MOTHER COURAGE
TEXT:  2 Samuel 21.1-14

It’s a joy to be here with you this morning.


I bring you greetings from the American Baptist Churches where I work with 



International Ministries our global mission society.
This morning I want to call your attention to a strange and awful story from 2 Samuel.


This Biblical story is one of those awful Old Testament stories that we might read 


as we are slogging our way through the Bible just to say we’ve read the whole 


thing.

We rush past it, never to revisit it again.



We might even think—what an awful story!




Why did God have to put that in the Bible!



Let’s get on to the really good stuff!


Ah, but this story is worth another visit.

It begins with a famine plaguing Israel, and King David prays to ask God what the problem is.


God says there is “bloodguilt” on the land.



Innocent blood had been shed.



Gross injustice, terrible violence, had taken place and never been addressed.

What had happened is that King Saul, David’s predecessor from another tribe, had massacred 
Gibeonites, engaged in what we would call today acts of genocide.


The Gibeonites were an ethnic minority who had made a covenant of peace with Israel 


during the invasion of the Promised Land under Joshua.


The story of that peace covenant is told in the Book of Joshua, chapter 9.


But Saul violated that covenant in an old-fashioned expression of ethnic cleansing.


Gibeonites were massacred, and God became the only advocate for these forgotten 


victims.



God cursed the land which had committed this brutality, even though it was God’s 


special covenant people.

So once David heard from God that this was a problem, he got together with the surviving 
Gibeonites to see what they could do to set things right.


And David and the Gibeonites chose a solution that was old back then and has been 


continued to this day.


They decided to deal with the old violence of the past by committing new violence in the 


present.


The Gibeonites who had been so awfully wronged wanted revenge.



“Give us the male descendents of Saul—kill them for us!”


So David did.



Seven of Saul’s sons and grandsons were butchered in public, run through with 



huge stakes, impaled, and left out in public display.



The Bible says they did this “before the Lord,” as a religious act.


But God is silent—God does not lift the curse upon the land.



Evidently what David and the Gibeonites did in murdering these children was not 



the way God saw bloodguilt being lifted.

But so often the way of the world is the way of violence.


We see a problem, and like David we apply real politics to solve the problem by meeting 


violence with violence, fighting fire with fire, atoning for one evil by committing 


another.


You know, my Mother taught me two wrongs don’t make a right.



Did your mothers say that?



Maybe David wasn’t listening to his mother when she said that.


How many innocent victims do we create in our efforts to balance the books of terror?



How many have been impaled in our quest for justice?


These seven descendents of Saul were innocents, too young to have participated in the 


atrocities of their father or grandfather.



But like the innocent Lamb of God, Jesus the Christ, they were impaled and hung 



up in public in the name of restoring the peace.

But then, in the wake of this awful violence, a mother, a courageous mother, changes the story.

One mother, Merab, who lost 5 sons that day, simply disappears from the story.


Merab becomes that eternal grieving, silent mother who fades away in the overwhelming 


sorrow of her loss.


Ah, there are so many mothers, and fathers, and sisters and brothers and daughters and 


sons like Merab—victims who are frozen forever in their grief and anguish.



They can never move beyond the terrible loss they have suffered.

But the other mother, Rizpah, transforms the entire story.


Two of her sons were executed.


She feels the sorrow as did Merab.


Perhaps besides sorrow she felt anger at the injustice of her loss.


But unlike Merab, Rizpah does not fade away.

Rizpah instead comes out into the public space where the bodies of her sons are displayed.


Rizpah with mother grief, with mother anger, with mother courage, begins a public vigil 


over the bodies of her boys.



She spreads a rough cloth on the ground and stays there, keeping the dogs away, 



shooing off the birds that circle round about.


She keeps that vigil out in public, day after day, night after night.


There is only one verse about her action.



That verse says she began at the start of the barley harvest and continued till the 



rains fell.



One commentary I read said the barley harvest began in late April or early May, 



and the rainy season started in late October or early November.



One verse, but many months.

Imagine Rizpah there by the bodies of her sons—April, May, June.


What is happening to those bodies?


What do the women in the town do?



“Rizpah, come home.



You’ve grieved enough.



It’s time to get on with your life.



You can’t bring your children back to life by this wasting of your self.”


But Rizpah continues—July, August, September.



The bodies have disintegrated in the open air and are nearly bones now.



The town’s people all think she is crazy, she’s a madwoman.


But she continues—October, November.

And finally David hears about her vigil.


David hears and is moved in his heart by this mother.


David comes.



He comes publicly to the mother whose sons he ordered executed.



He publicly gathers their bones.


Then he gathers the bones of Saul and his other sons who had perished in the 



battle of Gilboa, but never been properly buried.


And David buries them all appropriately and with due respect in the land of their 



family.
Then God heals the land.


God did not heal the land in response to David’s executions.


God healed the land when David reversed his policy of violence and came publicly to 


Rizpah.



He came, I believe, in repentance and humility.



David came to the sorrowing mother in her vigil, and he tenderly dealt with the 



bones of her children.


The violence was over.



The cycle of revenge and retribution was broken.



Grief was given an expression that could bring healing at long last.

It’s a strange story, and Rizpah’s action gets just one verse.


But her action transforms the whole story.


David changes, and from his change, inspired by Rizpah, the land is healed.

There have been many daughters of Rizpah over the years, mothers who have turned their grief 
into courageous public witness to end violence and heal their lands.

I think today of the Naga Mothers.

The Naga people are a tribal people in northeast India.


They were introduced to the gospel of Jesus Christ by American Baptist missionaries 


over 130 years ago.


But since 1947 they have been struggling for independence from India, at times spiraling 


into a terrible war that has left as many as 200,000 people dead, probably the 


biggest war nobody has ever heard of.


I have been working with Naga peace efforts since 1996, and in that process I quickly 


discovered the key roles played by the Naga Mothers.


A while back the Naga Mothers Association was organized mainly as a women’s social 


group, getting together for teas and other such events.


Then they began going to the Indian army bases to collect the bodies of young Nagas 


slain by Indian troops.



They would take the bodies and wrap them in a new woolen shawl or blanket for 



a traditional burial.


But they had to keep going back to the army bases almost daily to get more bodies.



They couldn’t keep up with the weaving of the new shawls needed for burial.


Their grief and anger finally boiled over and the Naga Mothers became one of the leading 

groups working for an end to this long-standing conflict. 



Too many of their children were dying.


They began traveling to jungle headquarters of Naga insurgent groups to call them to 


peace.



I worked with the Naga Mothers and other community leaders to develop the 



“Journey of Conscience,” a nonviolent campaign of 
Nagas, including 



these bold mothers, calling for a negotiated settlement to the war.


These Naga Mothers are proud and determined and vocal.



They have buried far too many of their children, and they can’t be stopped now.


They are daughters of Rizpah.

I am reminded of the Mothers of the Plaza del Mayo in Argentina.


During the so-called “Dirty War” of the late 1970s and early 1980s some 30,000 people 


“disappeared” under the military dictatorship.


The whole country was paralyzed by fear.


But finally Rizpahs began to stir, grieving mothers.


I can see the mothers meeting around their kitchen tables:



“Where is Roberto?  I haven’t seen him for a while.”



“He went to university a few weeks ago and never came back.




His friends have no idea where he is.




Where is your Maria?”



“She was taken off a bus by the police, but when I went to the station to get her 



the police said they had no record of her being arrested.



That was months ago.”


These grieving mothers found each other, and they began to vigil.


Every Thursday they would go to the Plaza del Mayo in Buenos Aires and march with 


photos of their children:  



Their signs read:  “Where is my son?  Where is my daughter?”



Some people called them in Spanish “las locas”—“The crazy ones”—an epithet 



that I’m sure Rizpah heard in her own native Hebrew.



Some of the mothers disappeared, but more took their places.



Finally those mothers became the conscience of the country and sparked a 




nonviolent campaign that helped bring down the dictatorship, restore 



democracy and end the Dirty War.


Mothers of the Disappeared in Chile under the Pinochet dictatorship made their grief 


public as well.



Sometimes they would go to public dances and take to the dance floor alone.



Their missing sons, their missing husbands, their missing fathers were the stark 



presence with them calling out to a nation that buried its conscience under 



terror.

I could go on and on.



In my mission travels I often share the story of Rizpah, and in so many countries 



this is the Bible story that resonates powerfully with people.



In February I was in Bosnia with Serbian Baptist women and Bosnian Muslim 



army vets who experienced healing and reconciliation as they studied the 



responses to trauma in this story.



Then was here in Ethiopia last January I had one pastor say, “We have so many 



Rizpahs here.”



Do you know of any Rizpahs?

We have a Rizpah in the United States.


Her name is Cindy Sheehan.



Her son Casey was killed in action in Iraq in 2004.



She became a voice of protest against the war and vigiled as a grieving mother 



outside the gate of the ranch of President Bush.


As a mother who lost her son in this war she has paid a price that few others in my 


country have paid.


She has channeled her own huge loss into energy to spare other mothers the same 



loss she has experienced.

For us as Christians, however, the key question to ask is:  Where was God in this Bible story?


We saw God at the beginning, raising a problem to David.



God brought to David’s attention a terrible injustice that had not been put right.



God was an advocate for those who had been victimized.

The next time God enters the story is right at the end.


God doesn’t come in with healing when David and the Gibeonites exact revenge, 



repaying Saul’s violence with their own violence.


Rather God comes in months later after the grieving mother Rizpah bore tragic and 


persistent witness to the cost of this cycle of violence.

God comes in after Rizpah’s vigil brings about a complete turn-around in David’s kingly 


action.


God comes in to heal the land when the cycle of violence is halted thanks to a mother 


who made her grief the stopping place.

Where is God today?


Is God fighting on any of the sides in this world’s many conflicts which claim divine 


support and guidance?


Or is God waiting for someone with the courage to halt the seemingly endless spirals of 


bloodshed?


Is God waiting for a courageous mother or father, a sister or brother, a daughter or son to 


say “Enough!”



“My loss is beyond consolation, but I will not have vengeance taken in my name.”



“We have to find a way to peace or we will be hopelessly lost in a maze of killing 



and more killing and yet more killing.”

Rizpah calls to us amid the carnage of our warring world.


Her children are gone.

But she asks us:


What will we do so ensure that our children and our grandchildren face a different 


future?

