21st July 2024

Call to worship
God of time and space, bigger than we can ever imagine;
awesome and mighty, and yet so close to us.
Open our eyes to all that you have for us.
Open our ears to hear your call to us.
Open our hands to receive all that you have for us.
Meet us in this place today.
Amen.
A gathering prayer
Lord, you are with us wherever we go.
Your presence constantly encourages us
to step out into new adventures.
Forgive us when we try to limit you.
Make us ready to respond to your voice,
and to seek the new things to which you call us.
Amen.
A prayer of approach
Almighty God, as we come before you today,
we cast aside our own ideas of you;
ideas that hide your glory behind a veil of misconceptions.
We wait instead for you to reveal yourself to us
as you truly are, allowing you to be you,
and not what we think you should be.
Amen.
A prayer of adoration
God of grace,
we worship and adore you.
God of glory,
we worship and adore you.
God of gentleness,
we are healed by your presence.
God of all goodness,
we immerse ourselves in you.
Amen.
A prayer of confession and an Assurance of forgiveness
A prayer of confession
Lord God, we confess that we often put you in a box.
We like to think we know you,
and that we know exactly what you want from us.
We have pigeon-holed your character and packaged
your personality – you would barely recognise yourself!
We repent of this behaviour,
for your might and majesty cannot be quantified.
We beseech your forgiveness and release you
from the bonds of our ignorance,
to be what you have always been.
Amen.
 
Assurance of forgiveness
There are times when we think we cannot be forgiven.
Unable to forgive ourselves, we don’t believe that you will either.
But you, O Lord, are not like us, and your ways are not our ways.
Your promise of forgiveness is strong and true,
when we accept it, and let you be you.
Amen.
A prayer of praise and thanksgiving
Father, we praise you for being you –
beyond our understanding, yet made known to us
through your prophets and in your Son.
We thank you for your mysterious ways,
which are always working for our good,
leading us to grow in knowledge of you.
All praise be to you, now and forever.
Amen.
God with us… Everywhere!
This is a deeply significant weekend for many across England and Wales (the other nations got there first!) But for many, this weekend marks the end, not only of the summer term, but also of the school year, and the beginning of the long summer holiday break.
It can also be a deeply unsettling time for many - the marking of the end of one chapter and a long pregnant pause before the next season begins in September: new classes, new schools, new routines. In this moment of change, as routine gives way to rest, and the known gives way to the unknown, we can hold certain to the news that God is with us… Everywhere!
Whilst King David wanted to create a home for God; God made it clear that he is the one who chooses where he goes and, in the moment when the curtain tore in two; God told the world; ‘I am with you… everywhere!’
So, as our children and young people think about the holidays and anticipate the next stage on their life journey, there is great power in knowing that God isn’t safely tucked away in our home church building but, rather, we can have certainty that God is with us, wherever we go.

Paris Olympics
A hundred years after the last one – famous for Chariots of Fire and the story of eric Lidell

2 Samuel 7.1-14a.


This time last week there was an attempt made to assassinate Donald Trump. He turned his head just at the moment the shot was fired and instead of killing him the bullet grazed his ear. He has said that God saved him. Talking to the Republican Convention a few days ago he said ‘I stand before you in this arena only by the grace of almighty God," he said. "Many people say it was a providential moment. It probably was." He said he felt very safe because God was on his side.
Well does God do tricks with bullets? Or was it just luck? Sadly, God didn’t protect Corey Comperatore who was hit by the bullet meant for Trump and who died shielding his family.
And what if it was a providential moment. How do you put an interpretation on that. Do you become all Messianic – I am God’s chosen one, God will protect me and shield me, whatever? Or could it be that this was literally a shot across the proverbial bows. A warning. Change your ways, change your life, mere mortal, turn back to my ways, watch what you are doing. 
I’ve known many people who have had near death moments, or crisis’s in which they have pleaded for God’s help and help came – moments which have led them to deep reflection on life, and what they are living for and who they are living for. A second chance to do something different, to follow a different path, a different purpose.  
Time will tell how Donald Trump comes to terms with what he believes to have been a divine intervention in his life.
I am continuing my look at the life of David and God’s dealing with that leader. Today we come to the seventh chapter of 2 Samuel and a passage that Walter Brueggemann, one of the world’s experts on the Old Testament who I spent time with on sabbatical in 2005, describes as one of the most crucial theological statements in the Old Testament. In a moment I will tell you why.
Before I explore that let me first recap on David’s life so far. A humble shepherd boy, after his defeat of Goliath he became the star of the Israelite Army prompting jealousy from King Saul. Eventually Saul is killed in battle and David is anointed the new king of Israel. The early chapters of 2 Samuel detail the civil war between the house of Saul, those loyal to the dead King, and the house of David, those who give their allegiance to David. 
Whenever an old order is removed there is usually a period of instability and struggle for dominance until a new order is created. Look at the struggle in Iraq and Afghanistan and you can see this being played out. No doubt the same will be true for Gaza as Hamas is undermined.
After much bloodletting, which the writer of 2 Samuel is at pains to point out David’s innocence in it all, David is appointed the King of all the tribes of Israel. He unites a Kingdom and chooses Jerusalem as the capital city. He brings back the ark of the covenant, the ancient symbol of God’s rule and God’s presence leading the people to the promised land, and brings the ark to Jerusalem. 
Most scholars believe that up to this point in the story of David’s life the biblical writers have presented David as the chosen one who can do no wrong. His meteoric rise is God’s doing. God has been with him every step of the way.
Life is often like that. Some people just seem to fall into a bed of roses. Englands name wasn’t on the cup for the Euros after all. The rose bed still had plenty of thorns. Spanish thorns.
David has been favoured. He is now secure. It will appear from now on that he has come to so much power that his life is no longer a simple tale of trust in God. From now on in the telling of his life the power of trust and faithfulness endures but the story now includes much more ruthless military consolidation and self preoccupation. David, who was content to receive gifts, now becomes a David who grasps at power We may well reflect on why power, security, wellbeing,  seek to transform David’s way of life and faith. 
I had a philosophical conversation with someone this week about what they would do if they won the national lottery. They said they would be more comfortable and not have to work. But then they admitted there would be huge dangers in this. They would still need to do something worthwhile, be productive, helpful to others, to find some purpose. A recent survey on happiness suggested that happiness was not found in achieving the goal or dream, but in the process of striving towards it, of pursing that goal. The problem with achieving your goal is what do you do next?
Comfort and achievement doesn’t necessarily bring happiness. It often results in a lack of faith and trust and purpose - the things that make our spiritual lives thrive. In our personal lives and our church life there is a danger, perversely, in becoming too comfortable, too self sufficient.
David has become King and established himself in Jerusalem. In chapter seven the problem for David is to legitmate this dynastic order and protect his power for future generations. Most rulers in the ancient world legitmated their power by building a temple. Give your god a permanent residence that will strengthen your regime by subconsciously telling the people that the gods are on your side and approve of your rule.
If you have ever walked around Rome you come across many ancient temples. The Pantheon was the most splendid and most intact. I was awestruck with the splendour of its size. This temple was dedicated to the gods, but it was also remembered as being built by the Emperor Marcus Agrippa, whose name is up bold on the front of the building. It was a temple to the glory of the gods, but also to the power of men. 
St Peter’s in Rome is magnificent and I was likewise caught between the experience of majesty and awe, symbolising heaven on earth, and the message the church gave about the prestige and status and authority of the Pope and the Catholic Church. The Protestant in me left the Vatican bemused by it all.
David proposes to build a temple. This was undoubtedly a mixed act of genuine piety and self-serving aggrandizement. Building a temple, like bringing the ark back, may speak of David’s religious seriousness but it may also be interpreted as an act of political calculation and manipulation by trying to show that God was on his side. Both factors are present. David’s actions are ambiguous. You could say this is politics and leadership. Everyone will have an interpretation on events. 
The principle of a temple lives in tension with the ark and the tabernacle (which was a temporary tent of meeting). Whereas the ark and the tabernacle articulate God’s freedom and mobility, the temple removes the danger and possibility that God might depart. The temple guarantees God’s presence and may somehow control God, put God in a box. 
In the story in 2 Samuel, God speaks to Nathan the prophet and tells him that God will not be held in place by any religious arrangement. The plushness of the proposed temple contradicts God’s self understanding. God will not be bought off, controlled or domesticated by such luxury. The royal apparatus is not able to make God a patron. In all our great plans, there is always the danger of making God the great patron.
The final editor of the book of Samuel would have written the book in the time of the exile knowing that Solomon’s temple was going to be destroyed and an important message was that the God whom Israel worshipped was not dependent on the provision of a special building. Here is a question that continues to exercise religious believers today. To what extent is God’s presence to be linked with particular buildings?
But if God is not available to be contained in a temple God is prepared to authorize and benefit David far beyond the state symbol of the temple. In verses 8-17 God’s message is that David is the creation of God’s powerful, relentless graciousness. God will make for him a great name, appoint him a place and give him rest. In a play on words from earlier in the chapter where David wanted to make a house for God, God will make him a house. Here house can mean a temple or a dynasty. God will build David a dynasty. God makes an unconditional promise. His love will never be withdrawn from David and his house.
One cannot avoid the impression that this is royal propaganda or ideology designed to enhance and legitimate the new state. Back in 1 Samuel 8 the people of Israel wanted a king but God said to the prophet Samuel that they were rejecting God by doing this. A king would take their sons and put them in his army, he would tax their land and goods and seize the best for himself. They will cry out to God because of this oppressive rule but God will not answer them.
Here God seems to be finally accepting the need for a King. The Bible is wonderfully ambivalent and speaks with many voices. Within its pages contains all this dialogue and debate. David’s spin doctors could well have been at work guaranteeing the power arrangement that benefits some at the expense of others and guaranteeing it until perpetuity by the promise of God. It is almost impossible to sort out in this passage what is genuine faith and what is self serving propaganda. Recognising this ambiguity may help us discern that various theological claims in our own time are heavily laden with self serving ideology.
The ongoing conflict in Gaza is truly horrendous. Whether a change in government will lead to a change in policy over arming Israel, remains to be seen. War crimes have been committed on both sides.
Whatever you believe are the rights and wrongs of the current situation, the problems are deep-rooted. And this week's Old Testament reading historically has been part of the problem. It is one of a number of passages that can be leveraged in support of Zionism – religious or political. It points to God’s promise to secure land and victory for the Israelites and the promise of a successful Messianic leader. For some, this speaks of the creation of Israel as an independent state. And ultimately, it's this that the Palestinian groups are fighting against.
When people groups disagree to this extent, there can be no easy resolution.
Yet in this prophecy there is hope. Hope for a good leader to come. The promise made to David is for the time to come. This is part of God’s shaping of the historical process. Christians obviously see this pointing to Jesus. Aside from him, this enduring promise has placed the hope for a messiah at the heart of both Judaism and Christianity and made these faiths,  faiths of hope. That hope believes, confesses and trusts that God will keep God’s promise of righting the world and that the promise will be kept within the historical process through historical agents, through the mess of human endeavours, politics, economics and the rest.
The Ephesians 2.11-22 reading reminds us of how the reconciling power of Christ's death on the cross can make the impossible possible. Christ is 'our peace'. He 'has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us… one new humanity in place of the two… both groups [reconciled] to God in one body.'
David was a flawed leader. In chapter 5 he captures Jerusalem and declares strangely that no one who is blind or lame is to come into the house of the Lord. Whether this is plain discrimination, an ancient belief that these people were not acceptable to God, or whether Jerusalem was so easily defended that even the blind and lame could do it and these people mocked David so he expelled them, who knows. What is wonderful is how the writers of the New Testament dreamed of a new Jerusalem in which all the old hatreds and alienations are overcome and a new life is possible. All are welcomed and the blind and the lame would be transformed into full welcomed participants.
Clearly the messianic hope of a new David and a new Jerusalem explodes beyond the historical realities of David. So, while it may seem an impossible situation to us, we should nevertheless pray that God will have compassion and will lead the peoples of the Middle East through this conflict to a safer time.
Finally this passage is hugely significant because it is the first time that God’s commitments to Israel are not conditional and governed by the ominous ‘if’ of ethical requirements. ‘If’ you do this then I will do that…With David the ‘if’ has disappeared. Now it is a ‘but’. There are no acts of disobedience that can make God terminate his profound commitment. God has signed a blank cheque. The Davidic throne will endure forever. This is a powerful articulation of justification by grace in which our works are not decisive. God loves unconditionally and that is the real hope and the real gospel. That is not to remove the tension in the Bible of ‘if’ and ‘but’. We live in that tension of living out ethical requirements – if we do this then this happens, and also hope we find the security of unconditional love and grace underpinning all that. 
May God grant us faith and trust to believe God is at work in our world, not contained by buildings or the power play of leaders and that God’s promises for the future of the world are still be hoped for.
 

Prayers of intercession
Uncontainable God, glorious, humble, eternal,
we pray the vastness of your compassion and the greatness of your love
into the lives of those on our hearts this morning...
May they all feel your presence with them
and be sustained by your Holy Spirit.
We pray for young people breaking up for the summer holidays:
for those who will have a super time and for those who will not.
We pray for those anxious about their future
and for those who are exploited.
May they all feel your presence with them
and be sustained by your Holy Spirit.
We pray for those who feel under constant attack
and especially for children in war zones:
those places in the headlines and those places that rarely make the news.
We pray for all affected by war and violence – people, animals and the earth itself. 
May they all feel your presence with them
and be sustained by your Holy Spirit.
We pray for those who grieve,
and especially for those whose grief is very public. 
We continue to pray for John and Amy Hunt, for the family of Jay Slater,
and for all who grieve for loved ones who have gone missing,
who live with the open wound of not knowing what has happened to them. 
May they all feel your presence with them
and be sustained by your Holy Spirit.
And we pray for one another, for your Church
and for all who have no one to name them in prayer today...
May we and they all feel your presence 
and be sustained by your Holy Spirit.
Amen
A prayer for all ages together
God of the past and the future;
of our present questions and our future hopes:
help us to rest in your call to us,
in whichever season we find ourselves in;
and help us to trust that you will provide for us
in the future as you have in the past.
Amen.
A sending out prayer
God of all our days,
our beginning and our end,
help us to walk with you;
to trust you at every turning of the way;
to follow where you lead us;
and to go where you send us.
In all the ups and downs of life,
in times when we are certain about what we need to do
and in times when we doubt that you are with us,
open our ears to hear your voice;
open our eyes to see you at work,
and open our hearts to trust you in every step of our journey.
Amen.


