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I’m sure I heard it while still in the womb, but the first time I can really remember it being told is when we traveled as a family to Kiriath-Jearim. Now I was curled up in my father Jesse’s lap, with my small fingers stroking the underside of his thick grayish-reddish beard, returning from the first big journey of my life. 

Kiriath-Jearim was not much of a town really, but this is where the Ark of the Promise was being kept after it was recovered from our dreaded enemies, the Philistines. Nor much for walls, the village homes were arranged in a circle like the old tents of desert tribe. To get there, you had to go west, toward Philistia and each step felt as if you were walking toward death. For many years, families from all around, from all the tribes of Israel, would travel to Shiloh. I say all the families, but I mean those who were still in one fashion or another hanging on to the old beliefs in the God who called himself “I AM” and whom we called “Yahweh” because we could not utter the sacred name of God himself. Yahweh was a shortcut but it was name we could use.

 Shiloh was gone now—destroyed in a fire storm of hatred by that bloodthirsty and cruel enemy, the Philistines. How often didn’t I hear the older folks cry over Shiloh? And why not? Joshua himself brought the Sacred Tent and the Ark of the Promise to Shiloh a great many years ago. Located near the center of the land given by God to the children of Abraham with a prominent hilltop that had served as a place of worship to the gods of the land since time began, it was a natural place for the Ark and the place of worship for all Israel. But it was gone, hideously destroyed and the precious Ark of Yahweh which was the very presence of God among us went with it. But now this box with the small golden angels rested in Kiriath-Jearim, the only reason to visit such a dangerous and dull place.
“Mamma, when are we going to get there?” I asked my mother, probably for the tenth time that day.

“Soon, David,” she replied, her patience seemingly unending. It had to be with ten children to care for. I was the youngest and so benefited from the care of many older brothers and sisters, but also suffered under the jealousy of some who resented my parents protection over me. Especially Eliab, my oldest brother. I could never please him it seemed.

I loved these trips. Such a hustle and bustle of people. We slept out in the open, ate traveler’s food of cakes of raisins and dates. And we sang all the old songs that I loved so much. My oldest sister Zeruiah was already married but she came with her husband, two boys Abishai and Joab and her brand new baby, Asahel. Abishai was a little older than me and Joab a little younger, but both were the playmates of my childhood. Zeruiah was a marvelous singer. People said she should have been called Naamah after our ancient father Jubal’s sister who was considered the mother of all singers. If so, I should have been called Jubal, the father of all harp and flute players because I couldn’t leave those instruments alone. I remember snuggling near my mother underneath my blanket looking up into that sweep of stars and hearing Zeruiah sing the songs of Yahweh, the God whose name is I AM. 


“Give thanks to Yahweh, call on his name;


Make known among the nations what he has done.


Sing to him, sing praise to him;


Tell of his wonderful acts,


Glory in his holy name;


Let the hearts of those who seek the Lord rejoice.


Look to Yahweh and his strength;


Seek his face always.”

The song went on and on, recounting the story of our father Abraham and how Yahweh told the young Abram to leave the wicked city of Ur, to turn his back on the great god Marduk and all the gods of the Chaldeans to seek out a new home for his family and his children. Ur was far, far away, near the great Euphrates river. I wondered often, why did Yahweh seek a man to serve him from those strangers so far away. Were their none here in this land that he gave to Abram. And why did he find a man without any children? How can you create a nation of worshipers if you start with a man who cannot have children? Maybe it was to show Abram that Yahweh could do anything he pleased. Yahweh kept him guessing and wondering most of his life because he didn’t have a child who would be his heir until his wife Sarah had given up hope for many years. Of course, I didn’t understand all that then. I just listened to the song of the kinnor, and heard Zeruiah sing the songs with my brothers and sisters and father joining in as the light from the fire danced over their faces like the light of God himself. The gut strings of the kinnor carried the simple melody, teaming up occasionally with other strings to create a pleasant harmony of chords. Zeruiah played it so well and I picked up every chance I could to see if I could reproduce the magical sounds that she found in that simple acacia wood box.
The next day we approached the crowd at the place of sacrifice near the tent where the Ark was kept. It was not the sacred Tent of Meeting that held the Ark in Shiloh and had been originally created by Moses. That tent was now in the small village of Nob, not far from the king’s royal town of Gibeah. But it was clear the adults considered the tent here in Kiriath-Jearim to be sacred as well because in that tent was the Ark of the Promise—a symbol of all the great and wonderful promises that Yahweh made to Abraham and his son Isaac and his son Israel until the very time of Moses. My knees began to tremble. I could tell the changes in my family’s voices as we trudged closer to the tent. I saw brave men like my oldest brother Eliab grow quiet with a fixed expression on his face. No laughter now, no bantering or pushing and shoving among my seven older brothers. Just the sound of sandaled feet shuffling on the dusty road, marching toward the very presence of Yahweh himself. 

A choir of priests was singing in the distance. They sang a new song about the return of the Ark to the people of Israel. I could hear cattle and sheep crying their last songs before the sacrifice. A billowing column of smoke rose in the air from the stone altar where the animals were being burnt. The nose twisting smell of burnt hair and fat filled the air as we came closer.  We could not see into the precious tent but as I stood gazing at it, my hand held tightly by my father, I imagined what was inside. It had been told to me so often I could easily imagine it in my young head: beautiful acacia wood with long handles for carrying, decorated with gold covered carvings. And on the top, two creatures -- heavenly creatures like those who circled the throne of Yahweh himself. Cherubim—the body of a lion, the head of a man and the wings of an eagle. Their wings swept forward above them, nearly touching as they met in the center and between those precious gold wings rested the very presence of Yahweh himself. Right here, right here within that tent was the God we trusted and in whom we put our hope for gaining our land. The One who came to Abraham in far away Ur. The same who came to Moses, taking the shape of a fire in a bush that would not burn. The same who led our people out of slavery in far away Egypt by taking the form of a pillar of smoke during the day, lit by fire inside during the night. He was here and I could feel it. I could feel it in every quiver in my father’s hand and in the look of fear and awe in my older brother’s faces. 

“Papa,” I asked in low whisper as we stood outside the simple tent, “Is Yahweh a great warrior?”
“He is the greatest warrior,” my father answered with a smile. “He has an army of heavenly warriors that is greater than all the men of Israel and he can defeat any god of the Canaanite or Philistine villages.”

“Good,” I replied, satisfied. Then, after thinking for a bit, “Why doesn’t he?”

Papa Jesse looked at me and didn’t answer.

What can a young child remember of such a day? I remember feeling that kind of fear where you know something very important is going on and you are not certain what will happen next. The idea of being so close to the One we sang about, heard stories about, prayed to constantly and who was with our great father Abraham made it feel as if the air would crack with lightning at any moment and maybe even just break apart. God was not an abstract idea to us, something to be debated whether or not he existed. He was here, we felt Him. We were almost within touching distance of the One who created all the world we see and despite ruling all the kings and peoples of the world sought fit to seek out my family, my tribe, my people, my grandfathers. 
Papa held me up in his arms and told me, “Remember this day for the rest of your life, David. Remember this.”

There was something else that kept us fearful during that visit to Kiriath-Jearim. This was a different kind of fear. We were so near the land of the Philistines that from a hilltop near the village we could look into Philistine villages. There was much whispering going on, and I could sense the anxiety in my family and the other pilgrims. There was no peace between our peoples. It was just one battle after the other with neither side able to fully drive the other from the land.  The Philistines, Israelites or Hebrews as they called us, and the native Canaanites all believed this land was theirs. The Canaanites because they had been here since time began, the Philistines because they came from far away islands over the sea and over the land to find a home where there could be peace. And we Israelites believed it was ours because Yahweh had promised it to Abraham and to Isaac and to Jacob who was also named Israel.  Some of our people talked of peace, of living quietly side by side with the foreigners. Others, in anger, cried this was the inheritance of Judah and Dan and Simeon. We could not give to others what God himself had given to us.
After visiting the tent with the Ark, when the adults were busy with their work, I discovered a boy about my age with thick, curly black hair. I saw him a good distance off. He was throwing stones, seeing how far he could throw. I walked over and started throwing with him. It felt so good to have my stone soar well past where his had landed and see him try harder and harder. We started to talk a little but his tongue spoke strange words in thick and twisting way and I did not understand what he said. But I knew he was my friend.

“Mine goes farther,” I said with a proud smile.

“Shavoosh ma lasje,” he said, and I laughed. Just then my uncle Azalehel, Zeruiah’s husband grabbed me roughly and pulled me away.


“Stay away from him!” he hissed at me, jerking on my arm.


“Why?” I asked. “We were just playing.”


“He’s Philistine, that’s why. You’re lucky you didn’t get one of those stones in your eye. That’s just the way they are.”

“Why would he do that?” I asked. “He’s my friend.”

“Listen to me! They hate us and we hate them—that’s the way it is and the way it always will be. Leave them alone!” And he dragged me roughly back to our camp.
On the journey back to our home in Bethlehem I heard the story of Naomi and Ruth and grandpa Obed. The fire was burning brightly, the last of the light was disappearing over the hilltops to the west and there was a rich satisfaction on the faces of my family. Such is the joy of coming so near to One so powerful. The kinnor was brought out and Zeruiah began by caressing the smooth, dark wood, then slowly plucking the gut strings. After a bit she began to hum, her head turned back and her eyes closed. Then the sweet, soft words came. 

(Psalm 114)

When Israel came out of Egypt,

The House of Jacob from a people of a foreign tongue,

Judah became God’s sanctuary,

Israel his dominion.

The sea looked and fled,

The Jordan turned back;

The mountains skipped like rams,

The hills like lambs.

The music Zeruiah sang and the songs I heard in times of worship in the village and at Kiriath-Jearim always talked about Yahweh and our ancient fathers and the journey from Egypt to the Land of the Promise where we now lived. They were sweet but sad songs, remembering the love and protection of Yahweh and his sword that ringed around us, but also calls for justice and peace so we could live like lambs in soft green valleys without fears of enemies or evil men.


“Papa, tell us a story,” Ozem, my brother cried out. He was just a few years older than me. But the look on the faces of the others showed they too wanted to hear a story, even if it was one that had been repeated over and over before. The stories were always about Yahweh and the people he chose and protected—us. About Egypt and the journey to this land of the Promise, about the great battles of Joshua and Deborah and Gideon. Even Samson and how even though he became a Philistine through his marriage, still he was faithful and killed many while he died. But the one I wanted to hear again was about our own grandparents and great grandparents. And so Papa Jesse started the story with me on his lap, looking up at his weather-carved face, stroking that wiry, comforting beard.


“Grandpa Obed’s mother was named Ruth and she lived across the Salt Sea in the land of Moab. Now the Moabites are our enemy but only a few years ago, they were friendly enough to us so that when your great-great-grandparents Naomi and Elimelech went to them they took them in and helped them. Elimelech owned the land we now own but in those days the people of Bethlehem and Ephratha were starving. So Elimelech took his family to Moab. Our people had abandoned Yahweh and Yahweh was punishing them by keeping away the rain and drying the land so they couldn’t raise food or feed their animals.”


Papa Jesse went on to explain how Elimelech died and how Naomi’s two sons, Mahlon and Kilion, married Moabite women named Orpah and Ruth. 


“But Mahlon and Kilion both died and poor Naomi was left in a foreign land with her two daughters-in-law. They were living in the land of their home and families but Naomi was not. Although she had no family left in Bethlehem, she longed to worship Yahweh and to be in the land of the Promise given to her people. She told Ruth and Orpah that they should stay with their people but she would return to Bethlehem because the famine had passed. Both said they would stay with her and followed her all the way to the Jordan River. Again, Naomi told them to go home to their families. 
“’I have no more husbands to give you,’ she said. And Orpah with many tears said goodbye to Naomi. But Grandmother Ruth, she said, ‘No, I will stay with you.’ She said, ‘Where you go I will go, where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. Where you die I will die. May Yahweh punish me severely if anything but death separates us.’”


He paused and let this settle with us. We knew well the hatred between our people and the Moabites—hatred that burned since the time of Moses even though we had a common father in Abraham. The love and loyalty of Ruth was overwhelming and Papa Jesse wanted us to let that seep into our hearts and bones because we knew it was the kind of love and loyalty for Yahweh he wanted to teach us.


Then he went on to tell how Ruth went out into the fields to glean, to pick up whatever little grain she could find that the harvesters had left behind. She chose to glean in the field of Boaz, a relative of her father-in-law Elimelech. 

“Do you think this was by accident?” Father asked us. We shook our heads. Of course not. Grandmother Ruth was too smart.

“Boaz was strong, and good looking and had good land,” Papa continued. “And he was not married. As you know, there is an obligation to marry a widow in the family so that she will be cared for. Boaz was a good man, and a smart man. He followed the law of God in all matters, including who had the right to purchase Elimelech’s land and therefore take Ruth as his wife. Elimelech went to the man who had the right to buy Elimelech’s land and marry Ruth but when he refused Boaz bought the land and married Ruth. That’s the end of the story.”

“Papa!” we shouted, “That’s not the end!”

“You’re right. We’re coming to your part. This marriage was blessed by the elders of Bethlehem who prayed that Boaz and Ruth’s family would be like that of Perez, our father who was born to Tamar and our father Judah. Boaz and Ruth not long after gave birth to a beautiful and healthy baby boy, Papa Obed—your grandfather. And then Papa Obed married and Mamma Harnah gave birth to me, Jesse. Then I married, and your mother gave birth to all of you. To Eliab, my first born and Abinadab and Shimea and Nathenel. Then Raddai, then Ozem and finally, the last of my sons, David. And my daughters Zeruiah and Abigail. And now we have more to add to the list, Abishai and Joab and Asahel, beautiful sons of Zeruiah. And Abigail, a strong boy, Amasa. All of us, children of Judah, and Israel, and Isaac and Abraham, the father of us all. Yahweh is good and he blesses us with many children.”

 
By the time the story was over, I found myself sitting in Papa Jesse’s lap, touching the rough cloth of his thick robe with one hand and stroking the underside of his coarse, grayish red beard with my other hand. Papa looked down at me with love in his eyes.

“David,” he said. “Sing the song of Naomi and Ruth and Boaz all your life. Sing your songs of love to Yahweh—he loves to hear your sweet young voice.”

“Yes, Papa,” I said as I began to fall asleep in his arms.
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