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Before You Start to Read… 
 
Madeleine and I climbed to the top of the ancient mound, warmed by the late morning sunshine 

of the Jezreel Valley. The hills of Gilboa stood to the west, beyond fields of sunflowers. The town 
of Beth-Shean was visible four kilometres to the north, and we could see the mountains of western 
Jordan to the east. Behind us stretched a pomegranate orchard, part of the moshav that wraps itself 
around Tel Rehov. 

We stood on three thousand years of history. It gave me the chills. I had chosen this site in Israel 
as the setting for my story almost at random. It was near the Syrian border and seemed like a 
plausible home town for Hannah, the heroine of this account. Little did I know just how plausible it 
was! Dr. Amihai Mazar, the archaeologist who excavated the tel, believes the prophet Elisha once 
lived in Rehov. Both the geography and chronology of the city’s destruction fit the biblical accounts 
of Syrian-Israelite conflict in the ninth century B.C.     

Under our feet lay the oldest commercial apiary ever discovered. It was excavated by Dr. Nava 
Panitz-Cohen, one of Dr. Mazar’s colleagues at Hebrew University. The evidence she unearthed 
suggested the beekeeper was a prominent member of the community. So that is what Abba, 
Hannah’s father, became.  

While this eBook serves as a stand-alone novella, I did not intend it to. It is a fictional prologue 
to Serves You Right: Loving Those We’d Rather Hate. That book examines the Naaman narrative in 2 
Kings 5 from three perspectives. If you would like to dive more deeply into the wonders of Old 
Testament narrative and explore timely biblical themes in greater detail, you can purchase the study 
edition of Serves You Right at Amazon.com. 

I hope you will grow to love Hannah as you read these pages. More than that, I pray you will 
grow to love God and learn to extend his mercy to all—even to those you’d rather hate. 
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The Potter’s Son 
 
Hannah wasn’t sure she should be here alone with Abraham. Working in his family’s pottery 

shop on the outskirts of the city, they were making beehives for her father. The first cylindrical 
vessel took shape as they coiled ropes of the mud-coloured clay dug from the banks of the nearby 
Jordan River. Hannah disliked making hives—she disliked the smell and the feel of the wet clay, and 
she hated having to wash it out of her clothes. Abraham did not mind it at all. When she had come 
into the shop earlier that morning, he had delighted in her reaction when he formed globs of the 
slippery goo, squeezing it and making it ooze from between his fingers.      

“Ugh—how can you like that?” she had asked. He had laughed and waved a slimy hand near her 
face, making her back away. He had kneaded the lumps of clay expertly, gradually incorporating 
fistfuls of straw to reinforce the finished vessels, which would not be fired. Even though Abraham 
was only fifteen—three years older than Hannah—he was lean and hard and as tall as a man. His 
hands were strong from working with clay, and Hannah had watched his long fingers with 
fascination—gripping and releasing, pushing and pulling, slapping and punching, adding straw, 
drizzling water—until the clay had reached just the right consistency.      

Now, they rolled it into thick ropes and coiled them carefully, one on top of the other, to form 
the tall vessel that would be fitted with a lid, turned on its side, and laid on one of the neat tiers of 
identical hives in Abba’s1 bee house. They needed to make four of them today, and this was only the 
first. Hannah hoped Abraham wouldn’t work too fast; she wanted to be near him as long as she 
could. Her mother had allowed her to leave the house for a few hours and come to help with the 
hives, but she had thought Abraham’s father would be here. Being with Abraham exhilarated 
Hannah, but she was afraid of what Abba would say if he found out they were alone.  

Hannah laughed. “Your arms look like old pots!” Abraham stopped working and inspected them, 
lifting his hands into the air and rotating his wrists. 

They do, a little. You’re right,” he said, smiling at her. A thin crust of the clay, already drying and 
cracking, partially covered a layer of the signature red slip—the liquified, pigmented clay—used to 
decorate many of the wares Abraham’s father made.  

Hannah stood on tiptoe and leaned over the hive, reaching inside to slightly flatten the coils and 
smooth the pot’s interior.  

“Here, let me help you,” Abraham said. “I’m taller. And you should wet your hand first.” He 
dipped his hand into a pot on the table, and it came out dripping. He plunged it into the hive just as 
Hannah was pulling her hand out, and their hands touched. Hannah blushed. She felt like she had 
been struck by lightning.        

Hannah loved Abraham, and she knew he loved her. They had been friends ever since Hannah 
could remember, and their fathers had spoken more than once about the prospect of their marriage. 
Though she was only twelve, Hannah already felt the strange stirrings of approaching womanhood 
in both her body and her soul. She had spent hours talking with her mother about why her body was 
changing, why the older boys were suddenly much more friendly to her, and why the nature of her 
feelings toward Abraham was oddly different. She wondered if her sister Machlah had felt like this 
when she was Hannah’s age. She had never spoken of it, but Hannah suspected she would have 
been too young to understand, anyway.  

 
1 Hebrew for “Daddy.” (see Rom. 8:15) 
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She dipped her hand into the water pot, and just as she was about to plunge it back into the hive, 
a long shadow darkened the room. She froze. Abraham’s father stood before the open door. When 
his eyes adjusted to the light, he saw Hannah standing there, her dripping hand suspended above the 
table. Abraham kept working as if Hannah weren’t there, his gaze fixed on the interior of the 
beehive. 

“Ah-ha! What have we here? Are you taking pottery lessons, Abraham? Don’t think your father 
will get a lower price that way, Hannah. I know him!” He laughed heartily as he walked into the 
shop. He was even taller than Abraham, a jovial man who always seemed to have pottery stuck to 
the end of his long beard. Today was no different, and as he moved, the little clumps of dried clay 
clinked, sounding to Hannah like tiny bells without clappers. She stifled a laugh as Abraham’s father 
came over to inspect their work.  

“Is this still your first one?” he asked teasingly. “It’s taking you forever. Have you forgotten how 
to make these things?” Abraham kept his eyes on the inside of the hive, but his face turned scarlet.  

“It took a while to mix the clay, Father. Hannah wouldn’t help.”  
“Ah, I remember.” he replied, nodding and rolling his eyes. “She doesn’t like to get dirty.  
“It’s slimy. And it stinks!” She wrinkled her nose again.   
“Well, I think it’s time for you to go home and help your mother. And it may enable Abraham to 

work a bit faster.”   
Hannah was disappointed, but she knew he was right. She could tell she was distracting 

Abraham, but she found the knowledge satisfying. She remembered how Machlah’s presence had 
made so many boys stammer and trip over things, and wondered if she would ever have that effect 
on them. She really didn’t care—the only boy whose attention she wanted was Abraham. 
Reluctantly, she turned to leave. 

“Shalom, Hannah.” Abraham’s voice betrayed his disappointment at her departure. His father 
was already leaning over his wheel. A mound of clay spun between his practiced palms. 

“Shalom.” She glanced back, and Abraham was watching her. They smiled at each other, and 
Hannah’s heart leapt.  
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Abba 
 
That night, in the cool twilight, Hannah sat on her father’s lap as she often did on pleasant 

evenings. They said nothing at first, listening to the night sounds—the clop of donkeys’ hooves; 
children crying; mothers scolding; doors being shut and barred.     

Hannah loved and admired her father more than anyone. He feared God, he was wise and hard-
working, and he adored his family. Many times on nights like this, after they had reviewed the local 
gossip, their conversations would turn to the Law of Moses. Abba would remind Hannah that 
despite the wickedness and idolatry that King Ahab and his Sidonian wife, Jezebel, had brought into 
the land of Israel, God had allowed their family to follow him and had prospered them by his 
merciful kindness. Although Ahab had died in battle, his wife’s godless influence was still keenly 
evident, from the throne down.  

Tonight, Hannah and her father sang some of the psalms of David together, and Abba recited 
passages from the Torah2 that had been passed down through the generations. Hannah reveled in 
the resonance of his voice and the confidence it instilled in her: “The LORD is my light and my 
salvation; whom shall I fear? The LORD is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid? 
(Psa. 27:1)” Some of Hannah’s family had suffered for their allegiance to YHWH,3 even here in the 
land he had given to his chosen ones.  

“Abba,” Hannah asked, “why do we have to suffer so much?” 
“God wants the whole world to worship him, Hannah, and for some reason known only to him, 

he chose Abraham and his descendants to be the light in the darkness. He gave us this land as our 
own forever, and he used the armies of Israel to judge the nations who hated him and practiced vile, 
evil things in defiance against him. He wanted his people to follow him, and promised us great 
blessings if we did. But he also promised to judge us harshly if we disobeyed him and followed the 
ways of the Canaanites. We have, and here we are. May we never get to the place where Adonai 
takes us away from our land.” 

In his hushed voice he chanted, “I will hide my face from them; I will see what their end will be, 
for they are a perverse generation, children in whom is found no faithfulness” (Deut. 32:20). 

The Canaanites had been the Hebrews’ labourers in the tribal territory of Manasseh since 
Joshua’s day. In fact, Rehov’s population was predominantly Canaanite, and had been for 
generations. They sneered at Abba’s devotion to God and tried to undermine his business and his 
influence in the town. But Hannah’s father was unshakable in his faith and firm in his convictions.  

“That is why,” Abba continued, “I want to teach my children the ways of God when we sit in our 
house, when we walk in the way, when we lie down, and when we rise up. That is what Moses 
instructed us to do.”  

Abba was able to recite the entire Song of Moses, at the end of the Torah, and he had 
encouraged his children to learn it. But the words terrified Hannah—descriptions of God’s 
judgment on his people if they forsook him—and she shuddered to think of what life would be like 
if YHWH really showed his wrath. She couldn’t imagine having to leave the land of Israel for any 
reason. 

Feeling the warmth and strength of Abba’s body gave her a sense of serenity, and she loved the 
sound of his laughter. He appreciated her quick wit, her curiosity, and the gentleness she expressed 

 
2 The Pentateuch, Books of Moses; the first five books of the Bible. 
3 The Tetragrammaton, the unpronounceable four-consonant Hebrew designation for God, often translated, 

“Jehovah” in English versions of the Bible. 
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toward others. Abba was not gentle, except with his three daughters. He drove his sons hard and 
with exacting standards. He wanted them to understand the value of hard work, to master every 
aspect of the family business, and to appreciate what they would one day inherit.  

Tonight, Abba seemed subdued. Hannah found his manner unsettling. 
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At the Well 
 
Hannah arched her back and stretched. She had come to the spring three times already today. 

“Sof-sof.4 I’m glad this is the last jar,” she muttered. Her mother yearned for the clear, cold water—
especially now that she was close to delivering her sixth child—but the filled jugs were heavy and the 
walk from the house seemed longer and steeper with each trip.  

Even so, Hannah was thankful she hadn’t had to go to the meadows with her brothers. Picking 
wildflower blossoms was a job she felt would better be done by slaves. But her father kept only one 
slave, Pigat, a surly Canaanite girl who had become more of a liability than an asset. Once Hannah 
had heard a family friend ask Abba why he didn’t have slaves running his business. He had 
responded, “Why does a man need slaves when he has children?”  

Her father, a beekeeper and honey merchant, was with Eliab, his friend and business partner. 
They were planning the expansion of Eliab’s almond grove. Abba was a shrewd merchant and a 
careful planner, and Eliab’s almonds were part of his long-range strategy to leave a thriving 
enterprise to his sons. Last night they had complained to Abba about today’s onerous job. 

“Abba, do we have to pick blossoms tomorrow? Can’t it wait until later? And why doesn’t 
Hannah have to help?” 

“You know how much wildflower honey we sell. If the flowers don’t blossom well next year, it 
will be because you didn’t pick the blossoms at the right time. God will do his part—you do yours. 
Eliab needs more trees, so I’ll be helping him to plant some healthy rootstock in his new grove. The 
more trees, the more blossoms. The more blossoms, the more almonds for Eliab and the more 
honey for us.” And that was that. 

Almond blossom honey was prized for its sweetness, its clarity, and its nutty aftertaste. Bakers 
preferred it to any other, Abba said, and people often used it to brew ale. It was expensive, but the 
wealthy clients who sought it always seemed willing to pay. Hannah enjoyed listening to her father 
boast of its marvelous qualities as he haggled with buyers. Their resigned sighs when her father stuck 
fast to his final price often made her smile. Abba had a reputation both for producing a high-quality 
product and for driving a hard bargain.  

The wildflower honey, which came mainly from the anemones that grew all over the valley in 
winter, was red and dark and had an aroma like perfume. It was less expensive than almond blossom 
honey, so it was what most people used. Hannah liked it better, possibly because of her affinity for 
the weak and unappreciated, from the feeble, blind widow who lived on the next street to the 
orphaned lamb she had nursed by hand with a barley straw. She liked nothing better than to dip a 
peeled stick into a pot of anemone honey and savour the floral sweetness.  

“I wish I could eat some of Abba’s honey right now,” she thought as she looked at the water jar. 
She found it always gave her a burst of energy, and she could use that today. She was weary.    

Beekeeping had made Hannah’s family prosperous. She loved the apiary near their house. The 
drone of the insects as they filled the hives with honey calmed her. She cherished the place’s cloying, 
musky scent and the orderly rows of clay cylinders that housed the hundreds of thousands of bees 
that had brought honey merchants to the town of Rehov for three generations.  

Sometimes Anatolian merchants would appear with jars of bees to sell. Abba always bought 
them, knowing they were more productive and less aggressive than the Syrian bees native to the 
Jezreel Valley. Even now he was trying to cultivate some hives of local bees, but he found them 

 
4 Hebrew equivalent of, “Whew—finally!”. 
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difficult to handle and did not want their queens to mate with the imported drones. He was about to 
give up. 

Up until her marriage three months ago, Hannah’s sister Machlah had gotten all the good work, 
including helping to care for their little sister, Rachel, the darling of Rehov. At twenty-two months, 
Rachel was active and mischievous and could charm just about anything out of just about anyone. 
Hannah loved being at home with her mother to help Pigat cook, scrub, and bake the daily bread. 
She got to visit with the women of Rehov who stopped by to gossip or seek her mother’s advice. 
She even enjoyed serving the merchants who came to buy honey or beeswax. But today was 
different. 

“Ima,”5 Hannah had asked this morning, “why can’t Pigat go for water?” I can run for the 
midwife just as well as she can. Maybe even faster. And she’s bigger and stronger than I am. Can’t I 
stay home with you?” Her mother had been insistent. Pigat, despite her irksome manner of late, did 
know a few things about bringing babies into the world. Still, Hannah felt resentful. Because Pigat 
needed to stay home in case her mother went into labor, she had to carry water. Pigat was a slave, 
after all. Hannah was the big sister. 

As she leaned over to pull the last earthenware vessel from the cool depths of the spring, Hannah 
caught a movement out of the corner of her eye. What looked like a puff of smoke appeared toward 
Beth-Shean to the north—then another and another. It was still late spring; farmers would not be 
burning off their fields. The closest village was farther west, so it couldn’t be coming from there.  

She watched, perplexed, wishing her brothers were with her. They would know what she was 
seeing. A sensation of dread crept into the pit of her stomach. Something was wrong.  

The puff became a cloud, writhing and scintillating in the afternoon sun. Then her ears detected a 
distant rumble that sounded like the boulders her brothers would roll into the steep ravine that ran 
between Rehov’s upper town and lower town. Soon the rumble was accompanied by muted shouts, 
then coarse laughter. Suddenly, she discerned the sound of hoof beats, and a shiver of terror rippled 
through her body.  

Soldiers. Please, dear Adonai, please let it not be the Syrians.  
She had reason for concern. Near Beth-Shean, the town just an hour’s brisk walk to the north, a 

cousin of her mother had been murdered in one of the recent raids the Syrians had been conducting 
on the border towns of eastern Israel. He had watched his wife raped and brutally beaten; then she 
and his children had been run through with spears in front of him before he was beheaded. Hannah 
had overheard a surviving townsperson tell Abba what had happened. Afterward, she had not slept 
well for more than a week.    

The clay jar fell from her hands with a crash, the water drenching her clothes. Hannah gathered 
the skirts of her smock into her fists and began to sprint back into town, screaming to all who would 
hear. “Soldiers are coming! Run! Hide! The Syrians are coming! Ima! Abba!”  

She choked on the words, gasping for breath as much from fear as from the exertion of climbing 
the steep path to the street near her home. Other people had already heard of the danger. Women 
were weeping and desperately gathering their children and what few possessions they could carry 
before fleeing into the hills of Gilboa, just to the west of Rehov. They knew what had happened in 
Beth-Shean.  
  

 
5 Hebrew for “Mommy.” 
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Abraham 
 
Most of the men were in the fields, with the exception of the merchants, tradesmen who had 

shops in the town, and recently posted guards. When she reached her house, her mother was trying 
to hoist a bundle onto her head while grasping the wrist of her little sister. Only a fortnight away 
from childbirth, the woman panted as she struggled to gather her wits and make an escape.  

“Hannah! Go tell Abba! Tell him not to come back here. Run to him, Hannah—go . . . as fast . . . 
as . . . you can.”  

“I can’t leave you, Ima! Here—let me carry that! Where is Pigat?” The slave girl was nowhere to 
be seen.  

“She’s gone.” Mama spat the words. She ran to the hills as soon as she heard.”  
“May Adonai protect her,” Hannah mumbled, as if reciting a prayer. Inside, she thought, “That’s 

just like Pigat.” Hannah clutched the awkward bundle of hastily collected household goods and 
valuables. She ran into the street, while her mother waddled behind, pulling Hannah’s wailing sister 
after her. Hannah was petite, but she was wiry and tough. Helping her father, working with her 
brothers, and wrestling water jars out of the spring and onto her head had given her strength and 
stamina beyond her years.  

The three of them hurried through the city, heading toward the fields and the relative safety of 
the wrinkled hills to the west. Hannah was relieved to see Abraham pushing past the clusters of 
struggling citizens who had already reached the outskirts of the town, his hands and arms slippery 
with clay as he tried to gather the hem of his tunic between his thighs and tuck it into his sash. 
Abraham was the fastest boy she knew and would reach the men in the fields long before anyone 
else.  

Abba and her brothers had left the house before dawn this morning. Surely by now they would 
have seen the soldiers coming. The Syrians were approaching from the northeast, so some of the 
people had a chance of reaching the densely wooded hills before being overtaken. But the old 
people, the children, the pregnant women, her mother… 

Oh, Adonai Eloheinu, please, please save us!  
As Hannah listened, the hoofbeats of the Syrians’ horses sounded faster. The soldiers had 

seemed to pick up their pace when they had detected the flight of the Hebrews. Hannah’s mother 
was wheezing and clutching her swollen belly as if it were a heavy sack. She had dropped the hand 
of Rachel, who was screaming and holding desperately to her skirts. Pausing again to wait for her 
mother, Hannah watched an elderly man, his legs brittle with age, crumple to the ground. His wife 
flung herself down to minister to him, but moments later, her wail of anguish signaled that her 
husband was dead.  

“Hannah . . . you go and . . . find . . . your father. Take . . . Rachel. I can't go on.”  
“No, Ima! I can't leave you! We have to find a place for you to hide and rest! Hurry! We have to 

run!” Hannah wrenched Rachel's hand away from her mother's tunic and held it firmly in her own. 
The little girl screamed even more loudly and tried to free herself, but Hannah held on, half-dragging 
the child behind her as she started off again.  

“Hannah, you . . .  don't understand. I can't run. . . . Give me the sack. I'll find a place to hide. 
You have to . . . take Rachel and find the men!”  

Hannah caught her breath she looked around her. The delay was dangerous. The snorting of the 
chariot horses reached her from below the city. She heard the clash of armor. Although the soldiers 
were still obscured by the crest of the hill on which Rehov was built, Hannah knew they were close. 
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They had undoubtedly come through Beth-Shean on the King’s Highway, the ancient trade route 
that connected Egypt with Damascus.  

Hannah reached the edge of the upper town. One part of the Syrian group had veered westward 
to the hills, where the high ground was firmer.  Abraham needn’t have run to warn the men of 
Rehov. They were already running toward their homes, abandoning oxen, plows and other 
implements. Though the distance was not great, the townsmen still seemed to be a long way off. 
The soldiers were closing in on them. Hannah began to panic. Should she grab Rachel and try to 
reach her father and brothers, or should she wait with her mother and little sister and hope that 
Rehov’s men would arrive before the Syrians? The Hebrew men were armed—they always carried 
daggers and bows to fend off wild beasts—and the stories of the recent attacks had prompted them 
to sharpen their weapons and carry slings, shields, and clubs as well. Some wielded axes and vicious-
looking spears. The men had instructed their women to pack essential belongings that could be 
snatched up in haste in case of a Syrian raid. The posted guards were sworn to stay and defend the 
inhabitants to the death. Even so, they were an untrained force and poorly equipped, no match for a 
seasoned, well-outfitted company of Syrians bent on mayhem and slaughter.  

Hannah saw Abraham sprinting toward the townsmen, who were running either south to Rehov 
or west to the hills. The soldiers had split into pairs or small bands; some had almost reached the 
city. One lance-wielding cavalryman had broken away from the others and was bearing down on the 
group of townsmen. Then he spotted Abraham by himself. The soldier changed tack, struggling 
even on horseback to reach the fleet, long-legged boy. Rather than riding through the group of 
armed Hebrews, the Syrian hurled the spear. It struck the boy in the middle of his back. He 
stumbled. Hannah pulled Rachel against her, hiding the child’s face in her skirts, and watched in 
horror as Abraham fell forward. Hannah screamed. The soldier rode up to the boy and, grasping the 
shaft of the spear, wrenched it free. He continued his gallop toward the town while the dying youth 
writhed in the mud. 

Hannah lost her grip on Rachel. Her knees gave way and she vomited, sickened and overcome 
with grief. Her Abraham was gone, jerked viciously away before her eyes by an uncircumcised brute 
who was an enemy of God and Israel, his people. She was horrified. Devastated. 
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Machlah 
 
“Hannah! Where is your mother? Have you seen Machlah?” Her father, wielding a broad sword, 

sprinted toward her and her sister. 
“I don’t know—she was just here with me. . . . She has the sack. . . . She . . . she . . . told me she 

couldn’t go on and made me take Rachel. . . . I think she’s hiding somewhere close by. . . . I think 
she—I think she may be having the baby! Oh, Abba—Abraham! We have to help him!” She was 
weeping now, her chest heaving with exhaustion and horror. Rachel was reaching for her father, 
who took her into his arms.  

“Where’s Machlah?” her father repeated. “Ephraim is dead. They caught him first.” Hannah was 
paralyzed with shock. Ephraim was her new brother-in-law, a quiet man with a piercing intellect, a 
mischievous twinkle in his eye, and a love for God that she envied and tried to emulate. Once, when 
he was visiting in Samaria, he had seen the prophet Elisha. A burly farmer, he had a clubfoot and 
could not move quickly.  

“Hannah, run to the bee house as fast as you can. Go inside and bar the door. I’ll take Rachel and 
go to find Ima and Machlah. If you see her, don’t tell her about Ephraim. Otherwise she’ll go to 
look for him. Your brothers are already in the hills by now—I told them not to come back here. I’ll 
come for you when the others are safe.”  

Hannah knew better than to argue. Numbly, as fast as she could go against the confused rush of 
townspeople, she made her way back to the house, then to the apiary a few doors away. As she 
neared the buildings, she heard her name called from behind. Turning, she saw her sister running 
toward her.  

Machlah! Beautiful, fiery, headstrong Machlah had both enchanted and intimidated every boy in 
the Jezreel Valley with her flashing black eyes, her caustic tongue, and her fiercely independent spirit. 
She more than lived up to her name. Father had chosen it when the newborn had balled up her fists 
in defiance within minutes of leaving her mother’s womb. It was written that Machlah, the daughter 
of Zelophehad, had stood with her four sisters before Joshua himself and Eleazar the priest, and had 
argued it was only fair that the inheritance of a man with no sons should pass to his daughters. It 
was because of those courageous women that Hannah’s ancestors had inherited such a large portion 
of land west of Gilead, the land of Manasseh. It stretched from the Jordan all the way to the Great 
Sea.  

Hannah could imagine her own sister doing what her namesake had done. Only Ephraim had 
been able to tame her, matching wits with her, retort for retort, singing her the psalms of David in 
his deep, clear voice, winning the confidence of her father despite his disability, and successfully 
disguising the fact that he was captivated by her unusual beauty. 

Now Hannah was in Machlah’s arms. The older girl clutched Hannah to her, and they both 
wailed in anguish. Then, pulling Hannah away and bending to look into her eyes, Machlah asked 
sternly, “Where is Ima?” 

“Abba went to look for her—” Hannah sobbed, choking again on her words. “He has . . . Rachel, 
and Ima has our sack. She can’t run. . . . I think she’s going to . . . have the baby.” 

“We have to go and find them!” 
“No, Machlah! Abba told me to go to the bee house and lock myself in. You come in with me. 

He’ll find Ima. I can’t disobey him!” She tugged on Machlah’s arm, but her sister wriggled free. 
“Ima’s jewelry—she only has a few pieces with her! We can’t let them get the rest! I’ll go and 

gather it and find you in the bee house.” Machlah loved beautiful things and would often admire her 
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mother’s gold and silver jewelry, much of it received in payment for Abba’s honey. The ornate ring 
in her nose had been a wedding gift from her mother, and the gold was said to have come from the 
mines at Ophir during the reign of King Solomon. Machlah left Hannah at the corner and ran to 
their house, where the door was still ajar. Hannah watched her go inside, then turned to enter the 
bee house.  

The narrow street in front of the apiary topped a deep ravine. From the side of the building, 
Abba could see the caravans coming into the city and ready himself to meet the merchants with 
whom he wished to do business. A steep path led from the street down to the ravine, where the 
spring gurgled its pure waters, and along the narrow, clear brook into the flatland below. It was up 
this path that Hannah had come just a short time earlier, yet it seemed like a lifetime ago. Just before 
she closed the apiary door behind her, Hannah saw two Syrian soldiers, having dismounted in the 
ravine, step onto the street. They had caught sight of the Hebrew beauty as she went into the 
house—a fine house, with a richly decorated façade and a stout door of carved acacia wood. Swords 
drawn, they followed her quietly. When Hannah tried to warn Machlah of the danger, no sound left 
her throat. 

Hannah heard her sister scream—a blood-curdling shriek of fury that brought her to the door of 
the apiary in an instant. She wrenched it back open. In terror, she watched the Syrians drag Machlah 
from the house, kicking and thrashing, and throw her to the street. One grabbed the sack from her 
hand, and the other put his knee on the small of her back, pinning her to the ground. He used the 
tip of his sword to pierce her tunic and, with a practiced movement of his forearm, bared her back. 
Hannah saw blood where the sword had cut Machlah’s flesh. She screamed, but again, no sound 
came out. Her knees buckled. The other soldier, satisfied that the two would share a small fortune in 
gold and jewels, bent to the prone figure of the girl and helped his companion roll her onto her 
back. Together, they ripped off the struggling girl’s torn clothing. As Hannah looked on in horror, 
the first soldier wrenched off his helmet and savagely threw himself upon her.  

The bawdy laughter of his companion was soon interrupted by another scream—but this time it 
was not Machlah’s. She had bitten her attacker with the ferocity of a girl fighting for her life. His 
blood poured over her, and as the Syrian tried in vain to get back on his feet, she thrashed beneath 
him. Bellowing with agony and rage, he got to his knees, staggered backward and fell against the 
house, bleeding profusely from his ruined face. His comrade, no longer interested in having his way 
with this vicious Hebrew, seized Machlah as she rolled onto her hands and knees and tried to get up. 
Straddling her, he twisted her thick hair in his fingers and yanked. Her head snapped back, and the 
soldier drew his dagger and slit her throat. He released her hair and let her body crumple to the 
street. Then, seeing the precious gold ring in her nose, he reached down and ripped it free.  

Machlah had awakened this morning as a beautiful new bride. Now she lay dead—naked, 
disgraced, and in a pool of her own blood. 
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The Bee House 
 
Hannah was beside herself with grief and paralyzed with shock. The boy she loved had died 

trying to save the town. Her beloved sister had been violated and slaughtered before her eyes. Her 
family was scattered, trying desperately to escape a gruesome death at the hands of their enemies. 
She was alone, exposed, and certain to face the same end as Machlah unless she acted quickly.  

“Adonai, protect me. I don’t know what to do!”  
Quietly, she slipped back into the apiary, closing the door and sliding the bar into place. The 

drone of the bees in the hives and those coming through the openings under the roof could not 
drown out the noise of the attack. Women screamed. Children cried. Hooves clattered. Soldiers 
laughed. Flames crackled. Hannah’s body convulsed with terror.  

She was sure the uninjured Syrian had seen her. She knew she was an easy target, lacking the 
strength to resist that Machlah had. Her fears were confirmed when the soldier threw himself against 
the door of the bee house. It groaned on its hinges but did not break. Hannah whimpered. The 
sound seemed only to enflame the Syrian. Once more he ran against the door, making it strain 
against the wooden bar locking it to its frame.  

Hannah realized it was only a matter of time before the door gave way. It was not as sturdy as the 
door of their house, and the soldier was furious and determined. She had to get away. The iron 
clasps around the bar were about to break away from the door itself. She had no weapon, no place 
to hide, nowhere to run.  

But she had the bees.  
Pulling a large square of loosely woven linen over her head and folding the cuffs of her sleeves 

around her hands, Hannah went to the three earthenware hives containing the bees from the valley. 
Hugging the closest urn around its thickest part, she wrestled it to the ground. The insects were 
immediately aroused and flew at her with the protective outrage that her father found 
unmanageable. Some of the bees got under her shroud, and she cried out at their painful stings. 
Straining against the weight of the hive and struggling to keep it rolling straight, she moved it across 
the floor and then righted it just inside the entrance. She did the same with the other two hives while 
the Syrian continued his assault on the door. Just before he threw his body against it for the last 
time, Hannah managed to slide the bar out of its slot in the doorpost. The door flew open. Bursting 
into the room, the soldier staggered, lost his balance, and fell on the three urns of angry bees. Two 
of them shattered when the door hit them. 

The insects’ attack on the Syrian was swift and vicious. Within seconds, his unprotected skin was 
swelling and covered with welts. Seeming to know where he was most vulnerable, they stung him 
around the eyes and mouth. As he screamed, some went into his throat. Disoriented and blinded by 
pain, he stumbled over the broken hives and fell to the floor. Moaning, trying frantically to wipe the 
bees from his arms and face, he began to gasp. His throat constricted. Desperate for air, he clawed 
at his armor, oblivious now to the onslaught of the bees and the movements of the small, draped 
figure stepping over him. His rasping plea went unheeded. Only moments after he had flung himself 
into the room, the Syrian lay still.  

Stepping into the sunlight, Hannah whipped the shroud from her head. She had hoped the bees 
would slow the Syrian down enough that she could escape; her scheme had succeeded. She was 
stung repeatedly as she stumbled up the street toward Machlah’s body. The other soldier was trying 
to crawl back to the path into the ravine, but the damage to his face had weakened him. Hannah felt 



 13 

a strange stab of pity for the man as he dragged himself along. He would have to answer to YHWH 
for his evil acts. She did not wish that even on him.  

Alone with Machlah’s body, Hannah found her sister’s torn clothes and draped them over her, 
gently covering her head. Her heart broke, pouring out its grief in an anguished wail that should 
have been foreign to a girl Hannah’s age. Tears poured down her face, and her body was wracked 
with sobs. She laid her head on her sister’s shoulder and recited: 

 
“He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High 
will abide in the shadow of the Almighty. 
I will say to the LORD, ‘My refuge and my fortress, 
my God, in whom I trust.’”6 

  

 
6 Ps. 91:1–2 
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Captured 
 
The three Syrians were upon her before she knew what had happened—swords drawn, faces 

dark, reeking of sweat and gore. The youngest one, in his late teens but tall and strong, leered at her 
and grabbed her hair. Pulling her against him, he put his arm around her waist and lifted her easily 
from the ground as she screamed and kicked. 

“Samyaza has found himself a plaything,” laughed the second soldier. The third man was older, 
and clearly the one in charge. He was an officer with a more military bearing than his subordinates. 
Looking at the struggling girl, he warned, “Careful, boy—keep her away from your face!” Hannah 
realized it hadn’t taken them long to determine what had occurred between her dead sister and the 
injured soldier against the wall, and they seemed to have no pity for either one. They did not even 
bother to see if their comrade was still alive. As they spoke, Hannah learned the names of the other 
two men. Their language was similar to Hebrew, and she was able to piece together much of what 
they said. Abba had spoken Aramaic, and she had heard it spoken in her town from time to time.     

The older man was Nisroch. He and Addai, the second man, laughed at the youth. As Samyaza 
tried to force Hannah’s arms to her sides with his other hand, the leader stepped toward him and 
grasped Hannah’s face in one of his grimy hands. She knew he could see the terror in her dark eyes, 
but even her fear could not conceal a shrewd intelligence and something else this man could not 
quite place. Her mind raced as he looked her over carefully. Her hair was glossy and thick. Her face 
was already pretty—even dotted as it was with welts—her body lithe and strong. She had been told 
she had the makings of a fine woman, and she could see this man knew it.  

“Stop!” he ordered. “Put her down. She’s mine. You’ll have to get your fun somewhere else, boy. 
There are other sheep in the field, I’m sure.” Hannah was frightened. She wondered what this man 
was going to do to her. 

“Let’s go see if she was hiding anything in there,” Nisroch proposed. “Bind her and keep your 
eye on her. She’s a smart one. If anything happens to her—anything—you’re both dead men.” 
Sensing he meant business, Addai and Samyaza  pinned Hannah’s arms to her body and bound them 
tightly with a strip Nisroch cut from Machlah’s headscarf. It was sticky with her blood, and Hannah 
wailed as the teenager, following the older men, half-dragged her down the street toward the apiary. 
He vented his resentment at not having her for himself by marching her along with his hand 
clamped on her arm. Hannah stumbled as she tried to keep up. 

At the apiary’s doorway, the four were once again met by the thrum of angry bees. A cloud of 
them still swarmed in the entry, but when the soldiers saw the body of their comrade sprawled on 
the floor, they stopped and called out to him. He appeared to have no wounds, but his face and 
other exposed flesh were grotesquely swollen. His eyes, opened wide in shock only minutes earlier, 
were narrow slits. The fingers of one hand lay in a shattered wax comb that oozed honey amid 
shards of earthenware. The pleasant floral scent of the honey seemed incongruous in such mayhem. 
Across the floor, spilling from the mouth of an embroidered cloth bag, was a fortune in exquisite 
gold jewelry—bracelets, rings—some of them set with precious stones—earrings, and Machlah’s 
nose ring. An elaborate silver box, a gold candlestick, and a small ivory carving of an ibex lay nearby.  

Addia dove into the doorway, cursing in Aramaic as the bees found his exposed skin. Screaming 
and swatting wildly, he scrambled to the bag, stuffed whatever loose items he could into it, and, 
crouching close to the floor, ran out, clutching the bag in his fist.  

Trembling, and with the giddy magnanimity of the instantly rich, he pulled a heavy silver bracelet 
out of the sack and handed it to Samyaza. Shocked, Hannah saw that it was one her mother had 



 15 

worn just days ago as she had entertained some merchants who had come from the seacoast. It was 
a thing of rare beauty—both solid and delicate, engraved and with one large lapis lazuli ensconced in 
its widest part.  

“There—now you can buy any girl in Damascus. She might even marry you for that!” He and 
Nisroch laughed again. 

Hannah watched helplessly as these rough men handled the beautiful things her mother had 
worn ever since she could remember. Sometimes, after Abba had received a special piece as payment 
from one of his clients, he had let Hannah try it on even before showing it to his wife. He delighted 
in her gleeful laughter as she made a pair of oversized earrings jangle with a toss of her head or slid a 
bejewelled gold band up her arm. Some of these same treasures would have been given to her on the 
day of her marriage—to Abraham, she had hoped. Now those hopes were dashed. Her mother’s 
treasures were in the hands of these uncircumcised Syrians, and Abraham lay dead. Her young mind 
was unable to process her new reality, and her heart unable to contain her anguish. She sobbed, 
trying to remember the psalm Abba had taught her. All she could get out was, “The LORD is—”  

Nisroch interrupted her with mocking laughter. He understood, and he roared in Hebrew, 
“Where is the lord, little girl? It seems to me he has forgotten all about you! I wonder if he has 
remembered anyone else in this town. You won’t forget us, even if your god has forgotten you—
that’s for sure!” He laughed—raucous, bawdy laughter tinged with danger. 

“Dear Adonai—”  
“Silence!” the soldier screamed. He reached over to slap her, catching himself at the last moment. 

He needed her to remain unmarked.  
“Keep her quiet, boy!”  
The youngster responded by clamping his hand over Hannah’s mouth. She struggled against him, 

twisting her neck in revulsion at the odor of his body and the very idea of her face being in contact 
with his filthy hand. As desperate as she was, she could not free herself from his grip.  

“Don’t hurt her, and make sure you keep all your fingers!” At this, the older men laughed again. 
A look of terror flitted across Samyaza’s face, but then he laughed nervously with the others, 
cupping his hand so his fingers were safe.  

The four made their way toward the center of Rehov. As Hannah struggled to keep up with the 
boy’s long stride, breathing became difficult. The dust stirred up by the attackers and the terrified 
townspeople made her cough. Her nostrils filled with the smell of buildings in flames. And there was 
an unfamiliar odor, acrid and nauseating. The stench of burning flesh. She choked on the smoke, 
fighting back nausea. Sensing that she was about to vomit, Samyaza pulled his hand away.  
  



 16 

 

What Hannah Saw 
 
“Though war rise against me, yet I will be confident … “  
Hannah wanted so much to believe the words of King David. She knew this psalm by heart, and 

Abba had encouraged her to pray it in times of trouble. But the words seemed empty to her now: 
“For he will hide me in his shelter in the day of trouble; he will conceal me under the cover of his 
tent; he will lift me high upon a rock.”7 

Samyaza could not silence her thoughts, and his companions were now intent on routing any 
remaining Hebrews, gathering whatever spoils they could find, and mustering with their comrades to 
prepare for the return to Syria.  

Dear, dear Adonai—where are you?  
Nearing the place where Hannah had left her mother, they rounded the corner of a house. What 

she saw next would forever be etched in her memory. Lying just outside the doorway of a burning 
house were four bodies. One was that of her mother, her clothes tattered and covered with blood. 
Against her was the mangled body of an infant, its skin slick with blood and birth water and its head 
covered with a mass of matted black hair. The baby lay on the thick, twisted cord that extended 
from her mother’s torn abdomen. Close by—not more than a few cubits away—her father was 
sprawled in the dirt, his dagger still held loosely in his hand. His throat had been slit, and his face 
seemed to Hannah to be carved from some unknown material by an unspeakably cruel craftsman. 
His pleading eyes were wide open, and his mouth twisted in anguish. On his limp arm lay his 
precious little Rachel, her small body curled as if in sleep. Her head was crushed. 

Everything went black as Hannah was overcome.  
  

 
7 Ps. 27:2b, 5 
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The Chariot 
 
When Hannah recovered her senses, she was still bound. She lay on her side in a chariot that 

lurched violently as it careened across the valley. Near her face was a pair of leathery feet shod in 
worn sandals; the shins of a soldier’s grimy legs were covered by protective armor. From time to 
time, she heard the sucking of the wheels in mud and felt the chariot slow as the horses fought the 
drag caused by the standing water. A cacophony of shouting, laughter, rattling chariots, and the 
snorting and hoofbeats of horses nearly deafened her. At times a scream would be cut short by the 
slap of a hand or the thud of a fist.  

Images of the slaughter rushed back into her mind and her throat constricted with horror. She 
wailed, but when the sound left her mouth it was not like any sound she had ever made before—
shrill and coarse, like the cry of a wounded animal. Her body convulsed with grief and shock, and 
her tears wet her hair and the rough floor of the chariot. She wept uncontrollably, the sound 
seeming to come from outside of her. Her shoulders burned from her tight bonds, and she could 
not feel her hands. Hannah struggled to keep her head from striking the bed of the chariot when it 
jolted her, and she cried out with pain when she failed.  

The charioteer—the older soldier who had demanded that she remain unharmed—looked down 
at her and laughed derisively. “Your god still hasn’t helped you? I think he must have run off into 
the hills with the rest of your town!”  

 
Even though I walk through the valley  
of the shadow of death, 
I will fear no evil, for you are with me; 
your rod and your staff, they comfort me.8 
 
Even as she recited the Song of the Shepherd to herself, her mind raced. Is this how Adonai 

blessed his people?  
Adonai Elohai,9 are you there? How could you let this happen? I thought you loved your people! Abba always 

said you made a covenant with us and that you could never break it. Why have you forsaken us? 
Abba had loved him. So had Ephraim. So had she. But where was he now? Why hadn’t he kept 

her family safe? Why had he let Abraham be killed? How could she love a God who allowed such 
unimaginable cruelty? The memories washed over her again; she felt as if someone were emptying a 
huge jar of filth over her head. Recalling what she had seen made her gasp and retch.  
  

 
8 Ps. 23:4 
9 Hebrew for “Lord, my God.” 
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The Journey 
  
The three days of travel were almost unbearable. After reconnoitring with another squad of 

soldiers at Beth-Shean, the battalion rode east to what Hannah took to be Ramoth-Gilead. Hannah 
had heard Abba tell how the wicked King Ahab had made an alliance with King Jehoshaphat of 
Judah to take the city of Ramoth-Gilead from the Syrians. This was after Ahab had twice defeated 
the Syrian king Ben-Hadad and let him go! During the battle for Ramoth-Gilead, Ahab had been 
struck down when an arrow found its way into a tiny gap in his armor and pierced his heart. He had 
bled to death in his chariot on the outskirts of the town. His troops had taken his body to Samaria, 
and when they had washed his chariot by the pool of Samaria, dogs had lapped up his blood and 
wicked women had washed in the tainted water. Abba had shaken his head in disgust when he had 
told her this story. The king, Abba said, had reaped what he had sown.  

To Hannah, it seemed the Syrians were headed northeast from Ramoth-Gilead, taking the ancient 
King’s Highway to Damascus. Several times women were dragged into tents, and their cries 
resurrected Hannah’s memories of Machlah’s death. A dispute between two of the soldiers over one 
young woman—Abraham’s cousin, whose lustrous hair hung nearly to her knees—ended when one 
ran the other through with his dagger. Two other men grabbed the killer and dragged him outside 
the camp. Hannah never saw him again. Children were kicked and handled roughly, and their crying 
would often be met with slaps from an open palm or even the flat of a sword. The other captives 
were not fed; instead, they were forced to watch as the Syrians ate their rations of bread and gruel. 
Women tried to nurse toddlers who had already been weaned, just so they would have something to 
eat. One bold girl pled with the captain of the patrol to give the nursing mothers more water. He 
had her beaten, but when Hannah’s captor spoke with him, he relented. Perhaps he had been 
persuaded that well-fed babies might be quiet babies.  

Hannah’s captor, Nisroch—and her protector, as she soon realized—gave her special privileges 
and kept her close to him. He swabbed her head with ointment where it had knocked against the 
chariot and gave her a folded garment to cradle it as they continued their trip. He spoke with the 
commander of the squad and arranged for her to be fed one meal per day, the same rations the 
soldiers ate. It was disgusting, but as far as she could tell, it contained nothing forbidden. On the 
second day her guardian allowed her to sit up in the cramped chariot. Her hands were still bound, 
but in front of her now. Her feet were also bound, but not with the rough twine that chafed some 
other captives’ skin until it was raw.  

There was little danger of her bolting. The constant jostling left her bruised and sore. They had 
evidently reached the King’s Highway because they passed several caravans of traders. Despite her 
daily meal of gruel, she had never been so hungry in her life. She barely had the strength to sit 
upright. When they weren’t driving, her charioteer didn’t allow anyone near her, and if another 
soldier ventured too close or showed any degree of curiosity, he would threaten him with his fist or 
even a drawn dagger. She was grateful to him, strange as it felt to her.  

In her stupor, she took little notice of the landscape through which they traveled. She had been 
outside the Jezreel Valley but had only crossed the Jordan River a few times in her life, even though 
it was just a short distance from Rehov. Now they were in a strange land, and a journey that would 
have otherwise excited her was shrouded in anguish. 
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Damascus 
 
The squadron and their captives arrived at the edge of Damascus on the third day, just as the sun 

was sliding toward the tops of the hills to the west. They had left the highway and had been moving 
along a road that bordered a clear, lively river gurgling over smooth rocks—perhaps the River 
Pharpar, Hannah thought, of which she had heard merchants speak. She had seen where it emptied 
out of a gorge south of the city, rippling and gurgling over the rocks as it widened.  

Hannah had heard Damascus described as heaven on earth. It was large—even larger than 
Samaria, she supposed. Most of the buildings she saw had flat roofs, as they did in Rehov. The 
sprawling stone villas overlooking the river were surrounded by lush gardens filled with fruit trees 
and flowering shrubs. Suddenly, her driver veered off the road and entered one of these properties. 
A guard near the road signalled the charioteer to stop, but then waved him on when he recognized 
him. Even in the twilight, Hannah could see flowers and bushes and porticos, some shaded by 
grapevines or bougainvillea. Noisy birds settled in trees for the night, and a peacock strutted across 
the cobbled drive in front of them, fanning his tail just to be sure they noticed him.  

As they approached the house, a door opened and a woman stepped onto the flat paving stones 
of the terrace. She was not young, but not as old as Hannah’s mother.  

Ima! May Adonai Eloheinu grant your soul peace. I love you, Ima! The images of slaughter returned to 
Hannah’s tortured mind, and her body heaved once more with shock and grief.  

The charioteer alighted from the vehicle and went to the woman, bowing his head before 
speaking to her in hushed tones. They both looked her way, and the woman’s gestures suggested she 
wanted him to bring Hannah to her. The man returned to the chariot and untied her numb feet. 
Blood rushed to them, and the pain nearly made her faint. The soldier ordered her to stand and 
placed her feet on the ground. She fell with a cry, and, her hands still bound, hit her head on the 
hard ground. The woman shouted angrily from the terrace. Hot blood oozed from a cut above 
Hannah’s ear.  

Nisroch, mumbling a response to the woman, pulled Hannah back to her feet. The woman spoke 
again, and the soldier drew his dagger and cut the fabric binding her hands. She felt the same rush of 
blood, the same light-headedness. Somehow she was able to stay standing. Her captor grabbed her 
upper arm and half marched, half dragged her toward the house. He was angry now, too, perhaps 
because the woman had rebuked him for allowing Hannah to fall. His grip cut into her arm. Where 
did he think she would go, anyway? She staggered along, her body stiff and bruised, her hands and 
feet on fire, blood seeping into her hair. She felt dazed and disoriented, as if she had been somehow 
transported to another world. She had been. 

When she arrived on the terrace, the soldier pushed her shoulder down so hard she had no 
choice but to fall to her knees before the woman. She caught herself with her hands, and the 
woman, appearing agitated, spoke again to the soldier. As she reached down to help Hannah to her 
feet, she called into the house. An African slave appeared, carrying a lamp. She held it aloft at the 
woman’s command, and the woman proceeded to inspect Hannah from head to toe. She lifted her 
chin in her smooth fingers, looking into her face. She touched the wound on Hannah’s head. 
Turning to Nisroch, she spoke sharply to him again. She smoothed Hannah’s tunic against her body, 
from top to bottom, front and back, examining her shape and condition. Satisfied, she went into the 
house and returned a short time later holding a small bag. Coins jangled when she handed it to 
Nisroch. It sounded like silver to Hannah, who had witnessed many exchanges of money between 
Abba and his buyers. The woman dismissed the soldier abruptly and took Hannah’s arm. Not daring 



 20 

to look inside, Nisroch hefted the sack in his palm. Though he said nothing, his face bespoke his 
rage. He lowered his head and stalked back toward his horses. He leapt onto his chariot, fuming, and 
yanked the reins so hard his horses lunged sideways. With a clatter of hooves and wheels, he was 
gone.  

The woman exhaled angrily and muttered something Hannah could not understand. Turning 
toward the villa, she took Hannah to the door, the servant leading the way with the lamp held high 
in the gloom. They crossed the threshold of the fine house, and Hannah’s life changed again.  
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Life at the Villa 
 
It took time, but Hannah’s wounds healed and the bouts of crippling grief overcame her less 

frequently. The day after her arrival a wrinkled hag, toting packets of herbs and vials of foul-smelling 
potions, had been led to Hannah’s pallet. Fussing and mumbling, the old woman had tended to 
Hannah’s injuries without tenderness or apparent concern for her comfort. She had applied her 
salves and oils as if she had resented being pressed into service to help a miserable Hebrew girl. To 
Hannah’s surprise the ministrations seemed to help, and she tried to feel grateful. Her stiffness 
disappeared. Her wounds healed. Her bruises faded.  

Hannah was treated with decency, as were the other members of the household, but she was still 
a slave. Never in her short life had Hannah ever dreamed she would be a slave—not even in her 
worst nightmares. She had enjoyed a good life in Rehov. Abba had been a leading citizen and a 
prosperous merchant. God had blessed their family. She had always had more than enough to eat 
and time to spend with her siblings and her friends, including Abraham. In fact, Hannah thought to 
herself, she had had everything she’d ever wanted. Despite Abba’s strictness, her home had been 
filled with love. 

She still cried herself to sleep some nights, thinking of her family and of the boy she had loved. 
The night she had arrived she had met another household slave—the one who had held the lamp so 
her mistress could examine her. A tall, quick Sabaean girl,  she had learned Hebrew as a child.  

“I’m Abyda,” she had said when, at their mistress’s command, she had taken Hannah onto a 
large, walled terrace to bathe her and clean her wounds. 

Hannah was shocked to hear a dark-skinned Gentile girl speaking her own language. 
“And I’m Hannah,” she replied. “How is it that you speak Hebrew?” 
Abyda told her that she had been born in the land of Israel to slaves. She had never been 

anything else. Her father had died of an infection after an ox had gored him. Her mother had 
continued to serve in the home of a wealthy olive grower in Ekron, but both she and Abyda had 
been sold to Persian traders four years before. They had ended up in the slave market in Damascus. 
Her mother had been bought by a cruel man, and Abyda had heard that she had been mistreated 
and abused by her master.  

“Our master purchased me the same day,” Abyda explained. “His name is Naaman, and his 
wife’s is  Yolitha.”  

“Who is he?” Hannah asked. 
“He is a very powerful man, a great soldier. He is the commander of all the armies of Syria. He is 

often away, either helping the king, who is not well, or planning battles. He won’t fight much 
anymore, I don’t think. He is an expert archer. They say he can snuff out a lamp with an arrow from 
thirty cubits away. The rumour is that he’s the one who killed your King Ahab, but I don’t know if 
it’s true.” 

“At Ramoth-Gilead. Yes, we heard about how the king died in that battle. Abba said he deserved 
it. He was a wicked man.” 

“I heard him tell his wife that he is going to become the king’s personal bodyguard. Now, get 
undressed so we can get you clean. You smell like a sheep.”     

It struck Hannah, then, that her master was the man who had commanded the army that had 
destroyed her town, massacred her loved ones, and stolen her future. She trembled at the thought of 
it, and her knees went weak. She burst into tears, and Abyda had to hold her as she lowered her into 
the pool of warm water. As her new friend helped her to bathe, Hannah described what had 
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happened in Rehov less than a week before. Her account was interrupted often as her body was 
wracked with sobs.      

After Abyda had dried her with a linen towel and dabbed ointment on her wounds, Hannah 
asked her, “What are they like—Naaman and Yolitha? He has an odd name for a man who could do 
such horrible things. ” 

“Naaman has a vicious temper, but he can also be kind and reasonable. Everyone seems to love 
him—but don’t get him angry. There is no telling what he might do.” 

“What is his wife like?” 
“She is devoted to Naaman, and almost worships the man. She is very demanding, but not harsh. 

She just wants things done her way. I think she likes you, though.” 
“How can you know that? She’s only seen me for a few minutes!” 
“I could tell by the way she touched you and seemed concerned about that wound on your 

head.”  
During the ensuing weeks, Hannah recovered her strength and began to understand her place in 

the household. Naaman worked long hours, despite his prominence, and he and his wife were often 
invited to social gatherings among Syria’s elite. On these occasions, Hannah was required to help her 
mistress dress and primp. Yolitha had liked her from the beginning. Abyda said it was because she 
was smart, observant, strong, energetic, and compliant. She could arrange bouquets from the 
gardens and food on a platter in a pleasing way. She was clean and orderly, and she had a kind heart. 
It embarrassed Hannah to hear her friend say these things, but she was grateful that she was being 
treated well. Though she was not able to set aside her grief, she was able to work in spite of it. She 
struggled not to hate her mistress—she was not responsible for Hannah’s personal catastrophe, after 
all—but Hannah could not bring herself to even look at her husband on the few occasions when she 
had been in his presence. True, he had not been present at the attack on Rehov; but the men who 
had wreaked such violent havoc there had been following his orders. She held him responsible for 
her family’s destruction.  

Her plight occupied her thoughts day and night. Why had God brought her here? Abba had 
believed that God accomplished his purposes even when life was difficult. “Moses,” he had often 
said, “is an example. And Joseph is another.” The image of Abba wagging his long finger when he 
said it made her smile, then choke back tears. Her longing for her family was like a bottomless 
chasm. She felt an affinity with Jacob’s son languishing in that Egyptian prison. 

The weeks passed; her mistress gave her more responsibility in the home—and more freedom. 
After a short time, Hannah graduated from performing menial household duties to becoming 
Yolitha’s maidservant. She did some of the mending and sewing—a skill she had learned from her 
mother—and helped to decorate the home with flowers from the surrounding gardens. One day, 
when she noticed how many bees were raiding the gardens for nectar, she suggested a bee house and 
offered to make the hives. Yolitha at times allowed Hannah to accompany her to the market, or to 
the homes of friends. Their languages were similar enough to enable them to converse on a basic 
level, aided by exaggerated inflection and much gesticulation. Little by little, Hannah came to 
understand her mistress’s wishes and could respond appropriately most of the time. When it was 
impossible, Abyda was called upon to interpret.  
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The Banquet 
 
One morning, Hannah was shocked when Yolitha told her she would accompany her and her 

husband three nights later to a private gathering at which the highest of Damascus society would be 
present.  

“My husband is to be honoured by the king himself, and I will need to look my best. Since you 
will accompany me, you will also need to look your best.” 

“But I am a slave, my lady, and I have nothing suitable to wear.” 
“We will purchase something for each of us to wear. You will attend me, and must do as I say. I 

trust you not to embarrass me.”        
“I will try not to, my lady.” 
“My husband has achieved a great deal in his military life, and we are proud of his position and 

enjoy the privileges it has brought to us. I do not wish to risk any of that by the misconduct of my 
servants, or by having them appear mistreated in any way. Your life as a slave in our house is better 
than the lives of many of the free people of Damascus. Just remember that.” Her tone was not 
harsh, but that of a woman of privilege speaking to someone she viewed as far beneath her.  

Hannah knew she would be expected to serve her mistress without question, and she became 
anxious about what she may be asked to do in such a pagan environment. Would she have to eat 
what was unclean? Would she have to speak to people? Would there be other soldiers there, men 
she might have seen at Rehov?  Would Abyda go with them? Would the evening end in 
drunkenness? Would there be offerings to Rimmon or some other pagan idol? She wondered what 
Joseph must have felt like when he arrived in Egypt.     

A week before the banquet, her mistress took her to the market early. The city was just rousing 
itself from sleep, and loud merchants were hawking their wares—everything from bread and fruit to 
crude clay pots and spices.  Hannah was struck by the respect Yolitha commanded. People bowed 
and scraped and flattered, vying for her attention—and for her business. She and Hannah looked 
through heaps of exotic silk and embroidered fabrics that smelled of far-off lands.  

By the time they departed for the villa, she had been fitted with fine new sandals fashioned of 
camel hide, a silk turban, and earrings of silver filigree. A linen gown of blinding white and an 
embroidered silk tunic that accentuated her hazel eyes were being crafted by a seamstress who had 
made many clothes for Yolitha. They would be delivered in two days.  

 Despite the grief that dogged her days and the anxiety aroused by her mistress’s 
pronouncement, Hannah couldn’t resist a prickle of anticipation at the prospect of fine new clothes 
and a festive outing. As the din of the market faded behind them, a commanding voice caught 
Hannah’s attention.  

“What will you give for this fine specimen of womanhood? She will work, this one.”  
They had arrived at the slave market. Yolitha sensed her curiosity, and they stopped to watch. 

The market was a cacophony of shouting, wailing, and lewd laughter; the thud of fists on bodies and 
the hissing and snapping of whips. What Hannah saw nauseated her and shook her to her core. 
Pitiful souls of all ages—from enormous, muscular African men to wizened old women who no 
doubt looked older than their years—were being sold as chattel, many of them bound with rope. 
Some slaves fought against their captors or their new owners, and were rewarded with beatings or 
lashings. Parents were separated from their children, wives from their husbands. The level of cruelty 
she witnessed was staggering, and Hannah thanked YHWH for allowing her to be spared such 
treatment.  
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Out of the corner of her eye, Hannah saw the slave who was being sold. She turned and looked. 
It was the young girl who, months before, had begged their captors to allow the mothers to nurse 
their babies on the way from Rehov. She stood unclothed, bound hand and foot with crude rope. 
Hannah remembered the abrasions on her own limbs after that chariot ride to Damascus. The girl, 
who was older than Hannah but younger than Machlah, had lived on the western side of Rehov, 
Hannah remembered. She did not know her name. She was still young and strong, but she appeared 
weary. Humiliated. Defeated. She stared at the ground, her face flushed with embarrassment. Her 
lips trembled with suppressed weeping. The bold defiance she had exhibited on the King’s Highway 
had been beaten out of her, as the bruises on her body attested. Her shame at being naked was 
evident by the way she squirmed in her bonds to try to cover herself.  Although she could have felt 
immensely grateful that she was not in the other girl’s place, Hannah was instead overwhelmed by 
pity, guilt, and helplessness. She had gasped when she saw the girl, and now she burst into tears.  

Her mistress seemed unmoved by the tragic scene before them, but Hannah’s weeping disturbed 
her.  “Slavery is one of the realities of conquest. Accept it.” 

“I … I know her, my lady! She’s from my city.” 
“Who? I’m sure she’s not the only one.” 
“The girl over there on the right. She got the guards to give the nursing mothers more water.”  

Between sobs, Hannah explained what had happened on the way to Damascus. “She’s very brave.” 
“She looks healthy and strong, but she has been beaten. Perhaps it was because she was defiant.” 

She glanced at Hannah, who clearly understood the implication. She had never been mistreated in 
Naaman’s home, but she knew he was short-tempered and used to being obeyed. That night, lying 
on her pallet, she wept for the girl, beseeching Adonai to watch over her, to ease her burden and her 
pain: “Adonai Eloheinu, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, please grant that this daughter of 
Abraham will be bought by a reasonable master, and give her back her strength and courage. Heal 
her wounds and dry her tears. I beg you.”   

The soirée was to be held at the palace of another of the king’s most trusted ministers. On the 
appointed day Hannah was given several hours to bathe and dress. An older slave who had been 
with the household for years helped her apply kohl around her eyes and arrange herself before she 
went in to attend to her mistress. The changes in her body told Hannah she was becoming a woman, 
but being treated as one felt alien and uncomfortable. She wished her Ima were with her. She would 
be able to guide her along this rough path she was traveling. She was not yet a woman, but neither 
was she a little girl. Though she was a slave, her mistress sometimes treated her more like a daughter.  

As she walked to her mistress’s chambers, Hannah was lost in thought. The knowledge that her 
womanhood would be wasted filled her with intense sadness, and she longed to be with Abraham 
again. To see him run, to hear him laugh at his own jokes, to see his strong hands forming the clay 
and feel them brush surreptitiously against hers as they worked . . .  

Without warning, Hannah was face to face with Naaman. He was standing in the courtyard of the 
villa, his armour bearer fussing with Naaman’s tunic so he could put on his breastplate. She was sure 
her dismay registered on her face. Looking at the stone pavement, she attempted to hurry past the 
heathen who was responsible for her tragic circumstances. A flood of horrid memories crashed 
through her mind, and she choked back sobs as she stumbled past this man who was about to be 
praised for his monstrous acts on behalf of this godless nation—acts that had robbed her of her 
family and everything she had held dear. He stood there with his head cocked haughtily, his hands 
on his hips, appearing oblivious to her presence even though she was sure he had seen her. He 
looked ruthless and cold and dangerous. She shuddered. 

She hurried on. One of the men made a comment, and Naaman laughed as if he and his slave 
were old friends. The sound rang in her ears as she approached her mistress’s quarters. His laughter 
was disconcerting. It was a warm, human sound, not much different from her father’s laughter. How 
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could a heartless beast sound so much like Abba? How could such a man have a name like 
“Naaman”? In Hebrew it meant “pleasant.” Could it mean the same in Aramaic?  

Her mistress answered Hannah’s knock with the command to enter, and as Hannah went in, 
Abyda came out. She gaped at Hannah, who remembered with a start that she was dressed like a 
noblewoman’s daughter, not like a slave. The look of  jealousy in the girl’s face embarrassed Hannah. 
She liked the girl, who had often helped her to learn where to find and store household items, and 
how not to upset Yolitha or Naaman. She had served both as an interpreter and a language 
instructor. The two girls had become friends and confidantes. Abyda had been part of  the 
household for several years, yet Hannah had become her better in everyone’s mind but her own. 
While she was thankful for the treatment she had received so far, it made her feel conspicuous and 
uncomfortable. That emotion was sharpened when she saw its effect on Abyda. 

As Hannah entered her chamber, her mistress stood waiting. She was a statuesque woman in the 
prime of  her life, with flashing dark eyes and glistening black waves that usually cascaded over her 
shoulders to her waist. She looked regal in her gold and silks, her hair coiffed and held in place with 
bejewelled ivory combs. Yolitha was a stunning woman, Hannah thought. But then a man of  
Naaman’s status was expected to have a beautiful wife. She smiled when she saw Hannah—a smile 
that was warm rather than condescending. She seemed almost as pleased with Hannah’s appearance 
as with her own, which she had been appraising in the large plate of  polished bronze that served as a 
wall mirror.  

Hannah completed the tasks her mistress required of  her. Then, together, they walked back to 
the courtyard to meet Naaman. When he looked at the two of  them, his raised eyebrows and half  
smile registered approval of  what he saw, but he said nothing. Another man was with him now—not 
a slave, but an aide dressed in full military regalia. Hannah was not sure if  he was to serve as their 
body guard or as a reminder to the other guests of  Naaman’s military accomplishments and stature. 
Naaman wore his ceremonial military breastplate and helmet, both polished to a blinding lustre, and 
the rest of  his attire was also rich and elegant. Even Hannah had to admit he cut an imposing figure. 
Not particularly handsome, but powerfully built and exuding a self-assurance that commanded 
attention. His manner was not as elegant as his attire. He was a warrior, after all—an archer who had 
moved up in the ranks until he had been appointed to command the entire Syrian army. Abyda had 
told Hannah that he was proud and had a short temper. She had heard that had drawn his dagger on 
another man just for contradicting him. On the other hand, Abyda had explained, Naaman had a 
gentle streak. He was kind to his wife, she said, to whom he was devoted. On the few occasions she 
had seen them together, Hannah had observed that appeared to be so. It was reported that his men 
would die for him. He treated his slaves with unusual dignity. But he was still a Syrian, and an enemy 
of  her people. He had issued the orders to attack Rehov, and his men had drenched the streets with 
the blood of  the ones she loved.  

Two chariots drew up to the house, and Naaman took Yolitha’s hand and helped her onto the 
scrubbed deck of  one of  the vehicles. Hannah pulled herself  onto the chariot. Naaman and his aide 
were already stepping aboard the other chariot, the aide taking the reins from the slave who had 
brought it to the terrace. In a few moments, the party drew away from the villa with the clatter of  
hooves, the creaking of  harness, and the rumble of  wheels. As they entered the street, their driver 
turned his head to glance at Hannah with a knowing smirk. She took in her breath. It was Nisroch, 
the officer who had captured her and brought her to Naaman’s house.  She felt the gorge rise in her 
throat.   

 For Hannah, the evening was a mix of  fascination and revulsion; the guests were the cream of  
Syrian society, but their behaviour was appalling. They ate and drank far too much, and much of  the 
food was forbidden to a Jewess. The sight of  the roast pig on a silver charger, smiling benignly at 
those who were about to devour it, nauseated her. There were catfish from the river, their skins slick 
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and their whiskers streaming from their ugly faces. And eels, slimy and repugnant. Yolitha urged 
Hannah to eat, but she was not hungry. She looked around her, missing nothing. The dancers, the 
lewd laughter, the sheer volume of  wine and strong drink that was consumed all shocked her.  

After a brief  speech praising her master’s exploits—including the defeat and death of  Ahab and 
the many successful raids on the Jews—the king excused himself  for another engagement and left 
with his entourage. Some of her mistress’s friends laughed derisively upon learning, in answer to their 
inquiries, that Hannah was a Hebrew slave. Others, intrigued, approached Hannah and tried to 
engage her in conversation. Some even spoke to her in Hebrew. Hannah chose to remain silent, 
thinking it inappropriate for a slave to speak to people of  such high status, even if  they addressed 
her. And she did not want to speak to them. She owed them nothing. She pretended to be shy and 
lowered her gaze until they walked away in either confusion or disgust. Hannah stayed close by the 
side of  Yolitha to meet any needs she might have. Naaman was surrounded by admiring military 
men and fawning young women who, oblivious to his wife, sought to catch his eye.  

The encounter with Nisroch had unnerved Hannah.  She realized with relief  that neither of  the 
other two Syrians who had captured her—indeed, none of  the common foot soldiers who had 
raided Rehov—would be present; they would never be seen in such company. Nonetheless, a sense 
of  oppression unsettled and even frightened her. Like her nation, she was surrounded by enemies. 
She felt threatened and alone and longed for Abba’s embrace, Ima’s food, and Abraham’s laughter. 
She would never experience any of  them again. 

As the night wore on, the atmosphere grew more repulsive to Hannah. The gluttony offended 
her as much as the food itself. Drunken guests, having arrived impeccably dressed, well groomed, 
and on their best behavior, were becoming disheveled and disorderly. Several loud arguments had 
erupted, and one of  them had ended in a tussle during which an elegant table had been overturned. 
A woman had clawed her husband’s face, screaming words Hannah did not understand, when she 
had found him in the company of  one of  the dancers. Hannah was relieved when Yolitha 
approached Naaman, who was deep in conversation with another military man, and touched his 
arm. They spoke briefly, then walked toward Hannah. Someone shouted, “Our honored guest is 
leaving us!” Some cheers could be heard, as well as some slurred compliments and farewells. The 
officer who had accompanied Naaman crossed the room, and the four of  them went out into the 
night.     
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That Dreadful Morning 
 
That night Hannah slept little. Memories of her life in Rehov swept over her. She was glad the 

distance between her chamber and those of Naaman and his wife would prevent them from hearing 
her sobs.  She cried out to Adonai, imploring him to help her understand why he had allowed her 
family to be taken from her, and in such a brutal fashion. She begged him to take her life, and even 
had fleeting thoughts of taking it herself. She pushed them out of her mind. Abba had instilled in his 
family a deep regard for life. Life was a gift from God.  

It must have been near dawn when she fell into a fitful sleep. The party had gone on far too long. 
When they had arrived back home, Hannah had helped her mistress undress and prepare for bed. 
Yolitha had intimated that Naaman would be with her in her bedchamber and had shooed Hannah 
out with a giddy farewell. After she had left Yolitha, Hannah had drawn water and poured it into 
several of the large stone vessels lined up on the terrace like soldiers.  

Now she was wide awake. Dawn was throwing shadows across the marble floor of the house, 
and Hannah sat up in alarm. What had awakened her? She heard it again—an anguished wail coming 
from the other end of the villa, high-pitched and desperate. The sound was followed by the rustle of 
people moving, of bare feet slapping on tiles, of doors opening and closing. Hannah leapt up, 
pulling on her tunic and dragging her hair away from her face with trembling fingers. She started to 
run toward the sound and almost collided with Abyda. When they got to the door of Yolitha’s 
chambers, it opened suddenly. Naaman staggered out, fear and bewilderment distorting his face. He 
glanced at them but said nothing. He felt his way along the wall as if he were blind, his steps 
unsteady. His wife’s agonized cries continued from inside the room. Hannah burst in to see her 
sitting on her bed, the linens pulled up around her body, her head in her hands. She was screaming..  

Hannah went to her.  
“He’s white! He has the white spots—he . . . has . . . leprosy!”  
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The Prophet 
 
Hannah was dumbstruck. Her mistress was beside herself. “And I think I touched him there!” 

she wailed. “On his back! Hannah, bring water.  And the fuller’s soap. What will we do?” Hannah 
watched her rub her hands together as if she could somehow wipe away not only her husband’s 
dreaded affliction, but also the very thoughts of what would happen to him. And to her.  

Hannah ran to fetch the soap and filled the basin on the table in the bedchamber. Shaking with 
fright, her mistress scrubbed her hands, her arms, her face. The abrasive action and lye soap 
reddened her skin, but she kept scrubbing until Hannah gently took the soap from her hands. As she 
helped her mistress rinse and dry herself, she heard Naaman outside the room, speaking to one of 
his slaves. His voice was ragged and raspy, as if he had a sore throat. She thought he was telling the 
slave to stay away from him. Naaman sounded terrified—not the brash, boisterous, arrogant man 
she had watched the night before receiving congratulations from his peers.  

“Are you certain my master has leprosy?” Hannah asked. “Could it be something else?” 
“I am sure. I have seen it before. It is the bad kind.” Yolitha was sobbing, and she breathed with 

difficulty. “Some of Naaman’s men have had leprosy, and the maidservant of a close friend has it. It 
started the same way, but on her leg. I saw it. She has had to go to the colony of lepers. It is a 
horrible place, and nobody ever leaves there alive.” Her voice quavered. “What will we do? Last 
night we thought our . . .  lives . . . could not possibly get any better, and today I cannot . . . imagine . 
. . anything . . . worse.”  

She put her face in her hands, her body wracked with sobs. When Hannah moved to comfort her 
mistress, Yolitha put her hands up to ward Hannah away . 

“Hannah, no! I touched him. Go, now. Please leave me. Naaman is going to speak with the king, 
to see if his physicians can do anything. The king will not want him nearby any longer. Nobody will. 
What will we do?” 

One of the proverbs of Solomon rushed into Hannah’s memory: “Do not rejoice when your 
enemy falls, and let not your heart be glad when he stumbles, lest the LORD see it and be 
displeased, and turn away his anger from him.”10  

Hannah did not understand the part about God’s anger, but that was God’s concern. Her part 
was to do the opposite of what her heart told her to do. Hannah hesitated. The Torah had strict 
rules about people with leprosy, but she was not sure what they were. Nervously pulled the linens 
from the bed, then moved the candle from the nightstand to a larger table. She felt compelled to 
speak. When she did, she could hardly believe her own words. 

“I wish we were in Samaria. He could see the man of God there. Elisha. He could pray to the 
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—my God—and ask him to heal my master’s leprosy—”  She 
was cut off by Yolitha’s anguished wail. 

When her mistress had regained her composure, Hannah continued. “Elisha is a great man. He 
used to live in Rehov, and my father knew him.”  

“Naaman is a great man, too. And he has done great things. Look where it’s gotten him.” Yolitha 
moaned.  

Hannah faltered, her confidence wavering, but forced herself to go on. “There was even a room 
there where he used to spend time praying and discussing the Torah.” 

“The Torah?” 

 
10 Prov. 24:17-18 
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“Our holy writings. The law of YHWH.”   
“We have our own god, Rimmon! Your YHWH was not even able to save you from our 

soldiers.”   
“My sister’s husband”—Hannah’s heart lurched—“told me of many great things Elisha has 

done.” Her voice grew louder and her manner more animated as she spoke.  
Her mistress appeared not to be listening. 
“Elisha was the servant of the great prophet, Elijah. In Jericho, he healed the water that was 

making people die and causing pregnant women to lose their babies. I heard that some boys were 
making fun of him because he had no hair, and he asked God to curse the boys. God sent two bears 
out of the woods, and some of the boys were mauled.”  

Yolitha snorted and looked at Hannah with an expression of skepticism tinged with mockery.  
“That does not mean he can cure leprosy! Have you ever seen someone who is dying of leprosy? No 
one can cure that!”  

“Well, I do know for certain that when one of his young followers died, his wife and her two 
boys were left penniless. All they had in the house was a tiny jar of some precious oil, and they came 
to Elisha for help. He told the woman to collect as many vessels as she could find and to pour the 
oil she had into them. It was amazing—she was able to fill them all from just the small amount she 
had in her house, and when she sold it she was able to pay all her debts! Her family is still living on 
the money she got when she sold the oil.”  

“That does not sound possible.”  There was a commotion in the hallway, so Hannah closed the 
door of the bedchamber before she continued. 

“My father had a cousin who moved to Shunem, and he told him that Elisha used to stop there 
and stay with a wealthy family. The woman couldn’t have children, but Elisha told her she would 
have a son—and she had one!”  

Yolitha interrupted. “Ha! So maybe your prophet could give me a baby, too!” In her tone, 
Hannah could hear both disbelief and her contempt—if not for Hannah, then surely for Elisha and 
their God.   

Hannah ignored the comment. “One day the little boy got very sick and died. The woman went 
to Mount Carmel to tell Elisha, and he went back with her. What happened next is hard to believe, 
but my father’s cousin wouldn’t lie to us. He loves YHWH and knows his power. He said Elisha 
raised the boy from the dead! People said he sneezed seven times and then opened his eyes and got 
out of bed. He’s still alive today!” 

Yolitha laughed again. This time it was a nervous, artificial laugh that made Hannah think there 
may be a crack in her mistress’s wall of doubt. “Do you honestly believe that, Hannah? Nobody can 
die and live again. No god is that powerful.” 

Hannah breathed a prayer that Adonai would give her the words to say. “My father told me that 
another prophet of YHWH, Micaiah, was the one who told our King Ahab that he would die at 
Ramoth-Gilead. Because of that, King Ahab went to battle in disguise. But an arrow found a gap in 
his armour and he died, just as God had told Micaiah he would.”  

How would her mistress react to these words? Naaman had been given the credit for Ahab’s 
death. To give it to YHWH right before his wife was not advisable the morning after Naaman had 
been honored for his exploits. On the other hand, Abba had always said that YHWH’s desire was 
for the whole world to know about him. She should not be ashamed to tell even this woman of his 
sovereign power. Hannah believed God had prompted her to say what she had said.  

Yolitha did not seem offended. Her more immediate concern was her husband’s life. Hannah 
concluded: 
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“There is no cure for the bad leprosy, my lady. But Elisha, the man of God, is in Samaria. My 
master could go to him and beg for God’s mercy. I believe YHWH could hear him and answer his 
prayer. Please, think about it. I will ask my God to give you wisdom.” 

Naaman’s wife was crying again, so Hannah thought it best to leave her to contemplate what she 
had told her. After asking if there was anything else she could do, she gingerly picked up the bed 
linens, holding them on the corners, where they would not have had contact with Naaman.  

“Burn them,” Yolitha said.  
Hannah withdrew, closing the door behind her, and went to resume her morning duties. As 

Yolitha had instructed, she poured some rancid oil on the linens and threw them on the winking 
embers of last night’s fire. She blew on the coals, and the linens burst into flame. Quickly, Hannah 
got a basin of water and another lump of lye soap and scrubbed her hands and arms, rinsed, then 
scrubbed again. As she gathered more wood for the fire and swept the floors, she wondered why she 
had even spoken to her mistress about Elisha. Perhaps leprosy was the way God wanted to rid Israel 
of one of its vicious and powerful antagonists. Why should she be interested in seeing him healed? 
What had possessed her to recommend that Naaman go to Elisha for help?  

As she pondered this, she recalled Abba’s frequent reminder: “No one is any more or less worthy 
of the mercy of God.” Abba had elaborated with stories from Moses. Why had God called Father 
Abraham, and not someone else, out of Ur? Only God knew that. But Abraham had listened. He 
had believed and obeyed. Hannah herself was a product of his faith, as were all the people of Israel. 
Even though many of the Jews had turned to idolatry—some of them even worshipped Baal, as 
Naaman did—God had not forsaken them. She was sure of that. Moses had told the people that 
YHWH was a merciful God who would not leave them or forsake them or forget the covenant he 
had made with their fathers.11 

And she was sure that God could use Elisha to heal her master. Just think if Naaman went to 
Samaria and came back without leprosy! It would be one more proof that YHWH is more powerful 
than Baal—or any other god, for that matter. Elijah had already shown that on Mount Carmel years 
ago. Everyone in Rehov knew the story of how he had called down fire from heaven and had put 
four hundred prophets of Baal to death on the banks of the brook Kishon. When the people had 
seen what had happened, they had all worshipped YHWH, acknowledging that he alone is God. 
Wasn’t that what God wanted everyone to do? She recited the words of David:  

“Praise the LORD, all nations!  
Extol him, all peoples!  
For great is his steadfast love toward us,  
and the faithfulness of the LORD endures forever.  
Praise the LORD!”12 

As she worked, she felt her spirits lifted. “Somehow,” she thought to herself, “Adonai is going to 
do something great. I just know it.” 
  

 
11 Deut. 4 :31 
12 Ps. 117:1–2 
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The Journey 
 
Weeks passed. Naaman seldom left the house, as the king had forbidden him to have close 

contact with anyone in court or even with his own men. Occasionally, someone would come to the 
villa to seek his counsel or advise him of this or that, but Naaman spent hours pacing in his gardens 
alone or sitting and staring into space. His wife was unable to console him and was afraid even to be 
near him, lest she also become afflicted. No signs of leprosy had appeared on her skin, but 
Naaman’s condition was worsening. Other white spots had emerged on his body. Some were 
beginning to seep and discolor. Members of the household approached him with fear, not knowing 
how he would react.  

They had washed all of his clothes thoroughly and even burned some of them. They were taking 
every precaution they could think of. Naaman went often to the House of Rimmon to implore his 
god to heal him—all to no avail.  

As she watched Naaman’s condition deteriorate, Hannah’s attitude toward him began to change. 
She  often beseeched Adonai to intervene for Naaman. As often as she had wanted to encourage her 
mistress to beg him to go to Samaria, she had refrained. If God wanted to act, he could also 
persuade Naaman to see the prophet. As she watched Naaman’s despair, she grew to pity him. 
Despite the many atrocities he had either performed or ordered, he was a great man by human 
standards. He was strong, courageous, intelligent, and loyal. He loved his wife and treated his 
servants well. He was viewed by others with respect and admiration. He had always been decent to 
Hannah—at least, he had never been cruel or harsh. As the head of the house and her owner, he 
could have made unreasonable demands on her and treated her with contempt. He had done 
neither.  

The day came when Naaman had to leave his home and move to a small dwelling outside the 
city. His face was becoming disfigured, and he had festering wounds on many parts of his body. He 
spent his days alone, depressed and angry. His wife visited him weekly, but always with hesitation. 
She would cry herself to sleep after these visits, and Hannah’s heart went out to her. 

Late one morning, Hannah, Abyda, and the cook returned home after having spent several hours 
at the market. Turning into the villa burdened with the goods they had purchased, Hannah and the 
others were shocked to see Naaman there. He and his wife were engaged in conversation on the 
terrace. He stood some distance away from her, fearing he might infect her with his awful affliction. 

Naaman held a small scroll. He seemed more animated than he had in weeks, and the tone of his 
voice was that of a man who had just received good news. It reminded her of Abba telling her 
mother of a good harvest of honey or a great deal he had struck with visiting merchants.  

A small band of soldiers—formerly Naaman’s elite guard—surrounded him. She had not seen 
them in some time. One was the officer who had accompanied them to the banquet months before. 
Another was Nisroch. They talked excitedly, like boys about to head off on some wild escapade. Her 
master’s chariot was nearby, and the horses were being readied for a journey. Several pack mules 
stood off to the side. Slaves were loading heavy sacks into the leather panniers on the back of one, 
while Naaman’s soldiers watched them like hawks. Two other men were lashing several tightly 
wrapped bundles onto the back of another mule. A third mule was harnessed to a sturdy wooden 
cart, which was being heaped with supplies. Several other chariots waited on the broad stone terrace, 
while drivers minded the horses. The stomping and snorting of the animals punctuated the 
conversation and the crisp orders of Naaman’s lieutenant.  
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Yolitha smiled wearily. She had not smiled in many days. The despondency that had aged her 
seemed to be lifted from her sagging shoulders as Naaman spoke. Naaman looked in Hannah’s 
direction and continued speaking to his wife in excited tones. Even though she could not hear him 
over the din, Hannah could see determination in Naaman’s gestures. As she entered the house, 
Hannah thought, “Could it be that Yolitha had told him about Elisha after all? Could Naaman have 
decided to see the prophet of YHWH?” 

There was a clamour outside, and everyone in the house ran onto the terrace to see what was 
happening. The sun was directly overhead. Naaman barked an order, and his men responded 
immediately. Some mounted horses. As Hannah and the rest of the household looked on, Naaman 
stepped onto the deck of his chariot, and the other charioteers did likewise. The small retinue of 
soldiers surrounded the mules with their precious cargo. Armour glinted in the bright sunlight. 
Leather creaked. Wheels scraped. Horses shook their heads impatiently, rattling their harnesses and 
causing their drivers to tug on their reins. The men had become subdued. There was no lighthearted 
banter, no cursing, no lewd remarks, no boasting of exploits to come. But the silence was not a pall; 
on the contrary. It seemed to Hannah that the men and their commander were striking out on a 
great and solemn adventure, a journey to an unknown place to see something they had never seen or 
do something they had never done. 

The company reached the street, and slaves rushed to close the gates behind them. With a wave 
to his wife, Naaman—the mighty, esteemed, fearless Naaman, Naaman the doomed leper—gave 
another command, and his patrol of warriors started out.  

They were headed in the direction of Samaria.  
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The Return 
 
“Hannah, wake up! They’re back! The master is coming home!” 
Hannah tried to orient herself. Abyda had awakened her out of a deep sleep. The darkness in 

their tiny room was partially dispelled by the light of the torch in the hall. Abyda stood in the 
doorway, already dressed. Apparently, she had been up for a while.   

“How do you know?” Hannah asked, trying to wipe the sleep from her eyes. “Why would he be 
coming home in the middle of the night?” 

“One of his men just arrived to tell the mistress. He rode ahead so she would be ready when he 
comes. He expects the master and the rest of the men to be here by dawn. Hannah, he said the 
master is healed!” 

Hannah’s heart leapt. “He’s healed? Praise Adonai—I knew it! I knew the prophet would heal 
him!” 

“The soldier said that Naaman looks so different, even the mistress won’t recognize him. He said 
if he hadn’t actually seen it happen, he would never believe it. I’m not sure I believe it myself. How 
can a man be healed of leprosy?” 

“With God, nothing is impossible, Abyda. Nothing!”  
Hannah got up from her pallet and took her tunic from the peg on the wall. This was the coolest 

part of the night, and the feel of the cold stone beneath her feet made her reach for her sandals. She 
was about to slip them on when Yolitha appeared next to Abyda in the doorway. 

“Hurry and get up. Abyda, you need to help prepare a meal for the men. They will be here at 
sunup and they have driven hard through the night. They will be hungry. Bake bread and fetch ale. 
There are dates and dried fish. When you can see, pick some pomegranates. Hurry! Hannah, help me 
bathe and dress.” 

Her mistress had not been this animated in months. It was as if the king himself were coming to 
visit, Hannah thought as she moved out of the slave quarters toward the bath. Abyda hurried away 
to join the cook and another servant in the kitchen. 

“What will you wear, my lady?” Hannah asked as she helped Yolitha into the water. In the 
torchlight, she was struck again with the toll these months of grief had taken on Naaman’s wife. She 
had lost weight, her skin was damaged, and her hair had lost its luster. There were even some streaks 
of silver in it now, and it seemed limp and thin. Yolitha had dark sacks under her eyes—Ima had 
always said these were filled with sorrow.  She had aged, and Hannah had been alarmed to watch the 
process.       

Yolitha told Hannah what clothes to bring, and she went to her mistress’s chamber to find 
them—a freshly laundered white tunic, a sapphire blue cloak embroidered with gold thread on its 
edges, and good sandals. She brought a bejeweled headband and a pair of ivory combs—her 
mistress could choose which she wanted to wear.  

When she returned to the bath, Yolitha was just getting out. Hannah wiped the water from her 
body and applied olive oil to her skin. She wrung the water out of the hair that had lain in the water, 
then patted it dry in a linen cloth. She combed it after she had helped Yolitha into her tunic. Yolitha 
choose the headband, and Hannah straightened it on her head, tossing Yolitha’s long hair with her 
fingers to make it appear fuller and less limp. Her mistress’s eyes flashed with excitement, and 
Hannah wondered if Naaman’s return would make her beautiful again.  

She left Yolitha to attend to her jewelry and cosmetics. Hannah was surprised at first that she 
would be so concerned about her appearance this early in the day, and when Naaman might just 
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want to eat and then collapse from exhaustion. But then she thought about how she would feel if 
she were in Yolitha’s place, and decided she would also want to look her best to greet her husband. 
It was as if he were returning from the dead. Could it really be that he was completely cured? Would 
there be no trace left of his leprosy? 

When she entered the kitchen, Abyda ordered, “We still need pomegranates. Go pick some. Only 
the very ripe ones, if you can even tell in this light.” 

Hannah left the house and as she entered the terrace, there was noise at the street. Loud 
conversation competed with the sound of horses’ hooves striking the hardened earth. The gate was 
open, and a chariot entered. When the patrol had left, Naaman had driven his own chariot so as not 
to be too close any of his men. Careening into the courtyard at a reckless pace, this driver pulled up 
near the entrance to the villa and reigned in his horses with a bellowed command and a vicious yank 
on the reins. Hannah recognized his voice immediately—it was Nisroch. The heaving bodies of the 
spent animals glistened with sweat. Foam dotted their muzzles. Their nostrils flared as they sucked 
the cool air into their lungs. They had been driven hard all night.     

The commotion had alerted the entire household, and as they all spilled into the courtyard, the 
passenger in the chariot laughed and slapped Nisroch on the shoulder. Then he jumped off and ran 
around the horses toward the villa. It was Naaman—it had to be Naaman. It was a man of his build, 
and his profile in the dawn was unmistakable. But could it be? This man had the energy of a youth 
and the commanding manner of someone who was used to being obeyed. It was not the ailing, 
desperate man who had left just days before.  

“Yolitha!” he cried, as several other soldiers on horseback rode through the gate. Another chariot 
followed.  

“Yolitha!” he called again. The servants parted to allow Hannah’s mistress to enter the courtyard. 
She rushed into the space, still trying to get an earring fastened as she sprinted toward the man. She 
failed, and as the man gathered her in his arms, the earring fell to the stone pavement near Hannah’s 
feet. She stooped to retrieve it, and when she stood up again, Yolitha was screaming and laughing 
and crying all at once. The servants gathered around the couple, forgetting their station, and looked 
on in disbelief. Soldiers dismounted, clamoring for the opportunity to watch, shoving each other out 
of the way like boys around a fight.   

Hannah’s mistress twisted out of Naaman’s arms to take a closer look at him. The sun was 
peering over the horizon, and Hannah could see the shock on Yolitha’s face. She was dumbfounded. 
Her mouth, opened to issue another squeal of delight, froze in place as if Yolitha had been turned to 
stone. Hannah thought of Lot’s wife, whom God had turned to salt for longing after Sodom. Her 
look of joy turned to dismay, and then to terror. She fell to her knees, covering her mouth with her 
hands. Her eyes were wide, but they narrowed with incredulity as she stared at her husband. As she 
frowned and squinted, her mind tried to make sense of what she was seeing. Reaching for Naaman’s 
hand, she looked first at the palm and then, turning it over, examined the rest of it. Running her 
fingertips over his knuckles and the back of his hand, she finally pulled up the sleeve of his tunic and 
gaped at his forearm, which was a smooth and white as her own. Jarred back to reality, she spoke. 

“Who—who are you? Naaman, is it you? What happened? Are you really healed?” 
Naaman responded, pulling his wife to her feet, but no one heard what he said. Everyone was 

speaking at once. Soldiers were shouting over each other, and Hannah understood snatches of their 
separate accounts of her master’s visit to the prophet and an experience in the River Jordan. She, 
too, was stunned by his appearance. He looked younger than he had when he left. His skin was clear 
and white—the discolored blotches were gone, as were the raw flesh and the hideous bumps that 
had been forming on his face and limbs.  

“I am healed! Completely healed! It was miraculous—the prophet did not heal me himself. The 
God of Israel did it. He is the true God, I am sure of it.! The only God on earth.” 
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“If Israel’s God is the true God, why didn’t he save the Hebrews from us, Father?” This question 
came from none other than Nisroch, who stood amid the other soldiers. His voice held an edge not 
only of skepticism, but also of defiance. The man next to him stared at Nisroch, shocked at his 
insolence.   

Naaman turned to face him. “You were there—you saw what happened. I went into that river a 
dead man, and came out—Naaman’s voice cracked with emotion—like this! He held his hands high, 
allowing the sleeves of his tunic to slide down and bare his arms. “The gods of the Arameans could 
not do that. Not Adad, not Astarte, not Bel, not Shamash, not even our Rimmon. I know—I 
implored them all to heal me. I made sacrifices to them and gave offerings to the priests. All for 
nothing. But the prophet would not accept anything from me. In fact, I didn’t even see him until 
after I was healed. All I had to do was to bathe in the Jordan and believe it would work. It was 
incredible. I will never forget it. When I came up—” 

Yolitha was weeping, not caring that her slaves were looking on with embarrassed fascination. 
Her astonishment seemed to drain the strength from her, and she slid back to the ground, her arms 
around Naaman’s knees. She looked at his legs above the dusty leather greaves, and uttered another 
loud groan—a mixture of joy and disbelief—when she saw the unblemished skin.  

Suddenly, she looked up at her husband’s face. “Naaman—someone needs to tell the king! He 
will give your command back to you now, I know it. He needs you, my husband.”     

“I will do it, Father.” It was Nisroch who spoke first. “I am known at the gates.” 
“Go, then,” Naaman ordered. He was a soldier once again. “Make it known to him that I wish to 

return to my post immediately, and that I will go to the palace tomorrow. Today I need to rest.”   
When Nisroch responded, he did so with almost imperceptible smirk. “Yes, Father. Right away, 

Sir.” To Hannah he appeared almost ready to laugh, but the look in his eyes as he turned toward his 
chariot sent a shiver up her spine. What was he hiding? 
  



 36 

 

No God in All the Earth But In Israel 
 
“Right now you need to eat, Husband.” Yolitha, still incredulous at the miracle standing before 

her, took Naaman’s hand and led him to the house. The servants parted to let them through, and 
their mistress recovered enough to instruct them: “I will take the Master to the terrace. Have his 
meal ready there at once. Abyda, have the food brought out for the men. They can eat here. Make 
sure none of them goes away hungry or thirsty.” 

“Yes, my Lady.” She turned to face Hannah. “Where are those pomegranates?” Abyda 
straightened her long frame with an air of importance and shooed the other slaves into the house to 
get the meal.  

As Hannah walked toward the garden with a small basket, she smiled to herself. Abyda seemed to 
relish the opportunity to give her an order in front of the others, but Hannah didn’t care. Not today. 
She had no logical reason to rejoice over the fact that her Syrian master had been brought back from 
the brink of death. Months ago, the morning she had heard of Naaman’s leprosy and told her 
mistress about Elisha’s miraculous feats, she had regretted it right away. Why should she not let 
YHWH just mete out his justice to this cruel heathen? Surely his leprosy was retribution for the 
terrible acts he had either ordered or performed himself. And yet, as she had observed his 
desperation and then his physical deterioration and eventual banishment from his own house, she 
had been moved with pity for him. She remembered what her father had taught her from the Law: 
“You should never take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, Hannah. In fact, the 
Lord says we should love our neighbors the way we love ourselves.”13  

“Why, Abba?” she had asked once. 
“Just because it pleases him. Just because he is the Lord. And he is our Lord and the Lord of our 

neighbors, even if they do not worship him. He hates their sin, but he does not hate them. He wants 
to love them through us.”   

“But Abba,” she remembered saying aloud to herself one morning after her sleep had been 
ravaged by terror and bitter memories. “He is not my neighbor. And he is not one of my people—he 
killed my people! He killed you!” She had spat out the words with unusual venom. As the day had 
worn on, she had felt as if she were in a dispute with the Almighty. She wanted to hate this man who 
had robbed her of everyone and everything she had loved. She needed to hate him—it would do her 
heart good. He deserved her hatred, and he deserved his leprosy. She had hoped he would dismiss 
her suggestion as the ridiculous fantasy of a Hebrew child and die a gruesome death all alone.    

“Just because it pleases him. Just because he is the Lord.” Abba’s words had haunted her all that 
day and long into the night. She had remembered what her father had said about YHWH wanting all 
the world to worship him because he is the one true God. Abba had been convinced that YHWH 
wanted his people Israel to show the rest of the nations around them how to worship him. They had 
done a very poor job of that. Even in Rehov, many of the Hebrews worshipped the Canaanite idols 
and lived as if YHWH did not even exist. Perhaps he was using the Syrians—using Naaman 
himself—to punish his people for forsaking him.  

“He hates their sin, but he does not hate them. He wants to love them through us.” As she 
thought about Abba’s words, she came to the realization that YHWH hated Naaman’s sin even 
more than she did. She couldn’t see how that was possible, but she knew it was true. She also had to 

 
13 Lev. 19:18 
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admit that he hated her own sin just as much as he hated Naaman’s. Was a Syrian’s hatred for the 
Hebrews somehow worse than a Hebrew’s hatred for a Syrian?  

Against her own will, her heart had softened toward this man who had become sullen and 
morose as his body had shown the effects of his horrible disease. On the rare occasions when she 
had seen him, she had noticed the defeat in his posture and the terror in his eyes. Gradually, her 
resentment turned to sympathy. As Naaman’s condition had deteriorated, she had wanted to remind 
her mistress about Elisha, but felt it was not her place. Instead, she begged YHWH to convince 
Naaman to go and see the prophet. He had answered her prayer, and now her master was healed. 
He was more than healed! His skin was as smooth as her own, and he had believed in YHWH 
himself!  

As Hannah placed the last crimson pomegranate in her basket and turned toward the villa, her 
heart leapt with joy. “Thank you, Adonai Eloheinu,” she whispered aloud. “Thank you.” 

She took the fruit into the house. Abyda snatched the basket from her hands and said, 
“Quickly—we need to open these!” She took one and gave one to Hannah. Hannah had never liked 
opening pomegranates. She found the process tedious, and always stained her clothes. But this 
morning they only had to break the fruits open—the men would pick the seeds from the husks 
themselves. Abba had said that the High Priest had pomegranates embroidered on the hem of his 
robe, in between golden bells. She wondered why. Now, as she pulled them apart, staining her 
fingers with their juice, she thought how amazing it was that her master had come back saying that 
he had believed in YHWH, when many of her own people did not even believe in him.  

She put several portions of fruit in a shallow bowl and took them to Naaman and his wife. She 
still felt awkward and a little afraid of being in the presence of her master. When she entered the 
terrace, she saw the two of them. They did not notice her. Naaman was seated on a stone bench, 
and Yolitha was on the pavement at his feet, her head and arms on his knees. The fingers of one of 
his hands were entwined in her hair, and he was speaking to her quietly, but with deep emotion. 
Hannah felt like an intruder, and was about to turn around and leave the two alone when Naaman 
beckoned to her with his other hand. She hurried to the low table in front of them and set the bowl 
of fruit down. Neither of them spoke to her, but Naaman smiled. It was a warm smile, one that a 
father might give to a child. It unsettled Hannah—this man did not have right to smile at her as 
Abba had done, especially after all the horrific acts he had committed against her people. And yet, 
he had said he believed in the God of Israel. Should she not rejoice with him and his wife because of 
what God had done? YHWH had not only healed Naaman’s body; he had also healed his soul. 

Hannah smiled nervously at Naaman, fighting a sense of betrayal to her family and everything she 
held dear. She turned and went back into the villa to see what else Abyda needed her to do. She 
joined the rest of the servants as they distributed food to the hungry soldiers in the courtyard, 
jostling for space around the table from which the meal was being served. She understood only bits 
of their conversation, but she knew they were still talking about Naaman’s healing.  

After the men had finished eating, some of them sat on the stones in the morning sun and, 
leaning against the side of the house, pulled their knees up to their chests and rested their heads on 
their arms. Others found places in the garden and stretched out on the grass. New orders from their 
commander would come later. The household had to absorb the reality of what had happened, and 
Naaman was evidently not in a hurry. They would rest as long as they could.  

An hour passed, then two. Just as the sun was nearing its zenith, a male voice came from the 
street. The soldiers roused themselves from their sleep, and some of them stood and walked to the 
gate. As they did so, several more soldiers turned into the courtyard leading four mules. The first 
two pulled a cart surrounded by heavily armed soldiers on horseback. The cart appeared to be laden 
with most of the same cargo that had been loaded on it before Naaman and his patrol left 
Damascus. It creaked under the weight, and Hannah wondered what was on it.  
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The other two mules walked, one behind the other, bearing large sacks on either side of their 
special saddles. The sacks were stuffed to the breaking point and looked heavy. The animals were 
nearly spent with the effort of carrying this load through the night, and had not been able to keep up 
with the rest of the patrol. One of the soldiers ran to the door of the villa and rapped on it with the 
heel of his meaty fist. It was opened by a slave, and after a brief exchange, the slave left and returned 
a few moments later with Naaman and Yolitha. 

Naaman rushed into the courtyard and went to the first mule. It was stomping and wheezing with 
fatigue. Naaman ordered two slaves to undo the sacks from the mules and take the animals away to 
be fed and tended. The slaves did as they were told, both wrapping their arms around the sacks and 
wrestling them to the ground. The household had gathered to watch, and Yolitha joined Naaman 
with a quizzical expression. Naaman went to one of the sacks and, taking his dagger from its sheath, 
severed the cord that bound the top.  Everyone looked on with suspense as he reached into the 
bag. What was inside? To their surprise, Naaman pulled out a fistful of earth. Excitedly, he reached 
in and filled his other hand. Then, he turned to face them. 

“This is some of the land of Israel!” he shouted. “I know the only true God dwells in Israel, and I 
will worship him from now on. The prophet allowed me to bring home some dirt from Israel so I 
can make a place to worship Israel’s God. He is there, and now he will also be here!”  

Some of the men laughed. Yolitha looked incredulous. The servants were baffled; they could not 
understand why someone would carry four sacks of dirt from a foreign country. Hannah knew that 
most had heard stories about Israel’s God, but they viewed them as legends and folk tales. As she 
had told them of Elisha’s accomplishments, they had ridiculed her without mercy. Only Abyda, who 
had lived in Israel with her mother, had appeared to believe some of Hannah’s accounts.  

Naaman continued, “Israel’s God spoke through the prophet, and I believed him. And look at 
me now! Only the true God can bring a man back from the dead. Israel’s own king did not believe I 
could be healed. The one who did believe it is standing here among us. Hannah told my wife about 
the prophet, and she knew he could cure me. Even after what my men did to her city and to her 
family, she felt pity for me. And for that, I give her back her freedom!” 

Hannah was dumbfounded. Her freedom? She was no longer going to be a slave? She could not 
believe what she had heard. Her heart leapt with joy, but then reality came crashing down on her. 
Freedom to do what? To go where? All she had known was gone—her family, her city, her dreams, 
the boy she had loved. Would freedom in a world like that be better than her life at Naaman’s villa? 
She needed time to think. 

There was a clatter of chariot wheels on the street, and in a moment, Nisroch rode into the 
courtyard. He looked smug and arrogant, and Hannah felt uneasy as he strode to Naaman and 
handed him a small scroll. Naaman took it and unrolled it, and his face fell.  

“What is it, Husband?” Yolitha asked, clearly concerned. 
“My lord will see me tomorrow, and he will establish conditions for the reinstatement of my 

command. Conditions? What conditions? I’m healed—isn’t that why he sent me to Samaria? 
Conditions?”  

He read the letter again, shaking his head in disbelief. Nisroch backed away, then turned and 
walked toward his comrades. He reached the open sack of earth. Reaching inside, he picked up a 
fistful of the black soil and sifted it slowly through his fingers back into the mouth of the sack. He 
wore a smug smile. 


