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SERMON

The Bible is full of heart breaking stories and it begs us to pay attention. Our passage 

today offers us just such a passage.

“O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would I had died instead of you, 
O Absalom, my son, my son!”

Of course, nobody likes having their heart broken, so we often just pick passages 

with uplifting messages to focus on. Taking this one passage out of context, though, 

robs us of the real dimensions of the calamity which struck David's family. Absalom 

was David's third son, and the up-and-comer of the family, with everything a politician 

needs to be successful.  

In all Israel there was not a man so highly praised for his handsome appearance 
as Absalom. From the top of his head to the sole of his foot there was no blemish 
in him.1

If he looks good, he must be good, right? But just as in our own time, there is often a 

price to be paid for good looks and charisma – you begin to believe your own market-

ing. See if this sounds familiar:

After this Absalom got himself a chariot and horses, and fifty men to run ahead 
of him. Absalom used to rise early and stand beside the road into the gate; and 
when anyone brought a suit before the king for judgment, Absalom would call out 
and say, ‘From what city are you?’ When the person said, ‘Your servant is of such 
and such a tribe in Israel’, Absalom would say, ‘See, your claims are good and 
right; but there is no one deputed by the king to hear you.’ Absalom said moreover,
‘If only I were judge in the land! Then all who had a suit or cause might come to 
me, and I would give them justice.’ Whenever people came near to do obeisance to
him, he would put out his hand and take hold of them, and kiss them. Thus Absa-
lom did to every Israelite who came to the king for judgment; so Absalom stole the
hearts of the people of Israel.2

With our political season just beginning, this sounds like something from the Repub-

lican debate this week. “If only you’d elect me, THEN you’d get fair treatment” fol-

1 2 Samuel 14:25
2 2 Samuel 15:1-12
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lowed by a sincere handshake and hug. When Absalom judged his strength to be suffi-

cient and his preparations complete, he put his plan into effect with a lie to his father.

At the end of four years Absalom said to the king, ‘Please let me go to Hebron 
and pay the vow that I have made to the Lord. For your servant made a vow while 
I lived at Geshur in Aram: If the Lord will indeed bring me back to Jerusalem, 
then I will worship the Lord in Hebron.’ The king said to him, ‘Go in peace.’ So he
got up, and went to Hebron. But Absalom sent secret messengers throughout all 
the tribes of Israel, saying, ‘As soon as you hear the sound of the trumpet, then 
shout: Absalom has become king at Hebron!’ The conspiracy grew in strength, and
the people with Absalom kept increasing

I cannot begin to wrap my head around the treachery of this young man. He is con-

spiring against his own father, and successfully so, for all Israel and Judah flocked to his

side. David was actually forced to flee Jerusalem! Son or no son, David was the king, 

and what happened next, as war raged between the forces commanded by Absalom and 

those of David, was something I never could have seen coming. As the matter came to a

head at the Battle of Ephraim's Wood, David gathered his generals and instructed them 

in this fashion:

“Deal gently for my sake with the young man Absalom.” And all the people heard 
when the king gave orders to all the commanders concerning Absalom.

This young man had done everything in his power to hurt his father, but the one thing

he did not have power to do was to destroy his father's love for him. Is that not the sin-

gle most remarkable thing you have ever heard? And on the other hand, what's so mys-

terious about that? Fathers don't love only their good sons. Fathers love their misdirect-

ed sons. Fathers love their sons who struggle unsuccessfully with inner demons. Fathers

love their wayward sons. Fathers offer the good things within their power to grant even 

to ungrateful sons. Parents might disagree, and forcibly so, with the trajectories their 

children choose for their lives, but they love their children. Other people's children, 

sometimes not so much. It is much easier to see the wrongs other people's children do 

than the wrongs our own children do. Maybe that's why we sometimes imply the same 
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qualities to God. 

But, God is not bound by our limitations. God’s love for His children, his desire to re-

store us all to what we could become if we would but heed His words, is so great that he

gave his son, saying to us, “Deal gently with my son”.

Have we done so? Jesus said

“I am the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread 
will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my 
flesh.”

Yes, we worship Jesus. Yes, we grant Him honor. The question I would pose is this: 

do we follow His lead? Do we involve ourselves in the work of restoring the world, as 

did Jesus, or are we satisfied to give that task lip service while going about our own 

ends and means? I'm going to start meddling now. I can't help it. I'm a meddlesome old 

man.

The Greenup County Sheriff got some TV time this week because he put “In God We

Trust” on the back bumper of his cruisers. That got me thinking. The Constitution pro-

hibits the government from establishing a religion, yet that phrase is also on our money 

and the pledge describes us as “One nation Under God”. How is that legal? I looked it 

up and here’s what I found. The Supreme Court said we could have “One nation Under 

God” in our pledge because:

Any religious freight the words may have been meant to carry originally 
has long since been lost.3

Really? We can only say, “In God We Trust” or “One nation Under God” if we first 

agree (wink, wink, nudge, nudge) that we don’t believe it? Have we defined ourselves 

as a conveniently Christian people for so long that the we have agreed to forget the re-

sponsibilities of such a title? Has the “religious freight” the phrase “In God We Trust” 

was meant to carry been long since lost? Recall the end of Absalom.

Absalom was riding on his mule, and the mule went under the thick branches of

3 http://caselaw.findlaw.com/us-supreme-court/542/1.html#sthash.bEj6k1Jf.dpuf
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a great oak. His head caught fast in the oak, and he was left hanging between 
heaven and earth, while the mule that was under him went on. A man saw it, and 
told Joab, ‘I saw Absalom hanging in an oak.’ Joab said to the man who told him, 
‘What, you saw him! Why then did you not strike him there to the ground? I 
would have been glad to give you ten pieces of silver and a belt.’ But the man said 
to Joab, ‘Even if I felt in my hand the weight of a thousand pieces of silver, I 
would not raise my hand against the king’s son; for in our hearing the king com-
manded you and Abishai and Ittai, saying: For my sake protect the young man Ab-
salom!

OK. We have an honorable man here. He heard the command of his lord, and fol-

lowed it. What of Joab?

Joab said, ‘I will not waste time like this with you.’ He took three spears in his 
hand, and thrust them into the heart of Absalom, while he was still alive in the oak.

Have we allowed ourselves to become like Joab, hearing one instruction from our 

Lord and doing another? I was reminded this week that

The cross was not God's invention -- it was ours. In all our need for an eye 
for an eye, I have to wonder sometimes if God listened to our cry for blood
and offered His own -- if Jesus' sacrifice on the cross was not to sate God's 
wrath but to show God's response to ours.4

 Have we become so besotted with our own ideas of right and wrong that we can no 

longer remember the very words of Christ? I pray not, church. I pray not. God gave His 

son into our hands and we did not deal gently with him. It’s easy to think “That was the 

Romans, not me”, but if we rob Jesus’ life and death of their meaning, by losing the reli-

gious freight “In God We Trust” is supposed to carry, are we any less culpable? You 

heard the King tell you what to do. You are to do justice, and love kindness, and to walk

humbly with your God. Your job is to love others without stopping to inquire whether or

not they are worthy5. If you can manage that, you are on the right track.

AMEN

4 Mike McHargue
5 Thomas Merton
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BENEDICTION

I know you remember Malala Yousafzai, the 14 year old Muslim girl, shot in the head

by the Taliban because she advocated for education for girls. After her recovery, she was

on the Daily Show, with Jon Stewart. He asked her how she reacted when she found that

the Taliban wanted her dead. This is her response: 

I started thinking about that, and I used to think that the Talib would come, 
and he would just kill me. But then I said, “If he comes, what would you 
do Malala?' then I would reply to myself, 'Malala, just take a shoe and hit 
him.”  But then I said, “If you hit a Talib with your shoe, then there would 
be no difference between you and the Talib. You must not treat others with 
cruelty and that much harshly, you must fight others but through peace and 
through dialogue and through education.”

Then I said I will tell him how important education is and that “I even want
education for your children as well.” And I will tell him, “That's what I 
want to tell you, now do what you want.”

Malala is not a Christian, but her words echo the teachings of Christ. We would do 

well to heed this reminder to deal gently with God's children. All of them.

Until we meet again,

May the love of God the Father
The grace of God the Son
and the Communion of God the Holy Spirit abide with you until then.
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2015 J. Stewart Schneider
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