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Proper 13

August 2, 2009
2 Samuel 11:26-12:13, Psalm 51, Ephesians 4:1-16, John 6:24-35

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we cannot change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen. 

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall.

Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.

All the King’s horses and all the King’s men

Could not put Humpty Dumpty together again.


This nursery rhyme might be talking about the story of King David in our Old Testament text today.  For today’s scripture from 2 Samuel continues the story of David and Bathsheba begun in last week’s lectionary. King David was riding a crest as Israel’s greatest king. He had broken the Philistines' control over Canaan once and for all. He had captured the old fortress of Jerusalem, despite the boast of its occupants that it was impregnable. He had rescued the Ark of the Covenant from the place of oblivion in which it had rested since the fall of the confederate sanctuary of Shiloh, and had brought it to Jerusalem. He had begun to consolidate the Israelite nation. He was a leader, and he was loved. He seemed to be able to do anything he wanted.
           Yet at the very heart of this success lurked danger. Could David wield his great power without being corrupted by it? Would success go to his head, convincing him that he could have anything he wanted?   King David was  also a man with strong desires.  Many of them worked out for the good of the nation and its people.  Many of them God used in his plan of salvation.  Some of them David used to construct a whole kingdom around him.  David got used to getting whatever he wanted.  Then at the height of his power and popularity, he sees and covets Bathsheba and they commit adultery.  

    
It was not wrong for David to have more than one wife, as it would be now.  It was considered acceptable for him to have concubines.  In fact, he had a large harem.  But it was not for him to desire another man’s wife!  It was not for him to arrange for Uriah, Bathsheba’s husband, to be murdered to cover up the fact that David and Bathsheba were going to have a child together.    As the prophet, Nathan, warns in today’s reading, David was setting the stage for a way of life that would plague him and his family for the rest of their days!  His daughter, Tamar, would be raped by his son, Amnon.  Another son, Abasalom, would murder Amnon, and then conspire to depose his father from the throne. Still another son, Adonijah, would also try to make himself king.  All this came to David after this incident with Bathsheba.  “All the King’s horses and all the King’s men couldn’t put him together again.”

Still there is something refreshing about this story being in the Bible!  The writers included the seamy side of David’s life.  They did not cover up the sins of their great men, even of their “anointed of God.”  They did not touch-up the picture, but left a part of it ugly. Thankfully, they left it real.  It is too easy to over-elevate great people.  It is easy to create folk heroes.  It is easy for those of us in the church to emphasize goodness and virtue, to the point that some think we are a people of perfection rather than a fellowship of failures.


In my sponsoring parish in California, the frontal or altar covering for Lent was made out of rough  linen with a huge red cross embroidered on it.   The cross was rather reminiscent of the symbol of the American Red Cross that is known for being there for people in times of disaster. For me that cross on the altar symbolized that the church was really at Red Cross for souls.  For if the church is the people, not the building, then because people are  imperfect, the church is imperfect.  The church is a place for sinners, for imperfect people, to receive help for their souls and their lives.


It seems to me, one of the weaknesses of today’s church is that it does not make clear that its members are sinners!  Instead, by all appearances, it looks as though church were only for the best people in town.  We say everyone is welcome, but there are those who are not sure whether the church is really willing to help with their dirty lives.   They are not sure they are wanted.  By our failure to make clear who we are and what we are about, the good news of Jesus Christ, are we pushing away from our doors the people who need our message and who need our help?  


When we fail to make it plain that those who gather in our churches are sinners, we make it hard for those who come to be honest!   Are we sharing our curb appeal or exposing our back alleys?  Church is supposedly a place with people with whom we can walk down the alleys and valleys of life.   Do we accept those who have been imprisoned?  Is there room for the street walker or those who have done or pushed illegal substances?  Do we welcome troubled families and sick people?   And why is it that David’s sin, a sin of sex, gets so much attention?  The outward act, the incident, is what gets in the gossip column and in the gossip magazines by the check out counter.   

 I experienced  first hand  at the recent General Convention how the media helps sell papers by  spinning  the news.  I was amazed over and over again, when I was recently in Anaheim, at what was being reported in the news about the legislation adopted and the reality of what was adopted.  It was as though the news service and I were attending two totally different conventions.  Much, if not all of the reporting, for example, was about ordaining gay and lesbian people when there were actually 419 resolutions passed including a denominational health plan, a new way of agreeing to the elections of bishops, and much legislation focused on mission and the Millennial Development Goals.

 Returning to today’s scriptures, regardless of the sin, we are all guilty and, for this very reason, we need a community that will accept us.    There was a famous experiment several years ago in a college psychology class.  The instructor arranged to have someone come to the classroom door with a note that read only. “You have been found out.”  It was given to a predetermined student.  Before the class period was over nine times out of ten, the student got up and left.  Over the time of the course, every person in the class received the note, unknown to the others, and nearly every one left before the end of the class period.  We are all guilty of something.


We share in the common experience of guilt because we, like David, share the experience of sin.  We have all been thrown off our self-made mountains, our pedestals and our rooftops to the valleys of remorse and repentance.  Why, then can we not more openly admit our sins and faults?  Why worry about being rejected by others, when we share the same problems they have?


Would the church be a much greater power in the lives of people if we could admit to one another, “I am a continual liar; I am a jealous husband; I am an alcoholic, I am a kleptomaniac; I use foul language, I am rude to my children I am selfish with my money.  I have cheated, stolen,  hate my job.  I hate myself for all this.  I want to do something about it; God help me!”  Or as David says in Psalm 51 today, “Create in me a clean heart , O God, and renew a right spirit within me.”

Couldn’t we as a Christian community be much more of a support group to sinners who repent?  Might we not put our arms around each other rather than point fingers?  We are all fragile and breakable.  We all live in glass houses.  “All the King’s horses and all the King’s men,” cannot put us back together, but God can!  And God will.  That is the good news to be heard and shared among the people of the church.


If we could reduce our Christian faith to just a few words, or two basic ideas, what would they  be?  Some children might say, “Jesus and Sunday School.”  Others might say that the message of the church is clothing drives and stewardship drives or pray and pay!  Donald Zelle suggests that the two words that best describe the church are “sin” and “grace.”  Sin is that which is wrong with us, and grace is that which God does about it.  Sin is that which makes us like King David and everyone else.  Grace is the great and divine love of God that sent Jesus Christ into the human family.  Sin is that which ruins our lives.  Grace is the power of God that helps us live through the consequences of our sin, even as David endured the death of the child born to Bathesheba.  Out of our own guilt, sin makes us point fingers at each other.  Grace lets us point all of our sins to Jesus as he hangs upon the cross.  Sin brings us to the pits of the earth.   Grace lifts us to heaven again.  


Jesus, the one who stemmed from the family of David to become the Savior of the world, is God’s answer to all who sin.  Jesus  calls us to faith so that the goodness and mercy of God become stronger than the totality of our sin.  Jesus, as a fully human person, lets us admit our humanness to God and to one another.   We can let others see the real us.  


The story of David is a great story, not because of what he did or didn’t do, but because of what God did for him.  David is important in biblical history because of God’s action.  When David, as he writes in Psalm 51, fell into the valley of despair, it was God who picked him up again.  God will do the same for us.  Broken into as many pieces as we might be from our sin, God picks us up and pieces us together in the firm and bonding love of his Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord, and brings us to heaven again. Or as Jesus says in today’s gospel,  “I am the bread of life.  Whoever comes to me will never be hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.”
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.


