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The clash of David and Goliath, one of the world’s most beloved stories, is only a few 
pages long in the Bible (I Samuel, Chapter 17). Beginning with the ancient text, I set out 
to write a novel based on the narrative I envisioned between the lines, through my own 
unique perspective as a veteran documentary filmmaker. To discover what mysteries 
and surprises might be hiding there, I decided to broaden the scope of the story—to 
take a look with a wide-angle lens that would capture the sweeping panorama of the 
conflict. I was determined to do this while remaining faithful to the spirit of the original.

THE PHILISTINES
Using the latest archaeological research as well as my own imagination, I decided to add 
the dimension of the Philistines themselves. Archaeologists accept that Goliath’s city 
of Gath actually existed. The Bible says the Philistines were formidable warriors. It also 
indicates that they had forbidden the Israelites to learn the secrets of how to work iron:

(I Samuel, 13:19): “Not a blacksmith could be found in the whole land of Israel, because the
Philistines had said, ‘Otherwise the Hebrews will make swords or spears!’”

Forced to face the Philistines in combat without iron weapons, the Israelite soldiers were 
at a deadly disadvantage. 

Except for their mastery of iron, the archenemies of the Israelites were depicted in the 
Old Testament as crude barbarians. I was surprised to learn that the latest archaeological 
discoveries tell a different story. In digs at sites such as Beth Shemesh and Ashkelon, 
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in what is now Israel, artifacts have revealed that the Philistines were an advanced, 
sophisticated people. They were accomplished builders, skilled makers of wine and 
olive oil, and adept with the loom and the pottery kiln. Because history is written by the 
victors, the Bible gives the Israelites the last word, and only in modern times has the 
truth come to light.

Nara, the “Philistine woman” of the title, is a pivotal figure in the novel. In fact, I was so
intrigued by the notion of a female Philistine hero, that Nara was the first character 
I conceived. While Goliath the Philistine is one of history’s most despised villains, I 
wanted to show that this much-maligned people also could have fostered heroes. And 
why not a woman?

IDOL WORSHIP
Another dimension of the panorama I captured in the novel is that just as the Israelites 
believed profoundly in their God, so other peoples of the time fervently worshipped 
their own gods. Archaeological evidence shows that the Philistines worshipped the 
mighty god Dagon, which I chose to depict as a god of war. There is also evidence 
that the Philistines had worshipped a mother goddess. I depict her in my novel as 
Ashdoda, goddess of the moon, representative of other female deities from the eastern 
Mediterranean. I also added the cult of an animistic serpent god, such as might have 
been worshipped by foreign traders traveling through David’s world. 

A TIME OF CONFLICT
In addition to revealing a panorama of gods and peoples, I wanted to focus intensely 
on key players in the drama. For the characters who are well known, I sought to portray 
them in a way faithful to the Biblical accounts: dangerously unstable King Saul; his son, 
the impulsive Jonathan; and, of course, David the shepherd hero.

Among lesser known Biblical characters, I found Saul’s youngest daughter, Michal, who 
would become David’s first wife, especially fascinating. She is the only woman in the 
Old Testament of whom it is explicitly said that she loves a man. (I Samuel, 18:20): “Now



Saul’s daughter Michal loved David.” Though Michal will never bear David a child, later 
in the Bible she will save his life, helping him to escape from Saul’s assassins (I Samuel, 
19:11). Certainly, Michal’s actions in my novel illustrate her heartfelt devotion to him.

Another important Biblical character I decided to include was David’s mother. 
Surprisingly, her name is not even mentioned in the Bible, though it is given as Nitzevet 
in the Talmud. Despite her omission from the Biblical account, I wanted to show how I 
believe that her influence on David could have been significant.

Into this story renowned for depicting one lone hero, I introduced other, unexpected 
heroes. Among them is Najab, a Nubian, who could have come from the land south of 
Egypt that is known today as Sudan. I wanted to show that such an adventurous trader 
might have enriched the texture of life in the land of the Israelites as well as, in my 
novel, helping David’s cause.

DAVID UNCORRUPTED 
A towering figure in the Bible, David is the leader who united his nation, wrote immortal
psalms and conquered Jerusalem. He is the king from whose line will spring the 
Messiah. But David’s moral weaknesses will have devastating consequences later in his 
life, when he seduces Bathsheba and brings about the death of her husband, Uriah the 
Hittite. In David and the Philistine Woman, I wanted to tell the story of David when 
he was still uncorrupted, a young man finding his way, a shepherd seeking to grasp his 
destiny. Even then, he was a human being with weaknesses as well as strengths.

Unlike Moses or Abraham, David, as depicted in my novel, never hears the voice of God. 
He must seek out that voice in his own heart. Perhaps that is the spark that kindled my 
passion to tell this story in the first place. Like David, in our troubled world, we must do 
the right thing without hearing a divine voice to direct our actions. I wanted my novel 
to show that what links people of goodwill is not so much the god they worship as it 
is their bond of common humanity and shared compassion. By the end of the novel, 
David learns that whether or not it is ordained in heaven, nothing of value is achieved in 
our world unless it is done by human hands.



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1) Discuss the stages of awareness that David goes through as his 
character develops in the novel.

2) What does the novel say about the relationships between 
fathers and mothers and their sons and daughters?

3) The relationships between siblings is important in the novel. 
What are other examples in the Bible of siblings helping or 
hurting each other?

4) The novel portrays worshippers of four gods: the Philistines’ 
Dagon; the goddess Ashdoda; a serpent deity; and the Israelites’ 
Almighty. Discuss how the ways these gods are worshipped —
and the values of the worshippers — differ.

5) Discuss how the author depicts David’s character and the world 
he lived in. How does this differ from your perception of David 
and his world before reading the novel?

6) At the end of the novel, why does David choose not to use     
either Joshua’s sword and shield, or Ashdoda’s stones, when he 
finally faces Goliath?



7) As women of their time, how do Ahinoam, Nitzevet and Hada 
attempt to fulfill their own ambitions through the lives of those 
they have raised? 

8) What is the role of the Philistine priests? The Israelite priests? 
How do they differ?

9) How and why is the secret of making iron a key element in the 
story?

10) Several places in the novel, the author describes Israelites who 
worship idols along with the Almighty. Why did these Israelites 
do so?

11) Do you think that at the end of the story, Nara will stay with 
the Israelites, as David requests? Will she worship Ashdoda or the 
Israelites’ Almighty?

12) Read the story of David and Goliath as it unfolds in the Bible 
(I Samuel, Chapter 17) and discuss how it may have inspired the 
author’s retelling of it.
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Recipes by Sharon Boorstin, author of the cookbook/memoir 
Let Us Eat Cake: An Adventure in Food and Friendship



1. What drew you to the story of David and Goliath as the basis for your 
novel?
Growing up in Chicago as a Jewish kid with thick glasses and zero athletic abil-
ity, I was always the last to be picked for baseball, football, soccer—you get 
the idea. So when I learned at temple about young David triumphing over the 
giant Goliath, I knew who my role model was! And David is still my hero. My 
novel examines what it takes to be a true hero, someone of moral character as 

well as physical daring.

2. How did your experience as a documentary filmmaker affect the way you 
approached the subject?
Working with camera crews around the world under difficult and sometimes 
dangerous conditions, I learned that what is happening outside the narrow 
frame of the camera—both behind the scenes, and in the human heart—can 
be more important than what finally appears on film or video. In the same way, 
starting with one of the world’s most beloved stories—only a few paragraphs 
in the Bible—I felt I had to reach beyond it. I felt compelled to reimagine the 
panorama of conflict that raged during this crucial turning point in ancient 
history.

3. How closely do the characters and story points in your novel adhere to the 
Biblical account of David and Goliath, and in what ways did you take 
liberties?
No liberties were taken! I used my imagination to dig deeply into the story and 
explore its most provocative possibilities. The resulting novel, my personal 
vision, is the product of that journey. I’m grateful to say that the enthusiastic 
response from readers including Rabbi David Wolpe suggests that they have 

found relevance and inspiration in it.
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4. Why the importance of women in your novel?
I believe that the role of women as a moral anchor in the Bible cannot be over-
stated. Of course, that role was not as openly discussed in ancient times as it is 
today. So in reimagining the story of David and Goliath, I saw the part played 
by women as crucial. In my novel, the women of David’s time risk their lives 
for what they believe is right, just like the women of today, whether or not they 
always get the credit they deserve.

5. Why did you choose to focus not just on the God of the Israelites in your  
novel, but on the gods of other peoples of that time?
For us to truly understand just how revolutionary Judaism was in that era of idol
worship, I believe we have to experience the broader landscape of other gods of 
that era. The clash of religions in my novel is as fierce as the clash of the Israel-
ites against the Philistines, and it will change the world.

6. Who do you see as the audience for your novel?
The duel of David and Goliath is one of the best-known stories in the world, so I
consider the world my audience. I believe that my novel’s story of courage, self-
discovery and sacrifice reaches across religions and cultures.

7. What do you hope readers will learn from reading David & the Philistine 
Woman?

There’s “learn” and there’s “experience.” First of all, I want readers to experi-
ence what life might have been like in those distant times, understanding that, 
to my mind, human nature has not changed in the thousands of years since. As 
far as what readers can “learn” from the novel, that is for each reader to decide. 
One theme that I hope to convey is this: Whether or not we look to God for 
miracles, it is for each of us to do all that is in our power to help defeat Evil in 
our own time, as young David did in his.



8. What attracted you to the cover image of the young woman who represents 
the character of the Philistine woman Nara in your novel?
This ancient mosaic from the Eastern Mediterranean comes from the same re-
gion as the setting of the novel. What spoke to me was the haunting look in the 
woman’s eyes—the look of a woman who is afraid, but who has the strength to 
triumph over her fear.

9. Are you working on a sequel to David & the Philistine Woman?
Yes! It’s a companion piece about the dangerous struggle of another renowned 
and beloved figure in the Bible at another decisive turning point in ancient 
history. The story will be told from a fresh perspective and written with the goal 
of offering the reader a compelling experience. I can promise that if you liked 
David and the Philistine Woman, you will enjoy it every bit as much!
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