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Good evening. I would like to o$er you a reflection on this 

evening’s Old Testament reading from 1 Samuel 24. 

 

The narrative arc of the reading can be summarised in a few 

sentences. David is fleeing from Saul, who trying to kill him. 

David and his supporters hide in a cave.  Saul enters the 

cave to relieve himself. David has the opportunity to kill 

Saul. Instead David creeps up and cuts o$ a small section 

of Saul’s cloak. Afterwards David presents himself to Saul 

outside the cave. David uses the section of cloak to 

evidence that he has no wish to harm Saul. Saul a$irms 

David’s righteousness and prophesises that David will 

become King of Israel. Saul asked David to promise that he 

will not harm Saul’s family when he becomes King. David 

promises Saul he would not do so and Saul departs home.  

 

If we read on to 1 Samuel 31 and into 2 Samuel we learn 

that Saul eventually killed himself and that, after a struggle 

between the houses of Saul and David, David became king. 

 

Several questions arise. First, why was Saul pursuing 

David? Second, was there an important di$erence in the 

characters and values of Saul and David, that made David 
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more fit to be King?  If so, what was it? Finally, is there any 

contemporary relevance in any of this? 

 

The first question is easily addressed. 1 Samuel 18 

establishes that Saul had grown jealous and fearful of 

David’s military skills.  

 

To answer the other questions please allow me to take a 

step back. 

 

As many of you know, I have number of Jewish and 

Palestinian friends and colleagues. I have Jewish friends in 

both Israel and New York, some of whom are strident in 

their support of the conflict in Gaza. As well as deeply 

regretting the losses on both sides, like many I have been 

concerned that Israel’s actions in Gaza may undermine 

long term security and peace in Israel. When I have raised 

concerns about the nature and proportionality of the Israeli 

response in Gaza with close Jewish friends I have been told 

firmly that proportionality as a just war principle is a 

Christian (and specifically Thomist) construct and therefore 

irrelevant in the context of that conflict. 

 

I have therefore been searching for a way of expressing the 

same concerns but framed in terms of Jewish theology. A 

few weeks ago I found exactly what I was looking for in a 

new book, and specifically in the final chapter in the that 

book.    
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The book, entitled ‘Being Jewish after the Destruction of 

Gaza’ is by Peter Beinart, Professor of Journalism and 

Political Science at the City University of New York. 

Please allow me to read some short sections from the final 

chapter of entitled ‘Korach’s Children’. I hope that you intuit 

what I believe to be their wider contemporary significance, 

not just for Israel, but perhaps for other countries too. 

 

‘…[Korach] appears in the book of Numbers, once the 

Israelites' journey through the desert has already gone 

seriously wrong. He assembles a band of rebels against 

Moses and his brother, Aaron, and accuse them of elitism. 

"All the community are holy, all of them, and God is in their 

midst," Korach proclaims. "Why then do you raise 

yourselves above God's congregation?" Moses responds by 

preparing a test. To see who enjoys divine favour, he o$ers 

incense to God and has the rebels do the same. God 

appears and the Earth swallows Korach whole. Contest 

over. 

 

But the question remains: What did Korach do wrong? 

There are many opinions. But the one that should haunt us 

comes from Yeshayahu Leibowitz, the iconoclastic 

Orthodox social critic whom the philosopher Isaiah Berlin 

called "the conscience of Israel." Leibowitz focused on 

Korach's use of the word "holy" He noted that four verses 

earlier God had told Moses to tell the Israelites to observe 

all My commandments and to be holy to your God." 

Holiness was conditional; it depended on keeping the 

commandments.  
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Korach, by contrast, said the Israelites were already holy. It 

wasn't a standard they needed to meet. It was inherent in 

who they were. What made Korach's argument so 

dangerous, Leibowitz argued, was that it corrupted another 

key concept in the Hebrew Bible: chosenness. For 

Leibowitz, it was essential that being chosen by God did not 

make Jews better than anyone else. [Rather] It meant they 

had a special set of obligations—to follow the Torah's 

commandments—not a special set of virtues. In the Bible, 

the prophets do not tell the Jewish people they can do no 

wrong. They tell them that it is precisely because they have 

a unique relationship with God that their wrongs cannot be 

excused. "You alone have I singled out of all the families of 

the earth," says the prophet Amos, in God's name. 

"Therefore, I will call you to account for your sins." 

 

[Beinart notes that] Leibowitz believed that Korach's heresy 

has echoed throughout Jewish history….but [reflects that] 

even if Leibowitz was right that Jewish exceptionalism 

constituted a persistent and deviant strain in medieval and 

early modern Jewish thought – it could not do much 

damage ]if Jewish people were stateless and relatively 

powerless]. [However Beinart further reflects that] 

Leibowitz's [worst] nightmare [may come true if] a Jewish 

state [behaves in] the way the Bible feared Jewish 

monarchs would treat themselves: as a higher power, 

beholden to no external standard. 

 

In Jewish tradition, states have no inherent value. States are 

not created in the image of God; human beings are. States 
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are mere instruments. They can protect human flourishing, 

or they can destroy it. If they do the latter, they should be 

reconstituted to make them more respectful of human life. 

The legitimacy of a Jewish state-like the holiness of the 

Jewish people is conditional on how it behaves. It is subject 

to law, not a law in and of itself. 

 

[Beinhart notes Shai Held’s assertion] “Ahavat yisrael” 

(Love of ones fellow Jews) is not and cannot be the religious 

equivalent of “our country, right or wrong” ….There can be 

no Jewish theology without a fundamental commitment to 

human solidarity."  

 

In the same vein, in 1963 Abraham Heschel defined an idol 

as ‘any god who is mine but not yours, any god concerned 

with me but not you.’ 

 

Similarly, I suggest, can there be no solid Christian theology 

without the same fundamental commitment to human 

solidarity.  

 

In support of that assertion, I o$er the famous words of 

Jesus found in Matthew 22, vs 37 to 40: 

 

‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with 

all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and great 

commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt 

love thy neighbour as thyself. On these two 

commandments hang all the law and the prophets.’ 
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So, to move towards a conclusion and address another of 

the questions posed at the beginning: 

 

Was there an important di$erence in the characters and 

values of Saul and David, that made David more fit to be 

King? 

 

Both men were certainly great warriors and aware of the 

moral obligations of their Kingship under the Covenant. 

Both made grievous errors of judgement from time to time 

but David, and here I think is the key di$erence, in general 

appears to have been quicker at identifying his errors and 

correcting them as best he could. 

 

So to conclude, I think we can draw three important 

lessons of great contemporary relevance from this reading, 

and Beinhart’s not unrelated commentary on Korach: 

 

First authentic Jewish or Christian faith must compel us 

towards a commitment to human solidarity;  second, that 

we must resist the temptation to place anything, including 

our concept of State, in front of our individual obligations to 

God, especially those expressed in our care for our 

‘neighbours’; and finally, we must be mindful of our 

inevitable mistakes, seek to correct them promptly and 

fully whenever we can, and seek forgiveness when we 

can’t. 

 

Amen 

[1334 words] 


