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We wept until we had no tears left. Not one of the wives or children were left, but neither were they dead. They raided like Amalekites, not like we had raided their towns and camps were we killed every man, woman and child. My two beautiful young wives were now slaves of some Amalekite warlord or patriarch, as were the wives and children of all my men.

All throughout the destroyed city the pitiful cry of men in the deepest grief could be heard. I pulled a few of the charred beams away from the hearth area of what had been our home, and sat down on the rubble.


“David, may I enter?” Abishai said, standing outside the entrance.


“There are no walls now to keep you out,” I said, not looking up. Abiathar climbed through the rubble and sat down near me.


“The men are angry, my lord,” he said quietly after a bit.


“It was the Amalekites,” I replied, still staring at the hearth.


“No, my lord, they are angry at you.”


I turned my head slowly and looked at him. He held my gaze.


“They are speaking of stoning you, my lord. I have come to warn you that you should not go into the town, so great is their anger.”


“Perhaps they should stone me,” I said, more to myself. “What good have I brought them? I was about to follow Achish into battle against Yahweh’s own people and his own anointed. I was the one who left Ziklag undefended. Yes, perhaps they should stone me.”

“But we did not lift our hand against Yahweh, did we, my lord?”


“Yahweh spared us,” I said, knowing in my bones that I could take no credit for extricating myself and my men from having to choose who to fight in the midst of battle. With those words, I felt the tiniest surge of comfort and even strength. Yes, it was Yahweh who spared us through the fear of the Philistine commanders. And perhaps it was even Yahweh who directed the Amalekites to march against us.

Joab now also came into the shattered room and I could see behind him Elhanan and a few of my most trusted commanders. Unlike Abishai, Joab just tromped in, not waiting to be invited. I also heard noise from behind them, a growing sound of men’s voices, raised in anger. 


“My lord,” Joab said, “You must escape from here. We cannot hold these men back.”


“No! I will not run from my own men!” I was standing now and I could hear the rising cry outside. “Bring Abiathar to me,” I commanded.


“I am here, my lord,” Abiathar, the young high priest had been standing just outside with the other commanders who were pushing back against the men now ready to kill me.


“Abiathar, we must consult with Yahweh, pray, bring the ephod,” I asked.


“It is here my lord,” and indeed, the young man was wearing it beneath a robe that covered his identity as a priest of Yahweh. We cleared more area around the hearth to make a council area and several of the men moved broken pieces of furniture and chunks of roof beams around in a semi-circle. In the meantime, the noise and shouts from the men continued to build.


“Abiathar, inquire of Yahweh. Ask him ‘Shall I pursue this raiding party?’”


The stones rolled out into the dust, ashes and shattered pottery. Four blessings, one curse.


“Yahweh has spoken,” said Abiathar, looking up at me as I stood. “Pursue, for you shall surely overtake them and you will surely rescue.”


Rescue? I had not asked Yahweh about a rescue, only about pursuing. Whether it was Yahweh’s Spirit in me now, or the hopeful words of the young priest, I did not know, but I suddenly felt the strength of battle in me. Yes, we would rescue them. I would have Ahinoam and Abigail back and the men would get their families and flocks back. I gripped my sword and started to move toward the door. Joab suddenly stood and blocked my way.


“If you go out there, they will kill you,” he said. He was taller than I, dark featured and I looked into his face and saw how hard he had become. There was nothing of the playfulness and joy I remembered when we fought against each other as children.


“Help me to the roof,” I said. We found a corner of the roof where the beams still stood and we lifted a couple of longer sections of broken beams against it. The men helped me scramble up. Now I could see down into the narrow alleys between the houses and into the market area where most of the men had gathered.


“You are the strong men of Yahweh’s right hand!” I shouted. A cry went up from the men as they saw me standing there alone. A rock was flung and I stood still, my face fixed, as it stung my shoulder and bounced off, down onto the street below. 

“I would speak to you!” Slowly they quieted. “We have inquired of Yahweh through Abiathar, the high priest whom Yahweh has sent to us.” It was a reminder that the high priest, successor in the long line that stretched back to Aaron, brother of Moses, was a visible symbol of Yahweh’s presence and that we, in effect, carried the banner of the leadership of all Israel. “Yahweh has told us through the Urim and Thummim that we are to attack the raiding party and that we will rescue our families. Arm yourselves for we march now!”  
For a moment it was quiet. Too quiet. I thought about crying out again to tip the scales, but I held my tongue and my breath. Then, a single voice cried out, then another and another and then all were shouting: “We attack! Yahweh has spoken!”

I half climbed and half jumped down and the commanders were already leaving the mess of my “palace” and were heading out the door. I caught Joab’s eye as I scrambled over the mess and he looked at me for a moment and then smiled. Ah, the Joab I knew was still there. His eyes told me everything: how did you do it one more time? And I would follow you to the gates of Hades itself. And my heart, still filled with grief and anger now overflowed for a moment with joy and eagerness and life.

We pushed like we had never marched before to the south to try to catch the Amalekite raiders. We had traveled quickly all the way from Aphek so the men were already nearly exhausted when we arrived to find the horror of Ziklag. And now, with little food and sleep, we practically ran into the desert. There were six hundred of us and when we came to Wadi Besor, the canyon with the Besor stream running through it in the Negeb, the men were nearing the end of their endurance. But we could not rest long. The men lay down next the stream in the rocks and small patches of scrub brush and I walked among them to assess their condition. A third of the men had reached their limit and I knew to push them further would endanger their lives. But four hundred still appeared strong enough to go on. As for me, I could not have waited by that stream knowing our families were perhaps just hours away, if someone had taken both my legs off.

“The men I have appointed are to stay here and wait for our return,” I ordered. There was some grumbling among the men. Some of those ordered to stay were committed to go with us and did not want to be left behind. Others who were going felt they too should stay.
“It is as I have spoken,” I said loudly. True Israelites, I thought. They bristle at any leadership. “We leave everything behind that we cannot carry. The donkeys stay here. You men, protect our supplies.”

So we began to march again, slowly at first, working out the stiffness in our overtaxed bodies, but then more quickly as the thought of catching the raiders filled our thoughts. About an hour from the Wadi we saw a figure lying in the desert sand, trying to get a little protection from the burning sun under tiny bush.

“He’s alive,” said one of the men when he got to him. I rushed up.

“He’s Egyptian,” I said, noting his features and his adornments. “Give him some food.”

“Let him be,” said Joab. “The Amalekites can’t be far ahead. Why take time to feed this slave and foreigner?”

“He may yet tell us where they are,” I answered, wondering again at what had happened to my nephew. Even if he could not speak, this man’s life, too had value in the sight of Yahweh.

We gave him some of the food we carried in our pouches, a slice of pressed figs and two raisin cakes, and water. He had to be helped to eat at first, but then he slowly revived. 
“Who knows the Egyptian tongue?” I called out to the men.

“I can speak in your tongue,” the young man said weakly, looking up at me.

“Good,” I said, wondering what course had taken this young man from an educated background in Egypt to being left to die in the desert. “To whom do you belong and where are you from?” I asked.

“I am an Egyptian lad, the slave of an Amalekite man. I was in a raiding party and we raided the Negeb of the Cherethites and that of Judah and the Negeb of Caleb, and Ziklag. We burned Ziklag to the ground.”

“Will you lead me to this raiding party?” I pressed.

“Swear to me by God that you will not put me to death and that you will not hand me over to my master. Then I shall lead you down to this raiding party.”

“I swear before God,” I said, breathing a prayer of thanks to Yahweh for bringing this man to help us in our rescue.

The young man’s strength returned quickly and he needed only a little help and then only for a while once we returned to the trail. The man had been left for three days and three nights without food or water in the desert, but that did not mean the raiders were three days ahead. They were slowed by the great flocks and the women and children they had taken and they no felt safer in the desert having put this much distance between them and the towns they raided. The man had told us only Ziklag had been burned even though towns of Judah, of Caleb and of the Cherethites had also been raided for slaves and booty. A message to me, no doubt. I got the message and it burned within me.
The Egyptian slave knew where the Amalekite camps in the desert were and surmised the one to which they were mostly likely to return. Late afternoon of the next day after we found the young man, he told us we were approaching their camp. I stopped the men and sent Asahel and three others known for speed to run ahead and spy out the camp for us. In less than an hour they returned, bright smiles on their faces.

“They are sprawled out all over the ground. They have been eating and drinking and reveling with all their booty,” Asahel said. “The goods they have are beyond all goods in Judah!”

“We will let them eat and drink their fill of our food and wine tonight, and in the morning, as the sun rises, they will eat and drink their fill of our swords and the justice of Yahweh,” I told the men. “Eat all you have tonight, for tomorrow we shall taste of the food and drink that has been taken from us.”

The desert night was cold, but I and the men slept well, exhausted from our marches. In the morning, we felt rested and eager.
“Abishai, you take one hundred and fifty men and circle to the right past that rock formation. Azihiel, you take another one hundred fifty men and attack from the left, go behind that small hill and march a thousand paces. Keep hidden at all times. I will take fifty and we will attack from here. When we are attacking them, Abiathar will blow the shofar and you will know to join us. Let none escape for this evil they have done.”
As the men moved to the left and to the right, I crept forward with my men. I did not want to be spotted by a watchman even though our spies assured us no watchmen had been seen. Their camp was in a small oasis, fed by a spring and host to a few fig and palm trees. There were at least a couple of hundred colorful tents arrayed on the desert floor around the spring. All around were flocks of sheep and herds of goats and cattle and a great many camels. I could not count the men, but from the number of tents and men sleeping scattered around the camp, I guessed there were perhaps a thousand of men, and perhaps twice as many women and children. Asahel was right, they had been enjoying their booty for now the camp was quiet with only a few women stirring..
I waited until Abishai and Azihiel had plenty of time to get their men in position. Then I signaled Abiathar to blow the shofar—the ram’s horn of holy battle. We rose up from our bellies in the sand and with swords flashing high above our heads, made a horrible cry as we descended into the little oasis. Only occasionally was there the sound of sword on sword, as the Amalekite warriors had not bothered to keep their weapons near them. Mostly, it was the sound of sword on flesh and bone and the frightened cries of men who are about to die. Some of the warriors who had most recently joined us from Saul’s army carried the bow and arrow and I watched in amazement as they took aim and buried their arrows deep into the chests, and throats of the Amalekites. Their faces carried the shock and amazement of this instant death carried to them on the wind and from a great distance.

We smashed into the tents being careful to spare the women and children but we were without mercy when it came to the men. Arms raised up to ward off our blows were only left lying along side them on their mats as our swords continued on to heads and necks. Men at the edges began to escape and I sent some of our younger warriors and fast runners after them. They tracked them down and not one got more than a mile away before meeting his end in the desert. 
“David my lord, look!” one of my brave, young warriors shouted, “The boys, they are escaping!”

I ran around the tent to where the voice was coming from and I saw a group of young Amalekites, many of them not more than 12 or 13, mounting up on the camels and kicking them with all their strength to get the slow moving animals going.

“Let them go,” I ordered, and went back to the business of hunting down the commanders of this party. I was told that as many as 400 young men escaped. Their fathers and uncles and older brothers did not. The “battle” went on the entire day and it was not until the evening of the next day that we stopped chasing those few stragglers who were hiding out or running away through the desert. 
I would not allow the men during the killing of the Amalekites to stop and search for their families. It took more than one threat of instant death to convince them that I was serious about that, and neither did I stop to search for Abigail and Ahinoam as much as I was tempted. But, as evening approached on that second day and the fighting and chasing ended, we quickly turned our attention to our families.

“Have you seen…?” those anxious words were heard all throughout the shattered camp. And then there were the shouts of recognition and the cries of joy and relief.

“Abigail?” I asked one young girl cowering in the corner of an intact tent. “Ahinoam?”

“They are nearby,” she said, hesitantly, not certain if the dying was done. And she pointed toward the south.
I kept looking, tent by tent. Then I stopped. Standing at the entrance to a large tent that was mostly undamaged, was Abigail. Immediately as I saw her, Ahinoam also poked her head out of the tent. I dropped the bloody sword that was still in my hand and ran toward them. The sweet embrace of Abigail was nothing like I had ever before felt. Relief mixed with great affection is an experience all itself. Then I embraced Ahinoam, feeling her belly press against me and I knew that she was pregnant. My first child. I embraced and kissed both of them, laughing all the while with tears of joy running down my face. Who knows where it all came from, but it poured from me like an endless waterfall. I had escaped the dilemma of the battle between Philistia and Israel, I had narrowly escaped mutiny and assassination by my own men, and we had found and utterly destroyed this raiding party that had taken our possessions, families and hopes for the future. And now, it seems, I was to be a father. I had reason for joy.


After feasting on our recovered food and animals and resting in the Amalekite tents, we began to gather up all the flocks and goods and prepare for the return trip to Ziklag. The thoughts of our demolished homes dimmed the joy of the rescue, but we found nothing we had lost was missing. Not one man had lost a wife or son or daughter and even their household goods were recovered. There was much more booty than had been taken from Ziklag, for this raiding party had stolen from many towns and villages in the northern Negeb and southern Judah. We began to move out toward Wadi Besor where we had left the two hundred men who were exhausted and to reunite them with their families.


We were some distance away from where we left them when we were spotted by some of the men who had been sent to look for us. They ran up in great eagerness and quickly found their families and the joyous reunions began again.


“How have you fared?” I asked the men, when we arrived in their camp in the canyon. “I see our gear has been well protected.”

“Yes, my lord, and you have added much to it,” replied the commander I had appointed over the men left behind.


“And not one bit of it for you,” one of my commanders said from behind me. It was Zabad, son of Ahiai. “What have you done to deserve a share of the booty? Nothing but rest here by the stream while we did everything.”


“Right,” said another. “You shall have your wives and children and get on your way!”


“Yes, nothing for them,” more voices cried out. 

“Who will ever fight again if you can get booty just by pretending to be exhausted?”


I watched the men who had stayed behind. Their joy of reuniting with their families was mixed with a sullen anger as they faced this derision from their fellow warriors. It was the custom that only those who had joined in the battle would share in the booty, but it did not seem just to me. More than that, I could see animosity building that would lead to bickering, division and weakness. After the argument continued for a bit, I spoke up.

“No, my brothers,” I said to Zabad and the men who had gathered around him. “What we have is what Yahweh has given us. It is not what you alone have done. He has guarded us and given into our hands those who came against us. And who would listen to you in this matter? The share of him who goes down into battle is the share of him who stays with the gear. Together—they shall all share.”


A cry began to rise up from the men who had stayed behind and it was quickly joined by the other men, and then the women and children and suddenly a chorus of two thousand sang out in the desert; a chorus of victory, of worship, of magnanimity. And for me, I felt what it meant to lead men and lead them well.


We continued on our way. All the goods that belonged to our men were returned to them and the booty that was taken from the other towns and villages was divided up among us all, but I received the livestock and a great share of the booty. Long before we reached Ziklag, as we traveled through the Negeb, I determined what I must do with my new-found wealth. It was an easy decision. The war between Israel and Philistia was in all likelihood right now going on. How would it end? Both sides would be weakened, no doubt and the towns and villages of Judah would likely continue to be left to fend for themselves. They felt they had no king for Gibeah and Gath were both a long way away. I had protected them from raiders and from internal conflicts when I was running and hiding from Saul. In turn, many of the elders in the villages had supported, fed and encouraged me. When I attacked from Ziklag, I had turned the booty over to Achish. It was time now to do what I had wanted to do all along and that was supply the towns and villages of Judah as if I was their king and Ziklag was a Judahite city and not Philistine. 

“Tell the men in Bethel that this is a gift from David the Judahaite, king of Ziklag,” I told the young messengers who would accompany the livestock, jewelry and pottery. “Tell them they befriended me when I was hiding from Saul and Yahweh has rewarded them for their kindness to his servant.” All the towns of southern Judah received gifts if they had helped and supported me in that time of great need. Ramoth-Negeb in the far south, Jattir, Aroer, Siphmoth, Eshtomea, Racal, the towns of the Jerahmeelites and Kenites, Hormah, Bor-ashan, Athach and even into Hebron, the largest and most important city of Judah.


The messengers returned with written messages on potsherds or messages spoken to them to be given to me and I knew that I had chosen well. The people of Judah now knew that though I had fought under the banner of Achish, I had never ceased being a true Judahite and true child of the promise of Yahweh.
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