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I knew him, of course. Everyone knew him, or at least knew of him. For one thing, 

Jerusalem was a pretty homogenous place back then and there weren’t that many 

foreigners in our midst. For another, he was a head taller than the average man in the 

street, or at least in our street, and his dark brown skin didn’t exactly make him less 

noticeable. There were other Africans in town, of course—the non-Judahite members 

of the royal guard were more or less all from Kush or Nubia. But Eved-Melech was 

the only one who frequented the ḥammam on the Street of the Lambs—the bath I 

and my brothers visited almost daily—with any regularity and, apparently, without 

feeling even slightly out of place. And he really was remarkably tall, even for a man 

from Kush. 

I knew what I wanted to say. It wasn’t that complicated a request. It is true that I had 

given some thought to the specific way I should broach the topic, but that was 

because I wanted to avoid sounding like I didn’t fully understand the importance of 

what I was asking the man to do, or the possible implications for the both of us if he 

agreed to do it. But once I actually saw Eved-Melech climbing out of the cold pool 

and heading into the steam, all that well-thought-through planning flew right out of 

my head and left me more or less totally on my own. And so I just followed him 

inside into what I hoped would turn out to be a private moment for the two of us to 

speak out of the earshot of others.  

He was sitting on one of the marble benches at the back of the room, a white sheet 

wrapped tight around his waist and his eyes shut as he leaned back against the wall 

and relaxed in a world of his own thoughts. I looked around to make sure that we 

were alone. And then, sitting down next to him, I cleared my throat and crossed my 

personal Yabbok into the next part of my life. 

 



The story I want to tell took place during the reign of King Tzidkiyahu, the last king 

of Judah. But to get a running jump into that story, I have to start earlier on because 

first time I laid eyes on Jeremiah was years earlier when King Yehoyakim was still on 

the throne. Things had gone from bad to worse to even worse than that. The endless 

war between Egypt and Babylon was in full swing. The Babylonians had actually 

gotten as far as the Egyptian border when Nebuchadnezzar—called N.N. by all—got 

word that his dad had died back home and so put off the invasion and returned to 

Babylon to establish himself as his father’s uncontested successor. That wasn’t our 

problem, or it shouldn’t have been, but then Y.Y. (as we all called Yehoyakim) got it 

into his idiotic head that N.N.’s withdrawal was basically about God sparing us from 

further disaster instead of it being about Nebuchadnezzar’s interest in settling his 

huge behind securely on his father’s golden throne. And it was that almost 

unbelievably self-serving piece of political lunacy that led to Baruch ben Neriah, 

Jeremiah’s secretary and spokesman, entering the Temple precincts (where Jeremiah 

had been forbidden by royal edict to set even his big toe) and reading aloud from a 

long scroll in which he had stitched together some of Jeremiah’s choicest and most 

condemnatory oracles regarding the sorry fate of our doomed land and its ill-fated 

residents. 

It didn’t go well. Those present were outraged. They sent Baruch packing, but the 

scroll they seized and brought to the king. It was wintertime and Y.Y. had already 

settled into the Winter Palace. And it was there that he sat perusing the scroll on his 

famous lion-throne with a huge butcher’s cleaver in his hand, slicing each column off 

as he read it and flinging it into the blazing hearth. He ordered both Jeremiah and 

Baruch to be arrested, but they were both long gone from the city at that point. Even 

now I’m not sure where they holed up, but it was just over a year later that Jeremiah 

suddenly popped up in the city again, walking its streets as though he had never left 

and looking none the worse for his time away. 

But Jeremiah’s days of walking around the city unmolested as he dolefully announced 

its imminent doom and made it clear that only national t’shuvah on an unprecedented 

scale could possibly avert the severity of the impending doom—those days were 

clearly over. He was routinely trounced in the street, and not just smacked or stuck 

either, but truly thrashed. His bruises were visible to all. He more or less always had 



at least one black eye. The Hebrew words for “death sentence,” mishpat mavet, 

became the city’s regular catcall when the man passed by—I even heard of children 

knocking him down and calling it out as they ran off. And, yes, I myself succumbed as 

well.  

I hated the man. Why wouldn’t I have? Two of my three brothers were in the king’s 

army. The city, its walls, its Temple, its palaces, its very existence were all on the line. 

Only the terminally naïve imagined that the Babylonians were gone for good. On top 

of all that, there were the Egyptians to worry about—and there was simply no way to 

imagine that they were just going to go away either. And every time the Egyptians 

and the Babylonians went to war, guess whose country they trampled through? And 

whose Temple treasury they raided to “find” the funds to underwrite the new war? 

Our only hope, it seemed, lay in maintaining a strong standing army, keeping our 

arms at the ready, using whatever intelligence we could gather effectively and 

insightfully, inspiring the citizenry with the need to remain alert and on guard, and 

trying to foster the kind of national unity that makes war seem like virtue rather than 

folly. But that was not at all how Jeremiah saw things.  

For him, all our efforts at national defense were a joke. And not even a real joke, but 

rather an example of self-referential folly ratcheted up to the level of national suicide. 

For him, our sole hope lay not in military prowess, but in a return to the old ways: to 

the long-since-abandoned practice of letting the fields lie fallow every seventh year, 

of closing the shuk every seventh day, of cancelling real estate sales every seven-

times-seventh year. He preached a kind of spiritual militancy. He never tired of 

pointing out that security against enemies the size of Egypt or Babylon was never 

going to be achieved by spending money on weapons or fancy uniforms, but solely by 

pursuing justice and by creating a society whose least powerful members are treated 

as valued citizens. For Jeremiah, reaching down to hand a crippled beggar a coin was 

going to be more effective in safeguarding the nation than adding another thousand 

troops to the already swollen ranks of the king’s army. 

The people neither enjoyed the man’s preaching nor took it at all seriously. And I was 

among them, always eager to sound more bellicose than even my own bellicose father 

when it came to taking pride in our nation’s military. Did any of us ever pause to note 



that our army was less than a twentieth the size of the Babylonians’ fighting force and 

only about a tenth of the Egyptians’? Did it ever strike any of us that victory was not 

going to be merely elusive, but an actual military impossibility if either of them ever 

truly set out to annihilate us as a nation or a people, let alone if they ever somehow 

joined forces against us? Let me answer that for you: not any of us, and not for a 

minute. 

And so we focused our wrath not on our hapless king or his endless array of pompous, 

self-important generals and advisors, but rather on the one man in our midst who was 

eager to tell us the truth. 

No one remembers Pashchur ben Immer these days, but I was present when he took 

on Jeremiah …and I behaved disgracefully. In those days, Pashchur was the pakid-

nagid, the head clerk in the Temple treasury. His neck was as thick as one of his 

thighs and his nickname, “Little Ox,” derived directly from the degree to which he 

was grotesquely overweight. How such a prestigious position ever came to a slob like 

Pashchur ben Immer, I have no idea. But come to him it did, and with it came a 

retinue of armed guards. 

I was just cutting across the Temple Plaza on my way to the shuk to buy some dinner 

when I suddenly saw Little Ox standing in front of Jeremiah and ordering him to shut 

up and move on. There was yelling, and then there scuffling as Jeremiah tried to stand 

his ground. Finally, I saw him being dragged off in the direction of the Upper 

Benjamin Gate and followed along to see how this would end up. 

It was winter. Jeremiah was wearing a thin cloak, a kind of loincloth, and some cheap 

sandals. By the time they got him to the gate, the sandals were gone and the cloak was 

mostly gone, leaving him covered in terms of his personal modesty but not in any 

way protected from the cold. As they clapped him half-naked into the stocks, the 

crowd jeered and laughed. Pashchur first raised his arm and smacked his prisoner 

hard across the face, then gave an angry little speech in which he invited the prophet 

to repudiate his prediction that the Babylonians would raze Jerusalem to the ground 

and take its citizens off into exile, which act of self-betrayal (Pashchur called it “a 

coming to terms with reality”) would earn him his immediate release from the 

mapekhet. Jeremiah, always the showman, responded so quietly that no one, not 



Pashchur and not any of us, could hear. Pashchur, insanely thinking he had somehow 

won, asked his prisoner to speak up. Again, Jeremiah said something that no one 

could hear clearly. Pashchur, preening for the crowd, came closer and bent down to 

hear his prisoner’s confession. And it was then that Jeremiah looked up, spit in 

Pashchur’s face, and, having nothing further to say, said nothing at all.  

The crowd, myself included, went wild. They threw things at Jeremiah, including 

stones, until he was bleeding from any number of head wounds. And then I came 

forward with a group of other Levites and, acting as one, we spit on the prophet of 

God, reviling him, laughing as the gobs of saliva dripped off his face onto his knees. 

The crowd laughed too, many taking their turns to spit as well. By the time the sun 

set, Jeremiah was still there, still half-naked, covered in saliva, his arms and legs 

extended out in the stocks and the blood from his many wounds congealing in angry 

red splotches over his upper body and his head.  

It was obviously going to be freezing once the sun set, but that thought only seemed 

to please the crowd. Eventually, there was no one left to mock the prophet but myself 

and some chums. My plan to buy dinner in the shuk forgotten, we all went off to eat 

in one of the taverns that surrounded the city-side of the Upper Benjamin Gate. 

The next morning, Jeremiah was released. There was one final contretemps in the 

course of which Jeremiah formally cursed Pashchur and his household with death in 

exile. I had gone back in the morning to see if the prophet was still alive and I 

personally heard the curse…but it still failed to strike me that I had behaved 

shockingly poorly or even, really, that I had behaved poorly at all.  

 

But that was all then. After Y.Y. died, his son Chunia came to the throne and lasted 

exact three months before being replaced by the boy’s Uncle Tzidkiyahu, one of 

Y.Y.’s brothers. And it was this Tzidkiyahu whom Eved-Melech served. 

“You are Eved-Melech?” It was an idiotic question, but I couldn’t think of how else to 

begin. Who else did I think he was? 

Eved-Melech looked down towards me through the white steam and said nothing. 



“I know we don’t know each other,” I continued, offering him the chance to respond 

by observing that we actually had met on a few occasions over the years. 

He just looked at me as a few beads of sweat dripped off his nose onto his lap and 

waited patiently for me to get to my point. 

I realized that this was my only chance, that it was entirely possible that we wouldn’t 

ever be alone again with no one at all around, that blowing it now could possibly 

mean blowing it permanently. So I pulled myself together and, instead of trying to 

pave the path before walking on it, I just set forth into the unknown. 

“I know you have a…a special kind of relationship with the king.” That much was 

well known. Eved-Melech was always standing there right behind the king, always 

protecting him, always tasting his food for him, always sampling his drink. When the 

king went to bathe, Eved-Melech would position himself in the doorway leading into 

the pool so that any who would approach the king needed to get past him first. The 

fact that he was a full head taller than the next tallest member of the court, that his 

skin was almost the color of coal, and that he was reputed to be incredibly strong and 

superbly physically fit made it hard to miss him. And, trust me, no one did. And yet, 

for all he was feared, he was also respected. He spoke hardly at all, but when he did 

give forth on some topic or another it was in clear, precise, unaccented Hebrew. He 

seemed genuinely to have the king’s best interests at heart. He was not married—he 

was widely called “the eunuch,” but that was probably a derisive way of referring to 

someone whose overt masculinity was so unnerving—and lived with his brother and 

his brother’s family in a very nice home right behind the Spice Market, not far from 

the Water Gate. I had heard all sorts of stories about the “real” nature of his 

relationship with the king, but all that was, as far as I could tell, just so much gossip 

born of jealousy and prejudice. And here he and I were, all alone in the steam, and 

the floor was clearly mine. 

Eved-Melech looked over at me now and nodded in tacit acknowledgement of my 

polite remark about the intimacy he enjoyed with the king. “Service to His Majesty,” 

he said in a low voice, “is its own reward.” 



I nodded my head in agreement. “But such a level of closeness also entails a certain 

kind of responsibility,” I said quietly. 

This was clearly not where he thought we were going. “What kind of responsibility 

do you mean?” His voice was low but clear.  

“Jeremiah is in prison. Again.” 

“I know.” 

“But maybe you don’t know how things have changed. The king gave his tormentors 

leave to do with him as they wish.” 

“The king’s wishes are my own.” 

“Look,” I continued, buoyed by the fact that he was still sitting and listening, “the 

king is a trusting, decent man. When he sentences someone to death, then the person 

deserves his fate…but he specifically didn’t sentence Jeremiah to die. And now they 

are about to kill him anyway.” 

“To kill him?” A raised eyebrow signaled his interest. “To kill him how?” 

“They took him—don’t ask me how I know this but I do— to the police station run 

by the king’s son Malkiyahu and they put him in the pit.” 

“The pit is only used by the king’s express command.” 

“Not this time. And that’s why you have to step in. He’s going to die down there. 

There’s some chance he’s already dead. No one can survive the pit for long.” 

Everybody in Jerusalem knew about Malkiyahu’s pit: a deep pit, at least twelve cubits 

deep and filled with mud that most prisoners eventually drown in. You were thrown 

in naked. You were given no food. You could only breathe by standing on your 

tiptoes and looking up. (The mud levels were altered depending on the prisoner’s 

height.) You stood there freezing to death for as long as you could and then, 

eventually, you sank back into the mud and drowned. Later on, Malkiyahu got his 

too—he was one of Tzidkiyahu’s two sons who were beheaded in front of their father 

after the city fell to N.N. a few years later, after which the king was blinded so that 



the last thing he ever saw was the execution of his sons—but, of course, who could 

even have imagined something that horrific before it actually happened? 

“How do you know any of this?” Eved-Melech asked, leaning slightly forward. 

Malkiyahu was an officer in the king’s guard and, although what went on in his 

prison and its pit were well known, the specific identities of persons brought there 

were generally kept secret. 

“My youngest brother works there.” 

“And he told you that Jeremiah is there right now?” 

“He told me.” 

“And what do you want me to do exactly?” Clearly, I had the man’s interest, but only 

because he saw harm coming to his king and wished to head it off if he could. 

“I want you to go to the king and tell him that the nation’s future depends on 

Jeremiah bringing God’s word to the people. We’re probably doomed anyway, but 

that would seal the deal for good. If Jeremiah dies, we’re as good as done for. You 

know that.” 

Eved-Melech said nothing. He made no promises. He didn’t even look over at me, just 

stood up, retied the knot holding the sheet tight around his waist, and left. If he told 

the king to spare Jeremiah, I imagined that could somehow be an act of atonement for 

my behavior all those years ago. I felt sure he would keep my brother’s name out of it, 

but if he denounced me to the king as a supporter of Jeremiah, I would be lucky if all 

they did to me was to throw me in Malkiyahu’s pit. I watched the door close behind 

him. I lay back on the marble bench and let the steam penetrate my pores. Had I 

succeeded? I had no idea. 

 

The whole “stocks” incident was back in the eighth year of Y.Y.’s reign. Then we had 

little Chunia for a few months and then Tzidkiyahu acceded to the kingship, and now 

we were eight years into his reign. Did any of us understand that we were thirty-six 

months away from the end of the world, from the end of everything? Or maybe the 



right way to ask the question would be to ask how any of us could have failed to 

understand just how bad things were, how precarious our situation was, how 

completely and utterly damned we all were. Two infinitely powerful giants were 

engaged in a wrestling match to the finish, and we were a tiny flea that naively flew 

in between them as they struggled in the ring, thinking it was safe because of its 

insignificance. But no one could have imagined the horrors to come—the famine, the 

thirst, the violence, the blood—as we scurried around in those last years of 

Tzidkiyahu’s reign and imagined that God would protect us and that Jeremiah was 

just a crazy old coot who imagined himself a prophet. Now, of course, it sounds idiotic 

even to write out those words. But we did think that at the time, and we didn’t think 

we were crazy. Of course, what crazy people ever think that of themselves? 

As the years passed, I grew more insightful. And Jeremiah sounded more and more 

right. 

I was present when Jeremiah went head-to-head with that pretentious fop Ḥananiah 

ben Azur, just four years before he was lowered into the mud and left to die. That was 

a kind of a turning point for me too. Little Chunia was gone and Tzidkiyahu was 

installed on the throne. Jeremiah was still selling the same story in the streets, only 

now he was using props to make his point. There were several, actually, but at this 

particular juncture he had begun to walk around the city wearing a huge ox’s yoke on 

his own neck, explaining his point to any who would listen: those who do not submit 

to the yoke of the King of Babylon will be punished with sword, famine, and disease. 

The more time that passed, the more honed the message became. And, even despite 

the public’s general reluctance to take the man too seriously, there were also at least 

some few people in Jerusalem who were listening carefully and taking the prophet’s 

message to heart.  

This went on for years. J. didn’t wear that thing on his neck all the time (who could?), 

but he wore it a lot. And people got used to seeing him that way, which was probably 

a good thing (because the message became familiar) and a bad thing (because it 

became ever easier to ignore). And then, in the fourth year of Tzidkiyahu, this 

pompous coxcomb Ḥananiah approached Jeremiah in the street and announced that 

he too was a prophet of God…and that his message, patriotic and glorious, was that 



God had broken—or at least was about to break—the yoke of the King of Babylon. 

Jeremiah listened, then almost politely suggested a simple way to find out who was 

right: whoever’s prophecy ended up mirroring the reality soon to come would be 

entitled to claim the “real” mantle of prophecy and the other one could rightly be 

condemned as a phony. This did not sit well with Ḥananiah, who responded by 

yanking the yoke off Jeremiah’s neck and throwing it to the ground, breaking it into 

pieces and explaining that God shall similarly break the yoke of Babylon. Having said 

his piece, Jeremiah just walked away. But then he returned with a message for 

Ḥananiah personally: “Oh, and by the way,” he said, “the Lord God of Israel says 

you’re a phony and a liar, and also that you’ll be dead before the year ends.” And that 

is exactly what happened: the man had a fatal heart attack on Erev Rosh Hashanah 

and so was dead before new year commenced. 

That whole incident, everybody knew about. I was there too and saw it all come 

down. And it was probably then that the ember that had been smoldering in my heart 

for years was transformed into a steady flame: I loved my king and I loved my 

country, but I knew in my heart Jeremiah was right. I hated his message. I hated the 

future he could see before his eyes. I hated the certainty with which he spoke. But all 

that was because I knew he was right, not because I was sure he was wrong. And, 

that, in the end, made all the difference. 

 

Early the next morning, three enormous men, all clearly armed, appeared at my door 

before sun-up. I was, to say the least, unnerved.  

“You are the Levite Simon ben Daniel?” 

I couldn’t think of anything clever to say, so I just answered, “I am.” 

“Please get dressed and come with us.” 

“Where are we going?” It felt like a natural question. 

The larger of the two smiled slightly. “To jail,” he said. 



I knew better than to argue. Even if I did somehow outrun them, where was I going 

to go? And, I reminded myself, I did have at least some friends in positions of 

authority so I wasn’t irrevocably doomed. I excused myself, went inside, pulled on 

some clothes. I told my wife that I’d be back soon. I took nothing with me.  

Twenty minutes later, we were approaching Malkiyahu’s pit. My spirits rose slightly 

when I saw Eved-Melech in full battle gear standing at the front gate. He looked right 

at me, then signaled with his eyes for me not to approach him.  

“In here,” one of my escorts said, showing me a doorway with a clear view of the pit 

and the holding cells behind it.  

I took my place, then looked out at what happened. Eved-Melech had a dozen men 

with him. Cotton towels were produced from somewhere and thrown into the pit. 

Ropes were lowered. I could hear Eved-Melech calling down and telling its sole 

resident to put the towels under his arm pits, then to put the ropes under the towels. 

And then they raised him from the pit, almost from the dead. I hadn’t ever see 

anything like this in my life. He was naked, as I expected him to be, and covered in 

mud. He was skinny to the point of emaciation, and mortally frail. He wasn’t that 

old—Jeremiah was in his mid-fifties, I figured, but he looked ageless as they drew him 

from the pit and almost delicately rinsed him with warm water. Then, when he was 

almost clean, they produced white cotton clothing for him to put on—a pair of 

underbreeches, a pair of baggy pants, an undershirt and a k’tonet to wear over it, a 

white cap—and, while I watched, he dressed. They had food as well—olives and 

humus, pitot, cheese, a jug of pomegranate juice—and we all waited patiently while 

he ate a bit, then vomited, then washed out his mouth and tried to eat again.  

He said a few words to the men who had saved his life, but I couldn’t hear them. 

They seemed moved, though, and some bowed politely as he passed them on his way 

into the street. 

As he passed the doorway in which I was standing, he stopped. His eyes were dark 

grey and piercing. He seemed to know me, or at least who I was. For a long moment, 

we just stood there. 



“You spat at me in the stocks,” he said quietly. 

I nodded, not knowing what to say. 

He too said nothing, clearly waiting for me to respond. 

“Yes,” I said finally, “I did. But I was wrong to do that and I know it.” 

He stared into my eyes before he spoke. “You should have known it then,” he said. 

“Yes,” I admitted. “I surely should have.” 

“And now you’ve saved my life.” 

“How do you know that?” 

 “Prophets know all sorts of things,” he said and then smiled. “And Eved-Melech told 

me.” 

I smiled back. “I apologize for all the years I willed myself not to understand who you 

were or why you were sent to us.” 

“Sins can be expiated with a willing heart and a supple spirit,” he said. “Bad times are 

coming, but not for you personally. The city will be destroyed. I won’t leave, but you 

can and you will. And one day you will sleep in peace with your fathers.” 

And then he walked out of the police compound into the street and the stone that 

was set in my heart was gone. 

  



 


