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1 Samuel 17:1a, 4-11, 19-23, 32-49

Bible School for Adults

When I was a kid we had Bible School in our church about this time of year.  My one-room country school got out by late May and Bible School was a week or two later.  Each day we drove the ten miles over dirt and gravel roads to Randolph, Nebraska and Randolph United Methodist Church, one of the four churches in town.  When it rained we took the long way, requiring a fourteen mile drive.  We didn’t want to risk getting stuck or sliding off the road. The spirea bushes were in full bloom by this time and the little white petals stuck to our shirts as we scurried through the bushes playing our games.  
I remember the time we were playing baseball in the open field close to the church and I was in right field when someone hit a fly ball in my direction.  I began running to catch it and realized the ball would intersect with me just as I entered a ditch.  I leaped into the air, jumping the ditch and catching the ball all at the same time.  I replayed the glory of it for days.
These were the times when I also encountered the stories of the Old Testament.  The story I want to recount today involves a heroic act that captures our imagination even more that my account of jumping the ditch and catching the ball.  And the consequences were much more significant.  As soon as I start the story you will remember it.  I want to read the story and then stop occasionally to make a comment or two.  Here’s the story:
Now the Philistines gathered their armies for battle.  And there came out from the camp of the Philistines a champion named Goliath, of Gath, whose height was six cubits and a span.  (For those of you who aren’t acquainted with cubits and spans, that is ten feet tall.  Goliath could stand under the basketball hoop and touch the rim with his head without jumping.)  
He had a helmet of bronze on his head, and he was armed with a coat of mail; the weight of the coat was five thousand shekels of bronze (That is 150 pounds of armor—this guy was huge and armor plated—it would be like facing a tank.  My pre-adolescent male imagination was enthralled. This is exactly what I wanted to be; powerful, invincible, and protected on all sides.)  
He had greaves of bronze on his legs (shields that protected his legs below the knee) and a javelin of bronze slung between his shoulders.  (A Rambo-like image in the days before Rambo, with a bazooka slung across his shoulders.)  The shaft of his spear was like a weaver’s beam, and his spear’s head weighed six hundred shekels of iron; and his shield-bearer went before him. (The head of his spear weighed nineteen pounds.  That is huge and can you imagine the momentum of that much weight crashing into someone?  These are the kinds of things that young men think about.  I am not going to explain it but it’s true.)  
He stood and shouted to the ranks of Israel, “Why have you come out to draw up for battle?  Am I not a Philistine, and are you not servants of Saul?  Choose a man for yourselves, and let him come down to me.  If he is able to fight with me and kill me, then we will be your servants; but if I prevail against him and kill him, then you shall be our servants and serve us.”  (Talk about a dare!  This is a pure expression of might makes right.  And it’s the other guy who seems to have the might.  This is where Biblical literature begins to veer away from the norm.  The story is designed to undermine the raw power of might and violence and vindicate the ones we thought would be the victims.)
And the Philistine said, “Today I defy the ranks of Israel!  Give me a man, that we may fight together.”  (Somehow the taunt involves “manhood”.  Give me a real man and we will fight it out and see who is best.  Real men are those who are capable of crushing others.  Is this true?  How does Jesus figure into this?)  When Saul and all Israel heard these words of the Philistine, they were dismayed and greatly afraid.

Now Saul, and they, and all the men of Israel, were in the valley of Elah, fighting with the Philistines.  David rose early in the morning, left the sheep with a keeper, took the provisions, and went as Jesse had commanded him.  He came to the encampment as the army was going forth to the battle line, shouting the war cry.  Israel and the Philistines drew up for battle, army against army.  David left the things in charge of the keeper of the baggage, ran to the ranks, and went and greeted his brothers.  As he talked with them, the champion, the Philistine of Gath, Goliath by name, came up out of the ranks of the Philistines, and spoke the same words as before.  And David heard him.
The lectionary now skips down to verse 32.  David said to Saul, “Let no one’s heart fail because of him; your servant will go and fight with this Philistine.” 33Saul said to David, “You are not able to go against this Philistine to fight with him; for you are just a boy, and he has been a warrior from his youth.” (Goliath wants a man to fight him and this boy volunteers.  Is the story deliberately subverting the power of power?  Maybe might doesn’t make right.  Maybe the Bible has a bead on truth that the world has not yet learned.)
34But David said to Saul, “Your servant used to keep sheep for his father; and whenever a lion or a bear came, and took a lamb from the flock, 35I went after it and struck it down, rescuing the lamb from its mouth; and if it turned against me, I would catch it by the jaw, strike it down, and kill it. 36Your servant has killed both lions and bears; and this uncircumcised Philistine shall be like one of them, since he has defied the armies of the living God.” 37David said, “The LORD, who saved me from the paw of the lion and from the paw of the bear, will save me from the hand of this Philistine.” (Did David actually kill a lion and a bear bare handed before he got out of his teens?  I don’t know.  I do know I don’t recommend anyone trying it no matter how brave they are.  It’s possible that this is a mythic story about one of Israel’s greatest heroes and written to encourage us to tackle challenges that seem impossible.  David is a model of someone who believed God would give him what he needed to prevail against all that threatens his people.  If we are like David and believe God can give us what we need, we too will discover resources we didn’t know we had.  I believe this.  Maybe I got it from this story way back in Bible School when I took it in this value without even knowing it.)
So Saul said to David, “Go, and may the LORD be with you!”  (I am impressed with Saul’s courage in believing the boy and letting him take on Goliath.)
38Saul clothed David with his armor; he put a bronze helmet on his head and clothed him with a coat of mail. 39David strapped Saul’s sword over the armor, and he tried in vain to walk, for he was not used to them. Then David said to Saul, “I cannot walk with these; for I am not used to them.” So David removed them. 40Then he took his staff in his hand, and chose five smooth stones from the wadi, and put them in his shepherd’s bag, in the pouch; his sling was in his hand, and he drew near to the Philistine. (You could go a hundred directions with this imagery.  Saul proposes to fight Goliath using conventional methods.  He makes David a twin of Goliath only much smaller.  He will use Goliaths ways against Goliath.  David knows this will not work.  Did the Son of David also know this?  Did Jesus know that the Goliath of human violence could not be conquered through more human violence?  Is this why Jesus chose another way—the way of suffering and forgiveness?  
David removed the armor.  He will approach Goliath in utter vulnerability, armed with his staff of faith and five smooth stones chosen from the creek between the two armies.)
41The Philistine came on and drew near to David, with his shield-bearer in front of him. 42When the Philistine looked and saw David, he disdained him, for he was only a youth, ruddy and handsome in appearance. 43The Philistine said to David, “Am I a dog, that you come to me with sticks?” And the Philistine cursed David by his gods. 44The Philistine said to David, “Come to me, and I will give your flesh to the birds of the air and to the wild animals of the field.” 45But David said to the Philistine, “You come to me with sword and spear and javelin; but I come to you in the name of the LORD of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. 46This very day the LORD will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you down and cut off your head; and I will give the dead bodies of the Philistine army this very day to the birds of the air and to the wild animals of the earth, so that all the earth may know that there is a God in Israel, 47and that all this assembly may know that the LORD does not save by sword and spear; for the battle is the LORD’S and he will give you into our hand.”
48When the Philistine drew nearer to meet David, David ran quickly toward the battle line to meet the Philistine. 49David put his hand in his bag, took out a stone, slung it, and struck the Philistine on his forehead; the stone sank into his forehead, and he fell face down on the ground.”
And so ends the Hebrew scripture lesson for today.  This is a tough passage to interpret for those of us who believe Jesus is absolutely non-violent.  Sometimes I wish there wasn’t so much violence in the Bible that you have to work around.  If the Bible were less realistic about us humans it might help.  Ancient non-biblical mythology was always much neater and much less jarring.  But then ancient mythology had a different purpose than the Bible.  Ancient mythology always wanted to hide the truth of human violence; the way our dog-eat-dog world works.  It was there of course, but kept hidden and out of sight.  This made their stories much cleaner and more anesthetized.  But it wasn’t the truth.  Just as David moved toward Goliath, flinging his stone as he did so, so the Bible moves toward violence rather than run from it.  Maybe Goliath is a telling symbol for violence itself.  It certainly seems like a towering giant in our world that taunts us and seems invincible. 
I am confused.  David suggests that his victory will show the world that the LORD does not save by sword and spear.  Well maybe the weapon wasn’t a sword and spear, but the story knows no way to reach resolution other than the violence of a small stone finding the one spot still vulnerable on Goliath. This is the problem with the Old Testament.  It’s ambivalent on violence.  And sadly so am I or at least was as a child.
Even as a boy in Bible School I was impressed with how accurate David’s aim must have been.  I remember constructing some slings of my own and noting that I was lucky if I could get the stone to go in the direction I intended much less hit a target.  I too share a fascination with violence. 
Now that I am an adult I know of at least two ways of resolving my dilemma with violence in our text.  This morning I am going to use the simpler and more ancient of the two.  I am going to make the story an allegory and see the smooth stone that penetrated Goliath’s forehead as the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, David’s son.  In the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, Jesus knocked out violence by exposing its source and pronouncing forgiveness for our participation in it.  By allowing himself to be caught up in our violence and letting it take its full course, he penetrated our world and shattered our self-deception.  It was the only opening available to him and his aim was perfect.  But the small smooth stone turned out to be his own life poured out at the crucifixion and given back to us as gift in the resurrection. The stone has hit its mark and the giant is falling but he has not yet hit the ground. We live in the space between and join Jesus in his work of showing compassion and forgiveness.  Amen.
Page 1 of 4

