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A Homily by “Powerful Stories”
The Reverend Jo Popham        Fourth Sunday after Pentecost

June 24, 2012
I Samuel 17:1a, 4-11, 19-23, 32-49

Mark 4:35-41

One of my favorite restaurants in New Orleans is right across the street from City Park
(the largest park of its kind in the US). There are stately live oaks in City Park – some of
them over a century old – beautifully draped in Spanish moss. It was beneath these oak
trees that men would come to settle disputes. They would duel to the death over a
misunderstanding, over honour, over differences of beliefs, often over a woman. A pair
of pearl handled dueling pistols still hang over the long mahogany bar in Tavern on the
Park.

In ancient times a dispute between nations might have been decided by individual
combat. And so it was that David the Israelite and Goliath the Philistine fought. Philistia
was a coastal nation – on the Mediterranean and Israel’s arch-enemy. The army of
Philistia and the army of Israel faced each other from across another body of water. They
slung insults at one another from either side of the river valley in the hills just west of
Bethlehem. Now Goliath was very tall. He wore a heavy coat of chain mail and bronze
shin protectors. He was armed with a sword, a spear, and a javelin. Goliath even had his
own shield bearer who strode in front of him. With the appearance of Goliath, Saul and
his army of Israelites were intimidated. How could they defend themselves against such a
force as this – against a giant?

David, the young shepherd who had learned to protect his flock from lions and bears,
(oh, my!) stepped up to take on the Philistine giant. David was easy on the eyes, but his
eyes were focused on God alone, not on worldly limitations. Saul strapped his own armor
and bronze helmet onto the small frame of David. Saul gave him his sword. But David
was unaccustomed to the trappings of this sort of war, so he armed himself with the Lord
… and with his sling and five smooth rocks from the wadi. Now in the arid parts of
David’s world, there were areas where a shepherd could find water for his sheep. After a
storm with heavy rainfall the runoff down a steep incline – down a wadi – would render
the stones very round and very hard – almost like projectiles used in guns – even dueling
pistols.
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So the young shepherd slew the giant – with a slingshot – and everyone came to know
of the great faith of the people in the God of Israel because of the story of David who had
the power of God and slew Goliath.

We Christians know the story of Jesus rebuking the wind during a fierce sudden
storm. In the story of Jesus calming the storm we see that God had given extraordinary
power to his son Jesus the Christ, power to even control the forces of nature.

As you all may know, I grew up in Louisiana. I lived on a river – the Ouachita River
(by some accounts the 2nd most beautiful river in North America). We had a houseboat on
the river where I spent many days and even some nights. One night we were up river at a
beach. All the other boats left fearing rain. But we were swimming and playing in the
sand and cooking on the boat and enjoying one another, and we stayed a little too long.
We were overcome by a fast approaching storm with lightening and thunder and blinding
rain. My Daddy was navigating by memory and the light from the lightening striking the
river back on either side of us. He guided us safely home. I still do not know how he did
it, but I know that my friends and I trusted him entirely. He did not have power over the
forces of nature, but he had skill and confidence.

Jesus had been teaching from the boat, so he asked that the disciples take him across
to the eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee. Jesus was more than tired; he was weary. He
had lain down to sleep in the stern of the boat and had not moved. Of course the crowd
followed him in a flotilla, but their boats scattered. Storms came up very quickly on the
Sea of Galilee, so the disciples were surprised and frightened. Jesus remained just as he
was…sleeping soundly… safe above the waves …at the back of the boat where the
helmsman ought to have been. At that time the disciples knew Jesus to be their teacher,
but they did not fully know him. To them and the ancients, the sea represented evil and
was a symbol of chaos, and natural disasters were thought to be the work of the devil. So
when they woke Jesus, and he calmed the seas by saying only “Peace! Be Still! ” the
disciples were understandably afraid because only God could control nature! Did the
disciples lack faith in God and Jesus’s trust in God? Do we lack faith? Did his followers
lack faith in Jesus’s power to do wonders? Do we believe in Jesus’s ability to work
miracles today?
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What wonderful images we have in both of these stories about the power of God. The
story of David and Goliath makes me wonder about how we settle our disputes in the 21st

century – how we prepare for warfare – verbal warfare? How do we arm ourselves? Do
we carry only the word of the God as our protection? Are we prepared to face a 21st

century giant? And how might we prepare to strike down those who would defy God?
The story of Jesus calming the sea makes me question how we might calm the storm of
doubt – even our own fears, our own doubts – that threatens the church and the spread of
the good news?

We live in a very secular society. And yet, we all know of people who radiate God’s
love as a sort of unseen protective armor. I have known people who appeared to be able
to walk into the lion’s den, to face down the modern day Philistines. I have known people
who had no fear even in the fiercest of storms. And I have known people with confidence
in their abilities, those who have the gift to communicate the stories of God to the world
through interpreting Bible stories in a manner that others can hear. Could it be that we are
being called to relate what we know to those who have never heard God’s story? We
could start with a conversation that might begin with: “I was reminded of two stories this
week that intersect in a profound way.” And then we might tell the stories we heard again
today, beloved Bible stories we have known since we were children. But, remember, my
friends, many have never heard the powerful story of David and Goliath from the Old
Testament or of Jesus’s power over the stormy sea as told in Mark’s Gospel.

We have been blessed with all we need to tell the stories of God – stories that have the
power to settle disputes…to calm storms…to convert hearts. My brothers and sisters,
may we never lose heart – lose faith – in the face of the storms of our lives. And may we
have the courage to share the stories of God with the world.

Lord, may it be so.

Amen.


