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Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in on the “discussion.” I hope that we are all 
doing well. Below are combined notes that I prepared for the October 4 class. As members know, in 
class I would convert a number of the statements in the notes into questions for class discussion. I 
guess these notes should best be understood as points that I would hope to raise in discussion. I would 
welcome any response, or as I asked at the beginning of each class during my teaching days at Centre, 
“Questions, comments, arguments?”   
 
The scripture selection is: 1 Samuel 19: 1-7; 23: 1--18; 2 Samuel 9. The key verse is  
1 Samuel 19: 4: “Jonathan spoke well of David to his father Saul, saying to him, ‘The king 
should not sin against his servant David, because he has not sinned against you, and 
because his deeds have been of good service to you.’”  
 
Saul has been anointed the first king of Israel in spite of Samuel’s warnings about the abuses of 
the people that would come inevitably from a king wielding unlimited power. Saul becomes 
jealous of the charismatic David whom Saul had taken into his court after David killed Goliath 
and became a favorite of the people. Saul’s son Jonathan, who has formed a close 
relationship with David, intervenes to dissuade Saul from having David killed. Saying that 
David will be king, Jonathan gives him a cloak and armor that symbolize royal succession  
and declares that he would be content to be David’s viceroy (second in command).  After 
Jonathan dies in battle with his father Saul, David keeps his promise not to harm the 
members of Jonathan’s household.   
 
The lesson writer relates the deep tensions between Saul and David to the political divisions 
in America today. Rhetorically he asks if reconciliation can be made or even if the efforts 
should be made and at what cost? He argues that the devotion of Jonathan to David was 
more political than personal, that Jonathan’s true loyalty was to the kingship, that Jonathan 
loved the idea of David as King so much that he was willing to forsake his duty of loyalty to his 
father as king. The lesson writer concludes that we must examine our loyalties to our nation 
or to the various social, economic, or political tribes with which we identify, ensuring that our 
loyalty to these does not blind us to the requirement to do justice in the world. He implies that 
Jonathan remained loyal to Saul as his father while transferring his loyalty to David as king.  
 
The Oxford Bible Commentary agrees that Jonathan’s struggle over loyalties was political 
more than personal. Oxford argues that the love and covenant between the two was 
grounded more in a political ideal:  “The word love here denotes more than personal 
attachment; as with ‘bound to,’ it signifies some kind of political liaison. The word covenant 
too signifies more than a bond of friendship; they were sealing a pact that had political 
implications (as seen) in Jonathan’s handing over his clothes and armor to David.” Clearly, I 
believe, this created conflicts for Jonathan who apparently hoped to be a conciliator between 
his father and David, honoring the father while protecting the man who deserved to be king 
from harm. I think that the lesson writer implies that Jonathan examined these conflicting 



loyalties and acted for what he understood to be the greater good of Israel. Jonathan worked 
for David’s ascendancy, but he dutifully died on the battlefield with his father.  
 
Robert Alter in his The Hebrew Bible: A Translation with Commentary, argues that a single 
historian recorded faithfully the history of the Saulian and Davidian monarchies while 
explaining the events in much the same way that Shakespeare’s fiction elucidated the public 
actions of England’s kings. Alter writes eloquently of a writer with deep understanding of 
power and politics and their effects on humans. He argues that the work of this “ancient 
Shakespeare” (my term) was edited during the Exilic period to make certain points especially 
about the duties of a good king. Amy-Jill Levine and Douglas Knight report in The Meaning of 
the Bible that, of the 35 kings of the northern and southern kingdoms, only two were 
considered good kings. A good king mediated between God and the people, interpreting 
through his court priests the will of God and leading the people in the way of God by example 
and, crucially, by neither oppressing the people nor promoting or allowing idolatry. 
 
Focusing throughout much of the lesson on its applicability to today’s political situations, the 
lesson writer argues that the war in Vietnam caused great controversy about the nature of 
loyalty, and “that ambiguity continues to be a problem.” He says, “To follow the commands of 
one’s nation without examining the justice of the action being dictated is not necessarily 
showing loyalty.” I believe that here he means loyalty to the values of the nation to the extent 
that they correspond to God’s value of justice. On the personal level, he argues that “Bullying 
weaker persons, harassing immigrants, and keeping others from having opportunity because 
of language, age, or gender are forms of disloyalty to our nation’s consistent values ... We 
can work to correct such behaviors.” 
 
Jonathan’s situation was indeed difficult. I would argue, however, that it was actually simpler 
than the situations in which we find ourselves today. Saul was clearly not a good ruler; the 
writer of Samuel says several times that Saul had forfeited the support of God. Today we are 
faced with extremely complex situations that pull in overlapping ways at our loyalties. 
Vietnam, I believe, illustrates the complexities of examining our loyalties and choosing wisely 
the ones to which we should adhere. There were injustices in the war as in all war, but I 
believe that the United States got involved for the very reason of our national values of 
national self-determination and liberty. This was the era of the Cold War, when JFK asserted 
in his inaugural that, “we shall pay any price, meet any hardship, bear any burden, support 
any friend, oppose any foe to assure the security and success of liberty.” I think that the 
morass of Vietnam showed that we must constantly examine how and when the conduct of a 
war might conflict with our national values and speak out against those actions that are 
unduly (fundamentally, inexcusably) inconsistent, being careful not to undermine the overall 
moral objectives or unfairly castigate soldiers who did their patriotic duty as they saw it. In 
today’s morally ambiguous situations, also, we must strive to discern, to examine our loyalties 
to ensure that our adherence to them supports God’s standards of justice. 
 
The lesson writer’s prayer is: “Dear God, you know how difficult it is to bring reconciliation. 
Grant that we may examine our situation and resolve to be part of the solution and not the 
problem. Amen” 


