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“It’s Complicated” 
 

Before I read this passage, I want to tell you a story about a little girl named Alice. Alice is an imaginative, unusual 
girl who is off playing in the wildflowers when she comes across a talking rabbit: she follows him down a rabbit hole, 
and ends up in a upside down, topsy turvy sort of land where up is down and down is up and nothing is impossible. 
 
At one point on her journey she meets a smiling cat in a tree. 
 
She was a little startled by seeing the Cheshire Cat sitting on a bough of a tree a few yards off.   The Cat only grinned 
when it saw Alice. It looked good-natured, she thought: still it had VERY long claws and a great many teeth, so she 
felt that it ought to be treated with respect.    
'Cheshire Cat,' she began, rather timidly, 'would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?'    
'That depends a good deal on where you want to get to,' said the Cat.    
'I don't much care where--' said Alice.    
'Then it doesn't matter which way you go,' said the Cat.    
'--So, long as I get SOMEWHERE,' Alice added as an explanation.    
'Oh, you're sure to do that,' said the Cat, 'if you only walk long enough.'    
Alice felt that this could not be denied, so she tried another question. 'What sort of people live about here?'    
'In THAT direction,' the Cat said, waving its right paw round, 'lives a Hatter: and in THAT direction,' waving the other 
paw, 'lives a March Hare. Visit either you like: they're both mad.'    
'But I don't want to go among mad people,' Alice remarked.    
'Oh, you can't help that,' said the Cat: 'we're all mad here.” 
 

Of course, the story continues, without necessarily one middle or end. This week, these nonsensical adventures of 
Alice and Wonderland are helpful for me. I love it because it breaks away from the simple narrative we get from 
most other stories, stories of princes and princesses and climactic battle scenes and happy endings. It’s all a little 
murky and everyone is a little crazy, which feels to me a little like real life. 
 
Sometimes, like today, we may come across a story in the Bible that feels a little nonsensical. The story around 
Samuel and David, which we will read this morning, can be read in a few different ways. A simple reading of this is, 
indeed, simple and pretty uncomplicated. God follows a similar type of story that we’ve always loved, the story 
where the underdog goes from rags to riches. The story of the Hobbit, of Harry Potter, of Jesus, Spiderman and 
many other superhero stories are about unlikely people or small and seemingly powerless people who have the 
unique ability to save the world. There’s much truth to this, in the gospel narrative, of course. 
 
But looking at a wider context of this story makes it feel a little less like the Hobbit and more like Alice’s stories, or 
maybe a Shakespeare play, or perhaps more like a daytime soap opera. 
 
The text in question says this: 

 The LORD said to Samuel, “How long are you going to grieve over Saul? I have rejected him as king over Israel. Fill 

your horn with oil and get going. I’m sending you to Jesse of Bethlehem because I have found[a] my next king among 

his sons.” 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20samuel%2016:1-13&version=CEB#fen-CEB-7597a


2 “How can I do that?” Samuel asked. “When Saul hears of it he’ll kill me!” 

“Take a heifer with you,” the LORD replied, “and say, ‘I have come to make a sacrifice to the LORD.’ 3 Invite Jesse to 

the sacrifice, and I will make clear to you what you should do. You will anoint for me the person I point out to you.” 

4 Samuel did what the LORD instructed. When he came to Bethlehem, the city elders came to meet him. They were 

shaking with fear. “Do you come in peace?” they asked. 

5 “Yes,” Samuel answered. “I’ve come to make a sacrifice to the LORD. Now make yourselves holy, then come with 

me to the sacrifice.” Samuel made Jesse and his sons holy and invited them to the sacrifice as well. 

6 When they arrived, Samuel looked at Eliab and thought, that must be the LORD’s anointed right in front. 

7 But the LORD said to Samuel, “Have no regard for his appearance or stature, because I haven’t selected him. 

God[b] doesn’t look at things like humans do. Humans see only what is visible to the eyes, but the LORD sees into the 

heart.” 

8 Next Jesse called for Abinadab, who presented himself to Samuel, but he said, “The LORD hasn’t chosen this one 

either.” 9 So Jesse presented Shammah, but Samuel said, “No, the LORD hasn’t chosen this one.”10 Jesse presented 

seven of his sons to Samuel, but Samuel said to Jesse, “The LORD hasn’t picked any of these.” 11 Then Samuel asked 

Jesse, “Is that all of your boys?” 

“There is still the youngest one,” Jesse answered, “but he’s out keeping the sheep.” 

“Send for him,” Samuel told Jesse, “because we can’t proceed until he gets here.”[c] 

12 So Jesse sent and brought him in. He was reddish brown, had beautiful eyes, and was good-looking. 

The LORD said, “That’s the one. Go anoint him.” 13 So Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him right there in 

front of his brothers. The LORD’s spirit came over David from that point forward. 

Here ends the reading. 

So, this is a great comfort and genuine comfort to us, and that is very good. God looks at the heart, not our outward 
appearance. We have good hearts, we get to do good things in the world, even if we’re not the biggest and the 
strongest. Cut to David and Goliath. End of story. 
 
But if you’ll walk with me a little farther back, I think there is another interesting rabbit hole to jump down, one that 
will make the whole thing more complicated, but also will feel a little more like real life. 
 
Here’s what really is going on, before Samuel even met David: 
Once upon a time there was grumpy priest named Eli. He sees a woman praying and thinks she’s drunk with wine, so 
he yells at her about it in public. And she declares that she’s praying for a son she can dedicate to God: she’s not able 
to have kids, which is life-ruining for women in those days, so she is making desperate promises so that she will be 
honored with a child. It works: she gives birth to Samuel and gives him to Eli so he can grow up serving God. 
 
Grumpy priest Eli was probably grumpy because his sons were busy being terrible human beings: his sons would steal 
people’s meat sacrifices and take them for themselves. So, God wouldn’t raise up Eli’s sons to be the next priests: 
they needed a new judge, a new leader. 
 
So, God called Samuel and raised him up to be a priest and prophet for God, to speak truth and advise God’s people. 
Eli eventually falls backwards off a cart and dies and is out of the picture. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20samuel%2016:1-13&version=CEB#fen-CEB-7603b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20samuel%2016:1-13&version=CEB#fen-CEB-7607c


Samuel is acting as the voice of God to the Israelites, but God’s people weren’t satisfied; even though they should 
have been living life happily accepting that God was their leader, they just wanted to compete with the neighboring 
countries and look strong and powerful. So, they demanded a king. If possible, they wanted a good looking and 
traditional powerful king, at that. 
 
So, God gave them one: a guy named Saul. The Bible makes sure to say multiple times how handsome he was: 
apparently, that’s an important human qualification for what makes a good leader. 
 
But Saul wasn’t truly a God-fearing man. He went rogue sometimes, trying to do things for his own power, on his 
own terms. Did anyone see Beauty and the beast this week? I saw it Wednesday, I loved it: when I think of Saul I 
picture the character of Gaston. He’s little into himself, handsome, strong, has a few leadership skills but is just not 
the right fit. So, God lost patience. God chose to raise up a new king, one who was, as it’s written, “a man after 
God’s own heart.” 
 
So, poor Samuel, is stuck in the middle. Before, God told him to bless this guy Saul for everyone, and now God is 
saying they will need to bless and raise up a new king alongside Saul, and be sort of sneaky about it so the new king 
doesn’t get in trouble for trying to overthrow the throne.  
 
So, they go hunting for the new king: Samuel doesn’t quite get it. He is still looking for a Saul look a-like. So, Samuel 
is reluctantly listening to the voice of God which leads him to see David’s family: all the top 7 brothers lined up, 
ready to be chosen as fitting. David’s so far down the list in line for power in his family, he’s not even in there: he’s 
out watching the animals. 
 
There of course are even more layers. David’s family wasn’t exactly kingly. There are immigrants not from that 
country in the family: there are grandparents and ancestors without a clean record: one was a prostitute, Rahab, 
one was nearly executed for adultery. And our all-knowing God knew that future king David would mess up too, and 
commit adultery and murder. He’s not a clean pick. 
 
This story is madness. The story’s authors seem to be trying their hardest to making it feel like a clean-cut direct 
path to Israel’s future, but it’s a little unwieldy. There are competing narratives here. God feels less like a director 
building a highway, and more like the Cheshire Cat in Wonderland: sending people in multiple directions, leading to 
places that seem even more mad or strange or sometimes even unfair. 
 
Then we hear the line, “God doesn’t look at the outward appearance: God looks at the heart.” And we wonder, 
what in the world kind of heart is God seeing here? It doesn’t look like anyone is winning the perfect heart contest. 
God sees the world and our lives differently than we do: so, what does God see in this world? And why does it seem 
like God makes things so complicated? 
 
I don’t know about you, but growing up in churches for me, I felt like following God’s plan should always be 
straightforward: If it’s God’s will, it will become clear, and everything will work out great. Or maybe if things are 
fuzzy there will at least be moments of clarity. Or maybe at least in hindsight you can pick out places where God was 
at work the whole time. 
 
And of course, many times those things are true: God gives us clear guidance sometimes, and sometimes we see 
God’s hand at work in hindsight. But sometimes, the idea that God’s will is simple and easy to follow can lead us to 
more shame. Divorce, remarriage, addiction, lost jobs, changes of career, sickness, disorders, the journey of 
understanding ourselves: we can feel like we were supposed to be on a specific right path and we got off of it, that 
somehow, we are either doing life wrong or maybe even that we were built wrong.  
 
What if you knew that you could not mess your life up? What if you knew that even if it wasn’t clear at all how you 
were gifted, and you didn’t feel good at all about where you are in life, that God is still 100% SOMEWHERE in the 



midst of it? Even if 5 years down the line, or 50 years down the line, it’s still hard to point to how this event made 
you better or seemed to be ultimately good, to know that God is still at work IN YOU, and using YOU to do good? 
Could you believe it? Don’t you want to believe it? 
 
One of my favorite authors is a professor from Duke Divinity school named Lauren Winner: she has been on a pretty 
curious and messy sort of Christian journey. She converted from culturally Jewish to Orthodox Judaism, and then 
became a baptized Christian. She has written books about sexuality and marriage, got married, and then her 
marriage fell apart. And all the while, her life has been on display because she’s written about these changes and 
struggles and has experienced praise and criticism from people across the religious spectrum. She wrote a book in 
the last few years about what she calls her “mid-faith crisis”, after her mother died and she got divorced. At one 
point, she is on a writing retreat alone decides to walk down the road to the local Episcopal church, since it is a 
Sunday. She’s feeling panicky and anxious and alone so she decides to sit in the back, where she can slip in and out 
easily and hopefully not be noticed. She says this: 
------------------------ 
I hope that even if you don’t feel it, you can take a moment to appreciate that wherever you are on this journey of 
life, whether you are being your best self or your worst self, God is in this place. God is in the woman holding your 
hand, the brief moment of laughter in a horrible day, a flicker of hope when so much is wrong. Whether you believe 
or don’t believe, whether you feel wonderful or terrible, whether you are the CEO or underdog of your life right 
now, whether you feel like you are ruining everything or some little demon is ruining everything for you, God is with 
you. And calling you. And using you to make change and create goodness in the world. 
 


