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I Samuel 16:1-13; John 9:1-41

The fourth Sunday of Lent is one which gives us multitude of meaning. For some it is Mothering Sunday —
that chance to give thanks to God for those people and places which have loved us into life. For others it is
Laetare Sunday — that moment in our Lenten journey when we pause and refresh ourselves for the journey
ahead. For others it is that moment when out Lenten journey moves from personal introspection and set
our faces towards Jerusalem and the cross and place of the skull that awaits use there.

Into this multitude of meaning we are given, by the wisdom of the church, the story of the anointing of David
by Samuel, which is, by my measure one of the greatest and, in its own way, strangest set pieces of the Old
Testament. Samuel, whose faithful ministry has brought Isreal through crisis and to the reign of its first King
Saul, is again at a time of crisis. Saul, who looks and acts like a King should — strong, powerful, forceful — has
been shown to be not living up to the promise and possibility that God. Rather than following the inner voice
and command of God he followed the capricious external whims and wills of the people. So great is the
rupture that, as we hear in the verses that immediately precede our reading today:

Then Samuel went to Ramah, and Saul went up to his house in Gibeah of Saul. Samuel did not see Saul again
until the day of his death, but Samuel grieved over Saul. And the Lord was sorry that he had made Saul king
over Israel.

It is in the context of this rupture and crisis that we pick up the story today. Samuel is commanded by God
to take holy oil and find, from the sons of Jesse of Bethlehem, the new king for God’s chosen people. This
though will be a selection of a different order from the selection of Saul. Saul was a king from central casting.
As we hear earlier in this story:

Saul [was] a handsome young man. There was not a man among the Israelites more handsome than he; he
stood head and shoulders above everyone else.

Saul is the very model of what the world thinks a king should be like. And so he was found by Sammuel and
anointed as King amongst the people, visibly and definitively the new king for God’s chosen people.

Against this the selection of David as king is an altogether stranger event. Having completely severed his links
to Saul, Sammuel concocts a reason to travel to Bethlehem and the household of Jesse where the Lord tells
him that he will find the one God has chosen to be king. However, unlike the selection of Saul this selection
will be of a different order. Rather than, like Saul, look for a king sent from central casting Samuel is given a
clear command:

the Lord said to Samuel, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature...for the Lord does
not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”

And so, the story gets stranger as Samuel begins something akin to a sacerdotal beauty contest. First Eliab,
the eldest, is rejected because “the Lord does not see as mortals see... the Lord looks on the heart.” Then
Abinidab, then Shammah pass before Samuel. But each one is rejected because “the Lord does not see as
mortals see... the Lord looks on the heart.” Then more of Jesse’ sons are shown to Samuel, but again they
are rejected because “the Lord does not see as mortals see... the Lord looks on the heart.”

Then we come to the last son, the youngest, out in the dirt and the cold keeping the sheep. At last, we come
to David. And here the story gets stranger again. If this was a story penned by a Hollywood script writer,
this would have something of the character of Cinderella being called from her garret room. In our case
David would be called in from the field. He would shuffle in dirty and dishevelled, unprepossessing and
awkward with his brother’s looking on stifling laughs of contempt. And Samuel would select him, because
“the Lord does not see as mortals see... the Lord looks on the heart.”



But this is not how the story develops. Rather than be the sick weakly but noble figure we might expect
David walks in looking like a king sent from central casting. “He was ruddy, and had beautiful eyes, and was
handsome”. And knowing this we hear that: “the Lord said” seemingly contradicting his own advice, “Rise
and anoint him: for this is the one”.

So, what is happening here? The strangeness of this whole scene is, | think, there to highlight for us the
importance of the things which are unseen over the things which are seen. The fact that David is, like Saul,
a king sent from central casting is highlighted precisely to point out how irrelevant these outwards things
are. That is not what God sees in David. What God sees in David is the wisdom and introspection which is
seen because “the Lord does not see as mortals see... the Lord looks on the heart.”.

This is not to say that God saw in David a perfect man, far from it. One of the most remarkable things about
the books of Samuel is how unflinching and unvarnished a picture they show of who David was. Like Saul,
David was a man who used his power to dominate his enemies and those who he was jealous of. Most
famously in David’s story in the account of his wooing of Bathsheba and the killing of her husband Uriah the
Hittite. Like Saul, David had fractious and violent relationships with his sons. For David in the rebellion and
later death of Absalom. But unlike Saul, David, in both these cases of human weakness, had the wisdom to
turn from that weakness in repentance and deep and sincere grief to God. David, unlike Saul, has the wisdom
in these moments of weakness and crisis to seek God’s love and guidance and forgiveness first.

This is a wisdom which is not revealed in human characteristics or attributes. It is a wisdom which is born
from the human heart. As we hear in Psalm 147, a poem which some would argue was penned by David
himself, God:

hath no pleasure in the strength of an horse: neither delighteth he in any man's legs.
But the Lord's delight is in them that fear him: and put their trust in his mercy.

On this fourth Sunday of Lent, as we root ourselves in the life and love of those who have brought us to life,
as we refresh ourselves for the journey ahead, and as we firmly set our faces towards Jerusalem, we would
be wise to seek that insight that comes from those things which are unseen, those things which are of the
heart.

That whatever lies ahead of us our only true course is found, as David found, in the fear and love of God.
And knowing that to put our trust in the mercy of our God, who does not look on outwards things, but
looks on the heart.

Amen

Benjamin Carter



