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Prologue – The Fire in His Bones
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The trouble with memory, Jeremiah would later admit, is that it does not respect the dignity of old wounds or the boundaries between what actually happened and what you have come to believe about the past. On the best mornings, when the aches in his knees merely whispered and not screamed, and the city’s ruins did not crowd the horizon like a row of broken teeth, he could almost trick himself into thinking there had been a choice, a fork in the road he could have refused. But memory, when it arrived, always snuck in through the cracks—on the edge of a bowl of lentil stew, in the pattern of shadows on the dust, in the silence after prayer had failed to banish the world’s noise. It always circled back to one burning day when he was no one—a boy from Anathoth with more questions than friends, more doubts than certainties, and a tongue too clumsy for public prayers. It began, as most catastrophes do, in the season of small hopes, when Josiah’s reforms gave the city just enough religion to convince itself nothing was wrong.

He remembers the sound before the voice—the dull shuffle of the priest’s feet, his father Hilkiah’s weary muttering over bread, the soft drone of bees gnawing the spring air into honey. Anathoth was a village of habits, and Jeremiah, barely twenty, carried each day like an unlit lamp. His job was simple: tend the scrolls, keep out of sight, and avoid the older men’s squinting judgment. When Josiah’s couriers swept through the villages demanding the idols be smashed and the altars cleansed, the priests played along, and the people hid their amulets in the flour jars. The wind that year was full of ash and rumor—talk of Babylon rising in the east, of Egypt brooding in the south, of a city built on the bones of prophets it claimed to honor. Jeremiah, half-dreaming as he stacked the cedar tablets, would have bet his life that God had nothing left to say to Judah. After all, hadn’t the prophets gone silent? Hadn’t the Lord’s fire grown cold in the temple, its embers scattered in the politics of priests and kings?

It happened without warning, which is to say it happened as most holy things do—awkward, unscheduled, and impossible to refuse. The voice was not a thunderbolt. It was a hush behind the ribs, a trembling that did not stop when he pressed his fist against his chest. “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you.” He dropped the scroll. He looked around as if expecting to catch a prankster hiding behind the olive press, but there was only silence, and his own name echoing in a tone he did not recognize. “Before you were born, I set you apart.” The words unspooled like a string pulled from his heart, yanking up every buried fear—fear of ridicule, of being wrong, of standing alone while men twice his age spat dust at his feet. His mouth went dry. “Ah, Lord God!” he blurted, startled by the panic in his own voice, “I do not know how to speak. I am only a boy.” The sentence—half prayer, half protest—hung in the air like the last hope of someone who knows he is already lost.

But the voice would not be negotiated with. There was no bargaining, no third way, no gentle escape into the ranks of the reasonable. “Do not say, ‘I am only a boy,’” it replied, with a patience that was more terrifying than wrath. “You will go to everyone I send you and say whatever I command you. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you.” It was a promise. It was a threat. It was the end of any ordinary life. Something in him broke then—not the brittle snap of a branch, but the slow, dreadful bending of a tree in a wind that does not stop. The next moments blurred; all he recalls is the pressure, as if a hand made of fire and memory pressed against his mouth. “Now, I have put my words in your mouth.” The taste was bitter, metallic, electric—nothing like the soothing idioms of priestly prayers. His tongue burned. His knees buckled. In that instant, he saw the world as God saw it—cities rising and falling, nations devouring nations, hearts harder than flint and softer than bruised reeds. He saw the end before the beginning, the weeping before the wound.

Years later, Jeremiah would try to describe it to Baruch, his faithful scribe—how calling is not the wind at your back but the stone in your shoe, not the applause of heaven but the shudder of your own small voice trying to outshout the silence. “It felt like fire in my bones,” he once muttered, scribbling curses and psalms on the same sheet, unable to decide which he meant more. “A word I couldn’t hold in. I tried, but it broke me open.” He never spoke of the loneliness, but it was everywhere in his writing, leaking out in metaphors of deserts, ruined vineyards, and watchmen crying to a city that had long since decided sleep was better than warning.

Josiah’s reforms, the great national hope, did not make things easier. If anything, they deepened the ache. For a brief, delusional window, Jerusalem paraded its righteousness through the streets—altars scrubbed, idols hauled off, priests in clean linen shouting the law at people who still clutched their household gods beneath the beds. Jeremiah was sent to the streets with words he did not want and visions that left him gasping for air. He shouted judgment and mercy in the same breath, watched the faces around him register a flicker of guilt before settling back into indifference. “Trust not in these lying words, ‘The temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord!’” he yelled one morning on the temple steps, his voice cracking, the crowds shuffling away. There is no loneliness quite like telling the truth to people who have grown immune to it. There is no madness like hoping your agony might somehow save someone else.

The first time he tried to run—packing a sack, rehearsing apologies for leaving his father, composing a letter he never sent—he got as far as the fields outside Anathoth before collapsing in the dust, sobbing like a child who knows too much. He cursed God. He cursed himself. He told the darkness he was done. The darkness, unimpressed, said nothing. When dawn crept across the furrows, he crawled back, knowing nothing had changed except his awareness that escape was not possible. Calling, he realized, is not a contract but a possession. You can say no, but the word will rot in your gut until it comes out as prophecy or sickness or madness. Every day after that, Jeremiah woke up wondering if this would be the morning he finally broke for good.

His early visions were thick with dread—almond branches shaking in unseen winds, boiling pots tipping over from the north, God’s voice naming disaster as if reciting the day’s menu. Sometimes the message was so clear it hurt; other times, he felt abandoned, his prayers bouncing off the ceiling while Jerusalem celebrated another festival, blissfully unbothered. He saw the coming storm—a city choking on its own secrets, kings playing games with empires, priests more interested in power than piety. And he saw himself, alone, ridiculous, shaking with fury and tenderness, convinced he was both necessary and unwanted.

In later years, they would call him the Weeping Prophet, as if tears were a defect, as if grief was a personality disorder instead of a divine contagion. But in the beginning, Jeremiah did not weep for the world—he wept for himself, for the future God had handed him like a cup of poison, for the knowledge that his words would be hated and his hope misunderstood. His mother wept quietly when she thought he wasn’t listening. His father, a priest who had never heard the voice, simply grew distant, retreating into the routine of temple duty and polite skepticism. Friends disappeared, either afraid of his rants or embarrassed by his public breakdowns. Loneliness thickened like a cloak, and still the words came.

There were days when the city felt close to repentance—a king tearing his robes, a crowd mourning in sackcloth, a fleeting moment of self-awareness. But repentance was shallow, a brief flirtation with change before the hunger for normalcy returned. Jeremiah learned to read the faces—how quickly guilt hardens into resentment, how mercy is resented as an insult, how people will kill the messenger before they will listen. Sometimes he envied the old prophets who vanished into myth, their warnings reduced to bedtime stories. At least they did not have to endure the slow-motion catastrophe of being right.

He lost track of how many times he tried to quit—writing resignation psalms, threatening God with silence, bargaining for an ordinary life. Each time, the word clawed its way back. “If I say, ‘I will not mention him or speak any more in his name,’ there is in my heart as it were a burning fire shut up in my bones, and I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot.” There is nothing heroic in perseverance when it is simply the inability to surrender. There is nothing romantic about a prophet’s agony; it is ugly, humiliating, and entirely out of step with the world’s appetite for triumph.

Looking back now, Jeremiah can no longer remember what it was like to live without the word pressing on his soul. He remembers the feel of calloused hands, the smell of scorched earth, the endless arguments with God in alleyways and temple courts. He remembers the faces—some angry, some afraid, most bored. He remembers the years when every dawn felt like a sentence and every dusk a reprieve. He remembers, most of all, that first burning day when his name was called out of the silence and he was told, without apology, that his life was no longer his own.

There is an old saying among the remnant, those few who still quote Jeremiah’s words around their battered fires: “It hurts to be known by God.” They mean it as comfort, but Jeremiah knows better. It is both curse and benediction, an open wound that will not close and a whisper that says, even now, there is something worth the pain. The fire in his bones still smolders, stubborn and undignified, as if to remind him that the cost of truth is everything, and the only reward is the knowledge that the voice who broke you still bothers to speak.
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Chapter 1 – The Call and the Cry
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It’s almost laughable, in retrospect, how little the world cares about the trembling soul of a would-be prophet. If there was a chorus of angels rehearsing somewhere in the wings, Jeremiah never heard them—only the dry clatter of sandals on dirt, the grunt of donkeys, the priest’s never-ending cough, and the sticky silence that follows the moment your life veers off script. The older men in Anathoth had names for what afflicted him: youthful nerves, late-night reading, too much time among the scrolls, or not enough discipline in his mother’s cooking. No one ever thought to name it what it was—dread. The absolute, bone-deep certainty that you have been seen and chosen, not for greatness, but for a task that will swallow you whole. If you told Jeremiah at fifteen he would be a prophet, he would have blushed, stammered, denied it, then retreated to the shadows of his father’s house, where even his prayers felt unwelcome. Even at twenty, the thought still felt obscene—a boy whose voice squeaked during scripture readings, whose knees locked in the presence of elders, now cast as the voice of God’s judgment for a nation with a thousand years of bad memory and worse habits. And yet, there it was, the call—a word detonated inside his head, burning a hole through the day’s ordinary chores, turning routine into apocalypse.

He could recall the hour, the color of the sky, the musty scent of the storeroom where the scrolls were kept. But the voice itself—no matter how many times he tried to retell it, it would not shrink to words. It felt like being startled awake from a dream of drowning; like waking up not only to the threat of death but to the realization that the water was never going to recede. “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you.” The sentence had no context. No prelude, no music, no explanation. Only the weight, the terrible gravity of being known. “Before you were born, I set you apart.” It was an intimacy so fierce he almost choked—God, not as the distant whirlwind of Moses or the cosmic architect of Abraham, but as someone who’d been tracking his every uncertainty since before he drew his first breath. The shock did not inspire awe. It conjured panic, like a fish yanked into sunlight. The first cry that rose up in him was not Yes, Lord, send me, but No, please, not me. The heart knows the difference between a gift and a curse. Jeremiah’s heart did, anyway.

He tried reason. He tried pleading. He told the presence hovering at the back of his mind that he was a child, unfit for public speech, ignorant of royal politics, and unequipped to argue with the priests. “Ah, Lord God! I do not know how to speak. I am only a boy.” In some other story, this might have been a test, a clever play for reassurance, a moment for divine flattery. Instead, the answer landed like a slab of stone: “Do not say, ‘I am only a boy.’ You must go to everyone I send you to and say whatever I command you. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you.” The words had the cold assurance of a commandment carved in granite. There was no bargaining, no exit, no possibility that God had gotten the address wrong. In that moment, Jeremiah’s entire future collapsed into a single, suffocating certainty: his life would not be his own.

The first person he told—if you could call it telling—was his mother. Not with words, but with the look of someone who has just learned his house is on fire but cannot locate the smoke. She saw the pallor in his face, the way his hands shook when he tried to eat, and she did what mothers have always done—tucked him in, prayed over him, and assumed it would pass. It did not. The next day, he tried to work as usual, sorting fragments of ruined parchment, reciting psalms under his breath. But the words would not behave. Verses that once comforted him now snapped like dry reeds. He flinched at shadows, heard his name whispered in the wind, saw omens in every bent branch and cracked cistern. His father Hilkiah, busy with temple politics and the delicate art of avoiding controversy, noticed only
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