9th November 2014

1 Samuel 17
The installation of ceramic poppies that have filled the moat of the Tower of London as a memorial to the victims of the Great War has attracted thousands and has become the defining popular art work in this centenary of the Great War’s outbreak.  Over 800,000 poppies have been placed in the moat as a visual dramatic impact of the British lives lost in the War to end all wars. Yet the installation has not been without its critics. Some have described it as ‘toothless’ because it sanitizes the horror of the war  and does not make the viewer reflect on the terrible truths of war and how it unleashed a cycle of murderous extremism that went on to cause another world war the impact of which still reverberates today.

One critic has described it as a UKIP style memorial in that it only shows the British causalities. It is very specific about who it mourns: it doesn’t include the French or the Russians and of course it doesn’t include the Germans. Instead each poppy represents a British military fatality and suggest that we are an island of heroes with no debt to anyone else, no fraternity for anyone else.
Those criticisms maybe hard to hear and have been denounced as unpatriotic and sneering. Yet the debate reminds us that War is always controversial and always has repercussions. And though we will in a moment sing the hymn I vow to thee my country, real love for your country will ask questions. We fought for our freedom to ask questions, to be free to criticise and dissent, debate and argue – because in a totalitarian state like Communism or Nazism, or one imposed by Islamic Jihads, you just have to agree and conform and ask no questions. 
As we continue our look at the Biblical story of David we come to that well known story of his encounter with Goliath. I want to look at David’s courage. Courage is a fitting theme for today. Despite the controversy over the poppy installation, despite the questions about war and conflict, we can all agree on the courage and bravery of those who are on the front line of the battle. Each one of those poppies in the Tower of London represented a life lost – someone, a son, a husband, a boyfriend, a colleague, who gave their lives. 
I mentioned last week the courage and professionalism of British troops returning from Afghanistan where over 400 hundred British lives have been lost in that conflict. It takes courage to go on the frontline. It takes courage to make a difference. It takes courage to confront an enemy, a bully, an intimidator. David shows he is made of the right stuff in this story and that when the going gets tough the tough get going. 
Last week we heard the Old Testament lesson read  from 1 Samuel chapter 16, in which Samuel the priest and prophet of Israel is told by God to anoint David as a future king, because the present one, Saul, is disobedient, weak and ineffective. David is still only a boy but we are told that God does not judge on the outward appearance but on a persons’ heart. David will be known as a person after God’s own heart.
This story in chapter 17 of 1 Samuel is the best known of the David stories. Even your non-religious person knows about David and Goliath. The concept has entered in to everyday speech. The FA Cup pitches non-league teams against league teams – a David versus Goliath contest. 
The Philistines are a threat to the Israelites. It is embodied in the threat of Goliath a giant of a man. The Israelites should have learnt from the appearance of Saul (read 10.v23 where he is head and shoulders above the rest) not to be excessively impressed by appearances nor intimidated by them. But in the moment of danger they are inordinately and inappropriately intimidated by ‘the giant’. Goliath’s size and armour are intimidating and so is his bombast in verses 8-10.He is utterly sure of himself. The more he is self assured the more Israel is intimidated, the more they are intimidated the more they are immobilised. 
I wonder who intimidates you.  And why do they intimidate you?

When I was a lad (!) our geometry teacher at school was known with ironic affection as Uncle Mel. Melvin Saunders was a big man – a rugby playing scrum half who didn’t suffer fools gladly. If he found you not concentrating on the lesson a piece of chalk would fly at you. Board rubbers, pumps, rulers were all part of his armoury as he ruled the classroom with fear and intimidation. His sarcastic manner further added to his bullying nature. None of this was conducive to learning, but this was the old days when discipline by any means was acceptable.
In workplace situations we may be aware of bullying. Procedures may be drawn up to deal with it, though where the bully is the boss, victims may well feel that more damage than good will be done by following them. In the home and other situations there are no established procedures and many victims feel hopelessly trapped.
Bullying is an expression of power. Many bullies feel they need to express their power in this way because of their own insecurity or low self image. They want to put others down so that they can feel better about themselves. Victims are often picked on because they are vulnerable in some way. But bullying can also be learned behaviour or even an expected role such as the traditional sergeant major or football manager. At root it is a blatant rejection of the Christian principle of loving and valuing the other person. 

Wars are often about one group wanting power over another. 

In the face of this awesome bully called Goliath, armed to the teeth, comes David. He is too young to fight in battle but comes with supplies of food. He is fascinated with what is going on. From the outset we note the difference in attitude he has.
The Philistines are intimidating, heavily armed, and scornful of God. Saul and his army are frozen in place with fear, calculating the costs of action and finding them too high. In contrast, David is a man of dynamic action and great faith. Whenever he appears in the story he is shown moving and active: rising early, taking provisions, running to the ranks, hearing the Philistines, striking wild animals, killing lions and bears, and so on. Moreover, David is not motivated to act because he desires glory or rich reward, but rather because he seeks to defend the honour of the God of Israel. This is a man after God’s heart, and not his own glory. 
David is bold and asks an innocent and embarrassing question in verse 26: who dares to defy the armies of the living God? By his bold speech David introduces a new factor into the action ‘the living God’. Israel who faces the threat with fear and immobility, acts as if God where irrelevant to the battle. If God is irrelevant in the face of the Philistines, all is lost for the Israelites. But David will not have it so. No one else in this story has named God. No doubt the story teller intended it that way. The others are cowards because they have abandoned their only source of courage. David’s very different perception of the battle is theologically rooted. 
If this story was an analogy, a parable, Goliath could stand for all those powers and forces in the world that mock the reign of God and challenge our faith. The bullying forces of racism, and sexism. The power of addiction, abuse, bullying. The dispiriting forces of wasting disease and illness. The tyranny of war and violence. The dark cloud of suffering, the injustice of poverty, blatant corruption, the despair of bereavement, the fear of meaninglessness and death. All of these forces mock God and strike fear into our souls. Like the Israelite army we can be shaken and deeply afraid and go into hiding. 
But David resolves to engage the Philistine giant.  He doesn’t doubt the old stories of God’s deliverance because he has first hand experience concerning bears and lions. In verse 36 he says ‘I have killed lions and bears, and this uncircumcised Philistine will fare no better than they; he has defied the ranks of the living God’. Faith, they say is like a muscle, for it to grow it needs to be exercised. Those who felt God’s protection or provision in the past will hopefully remember that and build on that experience of faith and trust. 

You have got through before. You were provided for before. Trust that God will do the same again.
David may sound boastful about his prowess. On closer inspection in verses 34-37 a clearer perspective of his statement suggests that it concerns the basic justice of God. David sustains in a moment of great crisis not because like Samson he had superior strength to the wild beasts, but because God is unalterably opposed to all who prey on human happiness and well being. 

Winston Churchill is credited as being a great wartime leader because in the dark days of 1940 when the British political establishment were contemplating doing a deal with Hitler Churchill stood firm and said no surrender – we will never surrender. You ask, what is our policy? I will say: It is to wage war, by sea, land, and air, with all our might and with all the strength that God can give us; to wage war against a monstrous tyranny never surpassed in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human crime. That is our policy. You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in one word: It is victory, victory at all costs, victory in spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road may be."

At the lowest point of British fortunes in the Second World War Churchill called the nation to press on and not surrender. He even invoked the strength of God for the cause. Do not compromise with evil was his message.  

Saul’s blessing ‘May God be with you’ is also the moment when Israel yields to God’s just ways. Saul is persuaded and David’s faith encourages the faith of Saul. It is still a risky strategy to say the least, responding to Goliath’s challenge to fight one on one when your representative is a boy! 
Never send a boy to do a man’s job.” It’s an old expression, used over generations to warn, condemn, mock, and scold. It can imply that the person who performed the job was not good enough. It can imply that the person who delegated responsibility did so poorly, or were too cowardly to perform the task themselves. 
When the stakes are high, why would we choose to send a young person to do an adult’s job?
Surely the sane and rational thing to do would be to ignore Goliath’s threats and taunts and take your chance in battle. Your army against their army. Surely that would give you a better chance of victory? 
Sometimes faith is not rational. Sometimes you have to go with the hunch, sometimes you have to risk the youngster – trust the boy. Saul’s faith has been encouraged by the courageous faith of David. How we can encourage each other in faith? How can we give the young a chance?
Verses 38-40 heighten the reader’s tension over the coming battle. David is uncomfortable with the soldiers armour and throws it off - all of which emphasises his vulnerability. David’s faith in the living God is his alternative to the conventional modes of self defence.
When people attack us, or mock us, or taunt us how do we respond? Like the rest of the world? I remember when I was a child my father used to say if someone hits you hit them back! Not perhaps the best advice: though bullies do need standing up to- although one needs to take care not to make things worse. They bullied Jesus and he said to pray for those who persecute you. We need to read the Old Testament critically. David dealt with a bully by killing him and cutting off his head. Jesus confronted the bullies in a very different way – and it is Jesus who we follow.

The German pastor Martin Niemoeller (1892–1984), who protested Hitler's anti-Semitic measures in person to the fuehrer, was eventually arrested, and then imprisoned for eight years at Sachsenhausen and Dachau (1937–1945). He once confessed, "It took me a long time to learn that God is not the enemy of my enemies. He is not even the enemy of his enemies." When God hates all the same people that you hate, you can be absolutely certain that you have created him in your own image (Lamott). 

Apart from following procedures laid down in the workplace or school or talking with people who could support and help, or trying to put yourself out of harm’s way, prayer is our source of help. Pray for strength, for wisdom, for God’s protection. Pray also for the bully.
When we are faced with a huge challenge, a mountain to climb, a Goliath to conquer, prayer is our weapon. 

The unconventional weapons of David – stones and a sling – are witness to the unconventional power of God. In response to further taunts from Goliath David responds by saying that the Lord saves without sword or spear; the battle is the Lord’s.(vs. 47)
Think of individuals who have taken on Goliaths: The young man in Tiananmen Square placed his very body in the way. No weapon could have stopped that tank column. But in that moment captured forever in a photograph that symbolizes resistance. Egyptian reformers used cell phones and social networks to organize and coordinate their movements. Rosa Parks employed a simple refusal to give up to seat and then allowed herself to be arrested to bring into public view not only the injustice of the laws in her time but the non-violent resistance and demonstrations that grew out of her act. In each case, the “battle” was joined by the abilities at their disposal. David did not fight Goliath by matching the giant’s weaponry. He used what he knew best. The giant fell to a single stone loosed from David’s shepherd sling. 

David’s story, and these others, encourage us when we find ourselves facing choices as to whether to engage a “giant” before us. We must do so out of the passion and courage that leads us into that fray. And we must do so with the abilities and gifts we have been given. And we must do so relying on God. 
We have a new youth centre in our old Parsonage. You can look round after the service. It is a great resource – but it is empty. The challenge is to fill it with life that will benefit primarily the young people of this town. We as a church have the opportunity to use it also for our own outreach and activity. I pray we can fill it with hope and joy and the presence of Jesus. There are great opportunities and great challenges before us.  It can seem daunting, even scary at times. Will we rise to the challenge? Will we have enough? Who will go forward? Questions, questions? 

We have a done a great thing in getting this far. There are greater things to achieve for God. Like the great missionary William Carey said: ‘Expect great things from God: attempt great things for God’. But greatness never comes easy, never comes without a struggle, it never comes without needing courage and energy and defiance and trust and faith and all the stuff that David showed in this story.  We don’t remember the names of the Israelite soldiers who trembled with fear and hid behind a rock. We remember David – the guy who had the guts to go out and take on Goliath. 
But as a cautionary word: the David and Goliath story may be misleading if it leads us to assume triumphs in such confrontations are guaranteed, at least in our time. Tiananmen Square soon became a place of massacre. Corporate interests continue to pollute Earth’s waters and endanger the lives of their workers, whether on oil platforms or in coal mines. Racism is a long ways from dead and buried. 

Giants do not always teeter and fall with the impact of a single stone. Sometimes, the struggle takes far longer. And that is precisely why faith is a critical component of all such actions. Recall what the young man David threw in the face of Goliath before he launched the stone: “The LORD does not save by sword and spear; for the battle is the LORD’s, and [God] will give you into our hand” (1 Samuel 17:47). 

Martin Luther King the leader of the Civil Rights movement in the sixties was assassinated in 1968. 
One evening after a particularly tense week, King spoke at a mass meeting. ‘I attempted to convey an overt impression of strength and courage,’ he said, ‘although I was inwardly depressed and fear-stricken.’

After his talk, Mother Pollard – an elderly lady who had been instrumental in early civil rights victories – came to the front of the church and called, ‘come here son.’ King embraced her warmly as usual but she wasn’t going to let him move just yet.

‘Something is wrong with you. You didn’t talk strong tonight’

‘Oh no Mother Pollard, nothing is wrong,’ King reassured her. ‘I’m feeling fine as ever’.

‘No you can’t fool me,’ she said. ‘I knows something is wrong. Is it that we ain’t doing things to please you? Or is it the white folks? I done told you we is with you all the way. But even if we ain’t with you, God’s gonna take of you.’

‘Since that dreary night, I have known very few quiet days,’ King later said. ‘But as the years unfolded, the eloquently simple words of Mother Pollard have come back again and again to give light and peace and guidance to my troubled soul’

Faith’s trust in the inevitable triumph of God generates courage to act now. For even giants cannot turn aside forever the just and compassionate purposes of God. 

May that hope and trust invigorate your passion and energize your abilities as you face the Goliaths in your midst.
