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As we begin a brief sermon series this morning, I want to begin with a blanket apology to my 
colleagues.  The sermons for the coming weeks will be based upon scriptures that are rarely 
heard in church.  Some of the stories are violent, some are deeply puzzling, some are filled with 
very unusual images.  For these reasons, most pastors omit these readings.  But it is my hope that 
if I do my study and interpretation well, these puzzling stories will reveal important truths for us 
today. 

Be that as it may, I want to begin with the apology to my colleagues because it is difficult enough 
to preach on some of these topics, but it is even more difficult to come up with choir anthems 
and children’s sermons and prayers dealing with these topics.  More than that, I have utmost 
apologies to those who develop the visual slides that accompany this sermon at 11 a.m.  I don’t 
know what one might possibly find that is suitable for what follows.  I value the good work of 
our staff and I appreciate their flexibility as we tackle these challenging biblical texts.   

For now, let us begin with a word of prayer: 

Gracious God, we turn to the holy scriptures for insight and perspective for our modern 
lives.  But we have to admit that sometimes these stories are difficult to understand and 
even more difficult to apply to our lives.  Open our hearts to the movement of your Spirit, 
so that if I fail in these sermons, at least we have shared some great music, meaningful 
prayers and inspiring liturgy.  Amen. 

This morning’s reading is filled with images that likely cause the modern reader to cringe.  There 
is death, revenge and a bit of inappropriate political posturing.  These themes are rather familiar 
and even quite contemporary. 

This brief story lacks details about the actual timing, but scholars presume that it occurs early in 
David’s rise to leadership.  While there were many who supported him as king and would look 
back upon him as the model for how a king should behave, we know that he was far from 
perfect.  His leadership is clouded by the way in which he abused his power to both take 
Bathsheba as his wife, but to have her husband, the very faithful Uriah, killed in combat.  
David’s leadership would always include these very human failings. 



So now that he has risen to power, the thought is that he needs to consolidate his power.  
Although the twelve tribes of Israel identify themselves as a nation, united by a shared history, a 
geographic proximity and a common faith, the connection was at times quite tenuous.  So, 
David’s first task is to unite the people around his leadership. 

This morning’s reading begins by saying that there was a famine in the land.  There had been a 
three year drought upon the land and David, as the leader, is trying to understand the reasons for 
this drought and famine.  In a private conversation with God, he determines that the reason is a 
past slight to the people called Gibeonites.  The hint is that the former leader, Saul, had tried to 
destroy the Gibeonites although such actions are recorded nowhere in the Bible. 

Assuming this is the reason or the drought and famine, David humbly approaches the Gibeonites 
to ask what they can do to atone for Saul’s actions.  The Gibeonites seem appreciative of the 
outreach but say that it wouldn’t be appropriate to ask for money or vengeance.  David persists to 
find out what will appease their national guilt. 

Finally the Gibeonites say that what will atone for these past actions is if Saul’s sons were 
handed over to them to be executed.  David consents to this. 

Before we continue, there are several unanswered and unanswerable questions.  If the famine is 
the result of the maltreatment of the Gibeonites, scholars ask why these punishments are just now 
coming long after Saul has been removed from power and he is long since deceased.  Biblical 
scholars also point out, with a bit of cynicism, that it seems unusual that the way to atone for 
Saul’s actions is to destroy his ancestors.  The cynicism comes in the form of questioning 
whether this is an instance of David attempting to consolidate his power by removing any 
likelihood of Saul’s ancestors making a claim to the royal throne.  Once they are dead, this 
possibility is forever removed.  Despite the unusual nature of this biblical story, it does read like 
a very contemporary story! 

So David turns over seven of the sons and grandsons of Saul over to the Gibeonites.  And, as if to 
absolve David from any guilt, they are the ones to perform the executions.  The Hebrew verb, 
“yaqa” is loosely translated as impaling or dismembering or hanging or crucifixion.  Whatever 
the meaning of the verb, the result is the same…a sad and unfortunate death. 

These bodies are left hanging for all to see.  It is reminiscent of a sad part of our national history, 
the lynching of African Americans.  They remained in public view for all to see. 

Part of the irony for the inclusion of this story in the Bible is that it seems to sanction the “eye 
for an eye” mentality that Jesus spoke against in the Sermon on the Mount.  Because one of your 
ancestors killed our ancestors, someone has to pay for this crime and ultimately has to die.  To 
simply read this story on the surface level seems to indicate that God condones this behavior.  
But the story doesn’t end with the death of these men.  And their death does not bring the 
anticipated results.  Remember that what prompted this whole story is that there was a drought 



and famine in the land.  The death of these men doesn’t change anything.  And that is often the 
case when we are motivated by hate or revenge.  Our angry actions only perpetuate the cycle of 
violence and hate.  It takes the strong person, the person willing to break that cycle and say, 
“Enough is enough” before the violence will end.  This story needs a peacemaker, a person 
strong enough to forgive, a person thoughtful enough to see another option.  Enter Rizpah. 

It has taken us half the sermon to get to this important woman, but I needed you to know the 
circumstances by which she becomes so powerful.  Rizpah is the mother of one of those men 
who are killed.  The truth is, I keep saying men, but the Bible doesn’t tell us their age.  And 
perhaps it doesn’t really matter.  Whether they were teenagers or 40 years old, they would always 
be Rizpah’s children.  She had given birth to these men.  She had nursed them, nurtured them, 
watched them grow.  She had hopes and dreams for what their lives might become.  And now 
they were dead, the result of senseless violence. 

When I think of modern day Rizpah’s I think of the mothers who mourn the deaths of their 
children due to gunfire in the U.S. and around the world.  I think of a story Nobel Peace Prize 
winner, Wangari Maathai tells in her book, “Unbowed.”  During a time of political turmoil in 
Kenya fifty two young men were rounded up and imprisoned.  For a while, no one knew of their 
whereabouts and many feared they had been killed.  When their mother’s found out that they 
were imprisoned but had committed no crimes, the mothers petitioned the government for their 
release.  Nothing happened.  They visited elected officials.  Nothing happened.  The mothers 
then camped out together in a park in downtown Nairobi, pleading for their sons’ safety.  The 
police used violence to disperse the mothers from the park.  They took refuge in the All Saints 
Cathedral across the street.  They remained there for more than a year, praying for their sons’ 
release.  They would not go anywhere until their sons were freed.  It took more than a year, but 
all fifty-two were eventually released without charges.  That is the modern day Rizpah.  It is the 
mother who sees injustice but refuses to give up. 

Sadly, Rizpah could not prevent the death of the seven sons.  But her grief will take her to the 
location where the bodies remain exposed to the elements.  With nothing more than a rock to 
spread her blanket on, she makes her home there in the open air.  She will remain there night and 
day.  By night she protected the bodies from the wild animals.  By day, she protected them from 
the elements and the birds.  She remains there at all times, keeping a loving vigil over these 
bodies. 

Although this story is filled with gory images and unanswerable questions, the redeeming beauty 
of this story is found in Rizpah’s tears, in her grief, in her moral determination.  What we find so 
compelling is not any words that are spoken, but the quiet determination of her actions.  She is 
there night and day tending to the deceased.  She is the inspiration for all who seek justice.  She 
is the inspiration for all who long for something more.  She is the inspiration for all who seek to 
break the cycle of violence with the hope for a lasting peace.   



When news of her actions reach David, he is likewise moved.  He calls for the return of these 
bodies to give them a proper burial.  There are things that are missing in this story that I wish 
were present.  I wish there was some apology from David, an admission of his wrongdoing.  In 
life, we might wish for this, but sometimes it just doesn’t happen.  The closest that we come to 
such an apology is David’s changed heart that seeks to do the right thing. 

But there is one final word given to this story.  After the proper burial and Rizpah’s ability to 
return to home, the story concludes by saying that God heeded the supplications for the land.  In 
simple terms, what that means is that it began to rain.  The drought was over.  The famine was 
coming to an end.  When Rizpah finally received justice, everyone benefited. 

And that, I believe, is what makes this story worthy of our review today.  On the eve of the 
Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday, I am reminded of the words he spoke about our lives being 
intimately connected to one another.  He would often say that his goal was not simply the 
equality of people of color, but the liberation of all people.  Whenever one group is oppressed, 
we all suffer.  And when freedom comes to one group, all benefit.  He said, “In a real sense all 
life is inter-related.  All men are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single 
garment of destiny.  Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. I can never be what I 
ought to be until you are what you ought to be, and you can never be what you ought to be until I 
am what I ought to be…This is the inter-related structure of reality.” 

The story of Rizpah illustrates that interconnection.  Her grief is our grief.  Her brokenness 
becomes our sorrow.  And when she receives justice, the whole community benefits.  The cycle 
of violence has been defeated.  Peace is a real possibility once again. 

If we cut through the graphic details of this story and the unanswerable questions, this biblical 
story invites us to work together for that kingdom of God, to stand with those who are hurting, to 
be a voice for those who are on the fringes, to be an advocate for those who are seeking justice 
knowing that in the kingdom of God, it is all linked together.  Together we can be the ones who 
break the cycle of injustice in all its forms to make the beloved community a reality here among 
us.   

That is God’s difficult word for us today.  Thanks be to God.


