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"POWER IN WEAKNESS”

Il CORINTHIANS 12:/7-10

POWER IN WEAKNESS! THAT SOUNDS LIKE A
CONTRADICTION. YET THE APOSTLE PAUL WROTE,
"WHEN I AM WEAK, THEN I AM STRONG."” WHEN

THE APOSTLE PAUL WROTE THIS STATEMENT, HE
WAS TALKING ABOUT HOW HIS OWN WEARKNESS HAD

BECOME A SOURCE OF POWER TO HIM, BUT IT'S
ALSO TRUE THAT THE WEAKNESS OF OTHERS CAN

BE A SOURCE OF POWER NOT ONLY TO THEM, BUT
TO US. THERE IS A POWER THAT THE POWERLESS

HAVE, THERE IS A POWER IN WEAKNESS THAT IS
LIKE NO OTHER. THE POWER OF GOD IS OFTEN

REVEALED IN OUR WEAKNESS.,
pd polern Jeakne sz

HERE'S A TRUE STORY/MWHICH-WAS—PUBLISHED ON
THE~EDTTORTAL"PAGE OF THE-WALL—STREET JOURNAL
A—-FEW-MONTHS—AGO,

M man Sard, D‘“WN
I GREW UP IN THE HOUSE WHERE MY BROTHERAWAS

ON HIS BACK IN HIS BED FOR ALMOST 33 YEARS,
IN-THE-SAME CORNER OF HIS ROOM, UNDER THE

SAME WINDOW, BESIDE THE SAME YELLOW WALLS.,
OLIVER WAS BLIND, MUTE. HIS LEGS WERE TWISTED,
HE DIDN'T HAVE THE STRENGTH TO LIFT HIS HEAD

NOR THE INTELLIGENCE TO LEARN ANYTHING.,
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[ INTRODUCE-MY CLASS TO THE PLAY-ABOUT HELEN
KELLER, “THE MIRACLE WORKER,” I TELL MY
STUDENTS ABOUT OLIVER. ONE_DAY DURING MY
FIRST-YEAR TEACHING, A BOY IN THE LAST ROW
RAISED-#IS HAND AND SAID, ‘OH, MR, DE VINCK,
YOu MEAN HE WAS A VEGETABLE.'

J-STAMMERED~FOR--A-FEW-SECONDS, MY FAMILY
AND I FED OLIVER., WE CHANGED HIS DIAPERS,
HUNG HIS CLOTHES AND BED LINEN ON THE BASEMENT

LINE IN THE WINTER, AND SPREAD THEM OUT WHITE
AND CLEAN ON THE LAWN IN THE SUMMER. -T—ABEWA¥S

ETKED~TO-WATCH- THE -GRASSHOPPERSJUMP—-ON--THE
PILLOWCASES

WE BATHED OLIVER. TICKLED HIS CHEST TO MAKE
HIM LAUGH, SOMETIMES WE LEFT THE RADIO ON
IN HIS ROOM., WE PULLED THE SHADE DOWN OVER
HIS BED IN THE MORNING TO KEEP THE SUN FROM
BURNING HIS TENDER SKIN, WE LISTENED TO HIM
LAUGH AS WE WATCHED TELEVISION DOWNSTAIRS.,
WE LISTENED TO HIM ROCK HIS ARMS UP AND DOWN
TO MAKE THE BED SQUEAK, WE LISTENED TO HIM
COUGH IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT.

“WECTST—-6GUESS- YOU COULD ~GALLE-HIM-A-VEGETABLE.
I-cALLED HIM OLIVER, MY BROTHER+— YOU WOULD

HAVE—LIKED~HTM, '

ONE OCTOBER DAY IN 1946, WHEN MY MOTHER WAS
PREGNANT WITH OLIVER, HER SECOND SON, SHE




WAS OVERCOME BY FUMES FROM A LEAKING COAL-

BURNING STOVE. My OLDEST BROTHER WAS SLEEPING
IN HIS CRIB, WHICH WAS QUITE HIGH OFF THE
GROUND, SO THE GAS DIDN'T AFFECT HIM. My
FATHER PULLED THEM OUTSIDE, WHERE MY MOTHER
REVIVED QUICKLY,

ON APRIL 20, 194/, OLIVER WAS BORN., A HEALTHY
LOOKING, PLUMP, BEAUTIFUL BOY., ONE AFTERNOON,
A FEW MONTHS LATER, MY MOTHER BROUGHT OLIVER
TO A WINDOW, SHE HELD HIM THERE IN THE SUN,

THE BRIGHT GOOD SUN, AND THERE OLIVER LOOKED
AND LOOKED DIRECTLY INTO THE SUNLIGHT. WHICH

WAS THE FIRST MOMENT MY MOTHER REALIZED THAT
OLIVER WAS BLIND., My PARENTS, THE TRUE HEROES
OF THIS STORY, LEARNED, WITH THE PASSING MONTHS,
THAT BLINDNESS WAS ONLY PART OF THE PROBLEM.,

SO THEY BROUGHT OLIVER TO MT. SINAI HOSPITAL
IN NEW YORK FOR TESTS TO DETERMINE THE EXTENT

OF HIS CONDITION.

THE DOCTOR SAID THAT HE WANTED TO MAKE IT
VERY CLEAR TO BOTH MY MOTHER AND FATHER THAT
THERE WAS ABSOLUTELY NOTHING THAT COULD BE
DONE FOR OLIVER., HE DIDN’T WANT MY PARENTS
TO GRASP AT FALSE HOPE., 'YOU COULD PLACE
HIM IN AN INSTITUTION,’ THE DOCTOR SAID.,
'BUT' MY PARENTS REPLIED, 'HE IS OUR SON.,

WE WILL TAKE OLIVER HOME OF COURSE.' AND
THE DOCTOR REPLIED, ‘THEN TAKE HIM HOME AND
LOVE HIM, "

OLIVER GREW TO THE SIZE OF A TEN-YEAR OLD.,
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HE HAD A BIG CHEST, A LARGE HEAD., HIS HANDS
AND FEET WERE THOSE OF A FIVE-YEAR OLD, SMALL
AND SOFT., WE'D WRAP A BOX OF BABY CEREAL

FOR HIM AT CHRISTMAS AND PLACE IT UNDER THE
TREE, PAT HIS HEAD WITH A DAMP CLOTH IN THE
MIDDLE OF A JULY HEAT WAVE. HIS BAPTISMAL
CERTIFICATE HUNG ON THE WALL ABOVE HIS HEAD.,
A BISHOP CAME TO THE HOUSE AND CONFIRMED HIM,

Dl died o,
EVEN--NOW- FIVE YEARS AFTER HIS DEATH FROM

PNEUMONFA-ON-'MARCH 12, 1980, OLIVER STILL

REMAINS THE WEAKEST, MOST HELPLESS HUMAN BEING
I EVER MET. AND YET HE WAS ONE OF THE MOST

POWERFUL HUMAN BEINGS I EVER MET. HE COULD
DO ABSOLUTELY NOTHING EXCEPT BREATHE, SLEEP,
EAT, AND YET HE WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR ACTION,
LOVE, COURAGE, INSIGHT, WHEN-F-WAS—SMALL,
MY.-MOTHER WOULD SAY, ‘ISN'T IT WONDERFUL YOU
CAN SEE?'  AND™ONCE SHE SATD;—*WHEN-YOU--60
TO -HEAVEN, OLIVER WILL RUN-TO—YOU,-EMBRACE
Y.0U5—AND~THE-FERST THING-HE WILL SAY IS “THANK
You!” 1 REMEMBER TO0O, MY MOTHER EXPLATINED
TO ME THAT WE WERE BLESSED-WHFH OLIVER-IN
WAYS THAT WERE NOT CLEAR TO HER AT FIRST,

SO OFTEN PARENTS ARE FACED WITH A CHILD WHO
IS SEVERELY RETARDED, BUT WHO IS ALSO
HYPERACTIVE, DEMANDING OR WILD, WHO NEEDS
CONSTANT CARE. SO MANY PEOPLE HAVE LITTLE
CHOICE BUT TO PLACE THEIR CHILD IN AN
INSTITUTION:. WE WERE FORTUNATE THAT OLIVER
DIDN'T NEED US TO BE IN HIS ROOM ALL DAY,
HE NEVER KNEW WHAT HIS CONDITION WAS., WE
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WERE BLESSED WITH HIS PRESENCE, A TRUE PRESENCE
OF PEACE. |

WHEN T WAS IN MY EARLY 20's, I MET A YOUNG
WOMAN AND FELL IN LOVE. AFTER A FEW MONTHS,
[ BROUGHT HER HOME TO MEET MY_FAMILY. WHEN
MY MOTHER WENT TO THE KITCHEN TO PREPARE
DINNER, I ASKED THE YOUNG WOMAN, ’‘WouLD YoU
LIKE TO SEE-OLIVER?' FOR [ HAD TOLD HER ABOUT
MY_BROTHER. ‘N0, ' SHE ANSWERED.

SOON AFTER, I MET ROE, ANOTHER YOUNG WOMAN,
SHE ASKED ME._ THE NAMES OF MY BROTHERS AND

SISTERS., SHE LOVED CHILDREN. I THOUGHT SHE
WAS WONDERFUL. [ BROUGHT HER HOME AFTER A
FEW MONTHS TO MEET MY FAMILY. - SOON IT WAS
TIME FOR ME_TO FEED OLIVER., I REMEMBER

SHEEPISHLY ASKING ROE IF SHE'D LIKE TO SEE
HIM+ ‘SURE,’ SHE SAID.

[~-SAT AT OLIVER'S BEDSIDE AS ROE WATCHED OVER
MY SHOULDER, I GAVE HIM HIS FIRST SPOONFUL,
EASE, WITH FREEDOM, WITH COMPASSION, SO I
GAVE HER THE BOWL AND SHE FED OLIVER ONE
SPOONFUL AT A TIME.

THE POWER OF THE POWERLESS. —WHICH YOUNG WOMAN
WOULD YOU MARRY?7 ToDAY ROE.AND I HAVE THREE
CHILDREN."

THERE 1S POWER IN WEAKNESS! WE CAN GET POWER



FROM OUR OWN WEAKNESS, AND THERE IS A POWER
IN THE WEAKNESS OF OTHERS:

1. HOW CAN WE GET POWER FROM OUR OWN WEAKNESS?

LOOK AT WHAT HAPPENED WITH THE APOSTLE PAUL.
HE FIRST SAID THAT HE PRAYED TO GOD TO HAVE

HIS WEAKNESS, HIS HANDICAP, REMOVED, I'M
SURE WE'VE HAD THAT EXPERIENCE. PERHAPS
YOU'VE PRAYED FERVENTLY FOR GOD TO REMOVE
SOME PARTICULAR WEAKNESS.

HOWEVER GOD’S ANSWER AS EXPERIENCED BY PAUL
WAS* "My GRACE 1S SUFFICIENT FOR YOU—--FOR

MY POWER IS MADE PERFECT IN WEAKNESS.” IN
OTHER WORDS, PAUL FOUND A NEW SOURCE OF

STRENGTH IN GOD BECAUSE OF HIS WEAKNESS. IT
WAS A CONSTANT REMINDER TO HIM THAT HE (PAUL)
WAS NOT SELF-SUFFICIENT. THE WEAKNESS OR
HANDICAP REMAINED, BUT IT NO LONGER MATTERED
IN THE SAME WAY. IT WAS SUBMERGED, IT WAS
SWALLOWED UP, IT WAS TRANSCENDED. [T BECAME

A CONTINUAL REMINDER OF GOD’S POWER. WE OFTEN
FIND GOD MORE IN OUR WEAKNESS THAN IN OUR
STRENGTH,

PAUL THEN NO LONGER FELT SORRY FOR HIMSELF,
HE NO LONGER ASKED: “WHY DID THIS HAPPEN

To ME?" OR "WHAT HAVE [ DONE TO DESERVE
THIS WEAKNESS?” PAUL DISCOVERED, AS YOU AND
[ CAN DISCOVER, THAT A PERSON CAN RATHER SAY
TO HIMSELF OR HERSELF, “DO YOU SUPPOSE THAT

YOU ARE THE ONLY ONE IN THE WORLD WITH SOME
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KIND OF WEAKNESS?” FEW PEOPLE GET THEIR FIRST
CHOICE. WHO IS THERE WHO HAS HAD A CHANCE

TO LIVE OUT HER OR HIS LIFE UNDER THE IDEAL
CONDITIONS THAT HE OR SHE WOULD'VE CHOSEN?

2. OUR WEAKNESS CAN BECOME A POWER FOR OTHERS,
AND THE WEAKNESS OF OTHERS CAN BECOME POWER

FOR US, THIS IS AT THE HEART OF THE CHRISTIAN
STORY. IN FACT, THE BIBLE TELLS US THAT WE
ARE HEALED BY THE WOUNDS OF CHRIST. (I PETER
2:204), THE WEAKNESS OF CHRIST BECOMES POWER

TO US. THE WEAKNESS OF OLIVER IN THE STORY
TOLD EFARLIER, REVEALED GOD TOo HIS BROTHER
MORE THAN ANYTHING ELSE HE HAD EXPERIENCED.

SO ALSO OUR WEAKNESS CAN BECOME A SOURCE OF
POWER TO OTHERS, AND THEIRS TO US. IT TAKES
INTO ACCOUNT WHAT HENRI NOUWEN CALLS “THE
WOUNDED HEALER.” THIS DOES NOT MEAN THAT
WE TALK ABOUT OUR OWN WEAKNESS OR WOUNDS TO

OTHERS--BUT RATHER THAT BECAUSE WE ACKNOWLEDGE
WITHIN OURSELVES OUR WEAKNESS OR OUR WOUNDS,
WE ARE MORE SENSITIVE AND MORE EMPATHETIC

WITH OTHERS, —(Te (=« &)

NOUWEN, IN ONE OF HIS BOOKS ABOUT MINISTERS,
PUTS 1T THIS WAY: “A MINISTER WHO TALKS IN
THE PULPIT ABOUT HIS OR HER OWN PERSONAL
PROBLEMS 1S OF NO HELP TO THE CONGREGATION,
FOR NO SUFFERING HUMAN BEING IS HELPED BY
SOMEONE _WHO TELLS HIM OR HER THAT HE OR SHE
HAS THE SAME PROBLEMS. REMARKS SUCH AS,




'l@NiT WORRY, BECAUSE I SUFFER FROM THE SAME

DEPRESSION, CONFUSION AND ANXIETY AS YOU DO,
HELP NO ONE. THIS SPIRITUAL EXHIBITIONISM
ADDS TO LITTLE FAITH AND CREATES NARROW-

MINDEDNESS INSTEAD OF NEW PERSPECTIVES. OPEN
WOUNDS STINK AND DO NOT HEAL.,”

MAKING ONE’'S OWN WOUNDS A SOURCE OF HEALING,
THEREFORE, DOES NOT CALL FOR A SHARING OF
SUPERFICIAL PERSONAL PAINS, BUT A CONSTANT
WILLINGNESS TO SEE ONE’S OWN PAIN AND SUFFERING

AS RISING FROM THE DEPTH OF THE HUMAN CONDITION
WHICH ALL PEOPLE SHARE.

WEAKNESS CAN BE STRENGTH BECAUSE SOMETIMES
IT TAKES A PERSON’S WEAKNESS FOR US TO SEE
GOD IN ANOTHER, AND THEN GOD IN US, HERE'S
ONE WOMAN'S EXPERIENCE. SHE SAID, "IN THE
EARLY STAGES OF MY FATHER'S CANCER, I FOUND
IT VERY DIFFICULT TO KNOW HOW BEST TO HELP,
I LIVED A THOUSAND MILES AWAY AND WOULD COME
FOR VISITS. IT WAS HARD SEEING HIM GOING
DOWNHILL, HARDER STILL FEELING SO CLUMSY,
NOT SURE WHAT TO DO, WHAT TO SAY.

TOWARD THE END, I WAS CALLED TO COME SUDDENLY,
HE'D BEEN SLIPPING., I WENT STRAIGHT FROM

THE AIRPORT TO THE HOSPITAL, THEN DIRECTLY

TO THE ROOM HE WAS IN, WHEN I ENTERED, I

SAW THAT ['D MADE A MISTAKE. THERE WAS A
VERY, VERY OLD MAN THERE, PALE AND HAIRLESS,
THIN AND BREATHING WITH GREAT GASPS, FAST



ASLEEP, SEEMINGLY NEAR DEATH. So I TURNED
TO FIND MY DAD'’S ROOM. THEN I FROZE. 1

SUDDENLY REALIZED, 'My GOD, THAT'S HIm!' ]
HADN'T RECOGNIZED MY OWN FATHER! IT WAS THE
SINGLE MOST SHOCKING MOMENT IN MY LIFE.

THANK GOD HE WAS ASLEEP., ALL I couLD DO WAS
SIT NEXT TO HIM AND TRY TO GET PAST THIS IMAGE
BEFORE HE WOKE UP AND SAW MY SHOCK. I HAD

TO LOOK THROUGH HIM AND FIND SOMETHING BESIDE
THIS ASTONISHING APPEARANCE OF A FATHER I
COULD BARELY RECOGNIZE PHYSICALLY.

BY THE TIME HE AWOKE, I’'D GOTTEN PART OF THE
WAY. BUT WE WERE STILL QUITE UNCOMFORTABLE
WITH ONE ANOTHER. THERE WAS STILL THIS SENSE
OF DISTANCE. WE COULD BOTH FEEL IT. IT WAS
VERY PAINFUL. WE WERE BOTH SELF-CONSCIOUS.

SEVERAL DAYS LATER, I CAME INTO HIS ROOM AND
FOUND HIM ASLEEP AGAIN, AGAIN SUCH A HARD
SIGHT. SO I SAT AND LOOKED SOME MORE. SUDDENLY
THIS THOUGHT CAME TO ME, WORDS OF MOTHER TERESA,
DESCRIBING LEPERS SHE CARED FOR AS “CHRIST

IN ALL HIS DISTRESSING DISGUISES.,”

THEN I HAD A NEW VISION OF MY DAD--I SAW HIS
IDENTITY AS . . . . LIKE A CHILD OF (GoD.

THAT WAS WHO HE REALLY WAS, BEHIND THE
DISTRESSING DISGUISE. AND IT WAS MY REAL
IDENTITY T00, I FELT. I FELT A GREAT BOND
WITH HIM THEN WHICH WASN'T ANYTHING LIKE I'D
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FELT AS FATHER AND DAUGHTER,

AND AT THAT POINT, HE WOKE UP AND LOOKED AT
ME AND SAID, 'Hi.’ AND I LOOKED AT HIM AND

SAID, 'Hr1.'

FOR THE REMAINING MONTHS OF HIS LIFE, WE WERE
TOTALLY AT PEACE AND COMFORTABLE TOGETHER.

NO MORE SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS. NO UNFINISHED
BUSINESS. [ USUALLY SEEMED TO KNOW JUST WHAT
WAS NEEDED. [ COULD FEED HIM, SHAVE HIM,

BATHE HIM, HOLD HIM UP TO FIX THE PILLOW--
ALL THESE VERY INTIMATE THINGS THAT HAD BEEN

SO HARD FOR ME EARLIER,

IN A WAY, THIS WAS MY FATHER'S FINAL GIFT
TO ME: IN HIS WEAKNESS, THE CHANCE TO SEE
HIM AS SOMETHING MORE THAN MY FATHER; THE
CHANCE TO SEE THE COMMON IDENTITY OF SPIRIT
WE BOTH SHARED., THERE IS POWER IN WEAKNESS.

GOD'S POWER.”

WHEN WINSTON CHURCHILL FIRST MET GANDI OF
INDIA, HE COULD NOT UNDERSTAND HOW THIS WEAK,
SMALL INDIVIDUAL COULD HAVE POWER. IN A
SPEECH TO THE HOUSE oF COMMONS IN 1931, HE

EXPRESSED HIS REVULSION AT THE “NAUSEATING
AND HUMILIATING SPECTACLE OF THIS ONE-TIME

TEMPLE LAWYER, STRIDING HALF-NAKED UP THE
STEPS OF THE VICEROY'S PALACE, THERE TO
NEGOTIATE AND PARLEY ON EQUAL TERMS WITH THE

REPRESENTATIVE OF THE KING-EMPEROR OF THE
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BRITISH EMPIRE.” WE WHO BELIEVE OURSELVES
T0 BE SO STRONG HAVE DIFFICULTY IN UNDERSTANDING
THE POWER OF THE WEAK.,

BY THE WORLD'’S STANDARDS, JESUS CHRIST WAS
WEAK. HE HAD NO ARMY; NO GUNS. HE DIDN'T
FIGHT BACK WHEN CRUCIFIED. BUT THERE IS A
POWER IN HIS WEAKNESS THAT OVERCOMES THE

WORLD, AND THAT POWER IS STILL AT WORK IN
OUR WORLD AND MANY TIMES WE DISCOVER IT IN
WEAKNESS., IT IS THE POWER OF GoD., AMEN,




