June 20, 2021
1 Samuel 17: (1a, 4-11, 19-23), 32-49
The Still Point
Contemplative prayer when times are good can help us hear God speaking when times are bad.
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[TOC]
In a time of crisis, we need to find a still point, calming our spirits and opening our minds to God’s leading. Old Testament and gospel texts show us how.

AT A GLANCE: 
A pair of stories — David and Goliath and Jesus calming the storm — guide us in responding to chaotic times. Both texts demonstrate the importance of seeking a quiet moment of contemplation in the face of crisis, and how regular prayer can help us build that skill, so we’re prepared when challenges arise.

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “A Choir for the Complaining,” June 21, 2009.

“The world looks different now. … Something is over. In the deepest levels of my existence, something is finished, done. My life is divided into before and after.”
So writes Nicholas Wolterstorff — then professor of philosophical theology at Yale. What he’s writing about is no lofty philosophical idea. It is intensely personal.
Those lines come from his book, Lament for a Son. It’s a memoir of an event that changed his life. It’s an event that seems to violate the natural order, the experience no parent should ever have to go through: burying one’s own child. Wolterstorff’s son, Eric, died at the age of 25 in a mountain-climbing accident.
“He was a gift to us for twenty-five years. When the gift was finally snatched away, I realized how great it was. Then I could not tell him. … I didn’t know how much I loved him until he was gone. Is love like that?”
Yes, we must agree. It very often is.
There are experiences in this life that change us. Some episodes of joy can have that effect, but it’s often the experiences of pain and struggle that mark us for life and influence the course of all our days to come.
Crises, they’re called. The word “crisis” comes from Latin, and before that, Greek. Its original meaning is “decision” … or we could say, “point of decision.” In a crisis, events tumble in, fast and furious. You may want to just go to bed and pull the covers up over your head. But, if it’s a genuine crisis, that’s impossible.
A crisis forces a decision. It may be the right one or the wrong one, but a decision must be made. Inaction is not an option. We could even say that not choosing a course of action is, itself, a choice.
Gen. George S. Patton knew something about crises. His experience as a combat general during World War II was one crisis after another. Sharing his own philosophy of dealing with crises, Patton had this to say: “A good solution applied with vigor now is better than a perfect solution applied 10 minutes later.”
Spoken like a true crisis manager! Find yourself in a crisis, and you’ve got to act. Doing nothing is not an option.
Our Scripture lesson is an Old Testament story of crisis: the contest between David and Goliath. And we can also connect it to the New Testament text from today’s lectionary readings: Mark’s account of Jesus calming the storm. Let’s consider what both texts teach us about resources faith can offer in such a time.

David vs. Goliath
David has never seen so many soldiers in one place. The Philistine army is spread out across the battlefield, ready for action: a sea of breastplates, helmets, leather and bronze. At the vanguard stands Goliath, their champion, his two mighty legs rooted to the ground like powerful tree trunks. Goliath is the “shock and awe” of the Philistine army.
And the shock-and-awe thing is working. The soldiers of Judah can find no champion brave enough to take the field against him. Not even Saul, that miserable excuse for a king.
The one who steps forward, at last, is an odd choice. He’s only a boy. His name is David: a shepherd who is the son of a shepherd. A nobody.
Saul had offered to loan David his kingly armor, and at first David took him up on it. But, when he saw how it hung down awkwardly from his much-smaller body, David cast it aside. As he takes the field, he’s wearing only the homespun tunic of a shepherd. The only weapon that hangs from his hand is a simple leather sling: a strap with a pouch at one end, designed to hold a single stone.
Goliath can’t take David seriously. It’s true that a great many of the combat challenges Goliath has faced have ended with immediate surrender — the man is really that big — but not this time. Today, Goliath has an opponent, if you can call him that.
We all know what happens. After an interlude of trash-talking by the Philistine colossus, David reaches into his shoulder-bag, pulls out one of five smooth stones he’s chosen from a dry stream bed, and places it in his sling. Goliath is lumbering slowly towards him, all rage and bluster.
With a cry, David starts running rapidly in the giant’s direction, swinging his sling around his head. Before his opponent can even figure out what’s happening, David snaps his wrist and sends the stone hurtling into his enemy’s forehead, killing him instantly.
It turns out this gangly teenager has been working as a shepherd for years. He’s killed dozens of wild beasts with that sling of his. He may look like a comic figure, clad in Saul’s oversized armor and holding a sword he barely knows how to use. But put a sling in David’s hand with a smooth stone in it, and he’s the master of a deadly weapon. A sling can kill before any other weapon is in range — with the possible exception of a bow and arrow, but Goliath is more of a sword-and-javelin guy.
In his moment of crisis, David knows exactly what to do. And he does it.

Jesus Calms the Storm
“But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and they woke him up and said to him, ‘Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?’”
—Mark 4:38 
Our second Bible story is the familiar tale of Jesus calming the storm. The day starts off well enough with Jesus and his disciples embarking in a small boat, but they’re hit by a sudden squall. The wind-whipped waves are so high that the disciples are convinced the boat will be swamped and they won’t see another sunrise.
“Should we wake our Master?” says one to the other (Jesus, inexplicably, is sleeping through all the terror). Jesus awakens, frowns and says to the storm: “Peace, be still!”
You’d think Jesus would be just a little bit rattled by the life-threatening emergency, but he’s cool as a cucumber. Where does he find the presence of mind to keep it all together like that?
The story doesn’t let us in on that particular detail, but it’s not hard to figure out. Mark reports that the Lord is asleep on a cushion in the back of the boat. Somehow, Jesus knows how to focus his attention. He takes his every thought (even the most troubling) and concentrates them all into a single, still point. There, at the moment of mortal peril, he creates an island of calm and peace — the eye of the hurricane, if you will. It is from that place of quiet, resolute calm that his command to “be still” emerges. That’s Jesus in a crisis. 

Responding to Crisis
What about the giants and storms that beset our own lives? How do we discover that place of inner peace and tap into its power? There are several pointers in the story of David and Goliath. 
First is the matter of humility. Say what you want about the mature King David — the narcissist who shamefully seduces Bathsheba and all but murders her husband — but young David is different. He doesn’t put on airs. Even though the prophet Samuel has already anointed him as king in a semi-secret ceremony, David speaks to Saul with the utmost politeness and obeisance. In no way does he put himself forward as the savior of his people, nor does he try to match Goliath in the trash-talking department. When Saul expresses skepticism that young David has what it takes to contend with the giant, David matter-of-factly relates his past experience protecting the sheep and killing wild beasts with his sling. There’s an easy confidence there, but no sense of trying to lord it over others.
The second thing we can say about David is that he’s confident. He knows himself and the skills he has, but he doesn’t aspire to be an expert in everything. When Saul offers to loan him his armor and weapons, David admits they’re not for him. David’s going to do this thing his own way, following methods he knows to be tried and true.
The third point — and this gets into the nitty-gritty of mental preparation — is David’s ability to focus, aiming single-mindedly at the thing he has to do. All the other Judeans are quaking in terror at the approach of Goliath, but not David. David’s thinking only about choosing just the right size and shape of stone, and about how the action he must take to launch it is no different than what he has done hundreds of times before. When faced with a daunting task, it’s helpful to look at it not in its entirety, but to break it down into smaller, manageable steps. David knows what sort of stone he needs and exactly what sort of warm-up swing will get his arm and shoulder muscles limbered up. He knows he has the eye-hand coordination. He knows he can assess the direction and speed. When the bellowing giant starts to lumber towards him, David sees him no differently than the wild beasts he killed in the past. Focus on the task at hand. Let everything else go.
Fourth, David clearly trusts God. He’s aware God has chosen him as the anointed king. It’s a promise he can rely on. He also knows — and says several times to King Saul — that he’s all about God’s glory, not his own. David knows he’s merely an actor in a much greater drama. He’s not the director of that play. God is.

It’s not as easy to speculate about Jesus’ inner state of mind when he was awakened from his nap in the boat and greeted by a raging storm. The biblical account is a bit sketchy. But it’s easy to imagine him approaching the crisis in a similar way. He’s humble and realistic about his role. He knows himself and acts confidently. He’s able to focus on the task at hand. Most importantly, he trusts God. Jesus seems surprisingly unconcerned about the facts of their predicament. He knows God is in control, one way or the other.

Facing chaotic times, one of the most fruitful things we can do is seek a still point in the midst of the storm and dwell there for a few moments. In the case of David, we can imagine him strolling down to the wadi (the dry creek-bed), because that’s where he’ll find the smoothest stones. Picture him softly humming to himself as he goes about the familiar business of loading up his pouch. In the case of Jesus, it takes the form of napping in the back of the boat as waves break over the side.
Prayer — especially silent, contemplative prayer — may seem like a benignly useless activity. But those who practice meditative prayer know there’s a lot more going on beneath the surface. Regular prayer is a sort of spiritual agility training. Like David the young shepherd — alone in the hills looking for smooth stones, placing them into his sling, and practicing sending them sailing off, one after another — cultivating a regular prayer life is a way of developing a spiritual tool that’s adaptable to all sorts of crisis situations.
We are all well-advised to not wait for the spiritual crisis to come crashing down upon us. If we get in the habit now — when times are good — of entering into regular conversation with the Lord, we’ll find the channel is available all the more easily in the hour of our greatest need.
“Whenever there is stillness,” writes the novelist and keen observer of nature, Annie Dillard, “there is the still small voice, God’s speaking from the whirlwind, nature’s old song and dance, the show we drove from town.”
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Nicholas Wolterstorff, Lament for a Son (SPCK, 1997).
Geroge S. Patton quotation is from Charles M. Province, The Unknown Patton (Random House, 1988), 100.
Annie Dillard, Teaching A Stone to Talk: Expeditions and Encounters (Harper Perennial, 2013), 70.

THE OTHER TEXTS
June 20, 2021, Cycle B
Psalm 9:9-20
What Does the Text Say?
There's a strong tradition that links Psalms 9 and 10, and some scholars say they were, at one time, a single psalm. Both psalms are acrostic psalms, and one takes up where the other leaves off. Some commentators believe the psalm was written by David following his victory over the giant Goliath, which probably accounts for its placement in the RCL when the OT reading is 1 Samuel 17:(1a, 4-11,19-23), 32-49 (the David and Goliath story). Clearly, God is portrayed as a God of the underdog, even as David himself was an apparent weakling (Goliath thought David to be a "boy") in his battle against the giant. "The Lord is a stronghold for the oppressed" (v. 9). The writer goes on to detail what the Lord does on behalf of the afflicted. He "avenges" them; he "does not forget" their cries; he "executes judgment"; he does not forget the needy (v. 18) and the nations will someday know that God is God and that humans are only human. In verse 17, David writes that "the wicked shall depart to Sheol." In David's time, Sheol was the abode of the dead, a sort of common underworld grave where everyone went, whether good or bad. There was no suggestion of punishment yet, nor a link to a future resurrection. David simply means that his enemies have been dispatched to an early grave. The tone of the psalm is one of thanksgiving and a reminder that God does not forget, and the "hope of the poor" will not "perish forever."
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
In Case of Tornado. The transition from spring to summer is tornado season in many parts of the United States, so this sermon can also function as a public service reminder! Review with the congregation the enormous destructive power of a tornado and solicit suggestions (perhaps rhetorically) about the best place to hide during a tornado. An underpass is not a good place. Tornados can destroy bridges, you're still vulnerable to flying debris and your car can’t protect you. So, a car is not a good place to be. A mobile home, even if it is strapped down, is not a safe place to be. And don't even think of sliding under the crawl space of your house. First, you probably need to go outside to do that (bad idea), and second, sometimes a tornado will cause a house to shift on its foundation, or even collapse. If that happens, the result could be tragic. Most meteorologists agree that the best place to hide if you cannot get to a shelter is a low-lying area, preferably a ditch where you might be able to avoid flying debris. Lie there face down — and pray. If you can get to shelter, the best place is something underground, such as a fruit cellar or basement. Huddle in a corner — and pray some more. In this sermon, you talk about tornados to get going, and then you lower the text on everyone: "The Lord is a stronghold for the oppressed, a stronghold in times of trouble" (v. 9). When the tornados of life threaten, the best place to go is not low, but high, on high, the Lord on high, mighty to save. Go on to explain what this text says about the nature and character of God.

2 Corinthians 6:1-13
What Does the Text Say?
Paul spends the better part of the chapters preceding 2 Corinthians 6:1-13 essentially validating his apostolic bona fides. The apostle’s credibility is rooted squarely in putting his life on the line for the gospel. He offers a catalogue of credentials that takes up a little more than half of the lection (6:4-10). This involves a consideration of the many trials he has surmounted (6:4b-5, 8b-10). More significantly, the review of Paul’s accomplishments also includes the spiritual gifts and divine power through which he has been equipped to be a servant of God, whether conditions are favorable or unfavorable (6:6-8a). Turning to juxtaposition, Paul’s use of rapid and succinct contrasts in 6:8b-10 creates a kind of litany that is more than mere rhetorical flourish. Through them, Paul opens a profoundly encouraging movement from hopelessness to hopefulness. No matter how despicably Paul and his partners in mission are treated, defeat is not the final outcome. See 4: 8-10.  Paul faces the challenge of bringing together a community of faith filled with tensions directed at Paul as well as to one another. This pericope is like a call to arms wherein the apostle implores the Corinthians to take seriously the grace of God, the immediacy of salvation, the authenticity with which Paul has suffered and survived for the sake of gospel, the power of God that moves humankind from no life to new life, and the call for the community to open wide their hearts.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Welcome to My World. Many preachers like to look at this catalogue of blessings, battles, virtues and afflictions as Paul’s resumé or curriculum vitae. This would be consistent with Paul’s need to remind the Corinthians of his credentials as an apostle. So here, he presents his bona fides. The text also reads as though Paul is trying to out-Francis Saint Francis: 
We are treated as impostors, and yet are true; 
as unknown, and yet are well known; 
as dying, and see — we are alive; 
as punished, and yet not killed; 
as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; 
as poor, yet making many rich; 
as having nothing, and yet possessing everything.
Clearly, however, the embattled apostle is establishing that no one  repeat, no one  has suffered so much, for so long, for so few and with so little appreciation. Think of two people conversing, and one is holding forth on his trials and tribulations  her horrible boss, an inconsiderate husband, financial woes, and to top it off, a Covid-19 infection. When she’s done, her conversational partner says, “Welcome to my world.” It’s a mild rebuke which reminds the other that she doesn’t really know what suffering is. Here, Paul is saying, “Welcome to my world. Let me speak ‘frankly’ (v. 11) to you. I ‘urge you also not to accept the grace of God in vain’” (v. 1). The sermon could be crafted using the comparison/contrast motif. “My life as it is/my life as it could be,” and the theme emphasizes living a life that “is not in vain.” 
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select 2 Corinthians in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

Mark 4:35-41
What Does the Text Say?
In this reading, Jesus is at a favored location — the seashore. It is the end of a long day. In the previous chapter, one learns that Jesus is growing in success and popularity. He is provoking strong reactions from nearly everyone with whom he comes into contact. His own family members question his mental state, his neighbors greet him with a hostile welcome, the religious professionals and politicians are plotting ways to kill him, and the demons fear him. However, the crowds of people are not following him with the intent to harm him; rather, they are astonished at the authority of his teaching and his miraculous powers. At the end of this period of sustained teaching is the story of Jesus and the storm. The boat that had served as Jesus' teaching station now becomes his getaway vehicle. Jesus, his disciples and other boats head for the other side of the lake, toward an imprecise destination somewhere on the eastern side of the Sea of Galilee, a body of water about 13 miles long and 7.5 miles wide. Surrounded by hills, a cool current of air rushing down from Mount Hermon (9,200 feet) — or other hills and cliffs — could whip the sea into a violent fury, and a small fishing boat would be in danger of sinking.
Jesus is asleep when a storm blows up. One would assume that with professional fishermen sailing the boat they would handle the turbulent weather effectively, not needing the assistance of a carpenter. However, unlike the details provided by the author of Jonah — giving account of the terrible storm through which Jonah also slept — Mark does not tell us what actions the fishermen took to save the boat. Believing that the boat is about to sink, the disciples perceive the sleeping Jesus to be indifferent to the peril of the raging storm and the fragile boat.
When the disciples awaken Jesus, he rebukes the wind and the sea. The disciples are still terrified, but not at the raging storm. Now they are shocked at the man who holds power over the demonic forces of nature.
Understanding the Old Testament images of raging waters is important. The power to control the seas and subdue storms belongs to God (for examples, see Psalm 89:8-9; Psalm 93:3-4). Controlling the seas also conjures up God's divine action in the exodus (see Psalm 106:9). Storms are also used as metaphors for evil forces active in the world, evil forces from which only God can save (see Psalm 69:1-2, 14-15).
Throughout the Old Testament, sleep is also an important image. The gift of being able to sleep untroubled and peacefully is the sign that one can trust in God's power (Proverbs 3:23-26).
These two Old Testament images powerfully overlap with Jesus' sleeping as the storm rages around the frightened disciples. His faith in God's power to keep him safe remains strong, unlike the panicked disciples. They have little faith. Their faith is so different from Jesus' untroubled faith that they mistake it for careless indifference — an interesting contrast that will come later in Mark's gospel when the disciples sleep in the garden, with careless indifference to what is about to befall Jesus.
Unlike most of Mark's miracle stories, which feature a plea for deliverance or help, this miracle occurs only after they accuse Jesus of being indifferent. The disciples use the words humans often use to address God when terrified, "Do you not care?" Awakened, Jesus rebukes the wind and calms the seas. When he does this, the vocabulary is the same as is used to drive out an evil spirit (compare 1:21-28): literally, "be muzzled." Like the evil spirits, the wind and the sea obey. Jesus muzzles the hostile powers of wind and sea and makes them powerless to harm the disciples. Jesus silences a demonic storm, operating with what can only be the full authority of God.
As great as this miracle is, the climax of the story does not rest here. Instead, the climax is the question that Jesus asks the disciples: "Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?" (Literally: "Do you not yet have faith?"). Jesus questions the disciples about being so cowardly and lacking in faith. At the core of the story is an issue of trust. Faith, in the Markan sense, means in part a recognition that Jesus is Christ and the Son of God (see 1:1 and 5:7).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Are We There Yet? It’s a question almost everyone has heard (or asked) on a long trip. The question is a close variation of the question Jesus is asking, which is: "Why aren't you there yet?" The "there" in his question is faith. "Why are you afraid? Have you still (or yet) no faith?" Why is it that after all the road-tripping we've done, you still have zero faith? Suggest reasons as to why we are not there yet. Then move to the how. How can we get to a place of utter faith and confidence in God? And finally, discuss the take action step. What needs to happen to implement the "how"?
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select Mark in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
How do we grasp something as empty, as harmless, as seemingly fruitless as the practice of silence? Only when we know that it also offers a “peace beyond understanding” (Philippians 4:7) and a “joy that no one can take from you” (John 16:22).
Silence needs to be understood in a larger way than simply a lack of audible noise. Whenever emptiness — what seems like empty space or absence of sound — becomes its own kind of fullness with its own kind of sweet voice, we have just experienced sacred silence. …
If we can see silence as the ground of all words and the birth of all words, then when we speak, our words will be calmer and well-chosen. Our thoughts will be non-judgmental. Our actions will have greater integrity and impact. …
As one author I read years ago said, silence is the net below the tightrope walker. [1] We are walking, trying to find the right words to explain our experience and the right actions to match our values. Silence is that safety net that allows us to fall; it admits, as poets often do, that no words or deeds will ever be perfectly right or sufficient. So, the poet keeps trying, for which we are grateful! The great spaciousness and safety net beneath a tightrope walker is silence; it offers freedom from self-preoccupation and the fear of making a mistake. A regular practice of contemplation helps us trust that silence will uphold us, receive our mistakes, and give us the courage to learn and grow.
—Adapted from Richard Rohr, Silent Compassion: Finding God in Contemplation (Franciscan Media: 2014), 7-9. The author Rohr cites in the tightrope walker example is Max Picard, The World of Silence, trans. Stanley Godman (Regnery: 1964), 22.
https://cac.org/sacred-silence-2020-01-09/.
Retrieved December 17, 2020.
##
Remember that any prayer you might say consciously is but a wave on the surface of the great prayer being prayed deeply in you by the source of love every moment of your life. Remembering the mystery of God’s presence with us, which is at once immanent, transcendent, and all-pervasive, it is obvious that we cannot be attending to the true presence of God if we are focusing solely on a word, phrase or image. At the very best, these are only symbolic reflections and expressions of God’s presence and our desire. In moments of sheer grace, the symbols become icons: windows that give us a glimpse into the all-pervading presence of God’s love. But always they are the means, not the end.
—Gerald May, The Awakened Heart (HarperOne, 1993).
##
I was reading Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick at the time. There is a turbulent scene in which a whaleboat scuds across a frothing ocean in pursuit of the great white whale, Moby Dick. The sailors are laboring fiercely, every muscle taut, all attention and energy concentrated on the task. The cosmic conflict between good and evil is joined; chaotic sea and demonic sea monster versus the morally outraged man, Captain Ahab. In this boat, however, there is one man who does nothing. He doesn’t hold an oar; he doesn’t perspire; he doesn’t shout. He is languid in the crash and the cursing. This man is the harpooner, quiet and poised, waiting. And then this sentence: “To insure the greatest efficiency in the dart, the harpooners of this world must start to their feet out of idleness, and not out of toil.” Was this a confirmation to cultivate what I had named an “unbusy pastor”? A harpooner? …
The church is a whaleboat. In such a world, noise is inevitable, and immense energy is expended. But if there is no harpooner in the boat, there will be no proper finish to the chase. Or if the harpooner is exhausted, having abandoned his assignment and become an oarsman, he will not be ready and accurate when it is time to throw his javelin. The metaphor, harpooner, was starting to get inside me. Somehow it always seems more compelling to assume the work of the oarsman, laboring mightily in a moral cause, throwing our energy into a fray that we know has immortal consequence. And it always seems more dramatic to take on the outrage of a Captain Ahab, obsessed with a vision of vengeance and retaliation, brooding over the ancient injury done by the Enemy. There is, though, other important work to do. Someone must throw the dart.
—Eugene Peterson, The Pastor: A Memoir (HarperCollins, 2011). Kindle Highlight Loc. 4726-33, 4736-42.
##
I have come to believe that the true mystics are not those who contemplate holiness in isolation, reaching godlike illumination in serene silence, but those who manage to find God in a life filled with noise, the demands of other people and relentless daily duties that can consume the self. … If they are wise, they treasure the rare moments of solitude and silence that come their way, and use them not to escape, to distract themselves with television and the like. Instead, they listen for a sign of God’s presence and they open their hearts toward prayer.
—Kathleen Norris, The Quotidian Mysteries: Laundry, Liturgy and “Women’s Work” (Paulist, 1998), 1, 70.
##
A Wake Forest University study conducted by Fadel Zeidan in April 2011 took 15 healthy volunteers and performed MRI scans of their brains while inducing pain. In the four days that followed, a certified instructor taught the subjects mindfulness meditation (in which the pupil is taught to focus on a sense, often his or her breath, while accepting transient thoughts). On the fifth day, the researchers scanned the volunteers again, once while not meditating, and another time while meditating, with pain induced during both sessions. The study showed an approximately 40 percent reduction in pain intensity ratings during meditation when compared with non-meditation.
The study discovered that by activating and reinforcing some areas of the brain used in pain processing, meditation has the overall effect of helping to reduce pain intensity in patients. Other theories on how meditation helps pain exist, including that it decreases stress, which in turn decreases pain. 
—Brian Steiner, “Treating Chronic Pain With Meditation,” The Atlantic, April 1, 2014.
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2014/04/treating-chronic-pain-with-meditation/284182/.
Retrieved December 17, 2020.
##
At the still point of the turning world. Neither flesh nor fleshless;
Neither from nor towards; at the still point, there the dance is,
But neither arrest nor movement. And do not call it fixity,
Where past and future are gathered. Neither movement from nor towards,
Neither ascent nor decline. Except for the point, the still point,
There would be no dance, and there is only the dance.
—T.S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton,” II, from Four Quartets (Mariner Books, 1968).
##
Sitting with yourself, however, is not as easy as it sounds. In fact, it's often very hard to do since most of life as we know it is organized in a "before and after" fashion. We are forever coming from somewhere to go somewhere else. It's very hard to focus on that pause, that gap between things. In reality, though, there is a stillpoint between the past and the future — and that is the present. It's important to set aside the time to just allow yourself to be. But many of us are totally unpracticed at doing it, and frankly, even the thought of it may make us anxious.
But it's only in that "in between" place that you can access who you are at the heart of it all and ask this "self" what you really want to happen … and get an answer. That answer comes from your own "still, small voice" that is the source of your inner knowing. That source has no opinion, no reaction, no judgment or prejudice. When the answer comes you can begin to make plans, to set your course, for the meaningful changes you want to occur and for the things you wish to accomplish.
—Abigail Brenner M.D., “The Practice of Presence: Finding yourself by learning to rest in the ‘pause,’” Psychology Today, January 8, 2012.
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/in-flux/201201/the-practice-presence.
Retrieved December 17, 2020.
##

Commentary
1 Samuel 17: (1a, 4-11, 19-23), 32-49
When it comes to arriving at an evaluation of someone’s character, it often depends on whom you ask. It is most fortunate, then, that the Old Testament seems to prefer preserving what we might consider two conflicting stories alongside one another, rather than choosing one and eliminating the other. This phenomenon is very easy to see in First and Second Samuel, which show signs of the merger of multiple stories of the great heroes of ancient Israel, especially Saul and David.
For instance, there are two stories of how Saul was chosen to be king. In one story, he encounters Samuel while hunting for his father’s lost livestock (1 Samuel 9:1-10:16). In the second story, he is chosen by lot at a tribal gathering in Mizpah (1 Samuel 10:17-24). There are conflicting images of Saul, both poignantly pious (1 Samuel 15:10-31) and positively maniacal (1 Samuel 18:10-11). Similarly, David is sometimes portrayed as fantastically winsome and heroic (1 Samuel 17), and at other times treacherous and cruel (2 Samuel 11).
Although very dramatic in its introduction of David as the boy-shepherd destined to surpass all Israel in raw courage as well as faith in the Lord, 1 Samuel 17 is actually the second story of how David met King Saul and came to be a member of his court. While 1 Samuel 17 seems to follow well the story in 1 Samuel 16:1-13, in which David is chosen and anointed by Samuel after having been brought in from the flocks, the biblical account contains an interruption. Inserted into the flow of the story, and interrupting David’s journey from the flocks to the battlefield at the valley of Elah, is 1 Samuel 16:14-23.
In this story, Saul is possessed of an evil spirit from the Lord, which torments him. His courtiers decide that soothing music might help the king, and someone suggests Jesse’s son as the right person for the job (1 Samuel 16:18). Oddly enough, this passage also seems to describe David as an older person than the boy who appears on the battlefield in 1 Samuel 17. Here he is described as “a man of valor, a warrior, prudent in speech, and a man of good presence” in addition to being an accomplished harp player. It seems fairly obvious that two rather different stories of how David met Saul had equal support among those who compiled the book of First Samuel, and so they were both included. The fact that they were originally unrelated to each other seems clear when we note that Saul appears never to have seen David before when they appear together in 1 Samuel 17. He must ask who David is and be introduced to him.
1 Samuel 17 also presents us with one of the few really touching scenes shared by Saul and David. Saul appears genuinely impressed by David’s courage and faith in God. He advises the young lad that he does not realize what he is up against, in that Goliath has been a warrior all his life and has much more experience in warfare than David does, but there is no hint of ridicule in Saul’s words. One can picture an older man trying to restrain the headstrong youth while nonetheless admiring his courage. When David insists that the wild animals he has killed in defense of his sheep were every bit as fierce as a Philistine in armor, Saul accepts the absurd notion of this boy facing the Philistine and even attempts to arm the boy with his own mail and weapons.
While the foreshadowing symbolism of Saul investing David with all the trappings of his military might cannot be lost on the reader, and one has to entertain the notion that Saul only lets David face Goliath as a means of demeaning the Philistine, it is not necessary to see Saul’s sending David forth unarmed as a cynical or cruel gesture. Rather, the narrative portrays a level of real affection for David on Saul’s part that is not really seen elsewhere. It is as if this is the only real moment of friendship they have in their long association together.
The image of the boy David facing the giant Goliath has much more significance for Israelite literature than simply providing a hero tale concerning the first great king of the United Monarchy. David’s combat with Goliath is a metaphor for Israel’s relationship with the world. Surrounded by giant empires on all sides, tiny Israel had the least sophistication in military arms. They had no natural borders or defenses. They had no long imperial history like the Egyptians or the Mesopotamians. As a people, they were a nation of shepherds surrounded by armed giants.
In terms of history, Israel was truly a juvenile nation surrounded by the wisdom of ancients. The message of the entire Old Testament in many ways can be boiled down to this one image. Israel is of no consequence whatsoever apart from the fact that their God is the one true God in the universe. God’s power is all the greater because of the weakness of those who are blessed with the right to call it down. It is precisely because David is weak, and flawed, and in this scene defenseless, that God’s great miracle of salvation shines all the brighter.
Throughout Old Testament literature are characters whose very weakness is the means of displaying God’s strength. David in this scene reminds one of the boy Joseph, who alone in a foreign land, imprisoned, enslaved and defenseless, rises to power and saves his entire people (Genesis 39-50). David, in his position of youngest brother, reminds one of the many younger sons, such as Jacob, Judah and Ephraim, who are chosen over their elder brothers to inherit the blessing that should, by human logic, have been given to others. Susan Niditch has described this phenomenon well in her book, Underdogs and Tricksters: A Prelude to Biblical Folklore (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1987). She clearly makes the case that the story of the underdog who triumphs through faith in God is one of the most popular and dominant literary themes in ancient Israel.
This story also teaches that no matter how great we think a hero is, the real power behind any heroic victory is the power of God to save. In Deuteronomy, Moses instructs Israel not to lapse into the error of thinking that it was their own strength that won their battles, or their own industry that created their wealth (Deuteronomy 8:11-20). Their only true wealth was in God’s seemingly irrational decision to grant Israel rank and power on the world stage. Without God’s power, Israel would have truly been like one small child facing an armed giant with a slingshot and some stones, and the ending to their story would not have been a happy one.

Conversation with the Children: 1 Samuel 17: (1a, 4-11, 19-23), 32-49
Introduce the story of David and Goliath, and stress that David was a young man who volunteered to fight the giant Goliath. Ask the children if they think David used armor and a sword to fight Goliath. No! Hold out your hand and show them five smooth stones. Tell them that David “chose five smooth stones from the wadi and put them in his shepherd’s bag … his sling was in his hand” (1 Samuel 17:40). Ask them to guess why David would choose stones and a sling to fight Goliath. Explain that David was a shepherd, and he became very good at throwing rocks with his sling to kill dangerous lions and bears that threatened his sheep. Then tell them that David was able to defeat Goliath with his sling and a stone, because God was with him and he used his own skills well. Hold up the five stones and say that we each have at least five special talents. Ask the children to name some of theirs. Stress that God does not want us to try to use the talents of others, just like he didn’t want David to use armor and a sword. Encourage them to do what they do best, using their talents — which are like David’s five stones. Assure the children that God will be with them and will give them success, especially if they use their own talents and skills to the fullest.

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
One: Welcome home, welcome in.
All: Here we find a song for our souls and healing for our wounds.
One: Welcome home.
All: Here find children's laughter that chases dark clouds away, and quiet prayers that lead us to still waters and green pastures.
One: Welcome to this holy space.
All: Here there are friends with a tender embrace, and here there are words that heal brokenness and reveal God's grace.
One: Welcome home. God has been expecting you. The candles are lit, and the door is open. Welcome to this festival of renewal and hope.

Prayers — General
Creator God, maker of dancing stars and awesome rainbows, sender of gentle breezes and swirling winds, finder of lost chances and mender of broken dreams, you bless us with beauty, and you grace us with understanding. You know us inside and out. When the heart sighs with griefs too large to carry, you are there. When tears flow like an angry stream, you are there. When doubt snares us like a trap, you are there. When hope dwindles to a thin strand, you are there.
You know our comings and goings. You know when we succeed and when we fail. You know the deepest longings of our hearts. Through it all, your love surrounds us, embraces us, sustains us. In the stillness of this moment, let us abide with Christ in your love. Amen.

Benedictions — General
May the God of all hope open your eyes.
May the God of all peace still your anxious mind.
May the God of all love fill your heart to fullness beyond measure.
Go now, in the hope and peace and love of God. And may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you. 

Hymns
Jesus, Savior, Pilot Me
Stand by Me
Great Is Thy Faithfulness

Worship and Praise 
As the Deer
Came to My Rescue
In Christ Alone
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Fourth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle B
1 Samuel 17:(1a, 4-11, 19-23), 32-49
Psalm 9:9-20
2 Corinthians 6:1-13
Mark 4:35-41
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.
