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“Thinking Counterintuitively” 

Text: 1Samuel 15:34-16:13 
 
They are called the Clown Princes of Basketball, the Harlem Globetrotters.  On several 
occasions, my Dad took us to see them play in Indianapolis.  On one of those occasions, they 
mentioned that the players would be waiting in the hallway to meet their fans and sign 
autographs.  And so we waited.  After the game ended, we found Meadowlark Lemon and Curly 
Neal and other favorites waiting patiently.  We got to shake their hands, talk with them and get 
their autographs.  Looking back, I am surprised that they were so patient and willing to do this.  
 
As we left the arena, we were still basking in the delight having met our heroes.  There beneath a 
lamppost, we saw another player waiting.  Dad commented that we should ask him for his 
autograph.  He believed that it was one of the players on the Washington Generals, the team that 
loses to the Globetrotters night after night.  Dad explained that these players were quite talented 
themselves and might one day become future members of the Globetrotters.  So, we went to this 
man and asked his autograph.  Like the players inside the arena, he was also very gracious.  He 
had a photograph, about the size of a postcard which he pulled out of his suit pocket and signed 
for us there.  While he signed, Dad made small talk about playing against the Globetrotters night 
after night.  The man smiled and wished us well. 
 
We were a couple of blocks away from the stadium when we looked at the photograph and 
signature this man had given us.  We were shocked to see him wearing a Globetrotters uniform.  
Upon closer inspection, we discovered that it was none other than the great Hallie Bryant, the 
1953 Mr. Basketball from Crispus Attucks High School and former player at Indiana University.  
He lives in Indianapolis and probably was waiting outside the arena on his way to his home.  We 
had met a living legend without realizing it. 
 
Sometimes we have to look with a different set of eyes.  What we expect to see may not match 
the reality before us.   
 
This certainly seems to be the case in today’s scripture reading.  To give some background 
context, the people of Israel were becoming established in their land.  But they wanted to be like 
other nations.  They wanted a king.  Despite every argument against this, the people persisted.  
So, God relented, perhaps with a shrug of the shoulders and said to Samuel, “Give them what 
they want.” 
 
So a man by the name of Saul was chosen to be the first king.  Samuel anointed him to lead the 
people.  But it didn’t take long before he began to abuse that power.  Among other things, he 
admits that he wanted to do what was popular with the people more than doing what was right in 



God’s eyes.  He was more about pleasing people than doing what was right.  When politicians 
today defend the separation of young children from their parents, we might do well to ask 
whether such practices would be deemed pleasing in God’s sight.  They might be popular in 
some circles, but would God smile upon such treatment? 
 
It reaches a point in Israel where God rejects Saul as king.  One might argue that the relationship 
was broken when Saul rejected God.  But God once again speaks to Samuel and advises him to 
go anoint a new king.  And this is where we pick up today’s reading. 
 
The first question we might ask is where one would go to find a king.  One might expect that the 
social, cultural and political centers of life would be the likely places.  Go to the metropolitan 
areas.  Go to the centers of learning.  Ask around and you will likely be given a few names of 
potential candidates. 
 
But God advises something different.  God tells Samuel to go to the small town of Bethlehem.  
Now, we know Bethlehem today because it is associated with the birth of Jesus.  But in the days 
of Samuel, it was barely a spot on the map.  It was the home of one of the smallest and least 
significant of the tribes of Israel.  They were good people, humble people, but not the kind of 
folks that would produce a future king. 
 
God advised Samuel to go there and to look for a particular family.  But God suggests that, if 
asked, he not say why he is there.  Why is that?  On the surface it might seem that this is for 
Samuel’s protection.  But I think it may have served another purpose.  If Samuel walked into the 
town saying that he was there to anoint the next king, it is likely that folks would have made 
quick assumptions about who they thought that might be. 
 
It reminds me of a sermon preached by the great preacher, Fred Craddock.  The sermon was 
entitled, “The Person I Would Most Like to Send to Hell.”  When people heard the sermon title, 
they speculated who it might refer to.  And on Sunday morning, attendance was very strong in 
anticipation of the naming of his person.  Everyone had thoughts about who it might be, and 
there may have been some wagering on who would be named.   
 
With great anticipation the sermon began and Craddock named the person he would most like to 
send to hell.  And it was not the name anyone expected.  He said he would like to send the kindly 
woman who had led Sunday School for more than 50 years.  Everyone loved her and they were 
shocked to hear her named.  But then he explained that this woman was so kind and loving, that 
if she had 15 minutes in hell she would fill the place with such love that it would transform the 
place.  It was a great moment in preaching and an invitation for all those present to do likewise. 
 
If Samuel had said why he was visiting their town, it is likely that everyone would begin to bring 
out their candidates.  But God already knew.  There in that small community far removed from 
Jerusalem and the Temple and the political centers, among the humble people of the tribe of 
Benjamin, God sent Samuel to the home of Jesse.   
 
Understanding the purpose, Jesse brought his oldest son before Samuel.  After all, who is the 
most likely candidate if not the oldest son?  Samuel was delighted, ready to anoint him king on 



the spot.  But God said, “Do not look on appearance or on height or stature…”  The oldest son 
was not the one.  The other children were brought before Samuel and each time God said, “Not 
the one.” 
 
When it looked like God had rejected them all, Samuel asked, “Is this everyone?”  Jesse replied 
that there was one more.  The youngest son was in the fields, tending the sheep.  He was sent for.  
When he entered the room God said, “That is the one.”  He was anointed king of Israel.  His 
name was David. 
 
It is important to hear that back story because the Bible portrays David as a great and respected 
king.  Not perfect by any means, but a good leader.  And if we only look at that part of his life, 
we miss the power of this story.  God chose the future king of Israel from one of the smallest 
towns, from one of the smallest tribes, the youngest of sons, the most unlikely of people in so 
many ways to be the leader of this nation. 
 
Being people of faith means looking with a different set of eyes.  When most folks only saw the 
outward appearance of a woman at the well, Jesus saw someone in need of kind words.  When 
most folks saw with the historical lens of hate toward Samaritans, Jesus pointed out acts of 
kindness and unexpected generosity.  When people just saw noisy kids, Jesus saw beloved 
children worthy of welcoming.  When we look into the mirror and see ourselves as lacking, or 
less important, or unworthy, Jesus calls back with a message of worthiness. 
 
I didn’t anticipate that this was where the sermon would lead this morning, but I was reading the 
book, “Bitten by a Camel” this week when I came across the following story.  The author was 
leading a tour in Israel and teaching them about Jesus’ statement to “love your neighbor as 
yourself.”  He thought he was doing a good job on the teaching when a college student raised her 
hand and asked, “What if you don’t love yourself?”  He was stunned.  No one had ever asked 
that question.  But it is a good one. 
 
In a society where were it is often pointed out the ways in which we don’t measure up…we don’t 
look like a model, we are too thin, too fat, too tall, too short, our eyes are too far apart, our nose 
is too big…so many judgements that are waiting for us when we look into the mirror.  And there 
are the judgements beyond appearances.  I’m not a good parent, I’m not a perfect spouse or 
parent, I make mistakes at work, sometimes I don’t know what I am doing.  All those voices of 
inadequacy that can lead us to believe that we are unworthy of love.  How can we love God or 
love others, when we aren’t even sure we love ourselves? 
 
For a while we have had a neighbor coming to the church at different times.  I only know a bit of 
her story, but it is filled with sadness.  When she comes here, she is often intoxicated.  It is 
heartbreaking.   
 
She came by the office this week.  We sat in the chairs in the hallway as she asked where the 
hotmeals site was for that day.  I found the location and gave her the information.  But then I 
asked her what we could do to help her.  I wanted to offer something more than a meal for that 
day.  I have worked enough with twelve-step groups to know that until the person wants help, 
there is not a lot you can do.  Just be there and remind them that you care.  But I wanted her to 



know that the church cared about her and wanted her to be well.  She said to me that her own 
mother had wished that she was dead.  As she was walking out the door, I told her that we cared 
about her.  If she comes back, I will continue to share that message.  I will continue to remind 
her that she is loved by God. 
 
What the story of Samuel anointing David means to me today is the ability to see with a different 
set of eyes.  It is the need to think and act counterintuitively.  When the outward appearances tell 
me that the person before me is a drunk or homeless or not my problem…the story of Samuel 
and David invites me to see things differently.  This is someone’s child.  And if that person was 
not able to love them as they should, then they are still someone’s child…God’s beloved child.  
And we are called to look upon all whom we meet with those same eyes, including the person 
you see in the mirror.  May we see ourselves and one another with those fresh eyes. 


