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The old ones of the tribe, the grandfathers and grandmothers who’d tasted both the bitterness and the sweetness of life and had grown not merely old but wise, the wise old storytellers gathered the young to listen.  And the young grew up and grew old and gathered their young to listen.  And that generation grew up and grew old and gathered the next generation to listen.  Years passed, thousands of years came and went, and the human family became many and more and more, and millions of footprints covered the earth, and the face of the earth changed, but the story traveled along and along.  Still today the old wise ones gather the young to listen.


One day, a very, very long time ago, not just a hundred years ago, not just a thousand or two thousand but three thousand years ago, a man who was known far and wide came to a quiet, peaceful little village, and the villagers rose up in fright.  Word about the man’s arrival spread quickly through the village, and the fright among the villagers was very, very great.  A man such as this, a prophet of the God whose name must never be spoken, didn’t just happen to be strolling in the neighborhood, didn’t just casually drop in for a comfortable visit.

Prophets came to thunder the word of God, and dreadful things could happen in that thundered word, and the people were terrified.  In the little village of Bethlehem, there was shouting and crying; the panic of the villagers was very, very great.

But one of the village children knew nothing of all this commotion.  He didn’t hear the shouting or the crying, didn’t see the wide-eyed terror in the villagers’ eyes.  Out where he was, all was peaceful, blue skies, warm sunshine, lush fields, sheep singing their gentle bleating song.  The little boy smiled, skipping along, tagging along with the shepherds, a little boy learning how to be a shepherd himself.

The grownup shepherds, they weren’t always happy about his tagging along, often ignored him as if he were invisible or treated him as if he were a nuisance, and they could be pretty rough on him when he made a mistake.  But the little boy looked up to them anyway because that’s what he was going to be when he grew up, a shepherd.  For now, though, he was nobody, nobody that anybody much noticed, just a little boy with a whole bunch of big, strong, handsome older brothers.  And he looked up to them, too.

Oh, sometimes his brothers treated him a lot like the shepherds treated him, as if he were of no more significance than a gnat.  But he admired his brothers any way.  They weren’t afraid of anything, and he’d be like that, too, when he grew up, big and strong and never afraid of anything.

But, unbeknownst to the little boy, his big brothers were afraid, just as terrified as all the other villagers.  They, too, were dreading the thundered pronouncement of the mighty prophet known far and wide, this prophet named Samuel.  And then, the prophet spoke, and the shock the villagers felt was very, very great.  What the prophet said was shocking indeed, but not at all frightening.  What the prophet said was exciting; this mighty prophet of the almighty God had come to this particular village to do something exciting  He’d come to a particular family in this particular village, to anoint from within that family one who would be the next king of Israel.

The God whose name must not be spoken had sent the prophet to the family of Jesse.  But the God whose name must not be spoken hadn’t told anybody, not even Samuel the prophet, which one of Jesse’s sons was the one to anoint.  So, Jesse lined up his big, strong, handsome sons to be presented for the prophet’s perusal.

Truth be told, though, to Jesse, and to all the villagers, and maybe even to the prophet himself, it seemed a waste of time to line up all of them.  Surely the one to be anointed would be the eldest son.  Back then, that’s the way things were done; the eldest was the most honored; it was the proper protocol a thousand, two thousand, three thousand years ago.

So, the eldest of Jesse’s sons stepped forward, but the villagers noticed something very strange:  the mighty prophet was talking, but not to the eldest son.  The mighty prophet was talking and then listening to someone no one else could see or hear.  “Ah,” the villagers whispered,” he’s talking and listening to the God whose name must never ever be spoken.”  And a great quiet spread throughout the village, a great silence, a great stillness, in which not even the whimper of a baby was to be heard.  It was as if the whole village was holding its breath, till at last the mighty prophet shook his head:  No; not this one; not the eldest son.

Well, then, surely it would be the son second born, and he stepped forward preparing to be anointed king, and again the villagers held their breath, but again the prophet shook his head:  not the second born son either.  So the next son stepped forward and waited while the prophet talked and listened to the God whose name must not be spoken.

But the one to be anointed was not the third son.  And it was not the fourth son.  And it was not the fifth son.  And it was not the sixth son.

Ah, how strange the ways of God, the villagers whispered.  The future king of Israel will not be Jesse’s first born; the king will be Jesse’s seventh son.  But again the prophet shook his head:  not the son born seventh either.

The mighty prophet turned to Jesse.  “Are all your sons here?” he asked.  Well, no, but of course not.  Who would have thought to present the baby brother, just a nobody little boy who would grow up to be a shepherd?  But they ran fast as they could and brought little David to stand before the prophet.  And the God whose name must never be spoken said to Samuel, ”Rise up and anoint him; for this is the one.”

The wise old grandmothers and grandfathers smile.  They know what this story is about, not just a story about one man who became king, but a story with a truth to be told in every generation.  So it is that still the old ones in the human family, the grandfathers and grandmothers who have tasted both the bitterness and the sweetness of life and have grown not merely old but wise, still the wise old storytellers gather the young to listen.  “Listen,” they say.  “Know the truth,” they say.  And they say, “Remember.”

The truth:  it is that God’s way of seeing is different from our way of seeing.  The truth:  it is that God sees in you and me what we don’t see in ourselves or in others.  The truth:  it is that God often chooses those whom the world sees as insignificant to work the work of the holy, toward the majesty of the holy kingdom.

So then, let us remember, we who see ourselves as insignificant.  Let us remember that the way God sees us is different from the way we see ourselves.  Let us pray that we might see in ourselves and in others what God sees.  Let us pray to the God whose name we know in Jesus Christ, and let us pray speaking and listening faithfully as Samuel did, that God’s vision might light up our eyes and our lives.
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