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As is inevitable as we approach the Fourth of July, I have begun thinking of late about both the 
blessings and the struggles of being a citizen of the United States.  It’s a consideration that is 
deeply meaningful to me – I think spending part of one’s life in another country gives a 
wonderful perspective on both the positives and negatives of one’s own land and culture.  The 
negatives, alas, have been all too easy to consider lately, as we plunge deeper into another round 
of poisonous campaign language and the politics of hate.  But I am also mindful that these 
negatives are the dark side of a coin whose brightness includes freedom of speech and the right 
to worship, or not, as we choose, for which our Baptist forebears fought so hard.  I also think 
about my transition at age 9 from being an American boy in England to the return to my own, my 
native land, and the things I discovered in that change: the pride of daily saluting the flag and 
saying the Pledge of Allegiance, the realization that I already knew the words to our National 
Anthem better than the kids who’d never left the country, and my introduction to two American 
institutions which still can fill my hours with joy – Baseball and “Star Trek.” 
 
I mention “Star Trek” this morning for an at least semi-serious purpose.  In the Original Series of 
“Star Trek,” back in 1966-1969, the primary antagonist for the heroes’ United Federation of 
Planets was the dreaded and warlike Klingon Empire.  The Klingons of the Original Series, in 
the days before more elaborate prosthetic makeup was common, were accoutered with Fu 
Manchu moustaches and swarthy skin, no doubt designed to evoke the Mongol Hordes of 
Genghis Khan and a connection with Communist China, a bête noire to the United States in 
those days.  The Klingon commanders were never quite as smart as Captain James T. Kirk in 
those days.  They were portrayed as ruthless, cruel and violent, all too ready to proclaim, “It is a 
good day to die!” 
 
There is a strain in American Culture that celebrates this reckless sort of sacrifice but I do not 
find it reflected in our scriptures for this morning.  Indeed, I find quite the opposite – the grief 
that accompanies even a noble death and God’s strong intent that the beings of God’s creation 
should not die but live.  I want to talk a little about these two scripture passages this morning, 
both their overall context and their specific messages within those contexts.  And I want to 
consider them in our own context as Americans, in a nation born in bloody revolution and as a 
nation that continues to experience war.  Is it, ever, a good day to die in battle?  How do we read 
the scriptures to give us an idea of God’s view of war? 
 
Let’s begin with the Second Book of Samuel.  I’ve not preached much in my years here from the 
history books of the Old Testament, with only one sermon each from Joshua and Judges, three 
apiece from I & II Samuel, one each from I & II Kings, none from Ezra and one from Nehemiah.  
The Books of Samuel portray the transition in Israel from the crisis-based government of the 
Judges to the era of the Kings, which the Children of Israel hoped would bring more stability to 
their land.  Samuel anointed the first two kings of Israel and II Samuel takes the story from the 
death of King Saul to near the end of the reign of Israel’s greatest hero, King David.  I would 
venture to say that the saga of David is probably the best known story in the history of the 
Kingdoms of Israel and Judah.  It was certainly a favorite of mine as a boy. 
 
Our other passage this morning comes from a far more obscure book of the Bible.  In fact, for 
many of us, it wasn’t even in the Bible we grew up with!  The Wisdom of Solomon, sometimes 
simply called Wisdom, is a book of what most Protestants call the Apocrypha and Catholics the 



A Good Day to Die? 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 7/1/2012 2 
 

Deuterocanonical Books.  We did a study of these books in “Soup, Salad and Soul” in the spring 
last year.  We looked then at the origin of these books and why they are not included in some 
Bibles.  As the canon of the Old Testament developed, the core was the Tanakh, the books of the 
Torah, the prophets and the writings with which we are all familiar, written in Hebrew.  But as 
Jews spread by forced exile or flight or in pursuit of trade, other books were written, mostly in 
Greek, which also became revered as words inspired by God.  As the Tanakh was translated into 
Greek for the use of those who no longer spoke Hebrew, these new books were added to what 
became the version of the scriptures most used by Greek-speaking Jews and then by Christians.  
Strong influences of these books have been seen in much of the New Testament, including the 
writings of Paul and the Gospels, showing how widespread was their use.  But in the eleventh 
century A.D., a group of rabbis known as the Council of Jamnia ruled that only the books written 
in Hebrew should constitute Scripture for the Jews.  Orthodox and Catholic Christians, however, 
continued to use the omitted books.  Some four hundred years later, Martin Luther published his 
German version of the Bible with an Old Testament matching that of the Council of Jamnia and 
the pattern was set.  But in recent times, those Protestants interested in ecumenism began to use 
what Luther called the Apocrypha in limited ways.  After all, as David deSilva wrote in his book, 
Introducing the Apocrypha, “These texts are held to be canonical and fit for public reading in 
worship by two-thirds of the world’s Christians.” 
 
As to today’s passage, was the book of Wisdom written by Solomon?  Almost assuredly not, but 
then it’s also not certain that the other books often attributed to him in our Old Testament – 
Proverbs, the Song of Solomon, and Ecclesiastes – were written by him either, so that’s no 
reason to ignore this book.  Its author was probably a Greek-speaking Jew living in Egypt, in that 
great center of ancient learning, Alexandria, at a time when its large Jewish population was 
under persecution by its Greco-Egyptian ruler, some 120 to 250 years before the birth of Jesus.  
The book is, in large part, a reflection on the response of God’s faithful people to suffering, a 
topic to which the writers of Scripture return again and again. 
 
With the overall context of these two passages established, let’s turn now to specific messages.  
II Samuel picks up with the revelation of the deaths of Saul and Jonathon in battle with the 
Philistines.  Saul, it is revealed, actually committed assisted suicide.  Badly wounded and with 
the Philistines closing on his position, he orders an allied soldier to kill him lest he fall to the 
Philistines and be tortured.  This same soldier takes Saul’s crown and phylactery back to David 
with the story.  He expects to be rewarded but David has him executed for killing the anointed 
king.  David then sings the lament to Saul and Jonathon which I read earlier. 
 
On the one hand, this is not what we might have expected from David.  Saul, after all, had 
threatened David’s life on many occasions, driven him from court and from his wife, pursued 
him all across the land seeking to kill him.  Samuel has promised David that he will succeed Saul 
on the throne and now the way is open to him.  He is rid of an implacable and dangerous enemy 
and he has gained the crown.  But David, you will remember, is the king known as a man after 
God’s own heart.  He is someone for whom loyalty and compassion still count.  He has, on 
several occasions, had the opportunity to kill Saul himself and has refused.  He had sworn 
allegiance to Saul as a boy and that still means something to David, despite the older man’s 
treachery.  David remembers that Saul was also chosen by God and anointed by Samuel and that 
Saul has saved Israel from her enemies on many occasions.  The 17th century Presbyterian 
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scholar, Matthew Henry, points out that David instinctively understands the truths attributed to 
his son, Solomon, in Proverbs: “He knew it, before his son wrote it, that if we rejoice when our 
enemy falls the Lord sees it, and it displeases him; and that he who is glad at calamities shall not 
go unpunished.” 
 
David’s grief for Jonathon is more understandable to us.  This is not only the best friend of his 
boyhood but also the Crown Prince whose love for David had led him to cede his own 
inheritance to David.  The story of the friendship of David and Jonathon must be known to every 
little boy who has grown up in church on in synagogue.  The self-giving love they had for each 
other is, I think, one of the reasons for which David is known as the man after God’s own heart.  
It is the kind of love that leads to what Jesus held up as the definition of love – giving one’s life 
for another.  It is the love that Jesus had for us.  It is the love that God has for us.  David’s grief 
for Jonathon, fallen in battle, must be like God’s grief for us when we are mired in the forces of 
death.  It is as the writer of the Wisdom of Solomon tells us: “God did not make death, and does 
not delight in the death of the living.”  God’s heart was seen again in David’s life when he 
mourned the son who had plotted to overthrow and kill him: “Would I had died instead of you, O 
Absalom, my son, my son!” 
 
As we hear David’s heartbroken elegies for these three very different men killed in battle and the 
sage’s reminder that God wishes life and not death for all, how do we connect this with our lives 
and the times in which we live?  I do not wish this morning to open a debate on the various 
theories of how Christians should respond to the reality of war, whether it be through application 
of Just War Theory or pacifism or real-politik.  I do, however, want to call into question those 
elements of modern culture that continue to glorify war without reference to the pain that always 
accompanies it, so eloquently rendered for us by David. 
 
In illustration, I’d point to the experience Connie had when we were in Great Britain just one 
year ago.  As we traveled from cathedral to cathedral in that beautiful land, she told me that she 
was struck again and again by the war memorials both outside and inside of those magnificent 
places of worship.  I hadn’t really noticed them – they were part of my boyhood landscape.  But 
to her fresh eye, they looked as much like recruiting stations, promoting the glory of war, as 
memorials to those fallen in battle.  And, indeed, many of them had a terrible splendor, festooned 
with the very flags used on the battlefield, riddled with holes from bullet or sword, with names of 
the honored dead shining in gold leaf against the stone and awe-inspiring busts, bas-reliefs or 
statues of officers or monarchs or mythic figures.  Even in Cardiff, at Llandaff Cathedral, which 
had been gutted by a Nazi bomb, one of the most carefully reconstructed chapels was that 
dedicated to the Welch Regiment.  Once Connie drew my attention to her view of how these 
memorials functioned, I could not help but see the ironic juxtaposition of art promoting the 
gallantry of war in the very midst of buildings anciently dedicated to the Prince of Peace. 
 
Even more current and, to my mind, insidious, are the television and radio commercial of our 
own country aimed at recruiting young men and women to our own armed forces.  Our young 
people are promised good educations with war as exciting video-game combat with real targets.  
“Be all you can be,” say the commercials.  “Become one of the elite – the few, the proud…  Visit 
exotic lands and meet interesting people…”  But they don’t talk about the cost of war.  They 
don’t mention the pain. 
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I was blessed to grow up at a time when there was a gap in America’s combat engagements and 
my children have not experienced a draft of involuntary service; at least, so far.  I am restricted 
in my knowledge of the pain of war to second-hand sources, to literature and to film and to 
stories both more and less remote from my life.  Some of my family have been less fortunate.  
My Uncle Bob and my Uncle Larry, younger brothers of my dad and my mom, respectively, 
were in active combat in Vietnam.  Neither would ever speak of their experiences.  Bob, who 
was a pugnacious, hard-nosed guy even as a kid, did not display any other negative carryover 
from his time in service but Larry, whom I remember as a sweet and rather shy teenager, came 
home deeply changed.  Except for his own wife and children, he broke nearly all ties with 
family, including my mother whom he had adored.  To this day, he lives a secluded life on his 
Arkansas farm, rarely contacting or even allowing contact with any of us.  A member of a 
younger generation of our family returned from service as a medic in Iraq and told glowing 
stories of friendly interaction with the locals only to be charged in the brutal beating of his 
cousin after a relatively minor dispute.  As the recent Facebook meme has said, “There is no 
such thing as an unwounded soldier.” 
 
In considering the stories that have taught me about the cost of war, I think of some of the 
movies that have dared to show these truths in a nation that has not always wanted to see them.  
Some have been obscure, some heavily honored by the industry.  I remember seeing “Saving 
Private Ryan” for the first time.  It made a deep impression on me – some of its scenes and 
images are fresh to me after 14 years.  In fact, when it came out, Kit Boyer, having been 
influenced as a child by “glorious war” movies like “Top Gun,” was considering the Air Force as 
a career path.  Although he was not yet 15, I took him to see his first “R-rated” movie: “Saving 
Private Ryan.”  He never again expressed a desire for military service.  I also think, referring 
back to my mention of “Star Trek,” of a string of episodes in “Deep Space Nine” in which the 
character “Nog” loses a limb in battle.  Although the high technology of the Foundation 
immediately fits him with a lifelike prosthetic, he struggles with his memories of battle and of 
pain, with his survivor’s guilt, and with the question of how reliance on technology has changed 
him internally.  It was very touching story-telling. 
 
The stories with most impact, of course, are the stories that come directly from the survivors, the 
wounded, and from the statistics that tell the stories of those who can no longer speak.  Along 
with that Facebook meme, “No Unwounded Soldiers,” lately there have been online stories from 
soldiers unwounded physically but carrying deep emotional and psychic wounds.  There is also a 
Facebook page for the Wounded Warrior Project.  They detail their mission as follows: “With 
advancements in battlefield medicine and body armor, an unprecedented percentage of service 
members are surviving severe wounds or injuries. For every US soldier killed in World Wars I 
and II, there were 1.7 soldiers wounded. In Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring 
Freedom, for every US soldier killed, seven are wounded. Combined, over 48,000 servicemen 
and women have been physically injured in the recent military conflicts.  In addition to the 
physical wounds, it is estimated as many as 400,000 service members live with the invisible 
wounds of war including combat-related stress, major depression, and post-traumatic stress 
disorder. Another 320,000 are believed to have experienced a traumatic brain injury while on 
deployment.” 
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If those statistics do not give us pause over the cost of war, then we should consider these: “In 
2010, for the second year in row, more US soldiers killed themselves than were killed in combat. 
In 2010, 468 soldiers took their own lives, compared to 462 killed in fighting.  In 2010, 20% of 
America's 30,000 suicides was a soldier or a veteran.  A quarter of the homeless in America are 
military veterans. The unemployment rate among vets hovers above 12%.”  In memory of Saul, 
whose death was an assisted suicide, let us consider the following: In 2011, an average of 18 
veterans per day committed suicide and many more attempted it. According to the U.S. Army 
themselves, the rate of suicide among U.S. soldiers has soared, showing a striking 80 percent 
increase in suicides among Army personnel between 2004 and 2008, “unprecedented in over 30 
years of U.S. Army records.”  A study released at the end of last October showed that our 
veterans are now committing suicide at the rate of one every 80 minutes.  How many Davids are 
weeping for their Jonathons?  How many wives, how many children, how many mothers and 
fathers are losing their beloveds to the invisible wounds, the hidden cost of war? 
 
It is right and proper on this week of all weeks to celebrate the birth of our country which affords 
us such freedoms.  But is it also right and proper to remember that those freedoms came and 
have come with a cost.  It is right to remember that all wars, just and unjust, leave behind 
casualties and weeping.  It is right to remember the words of the Psalmists and of the prophets, 
that we cannot ultimately rely on force of arms for salvation.  It is God who saves.  It is God who 
so loved the whole world that God sent Jesus to be the ultimate death which would show us the 
way to true salvation, to the abundant life of mercy and peace which God wants for all 
humankind and for our planet and all that is on it.  It is never a good day to die at the hands of 
others.  It is the will of God, my sisters and my brothers, that all humankind might experience, as 
our fictional friends the Vulcans say, “Peace and long life.”  In the name of God who is creator 
and not destroyer, and of the Prince of Peace, and of the Spirit, come among us like the gentle 
dove, amen. 


