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I must admit that I have interesting, and not all together positive associations, with today’s text from 2nd Samuel, to the degree that you would think I would just leave the text alone entirely! The first was a number of years ago during my second year as a seminary student. With all of two semesters of theological education under my belt, unlike my Baptist classmates, I’d never preached a sermon before arriving on campus. Many of them had been preaching in their home churches since they were teenagers, but even as a cradle Presbyterian, my first official sermon was that fall of my second year. A seminary preaching class is about as much fun as it sounds...it’s nerve wracking, stomach churning, causes sleep deprivation, and no amount of imagining the listeners without clothes on helps! It is, in fact, akin to getting up here in the pulpit at Westminster!

The text for the very first sermon of preaching class was pre-assigned by the professor and the same for all 125+ students: the opening of Mark’s Gospel, “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God,” familiar to many of us.

“As it is written in the prophet Isaiah,

   ‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you,

    who will prepare your way;’
And what follows is a description of John the Baptist emerging from the wilderness.

Sadly, I still have a physical reaction whenever I hear this passage- recalling as I listened to my gifted and talented classmates preach their sermons ahead of me while I sat there convinced my first attempt was going to fall well short of the mark!

For our second sermon we were permitted to choose our own Bible passage to preach from, provided that it was a narrative text. I figured most everyone else would choose something from the New Testament, so I flipped through my Old Testament and decided that this story from 2nd Samuel, the story of David and the prophet Nathan would be a good choice. My criteria for deciding this was a worthwhile selection? There was talking, a parable, an impassioned response from both the prophet and king...a nice straightforward text to build back my confidence!

You’d think the raised eyebrows from my preaching professor would have caused me to reconsider! And here is my first real, grown-up encounter with this text. As I spent more time with it preparing for the sermon those years ago, I came to appreciate what everyone else already knew- it is one of the most challenging passages in the whole of the canon, or as one commentary describes it, “one of the greatest passages in the entire Bible, for it not only makes a devastating statement about the moral priorities of God, but it also abandons sentimentality and romanticism to portray the human condition as it actually is.”
 Right, just a nice little narrative passage! The next uncomfortable encounter with this passage was re-reading that old sermon a few weeks ago in preparation for this morning! Hopefully I have progressed a bit and can end my streak with the story of Nathan and David and finally turn a corner with this attempt! 

In thinking back to my previous study of this text, and in studying most commentaries and interpretations, the focus is on David, on his sinfulness and brazen behavior, and his eventual repentance. “But the thing David had done displeased the Lord, and the Lord sent Nathan to David.” As Margaret McCray presented for us in her sermon last week, this “thing” David did included committing adultery with Bathsheba and orchestrating the killing of her husband Uriah because David could not persuade Uriah to be with Bathsheba in order for David to get himself off the hook.  Displeased, the Lord sent the prophet Nathan to speak to David. David’s behavior is bold and compelling and certainly lends itself to sermons on sinfulness, repentance, and God’s forgiveness. When we hear the opening of today’s passage, I think we tend to focus on the displeasing things David did, and forget the second half of that sentence: “The Lord sent Nathan to David.” What I think is more interesting than David’s deeds and perhaps more compelling for our time together is to point our attention on Nathan and his own bold behavior in speaking truth to King David, rather than centering on the drama of David’s actions and the wreckage he created. 

Even though David’s story predominates, Nathan the prophet is ever-present in these verses, confronting David by telling him a story and leading David to the point of exclamation and anger. First David responds to the rich man’s actions, then he directs his anger toward himself as he realizes his own actions and deeds. In this passage, Nathan is fairly muted, as far as in expressing his own thoughts and opinions. He is prophetically, rather than personally, important. In fact, the only time Nathan does express a statement other than through the words of a parable or the direct words of the Lord are to admonish David saying, “You are the man!” and again when he asks David why he has scorned the word of the Lord and done evil in the Lord’s sight.  Nathan sheds light on David’s actions and on the Lord’s response, allowing for emphasis to be nowhere else.

The Lord serves as primary agent in this passage, working through Nathan; David actually speaks only two times in this text. First David expresses anger toward the rich man in the parable and says to Nathan, “As the Lord lives, the man who has done this deserves to die; he shall restore the lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, because he had no pity.”  Most critically however, the climax of these verses is heard in  David’s second statement, his confession: “I have sinned against the Lord;” a statement realized and vocalized because the Lord sent Nathan and Nathan went.  


Although Nathan’s task seems simple enough, we cannot look past the power dynamic at play, as Margaret helped us explore last week. Nathan is called by the Lord to speak truth to the mighty and powerful king, to be the whistle-blower calling attention to injustice and illegal practices in a huge, multi-national corporation. He is the servant of the Lord called to do what seems impossible, unbearable, and risky. “But the thing that David had done displeased the Lord, and the Lord sent Nathan.” Nathan followed the Lord’s call on his life to speak prophetically, and he lived his life worthy of that calling, even when it meant telling the anointed king the evil things he’s done which displease God.


The name Nathan in Hebrew means “gift of God,” and as a prophet Nathan served as “a channel of communication between the human and divine worlds. As one resource explains, “The [Old Testament] prophets did not carry out their activities in isolation but were an integral part of their society...The prophet’s experiences with the divine world were essentially private and were difficult to communicate. Only a few of the prophets even described their initial calls,” examples being Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel.”
 We know very little about Nathan and his call to his prophetic ministry in David’s kingdom, but we do know that God sent and Nathan went and spoke. We know that Nathan somehow, somewhere, found the courage to speak.

 There are echoes of our Ephesians text when we consider Nathan’s courage to follow his call. We hear in the letter as Paul begs listeners to lead a life worthy to that which they have been called. He goes on to list the characteristics of such a worthy life: humility and gentleness, patience, bearing with one another in love, and making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. Next he lists the ministry gifts given by Christ to those called to lead a worthy life: apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, teachers- all for building up the Body of Christ in the unity of faith. Paul’s listeners are called to speak the truth in love, as Nathan did, promoting the body’s growth in building itself up in love.


In a lectionary commentary Walter Brueggemann makes the point that when we respond to the charge to lead a life worthy of the calling, we affirm that there is a purpose other than our own that is being worked through our life. Brueggemann goes on to explain that “a ‘worthy’ life consists in maximizing one’s peculiar gifts for the sake of the community that is summoned to be a trusting, caring unity. An ‘unworthy’ life is one that refuses to maximize one’s gifts or, conversely, that refuses to offer those gifts for the sake of the community...A worthy life is one that trusts completely and relies only on God’s good gifts.”

This summer a total of 59 young people and leaders have traveled near and far to serve and learn about communities both familiar and unfamiliar and to grow in faith together. Two senior high trips departed in June, one to Nebraska and another to our partner church in Cuba, and a middle school mission trip served here in Minnesota for a week in July. They have offered their unique gifts for the sake of the community, and they have reflected on the meaning of being called to live a life worthy to that which they have been called. God called and sent, and they went.

A group of 22 middle school youth and 7 leaders departed from Westminster for just a few weeks ago for their mission trip to Fergus Falls. For many youth in our group, it was their first mission trip experience, and for some, it was their first time away from home without family. Staying in a new place, eating all your meals with more than two dozen other people, sleeping on the floor in a cramped room- all of these things can be overwhelming even for a seasoned mission-tripper! We spent the week talking about the power of Jesus’ love for us and the responsibility of his commandment to share that love with one another. We examined and processed issues of hunger and homelessness and discussed what youth can do to work for justice and equality in our world. We talked about compassion and how we can look for ways in our daily life at school and at home to share Christ’s compassionate love, even when it’s hard.

One of the more challenging projects our group participated in was a trip to a senior residence and care facility in Fergus Falls. Each middle school student was paired with a resident for conversation and an activity, and though the youth were quiet about their apprehension, I suspect there was a lot more excitement about the Humane Society and Food Bank projects earlier in the week! At first our group sat awkwardly with our companions, not sure what to say or how to start a conversation. The youth soon realized that their senior partners had much to share about growing up on a farm, or about raising 9 children during the Depression, or about meeting their future spouse long ago. Our summer intern Amelia, Macalester Class of 2011, was at a table with several residents and middle school youth and well into a lively conversation with 97 year-old Ginny, listening to Ginny’s tales about growing up in the hotel her parents owned. Over the course of sharing her story, Amelia came to discover something the two had in common- Ginny is an alum of Macalester, Class of 1934! Ginny’s face lit up when she realized their shared sisterhood and felt a connection to that time in her life, so long ago.

We closed our visit with the residents that morning by sharing a few favorite hymns. We started with “Amazing Grace” and we saw tears come to residents’ eyes as they swayed in their wheelchairs and mouthed the words along with us. The sweet sound of God’s amazing grace held us together in the Body of Christ that morning.

Going away from home with a group of your peers, living in a strange place for a week, asking someone to share her story-none of these seem impossible to most of us, but to some of our young people it takes the same Nathan like courage to follow where God sends.


The destination of our senior high trip to Nebraska was to Bethphage, a mission home for about 120 children and adults living with autism, cerebral palsy, epilepsy, and other challenges. We worked with staff to assist with daily activities while also helping with maintenance and gardening projects on campus. Our group pulled weeds, cleaned out the contents of an abandoned four-story building, read books to residents, helped them to and from their activities during the day, hosted a snow-cone party, and visited with residents in their homes at the end of the day. For many of our youth, a mission trip traditionally means building something or tearing something down, hanging drywall or painting or hammering nails. Sadly, they can involve very little interaction between the youth group and community, or between the group and individual recipient of the mission work. Most mission trips do not involve sitting, sometimes for several hours at a time, reading a child’s storybook to an adult who cannot see or speak. Your typical mission trip does not involve being silent and immobile for 45 minutes while holding the hand of an elderly woman, or feeding popcorn, one piece at a time, to a gentleman in a wheelchair who cannot move his arms to feed himself. Our conversations as a group at the beginning of the trip centered on our fears and anxieties about doing or saying the wrong thing, about how to act around the people who seemed so different from us, a population of individuals we rarely saw in our daily lives or interacted with. In contrast, our conversations at the end of the week focused on how much we’d learned from the residents and staff, how much we had been healed by them, how much we would miss them once we returned to life in Minneapolis. The Lord called us and sent us, and we went. 

The students came to understand what the letter to Ephesians tells us, that there is one body and one Spirit, and that each of us is called to the one hope of our calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Creator of all. They lived out a life worthy to that which they are called to as individuals and as a community, trusting completely and relying only on God’s good gifts. High school student Annie Wright wrote the following in a reflection for a forthcoming newsletter: 

“Working with mentally and physically disabled people was a foreign topic to me, and as the date of our leaving grew near I felt myself getting more and more nervous. However, nothing could have prepared me for the eye-opening and truly life-changing chain of events that were awaiting our whole group at Bethphage…working with residents at Bethphage was somewhat intimidating at first [but] I immediately started to create bonds with the people that I was seeing on a day to day basis, and learned their personalities, likes and dislikes, [and] ways of communicating.” 

During one of our last days at Bethphage, we took a break from physical work and visiting with residents to attend the weekly worship service, known on campus as “Kingdom Party.” We entered Bethphage’s chapel to find a huge box in the center of the room, filled with all manner of hats- large and small, eccentric and refined. Our youth and leaders made their hat selections and I looked around at our group to see members donned with sombreros, wigs of various colors, Dr. Seuss-esque hats, bowlers, cowboy hats, and Burger King crowns.  The residents soon arrived to join us for a worship service unlike anything most of us had experienced before. There was joyous and loud singing, clapping, color and texture, and the incredible work of the Holy Spirit in that place. That Thursday morning in Nebraska during the Kingdom Party, we were all, residents, staff, and Westminster folks, simply children of God, wearing our goofy hats, waving our arms, rejoicing in our brokenness and in our beauty before our Lord. We were all living out our calling, with humility and gentleness, to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace and to come together, whether or not we could speak or run or see, as one body joined and knitted together.

In remembering that gathered congregation I am struck by something Westminster member John Greenwald shared as a part of Doug’s sermon on June 28th. John said, “our culture’s glorification of physical perfection leads people to assume that all disabilities need to be ‘cured,’ while ignoring the healing effects of inclusion in loving community.” John could not have better summarized what we experienced at Bethphage. For that brief week we were able to be included in that loving community, to be healed by it, and the be radically changed to share that inclusive love, even as we observed the healing effects of that community for the residents.  The Lord called and sent and we went, and were healed.

Nathan served the Lord and did the seemingly impossible- he spoke out to power and followed God’s calling, responding to the difficult and challenging charge of bringing about the Lord’s truth. Our Westminster young people have shown us this very truth through their work and ministry this summer. They have moved outside the comfortable in traveling to different cities and countries. They served in the languages of English and Spanish, compassion, touch, presence and hope. They have strengthened partnerships with our sister congregation in Cuba, pushed through fears and anxieties, and demonstrated for us what the letter to the Ephesians impresses upon us- that we are all called, we are all equipped for ministry. This is the hope of our calling.

We acknowledge this when we come to this table. We also acknowledge our brokenness and admit our need for forgiveness, as David did. We ask to have new, clean hearts and spirits created in us and to be restored to the joy of God’s salvation. When we come to this table we respond to a call as Nathan did, a call to lead a worthy life. When we leave this place we go forth with humility, gentleness, and patience, bearing with one another in love and making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.
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