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1 – Samuel’s Blessing

[image: ]




Puffy white clouds like the sheep of David’s flock hung high above the hills outside the city of Bethlehem. Reclining against a patch of green hillside, the scent of rich earth in the air, David picked up his kinor, the small harp that fit easily between his upper arm and his knee, and began to play a tune he had created, inspired by the sound of the wind through the cedar trees.

As he bent over, several dark curls fell over his forehead. He had been called comely many times for those very curls, which framed his slim, oval face. For his smooth cheekbones that had yet to see a razor, for the dimple on his chin that matched his smile, for his clear skin ruddy from hours in the sun. Not to mention for his muscular body, the sinews of his arms and the tendons of his legs, his narrow waist and strong abdomen. As for that which he kept confined beneath a loincloth, none could speak of it but the Lord, but David found it an excellent specimen after its fashion.

The flock continued to graze as the airy melody flew from David’s fingers. The notes, deep and light in equal measure, floated over the hillside, charming the bees on their hunt, the birds in their nests and all manner of small animals in their burrows.

He adjusted his simple tunic, with its single line of blue thread at the hem, so that it didn’t bunch up underneath him and looked down at the plains. From his vantage point on the hillside, David saw the brick and stone buildings of Bethlehem in the near distance. He had been born in that very city, as had all his elder brothers, and each in his turn had kept the sheep on these hillsides, even as his father’s prosperity had increased, and so with it the size of the herd. Five years before, soon after the celebration of his bar-mitzvah, David had relieved his next eldest brother of this duty and come out into the hills on his own.

He did not miss the days bent over his studies, learning the way of the Lord and his Torah; he felt the spirit of the Lord move in him even as a small child, and knew of the Lord and his many gifts to the people of Israel and Judah almost before he was taught them by the old, bearded rabbi, Zachariah ben Elazar. His father had advised him that the main purpose of the Bible is to know how to worship God. Therefore, Jewish parents needed to teach their children basic prayers and what the Torah forbids at their young ages. The rabbis assisted the parents in transmitting Jewish morals, faith, and values to their children.

The Talmud, he had learned, stated that children should begin school at six years of age, as David had done. That they were not to be beaten with a stick or cane, that older students should help those who were younger, and that children should not be kept from their lessons by other duties.

Rabbi ben Elazar had put it more simply, saying that it was his duty and his blessing to convey the cultural heritage of the Jewish people to the individual Jew, even if, in David’s case, he felt that he already knew it all.

He knew Rabbi ben Elazar had not been sorry to see David disappear from his ranks to tend the herds of his father. Other boys who studied with him were destined to become rabbis and teachers, those who preferred dusty scrolls and the smell of ink, who wished to spend their days studying and copying these ancient works, letter by letter.

David knew his destiny lay outside the synagogue, though didn’t know what form that destiny would take. He preferred to be out in the fields with the sheep, with the presence of the Lord all around him, in the crops of the field and the birds of the air. He relished his solitude as well, with no one to order him around, tell him how to behave, when to eat and when to sleep. Instead he followed the Lord’s rhythm from day to day, taking shelter from the rain or the cold, relishing the sunshine and moving the sheep forward as they finished their grazing.

The only time he spent in Bethlehem was when he drove the sheep forward for shearing or slaughter, and even then, he was assisted by one or more of his brothers, so that it was not usually necessary for him even to breach the city walls.

One morning late in the month of Tevet, after the sheep had been shorn of their winter coats, he was surprised to see an ass and rider approaching from the city, puffs of dust rising from the ass’s hooves. He paid the traveler little mind, however, because he was undoubtedly headed somewhere far beyond where David reclined. The rainy season and its cold winds had passed, and David had enough food to last him until he could begin to pick the first fruits from the trees.

He was surprised to see the ass turn up the hill and climb toward him, making its way along the rocky path. As the ass and rider neared, he recognized his eldest brother Eliab. He was tall and slim, like David himself, but where David was dark, Eliab had the fair coloring of their mother. He was a husband and father by then, the right hand of their father when it came to markets and accounts.

In his hurry, Eliab had pulled his robe aside as he rode, revealing his tanned legs, not unlike David’s own. “You must hurry,” Eliab said, as he pulled the ass to a stop, then slung down, his sandals slapping against the hard earth of the path. “The Shabbat eve draws nigh, and father and the priest Samuel wait for you at the temple. Here, take the ass and go immediately.”

“For me?” David’s immediate reaction was to believe that he was being punished for some action. “But I have done nothing save guard the sheep. Is there an error in my ways I must repent for?”

“I only know that Samuel has come to sanctify our family,” Eliab said, handing the reins to David. “He called each of us brothers forward and found something lacking in each one. Then he demanded of father if he had no other sons, and father said that you were here, minding the flocks. The priest required you to come immediately.”

David still hesitated. Why would Samuel want to speak with him? He was descended neither from the Kohanim, the priests of the temple, nor the Levites, who had both religious and political responsibilities. He was a simple shepherd of the tribe of Judah.

“Go,” Eliab urged. “I will watch the flock for you.” The sun was high in the sky and David knew he must hurry to reach the temple before the sun sunk beneath the horizon and the sacred Shabbat began. 

David swung himself easily onto the ass’s back. He pulled the reins and the ass turned and began a descent of the rocky path, positioning each hoof with care. “Hurry!” Eliab called from behind him.

David trusted the ass to find its way, and it was not until he reached the plain that he urged the ass on. Together, as the sun continued its graceful downward glide, they hurried past groves of olive and lemon trees. They passed an elderly man on his way into the city, who called after them, “Go with speed, young man, for the Lord will not wait the Shabbat for you.”

David called back a blessing to the old man, then spurred the ass’s flanks until he reached the edge of the city. The late afternoon sunlight slanted golden against the low buildings, illuminating every crack between bricks, every lacy shade provided by the branches of an acacia or the colorful striped awning hung from a roof. The air was full of the smell of bread baking in the ovens, pots of heavily spiced vegetable stew, and skewers of lamb on the spit. There would be no cooking on the Shabbat, so every wife and mother was hurrying to finish her preparations before the sun dipped below the horizon.

David slowed the ass to a trot as they entered the city through the market. Women in billowing blouses and colorful skirts sat on the ground before bowls of fragrant olives dark as their eyes, while a butcher hung the carcass of a young sheep from a pole and carved from it to order. Somewhere in the distance the cries of children at play rang out, while in the market the merchants beckoned with their wares.

“The finest Egyptian coral made into jewelry to suit the beauty of the queen of her household,” one man called. 

“Ashes from the Dead Sea, rich in cleansing power,” another chanted. In a corner of the market, the tentmaker began pulling down his wares in preparation for the Shabbat.

When David reached the temple, he jumped down from the ass and tied it to a post. Then he hurried into the gated forecourt, where his father Jesse stood with David’s other brothers. “Good, good, you are here,” his father said. “The priest wishes to bless you.”

The sand in the forecourt was swept clean, with the arched gate to the sanctuary ahead of him. The walls were high enough to discourage casual passersby from observing the work of the Kohanim and the Levites, and Israelites were only invited inside those walls on feast days or to celebrate family occurrences such as births, deaths and bar mitzvot. David could only remember being inside a handful of times.

His father looked confident of his position, and David understood that he had been inside the walls many times by that point in his life. He was a handsome, dignified figure in the white robe of a prosperous merchant and land owner, trimmed with blue along the edges. His hair and his beard were striated with gray and his skin was a light caramel color due to decades spent in the hot sun.

“Why me?” David asked. Again, he worried that he had done something to incur the wrath of the Almighty or one of his priests.

“I do not know. But he viewed each of your brothers, and then asked for you.”

Beyond his father, David saw a stone table, smeared with consecrated olive oil, where a heifer had been sacrificed to the Lord. He had never been so close to the altar to see the bucket beneath the table where the young cow’s blood had collected after its throat had been slit. The smell of the blood rose in his nostrils, making him feel ill.

At that moment, the prophet Samuel stepped out from the inner sanctum that concealed the holy ark and the scrolls of the Torah. He was an imposing man, older by at least a decade than Jesse, with broad shoulders from which hung an elaborately embroidered me’il, a wide-sleeved, loose-hanging robe over his other garments. It was dyed blue and its hem was decorated with multicolored balls and golden bells.

Over the me’il, Samuel wore an ephod, a vest which carried 12 stones representing the 12 tribes of Israel. Thin bracelets of gold were clasped around his upper arms.

“You are David the son of Jesse the Bethlehemite,” Samuel said without introduction. “Adonai commanded me to fill my horn with oil and come here, where he has provided a king for Israel and Judah among your father’s sons. You are the one whom the Lord has chosen.” 

David was stunned. The Lord had chosen him, from his brothers, from all Israel? “But there is a king already,” David said. “Saul reigns from his throne in Gibeah.”

In his booming voice, Samuel said, “The Lord has rejected Saul because he has defied the orders of the Almighty. The Lord commanded Saul the king to make war against the Amalekites and utterly destroy them, but though he killed the men, women, children and poor-quality livestock, he left alive King Agag and the best sheep and cattle.”

David knew nothing of this, but he listened carefully. 

“When I learned that Saul did not obey the instructions of Adonai in full, I told him that the Lord has rejected him as king because of his disobedience. He would not listen to me but turned to leave. I seized hold of his garments and rent them. I prophesied that the kingdom will likewise be torn from him.”

The old priest shook with remembered anger. “I had Agag the king of the Amalekites, who lived by the grace of Saul, dragged to me in chains. I told him, ‘As thy sword hath made women childless, spilling Israelite blood, so shall thy mother be childless among women.’”

David stared in amazement at the old man, who appeared possessed by the wrath of Adonai. “I took a sword in my own two hands and hacked Agag to pieces myself, as Adonai had decreed.”

David shuddered, imagining the terrible frenzy that had led Samuel to carry out the word of the Lord and kill the Amalekite king.

“I have not been in the presence of Saul the king since then. When the Lord came to me and told me to journey hither, for this purpose, I asked, ‘How can I go? If Saul hear it, he will kill me.’ And the Lord said, ‘Take a heifer with thee, and say, I am come to sacrifice to the Lord.’” He motioned to the dead calf upon the altar.

“I looked upon Eliab your brother, and believed that he was the one whom the Lord had anointed, but the Lord said unto me, ‘Look not on his countenance, or on the height of his stature; because I have refused him: for the Lord seeth not as man seeth; for man looketh on the outward appearance, but the Lord looketh on the heart.’”

David looked at all his brothers, ranked behind his father.

“Then I called forth Abinadab, your brother, and made him pass before me. But the Lord had not chosen him, nor Shammah your brother, nor any of your other brothers. And then I said unto Jesse your father, the Lord hath not chosen any of these. Are here all thy children?”

David noticed the way the sun’s rays dipped as Shabbat approached. They slanted down, barely reaching over the mud-brick walls, yet raking the carefully groomed sand with shards of light so bitterly gold as to contain both blessing and curse.

Jesse spoke then. “I said there remaineth yet the youngest, and, behold, he keepeth the sheep. Samuel told me to fetch you, for we would not sit down till you came hither. Thus I sent Eliab your brother for you.”

David went down on one knee before the priest. “What have I done to deserve this blessing?” he asked.

“It is the will of Adonai,” Samuel said. “The Lord saith that you shall rise, and that I shall anoint you, for you are the one I have come to bless.”

Then Samuel took the horn of oil, fashioned of fired clay, and anointed David in the midst of his brethren. The air rose with the smell of olive oil mixed with myrrh, cinnamon, cassia and aromatic cane, and the spirit of the Lord came upon David from that day forward. 
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2 – Jonathan’s Exploits
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Jonathan, eldest son of Saul the king, was a handsome young man of twenty-five years, with his father’s long, saturnine face and sun-bleached hair. He had the slender build his father had as a young man, though age, food and wine had filled Saul out, caused his jowls to droop and his belly to expand so that he could not even see his shofka when he had to make water.

Jonathan, for his part, was proud of his own spout, the way it hardened so quickly, the way it gushed forward when proper attention was paid to it. He knew that his father had long since ceased to lay with his wife, Ahinoam, Jonathan’s mother. But Saul still demanded attention from Rizpah, the king’s concubine. Jonathan had overheard the women of the court gossiping about the lengths Rizpah had to go to in order to find his father’s spout and get it inside her.

Jonathan would have no such problems, he vowed to himself. He had been with women, and with men also, and none had ever complained or laughed, and he willed that it would be ever so.

Saul ruled as king of Israel and Judah in an uneasy truce with a governor appointed by the Philistines. He built for himself a four-sided fortress beside a pomegranate tree in Gibeah, on a hillside a day’s walk from Jerusalem. He held court in a high-ceilinged room painted with hieroglyphs in the Egyptian style, and the men around him reclined on cushions of blue and gold fabric.

Jonathan sat by his father’s right hand as the people came before him with claims great and petty, from the theft of an ox to the defilement of a virgin. Saul listened to each of his people with an open heart. Sometimes the answer was clear to him. The widow who claimed her mite from the sale of land her husband concluded just before his death. The potter whose vessel shattered on first use. 

In some cases, Saul turned to Jonathan for counsel, while in others he prayed to the Lord for his advice. Which of the twin brothers should inherit their father’s farm—the one who was a few moments younger, who had worked the land with his father, or the elder, who had sojourned around the land, leading a life of dissipation? How should a man be compensated for the theft of his wife, a young beauty who had been coveted by another, stronger and more virile? If a slave had worked the seven years of his contract, and yet his master refused to release him, what was the judgment of the king?

Sometimes, if the supplicant was a particularly handsome man, Jonathan would take him aside and offer to sway his father’s judgment. It went without saying that there was a price for such intervention, whether the man had to offer up his buttocks for Jonathan to plow, or his mouth, or, if Jonathan was in the right mood, the man’s shofka. 

Such sexual escapades were a game to Jonathan, who had been spoiled from a boy, and was accustomed to taking whatever he wanted, with his father’s blessing. Saul still brought the occasional dark-eyed virgin to his son as a potential wife.

Jonathan knew he would marry eventually, but he was too young, and too full of his own me’or to consider a contract of marriage. He declined any young woman who was still a virgin, unwilling to trap himself or to destroy her marriage possibilities. A woman who had already entered concubinage was pleasant to dally with, especially if she was amenable to a rear entry.

He kept his young men away from his father’s eye, preferring in any event to sleep with his soldiers, with tradesmen passing through Gibeah, even the occasional young priest who served at the altar with Samuel.

After Samuel cursed Saul for his failure to kill the Amalekite king, Saul was grievously disturbed. He felt that the Lord had departed from him, to be replaced by an evil spirit that troubled him. He was restless in his sleep, easy to anger, and intolerant of his servants and his sons and daughters.

Jonathan was brave and impulsive like his father, and he wished to bring his father a victory that would rouse him from his dark mood. Jonathan himself struggled under the yoke of the Philistine governor. He was particularly angered by the decree that there could not be a single blacksmith in the whole of Israel and Judah, and that the Israelites had to go down to the Philistines for their ploughshares, mattocks, axes and sickles to be sharpened. Only Saul and Jonathan possessed proper weapons; the rest of the Israelites were restricted to crude darts, slingshots and flint-edged weapons. 

Jonathan decided that he would take action himself. He said unto Abdiel, the young man that carried his armor, “Come, and let us go over to the Philistines’ garrison, the stronghold of these uncircumcised. It may be that the Lord will work for us, and we shall have a victory there.” 
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