
I was taught a long time ago that you should write sermons with the 

Bible in one hand and the New York times in the other. I guess these 

days it would be a keyboard instead of the New York Times. I’ve always 

taken that to mean that the task is to somehow make the readings 

connect with the lives that people are living. After I read the lessons for 

this morning and, for a moment, reflected on my journey I was struck by 

how necessary, how important it was, it is, for me to acknowledge and 

deal with the broken, the messier parts of myself because it’s in and 

through that journey that I not only helped myself, but I became more 

prepared to help others. Simply put, I found strength and some measure 

of wholeness in accepting and learning to live with my weaknesses. 

Which brings me to another Paul. 

 

One of the more interesting descriptions I’ve ever read about Paul 

appears in the apocryphal book Acts of Paul and Thecla. Paul is 

described in that book as being, “Bald-headed, bowlegged, strongly 

built, a man small in size, with meeting eyebrows and a rather large 

nose” – not exactly a Hollywood, leading man description. History tells 



us Paul was a magnet for trouble. He was considered a poor preacher by 

the people of Corinth because he was so long-winded. Roman authorities 

and Jewish officials took turns arresting him. He was whipped regularly 

and once was stoned and left for dead. Paul was, by his own 

acknowledgement, a man with limitations but instead of allowing those 

limitations to defeat or define him, he chose to push on in spite of those 

limitations. As a result, Paul becomes so thoroughly human. In this 

morning’s Epistle he utters words that I know I, and I suspect some of 

you, have uttered at some point, “I do not understand my own actions. 

For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.” What 

amazing, and refreshing honesty.  

 

In our culture weakness is anathema; it’s to be discouraged and even 

joked about. Avoided at all cost and certainly never revealed publicly. 

We would much focus on our strengths. But the truth is that weakness is 

standard equipment on every model of human being. We all have them: 

fear, selfishness, judgmentalism, temptation, to name a few. For some 

our Ego can get in the way, and pride turns our strengths into arrogance 



and entitlement. So what Paul is trying to do is offer a crucial insight 

into a life of faith. Paul is saying to us, modeling for us the reality that 

weakness, and more importantly the ability to acknowledge and accept 

them, is an important part of any faith journey. Paul obviously had 

plenty of strengths. He was an enormously talented leader, theologian, 

and writer. But he also, by his own acknowledgement, could still do the 

very thing that I hate. Paul is saying to us and for us that if he had never 

experienced weakness, never made mistakes he would never have 

discovered the grace-filled love and compassion that God offered him 

and that he, that we, could ultimately offer to others. 

 

I was sitting in my office just before I left Nashville, it was a Saturday 

and I was the only one on the Executive hallway. I was sitting at my 

computer typing, when a young man appeared at my door. He was a new 

patient at the Alcohol and Drug Treatment Center where I worked. He 

was obviously doing a little exploring and had wandered into the 

Administration building and down our hallway. He stopped for a second, 

looked at the name plate by my door and said, “You must be somebody 



important to be on this hallway?” I laughed at his statement and said, 

“no, not really”. I thought that might be the end of it, he would continue 

exploring and I could keep writing, but he didn’t move. Thankfully, that 

still small voice inside was screaming at me, that voice that reminds me 

on occasion, reminds us, when important things are happening, that 

voice was telling me that maybe this young man standing in my 

doorway was more important than anything that could possibly be 

happening on my computer screen. “Come on in, have a seat, tell me 

how you’re doing?” I said. He sat down, “I’m doing okay, I guess”. “I’m 

24, I’ve been using something since I was 12, heroin for the last few 

years. It’s tough to think about not doing some of the stuff I’ve been 

doing for the rest of my life. I’m starting to feel things that I haven’t felt 

in a long time. I’m scared.” We talked for a little while longer. He 

talked, I mostly listened. He talked about being a child of divorce. He 

talked about being in prison. He talked about what feeling again was like 

and how he had cried for the first time in a long time. I was struck by a 

couple of things as I listened to this young man talk, more child than 

man.  The more he talked it was as if the hard shell he had created and 



wrapped himself in began to disappear and who he truly was started to 

emerge, the bravado he had been hiding behind was being replaced with 

an honesty and a vulnerability that was life-giving, not life-taking. And 

the more honest and more vulnerable he became the more comfortable 

he seemed to become in his own skin, the more okay he seemed to 

become with what had been and in doing so more hopeful he was about 

what might be. It was as if the more he talked, and the more he accepted 

himself, good and bad. Our conversation ended quickly when he popped 

up, as if he had dipped his toe in the water and it felt good, but he wasn’t 

sure if he wanted to jump in, and said, “Thanks, this helped”, he said as 

he disappeared down my hallway.  All I could think to myself was, “No, 

thank you”  

 
  
   
 
“Power is made perfect in weakness”, Paul would write in another letter 

to the church in Corinth. I take that to mean that we find our spiritual 

center only when we face and acknowledge that we are a combination of 

strengths and weaknesses. True faith originates not from loveless power, 



but from powerless love. That’s why, I believe, Jesus was always around 

powerless people---those who were hurting and oppressed. His mission 

was to invite the weak and wounded, ordinary people, to enter the 

Kingdom, not a kingdom that was some political, powerful entity as 

some longed for and expected, but rather a kingdom that was, that is, a 

community of love, forgiveness, justice, and restored life. But that 

kingdom started, it starts, from a place of vulnerability and weakness. 

“Who will rescue me from this body of death?” Paul asked this morning.   

“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and 

I will give you rest” Jesus answers in the Gospel. 

 

  

The central symbol of our faith is a cross—a symbol that once spoke of 

weakness, of brokenness, of defeat. But that cross has now become a 

symbol of love, a symbol of hope. I have come to believe in my own 

journey, and I have seen in the journeys of countless others, that God is 

in the business of turning our deepest, darkest disappointments into 

hope. “Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and 



humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” What 

wonderfully comforting words for those that have had to carry heavy, 

sometimes overwhelming burdens. 

 

But the first step is to trust that God can and will help us with the 

burdens we carry and then become willing to let go and let God and 

others help us carry them. It is when those weaknesses, those broken 

places become strengths. It is that place where the seemingly impossible 

becomes possible – lives get changed, lost get found, the broken find 

healing. 

 

A book that has come to mean a great deal to me in my journey is titled 

“The Spirituality of Imperfection”. I believe that title says it all, “The 

Spirituality of Imperfection”. The last paragraph of that book reads this 

way: “If we learn to accept our imperfections as the very reflection of 

our humanity, we will experience humility and tolerance, we will 

understand that we are already filled with forgiveness, we will see the 

gift of our lives and the chains will fall away, and we will be free, free 



not so much from fear or dependence ,but free for love, and ultimately 

for life itself.”  

 

It’s another way of saying that when I can acknowledge and accept my 

weaknesses as I accept my strengths, then I am ultimately stronger and 

better able to not only love myself but to love others. It is precisely what 

transformed Paul and he wrote so beautifully about.  It is what Jesus 

modeled and taught. It is what I believe my young friend caught a 

glimpse of that day in my office. My hope and prayer for each of us is 

that we too can acknowledge and accept those things about ourselves 

that are good and those things that are not so good, understanding that in 

accepting our weaknesses we accept our need for God and others to help 

us carry our burdens, and in doing so we find the strength to live and 

love into and through whatever life might throw at us.   

  

 

 


