
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			More praise for King David

			
				“Engaging … Dramatic … Thought-provoking.”

				—Columbus Dispatch

			

			
				“Excellent … This spotlights one of the most commanding figures of the Bible, one who was exalted as ‘a man after God’s own heart.’ ”

				—Oklahoman

			

			
				“Surviving accounts of ancient Israel’s King David contain the stuff of epics and blockbuster novels. Kirsch takes advantage of this in [his] biography…. [King David has] enduring literary and psychological appeal.”

				—Booklist

			

			
				“This book … welcomes a wide audience to a scandalous, violent, and surprisingly familiar ancient Israel, and both educates and entertains.”

				—Publishers Weekly

			

			
				“There’s no question that in Kirsch’s hands, the Bible is more exciting than a Saturday night B-movie special.”

				—Beliefnet.com

			

		

	
		
			Acclaim for Jonathan Kirsch’s other books

			Moses

			
				“Popular biblical interpreter Jonathan Kirsch … goes to work on the Exodus story, by turns weaving and unraveling the narrative like an exegetical Penelope.”

				—The New Yorker

			

			
				“[A] probing study … Unlike the familiar, granite image of Moses, Kirsch sees a man torn by fits of violence, prone to arguing with God, marked by physical handicaps, reluctant to be a savior.”

				—Los Angeles Times

			

			The Harlot by the Side of the Road

			
				“Fascinating … [An] insightful study of the Scripture stories your rabbi, priest, or pastor rarely talk about.”

				—San Francisco Chronicle

			

			
				“The Bible was written for adults, not for children, and some of its stories may well be said to have been written for adults only. That is the message of Kirsch’s well-pondered commentary and the best argument for why these episodes, so often passed over in blushing silence, deserve to be talked about out loud and (once or twice, anyway) even cheered.”

				—JACK MILES
                           Author of God: A Biography
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Moses has the Ten Commandments, it’s true, but I’ve got much better lines. I’ve got the poetry and passion, savage violence, and the plain raw civilizing grief of human heartbreak.

			—KING DAVID IN GOD KNOWS, BY JOSEPH HELLER

			
				And he said to Nathan,
As the Lord liveth, the man that hath done this thing shall
surely die. …
And Nathan said to David,
Thou art the man.

				—2 SAMUEL 12:5–7 (KJV)
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		Chapter One

		CHARISMA

		
			Like everyone else, from Samuel, Saul, and Jonathan down to the present, Yahweh is charmed by David.

			—HAROLD BLOOM, THE BOOK OF J




		

		Something crucial in human history begins with the biblical figure of King David. He is the original alpha male, the kind of man whose virile ambition always drives him to the head of the pack. He is the first superstar, a figure so compelling that the Bible may have originated as his royal biography. He is an authentic sex symbol, a ruggedly handsome fellow who inspires passion in both men and women, a passion expressed sometimes as hero worship and sometimes as carnal longing. He is “the quintessential winner,” as one Bible scholar puts it,1 and the biblical life story of David has always shaped what we expect of ourselves and, even more so, of the men and women who lead us.

		At the heart of the Book of Samuel, where the story of David is first told, we find a work of genius that anticipates the romantic lyricism and tragic grandeur of Shakespeare, the political wile of Machiavelli, and the modern psychological insight of Freud. And, just as much as Shakespeare or Machiavelli or Freud, the frank depiction of David in the pages of the Bible has defined what it means to be a human being: King David is “a symbol of the complexity and ambiguity of human experience itself.”2

		“He played exquisitely, he fought heroically, he loved titanically,” observes historian Abram Leon Sachar. “Withal he was a profoundly simple being, cheerful, despondent, selfish, generous, sinning one moment, repenting the next, the most human character of the Bible.”3

		Above all, David illustrates the fundamental truth that the sacred and the profane may find full expression in a single human life, and his biography preserves the earliest evidence of the neurotic double bind that is hardwired into human nature and tugs each of us in different directions at once. Against every effort of Bible-waving moralizers who seek to make us better than we are—or to make us feel bad about the way we are—the biblical account of David is there to acknowledge and even to affirm what men and women really feel and really do.

		Indeed, the single most surprising fact about David is the rawness with which he is depicted in the Bible. David is shown to be a liar and a trickster, as when, threatened by an enemy king, he feigns madness to save his own life. He is an outlaw and an extortionist, as when he uses the threat of violence to solicit a gift from a rich man with a beautiful wife and ends up with both the bounty and the woman. He is an exhibitionist, as when he performs a ritual dance in such spiritual frenzy that his tunic flies up and reveals his genitalia to the crowd. He is even a voyeur, a seducer, and a murderer, as when he peeps at the naked Bathsheba, recruits her for sexual service in the royal bedchamber, and then contrives to kill her husband when she is inconveniently impregnated with a bastard. David, whose very name means “beloved,”4 attracts both men and women, inspiring sometimes a pristine love but more often a frankly carnal one. Some Bible critics, in fact, insist that David’s famous declaration of love for his friend Jonathan—a love “passing the love of women”—ought to be understood as an expression of his bisexuality.

		All of these episodes are reported in the Bible bluntly and honestly, and sometimes with a touch of titillation. If the writing of history and biography and literature in Western civilization originates with the biblical account of David, as some Bible scholars suggest, so does the stuff of bodice-rippers and tabloids—“the kind of details,” cracks Bible scholar Peter Ackroyd, “for which, in our more sophisticated times, the Sunday newspapers of the slightly less reputable kind pay handsomely.”5 One of the overlooked secrets of the Bible is its earthiness and ribaldry, and nowhere are these qualities more extravagantly on display than in the biography of David.

		THE FIG LEAF AT FOREST LAWN

		At Forest Lawn, a cemetery in Southern California, mourners and tourists alike are invited to gaze upon a reproduction of Michelangelo’s famous statue of David, faithful in every detail except one: David’s genitalia are covered with a marble fig leaf. But the original statue itself is unfaithful to the truth as recorded in the Bible—Michelangelo, apparently paying more attention to his model than to the Bible, depicts the greatest king of Israel as un-circumcised!

		Similarly, in strange and not-so-subtle ways, attempts have been made to conceal the flesh-and-blood David from us. Within the Bible itself, David’s life story has been rewritten and “overwritten,” as scholars put it, by generations of biblical authors and editors who were disturbed and confused by his taste for sex and violence. The Book of Chronicles, for example, is a bowdlerized version of David’s biography as originally preserved in the Book of Samuel. If Chronicles alone had survived, and Samuel had been lost or suppressed in antiquity, we would know nothing of David’s adulterous love affair with Bathsheba, or his passionate declaration of love for Jonathan, or the rape of David’s daughter, Tamar, by his son Amnon, or the rebellion of his son Absalom, who very nearly succeeded in driving him from the throne.

		“See what Chronicles has made out of David!” exclaimed Julius Wellhausen, the pioneering nineteenth-century Bible scholar who was among the first to discern the thoroughly human hands and minds that created the biblical text.6

		Even after the composition of the Bible was completed and the canon was closed, Talmudic sages and Church Fathers alike tried to make David over into a plaster saint by concealing, denying, or explaining away the sins and scandals that the Bible discloses. Starting in antiquity, for example, the rabbis decreed that the most salacious stories of David were not to be translated out of biblical Hebrew or read aloud in the synagogue. The sages whose writings are collected in the vast anthologies known as the Talmud and the Midrash conjured up a kinder and gentler David—one stubborn apologist simply dismissed the abundant evidence of David’s wrongdoing that is plainly recorded in the Bible and insisted that David couldn’t have sinned with Bathsheba.7 And the early Christian commentators preferred to focus on the messianic role of King David that can be teased out of the biblical text, where God is shown to vow an eternal kingship to David and his descendants.

		The final emasculation of David is the work of the modern media. Today, David has been scaled down to the cartoonish figure of a little shepherd boy who slays the mighty warrior Goliath with a slingshot. To be sure, the theme of David and Goliath was no less favored by Michelangelo and Donatello, Titian and Rembrandt than it is by newspaper headline writers and Madison Avenue art directors. (Indeed, one example by Tanzio da Varallo appears on the cover of this book.) But there is something sad and sorry in the fact that the biblical figure of David, so potent and so full of passion, has been turned into a glyph for the ability of something very small to prevail against something very large.

		The real David, as we shall discover, is not so small, not so simple, and not so child-safe.

		KING OF THE JEWS

		David is writ large in the pages of the Bible, where his name appears more than a thousand times and where an “undersong” of praise can be detected in passages where he is not mentioned at all.8 The faith of ancient Israel, according to some scholars, was not Judaism or even Yahwehism but “Davidism.”9 David may start out as a lad who tends his father’s sheep in a country backwater, but he ends up as the king of all Israel and the conqueror of an empire that stretches from the outskirts of Egypt to the far Euphrates.

		According to the Bible, David rules by the grace of God— “The Lord has established him king over Israel, and exalted him king for his people Israel’s sake” (2 Sam. 5:10)*—and every monarch in Western history who invoked the divine right of kings was relying on his example. That’s why statues of King David and the other kings of Israel and Judah once decorated the medieval cathedral of Notre-Dame—and that’s why the statuary was taken down and hidden away during the French Revolution lest the mob take David’s head along with those of the reigning king and queen.

		But the Bible exalts David above and beyond his long reign as King of the Jews. In life he is praised as the king whom God selected to reign on earth, and in death he is transfigured into a king who will reign on high: David becomes a shimmering theological symbol, the precursor and direct ancestor of the Messiah whom God will send to redeem a sinful and suffering humanity. “And there shall come forth a shoot out of the stock of Jesse, and a twig shall grow forth out of his roots” (Isa. 11:1) is the prophecy of Isaiah, a supercharged line of biblical text that identifies David by reference to his father and is generally understood to predict the coming of the Messiah. In fact, Judaism and Christianity, which contend with each other on so many other issues, share the thrilling idea that David’s blood will flow in the veins of the Messiah.

		“If the Messiah-King comes from among the living, David will be his name,” the Talmud teaches. “If he comes from among the dead, it will be David himself.”10 And Paul embraces the same credo from a Christian perspective when he attests that Jesus of Nazareth “was made of the seed of David according to the flesh, and declared to be the Son of God.” (Rom. 1:3–4)

		David is the very first man whom we can call “King of the Jews.” He is crowned as king of Judah, the tribe from which the Jewish people are descended, before he achieves kingship over all twelve tribes of Israel.* A thousand years later, when the Magi follow a star to Bethlehem, they declare that they are searching for David’s distant heir and successor, “he that is born King of the Jews.” (Matt. 2:2) (KJV) Even today, the same yearning is expressed in a few poignant words from the Talmud that are sung aloud as a children’s song at Jewish day camps and as a messianic anthem among settlers on the West Bank: “David, King of Israel, lives and endures.”

		Ironically, the glory that is heaped upon David tends to obscure the flesh-and-blood man. David is depicted in the oldest biblical passages as thoroughly mortal, which is to say that he is susceptible to all of the flaws and failings, all the sins and shortcomings, that afflict ordinary human beings. David is capable of embodying contradictory qualities at the same time—courage and cowardice, spiritual ecstasy and sexual frenzy, lofty statesmanship and low cunning and deceit—and the Bible confirms that he succumbs to his basest impulses as often as he answers to the angels of his higher nature.

		Why then does the Bible preserve and exalt the memory of such a flawed man? How can David be, at the same time, “a man after God’s own heart”11 and a “bloodstained fiend of hell,”12 as he is variously described in the Bible? The most pious of the biblical authors rely on a simple theological argument to explain away all of the unsettling contradictions in David’s personality: David complies with God’s will even if he defies God’s law, and that’s all it takes to earn a divine pardon for his sins of the flesh. But it is possible to read the same sacred text and come to a very different conclusion—something deep in our nature prompts us to overlook the private sins and crimes of a powerful figure who captures our fancy and wins our confidence. For that reason, no matter how often or how scandalously David sins, the Bible reader, like God himself, is always ready to forgive and even to praise him.

		CHARISMA

		The very notion of charisma as a quality of leadership, a commonplace in the political vocabulary of our own era, can be traced back to King David. “Charisma” is given a technical definition in Bible scholarship: “the sudden appearance of a personal gift and power which was regarded in Israel simply as a charisma, the free gift of Yahweh to the individual, and which therefore swept the populace along with it.”13 But the word entered our modern vocabulary during the presidency of John F. Kennedy—and, in fact, the life of JFK may help us to understand how David was seen by the men and women of ancient Israel and the authors of the Bible. “Camelot,” the Arthurian term that came to be applied to the Kennedy White House, applies with equal force to the court of King David.

		Each man, the biblical David and the modern JFK, was regarded in his lifetime as a charming and compelling public figure. Each man was an authentic war hero who put his life at risk and distinguished himself in combat. Each was praised for his grace, wit, and eloquence—David was “the sweet singer of Israel” (2 Sam. 23:1) and Kennedy was honored with a Pulitzer Prize for Profiles in Courage. Each was admired for his vigor and rugged good looks by the men and women in his thrall. Each acted with ruthlessness to achieve power, each was a sexual adventurer, and each was forgiven for his ruthlessness and his sexual aggression. Indeed, the notion that a powerful ruler enjoys the right to take for himself “the fairest in the land” is not just a line out of a fairy tale; King David was presented by his courtiers with “a fair damsel” called Abishag after the whole of Israel had been canvassed for an appropriate consort, and Kennedy claimed the affections of Marilyn Monroe, the closest approximation to a goddess of love that the twentieth century produced.

		Significantly, neither David nor JFK was toppled from the pedestal of public adoration by the disclosure of his dirty little secrets. David’s squalid private life is luridly detailed in the pages of the Bible, and yet he never forfeits the favor of God or the biblical author. The same is true for John F. Kennedy, whose claim on the hearts and minds of his generation was not diminished when revisionist historians began to reveal the less savory aspects of his character and conduct. Even though the transgressions of both David and JFK provoke fear and loathing among the fussier citizenry, such revelations only excite the imagination and stoke the enthusiasm of their most ardent followers. Something deep in our nature prompts us to forgive a charismatic figure like David or JFK for excesses in the pursuit of power.

		Although Bill Clinton is no Jack Kennedy, the same phenomenon was at work during the public frenzy that attended the disclosure of his sexual misadventures. Despite the best efforts of his political enemies to rouse public opinion against him, Clinton’s adolescent gropings in the Oval Office did not truly surprise or shock anyone in America except the most puritanical of preachers and prosecutors. His performance as president received the highest public approval ratings at the very moment that the media were reporting the most scandalous details of his affair with Monica Lewinsky.

		One man who knows the life story of David quite well was invited to the White House to minister to the President and the First Family in the aftermath of the messy affair. Indeed, the Reverend Jesse Jackson obliquely recalled the far messier affairs of King David by reciting the words of the Fifty-first Psalm, a bit of biblical poetry that is understood to represent David’s plea for forgiveness after his fateful act of adultery with Bathsheba: “Wash me thoroughly from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin,” intoned the Reverend Jackson,14 echoing the words traditionally (but wrongly) attributed to David (Psalm 51:4)—and, not incidentally, making the ironic point that Bill Clinton seems like a choirboy when compared to King David.

		THE ULTIMATE MYSTERY

		Strangely, but tellingly, the Bible depicts God himself as ready and willing to overlook the bloodiest deeds and nastiest sins of King David. The punishing deity who dictated so many stern laws of moral conduct to Moses does not appear to much care, for example, that David seduced and impregnated a married woman while her husband was serving as a soldier on the front lines and then conspired to murder the husband—thereby violating at least three of the Ten Commandments in one sorry episode.

		“Yahweh,” explains Harold Bloom in The Book of J, “is the God who fell in love with David.”15

		And here is where we glimpse a clue to one of the ultimate mysteries of the Bible. Why is God shown to be so much more enamored of David than of Moses or any other towering figure of the Hebrew Bible? Why is the life of David reported in such intimate, even titillating detail? Why were these sometimes troubling texts preserved with such care over the millennia? Why did the later biblical editors fail in their efforts to censor the life story of David? The answer to these questions may suggest the reason why the Bible was written, how it has endured for more than three thousand years, and why we still find ourselves so fascinated by it.

		The authorship of the Bible remains a Gordian knot after some two thousand years of pious study and a century or so of modern scholarship. One theory proposes that the core of the Hebrew Bible originated as a formal biography of King David and the rest of the biblical text came to be attached to his life story in bits and pieces over the centuries. If this proposal is correct, we are confronted with the intriguing but unsettling notion that the Bible as we know it today might not have come into existence at all but for an anonymous chronicler who set out to write a history of the king in whose court he served.

		Let’s entertain the idea, as many scholars do, that the biography of King David as we find it in the Book of Samuel was first composed during the reign of David himself (circa 1005–965 B.C.E.)* or perhaps during the Solomonic Enlightenment, as the reign of his son and successor, King Solomon, is sometimes called. And let’s call the principal author of the royal biography “the Court Historian,” even if we cannot know his (or her) name or the circumstances under which he (or she) lived and worked.

		We know from what we find in the Bible that the Court Historian was an artful and watchful biographer of the royal household he served and celebrated. In stark contrast to what passed for history and biography elsewhere in the ancient Near East— king lists and battle lists, inventories of plunder and tribute, praise-songs and epic poetry—the biblical text shows that the Court Historian was as interested in the intimate private life of David and his highly dysfunctional family as in official dynastic history.

		At roughly the same time, some scholars propose, another biblical author was at work on a companion volume to accompany the Court History, a “primal history” of ancient Israel that would explain how the Israelites had come to the land of Canaan. The author is known as the Yahwist (or “J”)† because he (or she) preferred to call God by his personal name, Yahweh.‡ Drawing on the legend and lore that had been preserved in the rich oral traditions of the twelve tribes of Israel, and various texts that are now lost to history, the Yahwist wove a vast narrative tapestry, an epic that begins with the very moment of creation and explains in rich detail how a people who were descended from a single restless nomad ended up as the conquerors and rulers of the land of Canaan.

		Threads of the biblical narrative that are conventionally attributed to J can readily be traced through the so-called Five Books of Moses,* especially Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers, and portions of Joshua and Judges. And the work of J can be seen as the “back-story” to the Court Historian’s biography of David that begins in the Book of Samuel. When read as a continuous narrative—as the Bible invites us to read them—the two works both point to a single crucial and inevitable figure, King David. Indeed, Richard Elliott Friedman makes a convincing argument in The Hidden Book in the Bible that the Yahwist and the Court Historian were actually one and the same person,16 and Harold Bloom in The Book of J imagines that the two sources were contemporaries and colleagues in the court of the Davidic monarchy in Jerusalem.

		David is not mentioned in the Bible until the Book of Samuel, but we can begin to hear the strains of the “undersong” that Bible scholar Gerhard von Rad detected in the earliest passages of the Yahwist’s primal history. In fact, the Five Books of Moses are seeded with clues that anticipate the coming of King David long before we actually encounter him. And these clues suggest that the Bible was first and always intended by its original authors to be a celebration of King David and the line of Davidic kings who sat on the throne of Israel and Judah during a reign that spanned five centuries, the longest-reigning dynasty in the ancient Near East and one of the longest-reigning in world history.

		THE REAL BIBLE CODE

		An intriguing and illuminating game can be played with the characters and stories that we find in the Bible. It is no mere parlor game, but rather a way to crack a kind of code that is deeply embedded in the Bible. Cracking the real Bible code is not a matter of teasing out prophesies and predictions of the far distant future by crunching randomly selected Hebrew letters into words and phrases. The original biblical authors salted the text with clues that were meant to stoke our anticipation for the coming of King David and our appreciation of his achievements as a man and a monarch; they seem to invite readers to search out the linkages between King David and the other figures and events in the earlier books of the Bible.

		For example, the Bible opens with a famous scene of seduction, Adam lured by Eve into partaking of the forbidden fruit. Much later in the biblical narrative, there is another apparent seduction at the outset of the scandalous love affair between David and Bathsheba. Was the tale of Adam and Eve, as some scholars propose, meant by the biblical author to prepare us for the fateful sexual encounter between David and Bathsheba?

		The same kind of foreshadowing can be detected in dozens of other biblical scenes. The rape of Dinah, daughter of the patriarch Jacob, by a prince called Shechem anticipates the rape of Tamar, daughter of King David, by her half brother, a prince called Amnon. The murder of Abel by his brother Cain anticipates the murder of Amnon by his half brother, Absalom, who sought to avenge the rape of Tamar. And when the Bible depicts the matriarch Rebekah conspiring with her son Jacob to steal the birthright of her firstborn son, Esau, by persuading the patriarch Isaac to give the blessing of the firstborn to the younger son, perhaps we are intended to see Bathsheba in conspiracy with Solomon to persuade the aging David to designate his younger son as king of Israel in place of Solomon’s older brother.

		Such linkages are not merely fanciful. Rather, they reflect the peculiar logic of biblical narrative, a dreamy and sometimes even phantasmagorical quality in which one scene may hark back or look forward to another scene at any given point in the text. Thus the Book of Genesis includes an odd and unexplained incident in which Reuben, firstborn son of the patriarch Jacob, crawls into bed with Jacob’s concubine, Bilhah. The Bible does not pause to explain the cause or significance of the episode, but perhaps we are meant to think of Reuben when, much later, we come upon Absalom, son of King David, conducting a public orgy with David’s concubines on the roof of the palace in Jerusalem.

		At other moments, the encoded messages in the biblical text are straightforward and precise. The boundaries of the Promised Land, for example, are specified in several passages of the Bible, and in several different ways, but the very first description is found in the opening chapters of Genesis, where God is shown to promise the land of Canaan as a homeland to Abraham and his descendants. “Unto thy seed have I given this land,” says God to Abraham, “from the river of Egypt* unto the great river, the river Euphrates.” (Gen. 15:18) Not until the reign of David, however, does the Bible report that the kingdom of Israel actually approached these imperial dimensions—and the dynasty’s sovereignty began to recede from that high-water mark on the death of his son Solomon. Some scholars see the passage in Genesis as the handiwork of a biblical source who has been characterized as “David’s theologian,”17 a royal apologist who sought to justify and celebrate the conquests of King David by backdating them to the earliest passages of the Bible

		Thus, as the Bible is decoded, a stunning possibility emerges: perhaps the Bible exists today only because the Court Historian sat down to write the biography of King David in the royal palace at Jerusalem in the tenth century B.C.E. And perhaps another author of genius was inspired by the Court Historian’s example to write a kind of prequel, collecting the myth and legend of tribal Israel and working the oldest traditions into a companion volume to the Court History. Later generations of biblical authors and editors added to these core works, decorating them with fairy tales and folktales, putting a theological spin on even the earthiest incidents of David’s life. David was slowly transformed in their hands: the ruthless bandit and the rude tribal chieftain was turned into a king, then an emperor, and finally a messiah.

		The Bible, of course, bulked up over the centuries as new books were added to the ones that had crystalized around the life story of David. But even some of the later books were linked to David and the monarchy that he founded; the Book of Psalms, for example, is traditionally thought of as authored by David, and the Book of Proverbs by his son Solomon. That is why David can be regarded as the axial figure of the Bible—some of the biblical authors look back into primal history, some look forward to the end times, but all of them seem to be standing in the court of King David.

		THE REAL LIFE OF DAVID

		So David shines out across the centuries and millennia, and he still exerts a powerful allure for real men and women who struggle to make sense of their own stressful and messy lives. While it may come as a rude shock to the Bible-thumpers who rely on Holy Writ to condemn what they call humanism, the fact is that humanism begins with the biblical David and is still defined by his example. Indeed, the life story of David as we find it in the Book of Samuel offers the earliest and the longest-enduring definition of what it means to be a human being.

		“How men and women imagine their lives today begins with the mature David,” insists poet and Bible translator David Rosenberg. “To be able to hold in mind—side by side—laughter and tears, objectivity and fear, affords a fullness. And this quality, so original in David, allows us to be fulfilled when the ambiguous loyalties in others and in ourselves threaten to tear us in two.”18

		Nowadays the stresses and strains of human life—the hard tug between our best and worst impulses—are explored and explained in the language of psychology and genetics rather than the exalted words and phrases of the Bible. But the biographers of David seem to have penetrated the innermost secrets of the human heart and mind several thousand years ahead of Freud. For them—and for us—the figure of King David is both thrilling and unsettling, both comforting and troubling; it is larger than life and at the same time an enduring example of a life lived on a human scale. And perhaps that is why, as we shall come to see, David “lives and endures to this day.”

		
			* All biblical quotations are taken from The Holy Scriptures According to the Masoretic Text (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1961) unless otherwise indicated by an abbreviation that identifies another translation. The Masoretic Text, which is regarded as the definitive version of the Hebrew Bible in Jewish usage, is the work of a school of rabbis and scribes who organized and standardized the biblical text over a period of several centuries starting around 500 C.E. See “A Note on Bibles and Biblical Usage” in the bibliography, page 347.

			* The terms “Jews” and “Judaism” derive from the Hebrew Yehudah, which was the name of the fourth son of the patriarch Jacob and the founder of the tribe of Judah.

			* See Chronology, page 315.

			† The Yahwist is known in scholarly circles by the letter-code “J” because the pioneering scholars who first proposed his (or her) existence wrote in German and thus spelled “Yahweh” with a J. For a fuller discussion of this topic, including all strands of Bible authorship, see appendix, “The Biblical Biographers of David,” page 307.

			‡ “Yahweh,” sometimes rendered as “YHWH” or “YHVH,” is an English transliteration of the four Hebrew consonants that spell out the personal name of God in the Hebrew Bible. See “A Note on Bibles and Biblical Usage,” page 347.

			* The first five books of the Hebrew Bible (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy) are variously known as the Five Books of Moses (because their authorship is traditionally attributed to Moses), the Pentateuch (Five Scrolls), or the Torah (Law or Instruction).

			* The “River of Egypt” is not the Nile but rather the Wadi el-Arish in the Sinai Peninsula.

		

	
		Chapter Two

		THE WRONG KING

		
			Monarchy was a newcomer in Israel,
born out of season.

			—GERHARD VON RAD, OLD TESTAMENT THEOLOGY




		

		An intriguing idea about David is offered by a few bold practitioners of modern Bible scholarship: King David was still alive on the day, some three thousand years ago, when the biblical author known as the Court Historian first picked up a goose-quill pen and started setting down on parchment the earliest account of his remarkable life. If so, David’s original biographer was writing about a flesh-and-blood figure who could be seen striding down the corridors of the royal palace, whose voice could be heard in the throne room or at the banquet table, and whose exploits, some heroic and some scandalous, were gossiped about in Jerusalem.

		Not every Bible scholar is convinced that David still reigned when his life story was first recorded. Some suggest that the oldest passages of the Book of Samuel were composed during the reign of Solomon, shortly after David’s death. Others argue that David had already passed from history into legend by the time the biblical author wrote what is now the core of Samuel. A few revisionists even insist that the biblical David never existed; they regard the man we encounter in the pages of the Bible as purely mythic.

		Of one thing, however, we can be absolutely sure. If David still lived and still reigned when the Court Historian set to work on his life story, the king did not resemble the iconic figure whom we find in illuminated Bibles of the Middle Ages, in the high art of the Renaissance, or in the TV advertisements of our own era. David was no longer—and may never have been—the boy who bested Goliath in single combat with only a slingshot. David was, instead, someone far more potent. David as the Court Historian may have known him is careworn and perhaps a bit thickset, but still charming, still handsome, still alluring to the men and women who seek his favor in the royal court at Jerusalem. At the same time, he still enjoys a reputation for ruthlessness in the pursuit of power. Those—including his own sons—who dare to conspire against him warn themselves against underestimating the old king who has shed so much blood in making his way from the sheepcote to the throne.

		At this moment, David is not only the reigning king of all Israel but also the conqueror of an empire that stretches from Egypt to the Euphrates—no ruler of Israel who came before him enjoyed the same imperial reach, nor would any who came after. He reigns from a palace of fragrant cedarwood, a rarity and a luxury in the ancient world, and the palace stands on a fortified hilltop in Jerusalem, a place that David conquered by force of arms. His favorite wife is the charming Bathsheba, but a dozen or so other wives and concubines await his pleasure in the bustling harem. As if to emphasize that all of these glories are the result of his own ruthless will, he has named his royal capital after himself: it is called the City of David.

		The Court Historian is of course familiar with the official biography of King David, the exploits of courage and derring-do, the victories and conquests, the reforms and innovations. He has heard the courtiers praise David’s artistry at the lyre and in the dance, in the elegy and the psalm, and he has heard the priests celebrate David’s piety and his observance of ritual, celebrating him as “a man after God’s own heart.” But the Court Historian knows other tales that are told only in hushed tones and behind closed doors—David’s fugitive years as a bandit and an outlaw, his stint as a mercenary in service to the enemies of Israel, his habit of seducing other men’s wives.

		Some of David’s exploits seem so scandalous as to defy belief. Could it really be true that David once served as a mercenary under the detested Philistines and offered to go into battle against the rightful king of Israel? Did he really kill men, women, and children in order to eliminate the eyewitnesses to his crimes against the people of Israel? And what about the beautiful woman who was his principal wife and the mother of the crown prince—did he really conspire to murder her husband after he had lured her into his bed and then impregnated her with a bastard child?

		The king whom the Court Historian served was, in fact, a bloodstained warrior who secured his crown through ruthless guerrilla warfare and cynical intrigue, a man of regal bearing but raw appetite, a man who did not hesitate to connive and even to kill in order to get what he wanted. And, remarkably, the Court Historian dared to set down in writing the whole truth as he knew it, leaving out no secret crime, no sin, and no scandal. Three thousand years later, the Bible brings us face-to-face with King David in all his complexity and contradiction.

		Still, the formal biography of David in the Book of Samuel does not begin with David himself, and we will not encounter the man whom the Court Historian knew so well until much later in the biblical text. The story of David starts, appropriately enough, with a beguiling woman. Her name is Hannah, and she is only the first of many remarkable women who will figure crucially in his life.

		A WOMAN OF SORROWFUL SPIRIT

		Hannah, the Bible tells us, was heartbroken because she was childless—her affliction the same as the one visited emblematically upon the matriarchs Sarah and Rebekah and Rachel in the Book of Genesis. Hannah’s husband tried to comfort her by declaring his love and suggesting that it ought to be enough: “Am I not better to thee than ten sons?” (1 Sam. 1:8) But Hannah was tormented by the sight of the children that his other wife had given him. So she made a pilgrimage to the temple of Yahweh and prayed for a son.

		She prayed silently, moving her lips without uttering a sound, but with such fervor that the priest of the sanctuary decided that she was a common drunk.

		“How long wilt thou be drunken?” the priest scolded Hannah. “Put away thy wine from thee.”

		“No, my lord, I am a woman of sorrowful spirit,” she protested. “I have drunken neither wine nor strong drink, but have poured out my soul before the Lord.”

		Touched by Hannah’s earnest words, the priest sent her away with a kind wish. “Go in peace,” he said, “and the God of Israel grant thee thy petition.” (1 Sam. 1:14–17)

		Hannah returned to her home, joined her husband in bed, and “the Lord remembered her”—that is, Hannah conceived at last and later gave birth to a baby boy. The pious woman had promised God to dedicate any son she might bear to a lifetime of service in the temple, and she kept her promise. She named the child Samuel, which is understood to mean “He-who-is-from-God,”1 and as soon as he was weaned she delivered him to the high priest.2

		What Hannah did not know was that God had already singled out Samuel to play a unique role in the destiny of Israel. One night, as he slept in the sanctuary of Yahweh, the child heard his name called by a voice that he presumed to belong to the high priest. And Samuel responded with the same formulaic phrase that is repeated throughout the Bible when a human being is summoned to perform a task by God—first Abraham (Gen. 22:1), then Moses (Exod. 3:4), and now Samuel.

		“Here am I!” said the boy.

		“I called not,” the old priest told Samuel when he harkened to the call. “Lie down again.” (1 Sam. 1:5) (NEB)

		The voice called to him twice more during that fateful night, and twice more Samuel answered “Here am I” (Hineni). At last the voice revealed itself to be the God of Israel, who now manifested himself before Samuel and spoke again. (1 Sam, 3:4–10)

		“Behold, I will do a thing in Israel,” God told Samuel, “at which both the ears of everyone that heareth it shall tingle.” (1 Sam. 3:11)3

		Here, in the opening passages of the Book of Samuel, we find ourselves in a world of auguries and omens, priestcraft and prophecy, a world quite unlike the one inhabited by David himself. David, as we shall come to see, never actually hears the voice of God, and his biblical life story is strikingly modern precisely because we are shown how human beings use and abuse one another when God is silent and aloof. At the outset of Samuel, however, we are still in the “dreamtime” of the Judeo-Christian tradition, a time and place where a boy might be roused at midnight by a mysterious voice and suddenly find himself in the physical presence of God. Only later will David stride out of these mists and into the full light of history. For now, the Bible focuses on the crucial figure who is called by God to set into motion the chain of events that will one day put David on the throne of Israel.

		SPIN DOCTORS

		To understand why King David’s life story begins with the calling of the prophet Samuel, we must first pause to consider some of the Bible’s deepest mysteries: Who wrote the book that three faiths regard as Holy Writ? When and where did the biblical authors live and work? And why were they so much at odds with one another on matters of both theology and history? The answers to these questions reveal why the Bible is such a crazy-making book, so full of flaws and contradictions, so confusing in its depiction of who God is and what God wants that the Almighty comes across as a deity with a multiple-personality disorder. Above all, the answers reveal why the Bible celebrates a man like David—as sullied and sinful as any potentate of the ancient world—as “a man after God’s own heart.”

		The Bible, according to the consensus of modern scholarship, is a patchwork of ancient texts that were composed and compiled by countless authors and editors, men and women alike, over a period of a thousand years or so. Among the strands of the biblical tapestry are history and biography, myth and legend, poetry and prayer, sacred law and secular law, rites of animal sacrifice and rituals of sympathetic magic, carpentry instructions and dermatological procedures, military tactics and dietary advice, and much else besides. The various biblical sources lived and worked at different times and places in the distant past, each one serving his or her own moral, political, and theological agenda, each one putting words into the mouths of biblical characters, and each one putting his or her own spin on the history of ancient Israel.

		The oldest passages of the Book of Samuel, as we have seen, are generally attributed to the source known as the Court Historian, a man or woman who may have been an eyewitness to the reign of David and who dared to tell his remarkable life story with both deep compassion and brutal honesty. Later, the oldest passages of the Book of Samuel came to be overwritten with the work of other sources—priests and scribes, archivists and chroniclers, apologists and propagandists, bards and troubadours—who felt at liberty to embellish and edit the Court Historian’s work.

		The composite text was given a high polish by a source known as the Deuteronomistic Historian, a term used by Bible scholars to identify a school of priests and scribes who brought the Book of Samuel and other biblical books into line with the distinctive theology that is first announced in the Book of Deuteronomy. And the Bible as we know it today bears the fingerprints of one final set of editors known collectively as the Redactor (or “R”). Thus, the Bible is an elaborate tapestry rather than the work of a single author, human or divine, and we can tease out the strands that were woven into the narrative fabric by the various sources, each one putting a moral or political or theological coloration— or “spin”—on the text.

		The opening passages of the Book of Samuel, for example, seem to be the work of an author who embraces the prophetic tradition of ancient Israel, an author from the same circles that produced the fiery theological manifestos of Isaiah and Jeremiah and Ezekiel.4 Unlike the Court Historian, the prophetic author is not much interested in the realpolitik of ancient Israel or the sexual adventures of its princes and kings. The only real concern of the theological spin doctor who describes the calling of young Samuel is the profound and enduring mystery of how God works his will in history. So this author composed the prequel to the life of David that appears in the opening passages of the Book of Samuel. That is why we meet Samuel—one of those cranky, carping, God-inspired men and women whom we call prophets—long before we meet David himself. And that is why Samuel is presented as a man with grave misgivings about the very idea of monarchy.

		In the Bible, as elsewhere in life and literature, nothing succeeds like success, and so David is forgiven for his sins and scandals by the Court Historian. But the prophetic sources lived long after the reign of David, and they witnessed the ultimate failure of kingship in ancient Israel. The dynasty founded by King David continued to reign for nearly five hundred years, but the Bible describes almost all of his successors as a sorry collection of apostates and blasphemers whose misconduct resulted in invasion and conquest, destruction and dispersion. For that reason, the first voice we hear in the Book of Samuel belongs to a biblical author who prefers holy men to kings and priests, and the tale opens with the prophet Samuel, the man whom God selects to make and break the kings of Israel.

		THE WASTELAND

		Samuel was born in the land of Canaan a couple of hundred years after its conquest by the coalition of twelve tribes known as b’nai Yisrael, the Children of Israel, at a time when things had gone terribly wrong for the Chosen People. The Bible characterizes Canaan as the Promised Land, “a land flowing with milk and honey.” (Exod. 3:8) But, as it turned out, Canaan was not a virgin paradise. Rather, the land promised to the Israelites teemed with tribes and peoples—“seven nations greater and mightier than thou,” as God had warned the Israelites (Deut. 7:1)—who regarded Canaan as their homeland. Here begins the first and longest-lasting of the problems created by the disparity between what God promises and what God does in the Hebrew Bible.

		At first God had vowed to cleanse the Promised Land of its native dwellers. “I will send my terror before thee,” God promised Moses. “I will deliver the inhabitants of the land into your hand; and thou shalt drive them out before.” (Exod. 23:27, 31) But he was so angry and disappointed with the “stiff-necked” Israelites, who were always so faithless and so defiant, that he changed his mind. “I will not drive them out from before you,” God later told Joshua, successor of Moses and conqueror of Canaan, “but they shall be unto you as snares, and their gods shall be a trap unto you.” (Judg. 2:3)

		Indeed, the Israelites found the pagan gods and goddesses whom the Canaanites worshipped with orgiastic abandon to be far more alluring than the stern and censorious God of Israel. Yahweh was a bachelor father, a loner who disdained a female consort, but the Canaanite pantheon included an array of she-deities who were both erotic and maternal, thus answering the human need for a feminine object of worship. Once in Canaan, the Israelites turned to idolatry, sacred harlotry, and other ritual practices that the pious biblical source regards as too vile to describe. “And the children of Israel did that which was evil in the sight of the Lord,” reports the Book of Judges in a phrase that is repeated like a mantra, “and forgot the Lord their God.” (Judg. 3:7) Even David, as we shall see, kept a collection of idols in his own home.

		So the Book of Judges seems to set up a theological rationale for the sorry fate that the Chosen People will endure. As a punishment for their faithlessness and infidelity, God now decreed that they would be humbled in battle against the people who shared their new homeland and the nations that surrounded it on all sides: “And the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and He delivered them into the hands of the spoilers that spoiled them.” (Judg. 2:14) Nor would the Israelites be capable of living in peace with one another. Although all twelve tribes claimed descent from the patriarch Jacob, a man also known as Israel, they bickered and battled with one another in a series of ruinous blood feuds that turned the Promised Land into a wasteland.

		The moral decay reaches an appalling climax in a story that is preserved in the Book of Judges, a cautionary tale about a nameless woman who is gang-raped by her fellow Israelites. On a journey from Bethlehem to the hill-country of Ephraim, a man from the tribe of Levi and his concubine are forced to spend the night in a town that belongs to the tribe of Benjamin. A crowd of rowdy Benjaminites gathers around the house where they have taken shelter and demands that the guests be surrendered to them for their sexual pleasure. To spare himself, the frightened Levite pushes his concubine out the door and offers her to the mob in his place. All night long, while the Levite and his host cower inside the house, the woman is raped to death. Her body is left at the threshold.

		But the carnage is not over yet. Demanding retribution, the outraged Levite hacks the woman’s battered body into twelve pieces and sends the bloody chunks to the other tribes of Israel as a call to arms against the Benjaminites. All of Israel unites in a punitive war against the Benjaminites—men, women, and children alike—and the tribe is very nearly exterminated. At the last moment, the rest of the Israelites, suddenly remorseful at the prospect of genocide, spare the last six hundred Benjaminite men. But since none of the women has survived the slaughter, the Benjaminite men are sent by their fellow Israelites to Shiloh with instructions to seize the young virgins of the town and use them to repopulate the tribe of Benjamin. Thus the rape and murder of a single woman prompt the rape and abduction of six hundred more women, and only by these desperate and ugly means is the tribe of Benjamin preserved from extermination.

		At this point in the Bible, however, we are reading the work of a biblical author who offers a political rather than a theological rationale for the ghastly state of affairs in ancient Israel. He is a covert propagandist who blames all the failings of the Chosen People on the simple fact that they were not yet ruled by a king. To the royal apologist, neither fidelity to God nor submission to priests and prophets was sufficient to break the cycle of apostasy and catastrophe that afflicted the Israelites. Indeed, the Book of Judges can be regarded as a parade of horribles intended to persuade the original readers of the Bible that only a king would be capable of putting an end to the chaos and imposing moral law and order on the unruly Israelites.

		“In those days there was no king in Israel,” writes the royal apologist by way of explaining the atrocities that are collected in the Book of Judges, “and every man did that which was right in his own eyes.” (Judg. 21:25)

		“GIVE US A KING!”

		Two contending factions in the politics of ancient Israel can be glimpsed in these troubling passages of Judges. One faction preferred an old-fashioned theocracy—that is, the leadership of devout men and women who felt called upon by God to “judge” the people of Israel, as the Bible puts it. The other faction favored the newfangled institution of monarchy, and its members agitated for a king like the ones who reigned in the superpowers of the ancient world, Egypt and Mesopotamia. Remarkably, the Bible preserves the arguments for and against kingship as they were presented to its original readers, and we are able to see for ourselves how deeply they divided the people of ancient Israel. Indeed, the rivalry between theocracy and monarchy in ancient Israel was bitter enough to break God’s heart.

		Theocracy prevailed among the Israelites in the early period of the conquest. Deborah, the fiery prophetess who led the armies of Israel into battle against the Canaanites, was one of the first judges (Judg. 4–5), and Samson, who was famously seduced by a Philistine woman named Delilah and who then martyred himself by bringing down the walls of a pagan temple, was among the last. (Judg. 16–17) But the judges never succeeded in imposing divine law and moral order on the Israelites for very long. Again and again, the Israelites “hearkened not unto their judges, for they went astray after other gods, and worshipped them.” (Judg. 2:17)

		Even Samuel, the very last of the judges, failed in his efforts to save the Israelites from their own excesses—and his failure was a peculiarly intimate one. Under Samuel’s leadership, the dreaded Philistines were defeated on the field of battle5 and the corrupt priesthood of Israel was brought down. But Samuel was an ineffectual father whose sons rejected his pious ways, “turned aside after lucre, and took bribes, and perverted justice.” (1 Sam. 8:3) So he forfeited the confidence of the elders of Israel, who fretted over what would happen when Samuel was gone and only his corrupt sons remained. At last the elders trekked out to confront Samuel at his home in Ramah, and they made a bold demand.

		“Behold, thou art old, and thy sons walk not in thy ways,” the elders declared. “Now make us a king to judge us like all the nations.” (1 Sam. 8:5)

		Their demand struck Samuel as unwholesome and even unholy—Israel was supposed to be a theocracy, not a monarchy. When they were still a mob of runaway slaves in the wilderness, Moses had revealed to the Israelites that they had been chosen to be “a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation,” and their one and only sovereign was to be the invisible deity called Yahweh. “If you will hearken to my voice, and keep my covenant,” God vowed, “then ye shall be mine own treasure from among all peoples.” (Exod. 19:5, 6)6 The rule of kings, according to the fundamental theology of the Five Books of Moses, was strictly for the goyim.7

		Confounded by the sudden demand for a king, which he found so heartbreaking precisely because it was so ordinary and thus so unworthy of the Chosen People, Samuel sought guidance in prayer. And God, who had last addressed him when he was only a child, spoke again to Samuel. But now it was God who seemed childlike—Yahweh, so famously described in the Bible as a jealous god, seemed to regard the desire of the Israelites for a king as a personal insult. When he spoke to Samuel, his tone was resentful, petulant, even a bit whiny.

		“Hearken unto the voice of the people,” God instructed Samuel, “for they have not rejected thee, but they have rejected me, that I should not be king over them.” (1 Sam. 8:7)

		God, like the frustrated father of a stubborn and greedy child, was always ready to punish the Chosen People by the simple expedient of giving them exactly what they thought they wanted. During the years of wandering in the wilderness, for example, God fed the Israelites on the miraculous gift of manna, but when they tired of the monotonous diet of “bread from heaven” and yearned instead for roasted flesh, God provided them with quail in such abundance that the Israelites would be tempted to eat the stuff “until it comes out at your nostrils.” (Exod. 16:4, Num. 11:19–20) Now God took a similar stance: if the people of Israel preferred a mortal king to the King of the Universe, God allowed, he would give them one—but they would live to regret it.

		“YOUR SONS AND DAUGHTERS HE WILL TAKE”

		At God’s direction, Samuel delivered an oration to the people of Israel that fairly sizzled with contempt for the idea of monarchy. It was an indictment of kings that still reads like a revolutionary manifesto rather than pious prophecy. “This,” warns Samuel, “will be the manner of the king that shall reign over you.”

		
			He will take your sons to be his horsemen and to plow his ground and to reap his harvest, and to make his instruments of war, and they shall run before his chariots. And he will take your daughters to be perfumers, and to be cooks, and to be bakers. And he will take your fields, and your vineyards, and your oliveyards, even the best of them. And he will take the tenth of your seed, and give to his officers. And he will take your men-servants, and your maidservants, and your goodliest young men, and your asses, and put them to his work. He will take a tenth of your flocks, and ye shall be his servants.

			(1 Sam. 8:11–17)8

		

		Samuel’s catalog of the sins of kings against their people seems strangely out of place in a book that celebrates the kingship of David. The Book of Judges, as we have already seen, can be understood as “ex post facto royalist propaganda,”9 a series of atrocity stories that were meant to convince the original readers of the Bible that human beings cannot be trusted to govern themselves in the absence of a king. The core of both Judges and Samuel was composed by chroniclers of the Davidic kings who clearly regarded the coming of kingship as a wholly benign revolution— the Israelites were now sophisticated and sensible enough to throw off the rule of the tribal chieftains and charismatic holy men who had ruled them and to submit themselves to a national monarchy like the ones they saw all around them.

		“Instead of the special theocracy [Samuel] has overseen to this point,” writes Bible scholar Jan Wojcik, “the people now want sound economics, a strong military establishment, and a secure environment.”10

		But as we have seen, the Bible also preserves the fingerprints of authors who disdained the rule of kings. If David himself was capable of excessive and even outrageous conduct in both his public and private life, most of the kings who came after him were regarded with ever greater horror in the prophetic circles of ancient Israel. Indeed, the kings who succeeded David presided over a succession of political and military catastrophes that ended only with the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.C.E., when the Babylonians carried the ruling elite of the Davidic monarchy into exile. For that reason, some passages of the Book of Samuel may be regarded an “epitaph over the corpse of Israel buried in Babylon,” as Bible scholar Robert Polzin puts it. “Kingship, despite all its glories, constituted for Israel communal suicide.”11

		That is why a tirade against kingship was put into Samuel’s mouth by a later biblical source who had come to distrust and even detest earthly kings, a pious naysayer who still believed in old-fashioned theocracy rather than a newfangled monarchy. Long after David was dead and gone, this writer took the liberty of slipping a manifesto against monarchy into the same pages of the Bible where David, the greatest king of all, is celebrated with such ardor.

		THE ANOINTED ONE

		God gave the people of Israel the king they demanded—but his name was not David.

		“I will send you a man out of the land of Benjamin,” God told Samuel, “and you will anoint him to be prince over my people Israel, and he shall save my people from out of the hand of the Philistines.” (1 Sam. 9:16)12

		So it was that Yahweh chose a handsome but hapless fellow named Saul to ascend the throne of Israel as its first king, or so the Bible says. Saul may have been “young and goodly,” and “a head taller than any of his fellows,” but he was star-crossed from the beginning. (1 Sam. 9:2)13 As a Benjaminite, he came from the smallest of the twelve tribes of Israel and the one responsible for the incident of gang rape and murder that nearly resulted in its extermination. Moreover, he belonged to the clan called Matri, “the humblest clan of all the tribe of Benjamin,” as Saul himself put it, thus reminding us that the identity of an Israelite was still defined in terms of tribe and clan rather than nationality. (1 Sam. 9:21) (AB)

		Saul’s very first exploit, as reported in the Book of Samuel, encourages us to see him as something of a dullard. Sent by his father to find some stray asses from the family herd, Saul wandered aimlessly around the countryside until his provisions ran out. Finally Saul sought out a local seer in the desperate hope that he might know where to find the asses. The seer was Samuel.

		“Here is the man of whom I spoke to you,” God whispered to Samuel when Saul showed up. “This man shall rule my people.” (1 Sam. 9:17) (NEB)

		At dawn on the next day, Samuel roused Saul from sleep and anointed the young man who had come in search of his lost asses as the first king of Israel. The ceremony was simple and straightforward, which may seem surprising when we begin to ponder the soul-shaking and history-making implications of the word “messiah,” the familiar English rendering of mashiach, the Hebrew word for “the anointed one.” From a small flask, probably fashioned of fired clay,14 Samuel poured oil upon Saul’s head—olive oil spiced with myrrh, cinnamon, cassia, and aromatic cane, according to a recipe for anointing oil found in the Book of Exodus (Exod. 30:22–25)15—and then bestowed a kiss upon Saul and intoned a few short pronouncements that began with a rhetorical question.

		“Has not Yahweh anointed you prince over his people Israel?” recited Samuel. “It is you who will muster the people of Yahweh! It is you who will free them from the grip of their enemies all around!” (1 Sam. 19:1) (AB)16

		Although the practice of anointing kings and their vassals may have been borrowed from the court rituals of ancient Egypt, the Bible confirms that the Israelites found a great many reasons and opportunities to anoint both people and things.17 The altar of sacrifice was smeared with consecrated oil, and so were the tabernacle and the sacred paraphernalia used in ceremonies of worship. Aaron, the brother of Moses, was anointed as the first high priest of Israel, and anointment was the rite of initiation for the generations of high priests who came after him. (Exod. 40:10–12, 15) Even lepers were anointed with a “sevenfold” sprinkling of oil in a ritual of purification. (Lev. 14:15–18) Starting with Saul, however, the ancient ritual took on a new and enduring meaning for the people of Israel. Anointment became the essential and enduring symbol of kingship, a faintly magical rite in which the strength, wisdom, and power of Yahweh were symbolically conveyed to the mortal monarch.

		God may have agreed to give the Israelites the king they had demanded, but Saul turned out to be the wrong one.

		SAUL AMONG THE BAGGAGE

		God’s choice of Saul remained a secret until Samuel staged a convocation with the apparent purpose of drumming up public enthusiasm for the man whom he had privately anointed as king. Samuel summoned the people of Israel to Mizpah, one of the traditional gathering places and sites of worship in ancient Israel. The old man opened the proceedings by reminding the crowd of their clamor for a king and pointing out rather irritably why he still thought it was a terrible idea.

		
			Thus saith the Lord, the God of Israel: “I brought up Israel out of Egypt, and I delivered you out of the hands of all the kingdoms that oppressed you.” But you have this day rejected your God, who himself saves you out of all your calamities and your distresses, and you have said unto him: “Nay, but set a king over us!”

			(1 Sam. 10:18–19)18

		

		Then, curiously, Samuel conducted a drawing of lots among the twelve tribes of Israel with the apparent purpose of selecting the man who would be king.19 Since God had already directed Samuel to anoint Saul as king,20 the lottery was something of a sham. Still, the people watched as the first lot fell to the tribe of Benjamin, the second lot fell to the clan
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