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Book One Chapter 3


When it was time to drive the sheep back into Bethlehem, I was eager to see my family and friends again but I also knew I would miss the quiet evenings of making up songs and playing my kinnor. We had a big family gathering a night soon after I returned. Zeruiah was there with her sons, and all the other children of my brothers and sisters as well as, of course, my father Jesse and my mother. My father had heard me playing and singing before and so after we had eaten he asked me to play and sing. I felt uneasy in front of all my family, but I obeyed and took it out and began to sing some of the songs that I had sung to the sheep and the rocks.

“Yahweh is my shepherd,” I sang. “Everything I need I shall have. He brings me to rest in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters, he makes my soul come alive.”

They called for more, so I sang the song of wonder about the world our Yahweh had made. 


“The heavens themselves speak out about God’s glory,” I sang, my voice rising in power as the images of his majestic creation filled me here as they had in the fields. “The skies tell the story of the work of his hands. Day after day I hear them speaking and night after night they teach me.”

There was a long silence after I finished my song. For a moment I thought I had embarrassed them and myself. I had forgotten them listening as I once again entered the world of Yahweh’s majestic creation and felt his love and protection flow through me and settle all around me. But I saw tears in my father’s eyes and I knew that somehow the words I had sung and the music that came out of my kinnor almost of its own accord had reached into his soul as well. I saw others were also stirred, even some of the children. It amazed me and pleased me and I knew then that I would make music to Yahweh for as long as he gave me breath and fingers to pluck the strings of the instrument.

“David, my son,” Papa Jesse said gently. “Yahweh has given your brothers places above you by means of birth, but he has given you something far greater. It is a gift from the very heart of Yahweh himself. Never long for anything greater than that.”

Frequently after that I would be asked to bring my kinnor to gatherings in the town and even to towns around us. Soon I was known throughout that part of Judah as the singing shepherd. 
“He sings wonderfully, yes,” I heard two men whispering as I was about to sing one night. “But have you heard he killed a lion that attacked his sheep? I tell you, this boy has the makings of a great warrior.” My heart nearly leaped out of my chest to hear such things but I tried to put them out of my mind so I could fill my thoughts with Yahweh. The talk grew all the greater after my encounter with the bear.
I was back in the wilderness but this time it was during the late afternoon hours. The flock was large and they were scattered about a bit as I led them across the side of a rather steep hill and down into a ravine. In the bottom of the ravine there was scrub brush, small trees and a very weak stream. They entered the stream to drink, bumping and bleating and stretching out. Suddenly, down the stream to my left I heard some frightened bleats and then the bloody scream that now meant only one thing to me: something or someone had one of my sheep in its grip. I ran down the stream as fast as I could and, turning a little bend, I saw it. 

The round black and brown hulk had dragged the lifeless lamb up out of the bottom and a few yards up the opposite side of the ravine. I screamed at it in fury and frustration because I could see that I had come too late. Too late to save the lamb in my care, but not too late to deal with this beast which had dared to intrude into my flock and kill one of my father’s sheep. It was an outrage that needed to be met.

The bear heard my scream and turned its attention to me. First it just stared. I drew a stone from my leather pouch and quickly placed it in the pocket of my sling. As I did I hurled a prayer to Yahweh, not knowing if I spoke the words out loud or only in my mind. A few quick spins over my head and I drove that stone as hard as I could toward the bear. It hit it in the neck and the bear staggered backwards with groany roar. I pulled out another stone as the bear recovered and as it did it gained the anger for the fight and stood up on its back legs, making itself monstrous. It stood there and roared its defiance and anger. I launched again, this time taking more careful aim as I flung the stone with all my might. It glanced off the side of its nose and smashed against the bear’s eye in an explosion of red blood. It came down from its hind legs and rushed toward me. 

I looked around quickly and grabbed a sturdy branch and with the strength created by the fear and anger in me, tore it from the small tree making a jagged end. I barely had time to swing the stick around when the bear was on me. I jabbed it up underneath its chin and the bear stopped, then rose again on its hind legs. Now it did seem monstrous as it roared above me. I jabbed and jabbed with my branch as I had practiced so often in all the battles against the Philistines played out in my mind. The bear became a giant, the giant I had heard so much about; the great warrior of the Philistines that had caused so much fear in the hearts of the soldiers. 

The bear was bleeding and wounded but I knew I could not kill it with the stick. I needed my knife for that work. If I only had a sword, I thought. I drew my knife in my right hand and kept the stick out toward the bear’s face, jabbing and hitting, while I looked for the opportunity to get in close enough. An opening came and I moved forward only to have the bear’s giant claws scrape my arm causing deep bleeding gashes. There was still much fight in him. I moved from side to side and found that with the left eye destroyed by the stone, the bear had to turn more to face me when I moved to his left. I faked a quick move to his right, then spun quickly to his left and suddenly found myself on his back, away from the knife-edged claws and away from the fearsome yellowish teeth. I dropped the stick, held tight to the heavy fur and plunged my knife over and over into the animal’s thick neck and chest. Still it fought but I felt its strength slipping and while it still staggered I jumped off and stood back, grabbing the stick again in case it found new strength and attacked me again.

Finally, it sank to the blood soaked grass and I sank to the ground too, exhausted, bleeding and exhilarated beyond all description. Yahweh himself had been in my arms and legs, I knew it. I felt his power and protection as near to me as my deep breaths and I whispered quietly my praise and thanks as the juices of battle slowly dissipated through my shaking body.

I slept for awhile next to the dead bear. When I awoke the sheep had wandered off and I gathered them and brought them up the ridge to fresh pasture. Then I returned and skinned the bear. It made a fine rug that I carried with me almost wherever I went. It reminded me when I saw it of Yahweh’s power and presence and what he could help me do if I was pure and dedicated to him only. 

The story of the singing shepherd boy who killed a lion and a bear made its way from town to town. It felt good to have my friends and family and even strangers think of me as brave and heroic. But it frustrated me more than ever that I should spend my time in these quiet mountains when just a few miles to the north and west my brothers were with the army of Saul and the army of Yahweh facing daily the anger of enemy soldiers far more dangerous than the lion or the bear. Hadn’t I proved that I deserved the chance to fight for Saul and Yahweh?

I was stretched out underneath a tree looking up through the branches at the shapes in the wispy clouds when I heard a voice calling my name. At first I thought it might be Yahweh. There were no other shepherds anywhere around. Perhaps it was like Samuel. He heard Yahweh calling to him in the middle of the night but he thought it was his adopted father, the High Priest Eli. I sat up and looked around, my heart trembling to think that maybe, finally, Yahweh had answered my many prayers to talk to him directly, to see him in a burning bush like our father Moses, or just make his presence more plain and visible to me. 


“David!” The voice was clearer now. I stood up. 

“David!” Now I saw him. Joy and disappointment filled me. Then, quick fear. It was Asahel, my cousin, the fastest runner in town. I yelled and waved and started toward him.

“David,” he said between heavy breaths. He had been running for miles.

“What are you doing here? What is wrong? Is my father Jesse sick? Is he alive?” 

“Yes, yes, yes,” Asahel panted. “You must go home right away. I am to stay with the sheep. You must go. A very important old man has come asking for you.”

“Who?” I asked. What old man did I know?

“I don’t know,” Asahel said, between quick breaths. “But I heard someone say it might be Samuel.”

“Samuel? Are you certain?”

“No, I don’t know. I just heard that.”

Samuel? The Seer of Israel? What was Samuel doing in Bethlehem, our sleepy little town where nothing exciting ever happened? And, if it was Samuel, why in Yahweh’s name was he asking for me?

I left Asahel with instructions for the sheep, then started at a deliberate trot toward town. It was perhaps four miles north and west, but it was mostly up and down. I knew I could not make it as fast as Asahel. He could run for miles and never seem to tire. It was a skill that would someday cost him his life.

I could see the smoke from the town center even before I came into Bethlehem. It was the kind of fire that signaled a large community celebration. Sure enough, as I hurried closer it seemed the entire village had gathered in the circle area in the middle of the houses. Someone spotted me and yelled, “Hurry! They’re waiting!” I slowed as I came to the crowd.

“David’s here!” someone cried out. They all turned to look at me and a pathway opened in crowd. Now I could see the large pile of wood with the heifer burning on it. The smoke was thick and carried the complex smells of burning wood and meat, both acrid and mouthwatering. Near the sacrificial heifer was an old man in a rich blue robe of heavy wool. He was thin with a long, dirty gray beard. What hair he had left was long and draped over his shoulders. So this was Samuel. The one chosen by God from childhood to lead the people of Israel. The judge and prophet who called the children of God to prayer, obedience and sacrifice to Yahweh. The one who could look into the heart and mind of Yahweh without resorting to the Urim and Thummim of the High Priest. The great leader whose prayers and sacrifice at Mizpah had caused Yahweh to clap his hands in a mighty sound that scattered the Philistines and let the Israelite army defeat them. 

Samuel turned slowly and looked at me. My father turned also and came to me.

“Here he is,” he said, taking me by the arm and leading me to the center of the crowd, directly in front of Samuel. “Here is my youngest son, David.”

They took me into our house, not far from the square. There all my brothers were standing. I looked at them, completely baffled as to what was going on. I started to ask Shammah to explain, but he shook his head quietly to tell me to keep quiet. Eliab looked angry and I felt his anger was directed at me. It usually was, it seemed.
In the darkness of the room, Samuel looked at me for a moment, deep into my eyes and I felt my knees weaken. Then Samuel stepped forward, put his hand on my shoulder, closed his eyes and turned his face upward. He stood that way for a moment, a long moment; then slowly his gaze turned back to me. Now I saw a faint smile on his lips. His lips moved silently and almost imperceptibly. He was talking to Yahweh, of that I was certain. It seemed as if the God of our Fathers, the Creator of the world, was right there, right next to us in our little farming village. I sensed Samuel had made a decision or had heard a word from Yahweh. In his hand he carried a ram’s horn. He removed the plug and raised the horn above my head. 

I dropped to my knees and bowed my head. The heavy oil poured over my thick, reddish hair and slowly seeped to my scalp, dripping onto my shoulders and down my face in slow, ticklish rivers.

“David, son of Jesse, this day Yahweh has anointed you to lead his chosen people. Among all your brothers, among all Judah, among all the tribes and families of Israel, you have been chosen. David, son of Jesse, you are to be the servant of all. May Yahweh bless you and protect you, may he establish your kingdom forever.”

There was silence in the house. In the distance I heard the crackling of the sacrificial fire and the hum of excited conversation outside. The oil was dripping down my face so I took my sleeve and wiped it away from my eyes. My father put his hands under my arms and lifted me up off my knees. I saw tears in his eyes and then he hugged me, strongly, sadly, and it seemed to me, fearfully.

I was absolutely stunned when two days later I was told to go back to the sheep. If Yahweh hadn’t called me now to take on his battles, then what did all this anointing business mean? My brothers were off to the frontlines and I was staring at the same old noisy, dumb, helpless sheep. I dreamed of a Philistine army coming over the ridge to steal my sheep and I fought them off the same as the bear and the lion. When I stretched out under the bright sky watching the clouds change shape before my eyes, I dreamed of what it must be to be a king. I saw low tables overburdened with the finest of foods and servants, all in thin white robes, hurrying here and there taking care of everything I could possible think of. I dreamed of beautiful girls, all dressed in the finest purple and wine-colored robes and wearing beautiful sparkling jewelry, all eager to please me in any way I imagined. But I dreamed, too, of calling the people of Israel to worship. I saw myself singing to them in front of a great throng and they singing out the songs I taught them and together, the whole people of Judah and Israel, worshiping Yahweh together in great joy and peace. 

I sang songs by the hour, but now they were a little different. 
“Many, Yahweh my God, are the wonders you have done.

The things you have planned for us, no one can remember them all.

If I were to try to tell of your wonders, I would run out of words.

You don’t want our sacrifices and our smelly offerings;

But I am your servant and my ear is pierced by you as a servant’s ear.

This is more than all the sacrifices and offerings I could bring.

I have told you, Yahweh, ‘Here I am; I have come to you.

I too am in your plans, it is written down.’

All I think about is serving you, O my God,

What you want from me is written in my heart.”

The anointing had changed me, no doubt. I did not understand it, but this much I knew: Samuel would not come and place the precious oil on my head without hearing clearly and directly from Yahweh himself. The very thought of Yahweh being that close and putting his mighty eye on me made me jumbly inside. To lead his people? What did that mean? Saul was our king and Saul had been anointed by Samuel, too. Even though Saul was getting older and his best fighting days were behind him, Jonathan his son was a hero to all the people and the army and he would be king after Saul. It was Jonathan who inspired the army not long ago when it looked like all was lost. He and his bodyguard climbed up a cliff, all alone, killed a whole squad of Philistine soldiers and sent the entire army scrambling for the rear in a panic. This was Jonathan, the future son of Israel and Judah and all the people knew that Yahweh was with him and he would be a great king—even better than his father.  

Once again a runner came for me. This time I saw him a long way off. Once again I was told I needed to go home. This time it was a soldier who was at my father’s house asking about me. I ran home as quickly as I could, my heart fairly leaping out of my chest, thinking that my time for fighting had come.

“What is it, father?” I asked as soon as I saw him. His face was a mixture of pride and sadness.

“Saul has asked for you, David.” Jesse said.

“Saul the King?” I asked, hardly daring to believe that I could be known by the King.

“Yes, David. He has heard of your skill in music and he needs someone to sing and play the kinnor for him to calm his nerves.”

This was why I was being called? To go and play my songs for the king? I couldn’t believe it. My mind and my heart were joined in a wild game of leap frog. The joy and excitement of being summoned by the king was quickly overrun by the deep disappointment that the call was not to arms but to music.

“Quickly!” I heard the burly soldier order. “Get your things. Saul is not a patient man, at least not these days.”

That was how I found myself heading to Gibeah; not outfitted with a shield and sword as I had long envisioned, but with a kinnor. Not coming with a stout heart ready to die for my people, my land and my God, but with a head full of melodies and words that fermented on the lonely hills of Judea. But I was fifteen and foolish. I didn’t have a clue what dangers lay ahead and how Yahweh would take my life through endless twists and turns.
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