YOU ARE THE MAN

Sermon for the Third Sunday after Pentecost, June 17, 2007

Readings: 2 Samuel 11:26-12:10, 13-15; Galatians 2:15-21; Luke 7:36-8:3

Sermon text; Nathan said to David, “You are the man!”

The seventh and final Harry Potter book will be published next month—like some of you he will be graduating from high school. I can’t wait. I have been reading them after my son, Eli, who is the same age as the fictional Harry, since JR Rowling began the series. In fact I have been rereading the earlier ones in order to remind myself of the complex series of developments. 

Now I want to remind you of a character from the second book of the series, Gilderoy Lockhart, the ultra vain professor of Defense against the Dark Arts of Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets. He was the author of a dozen books bragging of his heroic exploits—all of which turned out to be falsely claimed—others had done the deeds for which he took the credit. He always had signed pictures to hand out and was especially proud of his golden hair and gorgeous turquoise robes.

An exaggerated portrait of celebrity seekers—but all of us, I think, have a picture of ourselves in our minds of the way we imagine we would like to be. Our best side. Flat stomachs and toned muscles, bright smile, no spinach in our teeth or stains on the back of our pants. The self we pose in the mirror, camera ready. But we don’t see ourselves 360 degrees, do we? We see only what is in front. But others see the back as well.

It helps in understanding many things to know the background as well as the present view—in order to reliably gauge the future.

Scripture can be interpreted usefully with this schematic: what is behind the story, what is the story and what is the foreground—how does it apply to us?

When we know the background we can better understand the story. When we understand it well enough—and ourselves—we can apply it to our situation.

Take this morning’s story from 2 Samuel, the famous confrontation of the prophet Nathan and King David.

The back story is this: David went up to the roof of his palace one night and looked out—he saw on the rooftop of a house nearby a beautiful woman undressed for the bath. He instructed his servant to find out who she was. Her name was Bathsheba and she was the wife of Uriah the Hittite, who was away fighting in David’s army, while he, shamefully, was home in Jerusalem. He sent for her, they had sex and she conceived a child. Trying to cover it up David had Uriah brought home for a little R&R—but he abstained from sexual activity in solidarity with his fellow soldiers at the front. So David sent him back along with a note instructing his general to send him into the thick of battle. The general did so—and Uriah was killed. Here is where our reading picks up. David makes Bathsheba his wife after a decent interval of mourning. She bears the child.

The prophet Nathan knows the score, and despite being a member of the court and an ally of David’s he knows he has to confront him. Being a wise man he does so through a story about a fictional poor man who has only one little eve lamb. A rich neighbor, unwilling to loose even one of his many sheep in order to prepare a meal for a traveler, as the hospitality code insists needs to be done, takes the poor man’s lamb. What should be done? King David is incensed against the rich and arrogant man who has so abused his power and says he deserves to die.

Nathan then responds, “You are the man!” and confronts David with his misdeeds. The punishment will be severe but not crushing for David and Bathsheba. They will lose the child but their second child, Solomon, will grow up to become the next king of Israel, the greatest king in the history of Israel. David at least has the grace to recognize his sin and repent. He takes the consequences of his action but is ultimately forgiven.

So the background of the story is the situation of David, king in danger of becoming tyrant, who abuses his power for personal gain, for sexual gratification, which leads to adultery and murder. The story that Nathan tells—a simple parable, once understood against the background--becomes a self indictment and David in the end becomes a better king. Nathan lives to prophesy another day.

What is the foreground? How does this apply to us? First we need to recognize our own back-story, our own enmeshment in sin and injustice. 

In David’s story he moves from being a true warrior king—his exploits are detailed in chapters 8 through 10 of second Samuel--to someone who stays at home in luxury while his men go to war. When we do we refrain from striving for justice and peace—though that is our duty ad called for in our baptismal covenant—and let our proxies do the work while we indulge our taste for luxury?  Not that we need always fight—as the scripture says there is a time for war and a time for peace—even in the spiritual sense. But when do we remain at ease in Jerusalem though “it is spring of the year, the time when kings go out to battle” (2 Sam 11:1)?

As David we all are prey to temptation and appetite—though unlike David we may lack the power to secure our illicit desires, fortunately. We all connive to get our ends, using stratagems and half truths, justifying ourselves with the excuse that it is the way the world works, it is only business, and all is fair in love and war. Even Nathan, a righteous man, was politic in his approach to confronting David. When does our fear of the anger of the powerful prevent us from speaking the truth, or our wish for something allow us to countenance less than upright behavior? Do we ever make the excuse, we were only following orders? Bathsheba bears a lot of responsibility for her adultery as well. Although in some sense a victim of the powerful king, her failure to resist a sinful situation made David’s sin possible.

You see the point—we do what they do. Just so in Paul’s letter to the Romans he lays out a case against those who commit idolatry and sexual immorality (chapter one)—and then turns in chapter two to accuse those who claim moral superiority that they are in the same boat—for all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God and the demands of righteousness. We are sinners. That is the true background the 360-degree view of the human condition. The story is now. You are the man or woman. 

“And when you sin, repent and return to the Lord”—as it says in the baptismal covenant. This David did. And the scriptures—both our psalm and Paul’s letter and most especially Jesus teaching in the gospel is uniform in comforting us with the good news that God will forgive us. We may have to face the consequences of our behavior—that is only just—but we will not have to carry the guilt and fear of God and judgment. We can let that go. That load has been lifted from us.

How? There was another about whom a famous sentence was spoken: “Behold the man!” The speaker was Pontius Pilate and the person pointed to was Jesus as he stood before the mob in Jerusalem. He had no form or beauty to speak of—fulfilling Isaiah’s prophecy—he was man stripped of dignity, humiliated, scorned and condemned. Yet he was completely and fully innocent and good. He could be seen in all 360 degrees and not be ashamed. And so only he could truly bear judgment and emerge exonerated and justified. “By his wounds we are healed.”

Our embrace of his story allows us hope in ours. He is the savior of those who realize the story of Nathan to David is also our story. We too have done wrong. We too need mercy. And we too may find forgiveness and salvation through confession and repentance, through Christ our Lord who came so we might have life and have it more abundantly. We too may be freed from the weight of sin, through still bound to its consequences.

Harry Potter wears glasses, is small and skinny and has a lick of hair that won’t stay down. He is nothing particular to look at. But when Lockhart is faced with genuine danger he tries to run; Potter goes in and faces it. Harry is of course a true hero. But not on his own. He relies on others, his friends Ron and Hermione, his teachers, especially the headmaster Dumbledore. And, you will remember, he is saved in the first book from death by the love of his mother, who died trying to save him. Such is the strength and purity of her sacrificial love that evil itself is unable to grasp and defeat it.

That’s the story in full.

In Christ’s name, Amen.
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