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Proper 7 B
June 21, 2009,  Father’s Day

1 Samuel 17:32-49, Psalm 9:9-20 2 Corinthians 6:1-13, Mark 4:35-41

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

Have you ever been in a life-threatening situation? One of those situations where your life doesn’t necessarily flash before your eyes, but one where you are facing a challenge in which you realize you might lose your life?    I would imagine many of us have had that experience, whether it was serving in the military, an illness, or just driving in difficult weather.    Being a cancer survivor, I have had the illness challenge, but also have faced more than one scary driving incident even before we moved to Nebraska.   

Because real weather doesn’t happen very often in Southern Calif., people who live there never expect that it might.  I remember one day commuting to seminary which was about 70 miles from where Tom and I lived.   It was raining so hard, that it was difficult to see even with the windshield wipers on high.  The biggest problem, though, was that every time a truck went by, you could not see for 2-3 minutes until your wipers cleared the water.  That might not be a problem  in Nebraska, but on the congested LA freeways, it was a prayer experience, hoping that you wouldn’t hit the car in front of you  before you could see.   Or that the car behind you wouldn’t hit you before they could see.   I am sure that most of us could relate a story about a time in our lives when because of weather or some other event, suddenly we weren’t sure whether we were going to go to heaven sooner than we had thought. 

Our gospel from Mark on this Father’s  Day weekend is about a tough storm that the disciples face on the sea of Galilee , a windstorm that threatened to swamp the boat and drown all of them.  And in our Old Testament reading today from 1 Samuel, we have the familiar story of David and Goliath where David faces a seemingly, if you will pardon the pun, gigantic challenge . Both scriptures, at least for me, seem to point to the question.  What do we do when it appears that we have gotten in over our head?  What do we do when the simple event escalates into a challenging or even life-threatening  one?

I often find possible answers to difficult questions about serious life challenges in scripture.  When we are floundering, Psalm 9, which we just read together suggests, “Those who know your Name will put their trust in you, for you never forsake those who seek you, O LORD.”    Or in other words, trust God knowing no matter what happens, God will be there.   I find that easy to say, but hard to remember when I am faced with a stomach clenching, heart-stopping moment of fear.   Yet today’s scriptures, particularly the familiar story of David and Goliath has some suggestions on do’s and don’ts of how to get through life’s difficult challenges without going under.  


Let me remind you of the setting for that story.  Some 3000 years ago in the land that is now Israel, the people of God, called the Israelites, were co-existing with other powerful tribes or nations. The people called Philistines went to war with the Israelites.   The armies were evenly matched.  They faced one another on two parallel ridge lines, with a valley in between,  King  Saul and his Israelites on one ridge and the Philistines on the other.  Into that valley each day marched a Philistine giant named Goliath.  Now I would like to have seen this giant Goliath.  The Bible says he was over nine feet tall.  Just imagine what kind of sports scholarship he could have received?    Just the armor that this giant wore weighed over 100 pounds.   The point of his spear weighed 16 pounds.


Each day Goliath would stride down into the valley and bellow at the Israelites, daring one of the Israelites to come out and fight him.   He cursed and threatened and bragged.   Everybody in King Saul’s army was terrified; everybody except a teenage boy named David.  He was visiting his brothers in the army.  The Israelite soldiers compared themselves to Goliath and thought—How small I am!  But David compared Goliath to God and thought: What a puny giant!  The Spirit of God resided in David. Therefore, whereas the Israelite soldiers saw Goliath as too big to hit, David concluded that he was too big to miss.

You know the story.  David volunteered to fight.  Saul tried unsuccessfully to dissuade him.  Then he tried to arm David with heavy metal protective gear.  But David wasn’t comfortable wearing that stuff.   All he took with him was his shepherd’s staff, a slingshot, and a few small stones.   Goliath watched David coming toward him.  The giant was puzzled, then embarrassed, then insulted.  He cursed and threatened the boy, hoping to intimidate him.  “What am I?” he asked. “ A dog, that you come after me with a stick?”   Goliath was watching the wrong hand.  It was the slingshot he should have worried about.


David’s speech was a classic.  He said, “You come to me with a sword and a spear, but I come to you in the name of the Lord… Today the Lord will conquer you and I will strike you down…. The battle is the Lord’s and he will give you into our hand.”


You know the rest.  One stone from David’s sling hit Goliath right between the eyes.  David killed him.  The Israelites routed the Philistines.  David’s place as an Israelite hero was assured.  I believe that this story of God’s power and David’s bravery has a message for us all.   All of us are meant to be in the giant-defeating business.   St. Paul refers to all Christians as “more than conquerors.”


God wants to help us all be giant-defeaters.  Let’s look to David’s example and see what we can imitate.  I see in David three giant-defeating strategies that I am convinced will work for us.  The first one is to face the problem realistically: don’t panic, wallow in “poor me,” or magnify the problem making more than it is.   Know that God’s Holy Spirit will protect us if we allow it.   So many times in our panic  we forget that God is available to help or we escalate the issue into a larger one.  Consider this illustration:

A man and his son were lying on their back on the grass in the park.   The son asked the Dad. “Why are we here?”  And this is part of what he said.


“I’ve thought a lot about it, son, and I don’t think it’s all that complicated.  We’re here to tie the perfect fly, make the perfect cast, catch absolutely nothing, and still call it a perfect morning.  I don’t think the meaning of life is gnashing our bicuspids over what comes after death, but tasting all the tiny moments that come before it.  We’re here to be there when our kid has three goals and an assist.  And especially when he doesn’t.    The monologue went on for another five minutes, ending with the question, 
“Does that answer your question, son?”

To which the son replied, “Not really, Dad.  What I meant is, why are we here when Mom said to pick her up 40 minutes ago?”

The first clue for defeating giants is to face the problem realistically, not panicking, or making the giant bigger than it is.

The second strategy for challenging giants is to use what you have.  King Saul tried to arm David with that heavy metal gear, but it wasn’t comfortable for the boy.  He took what he had—his slingshot, his staff, and a few slick river rocks.  Just use what you have.  
 For example, one of the reasons that our Sower’s  Fund participation in the past  has worked so well is that we have used what we have.   Based on the Biblical passage about the sower who reaps a huge crop when he sows in good soil, the Sower’s Fund is the annual contest between the parishes of the Diocese of Nebraska as to who can be the most creative in  turning the $2.00 bill into as much money as possible.  The money raised is then donated to a cause such as Hurricane Katrina relief, work in the Dominican Republic, or scholarships for children in the Sudan.  For the last several years we have chosen a project that is based on the spiritual gift of prayer which is one of the strengths of the Trinity Community.  Last year, although we did not win, we turned the $2.00 into more than $600.  The project was to write prayers  or names of people we were praying for on the crosses that are still hanging in the narthex and donate money to the basket.  Some people also chose to turn the “cross project” into an evangelism one by giving the people  for whom they were praying the cross that they had picked out. 
To challenge giants, use what you have.

A third strategy of David was to invite God into the arena with you.   David said to Goliath, “I come to you in the name of the Lord of hosts.”  And as St. Paul said, “If God is for us, what does it matter who is against us.?”   The word impossible is banished from the dictionary. If you had asked David how he prevailed against Goliath, he would not have bragged on his marksmanship with the slingshot.  Nor would he have called it a lucky shot. He would have claimed that God guided that stone in flight. 
One of the giants that Tom and I worried about in moving to Nebraska, for example, was how in five weeks to sell our home in Southern California and buy another one back here.  It wasn’t a life-threatening problem, but it was a giant with which we knew we needed God’s help.  So our prayer besides, “Help! Was God, you seem to be behind this move to Norfolk, help clear the path of stumbling blocks such as the selling and buying of homes.”   As it turned out, we found our current home in Norfolk in one morning of looking and sold our home in Calif.  a week before we left.  All of that happened within a period of 4 1/2 weeks.   Isn’t it wonderful to know that God is bigger than any problem we can have?  God intimidates giants like Raid terrorizes insects. 
On this Father’s Day weekend, remembering David’s winning strategy and imitating it is good advice not only for fathers but for all people.  Remember to face your problems realistically, use what you have and invite God into the arena with you.  Name that giant; then, with God’s help watch him tumble!  Or if you like to remember facing your giants with humor consider this.    Question: Who is the greatest babysitter mentioned in the Bible.   Answer:  David, he rocked Goliath to a very deep sleep.
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.


