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We do not usually offer a trigger warning before the 

reading of scripture and the sermon, but this text in 2 

Samuel is the kind of story we avoid because it raises 

difficult issues, and for some painful memories.  We are 

tempted to skip ugly, horrible stories in worship.  We 

would rather not think or talk about sexual abuse, rape, 

and violence against women, but we come to church 

because we believe that faith makes a difference, and that 

these are important issues about which we need to listen 

for God’s Word. 

 

Some time passed.  David’s son Absalom had a 

beautiful sister whose name was Tamar; and David’s son 

Amnon fell in love with her.  Amnon was so tormented 

that he made himself ill because of his sister Tamar, for 

she was a virgin and it seemed impossible to Amnon to do 

anything to her.  But Amnon had a friend whose name 

was Jonadab, the son of David’s brother Shimeah; and 

Jonadab was a very crafty man.  

He said to him, “O son of the king, why are you so 

haggard morning after morning?  Won’t you tell me?”  

Amnon said to him, “I love Tamar, my brother 

Absalom’s sister.”  

Jonadab said to him, “Lie down on your bed, and 

pretend to be ill; and when your father comes to see you, 

say to him, ‘Let my sister Tamar come and give me 

something to eat, and prepare the food in my sight, so that 

I may see it and eat it from her hand.’”  

So Amnon lay down, and pretended to be ill; and 

when the king came to see him, Amnon said to the king, 

“Please let my sister Tamar come and make a couple of 

cakes in my sight, so that I may eat from her hand.” 



Then David sent home to Tamar, saying, “Go to your 

brother Amnon’s house, and prepare food for him.”  

So Tamar went to her brother Amnon’s house, where 

he was lying down. She took dough, kneaded it, made 

cakes in his sight, and baked the cakes. Then she took the 

pan and set them out before him, but he refused to eat.  

Amnon said, “Send out everyone from me.”  

So everyone went out from him.  

Then Amnon said to Tamar, “Bring the food into the 

chamber, so that I may eat from your hand.”  

So Tamar took the cakes she had made, and brought 

them into the chamber to Amnon her brother.  But when 

she brought them near him to eat, he took hold of her, and 

said to her, “Come, lie with me, my sister.”  

She answered him, “No, my brother, don’t force me; 

for such a thing isn’t done in Israel; don’t do anything so 

vile!  As for me, where could I carry my shame? And as 

for you, you would be as one of the scoundrels in Israel. 

Now therefore, I beg you, speak to the king; for he won’t 

withhold me from you.”  

But he wouldn’t listen to her; and being stronger 

than she, he forced her and lay with her. 

Then Amnon was seized with a very great loathing 

for her; indeed, his loathing was even greater than the 

lust he’d felt for her.  

Amnon said to her, “Get out!”  

But she said to him, “No, my brother; for this wrong 

in sending me away is greater than the other that you did 

to me.”  

But he would not listen to her. He called the young 

man who served him and said, “Put this woman out of my 

presence, and bolt the door after her.”  



(Now she was wearing a long robe with sleeves; for 

this is how the virgin daughters of the king were clothed 

in earlier times.)  

So his servant put her out, and bolted the door after 

her.  But Tamar put ashes on her head, and tore the long 

robe that she was wearing; she put her hand on her head, 

and went away, crying aloud as she went. 

Her brother Absalom said to her, “Has Amnon your 

brother been with you? Be quiet for now, my sister. He’s 

your brother; don’t take this to heart.”  

So Tamar remained, a desolate woman, in her 

brother Absalom’s house.  

When King David heard of all these things, he 

became very angry, but he would not punish his son 

Amnon, because he loved him, for he was his firstborn. 

But Absalom spoke to Amnon neither good nor bad; 

for Absalom hated Amnon, because he had raped his 

sister Tamar. 

 

 Charlie Rose, Matt Lauer, James Franco, Roy Moore, 

Al Franken, Donald Trump, Louis C.K., Dustin Hoffman, 

Kevin Spacey, Harvey Weinstein, Bill Cosby, Bill 

O’Reilly, David Letterman, Garrison Keillor, Steve 

Wynn—if the accused is someone we like, the accusation 

is harder to hear, because we do not want him to be guilty.   

If the accused is someone we do not like, we do not 

hear the news in exactly the same way.  If we are not 

careful, we will forget that we should always, completely, 

desperately find this news painful, because no woman 

should ever be abused. 

 For four months the news has been filled with stories 

of sexual assault.  But the news of the last four months is 



the tip of the iceberg.  It has been bad for a long time.  

Sexual harassment in the workplace is not news to 

women.     

For years we have had a culture in which you have a 

stronger chance of losing your job for telling what 

happened to you than of losing your job for being part of 

a cover-up.  Harassment and violence towards women are 

more common than we want to admit. 

The nature of sexual abuse is such that statistics are a 

source of debate.  Any number is too many, but according 

to the justice department, one in five women has 

experienced some kind of sexual assault in college.  Four 

percent say they have been raped.  Only twelve percent of 

those who say they were raped reported the assault to law 

enforcement.   

Many women have been taught not to speak up.  

Women who have been raped within marriages or dating 

relationships are particularly reticent to say anything.  

Silence allows the violence to grow. 

 The church has participated—consciously or not—in 

a code of silence.  The church has not spoken often 

enough or loud enough about violence against women.  

Most of us have not heard many sermons on sexual abuse. 

 Like many churches, Plymouth has a difficult history.  

In the 1870s, our church was center stage for an adultery 

trial that sold a lot of newspapers.  Whatever we think 

happened way back then when none of us were there— it 

is clear that the church did not listen to women as 

carefully as we would hope.   

Churches that subordinate women contribute to a 

culture in which sexual abuse thrives.  Churches have 

rarely challenged the patriarchy that devalues women.  



Churches have rarely communicated support in a society 

where violence profoundly impacts the lives of so many.  

Churches have rarely taken the side of the powerless 

against the powerful.   

Churches have overlooked the gifts God gave women 

in ways that have made the church less than it could be.  

Churches have ignored those scriptures that tell us that in 

Christ there is neither male nor female.  Churches have 

pretended not to see abuse, oppression, and fear.   

One place to start is to tell the truth about gut-

wrenching tragedies without easy solutions.  Some are 

just beginning to pay attention to sexual abuse, but this 

crime has a long history. 

 This horrible story in Second Samuel begins with a 

man who sees women as less important than he is.  

Amnon never sees his half-sister as a full person.  He 

becomes obsessed with Tamar.  He makes himself sick 

over it.  She is a young girl.  He cannot figure out a way 

to get her alone.  But this evil man has an evil cousin who 

specializes in evil plans.   

Jonadab says, “You’re the son of the king.  You 

should get whatever you want.  Pretend you’re sick.  Ask 

your father to send your sister to take care of you.” 

Amnon pretends to be sick.  His father asks, “What 

can I do for you?”   

Amnon says, “Not much sounds good, but I could eat 

some of Tamar’s cooking.”  

Amnon manipulates his father into unknowingly 

cooperating in this crime.  David sends his young 

daughter to take care of her brother.  She makes a meal, 

just the way he says he likes it.   



Amnon tells everyone but Tamar to leave.  He says 

he wants to eat alone.  When she brings the meal to his 

bedroom, he grabs her.   

She begs him: “Don’t hurt me.  Don’t do this terrible 

thing.   

This will ruin my life.  This will ruin your life.  You can’t 

be a rapist.”   

Desperate to come up with anything that might stop 

him, she pleads, “Talk to the king.  He’ll let you marry 

me.” 

 He will not listen.  He is stronger than she is.  And 

afterwards, he hates her with a terrible hatred.  The hatred 

he feels for her is greater than the lust he had had for her.  

In his eyes, she is dispensable. 

Tamar is now considered damaged goods and in the 

society of ancient Israel, no longer marriageable.  She is 

still alive, but her culture will deny her a future.  

 He says, “Get up.  Get out.” 

She pleads, “You can’t do this.  You can’t be this 

evil.” 

He will not listen to her.  He calls for his servant, 

“Get rid of this woman.  Get her out of my sight.  Lock 

the door after her.” 

Tamar is wearing a long-sleeved gown.  That is how 

virgin princesses dressed until they were married.  She 

puts ashes on her face, rips the gown, and cries. 

Her brother Absalom asks, “What happened?”   

When she tells him, he legitimizes the crime:  “Don’t 

say anything.  Keep quiet.  This is a family matter.  Don’t 

take it so hard.”  

Tamar is bitter and broken.  She is a victim with no 

voice, a victim with no choices. 



When King David hears the story, he is angry, but he 

does not do anything.  David, who many think of as a 

hero of scripture, does not do a thing.  Nobody talks about 

it. 

 The roots of the crime go back to David’s rape of 

Bathsheba and the murder of Uriah.  The King had been 

told that his wickedness would lead to more tragedy.  This 

is the tragedy.   

 Absalom takes revenge two years later by killing 

Amnon.  Absalom tries to take his father’s throne.  

David’s soldiers kill Absalom.  Evil multiplies.  None of 

the men do what they should.  None of them do what is 

right.     

 If David had more courage and more concern for 

Tamar, he could have changed the story.  But he was too 

busy with his own guilt to protect his daughter. 

Tamar has been violated by people she trusts.  How 

did this horrific story get into the Bible?  Why didn’t the 

editor of Second Samuel say, “King David does not need 

this kind of press”?  Or “Do we really think this story is 

appropriate for religious education classes?”  Or “Why 

would any minister preach on this text?”    

 This story is hard for women who have been abused 

to hear.  It should be hard for everyone to hear.  Where is 

the hope?  There is no hope in the story itself, but there is 

hope in the telling of it.   

Someone decided to tell Tamar’s story, decided we 

need to think about the anger she felt, the injustice she 

endured, and the violation she suffered.  Someone who 

dreams of a better day believes that telling this painful 

story is better than not telling it.  The writer believes that 



we need to move past silence and tell the stories of 

women who have been terribly abused.   

 At the Golden Globes a few weeks ago, Elizabeth 

Moss said, “This is (a quote from) Margaret Atwood: ‘We 

were the people who were not in the papers.  We lived in 

the blank white spaces at the edge of print.  It gave us 

more freedom.  We lived in the gaps between the stories.’  

Margaret Atwood, this is for you and all of the women 

who came before you and after you, who were brave 

enough to speak out against intolerance and injustice and 

to fight for equality and freedom in this world.” 

 What can we do about abuse by the powerful?  We 

can at least live in admiration of brave women who tell 

the truth after countless women before them had told the 

same stories to deaf ears, accusing court rooms, 

unsympathetic bosses, and disbelieving friends.  

 The church can do better.  The church needs to play a 

role in ending oppression, needs to be part of God’s work 

in the world.  Support victims, recognizing that the 

percentage of false accusations is small.  Be appalled at 

the behavior of abusers.  Support groups that support 

survivors.  Be brave enough to tell the truth.  Teach our 

children to speak up.  Talk to our youth about the sacred 

nature of sex, pointing out that it cannot be sacred unless 

both persons consent.  Pray for the victims of sexual 

violence, for survivors, and for violence to cease.   

 The church needs to be a voice against sexual 

harassment.  We need to work for a new reality.  We need 

to be part of the reversal of the long, long silence. 

 On Saturday a week ago, Carol and I, several of you, 

and over 100,000 others marched through Manhattan, 

holding banners and chanting protests.  We were there for 



a long list of concerns—victims of sexual assault, 

LGBTQ rights, racial equality, immigration, basic human 

rights that the majority has the privilege of taking for 

granted.  The march was for those who have not been 

heard as they should be heard.   

 For lots of people, the signs were the point.  Some 

signs were amusing.  “Without Hermione Harry would 

have died in book one”  

There were pictures of Princess Leia with the caption 

“We are the resistance.”   

I like the guy whose sign said, “My wife has a better 

sign.”  

Some signs were defiant: “I march because I matter”  

“Respect existence or expect resistance” “Fight like a 

Girl” “Woman Up” and “Little Girls with Dreams become 

Women with Vision.”  

Some signs were thoughtful:  “We are better than 

this” “America Needs a Mirror More Than a Wall” “Why 

are we still having protests for something as simple as 

equality?” 

 Some signs could have been displayed in a church:  

“Love, Love, Love” “Choose kindness” “Only love can 

drive out hate” “Jesus was a liberal” “Love your neighbor, 

even your brother”  

 Some of the march did not feel holy.  There was lots 

of “T-shirts! $10 here, $40 on the internet.” There was 

name calling and a few chants your grandmother would 

not like.  But there was also the sense that there is an 

unexpected reversal happening.  We are listening to 

women who have been abused.   

 It is unsettling right now.  Change is always 

unsettling.  Not everything that is being said is helpful.  



Not every accusation is true.  But even in this confusing 

time, The Spirit is at work.  

 God who shows no partiality, no favoritism, who 

created us all in God’s image, is pushing us to care for 

one another. 

God calls us to love justice.  God calls us to see one 

another as equals.  God calls us to repent whenever we 

treat anyone as less than a person. 

 God invites us, even in the midst of darkness, to see 

the light.  God invites us to become more aware, more 

just, and more courageous.  God invites us to understand 

that we are all God’s children. 
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