Amanda Drury


“Sitting at the Gate”

Sermon 2: 2 Samuel 15:1-6

ATTENTION

Poor David.  Poor, poor David.  After decades of service to the Lord, this is his reward.  David doesn’t deserve this.  Do you remember who David is?  David kills Goliath.  David humbly flees when Saul is threatening murder.  And even when David and his mighty men have the opportunity to kill Saul, David chooses not to, saying, “Who am I to lift my hand against God’s anointed?”  He defeats the Philistines and other enemies time and time again.  He laments and mourns when Saul kills himself.  David conquers Jerusalem and makes it his capital, and God makes an everlasting covenant with him.  We read in the Bible that David is a man after God’s own heart.  

And what does David receive as thanks for all of these wonderful deeds?  Absalom.  An ungrateful son who pursues personal gain at the expense of his own father’s reputation.  David doesn’t deserve this.  

Poor David.  I imagine him sitting on his throne, thinking of the giants he’s killed and the armies he’s slayed and saying to himself, “Let an old man rest in peace.  I’ve done more than my share of God’s work.”  Can’t we just leave David alone for once in his life?  Come on, Absalom, give him a break.

“But wait!”  Absalom may say.  “Are we talking about the same David?  My father?  King of Israel?  That can’t be the David you’re describing.  The David I know lusts after married women and impregnates them.  He then has their husbands killed to hide his sins.  The David I know stays lazily protected in his palace when all of the other kings go off to war.

“This David hears how his son Amnon rapes his daughter Tamar, and though he might claim to be furious, does nothing to punish this evil act.  The one who is supposed to bring justice to the land fails to deliver it in his own household.

“And why isn’t David at the city gates?  How does David expect to administer justice from his palace?  My job in life is simply to pick up the slack.  And so I avenge my sister Tamar for the disgrace that’s fallen upon her.  And I sit at the city gates, giving what justice I can.”  So says Absalom.

Hmmm.  It looks like we have a serious problem.  Who are these people we read about in 2 Samuel 15?  After hearing these two sides of the story, I don’t see one an obvious good guy and a bad guy.  Let’s ask these two people questions to see if we can get a clearer picture of their character.

David, why didn’t you punish your children?  What type of father fails to punish his son for raping his daughter?  David, why are you sitting in the palace?  Why aren’t you at the city gate where the people are?  Couldn’t you at the very least have sent a representative?  And come on, David, Absalom has been running around this city with a whole entourage of people for the last four years—you had to have known about them.  Why didn’t you act?  Don’t you care that Absalom is stealing the hearts of the people?  

And Absalom, I find it very interesting that the first thing you do is gather an army.  50 people are a standard military unit.  Tell me Absalom, who is paying this standing army?  Is this entourage being paid from the king’s own pocketbook.  Absalom, you claim that you want to offer justice to the people, but do you really need an army to kiss cheeks and offer empathy?  What are your true motives?

NEED

Absalom might be the tradtional anti-hero in this story, but David sure isn’t looking all that grand either.  Now that I think about it, I’m not sure our sympathy should lie with David or Absalom.  Someone else deserves our attention.  Someone else deserves our sympathy.  What about the Israelites?  Those who are longing for justice and instead are given empty promises.  These people come to the city gate, looking for justice in taxation, in forced labor services.  Maybe there has been some kind of royal encroachment or unfair military duties.  These people come to the gates looking for help and all they get are kisses and empty promises.


The saddest thing about this situation is that these Israelites who hunger for justice, buy Absalom’s empty promises.  It doesn’t matter that Absalom cannot change their situation, the fact that he listens to them, prompts the Israelites to give their devotion to this imposter.  They are content eating Absalom’s available slop, and miss out on the gourmet meal only David could have provided.  The Israelites are manipulated.  Their hearts are stolen.  Their hearts aren’t stolen in the way that we might think about hearts being stolen, “Oh I’m so in love; he’s just stolen my heart!”  No.  “Stolen” in this case means exactly that—“stolen.” Absalom has deceived them.  He is a thief.  The Israelites have been duped into believing in Absalom.


Well thank goodness this messy situation takes place thousands of years ago in a land thousands of miles away from here.  Marion, Indiana could not get any further away from this story than it already is.  Then again, maybe I’m speaking too soon.


In the past month, there have been over 20 burglaries; a teacher has been suspended for having an inappropriate relationship with a student.  A Methanol Lab was discovered in a nearby hotel.  The hospital has had a bomb threat.  A teacher is under scrutiny for allegedly shoving a student.  Another teacher is being investigated for showing up to class intoxicated.  I’m beginning to wonder if there is an Absalom loose in this town.  In the past three weeks there have been at least four shootings—one of which began over an inappropriate joke.


In general, the city of Marion is struggling.  About 17% of Marion’s residents live below the poverty line.  In our schools, the average age for a first sexual encounter for males is 13 years old.  For females it’s 14.


I’m beginning to think that the people of our town are coming to the city gates looking for help, and are being intercepted by Absalom.  Children come looking for comfort and find kisses of cocaine.  Teenagers are looking for affection and find sexual empathy.  Adults are looking for justice, and find scams and cynicism.  

There’s an Absalom loose in this town.  Church is the place that is supposed to bring healing and justice to the people, and there’s an Absalom out there stealing the hearts of the young and old before they can reach our doors.

Those people out there are rightfully ours, and someone is very busy stealing their hearts.  Someone is plotting and waking up early and positioning him or herself in the people’s paths, wooing them from the church to a life of sin and bondage with kisses and empty promises. 

SATISFACTION


This is a dire situation.  But there is hope—at least, for Israel.  A messenger comes to David with the news that "The hearts of the men of Israel are with Absalom." 

David flees the castle and begins to muster men whose hearts have not yet been stolen.  And David forms an army—you see, David did not already have a standing army as Absalom did—such a thing was against the law.


And when David’s army marches out towards Absalom, do you know what David does?  We read that he “stood beside the gate while all the men marched out in units of hundreds and of thousands.”  The king is back.

 And in the Forest of Ephraim, we read that David’s men defeat the army of Israel.  Note that the text says the army of Israel.  Absalom started off with fifty men under his command, and then four years later has stolen enough hearts to command the army of Israel. Absalom was busy.   

David won this battle, but not before twenty thousand men were killed.  Among those twenty thousand killed was Absalom.  Despite David’s plea to "Be gentle with the young man," he is killed.  The death of this heart-stealer is bizarre. It’s almost a dark comedy.  Absalom is riding his mule under an oak tree when his long hair becomes entangled in a branch and his mule trudges on while the young man is left dangling from the tree by his hair.  It is in this position that he is found and struck down by the opposing army.


Yes, David, the city is yours again.  Yes, David, the hearts of Israel and Judah will begin to turn back to you again.  But look at the cost.  Look at the blood.  You yourself mourn the death of your son saying, “O my son Absalom! My son, my son Absalom! If only I had died instead of you-O Absalom, my son, my son!"  David, could lives have been spared had you gone out into the city earlier?


The end of this story is bittersweet.  But we have yet to learn the outcome of this story.  What’s going to happen to Marion?  When and how will Absalom leave?

VISUALIZATION


“It’s too difficult,” you may say.  “We can’t drive Absalom out.  This job is too big and we are so small.  How could we drive out Absalom?”

There were a group of churches in Boston that were dealing with an Absalom in their great city.  While looking for ways to stop violence and drugs in the Boston area, Reverend Eugene Rivers enlisted the help of a drug dealer.  This drug dealer explained to Rivers why his drug business was growing faster than Rivers’ church: “When Johnny goes to school in the morning, I'm there, you're not.  When Johnny comes home from school in the afternoon, I'm there, you're not. When Johnny is sent out for a loaf of bread from the corner store for Grandma, I'm there, you're not; I win, you lose.” 

 

The point was made.  If drug-dealers could be there, why not the people of God?  Rivers along with other ministers in the Boston area composed the “10 Point Coalition” to take back the neighborhoods.  The combined efforts of these ministers along with area police officers helped produce what became known as the “Boston Miracle.”  From 1996-1998, the former murder capital went twenty-nine months without a single teenage homicide.

Wow.  What if, when Johnny left the hallways of Justice Middle School, College Wesleyan was there?  What if, when Johnny walks down the street to Marsh’s grocery store College Wesleyan was there?  

What does it mean to free the city from Absalom’s grip?  In short, it means being there.  It means stepping out of the castle and spending some time at the city gates.  It means listening to complaints and worries.  People are hungry for truth and justice.  But they are so hungry, they will eat whatever is offered, even if the food is spoiled and bitter.

ACTION


One thing that I love about this church is the ways you’re already standing at the city gates.  This church is already looking for ways to oust Absalom.  I think of Jill Mazellan who coordinates the Kids Hope program, sending adults from our fellowship into the schools once a week to meet one-on-one with a child.  I think of Bud Bence who has been actively involved in getting this church on board with Habitat for Humanity, touching lives one family at a time.  And I am so excited to see the work that Pastor Andrea and Pastor Jeremy are beginning with the youth group.  It is their goal to see every single student matched with an adult mentor.  Perhaps you’d like to jot down one of their names to become involved in these ministries.  Or perhaps you’ve got an idea forming in the back of your mind that you would like to pursue.  Go for it.


2 Samuel is not an ancient story, it’s being lived out in out streets today.  There is a battle in our streets for the hearts of men and women and children.  Let’s leave the castle and get in the thick of it.  Let’s sit at the gates and offer truth and justice.

Now glory be to God, who by his mighty power at work within us is able to do far more than we could ever dare to ask or even dream of.  Infinitely beyond our highest prayers, desires, thoughts or hopes.  To him be glory in the church forever.  Amen
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