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Book One Chapter 16


On the way back to Gibeah, I became more and more uncertain of the wisdom of returning there and of trying to speak to Jonathan. We had sworn on the sacred name of Yahweh our everlasting friendship and I felt Jonathan’s love for me and mine for him down to the very core of my being. Yet, he was the son of Saul and had more to lose than anyone if the people should rise up against Saul and proclaim me their king. After word got out about what happened to the king in Naioth, I had no doubt that the rumblings throughout the kingdom—particularly in the south, in Judah, would increase and the pressure on Saul and his family continue to rise. How easy it would be for Jonathan to pretend friendship and slip a knife between my ribs.

The more I thought about that, the sadder I became. I did not truly know if Michal would protect me and I did not know if Jonathan, closer to me than my brothers or even Joab or Abishai, would not kill me. I felt so utterly and completely alone. I decided I would risk the meeting with him because at this point, dying at the hands of Jonathan seemed only slightly worse than continuing life this way.

Rather than risking an entry into Gibeah undisguised, I decided to take some filthy rags I found along the road back and become an old woman. As I neared Gibeah, I sat by the roadside and in my most haggish, scratchy voice I told a young boy who came by that I must speak to Jonathan, that I had an urgent message for him from his father and Samuel.

In a few hours, Jonathan came accompanied by a monstrous body guard, a loyal but somewhat dim-witted warrior that I knew. I had hoped the prince would be alone. I pretended to be sleeping by the side of the road in the early evening light. The guard poked at me with the butt of his spear, which I grabbed and swept the brutish warrior off his feet with a swift sweep of my legs. The surprised and burly man fell with a crash and grunt onto the dirt path. I was up on my feet in an instant, holding his spear at his throat. Jonathan’s sword was drawn but he was looking at me curiously. Then he began to laugh with a great, deep-chested laugh and his sword became a way to steady himself rather than an instrument of death.


“David,” he roared, catching his breath between outbursts of laughter, “You make very convincing old hag. Who are you hiding from this time?” The guard stood up slowly, dusting himself off, and feeling only slightly better about himself now that he knew it was me who had bested him rather than a sickly old woman laying by the side of the road.


“Jonathan, we must speak,” I said urgently, not sharing in his enjoyment of the moment. 


“Yes, yes,” he said, hugging me, “But let me recover from this sight. Araonah, leave us, and, oh-- watch out for old women on your way back!” The guard grunted unhappily knowing full well that he would have to face much embarrassment as the crown prince shared the story of his quick defeat by a woman beggar.


“What have I done, Jonathan? What have I done wrong?” My desperation poured out in tears before this man. “What is my crime? How have I wronged your father that he is trying to take my life?”


“He does not intend to kill you, David. When the evil spirit from God comes on him he is dangerous, yes, but to seek your death when he is watchful and awake? Never! Look! My father doesn’t do anything, great or small, without confiding in me. Why would he hide this from me? It’s not so!”


“I swear to you by the most holy unspeakable name of Yahweh that you are being fooled, my brother. Your father knows very well I have found favor in your eyes and he has said to himself, ‘Jonathan must not know this or he will be grieved.’ Yet, as surely as Yahweh lives and you live, there is but one step between me and death.”

Jonathan remained convinced that Saul’s attempts on my life that he himself witnessed were not part of a rational intention to kill me but merely the spirit of darkness that settled on him from time to time. In those times, he was dangerous to everyone around him. It wasn’t really personal, he said, but I just needed to be careful and be able to read those danger signals. I knew it wasn’t true and I wasn’t certain why Jonathan was so insistent on believing this. So, we made a plan to determine if it was safe for me in Gibeah. The coming days were the time of the New Moon festival and the king would host a feast. As the son-in-law of the king I would be expected to take my place at the king’s table. But I would not go. Instead, Jonathan would tell Saul that I returned to Bethlehem to participate in an annual sacrifice involving the whole clan. 


“If Saul says, ‘Very well’ then I am safe and I will believe you, Jonathan. But if he loses his temper that I am not there, then you and I will both know that he intends to harm me.”


“It is agreed,” Jonathan said, but I could see he was troubled and burdened by the situation. Whether it was because of me or his father, I could not know for certain.


“Jonathan, we have a contract of eternal protection that extends to all our children. If I am guilty of harming you or your father, then I beg you to kill me yourself. I would rather die at your hands than your father’s.”


“Never!” Jonathan protested, “If I had the least inkling my father would kill you, wouldn’t I tell you?” Still, Jonathan’s confidence in his father’s good will to me was wavering. If I was right, and Saul knew of the contract between us, Jonathan’s life too could be in jeopardy. So we agreed if Saul was angered by my absence, that Jonathan would signal me by going out in the field where I was hiding with a young boy. He would pretend he was practicing with the bow and arrow—one of the few of the precious weapons in the kingdom. If the arrows went beyond the rock of Ezel where I was to be hiding, I would know the king was after me. But if they fell in front, I was safe and could return to Gibeah.


“I may not see you again, David. If you are right and that my father is determined to kill you, then I know that it is not your death that is near, but my father’s and mine. You are the anointed of Yahweh and you will sit on the throne intended for me. David, may Yahweh call all your enemies to account for their sins against you. And I beg you to reaffirm your promise before Yahweh to care for my children when you enter into your kingdom.”


It was more than I could bear and I hung onto him, tears flowing down my dusty cheeks like a dry stream in the desert after a storm. 
I waited in the rocky, dusty fields south of Gibeah for two days. Jonathan had also arranged for a servant to deliver food, leaving it on a rocky ledge. Jonathan told him it was for a sacrifice to Asherah and the servants must have believed it because I hid in a tangle of boulders nearby and watched them deliver the bread, wine and figs and quickly leave. On the third day, I hid behind the pillar-like rock in the open field they called Ezel. Carefully peeking from behind the rock I saw Jonathan and his young servant approach. Whoosh! I saw an arrow land to my left and past the rock. It amazed me how far an arrow could fly when released by a strong and practiced arm. What a battle might be if an entire army were so equipped instead of using mere swords and spears. Three arrows landed and I saw the young boy heading toward me. Jonathan was yelling at him as he ran, and he kept yelling and yelling.


“Hurry, go quickly!” He was yelling to the boy who was running as fast as he could toward me. “Don’t stop, it is beyond you! Farther!” My heart was sinking because the words were meant for me to hear. I was indeed in great danger and now, at last, Jonathan knew it as well.


I hid from the boy while he collected the arrows, then watched him quickly return still being goaded on by Jonathan. Clearly, the prince wanted me to hear his words and understand the urgency in his voice. When the boy returned I watched, expecting Jonathan to return with him to the court. Instead, Jonathan sent the boy off and began walking through the thick brush and grass of the field towards me. 

Emerging from the behind the giant rock I fell at the prince’s feet. Three times I bowed to him, my heart breaking, my face in the dirt. He pulled me up from the ground; we embraced and I knew from his wordless grip that the news was even worse than I feared.


“David, you have not sinned against me or my father, but my father seeks your life.” 

He explained what happened at the feast, how the king had asked where I was and Jonathan gave him the answer of being with my family in Bethlehem. In front of the entire crowd at the feast, Saul rose up and yelled at his son, “You son of a perverse and rebellious woman! Don’t I know that you have sided with the son of Jesse to your own shame and the shame of the mother who bore you? As long as the son of Jesse lives on this earth, neither you nor your kingdom will be established! Now bring him to me for he must die!” When Jonathan protested that I had done nothing to deserve death, Saul took his spear and hurled it at his own son. The feast broke up in complete chaos and shock. Jonathan had refused to sit at the table with his father the next day when the festival continued. 


I hesitated to ask, but I had to. 


“What about Michal” I asked. “Is she siding with the king against me?”


“No, David, she continues to protect you and like me, at the risk of her own life. I did not know when I talked to you before that my father had come to your house to kill you. Michal told me how she helped you escape through the window, then used her Asherah and goat’s hair to fool the king and his men into thinking you were sick. When my father demanded they take you in your sick bed in front of him, they discovered that she was protecting you and my father’s fury against her was terrible.”

I was a knife to Saul, cutting through his kingdom, threatening to divide the kingdom he had worked so hard all his life to unite, and cutting through his own family. To his eyes, the knife must be tossed aside if his purpose of establishing a kingdom and throne for his name for all time were to be realized. Yet, I was not the knife. I never meant him any harm nor did I mean to take the kingdom from him. It was Yahweh who was the knife and I was being cut and torn as the God I trusted did his bloody work. I was not the only one; we were all being bloodied by his mystifying purpose.

“You must go, David, far from here.”

“I would rather die at your hands than lift a finger against you or your father. Jonathan, take my life here and you can return to your father in peace and show him your loyalty.” 

“How could I lift my hand against the anointed of Yahweh?” he asked in words I would remember clearly in the difficult years ahead. “The kingdom has been put in your hands and I do not know if I will live to see it.”

“If Yahweh is willing, I would serve you gladly all my life. I would hold your banner and kill Philistines until my last breath was gone.”

“Yahweh is not willing and neither am I. Go in peace because we part as friends whose friendship will never end. We have sworn before him who is Almighty to protect each other and each other’s children. If you would serve me, then serve me now by going far from here.”

I looked at his face once more, strong, determined, but covered with the tears. I felt ashamed I had ever doubted him. I buried my face in the cloak on his shoulder and wept until my legs could hardly hold me. I wept for him and his fate, for Michal who I now knew loved me at the risk of her own life, and for myself. Mostly for myself for being cut apart and made so completely alone by the God I had vowed to worship and obey all my life. Then I pulled myself away and without looking back I set off to the south and east. 

Jebus. That great citadel on the hill. That one great promontory that no assault had been able to withstand. That ancient village, legendary as the home of Melchizedek, famed priest of Canaan and friend to our ancient father, Abraham. The fortress of the ancient Canaanite tribe of the Jebusites. It seemed a natural refuge. But would they let me in? Would they let a fugitive and a rebel—an enemy of the king of the Israelites—into their midst? If I was to live I would have to seek refuge among the enemies of my people and my God.  I had no other thought as I marched quickly away from Gibeah. 
The Forever Throne: The Autobiography of David   Copyright 2004

Book One    Chapter 16              Page 6

