
Of power and parables: the Spanish Windlass 
 
I’m pleased to find in the Psalm that we read today  - psalm 20 – the wonderful 
phrase ‘Some take pride in chariots, and some in horses’…which resonates 
completely with me. The most powerful chariot (or ‘car’ in today’s language) 
that I owned was a SAAB estate which could generate up to 256 horsepower.  

 
So 2800 years after the psalm 
was written we find a phrase that 
exactly sums up what can 
occupy our minds. Chariots and 
horse-power. But the matching 
contrast in this verse in the 

Hebrew poem goes on to say that our pride is in the name of the Lord our God. 
And let us hope that it really is. Because here in a single short verse the psalmist 
shows with absolute clarity that there is a fundamental difference, or even 
opposition, between what is earthly powerfulness and what is the power of God. 
 
Now some people like fast and powerful cars – and Top Gear is a monument to 
the fascination of such things. But this is not as modern an obsession as you 
might think. In the second book of Kings we read about Jehu who, on his chariot, 
was reported to drive like a maniac. So there were the equivalent ‘petrol-heads’ 
around in  about 840BC! Some of you may remember Alternativity (our home-
grown musical performed at Wesley Memorial several times over the years). 
David and Solomon climb down from heaven on Jacob’s ladder to Bethlehem, 

where they come across this sign. ‘What does it 
say?’ asks David, and Solomon translates 
‘Bethlehem welcomes careful drivers’. Except 
here is the sign we used, and the Hebrew – an in-
joke for scholars – simply reads ‘Bethlehem.  
Don’t drive like Jehu.’ 
 
Of course power comes in many different forms. 

Power is often used to assert superiority or control or impress others in some 
way – that was certainly true of Jehu, and is today a feature of much worldly 
power. And this is entirely opposite to the power of God shown in the life and 
teaching of Jesus. For the responsible use of power is to engender change for 
good. This can be spiritual and it can be physical.   
 
 



Here, in my Treasure Chest, is a scissor jack – it 
says on the box that it will lift 1.5 tonnes. That 
looks like some power. And here is another and 
another! I have the power to lift 4.5 tonnes just 
here. I wonder if I have the equivalent spiritual 
resource. 
 
And how does all this relate to what Jesus had to 

say?  Let’s jump to the New Testament reading in Mark’s Gospel. Here we read 
two parables about sowing and harvest, and about growth. An interesting feature 
of the reading is that it ends with the statement ‘he did not speak to them except 
in parables, but he explained everything in private to his disciples.’ That seems, 
at first sight, a very odd way of communicating. Why make the teaching 
obscure? Except, of course, it does NOT make the teaching obscure – what it 
does do is make you think. It is the stories that resonate in one’s mind. If Jesus 
had simply said “Do look after each other, won’t you?” then it would have been 
instantly forgotten. Instead he told the story of a good Samaritan, starting with 
the crystal clear image of ‘There was a man going down from Jerusalem to 
Jericho, when he fell among thieves.’ You know the rest. You remember the 
rest. You think about it all.   The image is so clear and real that there are even 
those who try to locate where the Inn on the road might have been – a task as 
futile as trying to locate the wardrobe from The Tales of Narnia.  
 
So let’s think about God’s power. It isn’t the power of a charioteer or fast-car 
driver. It isn’t apparent in Top Gear. It’s much quieter, and much stronger. For 
the power of God resides not only in His vast lordship of the universe but also, 
in our own lives, in much quiet but very heavy lifting by dedicated people who 
love, who cherish, who show patience and self-control. The power of God is 
shown not in raising 4.5 tonnes a few inches, but in a strength that can endure 
suffering and crucifixion and continue to love, redeem and save.  
 
But again, these are words about the power of God that you will forget in half 
an hour. So here is a parable to think about in the coming days. And the parable 
is a true story. It relates to a time when I was first putting on theatrical revues at 
the Methodist Church in London where I grew up. My elder brother John and I 
built much of the staging for these revues and stayed late into one Saturday night 
in the Church Hall preparing lighting, props and scenery.  We arrived home at 
about 2am – our parents were long since in bed,  and we crept in through the 
back-door (we had a key) into the kitchen.  We then tried to get into the central 
hallway of the house only to discover that my father, in a perfectly reasonable 
and routine way, had bolted all the internal downstairs doors from the hallway 
side so that any intruder could not progress to the stairs or any other room. He’d 
forgotten that we needed to get through! What were we to do? How could we 
open that door quietly? What power could we utilise? I had no idea, but John 
said there was no problem – we should use a Spanish Windlass. I’d never heard 
of such a thing, and maybe you haven’t either.  



I’ll show you. I’ve set the scene here with the door to our garage. The door is 
bolted from the inside. All my strength won’t open it.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
My brother got my mother’s 
washing line, tied it in a 
multiple loop between the 
door handle and the window 
frame opposite and used a 
broom as a twisting handle. 
A Spanish Windlass! The 
power was immense, and the 

door pulled open, silent as the night, as the screws of the bolt were dragged out 
of the wood on the other side.  Our parents didn’t wake. 

 
This is the parable of the Spanish Windlass, which can be likened to the power 
of God – as with Jesus’ parables you can think it out for yourself, but among other 
things it tells us that God’s power is often silent; it has great strength; it often 
needs some input from us; it takes time; and, most importantly, it opens doors 
even when they are bolted shut.  
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1. Bolted and won’t open! 2. The Spanish Windlass in action 

3. Success! 4. The bolt. 


