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This week the lectionary readings offer two dramatic narratives depicting God’s powerful
intrusion into the human arena to overcome forces of injustice and chaos. The narrative of
David’s defeat of Goliath in I Samuel 17 is told by a nation of their hero king who reigned
around 1000 BCE. This story presents David as a young man of extraordinary courage and
conviction. Yet, the energy of the story comes not from the actions of the hero alone, but from
David’s relationship with God and reveals the unconventional means God uses to overcome
injustice. We will read verses 32-49. Hear now the word of God.

David said to Saul, “Let no one’s heart fail because of him; your servant will go and fight with
this Philistine.” 33 Saul said to David, “You are not able to go against this Philistine to fight with
him; for you are just a boy, and he has been a warrior from his youth.” 34 But David said to
Saul, “Your servant used to keep sheep for his father; and whenever a lion or a bear came, and
took a lamb from the flock, 35 I went after it and struck it down, rescuing the lamb from its
mouth; and if it turned against me, I would catch it by the jaw, strike it down, and kill it. 36 Your
servant has killed both lions and bears; and this uncircumcised Philistine shall be like one of
them, since he has defied the armies of the living God.” 37 David said, “The LORD, who saved me
from the paw of the lion and from the paw of the bear, will save me from the hand of this
Philistine.” So Saul said to David, “Go, and may the LORD be with you!”
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Saul clothed David with his armor; he put a bronze helmet on his head and clothed him with
a coat of mail. 39 David strapped Saul’s sword over the armor, and he tried in vain to walk, for
he was not used to them. Then David said to Saul, “I cannot walk with these; for I am not used
to them.” So David removed them. 40 Then he took his staff in his hand, and chose five smooth
stones from the wadi, and put them in his shepherd’s bag, in the pouch; his sling was in his
hand, and he drew near to the Philistine.
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The Philistine came on and drew near to David, with his shield-bearer in front of him. 42 When
the Philistine looked and saw David, he disdained him, for he was only a youth, ruddy and
handsome in appearance. 43 The Philistine said to David, “Am I a dog, that you come to me
with sticks?” And the Philistine cursed David by his gods. 44 The Philistine said to David, “Come
to me, and I will give your flesh to the birds of the air and to the wild animals of the
field.” 45 But David said to the Philistine, “You come to me with sword and spear and javelin;
but I come to you in the name of the LORD of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you
have defied. 46 This very day the LORD will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you down
and cut off your head; and I will give the dead bodies of the Philistine army this very day to the
birds of the air and to the wild animals of the earth, so that all the earth may know that there is
a God in Israel, 47 and that all this assembly may know that the LORD does not save by sword
and spear; for the battle is the LORD’s and God will give you into our hand.”
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When the Philistine drew nearer to meet David, David ran quickly toward the battle line to
meet the Philistine. 49 David put his hand in his bag, took out a stone, slung it, and struck the
Philistine on his forehead; the stone sank into his forehead, and he fell face down on the
ground. Amen.
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In our second scripture reading, Mark 4:35-41, the plight of the disciples caught in a threatening
storm and Jesus’ action in bringing calm dramatize the redemptive work of God, who rebukes
chaotic forces and redeems frightened followers from a desperate situation. The miracle affirms
that this One, like Yahweh who divided the waters of chaos in the crossing of the Red Sea, has
the power to rescue us from the fear and disorder that are a part of the storms of life. Listen for
God’s Holy Word.

On that day, when evening had come, Jesus said to them, “Let us go across to the other
side.” 36 And leaving the crowd behind, they took him with them in the boat, just as he was.
Other boats were with him. 37 A great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so
that the boat was already being swamped. 38 But he was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and
they woke him up and said to him, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” 39 Jesus
woke up and rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, “Peace! Be still!” Then the wind ceased,
and there was a dead calm. 40 He said to them, “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?”
Amen.
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The title of the sermon: “Five Smooth Stones”

Text: Then David took his staff in his hand, and chose five smooth stones from the wadi, and
put them in his shepherd’s bag, in the pouch; his sling was in his hand, and he drew near to the
Philistine. I Samuel 17:40
Let us pray. Holy and loving God, thank you for the creative and surprising ways you
overcome injustice and chaos in our world and for the privilege of being your followers. Give
each of us the courage and wit of David to face the giants we encounter in authentic and
unconventional ways. And now may the words of my mouth and the meditations of each of
our hearts be acceptable in your sight. Amen.
The story of David and Goliath has been passed on through the ages. In this delightful and
beloved story we learn an important lesson about life and faith. David, a boy too young to
fight in battle and the youngest son of a relatively unknown Israelite family comes forward to
remind King Saul and the whole Israelite army that their God Yahweh is the Living God who
saves. A truth the king and his soldiers had surely known and celebrated at one time; however,
over the years in the battles of their lives they had forgotten.
They had faced one too many bullies— “Goliaths” or “giants,” that seemed insurmountable.
Ironically, theologian Walter Brueggeman tells us in the Interpretation Commentary that
although this Philistine was indeed a very large man, about 6’9” tall and his presence would be
terribly intimidating, he was probably not a giant. (In VBS this month we helped the children
get a sense of Goliath’s height by having 6’3” Drew Borland stand up and told them to add six
inches.)
Brueggeman explains that this tendency to exaggerate obstacles is true for all of us. Problems or
obstacles that we face become larger than life itself. No, the Israelites were not the first or the
last to develop tunnel vision preventing them from seeing creative solutions to a problem.
Malcolm Gladwell addresses this phenomenon in his 2013 book entitled David and Goliath:
Underdogs, Misfits, and the Art of Battling Giants. He writes: David and Goliath is a book

about what happens when ordinary people confront giants. By ‘giants,’ he means powerful

opponents of all kinds—from armies and mighty warriors to disability, misfortune, and
oppression. Each chapter tells the story of a different person—famous or unknown, ordinary or
brilliant—who has faced an outsized challenge and been forced to respond.
Through these stories, (Gladwell) explores two ideas. The first is that much of what we
consider valuable in our world arises out of these kinds of lopsided conflicts, because the act of
facing overwhelming odds produces greatness and beauty. The fact of being an underdog can
change people in ways we often fail to appreciate: it can open doors and create opportunities
and educate and enlighten and make possible what might otherwise have seemed unthinkable.
And second, we consistently get these kinds of conflicts wrong. We misread them. We
misinterpret them. Giants are not what we think they are. The same qualities that appear to
give them strength are often the sources of great weakness… We need a better guide to facing
giants—and there is no better place to start the journey than with the epic confrontation
between David and Goliath three thousand years ago in the Valley of Elah.
David’s courage to face Goliath at all and his wit, his wisdom to face Goliath unconventionally,
with five smooth stones and a sling teach us something about the unexpected and surprising
ways of God. It is God who saves, but in ways that astonish us, in ways that are different from
our usual means of measuring influence and power. As Gladwell asserts, on one level, this duel

reveals the folly of our assumptions about power. Saul thinks of power in terms of physical
might. He doesn’t appreciate that power can come in other forms as well…in substituting speed
and surprise for strength.
David brings a radically different understanding to power. God is the One in whom power has
its origin. David demonstrates this claim by coming against Goliath not as a traditional warrior
but with the skills, genius, and the tool of a shepherd; a sling with which a small boy could hurl
a stone at over 75 mph to take down a lion, a bear or a brute giant. This scenario was in vivid
contrast with Saul’s plan to engage both armies in conventional battle.
This story embodies the hope for all of us who face overwhelming obstacles that there is a way
to win the future. This is a story of hope, especially for the weak, the oppressed, and the
marginalized who understand better than most that because the Philistines of this world cannot
be beat on their own terms, our hope lies with the living God. David’s trust in God celebrates
that there is a way into the future when there seems to be no way.
And David’s well placed stone of opposition reminds us that there are chinks in all systems of
oppression that loom over us as armored giants. The shepherd boy and rock slinger teaches us
anew a lesson every generation of God’s children must relearn. That trusting God, we are all
called to confront the bullies of oppression. The giant will be defeated not because David is
stronger and cleverer than the Philistine, but because Yahweh is both cleverer and stronger than
either David or Goliath. David’s response is a statement reflecting the basic justice of Yahweh.
The God of justice who calms the sea is committed to the preservation of faithful people and to
the defense of those who cannot defend themselves. In each generation, God calls men and
women, like David, to implement God’s will on crucial matters of justice and equity.
Fred Strebeigh, a writer and professor at Yale University, tells the untold story of how woman
attorneys battled blatant inequities in America’s legal system over the last 50 years in his book
entitled Equal. Suzanne Borland, attorney and mother of 6’3” Drew outlined this fascinating
book during an Adult Education Forum in 2017. I was recently reminded of how much of an

impact Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg had on this journey when I watched the
documentary RBG. Facing the Goliath’s in the courtroom, chipping away at sexist laws with
one stone at a time in order to create a more equitable society, this petite woman was among
those who took strategic and well placed cases to the Supreme Court, to narrate battles waged
against high odds and pinnacles of legal power. Equal, in the words of Professor Suzanne A.
Kim of Rutgers Law School, is a book for "anyone interested in how each individual can
improve our society through compassion, drive, and creativity."
Thank God for the “Davids” among us, men and women who continue to face the “giants” of
injustice in our world, who listen to the voice of truth within, and who demonstrate the power
and love of a just and gracious God.
Whether we are advocating for justice within our society or navigating stormy seas in the boat
of life, may the five smooth stones of David be a reminder of the unexpected and
unconventional ways God calls each of us to face injustices, obstacles, and unexpected winds.
May they remind us of the unique gifts, strength and power we each bring to the task before us.
And may we respond with courage, creativity, and wit to the call to follow Christ. Amen.
.

