
Sunday Sermon: Between Heaven and Earth 
Aug 12, 2018 
 
Brother Columban Mary Hall is a Catholic Dominican Friar that I’m working with this summer in 
a training program for chaplains at St Mark’s hospital. Though he is 32 years old, he was not 
long ago asked for ID to prove his age - for a PG-13 movie. He wears a cream colored habit that 
makes him look like a Jedi. So as you might imagine, I was immediately fascinated when I met 
him. 
 
“You should ask any question you want about Dominicans,” he offered generously. “Most 
people aren’t very familiar with our ways.” 
 
I asked the most pressing question, the one all of you would have really wanted to know. “What 
do you wear under a habit?” 
 
He laughed. “Shorts and a T-shirt,” he replied. 
 
A couple of weeks later I asked if he wanted, could he just wear, like, board shorts or a bathing 
suit and no one would ever know. 
 
Actually, he said, I used to wear a favorite pair of green track shorts. Then I realized that people 
could see them through the fabric so I had to stop. 
 
This specter - of Brother Columban, Jedi Dominican Friar in white tube socks and green track 
shorts visible through his habit, has delighted me ever since. In that reach to be holy, this image 
is also so very human. 
 
In the weeks since Pastor Scott invited me to preach today, I have been walking alongside 
some very human humans in today’s scripture, King Saul, King David, and David’s son 
Absalom. After I read their stories carefully, I had some serious questions about who was doing 
the hiring in God’s eternal plan.  
 
If I were choosing a king to, say, unite my people and reign over them in fulfillment of prophecy, 
I might have screened for debilitating depression and paranoia and cut Saul before the first 
round of interviews. And while David showed real military prowess, his soft skills - like 
remembering not to violate his married neighbor Bathsheba and then not to kill her husband 
Uriah - his soft skills were lacking. And yet, they were both chosen by God, anointed by God’s 
prophet, and destined to lead God’s people. 
 
I went back to Scott. “Why would God choose such— such—“ 
 
“Such ordinary people to do God’s work in the world?” Scott finished my question for me, and 
laughed. 
 

 *  *  * 
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It turns out, being king of the realm does nothing to protect you from heartache and sorrow, and 
King David had plenty of both. It’s something I have seen at the hospital this summer; no one’s 
life is free from sorrow and pain.  
 
Like I said, I am interning this summer at St Mark’s in a program that trains chaplains to provide 
spiritual care in a hospital setting. One aspect of my work is simply to receive the stories that 
people discover they want to tell when they find themselves suffering in a hospital.  
 
Something about being sick - about being vulnerable and aware of your mortality - causes 
people sometimes to return to moments of unresolved prior pain - the death of a baby son forty 
years earlier; a damaged relationship; a difficult hip surgery last March. 
 
As I read today’s passage, I imagined what a chaplain visit would look like, if King David were in 
the patient bed and I stopped by. 
 

KD: I just keep thinking about my son Absalom. 
 
C: Why is he on your mind? 
 
KD: Well, I’m regretting that I wasn’t the father he needed.  I don’t want to tell you the 
whole story (and really, the Bible only sketches the outline on these family dramas). But 
when he was younger, he wanted me to be just, and I failed him. His brother - his brother 
Amnon wronged his sister Tamaar many years ago - and when Absalom’s eyes pleaded 
with me to avenge her, to punish her perpetrator, I looked away. 
 
C: It sounds like you are regretting some parts of your relationship with your son. 

 
At this point, my patient David would have grown silent, looking away now.  He would add,  
 

KD: My son Absalom wants to overthrow me now. He has an army and he is marching 
toward the city in rebellion. He wants my throne. 
 
C: How is that for you? 
I would ask this, seeking to help him say his pain and perhaps find some meaning in it. 
 
KD: I don’t know, he might have replied, his face in his hands. I just don’t know. 

 
 *  *  * 

 
Over the past month I have been thinking of another story, one that caught the news media’s 
attention worldwide, and it is the story of the 12 soccer players in Thailand, and their 25 year old 
coach who were trapped in a cave and then miraculously rescued after 17 days. I kept 
wondering what it was like for that coach, knowing that he was the one who led them in the cave 
in the first place. 
 
There are signs at the entrance that warn that the caves are dangerous. At the same time, 
entering them was common. The coach had been there before. But the flood waters came 
suddenly, three weeks earlier than usual. We learned after the fact that the boys were so deep 
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in the cave because as the flood waters came in, their only option was to run deeper, hoping to 
find high ground. 
 
The part of the story that I feel so moved by, however, was how the soccer coach responded 
once trouble came. You see, it turned out that the coach was not just a regular athlete with a 
part-time job. He had trained as a monk, leaving his order only recently to take care of an aging 
relative. As a monk, he had learned to meditate. He had learned to discipline his physical body 
to conserve energy, to be still. The reports say, this young coach saved the boys lives because 
he taught them what he knew. As the days passed, the boys meditated. They conserved 
energy, they stayed together and they stayed calm.  News reports noted that the coach was in 
the worst shape of all when they were all extracted because any food and water at all that they 
had had he had given to the boys.  A cartoon went viral - some of you may have seen it: 
 
[slide 1 - Monk image] 
 
The young monk, meditating peacefully while he holds in safety his team called the Wild Boars. 
Twelve young boars rest in his arms. His efforts saved their lives. 

*  *  * 
 
At the time when Absalom was born, he was one of King David’s 6 sons born within a 7 year 
time frame to his many wives. The palace would have been crazy with boys, and he was a 
favorite, both among the people and with his father. For one thing, he was beautiful - one Bible 
verse describes him as the most beautiful man in the kingdom. He had amazing hair, and the 
story goes that when he grew up, he cut it once a year and it weighed five pounds. Absalom 
was charismatic and charming. As a young adult he drove a magnificent chariot, and he was 
much loved by all. 
 
But Absalom’s life journey didn’t stay on that easy road. Over time, he came to hate his father. 
He gathered an army to overthrow him, and this is the part of the complicated story where the 
lectionary picks up this week. 
 
Despite the open rebellion, the slaughter Absalom was bringing to his own people, his father, 
King David, wanted mercy for Absalom. “Don’t hurt him,” he told the commanders just before 
they went to battle.  

 
“Deal gently for my sake with the young man Absalom." 
 
18:6 So the army went out into the field against Israel; and the battle was fought in the forest of 
Ephraim. 
 
18:7 [Absalom’s men] were defeated there by the servants of David, and the slaughter there 
was great on that day, twenty thousand men. 
 

I should stop and warn you now: unlike the Thai rescue story, there is no happy ending to this 
one. At no point will I be able to tell you what all this senseless violence was for.  
 
I’ve learned in my summer training that human suffering is not a problem that can be solved, it is 
instead a mystery we can only honor by witnessing it, naming it. When you leave the sanctuary 
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today, after Todd Wheeler’s postlude and before you line up for snacks - I will not have given 
you the key to understanding.  
 
Why does God carry out God’s work through imperfect human instruments? I don’t know. And 
what should we make of the suffering that is part of our human experience? I can’t say I know 
the answer to that one either. 
 
Absalom’s death came during the battle, but in a strange and weirdly unsettling way. When he 
was fleeing through a part of dense forest, his hair - his luscious locks - got entangled in some 
low-hanging branches. The scripture says that Absalom was left hanging there, between 
heaven and earth. King David’s commanders, despite the King’s request that they not hurt 
Absalom, executed him on the spot and defiled his body by throwing him in a pit and burying 
him with rocks. 
 
But David doesn’t know this until later. Finally, a messenger comes and tells David he has won 
the war. But his only question is about Absalom. The enthusiastic messenger replies: Absalom 
is super dead, just like he deserves. 
 
David’s throne stays safe. But his heart shatters. 
 

18:33 The king was deeply moved, and went up to the chamber over the gate, and wept; and as 
he went, he said, "O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would I had died instead of 
you, O Absalom, my son, my son!" 

 
What does it mean to be left hanging between heaven and earth? 
 
We are always and forever, Dominican friars with track shorts showing through our habits. 
 
We are both the soccer coach who led his team into the cave, and the monk-in-training who 
saved them. 
 
We are King Saul, the uniter of the ancient tribes into a state, annointed by God’s prophet for 
this mighty role - and sufferer of mental demons. 
 
We are David, the gifted musician, the young victor over giants - and the sinner, full of hubris 
and impulse and indecision. We are the commander so beloved by his men that they forbade 
him from leading the battle, saying you are worth ten thousand of us - and the father who can’t 
seem to connect with his one angry son, Absalom. 

 
*  *  * 

[Slide 2 - Uluaves] 
 
I imagine, that you, like me, have at some point in your life experienced a family conflict that 
would not easily heal. We recently returned from the Uluave Family reunion. It was held in 
Eden, Idaho at an RV Park next to the freeway. We chose the location somewhat ironically 
because it was funny to imagine - but also because Uluaves are not people who plan ahead 
much and the more traditional cabins and resorts were long booked up when we thought of it. 
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This RV park had a water slide, and it was equidistant from the houses of the two siblings who 
live furthest away, in Denver and near Seattle. So that’s where we met. 
 
I have to say, it was a blast. We bowled at Miracle Bowl in Twin Falls and listened to Honky 
Tonk on the jukebox. The RV park turned out to be both hilarious and more than adequate, with 
shower facilities, my clever nephew described cheerfully, as better than the psych ward but not 
as good as rehab. The kids played Uno, smack talking Uncle Jason the whole time. The young 
adults went paddle boarding on the Snake River, and my mom updated genealogy sheets on 
ancestry.com to her heart’s content. All 50 of us showed up as we were, we put on our family 
reunion T-shirts, and we just loved each other for a few days -  with extra chips and hot dogs. 
 
But despite the fantastic time I had, I’m on the outs with one of my sisters, and that weighed 
heavily on me. I hoped we would have time in Eden, Idaho, to sit down and sort our differences, 
we both hoped - but when we tried, things got worse. The bottom line is neither of us can be 
who the other thinks we should be, and neither of us can offer what the other thinks she needs 
right now. 
 
As I have walked these past weeks with David and Absalom, my heart has hurt for both of them. 
You have failed me, they have both said to each other. You have not been the family I want and 
need. You weren’t there for me. When it comes to my sister and me, both of us are left 
confused, trying to do good and be good to each other, and failing, without any sense of how we 
might ever make things right. 
 
We are left hanging between heaven and earth, like young Absalom, tangled in the tree 
branches by his beautiful, beautiful hair. 
 
All of us here today carry sorrows like the sorrowing of King David for a son who died, for a 
relationship that was not healed - and now can never be healed. 
 
And God only knows why we sorrow. 
 
But let me say that again. God knows why we sorrow. 
 

*  *  * 
The story of David and his son Absalom is not just a story, it’s a Bible story, and that means part 
of its work is to “map the country of our humanity.” (First and Second Samuel, Westminster 
Bible Companion, Kindle Location 199). And that means it’s a story that invites us into it. 
 
In what way do you, today, find yourself hanging between heaven and earth? 
 
When others cannot heal your suffering, what would you ask of them instead? 
 
[Slide 3 - Chagall] 
 
What I have to offer to David is the thing my chaplaincy training is teaching me this summer - I 
offer to receive his story and witness his pain. I hear you King David, and your heart is broken. 
You grieve, and I will stay with you in the story without being afraid of your grief. I have no 
solutions to offer, but I can be present to your pain. 
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As we read today’s story of King David and his son, my hope is that witnessing it can make us a 
little more present for each other.  
 
That can make each of us, ordinary humans trying to engage in God’s work in the world, just a 
little more holy, and just a little more whole. 
 
May God make it so. 
 
Amen. 
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