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Introduction to the Scripture

Our scripture today is a hinge point in the history of Israel, Judaism, and Christianity. It’s one of those
bible stories that appears twice, in slightly different forms, to underline its importance. This is the
“original”, though it’s been through the wash a few times since it first was recorded. You’ll hear today
of a promise between a King and a God, one that asks us to imagine the arc and scope of history, and
asks us to think about the ways in which we can struggle to contain God.

King David has just triumphantly ridden into Jerusalem, uniting the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah. He
is, for a very short time in his “kingly” career, not at war. So he begins to wonder how he might settle
in, and how he might settle God close by… and so he calls on his court prophet, Nathan, to ask about
a home for God.

For hundreds of years, before and after King David, Israel was divided on a question: was the center
of their worship life Jerusalem and the temple that’s the subject of this story, or did the worship of God
belong out and about. Was God, or should God be, more accessible in particular places?

Sermon

I used to love Rudyard Kipling stories like “How the Elephant Got its Trunk”, or “How the Leopard Got
its Spots.”

So David is the founding member of the Building and Grounds committee. Which I take sincerely, and,
you know what, I’m standing in a big honking church building so that has to be ok. He means his
question about why he has a house and God doesn’t. You can hear the praise he wants to express
here, if also maybe his standard amount of ego. Leaders and their buildings, it turns out, are not a new
phenomenon.

God has a different idea. Right away, you know which side of the debate wrote this story down, ’cause
I love to tell the stories when I’m sure God is on my side! Through Nathan, God reminds David: God
has always been on the move with the people. God prefers to sleep out under the stars, in a tent. Just
as David’s ancestors recorded during the Exodus.

David and God agree to suspend debate, thinking they have come to terms: the next generation will
build a temple for God. But still…

The challenge you encounter when you start to build a home—a particular place—for God is access:
who can get to God?

 (http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=2+Samuel+7:1-14a)
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This is no small thing, right? If God is someplace that is really useful information to have… and if that
place is yours to control… all the better. Congratulations, you can charge admission! It’s like Space
Mountain with a wilder ride.

Remember, by Jesus’s time, the political and religious structures of Roman occupied Judea will have
created a whole economics of how you gain access to the temple that David wants to build so much.
Money changers charge people to get temple coins with which they can buy temple sacrifices, with
which they can sacrifice to God. There are tickets to get tickets to get tickets to ride the ride now. All
of them another way to check and see who gets to God.

Whenever we get inclined to building, to creating holy space, it behooves us to think about what walls
we may be building around God: are we trying to bring God inside, or are we trying to meet God—and
others—outside?

We can see this in our worship lives, in our communities, even in the world stage.

This building has been a blessing for our community for over 170 years. I’ll give access to the history
for those who are visiting: Harriet Beecher Stowe sat right there and had a vision that helped light the
fire of abolition in this country. What we don’t often talk about? It was the witness of a emancipated
woman who was relegated to the balcony, and the generosity of another woman that made it possible.
Harriet couldn’t afford a pew at First Parish.

If you came in today and you joined us in reading our liturgy and our prayers, or you sightread some of
the music for the hymns we sing together, well… you know you have access.

Just like in Jesus’s time, our theologies of access shape our world in our systems and structures.
Even when we have come to understand God’s presence and God’s blessings so much more broadly:
we can find those experiences of the holy in nature, in the world around us…

In modern day life, I’m aware of lots of spiritual journeys and pilgrimages… all of them take a lot of
money. If you can be a Christian who walks the Camino, or travels to Iona… if you are a Muslim who
can afford to take your hajj to Mecca… you have access.

I know from some of our folks who work in land trusts and conservation work: one of their challenges
is how to make the blessings of creation more accessible for everyone. All too often, the reality is that
if you can get to green spaces, trails, nature preserves… well, you are most likely higher income
, and higher privilege… you have access.

And, of course, of late we’ve seen that when we relax into a short hand of thinking of God’s blessing,
or opportunity, or dignity belonging on one side of a wall that we find ourselves in the midst of heated
debates about immigration policy and practice.

I have been thinking a lot recently about John Winthrop’s famous sermon to our congregational
ancestors. You know the one, or at least you know its most famous line: “You shall be as a city set
upon a hill.” As modern day Americans, even with our separation of Church and State, we hear that
line a lot.
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The question is what a city on a hill is for: is it to shine a light like a beacon so people might know “ah!
There’s where God particularly is present! There’s where I need to go!” and find their way to it? Or is it
to shine light to show that God’s blessing is everywhere? That the fullness of human dignity,
possibility, compassion, and wholeness is for everyone?

We need reminding that we have tended to name ourselves, our government, our land, our resources,
our people as particularly blessed… and so we get into debates about access to our blessings… and
not into debates about how to share blessing.

In 2015 we hit a high of 1.8% of our federal resources spent on foreign aid. For a long time, both
of our parties cut away mercilessly.A small side note, of that 1.8%, a full third of it is military and
security spending for other nations. I wonder how our debates my be different if our policies reflected
a desire to see blessing and wholeness more around the world. If the city on the hill lit up the
belovedness of the nations.

God’s presence, God’s blessing has always been on the move, Nathan reminds King David. Solomon
will come, but even then, he will build a “house for God’s name,” never for God.

No, instead God will build a house in David who stands in so that we can understand God will build a
house in us. The very first followers of Jesus will read this story again, and to them it will be a story of
shelter, hope, and promise: Jesus, the dependent of David, fulfills the promise… they read God is
creating a “dynasty” or house of David that lasts for ever. But then, God makes a house in us. “The
Word became flesh and dwelt among us”—in us. God has come to dwell in and with us, not in any
four walls, but in hands and feet, heart and face, in human frailty, and in presence and compassion.
Our task is to remember and remind of the holiness and worthiness of each and all, undivided by
barriers, borders, or walls.

Jesus, well, Jesus doesn’t react well to the folks charging admission to get to the Holy. Back in the
temple days, he starts flipping tables and whipping money-changers… you know, just in case you get
stuck in thinking of Jesus as that serene guy petting a lamb?

We, too, have to remain critically aware of walls or gates that pen in blessing that need knocking over;
to continue to make room for God to be on the move with us, and in us. To refuse the opportunity to
keep God (and us) too comfortable, too safe, right next door… so that we never create a a gated
community of God’s people.

We gather, pray, and sing in this house, not because this house is holy by itself, but to help shape
ourselves into a structure that can show God to a world that needs a vision of the Holy: real and living
and moving among us… a world that needs reminding Those who have been denied access for so
long? They, too, are little houses for God, on the move, in the world… and so we walk together, and
wonder together, and when night comes? Pitch the tent, and rest… under the stars… in the
unbounded temple of God’s presence and God’s love.

Amen.
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