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There on the battlefield stands Goliath the towering giant, more than nine feet tall and with muscles to match, wearing over a hundred pounds of armor and weaponry, and wearing it as if it weighs nothing, this gigantic warrior well-accustomed to battle and well-accustomed to winning.  He is the Philistine champion; the Philistines are cheering and chanting, “Goliath!  Goliath!  Goliath!”  Standing at the other side of the battlefield, so pitiful in comparison, a waif not a warrior, there’s David, a young boy, a shepherd, and a poet – remember? – a poet who will one day sing his gentle songs to soothe the ravings of old King Saul.  With the still-wet-behind-the-ears David representing them, what can the Israelites expect except disaster?


Goliath the Philistine mammoth in aggressive stance bellows across the battlefield, his voice like the Fee-Fi-Fo-Fum of a fairy tale giant roaring at David:  Pathetic little boy, you have no chance at all.  I will kill you.  David, too small and too slight of stature to wear a man’s armor, armed only with a sling shot and five smooth stones, just a boy facing Goliath, yet he shouts back, his the voice of a child’s bravado:  You don’t have a chance.  The Lord is on my side; in the name of the Lord, I will kill you.


Well, you know the rest of the story, how it was that one small boy with one small stone killed the giant.  It’s a story which most of us have known since we were children, and probably the child within us still loves hearing this story of triumph, boy triumphing over bully, good over evil, God over Goliath.  It’s a story which excites the imagination and gladdens the hearts of children.  And, truth be told, it’s a story which excites and gladdens adult hearts, too, when Goliath comes roaring into our lives.  When we’re facing something overwhelming, huge and daunting and potentially dangerous, when we’re facing someone who is powerful and powerfully mean, a bully, this story brings hope and renewed determination to persevere, boy triumphing over bully, good over evil, God over Goliath.


But this story also can trouble adult hearts, actually should trouble adult hearts.  Like some other stories which are right there in the Bible, this story is a prime example of what modern day biblical and theological scholars label “a text of terror,” that is, a text which claims divine sanction of “righteous” violence, God legitimizing violence for a righteous purpose, sacred violence for a sacred cause.


The logic would go like this.  David is the anointed one of God, the hero who is on “God’s side” of the battle.  Therefore, whoever is David’s enemy is God’s enemy.  Therefore, it is right and righteous to kill Goliath.


But, does God take sides when God’s children declare war on each other?  Do we really believe that God says to anyone, “Human child of mine, go kill some of my other children; kill for me, in my name”?


During World War II, German pastor Martin Niemueller dared to speak out in strong protest against Hitler’s killing of the Jews, and because he protested, he himself was imprisoned for eight years in Holocaust camps.  Later he said this:  “It took me a long time to learn that God is not the enemy of my enemies.  He is not even the enemy of his enemies.”  In like fashion, author Anne Lamott writes, “When God hates all the same people you hate, you can be absolutely certain that you have created him in your image.”


God sanctioning violence:  if that were so, what would we do with what Jesus said about how to treat enemies?  He didn’t mention violence or killing as possible options, did he?  Seems like he said something about loving our enemies and praying for them.


Texts of terror, biblical texts which allow us to use the word “sacred” and the word “killing” in the same breath, permission to do violence in the name of God, about that outrageous and very dangerous idea, essayist Dan Clendenin wrote this.  “Whether ancient or modern, violence in God’s name knows no boundaries.  All religions have engaged in sacred terror, including widow burning, child sacrifice, caste systems, mass suicide, female genital mutilation, witch hunts, ritual abuse, ethnic cleansing, suicide bombers, and apartheid – the list is depressingly long.  Christians killed thousands in the Crusades and Inquisitions, defended slavery, were complicit in the Holocaust that killed six million Jews, ravaged the Native American peoples, and have murdered abortion doctors and gays.”


It isn’t a pretty picture, the way biblical texts have been used, and are still being used by some these days, as a warrant for bullying and beating up others, in the name of God.  Doing that, we ourselves become Goliath.  So, on the one hand, the story of David and Goliath can instill hope and fortitude in the hearts of the faithful, when some kind of Goliath roars in our lives.  But, on the other hand, this story and other texts of terror can be used harmfully, dangerously, to promote so-called “sacred violence.”


Again I’m going to quote from Don Clendenin’s essay.  He writes, “We should not remain silent when we see attempts to legitimize sacred violence, but instead name it for what it is.  We should learn the warning signs that religion has become evil and evil has become religious.”


He goes on to say this:  “Sometimes the connection between religion and violence is tenuous, sometimes it is explicit.  Sacred terror is almost always complex and bound up with other causes (social, historical, economic, cultural, political, etc).  But at the end of the day we must admit that there is far too much violence in the world that is fomented with a specifically religious rationale, motivation, or justification, and we should commit ourselves to do whatever we can to stop it.”


So, here’s two things I think about us and the story of David and Goliath.  I think that when we tell the story of David and Goliath to our children, we must be very, very careful storytellers, lest we plant seeds we really don’t want to plant.  And the second thing is this:  when there’s a Goliath in our lives, we must face it.  We must not run and hide from it, or deny its existence, like the proverbial elephant in the living room.  Running away from Goliath or ignoring Goliath only gives Goliath room to grow larger and more aggressive, to become an even bigger and more dangerous bully.


We must not run from Goliath or pretend that Goliath doesn’t exist.  Nor must we assign the task of facing Goliath to somebody else, depend on somebody else to face Goliath for us.  
True, sometimes it takes camaraderie, a whole community joined together to face Goliath, but not a one of us should stay on the fringe, uninvolved.  We must be with that community facing Goliath ourselves.


But the manner in which we face Goliath – whether as an individual or as part of a community – the way we face Goliath is as important as the facing itself.  We must not allow the way of the texts of terror to become our way.  Our way cannot be the way of violence, not physical violence or verbal violence, not the way of killing emotionally or spiritually.  The way we face Goliath should embody and proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Our way of facing Goliath:  it must be as disciples of Jesus, in the name of Love and therefore, in the way of love’s behavior.
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