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There would need to be a war. That thought propelled me toward Jebus but by the time I neared the ancient citadel I knew I was in the wrong place. If Samuel was right and I was to become the king of Israel, how could I gain the throne without fighting? Yet, who would I fight? Saul? He, too, was anointed by Yahweh. What Yahweh has given it is up to Yahweh to take away, not me. If Saul died and Jonathan became king, would I fight him? Never. I would fight my brothers or my nephews before I would lift a sword against that most worthy of all men. I could not imagine the circumstances where I would fight but I knew that I could not become king by staring at the impregnable ancient walls of the city of the Jebusites, nor would I become king by standing around dreaming about making this mountain they called Zion my royal city. I needed an army. I needed men who would follow me into battle. I was a shepherd looking for sheep and I knew somewhere there were sheep looking for a shepherd. Where would Saul not look to find me, where I would have time to build my strength and wait to see what Yahweh had in store for me?


That was how I found myself approaching the ancient walled city of Gath. Gath of the Philistines, home of Achish, one of Philistia’s strongest kings and my enemy in battles fought only months before. My route took me due east, skirting a little south to keep as much distance as I could from Gibeah without making the route too long. I kept away from the villages and traveled mostly in the early mornings and waning light. It took four days of such furtive traveling to reach Gath. How tempting it was to go a little more south and visit my family. I remembered as I walked through the familiar country of hills, woods, ridges and valleys where sheep are pastured that only a few years ago I longed for the adventurous life of a warrior. Now I thought, how foolish. My mind could also not stop going to Michal. Her face came to me in fleeting moments when I least expected it and I would hear her voice, sometimes angry, sometimes sweet and seductive. But when I tried to recall her face to hold it gently in my mind, it always escaped. Memory, how cruel can you be?

The closer I got to Gath the more uncertain I became of my mission. With the fortress of Jebus in sight, going to Gath made complete sense. Now, as I approached the Philistine gate it seemed like suicide. I could not carry into the city the sword of Goliath; it would raise all kinds of suspicions and questions. If I pretended to be a Philistine youth they would question my clothes and want to know more about me. I needed to be accepted into King Achish’s army if I was to have a chance to fight against Saul and claim the kingdom Yahweh had promised. 
I envisioned the scenario: I would prove myself a great warrior to the king. He would place me at the front of a large army. We would march out against Saul and Jonathan. I would wear the Philistine armor including the feathered helmets we had hated from our youth. The battle would be joined and Saul would fall at the hands of Achish’s men. The moment would come when I would find Jonathan and I would rip off my helmet, reveal myself to him, switch over the Israelite army and turn on the Philistines who had a moment before been taking orders from me. It would be a great Israelite victory and Jonathan, true to his word, would submit the kingship to me. It was as clear as if I was reading the Urim and Thummim myself. But, I had to get past the heavy gates of Gath and gain the confidence of Achish. The how of all that seemed to escape me.

While still a couple of miles away from the city I stopped to bury the sword. I could not change clothes so I would not be able to hide my Israelite identity. By the time I encountered the first Philistines outside the city gates my story became clear. A young boy and his father first spotted me and I kneeled down in the dirt. The man carried a scythe and I carried nothing. With a grunt in the foreign language of the Philistines, the boy was sent back to the city on the run. Soon, several Philistine gate guards came running along with a dozen or more citizens who happened to have overheard the young boy describe me.

“I wish to see the king,” I tried to explain as they grabbed me under my arms and lifted me up. I knew a little of the Philistine tongue and they knew a little of our Hebrew language. 


“Who are you? Where have you come from?” the chief of the guards demanded.


“Escape,” I answered. “Achish, I must see Achish.”


They half carried and half dragged me toward the city. Like most walled cities, Gath had a large and impressive gate into the city and this gate area was in many respects the center of life for those who lived here and the villages around. There were two towers reaching thirty feet in height on both sides of the gate and now I could see soldiers with spears and bows and arrows emerging from the battlements on the top of the towers and on the walls of the city below the towers. Inside the towers there were four guard rooms, two on each side, and past the guard rooms was the heavy wooden gate itself. To enter the city against the will of the people was impossible without a huge and invincible army. The entire army of Saul could not bring down this city without a siege to starve its people into submission. By the time we approached the shadow of the gates, there were twenty or thirty soldiers surrounding me. Questions were thrown at me from all sides and I would simply answer that I wanted to go to Achish. My heart was pounding and I felt helpless and exposed. I knew that if I had taken the sword with me, I would abandon this foolish plan and fight my way to freedom and back to the hill country of Judah. I’d rather face Saul and his army alone than be caught up in all this foreignness and uncertainty. I thought they would open the gates for me as we came close to entering the guard house area between the two towers, but I saw a commotion on the top of the right tower. A tall man emerged, leaned over the battlement and stared at me. He wore a long robe and a simple steel band on his head. It was Achish. If I had any doubt, the way his soldiers treated me assured me completely.

I was not paying much attention to the rising hubbub of the crowd and was about to shout out to Achish that I was an Israelite fugitive who wish to fight against my people for what they had done to me, when I thought I heard a familiar sound. Yes, someone was singing a ditty, a familiar sing-song. My heart froze as I made out the music and the accented Hebrew of the voices, for now there were several who were singing it:


“Saul has slain his thousands and David his tens of thousands.”


I looked quickly around and felt the grip on my arms tighten. Then I heard someone say, “Isn’t this David? Isn’t he the king of the land?”  


“Yes!” It is David!” A soldier brushed my thick hair raising a cloud of grey dust but in the process revealing more of the distinctive color of my hair.


“It is David, the king of Israel!” more and more claimed.


I looked up at Achish with a sense of panic. What would he do? I was not king but I could see how the Philistines might think so since I took the place of a king at the head of many battles. Would his curiosity get the best of him and would he invite me in to find out why I was trying to enter his city this way? What would Saul do if a top commander of Philistine was caught sneaking into Gibeah pretending to be someone else. I shuddered at the answer to that question. 

“Foblishmallichochu!” I shouted at the top of my voice. “Vrinkalulalulalu!” 


All the singing and chatter stopped. I looked around. The soldiers on the battlement stared in amazement. The king leaned forward slightly. The soldiers holding me loosened their grip, fighting an urge to get away.


“Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha!” I laughed, more screaming than laughter. “Garantcha-pookapapapapapa! Ha, ha, ha!” I grabbed my red hair and began to pull it out. The soldiers dropped their hold on me, clearly no longer seeing me as any danger to them but more a danger to myself. I ran forward through the crowd, laughing and screaming as loud as I could, running and yelling right in the face of a little girl until she ran into her mother’s arms, her mother’s clothing burying her terrified cries. I ran through the courtyard of the guard chambers right up to the huge wooden city gate which remain barred. 


“Lolalulalulapoppychekomoora!” I screamed at the gate, spit flying in all directions and running down into my dark, red beard. I sprayed with spit anyone near by until they all backed away. Then I reached up as high as I could on the gate and dug gouges into the rough wood, driving splinters painfully deep into my fingernails but leaving marks on the doors.


A murmur was growing through the crowd and now I could hear the king high in the tower above me.


“Look at this man! He is insane! You say this is David? He is a madman! Why did you bring him to me? Do you think I don’t have enough madmen in this city that you have to bring me a new one? Must this man come into this city, into my house? Get him out of here!”


Now the rough hands grabbed me again but this time I fought, not to get away but to make them grip me tighter. They pulled me from the gate and dragged me away from the crowd that was still murmuring. No one sang about David anymore. If there was any thought that I was the king of Israel it dribbled away like spit on the gates of their city. Finally, they tossed me into a clump of bushes along side the path that I had come from, the path back toward Judah. Just to put a punctuation mark on their disgust, the leader of the group kicked me in the rear with a force that made the daylight sky turn dark momentarily. But I kept up my babbling and now lay shaking and clawing in the bushes until I was certain they had long gone back to the routine of their days. Then I got up, walked back to where I had left Goliath’s sword and found some small comfort and bitterness in strapping on the powerful sword of their great champion I had killed.
After my narrow escape a deep darkness settled on me. I had no plan. I had nowhere to turn. Never in my life had I felt so alone, so unloved, so fearful. Yahweh himself had abandoned me it seemed. I could not go to my family for I would put them in danger of Saul’s anger. Where was Joab? What was Jonathan doing to save me? Anything? Every farming village that I stumbled on in the Shephelah, that broken and beautiful land between Judah and Philistia was a danger—either because it was Philistine and I would be recognized as the hero of Israel or because it was Israelite and my presence would be reported to the king. I was hungry, desperately hungry. But the greatest pain of all was disappointment in Yahweh. Why had he set me up this way? He built my hopes and expectations with all this nonsense about anointing, and then he turns on me and makes the entire world my enemy. He cuts off my every escape. Even when I turn to help from my enemies and his enemies, they recognize me and seek my life. As the dark slowly settled on the land, I nestled behind a boulder in a small gully. My kinnor would have comforted me now, but that too was lost. So I played it in my mind and slowly whispered the words of despair:

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?


Why are you so far from saving me,


So far from the words of my groaning?


O my God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer,


By night, and am not silent.


Yet, you are enthroned as the Holy One,


You are the praise of Israel.


In you our fathers put their trust;


They trusted and you delivered them.


They cried out to you and were saved;


In you they trusted and were not disappointed.


But I am a worm and not a man,


Scorned by men and despised by the people.


All who see me mock me;


They hurl insults, shaking their heads:


“He trusts in Yahweh; let Yahweh rescue him.


Let him deliver him since he delights in him.”


Yet, you brought me out of the womb;


You made me trust in you


Even at my mother’s breast.


From birth I was cast upon you;


From my mother’s womb you have been my God.


Do not be far from me,


For trouble is near


And there is no one to help.

The pouring out of my heart calmed me and gave me enough peace to drop off to sleep despite the pain of emptiness in my stomach. In the morning, I got up and wandered. I was close to the villages of Azekah and Socoh and as I dipped down into a little valley with a small stream I realized that following this would take me directly into the Valley of Elah. The water that flowed through this stream carried the blood of Goliath away after I had killed him. I wanted to go to that place. Just to remember. Just to feel once again what it felt like to be strong, to sense Yahweh’s hand on me, to hear the soldiers of Yahweh’s army calling my name. I would have gone there, only a mile or two away, but it was too close to the villages and I feared being found. The walls of Gath would protect me against Saul and his soldiers but there was no place in Israel or Judah that offered that protection. 

So I wandered, aimlessly. Looking for food and finding none; looking for friendship and hope and finding none. I climbed the hills toward Judah, fighting the strong urge to head north and east toward Bethlehem. I dreamed of hiding out in the forests of Hereth and occasionally snatching a lamb for my food when the shepherd guarding them was careless or fell asleep. I had become the lion and bear that once I had protected my father’s sheep against. I had become a criminal, an outcast, a horror to all who encountered me. But I knew, as desperate as I was, and as desperately as I wanted to live, I could do no such thing. If Yawheh wanted me to live, he would have to provide my food. If he wanted me to be king, he would have to supply the crown. I was empty and had nothing to offer.
The afternoon warmth turned once again to evening cool and once again I looked for a place to curl up in my rags and find some sleep. For a moment I thought I caught a whiff of smoke. Smoke? I did not see any villages around when I stood on a small ridge nearby scouting for danger. I did not see any people. I sniffed the air like a dog or a deer. Yes, I did smell smoke, and for an instant I thought it carried the smell of cooking meat. My hunger must be stirring thoughts in my mind, I thought, and once again went to settle into a small crevice in a rock. Was that voices I just heard? I stood up quickly and listened and sniffed the wind. Now there was no doubt. A campfire was nearby. I climbed up carefully and quietly, following my nose as best I could until I could hear the distinctive voices of men. Men of Israel or Philistia? I crept closer. A rock skittered out from under my sandaled feet and the sound from the men stopped along with my heart. I pressed up tight against the rock. They were above me and had the advantage. If they found me and had weapons, I would be hard pressed to take them on. I had no idea how many there might be. I thought of Jonathan climbing up the cliff to meet a small army of Philistines with only his armor bearer and his faith in Yahweh. I will not fear, I told myself. But I lay still until I heard the voices quietly resume. I climbed closer. Hebrew! Closer. Judahites! Closer. The smell of the meat and the fire was overpowering and my hunger drove away any fear. I would eat meat tonight or die trying. Yahweh would decide. 

I neared the top of the rise and flattened myself and much as I could, slowly putting my dirt covered head over the top. Two men. Their backs to me. No swords that I could see. I could rush them and have both their heads off before they even knew I was there. I slowly pulled the sword out of the scabbard and began to raise myself up for the fifteen yard sprint. A dog barked. I hadn’t seen the dog! The men spun toward me, one grabbing a long knife and the other a large stick he carried as his only weapon. I stood at the edge, leaning forward in a taut stance and they stood in a similar pose, weapons in hand, the barking dog providing the only sound.

“Philistine?” One of them finally shouted at me.


“No,” I answered equally brusquely. “From Judah.” I had the advantage of hearing them speak first and knew their language. Now they knew mine.


“Tola!” The other shouted at the dog and it quieted, still standing rigid with its hackles raised.

I lowered my sword and I could see them relax a little as well. 

“Are you men of Saul?” I asked

“Saul?” They looked at each other a moment and laughed. “Oh yes, we will serve at his table tonight, can’t you see?” They were as roughly dressed as I was, clearly fugitives.

“And you?” they asked. “You are his cupbearer, perhaps?”

“The king seeks my life,” I answered

“Then we are brothers,” and now I could see them let down their guard further. “Have you eaten? We found a wayward sheep just seeking a way to sustain us and, of course, we obliged.”

Stealing sheep was a capital offense but clearly these men had more to fear than the anger of a shepherd or even a whole village such as Bethlehem. I put Goliath’s sword back in the scabbard and moved toward the fire, still eyeing them carefully. The one with the knife moved to the fire and cut off a large chunk of the front shoulder of the charred animal and handed it to me. I tore into it, now forgetting everything except this hot and dripping bit of flesh. The meat seemed to warm my body and spirit almost immediately and I tore it at like a lion. So busy was I with filling my hunger that I did not notice the burly one with the heavy stick had moved quietly behind me. I saw in the corner of my eye a dark flash, then a concussion of the brightest light as the stick smashed into the back of my head; then all was dark.
When I woke, my hands were tied firmly behind my back, it was cold and damp, and the fire had long lost its heat, still smoldering in the dewy early morning air. The two lay nearby, their snores an ugly a greeting to this unpleasant morning as was the pain in the back of my head. I could raise my head enough to see the sword between them. The dog, at the feet of the big one who hit me, lifted its head and uttered a slow deep growl. I did not blame the men for what they did, in fact, felt some gratitude they did not kill me. But it was certain they were as desperate as I was.
Slowly, they began to stir. 

“I’m thirsty,” I said. “Please, I need water.”

“Oh, the young swordsman awakes,” the knife man said. But he got up slowly, picked up the goatskin of water and knelt down near my head to give me water. I sucked it in eagerly. Though dirt filled and sour, it refreshed me greatly.

“Now, tell me and tell me truthfully, where did you come by this Philistine sword?”

“I took it from the Philistine,” I said. There was no point in trying to fool these men. I could imagine no story that would release my bindings better than the story given me by Yahweh.

“I suppose you asked nice first?”

“No, I struck him with a stone and cut off his head with it.”

The men stopped and looked at each other.

“This is no ordinary sword, even for a Philistine. It must be the weapon of a king or commander.” There was a quiet, fearful questioning in this statement.
“It is Goliath’s sword,” I said simply and let my head sink into the dirt again. I did not look at them but I could sense their fear and amazement. I turned my head to see the burly one pick up his heavy stick. The other one held his arm.

“Are you saying that you are the one who killed Goliath?”

“Yes. So either I am David or I am a thief of David’s treasure.”
“My lord!” I looked and they were both on the ground, faces in the dirt. I couldn’t help myself, I laughed out loud and long.

“I would guess you have decided I am no thief. Then I command you to release me!”

In a moment I was free and working the soreness out of my back and shoulders. The two thugs were once again face down in the dirt uttering all kinds of apologies and offers to let me kill them and pleading for me not to.
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