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We haven’t had a retirement this earth-shaking 
since Harry Johnson retired from the City of Arvada earlier this summer. 
 
In normal times, a man in his 80s stepping down from a job  
wouldn’t cause much of a stir. 
But these are not ordinary times. 
And Anthony Kennedy is no ordinary 81-year-old. 
For years, he has been the swing vote  
on the Supreme Court of the United States. 
 
Now, the center of the court has likely fallen.  
Conservatives are ready to take power in ways  
they haven’t had for many, many years.   
Abortion rights, gay marriage, affirmative action and much more  
seem to be very much in danger with Kennedy’s retirement. 
Democrats and moderates are trying to prevent this,  
but it’s unlikely that they can.  
 
Kennedy’s departure displays just how much power  
a single justice can have. 
In a town filled with powerful people, 
Kennedy has sometimes been called one of the most powerful.  
He has power to change our nation. 
Power over millions of lives. 
 
How timely, then, are our lessons this morning,  
all of which speak to power.  
What it is, and what it isn’t. 
Who has it, and who only thinks they have it.  
 
Divinely affirmed power  
is at the heart of our Old Testament story this morning, 
as King David ascends to the throne.  



This most unlikely of persons, 
this shepherd boy, 
has become the shepherd of Israel. 
We’re told he was just 33 when he became king, 
and he ruled Israel for the next 40 years.  
 
What an improbable leader, 
the youngest of eight sons,  
a surprising voice who claimed the improbable power of God. 
 
As king, David really reflects God’s way in the world: 
He’s caring, he’s protective,  
and he emerges from the margins,  
from among the lowly. 
Despite his notable human frailties –  
and they were many; just ask Bathsheeba – 
David goes on to become the best-loved king of Israel, 
the embodiment of the power and wisdom of God. 
 
 A thousand years later, 
New Testament writers will use David 
as a lens to understand the coming kingdom of God.  
They point to the fact that David is Jesus’s ancestor 
to add to Jesus’s credibility.  
“You think David was great? 
Well, let us tell you, Jesus is even greater.” 
That’s one theme running throughout the New Testament. 
 
David was a shepherd, 
and Jesus is the Good Shepherd 
who lays down his life for the love of God’s people. 
That is the nature of the power 
that is inspired by David. 
 
David is a human ruler, 
but his power differs from the other rulers of his age. 
Indeed, it differs from the rulers of our own age. 
Because David’s power is defined by the God who loves.  
 
 



What we see in this story 
is a reminder  
that God works through unexpected persons, 
and that the creative, liberating power of God  
emerges not in the life of warriors  
or the important or the influential, 
but in the actions and prayers of a shepherd. 
A shepherd who cares for his sheep. 
 
God’s power is ultimately revealed in love.  
And that is certainly worth considering in a summer 
where power seems to be on the minds of many, 
but love seems to be in awfully short supply.  
 
Power was on the apostle Paul’s mind 
when he wrote his second letter to the Corinthians, 
part of which we heard this morning.  
 
Paul is competing with a rival group of missionaries 
for the respect of the Corinthian church. 
To hear Paul tell it, 
these rival missionaries are an arrogant, power-hungry lot. 
He comes up with his own ugly little nickname for them. 
He calls them the “super-apostles.” 
But he doesn’t mean that in a good way. 
 
Paul thinks they boast too much. 
They boast about how good they are, 
and what amazing spiritual experiences they’ve had. 
Paul has little time for braggarts. 
 
And yet, somehow, Paul manages to get himself into a boasting contest 
with these super-apostles. 
Now, you might question whether fighting fire with fire is such a good idea. 
We’ve seen what’s happened to our public discourse today 
as politicians seek to outdo each other  
with childish tactics and name-calling. 
So we’re justified in asking whether Paul was wise to start boasting at all. 
If you want to criticize someone for boasting, 
it’s not a good idea to start boasting yourself. 



 
 
Unless you boast not in your strength, or your power, 
but in your weakness, as Paul did.  
 
So when the Lord responds to Paul’s prayer 
by saying “power is made perfect in weakness,” 
what does that mean? 
 
Here’s what I think it means: 
I think if we’re strong,  
we’re tempted to return insults with other insults, 
to put down our opponents  
so everyone will admire our wit and cleverness. 
But if we’re weak, we bite our tongues. 
 
If we’re strong, we try to control our circumstances, 
to make things turn out the way we want them to. 
But if we’re weak, we know we control nothing. 
 
If we’re strong, we’re tempted to take vengeance on our enemies, 
or use our resources to get out of trouble as quickly as possible, 
because we think we CAN. 
If we’re weak, we know better. 
 
If we’re weak, we bite our tongues, we turn the other cheek. 
Or, as Paul said in another letter to the church in Corinth, 
we bear all things, believe all things, hope all things, endure all things.  
In other words, 
power is made perfect in love.  
 
Finally, we come to our gospel lesson, 
and the surprising turn of events  
that leaves Jesus disempowered 
when he’s in his hometown.  
 
Now, the text is a little ambiguous about just what happened. 
You could read this to say that  
Jesus simply could not perform  
those deeds of power that he had become known for in other places. 



That somehow being in his hometown had robbed him of that power. 
 
Or you could read it with a more ironic edge, 
a hint that no matter WHAT Jesus did, 
his hometown crowd would not have seen it as powerful. 
They were too used to thinking of Jesus as a nobody 
to really see him for who he was. 
 
And there may be more than a touch of envy involved. 
And aren’t we all rendered powerless 
by those who envy us, 
by those who will themselves to believe the worst about us? 
 
But in a wonderful twist, 
we see Jesus turning that right around, 
and far from being disempowered by his fellow townsfolk, 
he actually expands his mission 
by sending out the disciples, 
armed with more power over disease and demons 
than they had ever had before.  
 
What irony.  
The more the world tries to tamp down the power of Jesus, 
to weaken Jesus, 
the more the Holy Spirit responds  
by sending out more workers 
to do even more miraculous deeds. 
 
But that is just the way of God in the world. 
Power, real power, often looks like weakness. 
That’s because love,  
which is the real power in the world, 
tends to manifest itself in ways tyrants don’t understand.  
 
So whenever we encounter insults 
or hardships 
or persecutions 
or calamities, 
let us not respond in kind, 
or with worry, 



or with vain efforts to appear strong. 
Let us be content with our weakness. 
 
“My grace is sufficient for you,” God tells us.  
“Power is made perfect in weakness.” 
Whenever I am weak, then I am strong.  
And the assurance of THAT is the real power we need  
to change our nation.  
The assurance of THAT is the power we need 
to change our lives.  
It is the power of love.  
It is the power of weakness. 
It is the power of God. 
 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


