
S U N S T O N E

This reflection by Laurel Thatcher Ulrich is ex-
cerpted from her essay, “Abagail,” in the book,
All God’s Critters Got a Place in the Choir,
which Ulrich co-wrote with Emma Lou Thayne
(Salt Lake City: Aspen Books, 1995), 70–73.

H OW STRANGE THAT the story of
Abigail has slipped from our latter-
day consciousness. I grew up

knowing about Sarah, Rachel, and Hannah,
Ruth the Gleaner, and the valiant Esther,
but I didn’t discover the biblical Abigail
until I began researching Puritan sermons in
graduate school. My ignorance is not
unique. When I presented my Gospel
Doctrine class with a list of women in King
David’s time, everyone knew about
Bathsheba. Several remembered Michal. Only one or two,
primed by my supplementary reading assignment, knew
Abigail, a woman whose story is told in rich detail in 1 Samuel
25. That chapter was omitted from the Gospel Doctrine study
guide this year. I decided to teach it anyway. There are so few
fully developed female characters in the scriptures, I’m not
willing to omit even one. Abigail is worth remembering.

Chapter 25 of 1 Samuel begins by introducing Nabal, a man
wealthy in sheep and goats but “churlish and evil in his
doing,” and his wife Abigail, “a woman of good understanding,
and of a beautiful countenance.” Nabal’s churlishness soon
gets the family in deep trouble. When David, who is fleeing the
wrath of Saul, sends for provisions, Nabal pretends not to
know who he is, though his comment that “there be many ser-
vants nowadays that break away every man from his master” is
probably a slur on David’s breech with his “master” Saul. Nabal
is obviously a man who sees the world from the top down.

When David learns of Nabal’s rebuke, he is so angry he tells
his men to gird on their swords and prepare to take revenge on
Nabal’s house, at least the male portion of it. “So and more also
do God unto the enemies of David, if I leave all that pertain to
him by the morning light any that pisseth against the wall.”
The New English Bible cleans up the translation a bit: “God do
the same to me and more if I leave him a single mother’s son
alive by morning!” 

Enter Abigail. When a servant warns her of David’s plan,
she takes immediate action, loading up her asses with “two
hundred loaves, and two bottles of wine [‘two skins of wine’ in
the New English Bible], and five sheep ready dressed, and five

measures of parched corn, and an hundred
clusters of raisins, and two hundred cakes
of figs.” Intercepting David, Abigail pros-
trates herself on the ground and offers her
gifts, compensating for her husband’s ill
manners by her own graciousness and gen-
erosity. (Lest anyone think of this as a par-
ticularly feminine mode of dealing with
conflict, think of Jacob’s reconciliation with
Esau in Genesis 33.)

Nabal saw the world in hierarchical
terms. As long as Saul was king, he was un-
willing to support the outlaw David. Like
many men foolishly loyal to superiors,
Nabal treated his own subordinates with
contempt. His servant was afraid to go to
him with bad news “for he is such a son of

Belial, that a man cannot speak to him.” In contrast, Abigail
was able to see through the outward trappings of earthly au-
thority. When necessary, she called herself to an important
duty, knowing better than to ask her churlish husband for per-
mission. Like the prophet Samuel, she knew that “the Lord
seeth not as man seeth” (1 Sam. 16:7). Like him, she also had
the courage to instruct a king.

In her long speech to David (1 Sam. 25:24–31), she doesn’t
simply beg for mercy; she recalls him to a sense of his own
mission, reminding him that he is not an ordinary warrior but
a man with destiny, a man who should be above petty revenge.
Prophesying that he will live to rule Israel, she urges him to
recognize his grievance with Nabal for the small thing it really
is. (Here I do like the New English translation better.)

When the Lord has made good all his promises to
you, and has made you ruler of Israel, there will be no
reason why you should stumble or your courage falter
because you have shed innocent blood or given way
to your anger.

What is even more remarkable, Abigail’s little sermon
worked.

And David said to Abigail, Blessed be the Lord God of
Israel which sent thee this day to meet me: And
blessed be thy advice and blessed be thou, which has
kept me this day from coming to shed blood, and
from avenging myself with mine own hand.

I think of Abigail as . . . a woman sent to teach the world
peace. Practical and visionary at the same time, she shared the
abundance of her storehouse and her heart.      
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