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In our culture we have a fixation about being strong. How many times have we heard people say to us, “Be strong now! Hang in there. Give it all you’ve got! You’ve got a lot of strength; use it.”
 
With all this emphasis on being strong, what do I do when I’m weak? We all have our weaknesses. 

We may try to hide them or compensate for them. But we are familiar with our weaknesses: fear, selfishness, judgmentalism, temptation, depression, disorganization, low self-esteem. If we took an inventory of everyone here today and asked what our weaknesses are, we’d have a long list. We are a mixture of strengths and weaknesses.
 
Today in our Scripture Paul is boasting of his weakness. 

It’s an odd thing to do. Paul was not without ego strength. At times he almost swaggers with self-confidence, bordering arrogance. Paul was obviously enormously talented as a leader, theologian, and writer. At times he may have gotten a bit carried away with his own strengths; so he says that “to keep me from being too elated, a thorn in the flesh was given to me.”
 
Many people have wondered what exactly was Paul’s “thorn in the flesh.” It was surely more than a tiny splinter stuck in his pinky. The meaning of the word “thorn” is closer to a stake, driven into his body in pain. 
 
What was the thorn in the flesh? Some have said it may have been a physical ailment, perhaps malarial fever or epilepsy. It could have been failing eyesight, headaches, temptations, or his physical appearance which was described as weak. (2 Cor. 10:10) With any of these possible “thorns in the flesh,” some have suggested that Paul may have been dealing with depression. Whatever his ailment, it lingered with him, and he prayed for God to take it away. But instead, God gave Paul the strength to bear his pain. “My grace is all you need; power is most fully seen in weakness.” Whatever inadequacy Paul faced, the crisis helped him rely in a deep way, not on himself but on God. 
 
Since we are human, we are subject to all kinds of weakness. God has given each of us freedom to live in bodies that are subject to ailments and illness. Likewise, we have limitations in our judgment and the choices we make. We all have to deal with whatever weakness is a part of our physical-emotional-spiritual life. 
 
Paul finally saw his thorn in the flesh—his weakness---not as a debilitating obstacle, but as a pathway to God’s grace. He saw his weakness as one way that God was reaching out to him. So he could boast of his weakness, and even thank God for his weakness.
 
What can we learn from Paul? We can learn to trust that God can use our strengths and our weakness for good. At the Church of the Saviour in Washington, DC Killian Noe was one of the founders of Samaritan Inn, a drug and alcohol treatment center, which started as a mission group of the Church of the Saviour. Killian and other members of the church had brought a lawsuit against the City of Washington for discrimination in housing, when the city tried to block people with addictions from living in one of the church’s buildings.
 
Gordon Cosby, the pastor, came to the trial to pray and offer encouragement. He spoke to Killian who had been there for a number of days. At a break, he asked her, “How are you holding up through this stressful trial?” She said that she was tempted to give the usual superficial response like “Fine, thanks for asking.” But she decided to be honest. She said, “Gordon, I have never felt more profoundly inadequate.” “Good,” Gordon said without skipping a beat, “because when we really get in touch with our powerlessness and our profound inadequacy, then God can use us.”
 
At Samaritan Inn, the alcohol and drug treatment center, the staff members meet each week and instead of talking about the accomplishments that week, they talk about their lives, including their weaknesses and failures.
 
They’ve learned a lesson from those who have been helped by Alcoholics Anonymous. In admitting our powerlessness, our weakness, we make room for 1. authentic, honest community---church in the best sense and 2. we allow God to work from within us and beyond us. (from Killian Noe, FINDING OUR WAY HOME.)
 
When we are strong, we may be tempted to believe that we don’t need any help. When we have everything, we don’t need anything or anybody. When we have it all together, there’s no room for depending on anyone. When we are strong, we can act as if we don’t even need God.
 
But when we are in touch with our weakness, then we learn to give ourselves over to God. And God says, “Trust me. My grace is sufficient for your needs.”
 
If we buy into the myth that we have to be strong, we start looking for extraordinary things to happen. We can be tempted by a sense of entitlement, and we’re easily disappointed when we don’t get what we want. But God seems to be most interested in ordinary people, regular folks, who have inadequacies and weakness. In many ways that describes Jesus.
 
Jesus grew up in Nazareth, where he learned carpentry skills in his father’s shop. He had lived there nearly 30 years; but when he went back to Nazareth with some of his disciples, he could accomplish no spectacular miracles. Why? The people perceived Jesus from only one angle: 

“Oh, it’s Mary’s son. We know him.” They were locked into a perception of Jesus as just another kid from Nazareth, an ordinary guy.
 
And indeed he was that. But the text says, “And he could do no deed of power there, except that he laid his hands on a few sick people and cured them.” Despite being rejected in his hometown, he still was effective for some people.
 
An ordinary person Jesus was---with weaknesses. An ordinary person Paul was too. But they were weak enough to allow God to use them.
 
Our country worships strength. Military might is our motto. Seldom will our government leaders admit weakness. We’re always strong. 
 
When we go looking for a job in this country, we estimate our hireability by listing our strengths. Sam is a good speaker. Susie has natural leadership talent. Arlene would make an excellent lawyer. Walter has a scientific bent and a concern for people. He would make a fine doctor. 

Ralph has musical talent. We list our strengths!
 
But we also know that we’re a mixture of strong and weak. We have strengths, and we have weaknesses—as individuals and as a nation. Often we make space for God when we are in touch with our weakness—our inadequacy, our self-doubt, our “thorn in the flesh.” We’re aware of how little patience we have and how little courage, how little strength. But these can provide an opening for God to reach us with God’s patience, God’s courage, God’s strength.
 
Paul found that when he was weak, then he was strong. Jesus found that when he was weak, God’s grace came pouring into him and through him.
 
In our spiritual life we may at times follow the lead of our country and ask, Am I strong enough to be a Christian? Am I strong enough to follow Jesus? But the question we need to ask is: Am I weak 

enough to make room for God? Are we weak enough to be followers of Jesus?
 
By God’s grace, as we come to the Table today, may we offer our weakness as a pathway for God’s strength.
 
Amen.
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