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Not A Typical Model for All Chaplains


Obviously King David is not a super typical or useful model for all chaplains. The Handbook for Chaplains by Mary M. Tooles has already clearly presented a picture that modern chaplains are spiritual advisors that are ready to serve people of all faiths in the community being served, including Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Jehovah’s Witness, etc. (Toole p.65) King David can be considered to be the spiritual advisor for King Saul, the soldiers under King Saul, his followers during his desert militia and later his people in his kingdom. However, all these ‘clients’ share the same religious background, i.e. Judaism. Therefore, we cannot say that King David is a good model for all modern chaplains today. 


King David has never faced the difficult situation faced by almost all modern chaplains in ministering to members of a community with a diversified faith background. Usually not being a religious pluralist, a modern chaplain needs to walk a fine line everyday between honoring the faiths of all members and staying faithful to one’s own faith. I believe this task is almost next to impossible.  My own experience tells me that in order to do so, oftentimes all I can do is just ‘being present’. Furthermore, King David does not need to deal with many things that modern chaplains need to deal with, like the issues of confidentiality or being resourceful in providing needed information, etc. (Paget p.16) .


Moreover, the hardest part of chaplaincy work in modern societies fall into the area of helping members over different family crises as a person of faith (Weaver p.231). There are many challenges facing modern families that David had never heard of, like sudden job loss, retirement, placing family members in a nursing home, etc., not to mention the fact that most chaplains nowadays need to serve in multi-ethnic groups.  Modern chaplains need to be ‘color sensitive’ and train themselves to be knowledgeable in the differential needs of different ethnic groups through different resources like reading the American Journal of Psychiatry (Weaver, p.25).  In this regard, David cannot serve as a typical chaplain for modern chaplains.  

Last but not least, we need to admit that for many people the stories of King David seem more like fictional stories. As a matter of fact, there has been little evidence outside the Bible to help us get a sense of vividness meditating on his stories (McKenzie p.10). Therefore, the stories of David (unless supernaturally inspired by the Holy Spirit) will not be able to help a modern chaplain like the stories of contemporary pastors. We all heard of the story of how President Ronald Reagan rose to his feet when seeing his humble small town pastor coming into his office. The pastor said, ‘You don’t need to rise.’ President Reagan replied, ‘God is here.’ Such a story encourages many pastors and chaplains to have a vision of the importance of their role because it does not sound like a fiction.     
A Special Kind of Chaplain

Having said what we have said above, we need to be fair in saying that David can also be regarded as a chaplain especially during his desert militia. Even in the modern context, the chaplain may be a person of authority. He/she may become a servant leader because of his/her resources for spiritual care within the group of people (Paget p.23). In the modern context, an organization may have a chaplain without a paid position of a chaplain. A school principal may voluntarily function as a chaplain or one of the mental health professionals may take up the role of a chaplain purely on a voluntary basis. Likewise, during his desert militia and the time of his kingship, he substantively provided spiritual care to his followers and people. The Psalm provides huge amount of evidence of his chaplaincy role in encouraging, mourning, praying, admonishing, cheering, etc. 
Lessons Learned from King David as a Chaplain
If You Can Meet the Spiritual Needs

David’s first interaction with Saul came when the king was looking for someone to play music for him, and the king’s attendant summoned the skilled David to play for him. Saul was pleased with David and kept him in his service as a musician. We can see that David was talented in caring for people’s spiritual needs. I believe this is the most important factor for a person to consider whether or not he/she should pursue the career of a chaplain. If someone is not effective in caring for people’s souls, he/she should not make a hasty decision to pursue such a vocation.

Earning the Respect of the Members of the Community in the Name of One’s Faith

The first time David publicly displayed his courage was when, as an inexperienced boy armed with only a stick and a few stones, he confronted the nine-foot, bronze armored Philistine giant, Goliath of Gath. After skilled warriors had cowered in fear for 40 days, David made a slingshot, invoked God’s name, and killed the giant. After this, Saul took David on as commander of his troops who looked on him as a God empowered hero. 

I believe that in order to do a good job as a chaplain in a community, it is essential to earn the respect of the members in the name of one’s spiritual strength. If one is only good at fighting by his own strength, people will respect him as a fighter. They will not look on him as a spiritual advisor. They will think, ‘You are strong and you do not fear anything, but I am not like you because I was born weak!’ However, if one demonstrates that he/she can be strong not by human might but the power of the Lord, people will like you to minister to them spiritually to overcome the weaknesses of the flesh.
Getting Ready for the Bomb of Jealousy and the Pains of Divison

David was successful in battle against the Philistines and this aroused the jealousy of Saul, who tried to kill David by throwing a spear at him. David stayed with Saul, however, and Saul offered him his own daughter. Saul’s jealousy of David grew and he asked his son Jonathan to kill David. Jonathan was a friend of David’s, however, and hid David instead. He then went to his father and convinced Saul to promise not to kill David. Saul promised, and David returned to his service. This promise did not last and, after Saul attempted to kill David a second time, Michal helped David run away to the prophet Samuel in Ramah. David returned briefly to make a pact of peace with Jonathan and to verify that Saul was still planning to kill him. He then continued his flight from Saul, finding refuge with the king of Moab. On the way, the priest Ahimelech of Nob gave David a weapon. When Saul heard this, he sent Doeg the Edomite to kill 85 of the city’s priests.

A successful chaplain will gradually gain more and more support from the members in the community. Some people are watching you! They are those who feel that you are undermining their influences. Jealousy is at work. You may want to simply walk away until you find that you have many supporters. They do not want you to go and they will try their best to make you stay. However, the headache is that the people in power will attack not only you but also those who support you, resulting in a lot of traumas.  A person contemplating such a career should take this issue into consideration.

Gentle Subversive Demonstrating Godly Character While Taking Care of Physical Needs

In the course of his flight, David gained the support of 600 men, and he and his band traveled from city to city. At one point, in Ein Gedi, David crept up on Saul while he was in a cave, but instead of killing him, cut a piece from his cloak and confronted Saul. Saul broke down and admitted that David would one day be king and asked David to swear that he would not destroy Saul’s descendants or wipe out Saul’s name. David swore to this, but it did not stop Saul from continuing to pursue him. Finally, David and his supporters joined the service of Achish, the Philistine king of Gath who entrusted David with control of the city of Ziklag. Under Achish’s employ, David raided the cities of nomads who harassed the Jews and gave the spoils as gifts to the leaders of Judah to win their support for him against Saul. Eventually, while David was out battling a tribe called the Amalekites, Saul and Jonathan were killed on Mt. Gilboa in a fight with the Philistines. David mourned, and then began a new stage in his life, as king of Judah. He moved to Hebron with his followers. The people of Judea were grateful to David for saving them from desert raiders while he was in Ziklag, and they appointed David king.

We can clearly see that he demonstrated a godly character of fearing God when he refused to kill God anointed leaders and mourned for their deaths. He did not make a big deal of that but people could see clearly that he was a man of spiritual character. That will make him a gentle subversive, gently influencing people’s perspectives on life’s priorities. However, at the same time he did not forget the physical needs of the people. So he led his supporters to join the service of Achish. He tried his best to meet their physical needs. In the end, he got more and more support out of gratitude. 

Following God’s Will in Glorifying God

Once David had established the safety of his kingdom, he brought the Holy Ark, which had been passed from city to city, to Jerusalem. He then wanted to build a temple to God and consulted Natan the prophet. Natan replied to David that God would always be with David, but it would be up to David’s son to build the Temple because David had been a warrior and shed blood. David complied.


It is common with any action group to have a mentality of using the spiritual means to achieve their vision or goal. Being a chaplain, one needs to stand very firm on the principle that God’s agenda always comes first. This is a hard job and the chaplain will risk losing his position doing so. Even when people try to justify their agenda saying that they are doing all those things for God’s glory. It is the chaplain’s job to remind the people that we glorify God by following God’s agenda.

Integrating the Secular Stuff with Elements of Faith

David divided the country into twelve districts, each with its own civil, military and religious institutions. He also established Jerusalem as the secular and religious center of the country. Each district paid taxes to Jerusalem and the people began to make pilgrimages to Jerusalem each year on the holidays of Passover, Shavout and Sukkot.

It is the job of a chaplain to do their best to integrate the secular practices of the community with elements of faith in order to spiritually benefit the people. When I served as a chaplain of a Chinese nursing home, I noticed that the residents would attend any gatherings on the activity list because they were simply bored. However, I also noticed that there was no Christian worship service on the list. I started a bi-weekly Christian worship gathering and many residents came. Many came to Christ through this meeting and were baptized in the nursing home before passing away. We also officiated in their funerals in a Christian manner.

Modeling Repentance

Despite this flawless reign on a national level, David had many problems in his personal life. One day while the men were at war, David spied a beautiful woman, Bathsheba, from his rooftop. He discovered that she was married to Uriah the Hittite, but this did not stop him from sending for her and getting her pregnant. He then recalled Uriah from battle and pretended that Uriah was the father of Bathsheba’s baby. Uriah refused to go home to his wife, so David sent Uriah to the front lines of battle, where he was killed. David then married Bathsheba. When confronted by Natan the prophet, David admitted his sin. 

Being a human being, a chaplain may also commit sins. Though I do not think a chaplain who has committed the sin of adultery will be allowed to stay on the job, it is still possible that serious weaknesses may have happened to a chaplain who still stays put. Being a good chaplain who will finish well, he/she should step forward to confess his/her sin and make amends.  Currently there has been lots of attention on whether or not the leaders of the military have been handling the sex abuse issues correctly. In my opinion, if some of the leaders are also playing the role of a chaplain like David did, they should have come forth and admitted faults.  A real chaplain is someone who understands that they will be ultimately held accountable before the Lord. They will take every opportunity to lead their people in the right spiritual direction. ‘Confession and repentance’ is the right direction to walk with God.

Not Just Leaving the People without Any Arrangements

 
Eventually David grew old and had to stop fighting. He constantly felt cold and could not get warm. At this point, Adonijah, David’s oldest son, declared himself king. David, however, had promised Bathsheba that her son Solomon would be king, and publicly anointed Solomon. 

We all know that no chaplain can stay in the job forever. With a true heart of a shepherd, a chaplain will not leave the people with any proper arrangements. It is especially so when a chaplain knows that upon his/her leaving, somebody will lead the people in a wrong spiritual direction. It is also better for him/her to present his/her endorsed arrangements publicly so that rumors may be stopped.

Giving Out Spiritual Advice As Well As Operational Advice


Before he died, David delivered a last set of instructions to his son, telling him to follow the words of God and to repay specific people that had either wronged David or helped him. As a chaplain of a group of people, it does not mean that he/she should do everything for them. It is necessary to empower them to do the right things. Of course it is important to give them spiritual advice. However, it is also important to give them operational advice, i.e. what exactly needs to be done. We cannot assume that they can derive their operational plans from the spiritual principles. This is something professional. Only veterans can do it right. This is something a chaplain will need to model many times until they can have an idea how they can do likewise.   

It is important for a chaplain to tell the people that they need to walk with God in all they do. But how? Whenever something unjust happens, the chaplain should take the opportunity to educate the people that to walk with God they need to handle the situation in a just way, regardless of the challenges anticipated.

Vision Building & Caring For Emotions


David did two things that left long term impacts on the whole world in general and Israel in particular.   Firstly, David was a poet and he wrote the Book of Psalms which has cared for the emotions of countless number of souls over the last three thousand years. Some scholars have crowned him as the ‘first human’ (Borgman, p.242) because he lived as an integrated whole of his emotions, will, knowledge and body. If one does not try harder to live like a ‘human’, one is probably not fit for the office of a chaplain.  


Secondly, throughout his life, David prepared for the construction of the Holy Temple by setting aside the necessary physical materials, commanding the Levites and others in their duties for the Temple, and giving the plan for the Temple to Solomon, a vision that has united the nation for thousands of years. 


In conclusion, David has taught chaplains many lessons. However, the most important of all is that a good chaplain should care for the emotional needs of the people while giving them a vision that can bring the heaven to the earth as well as lift the earth to the heaven.


   We have created a vision in our Chinese Nursing Home here in Portland and we have called it ‘Harbor Care’. We are doing our best to build a place that people after a life long voyage can come back to this safe quiet harbor and get ready to go back home. 
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