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Book One Chapter 4


My father had acted somewhat strangely after the puzzling visit by Samuel. He had firmly instructed me to not tell anyone about the anointing or even about Samuel’s visit. He seemed afraid and yet very excited. Before I left, he called me in away from the soldiers and laid his hands on me and blessed me, praying to Yahweh with a fervor that was stronger and more passionate than I ever remembered. He prayed for my safety, for Yahweh’s guidance and for the peace and safety of all Yahweh’s children—even those in the north who sometimes seemed our enemies. Then he loaded up a donkey with a heaping load of bread, gave me a skin of wine and had a servant grab one of the fattest goats out of the pen and ordered me to take it as a gift to the King. By the time I left, it was clear to me that my father felt these were important events and that somehow, life would never be the same.

Gibeah was the town where King Saul and had come from and it was, I suppose, the closest thing we had to a royal city. It was nearly a full day’s walk from my home, almost straight north and the road was relatively easy. By the time we approached the village my frustration with being called to be a musician rather than a warrior was replaced with almost unbearable excitement. I, David, was being called by the King. Soon I would be in the king’s midst. Maybe I’d get to meet Jonathan, the crown prince, whose reputation as a brave soldier and fighter for Yahweh surpassed even that of his father and the commander Abner. Maybe I’d meet the other princes, and, yes, maybe even the princesses. I’d heard much about Saul’s daughters Merab and Michal. Particularly Michal, who was said to be as fiery and uncontrollable as she was beautiful. Now that I was practically a full grown man of fifteen, the attractions of beautiful young women were not lost on me. I had also discovered that they paid me a good deal of attention. I wanted to think it was because of my reputation as a brave warrior, the killer of lions and bears, but I knew that the words and melodies that poured easily from my heart and kinnor had much to do with their interest.

“Are there many musicians in the king’s house?” I asked the soldiers accompanying me.

“No,” they laughed, looking at each other. “The king’s house is not known for its music.”

“Then why am I sent for?” I asked. I was still hoping that my summons might have something to do with my courage in battle.

“Well, shepherd boy,” the younger and shorter man continued, the metal in his armor clanking as he walked, “The story in Gibeah is that your chords and words can make even wild beasts lie down with lambs. The king, well, sometimes he can be like a wild beast, and the lambs in his household seem to think your music might tame him.”

“I do not tame wild beasts,” I said sullenly. “I kill them.”

While hardly a palace, when we entered through the city gate I could see that Saul’s house was the largest of any other in town—by far. Like everything else in our land, it was made of mud bricks and matched the dusty tan color of the dirt with which it was built. But to my young eyes, filled with awe at the prospect of serving the king, it seemed palatial. The soldiers with me brought me to a small house not far from the king’s house. There I was shown to a corner that would be my place to sleep and ordered to put my things away and wait for the summons to meet the King. 

I was far too excited to wait by the hour in a dark room when here I was, suddenly in the city of the king. First I peeked out into the street then began to wander, tentatively at first but in a few moments I was caught up in the sights, sounds and smells of this sad, but still royal town. It was early evening and most families were in their homes. The smell of meat cooking was heavy in the air and reminded me I had not eaten. I came to the market area. It was nearly empty, but a couple of boys and an older woman were still cleaning up what was left of their day’s business. I imagined this square, like that in Bethlehem, bustling with dozens of stalls and sellers and a continual stream of the townspeople and those from the surrounding hills. I heard a thumping, jangling sound behind me. I turned to see two armed men running toward me with definite purpose. They looked angry and my first thought was to turn and run. 


“David,” they yelled.


I waited, wanting just for a moment to be home in Bethlehem.


“What have I done?” I asked when they approached, breathing heavily.


“We told you to wait in your room,” one said sternly. “The king is calling for you. He does not like to wait for his servants.”


“Follow me,” the other said, grabbing my arm as if I had a choice.


“My kinnor,” I said. “It is in my room.”

We retrieved it and I was ushered to the king’s house with the two soldiers right at my side. We passed through a heavy wooden door that opened into a sort of reception room with beautiful benches along the side, then through the heaviest curtain I had ever seen into an inner room. Two soldiers stood at each side of the curtain, their shiny shields at their feet and gigantic spears in their rough grip pointing to the high ceiling. The room was dark and smoky with torches lighting the side walls. At first, all I could make out was a mass of people. There were tables still mostly covered with the remains of what must have been a lavish feast. The rich and sweet odors of wine, meat, spices lingered heavily in the room. I wondered what holy day they were celebrating when it occurred to me that it was just possible that this had been a regular meal, a daily occurrence to them. As my eyes adjusted, the forms reclining behind the low tables on large cushions became more distinct. In addition to the servants who moved slowly about the room, clearing the remaining food from the tables, I saw a few men in light armor. I saw several women dressed in a light and brightly colored fabric that I had never imagined before. I saw a couple of young women, girls really, who peeked out at me curiously behind head coverings that also covered much of their faces. I saw several young men also in armor, but the color and heaviness of their shirts underneath the armor told me these were not mere soldiers. Princes, I thought. The king’s sons. Which one was Jonathan? Then I saw the king. There was a strong and princely looking man reclining next to him and talking to him. The king looked over at me, a heavy scowl seemed to cloud his face. Even though he was reclining on the pillowed couch, I could see how tall he was. 


“My lord,” one of the soldiers at my side addressed the king with a bow. “Here is the musician from Bethlehem, the son of Jesse.”


“Do you not know to bow in the presence of the King?” Saul demanded, scowling at me.


I instantly dropped to me knees, my heart sinking, wondering if I would be taken out and killed.


“He is but a shepherd boy,” a voice near the king said gently. “He will learn.” My face was down in the woven rug that covered the dirt floor but I knew that my savior must be Jonathan. My gratitude and affection for him began at that moment and never died.


“Well, shepherd boy,” said the King, now a little more lightly, “Get your face out of the dirt and play me some music.”


The soldiers on the way to Gibeah had explained Saul’s dark moods to me. They said the trouble seemed to start with some argument the king had with Samuel. The great prophet, apparently, had been displeased that the King had not killed the king of the Amalekites nor had he destroyed all the goods from this conquered people. The soldiers said it seemed a shame to destroy all the booty when it could help make the soldiers rich and encourage them in battle and that Agag, that wicked man, was worth more to the Israelites alive than dead. But Samuel was angry with Saul and had cursed him in some way, even suggesting, it was whispered, that he might lose the throne. Ever since then, the king had suffered these dark moods and horrible fits of anger. He was known to attack even his own soldiers and a rumor was that he had even thrown a spear at Jonathan once or twice. Somehow, I was expected to change this situation.

With this in mind, I took the kinnor from off my back where it was held by a strap, and sat on a cushion against a wall not far from the King. As I readied to play, the soft conversations around the room came to an end and I could feel all the eyes on me. I stopped for a second at the dark eyes barely visible under the head covering of one of the young women. Those eyes would have stopped that bear in its tracks and they almost made me forget why I was here and what I was supposed to do. I thought I saw a faint smile flicker across what little of her face I could see. Michal, I thought. Be careful of her I cautioned myself.

I began to softly pluck the gut strings of my instrument. It comforted me now, and I closed my eyes, feeling once again the soft warm breezes on the hills of Judah. 

“Great is Yahweh, and most worthy of song


His greatness no one can fathom.


One generation will commend your works to another


They will tell of your mighty acts.


They will speak of the glorious splendor of your majesty


And I will meditate on your wonderful works.


They will tell of the power of your awesome works


And I will proclaim your great deeds.


They will celebrate your abundant goodness


And joyfully sing of your righteousness.”

I sang my songs of praise to Yahweh, then remembered that I had also prepared songs in honor of Saul, our King, the first king of the people of Yahweh. 

“The horn of Saul rings through all the land

And the people come to his call,

The mighty warriors gather when he summons.

His sons are the crown of Israel,

And his daughters shine like rare jewels.

Saul is the armor bearer of Yahweh,

The wind of Yahweh’s anger;

His sword speaks the word of Yahweh

To all those who oppose Yahweh’s people.

Saul is the mighty king

And his kingdom will endure.”

There was clapping in the room now and a few made sounds of appreciation and encouragement. I looked up slightly and once again caught the dark, mysterious and laughing eyes under the hood, then looked over and saw Saul smiling. He leaned over and said something to Jonathan that I could not hear. Then he turned to me, scowling once more and said, “Play on!”

So I sang and played until the guests began to leave and the King had slumped over onto Jonathan’s shoulder, heavy with wine and the music that had soothed his troubled mind. The princes helped their father out of the room and when he was gone, the soldiers who had stayed near my side motioned for me to follow them. 


“Well done, shepherd boy,” said one of the armored men. And I knew that I had accomplished my mission. The king was pleased, asleep and at peace. I doubted that he would stay that way for long.
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