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After this sermon Brent and company will perform Leonard Cohen’s “Halleluia” for us. 
My apologies for not including the words in the order of service. I am sure you have 
heard it before. It seems like everyone has covered it. Its a bit racy, so I
hope you will forgive me for using it. 

It didn’t occur to me that an apology might be a good idea until I googled the song and 
you know when you google something at the bottom of the page it lists the most 
common google questions related to that topic. One of the most popular questions was 
“Why can’t I sing Halleluia in church?”

Well, apparently you can because we are, or Brent is playing it, today. It is one of the 
most popular songs at funerals now. That’s no doubt because it proclaims the very 
Jewish teaching that the appropriate response in every human situation is to shout 
Halleluia!

So  -when there is sadness: Halleluia!
-when love is lost: Halleluia
-when there is ecstasy Halleluia!

Halleluia, more of less, means “Praise God.” It reminds one of Job’s exclamation in the 
midst of his suffering: “Tho’ Thou slay me yet shall I worship Thee.” It also reminds me 
of a time when a Jewish friend came to a Christian church with me. We had frequently 
talked about how much Christianity owes to Judaism. At one point in the service the 
liturgy had the congregation saying “Halleluia!” She leaned over to me and whispered: 
“That translates well!”

We are going into the story of David and Bathsheba, so that’s why we are using the 
song. The song appears to be addressed to a lost love: 

I heard there was a secret chord
that David played and it pleased the Lord.
But you don’t really care for music do ya?
It goes like this: the fourth, the fifth,
the minor fall, the major lift
The baffled King composing “Halleluia”

This is a scene from the beginning of David’s life when he played the harp and relieved 
the previous king Saul of an evil spirit. Composing Halleluia refers to David’s authoring 
of the Psalms.

The next verse gets to the story of Bathsheba, without naming her.
Your faith was strong but you needed proof
You saw her bathing on the roof



Her beauty and the moonlight overthrew ya.
She tied you to a kitchen chair
She broke your throne, she cut your hair
And from your lips she drew the Halleluia

Which brings us to the reading today and the fateful scene that we will go into. David 
from a terrace in the palace sees Bathsheba bathing on the roof of the home she shares 
with her husband, Uriah. David, as Cohen puts it, is overthrown by Bathsheba’s beauty, 
sends for her, and either begins a consensual affair with Bathsheba, or as we are more 
likely to believe in these days of the #metoo movement, sexually assaults her.

The rest of the second verse, “she tied you to a kitchen chair, she broke your throne, 
she cut your hair” is not from the story of David, but from the story of Samson and 
Delilah. Samson was also king of Israel, and also had what we’ll call it--an illicit 
relationship--with a subject, Delilah. Delilah cuts Samson’s hair, robbing him of his 
strength. 

Its interesting that Cohen includes this reference to Delilah, because, while I am sure 
Cohen wasn’t primarily trying to make a statement about misogyny in Scripture (as I am 
doing), it does point to the troubling attitude toward women in Scripture.

Women in the Bible are sometimes good--one thinks of Mary the mother of God--but 
they are mostly not exactly bad, but dangerous. Eve is dangerous, Sarah is dangerous, 
Jobs wife, Bathsheba, Delilah and so on. Dangerous.

Men wrote the Scripture and their anxieties and insecurities shine through. I think it is 
true that men in general in some way, fear women. I do. In particular I fear the judgment 
of women more than I fear the judgement of men. I am conscious of that, but there are 
other more unconscious fears that show up in cultures all over the world.

Women are lunar, they bleed, they can do this magic trick of giving rise to a new
consciousness within their own bodies. Their beauty has this magical power--that’s what
overthrows David--he has no choice. He has fallen under the spell of the seductress
Bathsheba.

It’s not our fault. We can’t control ourselves. It’s up to women not to tempt us. That’s just 
the way it is.

So when we come to the story of David and Bathsheba it's no wonder that it’s really all
Bathsheba's fault. When he meets Bathsheba, the arc of David's life has reached its 
zenith. He was a lowly shepherd boy who has found his way onto the king's court, he 
has slain the giant Goliath with 5 smooth stones, he has become king himself and he 
has slain his enemies. He is God’s favourite.

And then he sees Bathsheba and it’s all downhill after that. Now certainly his downfall is



partly David’s fault. David has grown complacent. That’s why the passage today starts 
with a sarcastic tone. “In the spring of the year, when kings go off to war,” David is 
lounging in his palace. Idle hands are the devil’s workshop.

A terrace in the palace overlooks the home of the great Hittite warrior, Uriah, and his 
new wife, Bathsheba. Uriah, unlike David, is with his men in the field. Bathsheba is, 
rather oddly, perhaps, bathing on the roof. David is, as Cohen says, “overthrown” by 
Bathsheba’s beauty. He sends for her, there is a sexual encounter—it's not entirely clear 
whether this is consensual or whether it is simply a sexual assault. There is room for 
interpretation there and we will get into that shortly, but in any case, Bathsheba 
becomes pregnant by David. 

David, wanting to cover his sins, sends for Uriah and encourages Uriah to go home to 
Bathsheba and “wash his feet.” We can guess what that means. David is trying to make 
it appear that the child resulting from this pregnancy is Uriah’s. Uriah, the righteous fool, 
is too good for this world. He refuses because he won’t leave his men. David tries 
again, Uriah refuses again. So desperate is David at this point, that he has Uriah placed 
in the forefront of the battle, where he is killed.

Problem solved. David is free to take Bathsheba as one of his many wives and the child 
as his own. But where is Bathsheba in all of this? Is she a passive victim or a 
seductress? Is she the victim of a sexual assault or a party to an extramarital affair? Is 
her husband taken from her? Or is she complicit, a co-conspirator with David in her 
husband’s murder?

What about Bathsheba? Who cares? She’s property, she’s little more than livestock.
Literature and art through the centuries has taken up this story, almost invariably 
portraying Bathsheba as the scheming seductress and David as HER victim. Cohen 
seems to tell the story that way, although Cohen is so relentlessly ironic that we are 
supposed to understand that he has his tongue firmly in his cheek. 

But that’s poetry. Poetry accommodates irony: it says one thing but can mean many 
things, including the opposite of what it seems to say. Hollywood in the 1950’s however 
did not indulge in irony. Things were simpler then, apparently. We won the war. Men 
were men. Here’s is a clip of David and Bathsheba, 1951, starring Gregory Peck and 
Susan Hayward. It’s two minutes long. You might notice when the music starts. That’s 
when the real Bathsheba shows up. And notice this thing about her bathing on the roof 
in view of the palace. The interpretation here is that she was deliberately exposing 
herself to David. Video Clip: David and Bathsheba, 1951 (See the Youtube for today’s 
service).

Hey, I wish somebody would Make America Great Again. You might have noticed that 
these are not very Hebrew looking Hebrews. So in some ways the issue of whether 
Bathsheba is a victim or a seductress hangs on this odd event of her bathing on the 
roof. It seems so odd to bathe on the roof that it does seem as if that might be a sort of 
exhibitionism on the part of a conniving woman.



But that’s not really clear. Maybe baths were taken on the roof because that’s where the
rainwater was collected. Maybe they used screens? Maybe she bathed with a piece of 
fabric like a sarong wrapped around her as I saw women doing daily outside a house I 
lived in in Thailand.

But in the #metoo age, when we are becoming more aware of power and how it is used, 
we don’t really need to go that far to judge her actions. She is a subject, she has been
commanded by the King. What choice did she have? Could she say no? And if you can’t 
say no, is a consensual relationship even possible? Not really. I think Bathsheba had no 
meaningful choice. It seems clear that she was a victim of a sexual assault.

Why does this matter? Who cares how church folks interpret a 3,000 year old story?
It matters because this story of Bathsheba, the seductress, is still doing its work. The 
Southern Baptist convention is the largest Protestant Church in America. 60 million 
members-strong. They are in Canada too. They have a seminary here just outside 
Cochrane.

The Southern Baptist church is going through its #metoo moment. Scores of women 
who in the past would have remained silent have been coming forward and accusing 
church leaders of interfering with them. Not long ago, there was a gathering at which 
their own clergy abuse situation was discussed but mostly not discussed. Baptists take 
Scripture very seriously, so the conversation involved how they interpret Scripture 
including notably the story of Bathsheba. Baptists have freedom of conscience, so it’s 
up to individuals how they interpret Scripture, but the general sense of
the almost all-male leadership was that the traditional interpretation of Bathsheba would 
be upheld. Roughly 30 million women are going to keep on hearing the same tired old 
thing.

Obviously we can’t get up on our high horse about clergy sexual abuse. Our clergy are 
no different from any others and our history of residential school abuse is our issue.
But if you ever wonder whether what we do in our little United Church of Canada 
matters. If you wonder whether it matters that we hold up our little feminist-friendly flag, 
that we wave the pride flag, that we try to understand the modern world and bring it 
together with Scripture to represent a justice-informed faith, you can stop wondering. 

We may be a tiny fly on the butt of the Church Universal, but we are a fly trying to tell 
the truth.

Maybe the important thing in the end is not what happened to Bathsheba, but what she
made of what happened to her. After a suitable period of mourning, Bathesheba and 
David are married. The son illicitly conceived passes away and Bathsheba has three 
more children with David. David’s power wanes as Bathsheba’s power grows. Finally 
David lies on his deathbed a broken man while Bathsheba, now a smooth political 
operator, turns the tables on David. She uses all of her powers to have her own son, the 
incomparable Solomon, succeed David as King of Israel. She ends her life as the queen 



mother, one of the most powerful positions in the land. As an older woman she 
embodies wisdom and courage.

Bathsheba refused to be a victim.


