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Shoshanna’s Story
Setting: a grandmother, seated in a rocking chair, is telling a story to her granddaughter. The granddaughter is imaginary. 
My friend Davey was the funniest guy I ever knew. You know how there are people who just make you laugh, and sometimes you don’t even know why? Well, for me, Davey was someone like that. We spent a lot of our time together just that way…giggling, snickering, roaring, wheezing, and snorting, tears rolling down our cheeks…holding our stomachs…that kind of laughing. The kind you do with real friends, the ones who don’t care if your eyes bug out and your nose runs and you sound like a sick donkey. The sound of our laughter is one of the things that keeps me going now that I’m an old woman. Davey was…how could I describe him? He loved life. He was sort of…porous, you know? He didn’t let himself be stuffed into something, into someone that he wasn’t. I like people like that. The real him leaked out the edges of whatever people tried to make him, and he thought that was hilarious. And the real me could get through those spaces, close enough to touch the pool of joy inside that was him. That was David. At least the David he was when I knew him. I miss that boy so much. 
I’m pretty sure you’ve heard of him. He’s the one who fought the giant, remember? Sure, you do. But you don’t know the half of it! I was shocked when I read what they wrote about that day—they left out all the best parts! It was as though they were telling it from a distance that had not been kind, as though the story itself had been gagged and bound, stuffed into too small a space that made it stale, and stiff, and unable to dance. 
Lucky for you, I’m here to tell you how it really was, my girl, Abishag. Your grandmother is wiser than she looks, Abishag. I will tell you what I never had time to tell your mother, may she rest in peace. Come, let me rock you to the beat of this story. (She reaches her arms out to pick up her imaginary granddaughter and rocks her a few times before continuing story.) We’ll settle back, and you can let an old woman ramble. You might learn a thing or two! And so will I. The story has a life of its own, you know. Every time I tell it, and every time you listen and then pass it on to someone else after I’m gone, our voices give shape to the experience. The sound frames the meaning. When you and I tell the story and so give temporary shelter to the movement of the Spirit, the presence of the divine Teller of Stories who cannot be contained—every time we do that, my love—the story lives! And it dances and breaks free once more, free from whatever suits of death-dealing armour we have used to try to protect it and ourselves, though we have not been able to.
Well, then. It all started when we were children, Davey and I. You know me as Grammie, Abishag, but my name is Shoshanna. Isn’t it funny that grandmothers have names, too? And not only that, while you are a Shunamite, I am a Palestinian woman. Philistines, we were called then. Ohhh—did I see you lean back just now? I bet you’ve learned to call Philistines enemies, haven’t you? Another suit of armour, that—it protects no one. Let it go. I didn’t even know that name then—Philistine—what did it mean? I was a little girl! 
I lived with my family in a village outside Bethlehem. My parents made our living by raising sheep. It was my job to look after them (the sheep, not my parents, but later them as well). I took care of the sheep when they were out in the farthest fields. Mother worked at home and in the grain fields; father and my brothers worked at other things. Important things. I never really knew what. They were often gone away: to battle, Mother said. It was left to me to care for the sheep. Mostly it was other girls like me, and some young women, who cared for the animals…the least powerful in the family, in the community, that’s who had to do the shepherding. Did you know that? I didn’t care, though. I liked it. That’s how Davey got to be a shepherd, too, and that’s how we met. He had no sisters, only brothers. They were all older than he. They were all “important” and “strong.” (We used to laugh and mimic them in their warrior suits of armour and self-important poses.) Davey, the littlest brother, was left to tend the sheep. 
David was an Israelite. I was a Philistine. Our fathers were at war with one another. For us, this meant nothing. Empty sounds, those words, like suits of fine clothes but with no one inside. Limp and inconsequential. War? For us, this made no difference at all…we were friends. For our sheep all grazed in the same pastures, they all thirsted for the same cool water…and all of us, sheep, child-shepherds, and, I dare say, wolves, too, turned our faces to the same cooling breezes and slept under the same sky. 
Davey and I, and the others, cared for our sheep the best way we knew how. We helped each other, gave them all names, tended the sick ones, helped the old ones over rough places. We taught each other words in our own languages, played games, practised with our slingshots. (Even now, I’m still a pretty good shot—got any giants you want me to demonstrate on?) 
And we sang. We sang a lot out there in the fields: lullabies, special rhyming songs to accompany the game we played while swinging from the branches of the biggest trees…we even made up songs. Davey was really good at that part. Our songs were about our lives. Real songs always are, I suppose. There were some silly ones about our sheep, sad ones about missing friends who had gone away, and always, songs about the Holy One. Out in the fields, we talked a lot about the Holy One, especially at night. We compared how our families worshipped and asked questions, trying to learn more about each other’s customs. It seemed to us that although our people used some different words and ways, still we all turned to the Holy One—who, we decided one day, is just like a shepherd. 
That idea came to me just like that, when we were lying on our backs, looking up at the sky and trying to find shapes in the clouds. 
“Do you suppose the Holy One is up there in the clouds, Shoshanna?” Davey said, chewing on a piece of straw and lazily flicking away flies with one brown hand. 
“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe that’s him right there, that big cloud. There—can you see? That part is his hand, and the part sticking out is his sword…” 
David looked, too. “It looks more like a staff to me, Shoshanna. Maybe the Holy One is a shepherd, like us.” As soon as he said it, he looked around to make sure none of the others had heard. No one had. We looked at each other and started to laugh, quietly at first. Imagine—what would the adults say?! Shepherding was…was lowly work…mostly women’s work! What would the priests have to say about our idea that God is a shepherd? They often talked about God as a mighty warrior, as judge, as the voice that makes the thunder roar and the earth shake. But the Holy One as a gentle tender of sheep? It sounded so outrageous that it had to be true. We laughed some more. 
“Look at that part, Shoshanna—that must be her breast!” This time we laughed with squeals and shrieks so loud that even the sheep looked to see what was happening. Something really was! The soft, white cloud slowly took on another shape. 
“And Davey, that lump there must be a lamb she’s carrying!” We wiped tears away and looked again, as the cloud changed once more, assuming yet another appearance. 
“Oh no, and now look! All those fluffy ones are the sheep.” 
A few seconds more and another tableau filled the sky. 
“They’re pretty scattered now. That one looks like it’s running away. The shepherd better get moving to bring them into the fold,” I said. That reminded us that we had better do the same, and so we got up, brushed the straw from our robes, and went about our work. But I didn’t forget, and neither did Davey. I thought about it all as I counted my lambs that night. One little one had a snake bite on her face, and as I poured on the oil that would help her heal, I thought about our cloud game. Imagine, the Holy One, a shepherd! Doing the lowly work of women and children! Around the campfire that night, we wrote a song about it. Our voices rang out over the hills as we sang, and the lambs bleated in time with Davey’s harp as his fingers made the music. It thrilled me to name the Holy One that way! It felt like…it made me feel the way I do in spring when I can take off the heavy winter cloaks and finally run free in bare feet and summer robes. It felt like coming home.
The Holy One is my shepherd, there is nothing that I lack. That’s what we sang. I sing it still.
We heard the news about the giant from our mothers. We had gone to the well with them one morning, and as usual, all the women were there, drawing water for the day. Funny how our fathers and brothers were fighting one another on the fields, but at home, we drank water from the same well. Our mothers chatted with one another using words from each other’s languages as easily as their own. This one morning, though, there was concern in their eyes, and not as much chatter. The air seemed…full of something. Not anything good. They seemed to be cautious with each other. As my mother filled her pots, her movements were slow, deliberate, and her lips were set in a tight, straight line across her face. David ran from the field when he saw me. He told me there was a confrontation, a showdown, out on the battlefield. 
“Worse than usual, Shoshanna,” he said.
What was it all about? Mother told me, real fear in her eyes, that one of ours, a man called Goliath, had been calling the Israelites names, had threatened and intimidated and teased and belittled them and drawn a line in the sand, asking for one man to fight with him—the winner would win freedom for the people. The loser—would lose everything for their people. 
I talked with David about it…it sounded to me like a childish game, like the cruel ways we children sometimes treated one another when we had nothing better to do. King of the castle. Someone was always the dirty rascal. Why? The game required it. But what kind of game was this? Why, in real life, did someone have to be the dirty rascal? Why did we have to name someone with a cruel label? Wrap word skins around them, words that hid who people really were and covered them with shame? I’m ashamed to say I participated in those horrible things. Sometimes, I was the victim of the other children’s taunts and terror. Other times, though, I was part of the group that made someone else wear the shame. When that happened, if our mothers found out, there would be extra chores to do. Lots of extra chores, mostly weeding in the barley fields. Back-breaking work. Mother said that helping things to grow would give us time to think about what’s important in life and what we had done, and that our aching backs would help us vow not to do it again. Sometimes it worked, at least for a while. Isn’t it strange how easily we can forget and fall once again into the ways of violence and hate? 
It sounded like the adults were playing the same game now. Names, threats, winner take all. It made no sense. What they needed was extra chores to do! Time in the fields, helping the barley grow, and a good sore back to help them remember their mistakes. But they were adults, and no one had the power to make them rethink their actions. No one but the Holy One, whose gentle voice was drowned out by the shouts of intimidation, and by the fear.
David’s brothers were on the battlefield. Mine were, too. Until that day at the well, though, I didn’t realize what it meant, that they were on different sides. Listening to the concern in the voices of our mothers and the other women, it became real to me. My brothers were fighting David’s brothers, and it was for keeps! They meant to kill each other! How could that be? They had played together, too, as we did, before they went to war. They knew each other, had shared bread and cheese in the fields as boys, had played hide and seek among the olive groves, swam naked together in the stream. How was it that they could forget all that and line up against one another now, in the name of…in the name of what? I had no idea. 
“They say it’s in the name of God, Shoshanna,” David said as he gathered the provisions he was to take to the battlefield. “In the name of God.” He shook his head in disbelief.
“But, Davey, the name of the Holy One is a blessing, not a curse. We both know that. How can someone plan to kill someone else in the name of the Shepherd of us all? Our families are friends.” 
We both shook our heads then and looked at each other. He was brown from the sun, his black hair falling down over one eye. He had a tiny white scar on his chin where he had fallen on a sharp stone in the creek that time so long ago. I knew him through and through. What would have to happen before I would call my friend an enemy? Impossible. Once you’ve eaten together, worked together, played and laughed and wondered together, when you know the smell of someone’s sweat and have seen him cry over an injured sheep…that person can never again be your enemy. No matter what words other people try to wrap around him to make him appear less than human. Less real. Less—himself. No, Davey was not my enemy. I made a decision. Israelite and Philistine together would take these provisions to the front. 
We could hear them before we saw them. Shouts, counter shouts, the rattling of swords, the filthy language I had rarely heard at home. When we arrived, we had trouble at first finding Davey’s brothers for all the dust and confusion. Finally, someone pointed us toward four fierce-looking figures in the distance.
Then Davey did something that no one expected, something that I will never forget. Davey went forward to fight the giant.
I wish you could have seen Davey as they dressed him in their armour. If you couldn’t see the spectacle, you could certainly hear it! War is a noisy business, and the clank and clatter of the armour does to the soul what fingernails on a slate do to the ear. Everything in you screams, “Make it stop!” That’s how I felt as they put the war suit on my friend. From the side I watched, and as each piece of armour chunked and clunked around him, there was more silence. It seemed the men were frozen, watching in disbelief and faint, crazy hope. Could a little boy really take on the giant? No one asked the obvious question: Should a little boy do that? Should anyone? 
Even the Philistine army across the valley stopped their taunting and watched, amused and a bit confused as well. The final piece was the helmet, and after that, I could no longer see his face, hear his voice. It was his voice that always gave him away, you know. To me, at least. He could tell the most outrageous stories—straight-faced, bold as a hyena—but I could always tell by his voice if he was making them up or not. The truth has a certain sound to it—the ear knows when the eyes do not. But now, with that heavy helmet covering his head, I no longer heard his voice, nor saw his face. 
I wish you could have seen it—there he was, stuffed inside a stiff, unyielding suit of armour that didn’t fit. It simply didn’t fit. He took one step. It looked painful, and it seemed as though he couldn’t bend his knees inside. Crunch! Clang! With a great effort, his other leg moved forward a short distance. Crunch! Clang! again. Bizarre. 
He turned toward his brothers, the helmet heavy on his head, his face obscured by the protective shield, looked right at them…and burst out laughing. 
Everyone took a step back—what was going on? 
Davey laughed and laughed—it sounded hollow as his voice bounced around inside the metal helmet.
“Get me out of this thing!” he yelled. “Eliab, look—it doesn’t fit—I can’t move!”
His laughter was muffled inside that ridiculous headgear, and he hopped awkwardly from foot to foot, trying a little dance, grunting with the effort and snorting with laughter.
Well, they couldn’t help it—they laughed, too. Soon you could hear snickers and chortles and guffaws, so inconsistent with that place and its violent intent. Often there is laughter on the battlefield, I’m told, and there is cruelty slithering inside its sound, but not this. It was real laughter, spontaneous, spilling up and out of the truth unmasked by the absurd. The sight and sound of the outrageous brings forth human laughter: a boy in a suit made for a man. A child in armour, prepared to kill. Adults willing to let him. Human beings killing in the name of God. It doesn’t fit. It just doesn’t fit.
Even the Philistine soldiers laughed. We could hear the echoes of it across the valley—and just for a moment, these soldiers, all sheathed as they were in bronze and misconception, just for a moment, they laughed together. 
Finally, Eliab and some of the others helped him out of the thing. It was as though they unwrapped, unbound him. The last piece to fall was the breastplate, with a heavy thunk. And there he was again—the brown, skinny legs and the wild black hair that was Davey, my friend. 
He blinked, whooped, and did three cartwheels. Then he reached for his sling. 
Abishag, I swear to you that I thought it was over. I thought he was reaching for his sling, the sling he used every day in the fields with me, I thought he was getting it ready to go home again. I gathered my own things and began the walk home, humming a little tune to the bees, who hummed back, and smiling at the remembered image of my friend in that ill-fitting armour. I imagined how he and I would relive it all later, out in the field, laughing and making huge fun of it all. I thought of a little song we could sing about it: 
Saul slew his thousands with the sword, we could sing, but David slew ten thousand with laughter!
I couldn’t wait to sing it to Davey.
Wild stories came to us about what happened after I left—I can’t tell you for certain what he did or didn’t do. That he could slay a giant with his sling, of that I have no doubt. That he would do it? That’s quite another thing. Slay him, cut off his head, and take it like a trophy while the rest of the Israelites plundered Philistine towns? That seemed so unlikely…so very like another suit of armour that didn’t fit the laughing boy who was my friend. 
But some of it must be true, my daughter, for we had to move away from there…to this place. The peace of our village was no more. Neighbours and friends looked at one another and saw not the truth of their person, but a label, as stiff and unnatural as a suit of ill-fitting armour. “Hebrew” or “Philistine,” invisible uniforms, each with the name of a warrior god, sewn large, so they couldn’t see the heart, nor hear it beating in tune with the Divine. 
And so, we moved to this place. And I married your grandfather, the Shunamite. Our Shepherd God gave us lambs. One was your mother, may she rest well with our ancestors. She in turn gave to us a mighty blessing: You. As I watch you grow, it brings back these memories so clearly—the days when my friend and I sang and played and imagined new worlds. 
I am an old woman now, Abishag. I too have put on ill-fitting garments in my life. I’m removing them now the best way I can. You will hear stories of our enemy King David in Jerusalem. His cruelty and his abuse of power—I have no doubt that many of these things are true. 
But I want you to know, too, about the days before he wore that suit, when his spirit soared and he moved freely in his body and danced wholly, holy.
He is old now, too. I wonder if he remembers—if somehow, the Shepherd God might call him back, remove from him the things that no longer fit and really never did.
Let us pray for this, Abishag. Who knows how the Shepherd God will answer?
(read 1 Samuel 17:1a, 4–11, 19–23)
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