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Book One Chapter 8


By the time I got to where the steep sides of the canyon started to level out and the rocks turned to shrubs and green grass, all conversation had quieted. Three thousand men stood riveted. Like a brushfire, the word had passed through the ranks that someone was going to challenge Goliath. All I could see, however, was what lay ahead. My heart was pounding heavily and my knees felt watery as I moved down the slope. When I got near the bottom where the bravest men were standing, I could see Goliath, standing just on the other side of the little stream that ran through the little valley, sheltered by clumps of green brush which created a cool, pastoral feeling that contrasted with the violence about to happen. The giant’s shield bearer was standing next to him. Goliath’s thunderous voice was echoing across the canyon as he continued to throw his awful curses at the Israelites, taunting, calling them cowards, asking where was their mighty God? At those words, I felt strength flow through me and I walked away from the men and into the valley, directly to the little stream.

When reached the stream, I searched for some sling stones. I needed one, maybe several, that would fly straight and true. As I looked around, picking up one and tossing it aside, my mind played back the brief but vicious battles with the lion and the bear. I was imagining similar methods of attack. Except with the bear, when I used my sling, the animal was running away from me and my sling worked to get its attention. I did not think I needed to get the giant’s attention, nor did I imagine him turning and running.

Suddenly he saw me kneeling down by the stream about fifty yards downstream from him. I looked up at him and my heart almost stopped. Now I could see how enormous he was and how brutal looking, how ugly. I searched quickly and found the stones I wanted. Five smooth ones. I may only have time to throw two or three, but who knows? The Philistines were watching me, trying to understand the scene in front of them. Suddenly, the giant began to laugh. He leaned back and roared with glee, laughter bouncing all around the canyon reaching to the tops, probably all the way to Saul’s tent.


“What am I? Am I a dog that you come at me sticks?” he laughed. “You are the champion of Saul and your mighty God Yahweh? I tell you by the power of Dagon and all the gods of my people that today you will die and all you dirty Hebrews will be bowing to our gods. Your bones will lie here by this stream, picked clean by the birds you see around you, scattered by the beasts in these fields.”


His words angered me more far more than the lion or the bear. The fear and uncertainty left me. Now, for the first time, I could see as clear as the daylight that this was not about me and Goliath or even about Saul and Achish, king of the Philistines. This was about Yahweh and Dagon. This was a war of the gods and all the eyes on both sides of the valley knew it.


“You come against me with sword and spear and javelin,” I cried back, my voice strong and unwavering now. “But I come against you in the name of Yahweh the Almighty, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. Today, Yahweh will hand you over to me and I will strike you down and cut off your head. Today I will give the carcasses of the Philistine army to the birds of the air and the beasts of the earth and the whole world will know that there is a God in Israel. See all these men? All of these mighty men who witness what God is about to do will know that it is not by sword or spear that Yahweh acts. This battle belongs to Yahweh and he will give you—all of you—into our hands.”


The echo of my voice off the canyon wall was met by a most terrible roar. In a complete rage, Goliath pushed his armor bearer aside and with his monstrous spear held high he began to run toward me. Five stones? I would have time for only one. My fingers felt the smooth coolness of the small stone and I took it from the pouch and put in the sling. 


“Yahweh,” I breathed. “My arm is yours.”

I twirled the sling quickly over my head and when the giant was not thirty feet away--a huge hulking form bearing down with the roar of a dozen bulls--I released the leather strap and stone sailed. There was a dull thud as it hit his forehead just below his helmet. I could tell that it hit solidly, but I did not know if it would be enough to stop the monster. His head jerked backwards but his momentum carried him forward for several more steps and as he continued forward for a moment I thought all was lost. There was time for no more stones. Then he stumbled, collapsed and fell face down in the rocks and grasses near the stream. I waited for a moment, my staff gripped tightly in my hand ready to parry his sword thrusts as best I could if he should rise. But he was motionless, groaning slightly.

I moved toward him, warily at first, wondering if he would suddenly jump up. But as I drew next to him, it became clear that the Yahweh-guided stone had done its work. He would not rise. I gripped my knife—the knife that had dispatched the lion and the bear. Now, it did the same on the giant with a quick pull of the blade under his huge and hairy beard. The thick blood poured out and now the smell of death was in the air. But, the small blade would make messy work of removing this mighty warrior’s head. Goliath’s sword was still in its jeweled bronze scabbard and I drew it out. It was incredibly long and massive—much heavier yet than Saul’s sword. But it was honed to a fine edge and with three blows the head was severed. Still in the heavy feathered helmet, I picked up the trophy and held it high to the Israelites who were standing on the hillside. 

A roar began to rise. It started small but began to roll through the canyon like an earthquake. I turned toward the Philistines, ranged on the other side of the canyon and again I held the massive head up high, its blood running down my arms and dripping on my shoulder. And now I could feel myself shaking as if with bitter cold. The Philistines were moving, they were turning away, starting to run up the steep slope. I could see panic in their jerky movements as if they were uncertain which direction to run. The roar of the army of Yahweh rose and rose until it was deafening and now the warriors came streaming down from the sides and the top of the canyon. Scrambling as fast as they could over the rocks they poured into the valley, splashed through the stream and ran up the incline on the other side. Some were half way up the other side when they started to catch the Philistine stragglers. I put the head down and watched in awe and amazement as the army of Saul began to overtake the fleeing Philistines, killing whomever they could reach. And all the while the roar went on, louder and louder, until I was certain my father in Bethlehem could hear it. 

A great weariness came over me and I went down on my knees. What stories would be told of Yahweh on this day? What would my father hear of this great battle? What would they hear in Bethlehem? How would the story grow and change in the telling? I was on my knees just feet away from the dead body of the Philistine champion and my shoulders began to shake, with laughter I thought at first, then with giant sobs. All the juices of battle, all the power of the spirit of Yahweh, began to drain out of me, even as the battle raged up and over the canyon toward Philistia. The men of Israel would not stop until they had reached the gates of Ekron and even Gath, many hours to the south. They would fight on for days, but my battle was done.

When I left Saul’s tent after having thrown off his armor, the king had followed me so he could watch the battle. He had asked his commander of the army, Abner who I was. Through all this, the king did not recognize me as the musician who had soothed his spirits. Abner knew, however. Now, as I was bent over near the stream, with tears running down my face, I felt strong arms lift me up. It was Abner.


“My son,” he said with a gentleness I did not expect from the still young, but great soldier. “The king wishes to see you. He wants to know whose son are you?”


“Jesse of Bethlehem is my father,” I said.


“You are the shepherd musician then?” 


“Yes,” I said and looked up into his face. Would they make me return to the court as a musician and not a warrior? I couldn’t bear the thought.


I grabbed the heavy head, declining Abner’s offer to carry it, and headed up the steep slope toward the king’s tent. The commander’s offer to carry the giant’s sword for me was gratefully accepted. The roar of battle was now getting farther and farther distant but a dust cloud raised over the top of the opposite canyon made it clear that the fighting and dying was far from over. Abner led me into the king’s tent and again my eyes had to adjust to the darkness before I could make out the form of the king lounging on his cushions in the corner. I knelt down, holding the head of Goliath out in front of me so the king could look into his face.


“Whose son are you, young man?” the king asked. Not more than an hour before this man had said I was only a boy. But, I had grown in my own eyes as well. 


“Your servant is the son of Jesse of Bethlehem,” I said.


“You have won a great victory for your king and for Yahweh. You will be rewarded as I have promised. Now, Jonathan,” he said to the man in armor standing near him, “Take this brave warrior and get him something to eat. He must be hungry after all that he has done.”

Jonathan took me back outside into the sunshine.


“You are the musician,” he said. Again, I feared what that meant. “From today, you will serve the king not as his musician, but as a commander in his army.”


After what I had just been through, it was surprising how those words stirred me. At last, at last I would be a warrior. No, not would be. I was a warrior; a brave and feared warrior in the army of Saul and Yahweh. For the first time, I started to understand what this gruesome head, held between my legs as I sat and ate with the king’s son, meant to me.


“I would be most pleased to serve in the ranks of the king’s son,” I said to Jonathan.


“You will have ranks of your own,” he said, “And I will be pleased to serve in those,” he said, his eyes searching mine. What did he know? Had he heard of the anointing? Should I fear this man whom I so admired and whose respect and honor I so earnestly desired? But as I looked back into his warm eyes—so different from his father’s-- I saw no hidden jealously, no fear, no protection of his future. I saw only friendship, and more than that, a kind of deep kinship. 
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