Scripture Lesson: |l Corinthians 12:1-2, 5-10 Pew Bible N.T. pg. 174-175
L1t is necessary to boast; nothing is to be gained by it, but | will go on to visions and revelations
of the Lord. 21 know a person in Christ who, fourteen years ago, was caught up to the third
heaven—whether in the body or out of the body, | do not know; God knows... >On behalf of
such a one, | will boast. But on my own behalf, | will not boast, except of my weaknesses. ¢ But if
| wish to boast, | will not be a fool, for | will be speaking the truth. But | refrain from it, so that
no one may think better of me than what is seen in me or heard from me, ’ even considering
the exceptional character of the revelations. Therefore, to keep me from being too elated, a
thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me, to keep me from being
too elated. 8 Three times | appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave me, °but he said
to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” So | will boast all
the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. *° Therefore |
am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of
Christ, for whenever | am weak, then | am strong.

Response to the Word
One: This is the Word of God for the people of God
All: Thanks be to God!

Video Clip: Happiness for Beginners: | know lost; You’re not lost” (1:19:52-1:22:38)
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Being lost can be frightening and frustrating. When you don’t know where you are or exactly
where you're going, trying to navigate streets and traffic is stressful. Trying to follow a compass
through trails in trees that all the same is bewildering — a term which, appropriately enough, shares its
root with the word “wilderness”. To be bewildered is literally to be in a wilderness, at least, mentally
speaking. | recall being with the adult mission team in Houston after Hurricane Harvey had wrecked
devastation there in 2017. We were trying to find a restaurant that had been recommended to us for
dinner one night. GPS had a circling the Airport. | kid you not, after the eighth time around the airport,
| began to think maybe our GPS was lost, which is particularly alarming if you don’t know where you're
going. Turns out, the restaurant was INSIDE the airport, which is why we could never seem to find it
driving around the outside. | remember life before GPS, but | still don’t know how we managed. As
annoying as it is when my GPS says “recalculating”, I'm very grateful that she can do it on the fly when |
can’t.

But being lost in the physical world isn’t nearly as bewildering as being lost spiritually, mentally,
emotionally. When we’re lost on the inside, nothing feels safe; nothing feels like home. In our clip
today, Jake, dealing with a devastating diagnosis of retinitis pigmentosa, describes that kind of lost: “I
feel like | don’t know who | am anymore. | used to be able to take care of everything, and now | just
feel lost.” The book Happiness for Beginners does a beautiful job of describing that moment of
revelation for Helen:

“I put my hand over my mouth. He really wasn't kidding. This impossibly capable, utterly
independent guy was losing his sight. He knew it, and he knew there was nothing he could do about it,



and he’d carried that knowledge every step we'd hiked on this whole trip, here in the middle of
nowhere with a bunch of yahoos, listening with compassion as they — as / — complained about popped
blisters and being misunderstood and generally took every single one of our blessings for granted.

“His eyes were dying. What was he facing? What would his life be like when all the lights were
gone? ... My thoughts spun. | thought of all the beautiful things that would disappear: twinkling lights,
bonfires, late afternoon sunshine, shadows, fluttering leaves, rain clouds, smiles. | thought of all the
things he'd never even see. He'd never know what his children looked like or his grandchildren. He'd
only ever hear their voices. The idea that was enough to pull the air from my lungs... [2 s from
Happiness for Beginners by Katherine Center, (New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press, 2015) Ch. 13, pg. 219.]

Helen does indeed understand what if feels like to lose control, or more accurately, to realize
that none of us are really in control to begin with. She knows what it feels like to be lost, to be
bewildered, to wander in the wilderness of our heartbreak. Do we have human agency? Yes,
absolutely. But as often as not, many of us will have to use our human agency and empowerment to
decide how to respond to the curve balls we never planned for. Blindness. Divorce. Cancer. Grief.
Loss. How will we cope? How will we survive? How will we truly thrive?

Paul gives us some direction in his second letter to the Corinthians. Understand what’s
happening here. The Corinthians have basically established a litmus test for faith. If you want to be a
leader in the church, you must have a powerful vision or revelation from God. Almost every scholar
who comments on this text believe that Paul is actually talking about himself, and that he tells this story
about a man caught up in the third heaven, but lacking all the crucial details you would normally want
to hear, as if to drive home that point that he could brag better than any of them, but it serves no
purpose. Rather, Paul realized that it is our humanness weaknesses that are so often the key. Our
weaknesses make us aware of our need for God. And many times, those weaknesses may be the very
thing that helps another see God in us. And so rather than brag about his strengths, Paul talks about
his weakness. We don’t know what it is. He describes it as a thorn in his flesh. Exactly what that thorn
was is anyone’s guess. Scholars suggest everything from epilepsy to poor eyesight to some kind of
speech impediment to an overbearing mother-in-law or severe criticism from former colleagues.
Whatever it was, it caused a lot of pain and hardship. “Three times he prayed urgently that it might
depart from him. But it never did. Whereupon he stopped praying for a once-and-for-all victory and
began trying to discern whatever blessings there might be in the midst of his problem. [from “On
Feeling Low in a High Flying World” by William A. Ritter, www.Sermons.com.]

And the blessings he found in the midst were, as best as a | can tell, twofold. First, he found
grace sufficient to his need. That’s an interesting expression, if you really stop to think about it,
because grace isn’t exactly something one can quantify and count...is it? Grace is the character of God.
We normally talk about it in relation to our sin. Grace is forgiveness, freedom, a fresh start. Given that
all of us sin—all of us suffer broken relationships, utter hurtful things, participate in social constructs
that oppress or belittle—grace is good news.

“Elie Wiesel once noted that according to Jewish tradition, creation did not end with
humankind. It began with them. When God created humankind, God gave them a secret and that
secret was not how to begin, but how to begin again. In other words, "it is not given to humanity to
begin; that privilege is God's alone. But it is given to humanity to begin again...." [from Messengers Of
God (Random House, 1976); as used in "The Problem With Being A Perfect "10" by King Duncan,
www.Sermons.com.] | can’t think of a better definition for grace than that it is the freedom to begin
again. It means that we’re not locked into the same rut for the rest of our lives. We can change, we
can do better, we can overcome, we can start fresh.



Which takes us to the blessing to be found in weakness. The fullest explanation of grace
sufficient is not merely forgiveness, fresh starts, renewals or healing—vital as those are. The fullest
explanation of grace sufficient is presence. God with us. Never was there a more profound example of
God’s power being made perfect in weakness than in the birth of a helpless infant in a manger who
would grow into a man destined to hang on a cross. Weakness seems to bookend his life, and yet, the
enormous power of God is fully on display in the weakness of the One sent to be our Savior. In him, we
discover and experience God With Us.

“Christian author Max Lucado visited New York City just a few days after the attacks of
September 11, 2001. On a ride around the city, Lucado asked his taxi driver how his life was different
since the attacks. The driver replied, "I keep getting lost." He explained that he had always looked to
the World Trade Towers to get his bearings while driving around the city. After all, they were the tallest
building, visible from just about anywhere. “Now that the giant towers are gone,” he said, “l can't get
my bearings anymore."

“Many of us can relate to that man's problem. After a sudden tragedy in our lives, we feel like
we can't get our bearings anymore either. [2 qs from King Duncan, illustrations on www.Sermons.com.]
Which is why place Christ Jesus as the center of our hearts can help us navigate when everything else
falls apart. Jesus can help us get unlost. Jesus can be our strength in our weakness. Jesus can carry us
when the bottom falls us.

But let me come at it from a different angle. It may seem like an oxymoron, but it is the parts of
us that are most fragile, most vulnerable, most human, that can also represent the ways we’re made in
God’s image. Our love, our empathy, our compassion — these things open us to great hurt. Because
people can turn on you and people can let you down. Every last one of us has, at some point, not risen
to the hopes of another. We’ve been the ones hurt and we’ve also been the ones doing the hurting.
But we hold this basic belief: that love is more powerful than hate or fear. God’s greatest power isn’t
that he made the world and ordered everything in it, but that he loved the world and died to save it.
Our ability to love, to have compassion, to feel empathy for another — this is how we’re made in God’s
image. And because these makes us vulnerable, and put us at risk, some call it a weakness. But Paul
says that it is precisely our willingness to be vulnerable, to risk being hurt, to sacrifice for another, to
hold onto hope when all the evidence suggests that hope is futile that is where God’s power flows
through us.

We opened this series talking about joy. Happiness for Beginners, both in book and movie form,
explore themes of gratitude, forgiveness, wholeness, meaningful human connection, the role of human
agency, and what makes for true joy. Happiness is not something we find “out there”. Joy is something
we cultivate deep within. It’s an attitude and it’s a choice. Each of us chooses what to focus on and
where to spend our energies. We find it in gratitude. We find it in the human connections that make
us a team. And we find that deep joy — the kind that weathers hardship and suffering — in allowing God
work in our weaknesses. Those who are vulnerable, open, tender, weak — they are some of the
strongest, bravest, and most holy ones | know. Jake is discovering this. Near the end of the book,
Helen processes her experiences hiking with her grandmother. She admits that she has developed
feelings for Jake, and that she is concerned for him as he’s losing his sight. Gigi responds wisely, “Jake
will always have that vision, you know,” she said, “even if he can’t see... It’s his heart he sees with,
Sweetheart.” And this is the truth of what Paul tries to tell us.

“My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” So | will boast all the
more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore, | am content
with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ, for whenever |
am weak, then | am strong. Amen.



