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Book One Chapter 14


In a few days, the feast began. My family had come from Bethlehem and I noted that even though I was gone for only months since seeing him, it seemed my father had aged years. There was great joy in his embrace but I sensed a kind of fear and uncertainty that seemed new to me. My brothers also came, released from service to join in the great celebration. They greeted me with great joy and expressed relief and pride about what they heard of the campaign for the brideprice. All, that is, except Eliab. His pretense of joyful greeting was all too obvious and the pain of jealousy was evident around the corners of his eyes and his shaky smile. Abner was there along with all the great commanders of the king’s army. The town of Gibeah had remained swollen with visitors. Many had come originally for the wedding feast of Merab but stayed after the announcement by Saul of the brideprice  to see if there would be a funeral or another wedding. They seemed overjoyed that it was a wedding feast rather than a time of mourning. 

Centered in the great courtyard between the marketplace and the king’s gate leading to his complex of rooms, the feast tables were placed under large colorful tent pavilions. The tables were covered with an abundance of food. Bread, meat of all kinds, olives, fruit, figs, cheese, and much more. The wine flowed as if there were no end to the jars the servants would bring. 

I was brought in by servants of the king and directed to sit at the king’s right hand. When the guests who were to be seated got themselves comfortable on their cushions, the bride was brought in. She was covered in finery of deep, rich colors and her entire head covered with a cloth so heavy that even her fiery eyes could not penetrate. But my heart, restless already with all the preparations and attention, leaped within me like a frightened deer. The hours and days I had spent thinking about her, praying to Yahweh that we could be united, the times I went to sleep with a young man’s thoughts centered on nothing but her, were now about to be fulfilled. She took her place at the king’s left. So close, and yet, so far. 

The king announced that the feasting would begin and the guests lounging on cushions were delivered food in a constant circling of servants. Each person would eat from the serving bowls or plates and share in the great goblets filled with wine that were passed around. When all those seated in the pavilion were satisfied, the wedding guests who were standing outside were allowed to join in the feast. Beyond them, stretching into the marketplace and beyond, were all those who had come to Gibeah to be here, to join in the celebration, to simply be present when the great things of the new kingdom were taking place.

When the happy sounds of feasting outside the pavilion had died down and the servants had removed the now empty plates and bowls and faces and hands had been wiped on flowing sleeves, the king stood up and the crowd quieted.

“You who call yourselves Children of Israel and of Isaac and of Abraham, you who are children of Asher, Naphtali, Zebulun, Issachar, Mannaseh, Ephraim, Gad, Benjamin, Dan, Reuben, Judah and Simeon, hear my words. Since our father Abraham was called out of Ur and came to Shechem and Hebron, and since our father Moses led our fathers out of captivity in Egypt and since our father Joshua secured great victories in this land promised to all of Abraham’s children, we have not seen such a day as this. By the hand of Yahweh our God, through his servant Samuel, was I chosen to be the father of all the sons of Israel. It is through my hand and that of my sons Jonathan and Abinadab and Malki-Shua that great victories for Yahweh and for all the sons of Israel have been secured. Yahweh is with the house and sons of Saul. Now David, the son of Jesse of Bethlehem of the tribe of Judah, is joining the king’s household and the king’s family. He has earned this great honor by defeating Goliath in the Valley of Elah and by bringing to me a brideprice double that which was asked. David, you are a shepherd from Judah no more. You have served me well with your sweet music and with your sword in battle. Now you are my son and I give to you my daughter Michal!”

There was a deafening roar from the crowd which spread out to those who could not hear the king’s words but were gathered all throughout the town. They knew the words of marriage had been spoken and joined in the cheer. Rather than making me cheer, the words made my heart feel heavy inside me. I heard in those words what most others would have missed. Every word spoke of Saul’s fear of losing the kingdom to me.  Every word was intended to elevate him and his sons and to remind the people of my lowly status—from the unsophisticated sheepherding tribe of Judah, from the hills rather than the larger cities of the north, from Jesse, an undistinguished family. How could I show Saul that only Yahweh could take his kingdom away from him—I would not though it were handed to me by the king’s own hands. Then I heard the cheers turn into something more rhythmic with clapping and pounding that began to be distinguishable from the noise. Maybe it still echoed in my head but I thought I heard the dreaded refrain, “Saul has killed his thousands….” And the rhythm of “Da-vid, Da-vid, Da-vid” became more clear.

Quickly I grabbed my kinnor which I had asked Joab to carry in for me and motioned for the crowd gathered nearby to quiet. A shushing sound went through the crowd and I began to strum the gentle sounds from the acacia wood box. 

(131)


I will praise you, O Yahweh, with all my heart;


Before the gods I will sing your praise.


I will bow down to your holy presence


And will praise your name


For your love and your faithfulness,


For you have exalted above all things


Your name and your word.


When I called you answered me;


You made me bold and stouthearted.


May all the kings of the earth praise you O Yahweh


When they hear the words of your mouth.


May they sing of the ways of Yahweh


For the glory of Yahweh is great.


Though Yahweh is on high, he looks upon the lowly,


But the proud he knows from afar.


Though I walk in the midst of trouble,


You preserve my life;


You stretch our your hand


Against the anger of my foes,


With your right hand you save me.


Yahweh will fulfill his purpose for me;


Your love, O Yahweh, endures forever


Do not abandon the works of your hands.

After the last chord had settled through the crowd there was silence, and then a roar of approval again. Quickly, Saul summoned his musicians and the music they poured out directed the crowd’s eagerness into spontaneous circles of dance. There was one just outside the feast tent and I went to Michal, seeking her hand which she offered. And in all her wedding finery, we danced. I danced with sheer joy and abandon. Michal was mine, Yahweh was here and at work, the king was looking relaxed and pleased, Jonathan was smiling and clapping to the music—entering into our joy. Michal twisted and turned, never letting her eyes away from me, those deep, dark eyes that danced and entranced me and now so nearly hidden by the veil. But as I strained to see them I exulted in knowing that in the privacy of the rooms that we had been given in the royal house, I would soon be stripping away the veil, the heavy garments, the jangling bangles and jewelry and Michal would be mine alone and for all time. She saw those thoughts of great pleasure in my eyes and she was pleased. 

Less than a week later, I was once again in the army camp in the Shephelah—the border area between Judah and Philistia. I had never before been reluctant to leave Gibeah, now it was pain beyond what I could have imagined. How could I leave her? How could I spend days or weeks not being by her side? How could I ever again spend nights sleeping on rocky sand comforted only by the smelly cloak I carried and my sword and scabbard? Each night as I lay down, I thought of that first night together, the lamps dimly lighting the room, keeping the dancing going on the walls of our home. When I lifted the veil and her eyes were laid bare before me my breath was sucked in as if Joab was pinning me from behind again. The smile was not the big, broad smile of a girl, but the quivering, desirous smile of a woman whose heart is pounding and whose longing is intense. And our kiss was as no other—so patient and impatient at the same time, so deep and sweet and hungry. And now, I lay alone with only these memories. Try as I might I could not focus my mind on the battle that was about to come. And that made me fearful for the battle ahead. My longing to be spared and to return to Michal may very well be the reason I would fall. I laughed bitterly, but it did not stop the longing. 
In the morning, Abner called me to his tent to discuss the plan of battle. There had been continual skirmishes with small groups of Philistine soldiers, but no major battle that would settle the issue decisively. Neither force was strong enough to attack and destroy the fortified cities of the other. But the Philistine patrols had increased and since my raids on Philistine outposts in search of Michal’s bloody brideprice, the reprisals against the small towns and villages in the Shephelah had been murderous. It was time to push them back.


”Men of Saul and Israel,” Abner said to the commanders gathered in the tent. “The king has ordered that we push these uncircumcised fishmen back into the sea from where they came. Or at least back into hiding in Gath and Ekron as they hid after the defeat of Goliath. Therefore, we shall fight boldly. Saul has ordered that our bravest soldiers led by our bravest commander shall enter deep into Philistia, establish themselves  between Gath and Ekron and when the Philistines come out in force from behind the walls to protect their villages, we shall strike with all our forces on them.”

It was suicide, I thought. Do not put your bravest men, there I thought, for they will certainly die. They are but bait, and going so deep into Philistia means it will take too long for the main force to get there to rescue them. 

“David is to lead this group and with him the sons of Zeruiah,” Abner continued and I saw a fleeting look of sadness and regret in his eyes. Of course, I suddenly realized, these were not his orders but Saul’s. It was not a suicide mission it was a homicide. Once again Saul wanted the Philistines to do his murdering for him. He would lead the mourners through the streets of Gibeah, following my headless body and bury it with full honors. Michal, young and beautiful, would be at his side and a hundred new potential sons-in-law would be watching every move. When my mind started to put faces to those suitors I pulled myself back to the words of Abner, realizing that once again Michal was stealing my focus with her beauty. If I wanted to see her again, enjoy her lovely warmth beside me in our bed, I needed to attend closely to the task at hand.

“My lord has given me great honor to choose me for this important mission,” I replied steadily. “If I am permitted, I will now choose those who will fight with me and Yahweh. The sons of Zeruiah are already chosen and I could not choose better. I wish to have Josheb-Bathshebeth, Eleazar son of Dodai, Shammah son of Agee, and Benaiah son of Jehoida.” I went on, naming the bravest of the brave. But I did not choose my own brothers for though they were brave and strong, I could not bear to think of being responsible for their deaths, should the hand of Yahweh turn against me. As for Joab, Abishai and Asahel, I would have passed them by as well if they had not already been chosen.

After the selection, I went to Abner alone.
“I plan to circle around Gath deep to the south and take the town of Githron.” I explained. This village was about five miles northwest of Gath and represented a middle point between Gath and Ekron.


“No, your orders are to march between Gath and Ekron so that the Philistines in all their force may see you.”


“So you too are a conspirator in this murder?” I asked Abner, my eyes afire with rage.


“These are not my orders, but directly from the king,” he responded, angry with my impertinence but angrier still at the king for being put in this position.


“Then you can tell the king that I disobeyed his orders. It will not matter to him when he has the satisfaction of seeing my head stuck on a Philistine spear. I will march in the morning and I will be in Githron in four days,” and I spun around and left the commander-in-chief’s tent. Abner could have me killed for such outright disobedience, but I did not believe he would. He knew that being placed directly between the two walled cities would result in the certain annihilation of my command. He would deal with the king later.
With two hundred of the best soldiers in all of Saul’s army, I felt strength in me even as I knew I was going into a desperate situation. I took comfort in this: once again the matter was clearly in the hands of Yahweh. I could plan as carefully as I could, I could be as wise and stealthy and courageous as I could. These men could fight like heroes whose reputations would last for the entire kingdom and beyond, but still, we would all die and lay naked and headless in the Philistine sandy dirt if Yahweh did not save us. Would Yahweh call Samuel to come to Bethlehem and anoint me if there were no purpose in that? If I am to die here, then Yahweh is a joker or has no power, and if that is so, let me die. And so I gained courage and confidence.

We met little resistance penetrating deep into Philistia. We passed through the hill country of the Shephelah with its terraced hill sides with olive trees, vineyards and lower down, the fields of barley and wheat and lentils. As we marched deeper into the coastal plain, passing only Philistine villages, we noted the looks of surprise and wonder on the part of the villagers. We also noted the runners in the distance keeping track of our course and reporting our every move to Achish, king of Gath. We met a sizeable force near one village and in the late afternoon hours, while the sun baked us from above, we fought hard and beat them back, losing only two of our men and sustaining a few serious wounds. When we had gone nearly two days into Philistia from Socoh, the last Judahite city we left and we were mid way between Gath and Ashkelon on the Sea, we turned north. We sensed a growing fear in the land. Were we going for Ashdod? Were the people of Ashkelon at risk? Why was the great army of Achish not stopping this foolhardy band of Hebrews? 

The plan was to go to Githron, attack the village, burn it, kill its inhabitants and create such fear that all the other villages around would appeal to Achish for rescue. Then when Achish and the king of Ekron attacked us, they would be drawn from behind the city gates and Abner’s army would sweep in from the east. But sitting and waiting to be attacked was not in my nature, so after having burned the village and carried out the orders to kill its inhabitants, men, women and children, I made the decision to move east directly toward Gath and Ekron. Timing would be everything if we were to survive. It was a fortuitous move because in his haste to rescue the people west of Gath, Achish had sent some of his men out to pursue us. We met them a few miles west of Gath and, while numbering three times our men, they were not a strong force. The battle was hard fought, but the Philistines began to turn and run toward Gath before their reinforcements arrived. That gave us time to slip back and move more toward Ekron, where we once again encountered an advance party. This time we soundly defeated them and the stragglers who returned no doubt reported our small group as the entire army of Israel. The next day we saw the dust rise from both the northeast and southeast and we knew that now our efforts to draw the main armies from behind their walls had succeeded. 

We withdrew back to Githron and waited. The Philistines, perhaps ten thousand or more, would soon be upon us. We would not last a day. It all depended on Abner—and Yahweh. I left scouts hiding in the rocks to report progress. Asahel was at the farthest outpost because he could run like the wind and never tire. We did not need to wait long for the news.


“David,” he said. My nephews would never learn to call me “my lord” or any official titles. “They are coming quickly.”


“How many?” I asked calmly.


“At least eight thousand. And the banners of the kings are at the front.”

With the kings in the field the armies had been fully committed. Now they were within two miles. In a half hour they would arrive. We could run for the coast, attempt to escape to the south or the north but the dust clouds showed Achish was anticipating that and forces were coming from both those directions. Or we could trust in Abner and Yahweh.

My men waited. Some rested, appearing nonchalant. Some talked endlessly to whoever would listen. Some cursed. Most looked anxiously at the gathering dust seeing in it a storm cloud of their own fate. 

They were less than a mile now and, as I looked out at the mass of men all dressed in their feather-topped helmets, their shields and armors now glinting in the sun, I thought I saw a change. The dust continued to rise, in fact, it grew behind them. The runner from the nearest outpost approached.


“My lord,” he yelled from a distant, out of breath. “They have turned! Abner has come!”


“Men, we must attack!” I yelled. The moment was decisive. Abner’s army was not large and still sadly lacking in weapons. Only a few bows and arrows existed in the whole army and some warriors from the far corners of the kingdom did not even carry adequate swords or shields. It would be years before our metal workers would recover from the occupation of the Philistines and their restrictions on our metal working. They could easily be crushed by this great force now combined against them. From being the bait, we became the harriers. 

We fought through the day with much killing. At the end, the Philistines had pushed Abner back but when the Philistines had fought their way back to their cities, they did not pursue the battered army of Israel. They retreated to their gates again, knowing they had escaped disaster, but now much bloodied and bruised. We fought our way all the way to the gates of Gath, getting as close as we could while staying out of range of the arrows flying down from the towers above. And since there was no one on our flanks now to stop our return, we moved with little resistance to the east to once again join up with Abner’s main force.

There was great celebration in the camp when we once again gathered between Azekah and Beth-Shemesh. The stories were told, and grew in the telling, of the exploits of the men of David. I was pleased to hear how Joab and his brothers were being honored for their strength and valor, and pleased to hear that the heroes of David, as they began to be called, were earning rich praise among the commanders and soldiers. They fought as true sons of Abraham, Isaac and Israel—boldly, fearlessly, with unending strength, with great skill and with the knowledge that in their victories lay the security of their families and the glory of Yahweh. Although in my heart I did not feel it, I was credited again with this victory and I knew the story would go back to Gibeah, to Saul and Jonathan and Michal and the entire nation, that once again, David had defeated the Philistines. It was not true as life and battle are always more complicated, but I knew that this battle would not diminish the nation’s hopes in me nor Saul’s fears. And for that, the taste of victory was bittersweet.
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