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I was in the fourth grade or so, and it was a Sunday morning at United Congregational Church in 

Worcester, Massachusetts.  There had been a call to worship, a hymn, and a children’s sermon.  

We had been dismissed for Sunday school, gone to our classes, said our opening prayer, taken 

attendance, collected an offering for the Heifer Project.  Now it was time to read the scripture 

and do the activity.  “Who wants to read the scripture?” the teacher asked.  My hand shot into the 

air.  I was terrible at crafts, but I was a good reader.  “Okay, Emily,” the teacher said, “Open 

your Bible and read to us starting at Exodus 19:15.”  I opened my Bible and found the page.  

“Are you sure?” I said.  “Yes,” the teacher replied.  “Are you sure you’re sure?” I said, “Chapter 

19 verse 15?”  “Yes, I’m sure,” the teacher replied impatiently, “please read the lesson.”  I could 

feel my face blushing and my ears burning as I stammered out the words: “and Moses told them, 

‘Be ready by the day after tomorrow and don't have sexual intercourse in the meantime.’” The 

class erupted into laughter.  That’s when my teacher interrupted.  “What are you DOING?” she 

shrieked.  We got it sorted out eventually – she had meant chapter 15, verse 19, not the other way 

around.  That was the day I learned that the Bible sometimes talked about sex. 

And boy, does it ever.  There are protocols and prohibitions; there is luscious love poetry and 

erotic imagery; there are stories of aging couples longing for children and young lovers on their 

wedding nights.  There are commandments in the law of Moses, and directives from Paul in the 
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epistles. And there are stories of sexual misconduct.  Sexual misconduct ranging from stories that 

are puzzlingly archaic – like Ham, whose misdeed is unclear because of the fog of ancient 

euphemisms – to stories that are horrifically relevant. And there is the text we heard today – the 

story of David and Bathsheba. It’s a text that we may not know especially well, and that gets 

very mixed up especially with the rise in popularity of Leonard Cohen’s song “Hallelujah” – 

which is a beautiful and poignant song, but not exactly a precise rendering of David’s story; it 

draws some imagery from the David and Bathsheba story, but also from Samson and Delilah, 

and from Cohen’s own imagination or life. But that line about broken hallelujahs – that rings true 

with David’s story. He’s said to be the psalmist whose voice shapes the language we use to sing 

praises to God, but he’s anything but a hero in today’s reading, a story where power, sexuality, 

and violence interweave and overlap, as they often do in our contemporary world 

Our text finds David in the middle of his reign, no longer the promising and idealistic youth who 

slew the Philistine giant Goliath, but now a wheeling-and-dealing power player who, through 

some combination of political savvy and divine favor has managed to ascend the throne, attain 

the upper hand in wars with the surrounding nations, bring the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem, 

and win the people’s hearts.   

We can hear even in the introductory line of the passage that David is successful, but no longer 

righteous: “in the spring of the year, the time when kings go out to battle,” the text begins. You 

would expect, with that introduction, to hear a story of David on the battlefield. But that’s not 

how the sentence ends. We’re expecting “David went out to battle,” but instead we read: “David 

sent Joab with his officers…. But David remained at Jerusalem.”  
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At home in Jerusalem while soldiers fight, David is strolling on his roof when he sees a woman 

bathing. He sends someone to ask about her, hears that she is Uriah’s wife, and then sends 

messengers to bring her to him. David is married, but this is a society where polygamy is 

permitted, especially for wealthy or powerful men.  By the end of his life, he will have several 

wives and concubines; it’s perfectly legal and acceptable for him to chase other women. 

Pursuing Bathsheba, however, is off-limits for both of them.  In their time and place, men are 

permitted to have multiple wives, but women may have only one husband; adultery, in the world 

of the Hebrew Scriptures, is when a man has relations with a woman who is another man’s wife.  

And Bathsheba is another man’s wife.  Specifically, Bathsheba is the wife of Uriah the Hittite, a 

soldier in King David’s army, a member of the Thirty, an elite corps of soldiers who are listed by 

name at the end of 2 Samuel.  She is Uriah’s wife, and Uriah is away fighting on King David’s 

behalf, while David is at home, napping, strolling, and pursuing married women.  

Many preachers through the years have framed Bathsheba as a seductress.  But there is nothing 

in the text to suggest that she sought David’s attention – sometimes people misread the text and 

think she was bathing on her roof trying to catch his eye. In fact, David is the one on the roof; 

biblical scholar Wilda Gaffney writes in her book Womanist Midrash, “David’s ability to view 

[Bathsheba’s] body is attributed to the size and position of the royal residence, and not to any 

temptation or solicitation on her part.” What’s most likely is that David’s well-appointed home 

gives him a vantage point where he can see spaces that are meant to be private. 

When messengers arrive from the king’s palace, directing Bathsheba to come with them, she is 

in a difficult position. There are, of course, repercussions for accepting King David’s invitation.  

It would be a sin and a crime. She would be an adulteress. She might be found out. She might be 

stoned to death. But she can’t really say no – these dynamics of sexuality and power are 
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complicated, and even in my own lifetime we’ve come to better understand that in a hierarchical 

relationship – professor and student, manager and employee, or, to be a little pointed, a President 

and an intern – there can’t really be consent from the subordinate, because the power relationship 

itself is coercive; the power that the superior holds puts the subordinate in a position where they 

may not feel free to say no. As the King, David holds power over not only Bathsheba, but also 

her husband and her father. This is another quote from Wilda Gaffney; she writes: “I argue that 

Bathsheba’s going with David’s soldiers on her own two feet should in no way be read as 

consent, but rather as holding on to a shred of dignity by not being dragged or carried out.” 

Bathsheba never speaks; we never hear a word about her intentions, her emotions, her 

aspirations. All we ever hear from her are the three words that she sends to David by messenger: 

“I am pregnant.” With her husband away at battle and a baby on the way that is clearly not his, 

she is in a precarious situation. Whatever her feelings were about David before, she has few 

options now except to appeal to him for help and protection. 

For what it’s worth, David does try at first to resolve the crisis through deceit rather than 

violence. He calls Uriah home on furlough, and attempts to send him home to his wife, hoping 

that when her pregnancy becomes apparent, Uriah will assume the child is his. But Uriah is too 

honorable to go home while his fellow soldiers are still on the field of battle. He refuses, and 

David’s plan is foiled. 

That is when David turns to violence, handing Uriah a sealed message to his commander, Joab, 

orchestrating Uriah’s death. This will leave Bathsheba widowed and protected from discovery, 

and David free to honorably marry her. David covers up one misdeed with another, covers one 

abuse of power with another, greater, abuse of power. 
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In our world, too, power, sexuality, and violence often overlap and interweave in ways that are 

confusing and toxic. How many Davids are there in our world, those who coerce, manipulate, 

and threaten, using positions of authority, financial dependence, or threats of violence to get their 

way? How many Bathshebas are there in our contemporary world, women, men, and children 

who find themselves in precarious situations where they cannot safely say no? It happens every 

day, in big ways and small. Big ways like the prevalence of child sexual abuse: one CDC study 

indicated that up to a quarter of adult women and a sixth of adult men experienced sexual abuse 

in their childhood at the hands of an adult, although data seems to suggest that that rate will be 

much lower for children of this era. And there are the seemingly small things that add up: I 

recently was in a conversation where women were asked how old they were the first time an 

adult man said something explicit to them – and the average answer was about eleven.  

In the face of all of this, the Christian tradition’s response has been woefully inadequate.  

Sometimes the church has been complicit; when abuse happens in churches, too often religious 

leaders try to cover up wrongdoing, concerned with public relations and liability, rather than 

healing for victims and accountability for perpetrators. And when Christianity is not directly 

complicit in such abuses of power, it has too often failed to adequately address the issues.  

The story of David and Bathsheba makes us uncomfortable; it is a difficult story, and a painful 

one. And it offers us an opportunity to speak God’s love into a painful, stigmatized, and all too 

common experience. The first time I preached on this passage, nine years ago, I remember there 

was a visitor at the church – a young man, maybe in his early thirties. I was nervous to see him 

there – would he think the church was weird? That I was “too woke” or “twisting scripture” for 

political purposes? But I preached what was written in my manuscript, because it was too late to 

do anything else. I spoke about the prevalence of sexual violence, the ways that churches 
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intentionally or unintentionally shame and blame victims alongside perpetrators, and the silence 

and stigma that keep people feeling alone and separated from God, when they should be offered 

love, compassion, and healing. At the door after service, he was near tears. He didn’t tell me any 

details. But he told me that something had happened to him a long time ago, and that he carried 

the shame and the pain with him, and this was the first time he had heard in church a word of 

healing for that pain. And he came back the next week. If those CDC statistics I quoted are 

anywhere near correct, there are some among us for whom this is part of our stories as well. If 

that is part of your story, you are not alone, and God’s love is with you and for you. 

The story we heard today is a painful one; there is nothing good about what David did to 

Bathsheba. But there is good, I believe, in preserving her story in scripture. There is good in 

refusing to cover up or silence her story, refusing to whitewash the legacy of King David or 

sugarcoat his wrongdoing simply because of his place in history or the good he did for his 

people. Our God is a God who comes alongside the powerless, whose heart is for those who have 

been hurt. Scripture tells Bathsheba’s story so that survivors can see themselves in scripture, and 

hear the prophet Nathan speak on behalf of God to hold David accountable. We are called into 

the church – the Body of Christ – to be part of a better way, the Kingdom of God, where all 

voices are heard and power is used for the good of the whole. 

Peace, Martin Luther King Jr. famously said, is not merely the absence of violence, but the 

presence of justice.  So it is with the kingdom of God, and so may it be in the communities we 

are called into as children of God and disciples of Christ.  We are called not just to the absence 

of abusive power, but the presence of mutual empowerment. Not just to the absence of shame 

and blame, but to the presence of grace and respect.  Not the absence of manipulation, but the 

presence of love; not the absence of coercion, but the presence of mutuality; not the absence of 
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harm, but the presence of healing.  In this world of broken hallelujahs, may the God of 

resurrection bring forth new life in every place of pain, guiding us in the way of Christ, who 

came to show us a better way. Amen. 


