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First reading: 1 Samuel 15.36-16.13
Then Samuel went to Ramah; and Saul went up to his house in Gibeah of Saul. Samuel did
not see Saul again until the day of his death, but Samuel grieved over Saul. And the Lord
was sorry that he had made Saul king over Israel. The Lord said to Samuel, "How long will
you grieve over
Saul? I have rejected him from being king over Israel. Fill your horn with oil and set out; I
will send you to Jesse the Bethlehemite, for I have provided for myself a king among his
sons." Samuel said, "How can I go? If Saul hears of it, he will kill me." And the Lord said,
"Take a heifer with you, and say, 'I have come to sacrifice to the Lord.' Invite Jesse to the
sacrifice, and I will show you what you shall do; and you shall anoint for me the one whom I
name to you." Samuel did what the Lord commanded, and came to Bethlehem. The elders
of the city came to meet him trembling, and said, "Do you come peaceably?" He said,
"Peaceably; I have come to sacrifice to the Lord; sanctify yourselves and come with me to
the sacrifice." And he sanctified Jesse and his sons and invited them to the sacrifice. When
they came, he looked on Eliab and thought, "Surely the Lord's anointed is now before the
Lord." But the Lord said to Samuel, "Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his
stature, because I have rejected him; for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on
the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart." Then Jesse called Abinadab, and
made him pass before Samuel. He said, "Neither has the Lord chosen this one." Then
Jesse made Shammah pass by. And he said, "Neither has the Lord chosen this one." Jesse
made seven of his sons pass before Samuel, and Samuel said to Jesse, "The Lord has not
chosen any of these." Samuel said to Jesse, "Are all your sons here?" And he said, "There
remains yet the youngest, but he is keeping the sheep." And Samuel said to Jesse, "Send
and bring him; for we will not sit down until he comes here." He sent and brought him in.
Now he was ruddy, and had beautiful eyes, and was handsome. The Lord said, "Rise and
anoint him; for this is the one." Then Samuel took the horn of oil, and anointed him in the
presence of his brothers; and the spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day
forward. Samuel then set out and went to Ramah.

Second Reading Mark 4.26-34
Jesus said, "The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, and
would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know
how. The earth produces of itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in the
head. But when the grain is mightripe, at once he goes in with his sickle, because the
harvest has come." He also said, "With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what
parable will we use for it? It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is
the smallest of all the seeds on earth; yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the
greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can make
nests in its shade." With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able
to hear it; he did not speak to them except in parables, but he explained everything in
private to his disciples.



A quick recap on the readings: Saul, for a variety of reasons was turning out to
be not a good king for Israel, so this was the beginning of the process to
replace him.  Samuel, prophet and judge of Israel, is instructed to seek out
someone - not who has supposedly desirable external attributes (tall,
powerful, warrior, aggressive) but rather, one who has a good heart.  Having
discerned that none of Jesse’s otherwise fine sons met the mark, Samuel asks
“is there anyone else?”  Only David, they say, the youngest, who was tasked
with staying out in the field to watch the sheep while the rest of the family
came to this honorable encounter of being sanctified by and sharing sacrifice
and feast with Samuel.  David is brought before Samuel and discerned as one
who has a good heart, which is the core of what Samuel is seeking for the
next king. Saul and David have a detailed, long and complicated story, with
the troubled Saul increasingly making life difficult for David at court, but for
now, we are just looking at that moment in time, when the one who was
chosen was the shepherd who was least likely and the least powerful of all.

Our second reading is another story of unlikely choices, and a parable of the
small and the great.  The parables are most often metaphors of the kingdom
of God. But note that these are never direct links - ‘the kingdom of God is this’;
no, it is much more oblique.  They almost all begin with the preamble of ‘the
kingdom of God is like when someone does’.  So, that opens it up widely to
interpretation.  If the kingdom of God is like when someone does this sort of
thing’ then what exactly is the kingdom of God?  Is it the act of sowing a weed,
which is a little preposterous in itself? Is it the tiny thing that grows into
something great? Is it the miracle of something small becoming something
big?  I want to point to the end of the story - maybe it’s not about the small
seed, the big weed, the amazing growth, no, maybe it’s the result.  It’s what
happens as a result of those things.  It becomes a place where the birds can
find shelter, make nests, raise young - in other words, something happens to
become a place that is safe.

David’s principle role, and the one that his heart is judged by, is to make a
space as  safe as possible for the sheep.  The tiny mustard seed grows to
become a tree where the birds seek safety. And yet, though the space is
created, with diligence and care, it is not the shrub or the shepherd who can
decide that the space is safe.  It is the birds themselves, or the sheep who
decide if they feel safe and feel a place of belonging.

The kingdom of God is about many things. For today, let’s consider what it
means to make it a place of safety and belonging. This of course deeply



resonates in our wider world - the brokenness we have grappled with speaks
of so many places that were not safe. Residential schools turned out to be a
deeply unsafe place for Indigenous children. A Muslim family on an evening
walk in the apparent safety of their neighbourhood became the victims of a
hate crime.  The Pulse night club in Orlando was a safe, social space for
LGBTQ Latinos, and those young people who just wanted to go dancing with
friends, five years ago on June 12 became victims of a mass shooting.  We
can point to significant, traumatic events, but also recognize that being safe,
feeling safe (or not) happens in every day life as well.  A black colleague told
me of walking into a Tim Horton’s in a small town in Ontario a couple of
months back, and the looks that she received made her feel deeply unsafe,
and she couldn’t wait to get out of there.  A queer friend told me a story of
being constantly vigilant when visiting churches in their new community, trying
to find a place where they would feel safe and welcomed, and listening
through sermons, prayers, hymns or casual conversations for any tiny
inadvertent hints that they might not be welcome. A transgender friend who
comes out and lives in uncertainty and fear that that new identity will not be
accepted and affirmed.  A Muslim student who stops wearing the hijab that
she is very proud of because it has been pulled off one too many times,

It’s not up to me to say ‘you are safe here’ to someone in my community, my
church, or the wider world.  They decide if they feel safe.  But what I can do,
(like the shepherd who stays vigilant, like the thick, leafy branches of the
shrub that hide the nests), is make some deliberate choices about how I
create spaces where safety might flourish, and I embody the kingdom of God.

Here are four things we can do:

1. Consider our language. This is the most powerful tool we have in
creating safety.  It is small things, like using someone’s chosen
pronouns, or asking about someone’s  partner, rather than ‘what does
your husband do?’ which is a question that I meet from time to time in
my life. Or asking ‘where are you from?’ to a person of colour, who may
have lived in Canada all their lives.  It is how we respond to comments
about anti-racism, or lgbtq+ rights, or Indigenous issues - rather than “I
just don’t get it”, or “that’s too complicated for me” or “that really doesn’t
affect me”, to know that it might affect someone in the immediate circle
around me.  The grandparent of the trans teenager, the cousin of the
Metis person, the colleague with mixed-race children. The response
when confronted with hard issues that affect other people, particularly



marginalized people could be “I need to learn more about that” or “That
is important to talk about” or “it’s up to all of us to create safe space for
everyone”.  I speak volumes about my openness to the ‘other’ in my life,
when their circumstances - especially their hidden ones - are not
compromised by my  responses.

2. Be aware and intentional about safe space, but don’t assume that what
feels safe for you is safe for others. When my colleague told me that
she didn’t feel safe in a local Tim Horton’s, I had to stop myself from
saying “what do you mean?  I’ve always found them really friendly
there?”  My experience as a middle-aged white woman is totally
different to hers as a black Muslim woman, and I realized that I had to
hear her, and not deny that she felt unsafe in a place that I’ve never
thought twice about going in. If I am holding hands with my partner,
sometimes she will let go of my hand walking into certain situations, or
past certain people.

3. Creating safe space is about openness, and commitment of the whole
community.  One person cannot do it by themselves. More specifically,
the leaders of a community cannot mandate “this is a safe, inclusive,
welcoming space” if every member does not also strive to create that.
And we do that by being open.  Being willing to learn from each other.
Recognizing that the experience of the person next to me might not be
the same as my own. Mostly, being prepared to adapt and make
changes when I recognize that I might have acted in ways that could be
unhelpful.

4. And on that note, to act with good intent, and with a good heart as we
are reminded in our reading.  God calls us to act from a good heart.  We
won’t always get that right, and we may get called out, but we respond
to one another with humility and grace in those moments of
forgetfulness or inadvertent harm, and are willing to change.

The kingdom of God? It’s like when people come together to make space for
everyone to feel like they belong, that they are loved and they are safe.  That
is not an easy mandate.  This is perhaps why Jesus taught in parables - so
that we could figure out what this means in every time and place.  To see the
face of the divine in every person we meet.  The kingdom of God is like when
a tiny seed grows so big that birds find shelter there. What does that mean for
us today? How do you want to live that out in your life in the coming weeks?


