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    In Seminary I was assigned the task of Communion Steward.  This meant that each week 
when we celebrated Communion in Chapel on Thursday morning, It was my job to prepare the 
bread and wine to be used in communion. 
 
    In Seminary we usually received communion as we do here at Emanuel, by Intinction.  So I 
would cut up the bread and place it on a plate, put out the loaf for the pastor to break, fill a 
pitcher of wine, and place an empty chalice on the table for the wine to be poured into.   
 
    One day as I was preparing the communion I knocked over a beautiful, ceramic chalice owned 
by the Seminary.  Onto the floor it went as it broke into several pieces, so badly it was no longer 
usable.  A student standing nearby came over and asked “How are you? Bill.”  I assumed they 
wondered if I had gotten hurt by the ceramic chards, so I said, “I am ok, I didn’t get cut.” 
 
    But that isn’t what they were asking at all, they continued,  “No Bill, I mean, Wow!  You just 
broke the holy and sacred chalice of Eden seminary, surely this is a devastating experience for 
you.”  On and on they went as if I had just broken God before their very eyes.  As they finished I 
responded, “Well when you get right down to it, it is a ceramic chalice, the seminary has several 
others.  It seems to me the chalice isn’t so special in and of itself, it is what we do with it in 
Worship, the words we say and the love experienced when we share the wine that makes it 
very special.”  That was the day I learned that some people can take symbols a little too far. 
 
    Today in 2 Samuel we have a lesson about the power of Symbols. 
 
    Our story is from 2 Samuel 6, but it begins back in 1 Samuel chapter 4 as the Philistine army 
defeated the Israelites and removed the Ark of the Covenant.  The Ark was very precious to 
Israel.  It was like the Flag is to patriotism, or a wedding ring to a marriage, or the cross to 
Christians.   
 
    The Ark was a gold plated, acacia chest, built according to instructions given to Moses by God 
at Mt. Sinai.  It was carried with the Israelites during the 40 years they passed through the 
wilderness toward the Promised Land.  It was so special it moved only under the cover of a veil 
and when Israel stopped to camp at night, the Ark was placed in a separate tent called a 
tabernacle.  It was so coveted because it contained the tablets upon which the 10 
commandments were chiseled.  The people of Israel believed this chest held the very presence, 
blessing, assurance, love, and affirmation of YHWH.   
 
   The Symbols of our world carry a lot of power.  They can provoke strong feelings in us.  How 
do you feel when you see someone wearing the symbol of a rival sports team, or when you see 
a sign with the emblem of your favorite coffee shop?  But we are all aware some people give 



too much weight to the symbol itself, and not the meaning behind it.  Does a lost wedding ring 
mean the marriage is doomed?  Does a torn flag mean a country will fail?    
 
    Over the years possession of the Ark had come to indicate more than simply the presence of 
God; for some in Israel it had come to mean God is “on our side,” God has “given us military 
victory.”  “We are better than all the rest,” so to speak.  And this is the shadow side of putting 
too much meaning behind a powerful symbol; it can lead people into believing there is 
something magical about the symbol itself, AND it can lead people into believing they are 
privileged and entitled.   
 
    Still, we can understand the celebration in our story from 2 Samuel, the dancing and parading 
with David.  This central and powerful symbol of faith, representing the presence of God, was 
coming home.  No longer the possession of the enemy it was back in its rightful place.   David’s 
central role in this drama legitimizes his rule as King and locates the Royal Capital and center of 
Religious life in Jerusalem (Which he named the City of David).  Israel had suffered so much… 
slavery in Egypt, hunger and thirst in the wilderness, conflicts as they tried to enter the 
Promised Land, defeat at the hands of the philistines and so much more.  Finally, the world of 
which they could hardly dream; a world of peace, prosperity, joy, trouble free, a true nation of 
Israel was taking shape during their lifetime.  David would become King of a land where hope 
soared without limits. 
 
    AND, this is exactly when we have to be cautious and handle our symbols gently.  Not 
because they could break and magically unleash some curse upon us, but because we could be 
putting TOO much weight upon them.  We see this in today’s world as our country undergoes a 
debate about flying of the Confederate flag.  It is easy from a safe distance to talk about how 
important it is to “take down the Confederate flag,” as the South Carolina Legislature voted to 
do this week.   But I lived in the south for 13 years.  I know what a powerful symbol that flag is 
for many people.  It would be like trying to change the Bucky Badger Symbol for the University 
of Wisconsin.   Many in the south see the flag as a symbol of ancestral pride and removing it as 
an insult to the valor of Confederate soldiers.  I don’t agree, I believe as many people both black 
and white that the Confederate flag should be removed, that it is, more than anything else, a 
reminder of systemic oppression and racial subjugation of the Jim Crow south.  I don’t believe 
taking down the flag insults a soldier’s valor, it simply suggests that the cause for which they 
were fighting was unjust.   
 
      Still, this point’s us to the tension we see in the story of David and the Ark today.  As people 
of Faith we need the ability and courage to examine the symbols of our loyalty and devotion.  
We need the ability to be constructively critical of how our symbols are used.  It is important 
that each of us pauses, takes a look at the symbols which represent our loyalties, to be sure 
that our celebrations are not intentionally or unintentionally clubbing someone else on the 
head.   
 



   Why is this important?  Because our moving and dancing around our symbol can be joyful, or 
it can be careless.  There could be one like Michal in our story; worried we are making a fool of 
ourselves, celebrating for the wrong reasons.   
 
    Michal experienced this first hand in her life.  She had been harmed by the ways her love and 
life had been tossed around as an object of Political positioning.  As Saul’s daughter she was 
given to David in Marriage, mostly because she had publicly proclaimed her love for David.  He 
accepted her but never publically proclaimed his love for her, so one might wonder… knowing 
David wanted to inherit the fullness of Saul’s kingdom, what was his motivation for marrying 
Michal?  Was it true love or political gain, or some of both?  Later Michal was given in marriage 
to Paltiel, mostly out of the spite Saul felt for David.  Finally Michal was given back to David in 
marriage once again out of political advantage.    
 
    As we go about the task of examining our symbols, Michal provides an excellent roadmap.  
She reminds us that those of us who are deeply devoted to a symbol and those of us who 
despise a symbol need to, on occasion, step back and listen to any people who might be getting 
batted around like a tennis ball on center court at Wimbledon.   
 
    We need to pay attention to those who are trapped by the symbol giving us reason to dance 
for joy.  Those who don’t naturally have a voice in the dialogue, those who are victims of the 
people who are SOOO sure that we are right and the opposition is wrong.  We might consider 
listening to these voices as we contemplate the mascots for sports teams, and other symbols 
because it is the victims, like Michal, who may hold the key to helping all of us create a more 
just and peaceful society, one in which our symbols no longer get used as clubs, but help us 
overcome division and mistrust and become once again the signs which point us to truth, 
reality, honesty, and true joy.           
 
Amen 


