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Apart from the dance motif in the gospel and in the 2 Samuel lesson today’s 
readings don’t seem to have any theme to them for the preacher’s convenience.  
The Gospel reading in the form of a flashback to events which had happened 
previously certainly inspired Oscar Wilde’s Salome story which in turn led to 
Richard Strauss’ great opera of the same name. But today I want to focus on the 
reading from the Hebrew Scriptures from the Second Book of Samuel, my love of 
which I spoke about two weeks ago. 

In this ancient story of King David we read about the removal of the Ark of God, 
also known as the Ark of the Lord or the Ark of the Covenant, from once place to 
another: from Kiriath-Jearim (known as Baale-judah in the text) where it had 
rested for 20 years to Jerusalem, where King David wanted it to help consolidate 
his power base. A little background is important if we are to understand the story 
and to make something of it.  

You will remember from the Book of Exodus that God had given clear instructions 
to Moses about the construction of the Ark of God and how it was to be housed in 
the Tabernacle or Tent of Meeting.  The Ark itself containing the tablets of stone on
which the Ten Commandments were written, Aaron’s rod and some of the manna 
eaten in the wilderness, was to be the symbol of God’s presence with his people. It 
was to be housed in the Holy of Holies and only looked upon by the High Priest 
once a year.  Later on when the Israelites were settled in the Promised Land it was 
given a permanent home in the Temple built by King Solomon. There it was again 
housed at the very heart of the Temple in the Holy of Holies. However like so often
happens in life foolish decisions were taken for short term gain.  Well early in 1 
Samuel before Saul became king, the elders of Israel, egged on by the corrupt sons 
of Eli, Hophni and Phineas, out of desperation in the face of their long term 
enemies, the Philistines, they decided to take the Ark of God into battle as a sort of 
good luck charm. Talk about misusing the things of God for selfish and ill thought 



out ends.  You will remember what happened: after the initial shock among the 
Philistines in realizing the Israelites had brought their gods with them, the 
Philistines fought hard and won the battle and captured the Ark of God. Not only 
were Hophni and Phineas killed in battle but their dad, Eli, died of shock at the 
news. What a mess those poor Israelites were in.  After that we hear of the 
Israelites pleading with the prophet Samuel for a king of their own rather than the 
more dispersed leadership of old. And that is when Saul appears who initially did 
well but eventually went rotten and was succeeded by King David who as we 
heard last week established his kingship and was king for many years. Not that he 
was a saint. By no means. But in the history of Israel he is seen as a good thing and
the forebear of the future Messiah which in Christian history is none other than 
Jesus Christ.

But back to that Ark.  Remember it was a holy thing, containing holy objects, and 
signifying the presence of the Lord God of Israel.  Well as the story goes the 
Philistines soon discovered they were dealing with hot property. First of all they 
put it into the temple of their god, Dagon, but removed it quickly when Dagon’s 
head fell off. Then they moved it to another town where everyone got sick and 
there were plagues. In the end in desperation the Philistines put the ark on an ox 
cart to see what would happen and of course the ox cart headed for the Israelite 
town of Beth-shemesh. But everyone in Beth-shemesh was not of one mind. The 
sons of Jeconiah objected to its presence and 70 of them were all struck down 
dead!  This was hot property indeed. So the people of Beth-shemesh were only too 
happy to let the Ark continue its journey to Kiriath-jearim where it stayed for 20 
years. In the meantime Saul messed up his kingship and was succeeded by King 
David where we take up the story today! 

Now David had plans; he was a born leader; he knew he had to consolidate his 
power and he was determined to move his power base from Hebron to Jerusalem 
which was a much better fortified town.  Now last week we heard about David’s 
kingship being settled in Jerusalem. But as Mother Mary rightly pointed out the 
lectionary left out the nasty bits, the not so politically correct bits, about David’s 
conquest of Jerusalem. The locals were not too happy with this upstart king and his
big plans for their town. 



Today we hear of the next stage in David’s consolidation of his power base by 
moving the Ark of God to Jerusalem to make sure God was on his side. So the 
reading as we have it tells of the journey of the Ark from Baal-Judah, another name
for Kiriath-jearim, accompanied by music and dancing with King David leading 
the conga line wearing nothing but a linen ephod. Even his wife Michal thought it 
was rather “over the top” as we say. And then after the ark was safely housed in its 
new tent, David put on a party for “the whole multitude of Israel”.  He sounds like 
an old-time politician rounding up votes.

But it is what is left out of this reading that really makes me mad. What is 
contained in verses 6 – 12a?  Like last week the reading has been “sanitized”; the 
nasty bits have been removed to save offence to modern ears. But in so doing half 
the drama if omitted and it is drama that has something to say to us. We heard of 
the two drivers of the cart, Uzzah and Ahio, but not what happened to poor Uzzah. 
When one of the oxen stumbled Uzzah reached out to steady the Ark of God and in
so doing touched the sacred object and was struck dead by God.  David was so 
shocked by the incident and afraid of God that he took the Ark to a temporary 
resting place in the house of Obed-edom where it remained for 3 months during 
which Obed-edom was much blessed. That is where the second half of the reading 
takes up the story. 

Well you might well say: “great story Bishop Andrew but what relevance if any 
does it have today?”  Well just think a moment. We are here in this dedicated 
space, set aside for the worship of God by our forebears; prayed in and worshiped 
in for generations; with all its beautiful adornments placed here to the glory of 
God; with it sanctuary and high altar; with sacred vessels of silver and gold used in
the celebration of the mass; with its beautiful mass vestments; with its fine music 
for the accompaniment of divine worship; and with candles and incense and bells 
which add atmosphere and occasion to our worship. All this makes this church a 
holy place and a holy space all related to its dedication as a house of God, a place 
of prayer, worship and praise. And in our worship we set aside bread and wine 
which is blessed and becomes for us the holy food of the Body and Blood of 
Christ. And then it is offered to us: “The gifts of God for the people of God”. Or in 
other words holy food for holy people. Because by baptism each of us is a member 
of the holy people of God.



If you like this church with its ark like roof is our Ark of God; The Place where we,
God’s holy people, come to encounter God in worship and prayer.  Of course no 
church can contain God as it were. But sacred buildings and places and 
congregations are incarnational, they embody the holy for us. They give focus to 
our holy thoughts and desires and actions. 

So harking back to the readings from the Books of Samuel we need to approach the
holy, including holy things, let alone God’s holy people, with reverence and respect
even perhaps with awe and wonder.  That is why when we come into church we 
reverence the altar because it reminds us that this is God’s house.  That is why 
when we come forward to Holy Communion we kneel reverently to receive holy 
food, making the sign of the cross before we do so. That is why the left over bread 
and wine which has been blessed is reverently consumed or stowed away in the 
tabernacle. That is why the altar with its fair linen cloth is always covered after the 
mass is over. Don’t get me wrong: I am not saying you will be zapped if 
inadvertently you touch the altar or drop the communion wafer. But the ancient 
story reminds us that the things of God need to be handled with care and respect. 
That is the whole rationale of the Altar Society.

It is all too easy to take the things of God for granted; even to attempt to use them 
for personal or political ends (church history is full of examples) as David did with 
the Ark of God; or to domesticate them with overfamiliarity.  Perhaps today we 
have lost some of the delineation between the sacred and the secular. But we lose 
something in the process.  Remember that saying from Proverbs: “The fear of the 
Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight.” 
Amen


