 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The Watchman


Once upon a time (for isn’t that how all good stories begin?) there was a beautiful city filled with very happy people. They were so happy because they had a very good king who took care of them and provided for their every need. The city was clean, safe and secure. The king made sure of that by not only building a very large, very strong wall, but also by positioning watchmen on the wall to keep an eye on the kings enemies. Unfortunately, the king had many enemies and one in particular was very cleaver and worked diligently to try to infiltrate the city. He camped close to the city and tried constantly to attack the city and claim it as his own.


As a result, the king searched the city for the best and brightest watchmen; ones who were fully awake and could see things that most others simply ignored. He trained them to not only keep an eye on the outside of the walls, but on the inside as well. The king understood that not all attacks come from outside, some come from within. The watchmen he chose were well trained and they took their jobs quite seriously. They understood the value of their position, as did the citizens of the city, so the city was safer than any other place in the land.


Bob really enjoyed his position as watchman. He had always enjoyed watching people, studying them to see what made them tick, so his favorite part was watching the city square for trouble. He was fascinated by the different types of people found in the city and could identify most of the citizens simply by the clothes they wore. The people were used to seeing him there, on the wall overlooking the square, and it brought comfort to see him daily. Many people would stop and chat with him, offering him food and drink as a way of thanking him for his diligence. 


One day Bob noticed a man with a very distinctive feather in his cap. Bob had never seen him before, so he kept a close eye on the man all day long. The stranger seemed very friendly and the people in the square all seemed to like him, yet there was something about him that just didn’t seem right to Bob. So, Bob kept an eye on him, but because he couldn’t figure out what the problem was, he kept it to himself. 


Day after day the man continued to appear, greeting people by name, until he was no longer a stranger to the city folk. After some time, Bob even began to ignore him, as he had become a part of the scenery. After a few weeks had gone by, Bob began to notice others with the same distinctive feather in their hats. Some were men, some were women, and all wore normal clothing, yet all had the very distinctive feather somewhere on their hat.


Bob checked with his fellow watchmen to see if anyone else had notice these newcomers with their very distinctive feathers. Some had noticed, some had been too busy watching the enemy to notice, but none of them seemed to be as bothered by them as Bob. So, Bob kept his mouth shut but continued watching the feather-capped people.


Over the next few months Bob watched these strangers who were now becoming friends with the city-dwellers. He noticed whom they befriended and whom they ignored. They seemed to gravitate towards the more influential of the citizenry. Bob also noticed that slowly their numbers were increasing and soon the feathers could be seen all over the city, mostly in the better neighborhoods, but increasingly were found in the middle and lower-class ones as well. Still, most of the other watchmen were busy keeping tabs on the enemy, for he had been very active as of late, so Bob kept his suspicions to himself.


Indeed, the enemy had been quite busy with troop movements and war games just outside of the city walls, keeping the watchmen busy and bringing concern to the king. Fearful for his citizenry, the king announced restrictions on the city gates, decreasing the amount of time they would be open until the enemy had been routed. The people understood that the king’s decree was for their own good and they accepted these limitations readily. But this time, unlike every other time the gates had been restricted, there was a group of people who began to grumble about the restrictions.


Some of the citizenry came forward and began to complain about the gate restrictions. They claimed them to be “unfair” and a “burden” to those who were trying to make a living in the city. Their points were valid, yet these had always been there and the citizens never complained before. There was always the understanding that the king was a good man and he was only looking out for the people’s best interest… so what was different now, Bob wondered, that caused the people to grumble and complain?


And that is when it hit him… all of the grumblers were among those people who had befriended the feather-clad strangers. Bob was astonished as he watched his fellow citizens change before his eyes, from happy, contented people to ones who were constantly complaining about things being “unfair.” He couldn’t believe that these people suddenly mistrusted their king, who had always provided for their needs and whose laws protected them from harm. And somehow he knew that the people with the distinctive feathers in their caps were the cause of all of the grumbling, but he couldn’t prove a thing.


One day he noticed the original feather-clad man in the square and decided to follow him. Very carefully, keeping to the shadows and mingling with the crowds, Bob followed this man through the city. He went from shop to shop, neighborhood to neighborhood, visiting with the citizenry who all seemed to like him very much. Bob also noticed the man meeting with other feather-topped folks, but there was nothing sinister about that, Bob knew, so he continued following the man as discretely as possible hoping to find something a little more concrete.


It wasn’t until late that evening, just as Bob was about to give up, that the man finally made his move. As Bob watched from the shadows, the man mounted the city wall and pulled a rope from his cloak, attached it to a parapet, and after carefully looking around to assure himself that no one was watching, quickly and quietly lowered himself down the outside of the wall.


As soon as possible, Bob followed the man down the rope and, keeping a discreet distance, continued following the man as he slowly made his way through the countryside. After a few hours they came to a bridge, where the man stopped, seemingly awaiting another’s arrival. Bob’s judgment was very good that night as was soon evident by the arrival of a man with a very distinctive feather in his cap, and a very distinctive limp. 


Bob recognized the limping man immediately as he had seen him many times from his position high above the city gates. The feather-clad man was meeting secretly, in the middle of the night, in the middle of no-where, with the enemy’s right-hand man! As the clouds parted and the moon came out for the first time all night, the men’s faces were clearly visible to Bob, who was quite well hidden in the bushes beside the bridge. He was so close that he even heard a snippet of their conversation. “Good job,” the second in command said, “keep up the good work!”


That was all Bob need to hear. He was now convinced that those who wore the very distinctive feather in their hats, like the man whom he had followed, were enemy agents. The watchmen had been so busy watching the troop movements and keeping track of the enemy’s army that they hadn’t noticed the one or two men who came in through the city gates wearing the feathered caps. But because Bob was so fascinated by human nature, he had spent more time watching the square than the others and had noticed these folks. All he had to do now was get back to the city without these men seeing him so that he could warn the others.


Time, which had been dragging its feet all evening, practically came to a standstill in Bob’s eyes. Being so close to the bridge, he knew he had to wait until the meeting had ended and the participants had parted company before emerging from the bushes. He then had to make his way back to the city wall before the other man so as to use the rope before it was taken away. He was very grateful for the time he’d spent on the walls looking out over the countryside for now he needed to utilize the knowledge he’d gained of the landscape to find a short-cut home. 


Bob was overjoyed to discover the rope still hanging there when he returned to the wall. Quickly ascending, he had only just reached the top when the man he had followed emerged from the woods and ascended the rope himself. Bob hid in the shadows once again while the man untied the rope, rolled it up, hid it in his cloak and quickly fled the scene. Only then did Bob emerge and seek out his fellow watchmen.


The enemy’s troops had been quite active that night and most of the watchmen were preoccupied with keeping an eye on them, but Bob soon found ones who were interested in what he had seen. A few of them banded together and went to see the king. They knew that the king needed this information as soon as possible, so they quickly made their way to the throne room with their information. Some of the other watchmen had also noticed the effects of the strangers on the people of the city and had their own concerns, which they testified to before the king. 


“What am I to do? I’ve watched for the enemy at the gates and here he is already within!” Fearing that the hearts of his people had been turned against him, he charged the watchmen with the task of exposing these enemy agents. Naturally Bob was assigned as their leader.

“Your majesty,” Bob asked, “what if they don’t believe us?”

“You will tell them to come and ask me for themselves. I will be happy to answer any questions they might have, but I have no time to leave the throne room to address the people myself. I will give you two days to expose these traitors. Find each and every one of them. On the third day I will have the guards permanently remove them from the city. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

“Yes, Sir!” replied the watchmen, almost in unison. Wasting no time, they departed the throne room and made their way back to the square just as the sun was rising and the city was beginning to come to life. 
Sending his fellow watchmen throughout the city to spread the word, Bob found himself a couple of wood pallets that he piled up to form a little stage. He then mounted the stage and started to call out to the people of the city. “Can I have your attention, please?” he called out. “I have something very important to tell you… a message from the king!”


As the crowd began to form, Bob noticed almost as many feathered caps as non-feathered. He knew that this wasn’t going to be easy, but he knew he had to try to convince the citizens of the city that they were in danger. “We have a danger within our midst,” he began, “that most of us have failed to realize.” As he spoke he noticed the feathers begin to move about the crowd, stopping next to the more influential citizens and speaking into their ears. “There are people here who are sent by the enemy to undermine the king,” Bob began, “and they must be removed from the city or the city will fall.” 


“Who are these people?” a voice called from the back of the crowd. Bob knew that his message was not going to be well received due to the number of feathers he saw in the square that day, so he thought he should put off naming them as long as possible.


“These people are stirring up trouble, causing the citizens of this great city to second-guess our beloved king and undermining his authority. If we are not careful, their teachings could lead many astray and cause the enemy to take this great city of ours without much of a battle. If we allow them to continue this behavior, the city will fall.”


“Who are they?” “How do we get rid of them?” were the questions heard from the crowd. Bob believed that the people were now getting angry enough to do something about this problem, so he stated quite clearly, “They are those who wear these distinctive feathers,” as he reached down a grabbed one off of a man standing right next to his make-shift stage.


A gasp was heard from the audience. What followed was not what Bob had expected. Bob had expected the citizens to turn to their new friends and demand an explanation. Unfortunately, that is not what happened. What happened is this: the crowd turned on Bob, yelling about how mean he was and how cruel it was of him to falsely accuse their new friends. Someone from the back of the crowd picked up a tomato that had seen better days and threw it at Bob, hitting him on the side of his head.


“These are our friends you are talking about!” shouted one man while another yelled, “You don’t know what it’s been like!” From all sides Bob heard nothing but angry voices and they were all directed at him. “How do you know for sure?” one man asked. 


“I followed their leader and he led me straight to the enemy,” Bob replied, “they have been sent here to deceive you and cause you to mistrust our good king.”


“Says you!” a woman shouted, “How do we know he’s telling the truth? My friend has never lied to me, and has never let me down. What do I know about this guy?” The people around her agreed and turned angrily towards Bob, who began to realize that this was getting very ugly and that he’d better find a way off of the stage in a hurry.


“Go and ask the king… he will tell you the truth,” Bob shouted, although no one heard him over their friends with the feathers. 


Just then another watchman came running into the square, pushed his way through the crowd, and up to Bob. “They don’t believe us, Bob!” he shouted above the noise of the crowd. Just then another tomato found its target, this time hitting Bob square in the back. “Let’s get out of here, quick!” the watchman shouted as he dragged his friend off the stage, through the crowd and back up towards the palace and the king’s throne room.


Along the way they met up with the others who had gone out into the city to spread the word regarding the strangers. Each one had a similar story to tell. These strangers had multiplied larger than they had originally thought and their influence was felt throughout the city. Bob knew that he had to report this immediately to the king. When they got to the throne room they realized that they were not alone in their concern for the kingdom, as there were many messengers and watchmen awaiting the king’s attention. Finally, after what seemed like hours to Bob, it was his turn.


“Your majesty,” Bob began, “it seems that the situation is worse than we first realized. There are many more of the enemies men within the city than we had suspected. They’re everywhere! They are whispering into the ears of your people even as we speak to them, turning their hearts and minds against us, and against the truth. Your majesty, please come out and speak to your people and tell them the truth.”


“Oh, if only I could!” the king exclaimed. “I simply just don’t have the time. You can see for yourself how many people I have yet to meet with, and I’ve just been informed that our enemy has formed an alliance with the kingdom south of here, who never did like us much anyway, and they are one the march, headed this way. I have advisors to meet with, battle plans to form and an army to raise and train before they get here. No, no… I’m afraid I have no time and must depend on you and your men to get the word out. You must expose these traitors for what they are and route this evil from our midst, even if we have to remove some of our own citizens with them. The safety of the kingdom depends on you, Bob. You have two more days to find them and remove them, then we close the gates until the battle is over.” At that the king dismissed him.


Bob bowed and slowly walked away from the throne. The other watchmen who had accompanied Bob soon surrounded him. “What did he say?” they asked. “Is he going to come out and speak to the people about this?” 


“No,” Bob replied, “there is no time. The enemy has an army joining him from the south and the king must see to the battle plans. He said that it was up to us to get the message to the citizens of the city.” All the watchmen were silent for a few moments, contemplating what this would mean to them, personally. Finally, one of the older men spoke up.


“It seems to me that we will never convince these people from atop a soap box,” he stated, “at least not while their ‘friends’ are nearby.” Each man nodded in agreement as he continued, “Seems to me that we’re going to have to do this one on one, meeting with folks who have not befriended the strangers and get them on our side first. Maybe they can help convince the other?” Once again, the others nodded in agreement.


“This is not going to be easy,” said Bob. “We will not have the most popular job in the city, by any means. We will be accused of being mean, prejudiced and downright arrogant,” he continued, “and we might even lose some friends in the process. Anyone who still sides with these feather-clad traitors on the third day will be permanently removed with them, regardless of how long they’ve lived in the city. I want you all to understand that before we begin.”


“It’s a dirty job, but someone’s got to do it!” “That’s right! We need to get out there and spread the word.” Bob was very thankful for the men who surrounded him now… and very proud of them as well. 

“Okay now, here is the plan,” Bob said as the others drew in close. “First we will go and talk to those who have not befriended the feather-clad strangers. Then, with their help, we’ll work our way towards those who have known them the longest. Maybe by that time we’ll have enough people on our side that they will have to believe.” The men all agreed and headed off into all directions, seeking out those who were still loyal to the king.


Bob went directly to the guards of the city gates and filled them in on what was going on with the strangers with the feathers in their hats. By order of the king, they were no longer to allow these folks entrance to the city. He also asked for their help identifying where these traitors were staying within the city so that they could be routed out. A few of the guards had been watching them anyway, due to their own suspicions, so they were quite helpful indeed.


The two days allotted to Bob passed quickly. They were able to convince many citizens of the city that these folks were dangerous, and had many of their hiding places exposed. Still, there were a large number of people who didn’t believe the truth who decided to try to hide their friends from the watchmen and the guards who were searching for them. Thankfully the loyal citizens outnumbered their treacherous neighbors, and they too were exposed for what they were.


On the third day, just before dawn, Bob was summoned to the throne room to meet with the king and give him a full report on his assigned task. “It wasn’t easy, Sire, but I believe we now know who is involved with the feather-clad people and have identified all of their hiding places and have informed the guards. We await your final orders.”


“Splendid!” the king responded. “I have given my court crier orders to have all of the citizens assemble in the square. There I will cause them to pass before you and your men. You will then separate the good citizens from the treacherous ones, allowing the good one to go home while the treacherous will be led away to the city’s main gate, which is the only one that will be opened today. We cannot allow even one traitor to remain within our midst, for it only takes one to bring down an entire city. Once it closes, it will not reopen until the war is over. Those outside of the gate will be at the mercy of the enemy… and let me tell you, he is not very merciful.”


As Bob emerged from the palace he could hear the crier just the next street over, calling all to the square. Bob quickened his pace and arrived in the square just as the lines were beginning to form. It wasn’t long before all of the watchmen who had been working with him arrived and the crier made the announcement that all must pass before the stage and be judged by the watchmen. Those who passed judgment would be allowed to return to the safety of their homes. Those who did not would be cast outside of the gates, at the mercy of the enemy.


“Did you notice that there is not one feather here today?” one of the other watchmen asked Bob. “I’m not surprised. They think they can hide from judgment, but we know their faces, don’t we, Bob?” Bob half smiled and nodded. The fact that they couldn’t hide made him smile, but the knowledge of how many citizens would be removed that day saddened him as well.


Indeed it was a bittersweet day for all of the citizens of that great city. Many friends, neighbors and even family members were lost that day. After the war ended and the gates reopened, not one of the citizens who had left with their feather-clad companions ever returned to the city. They had not survived the war outside of the safety of the walls. “If only they had learned to trust their king above all others,” Bob thought aloud one day while walking atop the wall after the fighting had ended and life had returned to normal. “The war wasn’t that bad for those of us within the city walls. The king made sure that we were well provided for before the gates were closed, just as he always did before. Why couldn’t they see that?”


“The enemy’s words, whispered in an ear, can turn even the purest heart if one is not careful,” came a voice from behind Bob. Quickly he turned to find the king himself standing behind him, with a far away look in his eye. “So many folks get caught up living their lives that they forget to keep an eye on their heart. They forget to ask, ‘What’s my motivation?’” the king continued, looking past Bob towards the enemy’s abandoned camp. “The enemy takes advantage of that distraction and whispers half-truths in the ears of those who really would know better, had they been paying attention.”


“I failed, my king. I failed you and I failed the good people of this city. If only I would have tried a little harder, maybe they would have seen,” Bob lamented. 


“No, Bob. You did not fail. You did exactly what I told you to do.” The king paused, and then turned and looked directly into Bob’s eyes as he said, “You were not the only one whom I sent out to spread the word. There were fliers printed up and hung in public places. The town criers went out and read these flyers aloud. For two days these men worked just as diligently as you and your men,” the king continued, “yet all of those people still left the shelter of our walls because they believed the lies of the enemy. They believed that their immediate comfort was more important than their long-term comfort. They didn’t believe that anyone, not even I, had the right to restrict their freedoms. What they failed to realize is that there is no freedom for anyone while the enemy is at the gates.”


The king turned and looked back out over the city behind them. “The enemy might have been pushed back, but he has not been totally defeated. He will be back. So you must remain diligent, continuing to watch over the city just as you did before. If it hadn’t been for your diligence, we might not have caught the traitors in time and the battle might have had a very different outcome. Please continue watching over the city, just as you always have, and don’t be afraid to share with me any hazards you may see, no matter how trivial they may appear. The enemy’s agents have learned a lesson here too and the next time they won’t be as easy to spot, so you and your men must be even more diligent than ever before. And remember,” he said with a smile, “those who rotten fruit do so out of the hardness of their own hearts… so try not to take it personally.” The king patted Bob on the back, turned and left him to his thoughts.


Bob looked over the city and then turned and looked back towards the enemy’s deserted camp. His heart still hurt for those lost to the enemy, but deep down he knew that the king was right. He knew he had to refocus his attention on the task at hand: protecting the citizens of this good city. Bob’s heart began to rejoice as he realized that he, Bob the watchman, had gained the trust and the ear of the king. That knowledge itself was worth all of the rotten tomatoes the city had to offer.

At the end of seven days the word of the LORD came to me, saying, "Son of man, I have appointed you a watchman to the house of Israel; whenever you hear a word from My mouth, warn them from Me. When I say to the wicked, 'You will surely die,' and you do not warn him or speak out to warn the wicked from his wicked way that he may live, that wicked man shall die in his iniquity, but his blood I will require at your hand. Yet if you have warned the wicked and he does not turn from his wickedness or from his wicked way, he shall die in his iniquity; but you have delivered yourself. 

"Again, when a righteous man turns away from his righteousness and commits iniquity, and I place an obstacle before him, he will die; since you have not warned him, he shall die in his sin, and his righteous deeds which he has done shall not be remembered; but his blood I will require at your hand. However, if you have warned the righteous man that the righteous should not sin and he does not sin, he shall surely live because he took warning; and you have delivered yourself." (Ezekiel 3:16-21)
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