Phinehas of one of the beggars who accosted
you at the temple steps. It was this look of poverty, especially,
which eased Phinehas’ wariness of him, so, despite his discomfort
at the lack of eye contact, he did not feel threatened.

After a moment, Phinehas answered
politely, “Yes, it has been hot many days now, but today I have
scarcely felt the heat.” He went back to washing again, smiling and
quietly humming a tune.

Judas waited patiently as Phinehas
finished up, took a cup and drank a deep draft of water. When he
had finished drinking, Judas said, “Well, Brother, you seem to be
quite happy today.” When Phinehas looked at him, Judas quickly
averted his eyes.

Phinehas responded, “Yes, I am. I’m
preparing to celebrate the anniversary of the day my wife Esther
and I were married. It’s been forty-two years now. We were married
in King Darius’ thirty-fifth year.”

Judas had been staring over Phinehas’
shoulder at a pile of rubble near the Old Gate. He turned his eyes
back to the sky and repeated, “Esther?” He watched a bird fly
overhead.

With a far-off loving look in his
eyes, forgetting for the moment that he spoke to a stranger,
Phinehas said, “Yes, Esther, the magnificent woman God gave
me.”

“And you must have many children, as
well.” There was a tone of sympathetic rejoicing in Judas’ voice as
he stared intently at the water bucket.

“No. Only one. But she is all I could
have ever hoped for. Esther and I did have to wait awhile for her,
though. We prayed and prayed. But God was faithful and, after about
thirty years (well, it was twenty-eight, actually), He gave me a
fine, beautiful baby daughter, who, since that wonderful day, has
grown well in grace and beauty beyond my wildest hopes.”

“You must have been very happy, eh?”
He lowered his head and brushed some dirt off his tunic.

Phinehas replied enthusiastically,
“Oh, yes!” Filled with joy, he said, chuckling, “Imagine that: a
house adorned by two beautiful women who love the Lord with all of
their hearts. And my daughter Rachel is the apple of my eye, the
heart of my soul, my …” He stopped abruptly because he realized
that he could have rhapsodized about his wife and daughter for
hours, and that he was also forgetting himself in front of this
dubious stranger. He went back to washing his face, though he had
finished, hiding his embarrassment by looking down into the
water.

The joy in Phinehas’ voice was like
fuel for Judas’ hatred of him, but he allowed nothing of this
bitter emotion to affect the sweetness with which he replied.
“Indeed, Brother! Well, may God be praised! Imagine, waiting only
thirty years. A daughter, and beautiful too. How nice for you,
indeed!” Watching Phinehas’ reaction, Judas thought, Oh yes, my
friend. Know you this: I will like your daughter too!

Had Phinehas been a more discerning
man, he might have detected the sarcasm in Judas’ utterance of
God’s praise. But Phinehas did not. Rather, he replied with a
smile, “‘Nice’ is an understatement indeed!” Despite his discomfort
at the lack of eye contact, Phinehas began to warm to him. His
natural distrust of strangers notwithstanding, he thought, This man
seems friendly. What harm could there possibly be in him? Phinehas
repeated the words as if by rote, “Yes, oh yes. May the God of my
fathers be praised for what He’s given me.”

Judas detected some hollowness in
Phinehas’ praise of God, and he sensed that he was winning this
foolish man over. He knew that his failure to make eye contact
could warn off a more discerning man. He knew that if Phinehas were
Eli, he would have recognized him immediately as Satan’s devoted
servant. Well, he thought, the fruit has fallen far from the tree.
Quite far, indeed. This is going to be ridiculously easy. Judas
knew that Phinehas had wandered from the faith that God, through
his father Eli, had worked to instill in him; that he had let his
love for his God grow cold; and that he was wont to allow his
hatred for his persecutors to control his mind. Judas planned to
exploit that to bring him down. I shall make him drink the bitter
wine of my revenge before I’m through, he vowed.

As this thought occurred to him, Judas
fashioned the image of a cup in his mind. Filling it to the brim
with his hatred, he offered it to Phinehas, saying with a smile,
looking at the ruins of the wall, “It must be fulfilling indeed to
see your children grow into adulthood. Too bad I’ve never had the
pleasure of having children.”

Sympathy for Judas swelled in
Phinehas’ heart. He replied, as if he were looking with some
interest at that cup, “Yes, it is fulfilling, and I’m so sorry to
hear that you have never had children.” Judas shook his head sadly,
staring at the ground. Phinehas shook his as well.

Sadly Phinehas had no idea of the
danger Judas posed for him. Nor did he have any idea of the malice
coiling in Judas’ breast, waiting to strike at him. Had Phinehas
remained obedient to the commands of his God and nurtured his faith
instead of neglecting it, and had he kept his love of the Lord
strong, he may have been more wary of Judas. He could have insisted
on looking into his eyes. Had he managed to seize his eyes and hold
them firmly—as his father most certainly would, though the serpent
writhe wildly about in his grasp—it would have been like staring
into a bottomless black pit out of which some terrible thing could
erupt at any moment, and Phinehas would certainly have run for his
life. But he did not.

For Phinehas harbored disobedience to
the Law of God in his heart. Over the years, as the persecution of
his family grew, he allowed the demon Hate to dwell in his heart,
and it had lurked there since his father’s death. Phinehas hated
the wealthy because of how a few of them were mistreating the poor
during the current famine. He hated the nobles because some of them
had allowed this to go on. He hated the priests because some of
them were corrupt. And he hated the pagan army country whose army,
along with Israel’s other enemies, had occupied his country for
several generations.

Hate had also brought with it its
natural companions, Malice and Spite; and these awful emotions blew
steadily in Phinehas, a desiccating wind drying out his spirit
until it thirsted to death like a gnarled bush in the desert. In
his disobedience, Phinehas had made Hate a sacred chalice from
which he drank anger and bitterness every day to soothe that dusty
dryness in his soul. It was from this cup that Judas had urged him
to drink, down to its very dregs, ultimately to his doom, if he
could manage it.

As Judas continued to look away from
him, something stirred in Phinehas. Maybe it was a sudden flare
leaping out of the dying embers of his faith. In any case, he could
no longer ignore his feeling of uneasiness at the lack of eye
contact, and he started to think better of staying any longer.
Pushing Judas’ cup away for the moment, he lied. “Well, I must be
back to work because there’s still much to do at the perfumery. I
was merely taking a break. Then I must get home because I want to
be able to spend as much time with Esther and Rachel as possible.”
Turning away from Judas, he added an aside. “We have much to do to
get ready for a celebratory dinner we are having this evening.” His
lie was made manifest when he began walking away from the
perfumery.

Evil is not easily denied though.
Noticing this failure of direction on Phinehas’ part, Judas came up
alongside him. “Now, Brother, this joyous day deserves a little
extra celebration, eh?” He raised his shoulders and eyebrows at the
same time. Shoving the cup back under Phinehas’ nose, he offered,
“Your work can wait, can’t it? Come! Come to my house. It’s an inn,
actually, on the northern road, not far from here. Let me pour us
some wine from the king’s own cellar. It’s good wine, worth a
king’s ransom. Then we can fully do justice to the occasion.
Certainly, Lord Zebulun can spare you for a few minutes on such a
day as this, eh?”

Due to Judas’ plain dress, it was lost
on Phinehas that only a wealthy man would have been able to afford
such wine. Phinehas also found the invitation intriguing, though he
was puzzled by Judas’ friendliness. Phinehas asked himself, Who is
he and why is he offering me this? Wary, but not wanting to be
inconsiderate, Phinehas said, “I very much appreciate the offer,
but I really must get back to Esther.”

Judas was filled with rage by this
maladroit refusal, but he affected offense instead. This tugged at
Phinehas’ sense of propriety because it was considered rude to
refuse someone’s hospitality. Looking down into Judas’ cup again,
Phinehas inquired, “To whom do I have the pleasure of
speaking?”

Judas looked in his general direction
with a half smile and friendly expression. He replied, “I’m Judas.
I’ve lived these many years in exile in Babylon and in Susa.” Then
a lie, the natural fruit of a poisoned vine, formed and ripened on
Judas’ despoiled lips: “During my stay, my entire family was put to
death by the king for their faith. I barely managed to escape.”
There is no more effective lie than a half-truth. It was indeed
true that Judas’ father had been executed along with all of his
family, but it was because Jonah had been accused of raiding the
king’s treasury. Judas had escaped only because it was he who had
accused his own father and testified falsely against
him.

Phinehas assumed that Judas meant put
to death for the same cause as his own father Eli. The stories of
men being executed for failure to worship the Babylonian and
Persian gods ran rampant through Judah, though they were generally
untrue, at least where the Persians were concerned. Because his own
father had been murdered for his service to God, Phinehas was eager
to get Judas to appreciate his own suffering. He also wanted Judas
to like him. Taking Judas’ cup now, Eli’s son asked, “Might I
inquire as to your father’s name? My father, who was murdered also,
was considered a man of God and a prophet and would probably have
known yours.”

Before replying, Judas thought, Oh
yes, yes, yes! Your father certainly knew mine, you running cur of
a dog. And we shall address that shortly!

Evading Phinehas’ question, Judas
answered sweetly, “I am so sorry to hear about your father. Well,
my father, by the grace of God, was a servant of Darius. A
cupbearer, in fact.” In fact, Jonah had been the lowly hired hand
of the Persian magi and scribes, just as he had been of the priests
and scribes in Jerusalem. Judas poured more poison into the cup,
adding, “He was a favorite of the king’s until he was murdered in
cold blood—probably like your father—by a priest for failing to
observe a decree to bow down to an image the king had erected. I
don’t believe you have ever heard of my father since he never got
back to Jerusalem. Unless your father was in Babylon or Susa, I
don’t think they ever met.”

Phinehas was eager to believe any evil
thing he heard of the Persian oppressors of his people, and Judas’
explanation increased Phinehas desire to gain his respect. Though
the question formed in his mind as to why Judas had escaped the
fate of his faithful family, he let it drop absentmindedly.
Phinehas was preoccupied at the moment with an image of his own
father lying dead in an alley, which Judas had knowingly stirred up
in him. Tipping Judas’ cup now, Phinehas replied, “Well, you are
right then. Our God spared my father and his fathers before him
from the Diaspora and kept him here to minister to the remnant as
they returned, one by one. He was never in Babylon or Susa. My name
is Phinehas, and I’m honored to make your acquaintance.”

An expert in using the Word of the God
he hated for his own ends, Judas responded, “Well, I see that you
have been named for one of the heroes of the Faith, Aaron’s
grandson.” He beamed a smile of approval at Phinehas and began to
wander off slowly, away from the perfumery and toward the northern
road.

Phinehas could not help warming to his
flattery. For Judas had praised Phinehas by likening him to one of
Israel’s great heroes. Pleased and mollified by his companion’s
obvious approval, Phinehas allowed himself to wander off in the
general direction Judas had taken. He was not yet fully committed
to the course he would follow, however.


Chapter 2

 As
Phinehas and Judas walked away from the perfumery, Judas stealthily
peered at Phinehas out of the corner of his eye, evaluating his
reaction to his offer. He did not like what he saw. For God, being
faithful, sparked the embers of Phinehas’ discomfort with Judas,
and Phinehas’ distrust of him increased as did his sense of danger.
If you asked him about this, he could not have been able to tell
you why. What Judas saw was a change in Phinehas’ expression from
one of placid acceptance to one of waxing uncertainty.

Phinehas suddenly recalled one of his
outings with Esther when they were first married. He was playfully
chasing her from tree to tree, and they were laughing heartily. The
she screamed a warning at him, and he avoided stumbling over the
side of a deep ravine to certain death. This shocked Phinehas out
of his reverie and brought him up short. He said, “Brother, I most
sincerely thank you for your offer, but I really must decline.
There are preparations I must be home for.” He abruptly turned away
from Judas and headed back toward the Fish Gate to enter the
city.

Judas seethed. He ran to catch up with
him and asked sweetly, “Well, I certainly understand. Where in the
city do you live?” Phinehas, caught off guard, thought nothing of
responding that he lived near Lord Zebulun’s residence, near the
broad wall in the northern half-district. Judas asked eagerly,
“Well, Brother, I have business in the city too. Since we’re going
the same way, do you mind if I walk with you for a while?” Phinehas
sighed heavily and shook his head.

It took a few minutes for them to
reach the Fish Gate and pass through. Wary of entering the
northernmost district of the city that was reserved mainly for
Persian officials, Phinehas started on a path that would take him
near the temple. But Judas asked, “Why are you going this way,
Brother? There’s a much shorter way through here.” He pointed with
a crooked finger to a path leading directly toward Lord Zebulun’s
house.

Phinehas did not want to go that way,
but he was conflicted: he did not want to be rude, but he wanted
desperately to be rid of Judas. The way Judas pointed to was indeed
shorter, and Phinehas did want to get home to his family. Sighing
deeply, he gave in, saying, “I don’t see why not.” So they took the
path Judas had recommended.

As they walked, Phinehas was lost in
his thoughts, not minding the way all that much. There was turmoil
in his heart, but he was unable to grasp it wholly; it felt like he
was swimming in a calm sea, beneath which was a dangerous undertow
waiting to grasp at him and pull him down into its depths.
Something unsettling kept tugging at him. He wanted desperately to
be rid of this man, but he could not form a coherent thought as to
why, or understand why he seemed unable to release himself from
Judas’ grasp. What particularly disturbed him was why he would want
to disengage from a man whose family had died in the cause of the
Faith. His father had died in its cause and was revered for it.
Should not Phinehas regard Judas in the same light?

And yet … and yet, what was so
bothersome about him?

As they emerged into a stone-paved
courtyard, Phinehas stopped suddenly. He looked up to see the hot
summer sun glaring down on an imposing building. It was Ahab’s
house, and no better monument to Phinehas’ hatred could have been
erected: the governor of Judah and chief scribe of the temple was
the distillation in his person of all that Phinehas despised. As he
stared fixedly at this place, his jaw tightened. His fists also
clenched open and shut repeatedly.

Judas smiled.

Ahab’s house was splendid in
appearance and appointment, commanding the attention of all who
entered that confined place. A large two-story house, it stood on
an elevated foundation and was finished both inside and out with
the finest cut and polished stone, gleaming with a light pinkish
hue in the bright sunlight. Its entrance was set off in grandiose
fashion by a stone portico supported by four beautifully carved
stone pillars with capitals in the shape of lilies covered with
gold and inlaid with polished red gems. The doors, lintels and
doorposts were made of the finest polished dark wood, on which,
amazingly enough, were carved the Ten Commandments and the Shema.
Its many rooms were all furnished with the finest wooden sofas and
chairs. Finely wrought cabinets of dark wood, each filled with
treasures of gold and silver, stood throughout. And the walls were
lavishly decorated with tapestries woven by the best artists and
inlaid with precious gems of every kind, though deep red rubies
predominated.


Though outwardly magnificent, Phinehas saw Ahab’s
house for what it was: an elegantly furnished monument to vanity,
pride, evil and destruction. He likened its pillars to tombstones
raised in memory of those who, like his father, had challenged this
evil man’s authority and were murdered. The ornamental carvings
were to him like epitaphs for a noble people, brutally slain, the
mortar for its construction ground from their bones, and the red
gems placed throughout congealed from their blood. The many talents
of wealth contained within were gained by taking bribes; by
extortion; by crushing the people with taxes. He then sold his
victims into slavery to pay the debts they had incurred to pay
those taxes. (A talent equaled about 30 kg. See
Appendix 1, for a description of ancient measures of weights and
distances.) The Holy Commandments, carved so elegantly upon
the doors, were, therefore, the vilest form of blasphemy. For Ahab
had acquired all of it through a calculated, steadfast violation of
every one of them.

As Phinehas stared up at that defiled
place, his hands clenching and unclenching, it glared down at him,
taunting him, asking what right he had to set himself up as its
owner’s judge. In defiant reply, he set his jaw hard and grimaced
back at it. As the pure bright sunlight reflected off it and into
his eyes, it was as if the light itself became diseased, evil and
malevolent. The very sight of this unwholesome edifice kindled to a
white-hot flame the hatred that had, up till now, only smoldered in
Phinehas’ breast. He struggled mightily to quench this awful heat,
but it was too much for him. Seeking relief from the pain of it, he
tipped Judas’ cup of malice and drank deeply. Its contents were
fuel to this fire, however, and in that moment, he gave in
completely to Hate’s hold on him. It only remained for this demon
to find other human objects to consume, which it most surely would,
before raining destruction down on him.

Judas watched Phinehas closely. His
smile broadened when he saw Phinehas’ expression change. Sensing
that his plan was succeeding, Judas seized the moment, saying,
“Well, Brother, I am truly sorry we could not share the cup
together. I’ll part with you here.” As Phinehas turned to go his
separate way, Judas added offhandedly, “Look at that place, built
with the finest stone, set with the mortar of pain and suffering,
mixed with the blood of our people.” Judas faced the house. He knew
Phinehas had as well. He pointed his chin at it and asked in a
voice filled with mock outrage, “How many poor sons of Isaac did
our governor and chief scribe have to rob of their birthright to
afford such splendid luxury? How much of their blood was spilled to
consecrate the ground on which this palace of vile indulgence
stands? How many babies were sold as slaves to provide the money to
furnish this palace?” With a carefully calculated offhandedness, he
said, “Well, Brother, I wish you and your wife a very good
celebration.” He turned and walked slowly away.

As Phinehas stared at that awful
place, his chest heaved, as if his passion were sucking all the air
out of him. For a moment or two he could say nothing in reply.
Then, recovering his breath, he spoke ominously and quietly,
motioning toward the house with an outstretched arm. “Even you,
Judas, who have spent so much time out of our country, know of our
suffering at the hands of such men as this scoundrel, this
so-called keeper of God’s law.” He spat on the ground before
him.

Taking another deep breath, he shouted
at the house words proclaimed by his father from the temple steps
many years ago:

“Listen, you leaders of
Jacob, you rulers of the house of Israel. Should you not know
justice, you who hate good and love evil; who tear the skin from my
people and the flesh from their bones; who eat my people’s flesh,
strip off their skin and break their bones in pieces; who chop them
up like meat for the pan, like flesh for the pot?”

He spat again, but this time directly
at the house and again at the ground on which it stood. He wailed,
“The families ruined, the lives wasted, the babies murdered and the
sons, daughters, brothers and sisters rotting in dungeons of
slavery! And the crops left to rot and the fields left fallow.
Starvation, fed by your lust and greed, prowls among us: it rips at
our backs and breaks our necks. It tears out our hearts when we
become too weak to resist.” Phinehas’ fists were set resolutely
against his sides and his arms were fully extended. His chin was up
and his face was flushed, as if his hatred were venting its
terrible heat through the very pores of his skin.

Hatred! It was detestable to God that
Phinehas harbored this destructive idol in his heart. Eli’s son,
knowing full well that he was defying God’s Law, took the poisoned
cup the Evil One had poured for him, and drained it to its dregs.
Because Phinehas showed that he despised Almighty God by committing
this willful act of disobedience, the Lord knew, His heart
breaking, that there would be another cup from which His
disobedient son would also have to drink—the cup of Affliction and
Disaster—down to its very last dregs!

Judas came up alongside Phinehas, who
stood as still as a statue, and placed a hand on his shoulder,
which stiffened at the touch. “Surely all of us know of the
injustice that has been done. I did not know it had touched you as
well.” He added ironically, “We have all been touched by some
injustice that has affected our lives.” In a most sympathetic tone
he said, “I am so very sorry.”

By now, the instinctive discomfort
Phinehas felt toward him had been melted away by his searing
emotions. He said to Judas, who was still shaking his head slowly
at the house, “I would be very much obliged to take wine with you
for an hour or so.”

Judas could hardly restrain himself
from shouting in triumph, but restrain himself he did as he led
Phinehas quietly away to his fate.

They soon arrived at his dwelling,
which was in a large building in a row of buildings, situated in a
questionable district north of the city. Judas pulled back a
curtain that served as the front door and motioned for his guest to
enter. As Phinehas entered and bent down to remove his sandals, a
young woman, clad in beautiful linen and silk garments, hurried to
provide him slippers, which she put on his feet. The room in which
they stood was dimly lit by several wall-mounted oil lanterns
burning with a low dull flame, and the air was filled with the
overwhelmingly pungent odor of sweet-smelling incense burning in
several braziers set throughout.

As Phinehas looked around, he was
dumbfounded at the opulence he saw before him. Judas was obviously
wealthy, for the room was furnished with all manner of valuable
things that beckoned to him. Draped on the walls, winking
seductively, were exquisite tapestries made by the best of
Babylon’s artisans. They depicted suggestive scenes of men and
women together, but they were subtle rather than lurid. Reclining
here and there were plush, lavishly embroidered cushions, inviting
Phinehas to come partake of their comfort. Around the thickly
carpeted room were several tables, expertly wrought of the finest
dark woods. Set low to the ground, they were like kneeling
servants, waiting to fulfill his smallest wish. All around the room
were delicate, beautifully glazed and garishly decorated porcelain
vases, suggestive of certain types of women waiting to be called
out to reveal what they, too, had so artfully hidden.

Phinehas, dazzled by the glare of
Judas’ wealth, was shaken out of his reverie when one of Judas’
slaves came promptly to greet them. She was a very beautiful Nubian
woman, clothed demurely in a robe made of the finest embroidered
cloth, with slits opening here and there, hinting at what lay
underneath. Phinehas noticed that, as his host spoke to her, her
head remained bowed and she shivered. He noticed especially how she
shuddered when, after ordering her to bring some wine, he touched
her on the shoulder in dismissal. Phinehas could not help noticing
how she recoiled from Judas’ touch.

Phinehas dismissed the thought when a
flagon of wine promptly arrived, along with two golden goblets that
another girl set on a table to the left of the entrance. Judas took
the goblets and poured wine for Phinehas and himself. He raised his
goblet in salute and drank. Phinehas followed suit. The wine was
superb. He had never tasted its like, even at Zebulun’s table. In
response to Phinehas’ obvious enjoyment of the wine, Judas
explained that the king himself had presented it to him, from his
own private reserve, as a reward for meritorious service. This was
indeed true: the blood of his father, mother, brothers and sisters
filled these cups.

They each pulled up a cushion, sat
down on the floor next to the table and chatted amiably. Judas was
sympathetic company. He began the conversation by saying, “Well, so
you were married to Esther this day, and she gave you a beautiful
daughter. Now, my brother, tell me more about your wife and
daughter.”

“My wife and daughter?” Phinehas
replied dumbly. He felt a stab in his heart; something was not
right. In the back of his mind he thought, Why ask about
them?

Judas responded as if he were reading
his thoughts, “Well, if you were thirty years waiting for a
daughter, it’s reasonable to ask, no? Lovely, beautiful, faithful
to God. Seems exceptional to me, eh?”

Though Judas’ tone of voice would have
struck a more discerning man as that of a butcher inquiring after a
prize lamb to be bought and slaughtered, Phinehas heard none of its
nuance. Being a proud papa, he saw Rachel as Judas had described
her, so any evil intent was lost on him. Since Phinehas was always
willing to talk about his daughter, he put away any uneasy feelings
he might otherwise have gotten from his surroundings. He spoke at
length about how beautiful, graceful, loving and true Rachel was,
and what a blessing she was to him. He added that his wife was also
beautiful, loving and true.

Judas was glad to let Phinehas ramble
on as he continually refilled Phinehas’ cup. Judas noticed how
mechanically Phinehas used the name of God, as if it were but a
habit. Well, I will certainly break you of that habit, he
vowed.

After a time, Phinehas became
lightheaded, and Judas took this opportunity to continue to stoke
Phinehas’ hatred. He said, “Now it is amazing how gracious God can
be to us, eh? You’ve found a beautiful wife.” He leaned forward and
said softly, “And, you know, it is written that ‘He who finds a
wife finds what is good and receives favor from the Lord.’” After
Phinehas murmured agreement, Judas went on. “And after only 30
years of marriage, your God has bestowed upon you the joy of
fatherhood. Although while …” He stopped abruptly because he was
going to add “only a daughter and not a son.” But he quickly
recovered. “… er … ah … as a kind reward for the persecution we
suffer at the hands of God’s enemies, no?” Judas saw Phinehas
stiffen slightly as his jab, referring to Eli’s persecutors, struck
his mark. Judas said, “Now I’m wondering if you might have had some
harsh words for the rulers of our people.”

Phinehas’ eyes narrowed and his jaw
clenched. Hatred now shared a space in his heart with suspicion of
Judas’ motives. Did Judas know Ahab? Was he trying to trap him?
Speaking against their rulers was against the Law. Phinehas shifted
uncomfortably on his cushion.

Sensing this change in Phinehas, Judas
quickly changed the subject. He asked in a sympathetic voice, “Tell
me more about your family. Especially about your
father.”

His sympathetic tone doused Phinehas’
suspicions immediately. Numbed by the alcohol in his blood and by
his hatred, and thinking that he was speaking to a sympathetic
listener, he was more than eager to pour out the history of his
family. As he did so, Judas bowed his head and murmured
understanding, just as anyone who sympathized would, though such
action also served to hide the sliver of a smile that creased his
lips from time to time.

 Phinehas began, “My father
was a man of God and a prophet. Being faithful to His Word, he
preached justice and righteousness for those who were oppressed by
God’s so-called servants, those scurrilous priests and Levites who
feed on the carcasses of our poverty like the jackals of the desert
feed on carrion. For the ancient Jews, the term “desert” denoted
any place where few people lived. (The modern term “wilderness”
applies more often than not. As to a description of the duties of
the priests and Levites, see Appendix 1.) Many were shamed into
changing their ways. But those who weren’t were rightly cut off for
their blasphemous behavior.”

Without realizing it, Phinehas had
just launched his own jab at Judas. Had he not been lost in his
reverie, he would have seen those eyes start up and carelessly
stare directly at him for the first time that day. Sadly, Phinehas
did not.

“My father made many enemies,
naturally. They plotted to take his life, and they succeeded one
Shabbat evening after the service. He was attacked by evil men,
stabbed in the heart and left to bleed to death.” When Phinehas
stopped to take a drink, Judas put a hand to his money purse and
counted in his mind the coins he himself had placed in the hands
that had plunged a dagger into Eli. Wiping his mouth with his hand,
Phinehas continued, “Of course, the priests and Levites, like the
whitewashed tombs of hypocrisy they are, all came out and mourned
loudly so all the people could hear. When it became convenient to
do so, they set out against the rest of my family with a vengeance.
They stole our lands and fields, and my brothers and sisters were
taken away and sold into the vilest forms of slavery, where they
eventually died.”

Judas smiled. He was fully aware of
these debts because he had contrived to hold most of them through
his business associates here in the city. They included Ahab, who
was the chief scribe of the temple but not yet governor of Judah.
Judas especially enjoyed this story because while he was in Susa,
he had taken every opportunity to use Eli’s debts as a weapon
against his family. Phinehas’ beautiful sisters were especially
profitable. He chuckled softly.

Hate’s fire burning brightly in him
now, Phinehas was not aware of any sound coming from Judas. He
continued, “After he died I went into the streets, begging and
crawling for any type of labor that would sustain Esther and me—we
had just married, you see. Finally, when I was shamed beyond all
endurance, I sold myself into slavery to Zebulun the perfumer to
ensure our survival.” He looked up suddenly, but Judas’s head was
still bowed sympathetically, so he could not see his
smile.

When Phinehas had finished wiping the
tears from his eyes, Judas said, “I am sorry you have suffered so.
I’ve heard much of your father and have admired him all my life.
It’s too bad he died, because I would have liked to meet him.” He
was thinking, And to have put that dagger through his scurrilous
heart, personally. He poured more fuel on the fire, asking, “But,
my brother, selling daughters into slavery. Using a person’s debt
to confiscate his property. This, I cannot believe. Surely the Law
forbids such scandalous behavior. You must have had redress before
the court of elders or the rulers of our people.”

“Ha!” Phinehas spat. “You are right.
The Law does forbid using a man’s poverty against him for profit!
But what matter is that when those who are entrusted with upholding
the Law profane it to the skies? They pile blasphemy upon blasphemy
before the face of God until their sins loom before Him like a
mountain.”

Judas affected outrage as he said,
“But this surely cannot be. Our God is a God of justice. Is it not
written, ‘I am the Lord, who exercises kindness, justice and
righteousness on earth, for in these I delight’? Surely He would
not let this pass without suitable recompense.”

Satan, through his devoted servant,
had cleverly used God’s word as a finely honed blade to cut into
the most hidden place in Phinehas’ heart, allowing the corruption
festering there to spill into the open. It was for this reason that
Eli’s son mouthed under his breath and in his heart, “Where was
this God of loving kindness when we were being raped, robbed and
murdered by our own brothers?”

Recoiling from the evil he had spoken,
he glanced up suddenly.

Judas was staring at him!

Phinehas was able to look directly
into his eyes for the first time as they carelessly held him in
their grasp, but for just a moment, before Judas jerked them
downward and away from him. When Phinehas realized Judas’ eyes had
caught him mouthing these awful words, he shuddered. If his
blaspheming the Name were to become public knowledge, his enemies
would stone him.

Hoping to escape from the pit he had
dug, Phinehas said more loudly, but without conviction, “You are
certainly right. Eventually the Lord will mete out the justice due
us.” Though Judas’ eyes had held Phinehas in their grasp for but
the briefest of moments, Phinehas got the uneasy feeling that
something foul had been cast on him. Shaken by that glance, and
still shuddering with fear because of his blasphemous utterance, he
said, “I’m sorry, my brother, but I have stayed too long and must
go. I beg your forgiveness.”

He felt himself rising to his feet,
moved by the urgent desire to get out of there and into the open
air. He’d said and thought too much for one day. He needed to go to
Esther and put himself into her consoling arms. Without another
word, he turned to go, staggering a little. He hastened to put on
his sandals. He could not get out of there fast enough.

Judas stared at him all the while with
a horrible expression, mirroring the black joy he felt in his
heart. As his guest headed out the door, Judas said, with a sweet
tone ringing in his voice, “I fully understand, my brother. Go to
your family. They need you. We shall meet again, I’m
sure.”

Phinehas raised his hand in
acknowledgement without looking back.


Chapter 3

 Phinehas quickly made his way out of
that evil place and into a narrow alleyway. He was ashamed when he
realized that he had been in a place reserved for those who traded
in all forms of human misery and degradation. He looked around
quickly, but there was no one in the street. He was
relieved. What if one of my friends saw me
here? he thought, as he bowed his head and
put a hand to his face, staggering back into the city and toward
his home. He was careful to keep his head down and his face hidden
as well as he could, while at the same time stealing an occasional
look upward from beneath his brow to see if anyone was coming. Once
into the city, he quickly darted behind a pile of rubble or hid in
the husk of a ruined building when he saw someone. The thought of
meeting anyone he knew was awful for him. Despite his best efforts
to remain invisible, he occasionally bumped into a pedestrian and
made the expected apologies. As they separated, he looked back at
the stranger, the frightened query, Did he
recognize me? radiating from his
eyes. What if Esther found out?
he wondered. He, the son of one of God’s chosen
messengers, could not bear the shame of having to explain his
presence in that awful place.

Along the way he kept asking himself,
Why was I there? Why did I agree to enter that disgusting place?
The answer immediately came to him: the hatred he had long harbored
was gaining strength in him and beginning to control his actions.
His mind recoiled again when he remembered accusing the God for
whom his father had died of being uncaring toward His people. How
embarrassed Phinehas was!

Since Eli’s death, Phinehas liked to
think that his father watched over him from heaven. If the prophet
did, he must have seen and heard everything his son had said,
whether aloud or to himself. Certainly Phinehas’ Heavenly Father
had seen and heard everything. Phinehas’ eyes shot upward with a
start, as if he expected to see two angry faces scowling at him
from heaven. Seeing no such thing, he looked inward and examined
his own heart. There he found only guilt and emptiness, misery and
pain. This frightened him, and he quickened his step
homeward.

He imagined how Esther would look at
him when he told her what he had done. This sobered him up rapidly,
and his gait firmed up. He did not think he could bring himself to
tell her, but maybe he could tell his God. His step firmed up a bit
more. He recalled how his father used to fall on his face before
God every day. Well, Phinehas thought, he certainly remembered how
to pray, though he had not prayed for quite a while. But would God
hear him? It was better to pray than not to pray, he reasoned. So
he decided to confess his sin before the Lord. But to Esther, he
resolved to say nothing.

When Phinehas arrived home—a
rectangular single-storied flat-roofed building made of hewn stone
with polished stone floors—it was mid afternoon, and a stiff, hot
wind blew through the streets. He pulled off his sandals and
entered timidly through the large cedar front door, which had been
left open to admit a cooling breeze. He blushed as he walked
beneath the following words, carved on the lintel overhead: “Love
the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and
with all your strength.” Entering the front room, he saw that a
large rectangular table had been placed at its center, set with
eight plates, bowls and goblets, and surrounded by eight chairs.
Phinehas thought, I forgot that Zebulun and his sons will be coming
here to celebrate with us. His eyes wandered around the room, but
he saw no one immediately and was relieved. Esther and Rachel must
be at Zebulun’s, he thought. Still, he decided to check, so he went
into the kitchen. It smelled of freshly baked bread and roasting
meat. There was also a pot bubbling happily on one of his wife’s
stoves and some uncut vegetables on her little counter. He went out
the back door and into the tiny courtyard and looked around. No one
was there.

Phinehas came back in, sat heavily on
a chair, and wept. He had felt so happy just a few hours ago, but
now he could not fully plumb the depths of his misery. What have I
done, going to that vile place? he asked himself again. He dreaded
the sound of footsteps. He did not know if he could face his wife
or daughter or any of the others right now, and he was thankful
that they could not see him like this.

After he had dried his tears, he went
to his bedroom, fell on his face before the Sovereign Lord of the
universe, and cried out:

“O Lord and Almighty God,
my soul is laid waste within me, my heart is rent to tatters, and
the chasm in my chest yawns before me as if to swallow me up. I
have looked into the depths to find terrible things festering
there. A fire-like hatred burns in this gaping pit and I shudder.
What dreadful thing has befallen me? What dreadful thing inhabits
my breast and eats away at me night and day?

“I stumble around like a
man lost in a black darkness: seeking and not finding, knocking but
to no avail. The doors behind which the light of Truth and Justice
shine seem closed to me.

“I have always thought of
you as a just and righteous God, yet I don’t see the light of your
Justice shining on our people because we are ravaged by those whom
you have put over us. Where is the consequence of the Law for the
wicked? Where is the working of your Justice? When will you, in
your most holy righteousness, save us from these predators, who
suck out our blood and spit it into the dust?

“O Lord, I know that
somehow I have lost my way, that I have strayed like a lost sheep,
and that I don’t feel the shelter of your fortress of love. And
where is that sweet wine of joy? The wine I drink tastes like the
bitter dregs of gall. My soul thirsts for you like a parched land.
I am like a lamb, cast down and in despair, and a fearsome beast
circles around, seeking to devour me before your very
eyes.

“Where are you, my Lord
and my God? When will I be delivered from this thing that consumes
me? Rain down the goodness of your love on your servant and soften
the hard, dead and wasted ground of my soul. Seek out your servant,
O Lord, and rescue me from a fire that waits to consume
me.”

Phinehas finished this prayer with
tears in his eyes. He got up, sat on the side of his bed and stared
at the floor. Hearing footsteps and voices, he rose quickly. He
felt his hatred stirring again in him, but he put it away as well
as he could.

He recognized the voices of Zebulun,
his four sons, Esther and Rachel. They were the voices of joy.
First he heard Zebulun say, “No, Esther, no need to do that; we’re
like family, I hope.” He was asking her not to trouble herself by
washing his feet or his sons’. When Rachel asked, “Where’s Daddy?”
Phinehas’ heart melted with shame. But he fortified himself as best
he could by splashing some water on his face. He hurriedly put on a
fancy bright blue linen robe and some lovely blue Persian slippers,
embroidered with many-colored threads and beads. He smoothed and
oiled his hair and beard and went out to greet his family and his
guests.

As he emerged, the first one he saw
was Rachel. She was almost fourteen years old and tall for a girl,
at about five feet, five inches. She was still thin and angular,
though the first signs of a womanly figure were beginning to show.
Smiling brightly at him, she ran to him and put her arms around his
neck. What a joyous thing it was for him and how his heart rejoiced
at her touch, at the smell of her just-washed hair, and the scent
of the lotion she wore. She murmured in his ear, “Daddy,” and he
answered, “My treasure.” His eyes closed, he did not see the
smiling faces of those who beheld them.

When he opened his eyes, he smiled
back at his guests, to whom Esther had given cloth slippers,
similar to his.

Phinehas held out his arms to
Esther.

His wife was a tiny-framed, lovely
woman in her late fifties, though her dark mahogany-colored hair,
which flowed in beautiful waves to the small of her back, had no
gray in it. She had large bright hazel eyes, a rosy complexion, a
finely sculpted heart-shaped face, and a beautiful smile. (Today
that smile of hers was uncommonly bright as it radiated the intense
joy she felt at seeing her husband.) She was dressed in a beautiful
linen robe, embroidered with threads of many different
colors.

Her robe swished loudly as she ran
into her husband’s open arms and embraced him. She kissed him
passionately, much to their guests’ delight.

“Happy anniversary, my dear,” he said.
She murmured love in his ear. They stood embracing for some time
until the sound of throats clearing caused them to part, but only
rather slowly.

“Congratulations,” Zebulun said as he
extended an enormous hand and took Phinehas’ hand in a warm, manly
handshake. He did not grip too tightly, aware of his own great
strength and not wanting to cause any pain if he could avoid
it.

In his late fifties, Zebulun was a few
years younger than Phinehas. Unlike his small-framed host, he was
burly and well muscled. About five feet eight inches tall, he stood
a bit taller than Phinehas. He had thick, wavy hair that reached to
his shoulders, and it was almost completely gray, though hints of
its original deep brown color still shone when the light struck it
just right. Zebulun had a high forehead and bushy eyebrows, which
were somewhat darker than their superior counterpart. His beard,
darker still, was tinged with wide streaks of gray; and long and
full, it reached to his chest. He had emerald green eyes that
sparkled with the joy he felt for Phinehas and Esther. They also
reflected the deep sincerity of his warm smile, and they radiated
his innate kindness that endeared him to those who loved him.
Richly dressed for the occasion, Zebulun wore a white tunic, over
which he wore a cloak of deep blue, both garments made of the
finest linen. He also wore an expensive gold necklace and several
gold rings.

“Thank you, Lord Zebulun,” Phinehas
said, formally bowing to him.

This caused his wife to look at her
husband strangely, wondering why he had addressed Zebulun so
formally in their home. Despite the fact that they were technically
his slaves, her husband and Zebulun had been close as brothers for
many years, and this formal address seemed excessive and out of
place. She looked quizzically at the perfumer, who, having nothing
to say in response, shrugged at her.

One by one, Zebulun’s sons shook
Phinehas’ hand. They were all dressed in bright white linen tunics
and brightly colored linen cloaks, and were adorned with rings and
necklaces of gold and sliver, inlaid with many bright gems. The
first was Daniel, who stood about six feet four inches in height
and towered over Phinehas. He was in his twenty-fourth year and was
a handsome, thickly bearded young man with bright hazel green eyes
and curly jet-black hair that reached to his well-muscled
shoulders. Then came David and Elias, twenty-three and twenty-one
respectively, and equally as handsome as Daniel but not nearly as
tall.

Finally there was Asa. Though he had
turned sixteen a few weeks earlier, he was still a fuzzy-faced,
pink-cheeked, curly-headed boy, who was well on his way to becoming
as tall as his oldest brother. There was no handshake here,
however. Phinehas opened his arms wide and that young man fell into
them. They had loved each other like father and son since Asa was a
small boy.

As Rachel watched the love of her life
hugging her father, a bit of a smile turned the corners of her
mouth upward, a little extra color glowed from her rosy cheeks, and
a finger came to her lips. Esther put her arm around Rachel, and
they exchanged the looks women do when their hearts beat with love
for the men in their lives. Esther was thinking how wonderful it
would be if her daughter married Asa.

After Asa and Phinehas parted, they
looked around the room bashfully. Asa blushed when he caught
Rachel’s eyes shining her love at him. His brothers teased him a
little, causing him to blush more deeply. He was used to their
teasing, so he did not give them the satisfaction of a
response.

Esther said cheerfully, “Well now, I
think dinner is ready.”

“Hold it, young lady,” Zebulun
admonished, “we have something for the two of you first.” Esther’s
eyes widened with surprised as he pulled out a small package he had
hidden in his robe and handed it to her.

Esther opened it to find a lovely
silver necklace, studded with amethyst and lapis lazuli
stones.

Astonished, Esther looked at Phinehas,
who smiled, though his heart seethed with mortification that he had
not thought to give her such an expensive gift; and an ugly thought
concerning Zebulun and his wife stirred in his heart. But Esther
was staring at him, not at Zebulun, so he put that thought
away.

Esther thanked Zebulun by embracing
him and giving him a chaste kiss on the cheek. Then she gave
Phinehas the necklace and turned around so that he could clasp it
around her neck.

Phinehas said graciously, “Your
generosity is incredible, Lord Zebulun. Thank you very
much.”

“As usual, Zeb,” Esther said, smiling
at him. Then she embraced her husband.

Asa said, “Grandfather, we didn’t
forget you.” Though Asa and Phinehas were not related, the boy had
always thought of him as his best friend, as well as his
grandfather. (See the note in Appendix 1, about the forms of
address used in this culture.)

Daniel brought forth a package wrapped
in expensive linen cloth and gave it to Asa, who handed it to
Phinehas, who was surprised and pleased, despite his earlier
feelings. He took the package and opened it to find a beautiful
robe made with strips of the finest linen cloth, dyed brilliant
rose, blue and purple. They were sewn among strips of white and
cream in such a way that the colors appeared to swirl up from the
floor to Phinehas’ shoulders.

“Go put it on, Daddy,” Rachel said,
clapping her hands gaily.

He nodded and left the room. After a
moment or two, he came back with the robe on. It was bound around
the waist with a light blue, almost gray sash, which melted into
the whole beautifully. He was quite a sight indeed! Worth a king’s
ransom, the robe would have been the envy of anyone at the great
king’s court.

“Thank you very much,” he said
breathlessly. “I don’t know what to say.” He was flushed with
pleasure, though shame stirred in him at that certain thought he
had just harbored about his master.

“You don’t have to say anything,”
Zebulun said. “You have been an invaluable help to all of us. I
don’t know that we could do business without you there to keep us
honest.”

Zebulun’s praise was well merited, for
Phinehas spoke and wrote fluently all the major languages of the
empire. He also knew the discipline of keeping accounts; therefore,
he kept the books for his master’s business. He oversaw the
payments of Zebulun’s obligations as well as collections of amounts
due. He was also invaluable (usually) in drafting documents and
letters to the perfumer’s wealthy customers who lived in all the
provinces of the empire.

Pleased with the compliment, Phinehas
said, “Thank you, Lord Zebulun. That’s so nice of you to say.” With
this, an air of good feeling and camaraderie filled the
room.

Then, blushing slightly, Phinehas said
to his wife, “Well, I have something for you, my treasure. Just a
minute.” He went into their bedroom and brought out a ball of fine
cloth. He handed it very carefully to his puzzled wife. “Be careful
when you open it, my love,” he admonished, but with that special
softness he reserved only for her.

Everyone stared with eager eyes at
Esther’s gift. But Rachel was jealous of Asa because his expression
told her that he knew what was in the package.

Esther looked around at them all, and
they smiled encouragingly at her. After another moment of
hesitation, she carefully unwrapped the gift. It was a stunning
miniature carving of a female lion leaping into the air toward an
eagle that had just taken wing. Carved out of ivory, it contrived
to give the illusion that each of these figures was suspended in
space, though the lion’s hind feet were still touching the base and
the eagle was bound to the base by a thin arc of ivory. Everyone
marveled at its beauty.

Esther held it with special care as
she sat down in the closest chair. She said weakly, “It’s so
lovely, my love. I don’t know what to say.”

Wide-eyed, Zebulun exclaimed, “Master
Phinehas, that has to be the loveliest thing I have ever seen, be
it here or in Susa.” His sons all murmured agreement.

“Thank you, Lord Zebulun.”

As his wife reached up to him, he took
her hand and bent down to her. “Do you like it, my treasure?” She
nodded dumbly, took her hand back and covered her eyes, holding the
figurine in her lap with the other. She pulled Phinehas down to her
and kissed him again, but with such passion they all looked
away.

When Esther had finished thanking her
husband (which took a good deal of time), Phinehas looked around at
them all, red in the face and smiling. “I love carving in ivory,”
he said. They all stared at him, their mouths slightly open,
shaking their heads slowly with admiration.

Unable to contain herself any longer,
Rachel squealed, “Daddy, where did you get this? When did you carve
it?” From her earliest childhood, Rachel delighted in the toy
animals her father carved for her. Many of her playmates had also
been recipients of his art, as was Asa. Phinehas had been
considered an accomplished artisan in his youth, but while he was
still in his teens he had put aside his art to devote his life to
the service of his Lord.

He bowed his head humbly to deflect
any admiration from himself. He said, “Ezekiel, the jeweler,
Honeybee. When I mentioned that our anniversary was coming up, and
knowing that I fiddle with such things, he gave me this chunk of
ivory. It only took a few months to finish. I did it, well, in a
secret place, so that no one might get wind of it and spill the
beans.” He smiled at his daughter from beneath level brows as he
mentioned the beans.

“Daddy, I’m really annoyed that you
never told me,” she said, though her tone of voice and expression
indicated that she was not really all that annoyed with
him.

She pointed a finger at Asa. Poking
him in the chest, she said, “And with you too, SIR! You knew about
this, didn’t you? And you didn’t tell me either.”

Fending off her finger with his hand,
he said, “Princess, I was bound to secrecy. I told no one. Not my
brothers or even my dad.”

He glanced at his father, who regarded
him with admiration because he had kept faithful counsel with his
best friend. Zebulun realized that this must have been very hard
for him. For Asa was naturally ebullient and not one, he would have
thought, to be so closed-mouthed about something like
this.

Phinehas took his daughter’s hand and
said, “Darling, I wanted this to be a surprise for you, as well as
for your mother. I didn’t know if I still had it in me. But I’m
pleased with the way it turned out.” Everyone nodded vigorously at
what must have been the understatement of the day. Phinehas tousled
Asa’s hair playfully, saying, “Actually, it was my brilliant
grandson, here, who gave me the idea.” He had always cherished
Zebulun’s sons as his own dearly loved grandsons.

Asa adjusted his hair back into its
normal chaotic, wildly curly state and remonstrated,
“Grandfather!”

“How so?” asked Zebulun.

“He told me a terrific story about a
lion and an eagle, and it seemed good to me to put them into
flight, which I did.” Turning to Asa, he asked, knowing the answer,
but wanting to force the confession from this young man, whom he
deeply loved, “Did you hear that story in the marketplace, my
son?”

Asa shook his head. “Actually,
Grandfather, I made it up.” They were all impressed as Phinehas
beamed at his grandson. Asa treasured that look.

Rachel sidled up to the young man,
snuggled close to him, took his arm in her own, looked slantwise up
at him and asked, “Will you tell me your story, Asa?” Asa colored
slightly and looked around at them shyly as she hugged his arm
close to her.

Still carefully holding the figurine,
Esther rose from her seat and took the young man’s hand. “Well, I
hope he’ll tell us all!”

Asa was pleased with himself, but he
was uneasy because storytelling was an important part of their
culture. To be asked to tell a story was an honor. Certain doubts
began to form in his mind, and his lack of confidence made his
mouth go dry. But when Rachel put her hand lightly on his shoulder
and smiled encouragingly up at him, he murmured that he would be
happy to.

Daniel asked, “Why not tell it now?”
They all agreed loudly.

Esther placed her treasure on a small,
elegantly carved table where it could be seen by all who entered
her home. Looking around at them all, she said, “We would all very
much like to hear your story, Asa. But let’s eat first, and you can
tell it after.”

Relieved for the moment, Asa agreed
heartily with this suggestion, along with everyone else, because
they all had growling stomachs. He ducked under Phinehas’ arm as
the old man put it around his shoulder, and they went off to the
table to eat.

Normally the master, when in a slave’s
household, sat in the place of honor at the head of the table. But
Zebulun would have none of that. He motioned for Esther, as
hostess, to sit at one end of the table and Phinehas at the other.
As the rest of them arranged themselves around the table, Rachel
made it a special point to sit next to Asa. Then several of
Zebulun’s servants, including Ruth, a plain-faced woman in her
forties, entered the room and began to serve them all.

There was bread, freshly baked and
savory, and all their mouths watered as it was passed around the
table. Ruth glanced at Zebulun and smiled a dimpled smile at them
all as she set out a large clay jar of wild honey. Everyone “oohed”
and “aahhhed” because honey was a delicacy in Judah. Esther said,
“Lord Zebulun, you didn’t have to do this.”

He responded, “I know, but I think
someone at this table would have been disappointed if I had not.”
He glanced at Phinehas, who eagerly assented—honey was, to him, the
most desirable of foods. Everyone chuckled as he took a large piece
of bread and placed a huge dollop on it.

Now, courtesy of the house of Zebulun
bar David, there was a savory roasted lamb leg. They also had some
young hens Esther had purchased at the market; she had stuffed them
with heavily spiced cooked rice and roasted them to a turn. She had
also made a well-seasoned lentil and onion stew, and a salad of
sliced cucumbers and leeks, seasoned with garlic and some salted
vinegar. There were pitchers containing a spicy fruit punch, water
and a nice wine that Phinehas had procured from the market that
same day. There were also freshly baked pastries coated with honey
and savory spices. They would top off the meal with a bowl of fresh
apricots, melons, figs and dates. Not surprisingly, they ate
heartily and with much good humor, and Zebulun and Phinehas traded
funny stories about some of their more eccentric
customers.


Chapter 4

 The sun had just set when the
dinner ended and more servants showed up to clear the table.
Everyone—except Rachel, who was helping the servants—went over to a
ring of cushions surrounding a small firepot that had been set in a
corner of the room near the front door. It was filled with charcoal
made from an aromatic wood, over which smoldered some of Zebulun’s
best incense, and the curling smoke sent a wonderful fragrance
throughout the room. They all chatted amiably, waiting for Rachel
to come back and join them. When she did, the fruit and the
pastries were passed around, as were goblets of wine and water.
Everyone took something except Asa, who was concentrating on the
story taking form in his mind.

Asa’s reverie was shattered when
Rachel snuggled close to him. “Well, Asa?” she asked. The warmth of
her thigh nestling against his distracted him, and he was unable to
respond immediately.

Night had now settled over the city.
Esther rose and doused the wall-mounted lanterns so that the only
light came from the dim flickering of a tiny pointed flame erupting
from time to time from the glowing coals in the pot. Seeing their
expectant expressions, Asa said to Esther, who was just returning
to her place, “Grandmother, could you bring the figurine and set it
among us?” She frowned, indicating surprise, but got the desired
article and set it in front of the group.

Asa stared at it, as did all the
others.

The flickering shadows cast their
minds into a dreamlike state where their imaginations could roam
freely over the possibilities the piece presented. And they did.
Some envisioned a thick forest, others a small oasis in the desert.
Some saw a clear day, others, a day dark and overcast. Some
imagined that they heard the noises of various forest creatures;
others, only the roar of the lion and the screech of the eagle,
along with the wild flapping of her wings. But they all thought the
lion was leaping after the eagle in anger: maybe they had been
fighting over a recent kill, or the lion was protecting a newly
born kitten. As these fanciful images swirled around them, carried
on the wispy fragrance from the glowing coals, an ethereal silence
descended on the room, only to be interrupted from time to time by
the bounce and crackle of the flame.

As Asa began his story, he spoke in
low, even tones to avoid shattering his listeners’ hazy reverie. “I
suppose you could look into this world and see the lion leaping at
the eagle in anger, and the eagle frantically taking flight to
avoid death’s reach. But this is not so.” He shook his head and
looked around at his audience. Their eyes met his briefly, and they
hunched their shoulders and shook their heads slowly with surprise.
Then they resumed staring at the figurine with dreamy
eyes.

All except Rachel, that is. As the
fire crackled softly and the light danced furtively around, her
love and eager anticipation reflected brightly off her eyes, which
stared at Asa without blinking.

He continued:

“It was a time very long ago, when the Judges ruled the land
and Israel was sorely oppressed by the Philistines. There was much
hardship in the land. The evil Philistines plundered our people’s
flocks and herds, stole our women and children and made them
slaves, and killed our men. It was an awful time.”

There were exclamations of agreement
all around.

“But in those days there were many
brave and wonderful men and women whom God brought into the land,
who did great things to help our people. One such was Joshua, a
keeper of the flocks and herds used for making offerings to the
Lord our God. He was well regarded throughout the land because
under his faithful stewardship, not a single animal had ever been
lost, either to the forest’s natural predators or to the thieving
Philistine soldiers who roamed through the land. This was
incredible because everyone else had lost livestock to
them.

“Not only were his animals safe, they
were also the picture of health. Joshua made sure of this in order
that they come to the Altar of the Lord without defect. These
offerings were always pleasing to the Lord, and many gave Joshua
credit for keeping the people safe as a result. In fact, during the
time of his faithful stewardship, an unusual degree of peace
reigned in the land.

“Now the people often wondered how
Joshua succeeded when many others miserably failed. What they did
not know was that because he was a man of great faith and felt a
natural affinity for the forest, God had blessed him by giving him
power over its wild inhabitants. Two of which were his friends:
one, a young lion, named Colnuba, a name in an ancient tongue
meaning ‘Fierce’; and an eagle, named Alatyra, meaning ‘Lovely’.
Alatyra and Colnuba could be seen frequently in Joshua’s company,
the one soaring over the herd and the other prowling around it.
Because they loved Joshua, they helped him keep his flock
safe.

 “You see, the young eagle,
with her keen eyes, could see an animal as small as a mouse from
ten thousand cubits up in the sky, so Joshua depended on her to
warn him of predators, both the two-legged as well as the
four-legged kind. (A cubit was about 18 inches.) After she gave him
warning by calling to him from the sky and dipping her wings just
so, he would call to Colnuba, who leapt away to give any intruders
an unpleasant surprise.

“Wolves, hyenas, jackals and any other
unpleasant predators were shown no mercy. Colnuba would quickly
dispatch them, and they would provide tasty morsels for her and her
winged friend. They always shared the kill graciously with one
another, and many a time Joshua would hurry to the spot to see
Colnuba chewing on one end and Alatyra pecking at another. They
would stop eating for a moment, raise their heads in greeting, and
go on about devouring their meal.

“But men were another matter. Colnuba
was instructed not to kill them unless necessary to save herself or
to protect Alatyra from danger. Joshua could have placed himself
under similar protection, for that matter, but had never thought
to.”

Asa leaned close to Rachel and,
looking into her shining eyes, said: “Just between you and me,
Love, the young lion loved Joshua dearly and would have needed no
such instruction.”

She shook her head and giggled
delightedly in response. She understood why: the lion was a girl
and Joshua was, well, a boy, after all.

“Well then, in the case of poachers,
Joshua would come upon cowering men (who were usually Philistines,
but not always; it is sad to say that they were sometimes our own
people) and warn them, on pain of death, never to come back. It was
true that such warnings were all that were needed to keep his
poaching countrymen away; but it was equally true, it seemed, that
a pagan soldier could only be convinced by death. Not too
surprisingly, many Philistine soldiers and foreign poachers met an
unpleasant end as a result.

“So many attempts to raid the choice
flocks in Joshua’s care were foiled, it angered the commander of
the Philistine army, who vowed to kill Joshua. One day, he sent out
several armed men to do the deed, not knowing, or caring, how his
other men were slain.

“As they approached the flock, Alatyra
sounded the alarm and Colnuba climbed into a branch to wait for the
intruders. When the lion saw four armed men, she sensed murder in
their hearts, so she retreated to where her master was. When
Colnuba saw that her beloved Joshua was headed unsuspectingly
toward his would be assassins, she leapt at him and knocked him
unconscious.”

There were several gasps,
Rachel’s the loudest. He looked into her eyes and smiled. “Had she
not done so, my beloved honeybee, Joshua would have walked into an
ambush.” They all murmured understanding.

“Then, she dragged her
friend into the bush and waited silently for the men to come at
him. As they passed, she leapt out at the last man like lightning
and tore his throat out before the others knew what was
happening.”

A little shriek emanated
from the women because Asa had practically shouted the word “tore”
and waved his hands in a motion suggestive of that violent act.
Smiling and nodding at them, he continued:

“Then she retreated quietly into the
bush and waited.

“But all the others heard was the
clash of their companion’s armor as he clattered to the ground, and
when they turned and looked back, they saw only their man, horribly
slain. When they heard Alatyra shrieking from the sky, for she had
climbed to a great altitude and could not be seen, they were
convinced a demon had attacked him. They panicked and began running
wildly through the forest. Colnuba followed them and succeeded in
dispatching two more of them.

“It happened that Joshua had just
regained consciousness. As the dazed shepherd struggled slowly to
his feet, the last man saw him, leveled his bow at him and aimed an
arrow straight at his heart.”

Another shriek and a gasp came from
Rachel as she put her hands over her own heart. Asa smiled at
her.

“What I haven’t told you was that as
the man raised his bow, Alatyra was descending rapidly, but
silently, in his direction.”

Both women sat forward eagerly and the
men fidgeted noticeably.

“As he loosed his arrow,
the young eagle dove at him and glanced off his head, causing the
arrow to pass harmlessly by Joshua. She had taken out one of his
eyes and damaged the other severely, effectively blinding
him.

“Meanwhile, Colnuba leapt
at the man just as the eagle glanced away from him.”

They all sat back and breathed a sigh
of relief. But Asa shook his head, looked sadly at the figurine,
pointed at it dramatically, shed a tear, which coursed slowly down
his cheek, and continued softly:

“What we see here is
Alatyra glancing off the attacker and, in that split second, we see
Colnuba leaping at him, intent on one thing: protecting Joshua, who
stood dazed a few feet away. But what we do not see is the
attacker. For as he fell under the young lion, he raised his dagger
with blind panic, and it plunged into her chest as she fell on him,
mortally wounding her.”

When Asa grabbed at his chest and
doubled over, cries of grief came from the women and expressions of
outrage from the men.

“And we don’t see Joshua running over
to the blinded man and killing him instantly.

“No. Nor do we see Joshua, with
Alatyra perched on his shoulder, sadly kneeling by the side of
their fallen comrade and weeping quietly as she lay there gasping
her last breath. We don’t see his tears, nor do we see Colnuba’s
valiant spirit leaving her body, accompanied by the shrieking
Alatyra as she climbed upward, ever upward, as far as she could to
follow her friend’s spirit as it ascended into the
heavens.”

Asa paused, spread out his arms and
looked to the ceiling.

“You see, Colnuba’s spirit would
eventually come to rest among the stars where all such noble
spirits go, be they man or beast. And a new light would be kindled
there to remind us how great it is in the eyes of God to sacrifice
your life for the life of another.”

He sat back and looked around the
room.

No one spoke.

When Asa saw Rachel weeping, he pulled
her head down onto his shoulder. She buried her face in the folds
of his robe and he stroked her hair.

Phinehas broke the silence, saying,
“Your story has gotten better since the last time, Asa.”

Eyes wide with appreciation, Daniel
said, “I liked it. A lot!” There were many loud “yes”s in
response.

“Thank you, Grandfather. Daniel.” As
Asa rocked Rachel back and forth slowly, he said to her, “It was
only a story.”

She replied with a muffled voice, “I
know. But it was so lovely and so sad. I just want to cry a
bit.”

Esther said, “Young lion, I guess that
was a story worthy of this special occasion. Thank you very much.”
She put her hand on his, and he took it in a firm grasp as they all
looked on in silent approval.

Their silence lasted for several
moments, during which time the heart of the story continued to
beat.

But Daniel pierced it through with
this keen thrust: “So, in what language does Colnuba mean ‘Fierce’
and Alatyra mean ‘Lovely’?”

“Don’t know, Dan. Just made it up.” He
glanced around at the others, hunched his shoulders and lifted his
hands.

Shaking his head at Daniel, Phinehas
chuckled and piped up, “Ancient Babylonian, Daniel. Don’t you
remember, Asa?”

Asa punched Daniel on the shoulder
until he cried for Asa to stop.

When their laughter had subsided, they
realized suddenly how quiet it was outside. Not a sound could be
heard, for the night now rested on silent haunches over
Jerusalem.

When the time came to leave, Zebulun
and his sons again congratulated Esther and Phinehas with hugs and
handshakes, and they said good night. But Asa proposed, and Rachel
eagerly assented, that she accompany him the few yards walk to his
home. Then they all left, leaving Esther and Phinehas to reflect on
the joy of the evening, as they might on their marriage, as well as
on the rest of their lives together.


Chapter 5

 As
the sounds of their guests’ voices receded into the murmuring
night, Phinehas watched Esther admire the figurine. After a moment
she said to him, “I don’t know if I can ever look at this piece
again and not weep.” When Phinehas frowned and raised his eyebrows
quizzically, she quickly added, “No, no, my love, not in sorrow,
but for joy. What a wonderful gift it is: the gift represented here
is one of life—one giving up his life for another whom he loves. As
you would do for me, I think.” His tears providing the most
impassioned affirmative response, he embraced her and she clung
tightly to him. When they parted, they sat quietly looking into
each other’s eyes for a moment or two.

Something stirred in Phinehas. His
earlier resolve not to reveal anything of his visit with Judas
evaporated as Esther stared into his eyes with love and affection.
He said, “My darling, I have something to tell you.” She sat up
straight. “I met a man today. He’s not a nice man, I think. We met
at the well near the perfumery. We talked and shared some wine
together.” She did not respond, so he bowed his head. “He caused me
to say some things I very much regret.” She took his hand and
snuggled close to him. The warmth of her body suffusing his was
wonderful for him. “I cursed the Lord my God today.” He laid his
head on her shoulder. “I said, ‘Where was He when the evil men were
persecuting my family?’”

“Oh no, my love!”

“Yes. What has happened to my faith
that I should say such a thing?”

Not wanting to add to his pain by
scolding him, she asked simply, “Have you confessed this sin to
Him?”

“Yes. Before you came in this
afternoon.”

Now that quiet inner voice God has
given all men asked him, “But did you really and truly repent,
Phinehas?”

But he ignored it as his wife replied,
“Then it’s done. Let’s not dwell on this. But you do know that it
is written that He is always ‘your shade at your right hand,’ do
you not, my love?”

“Yes,” he murmured.

“And while you and your brother and
sisters were suffering, He was right there with them, giving them
strength. In their righteous suffering, they served Him well, don’t
you believe?”
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