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2 Samuel 5:1-5, 9-10, Psalm 48, 2 Corinthians 12:2-10, Mark 6:1-13

God, grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other. Amen


Happy Independence Day weekend to you all.  Along with Thanksgiving, the Fourth of July is considered a holiday in the church as well as in the nation which leads me to this story.   When Benjamin Franklin was the ambassador to France for the newly -independent United States of America, his quick wit and well-thought out wisdom opened many doors for him and his new country.  At one dinner in 1781 where the guest list included the powers of that day, the French foreign secretary began the dinner with a toast to King Louis, “To His Majesty, King Louis, the Sun, whose shining presence radiates the earth of France.”   


To which the British ambassador rose with the toast, “To King George the Third, the Moon, whose brilliance lights up the skies of Britain.”  


Then with a twinkle in his eye, Franklin slowly rose on his cane to say, “ I can not give you the sun nor the moon, but I give you General George Washington of the United States, the Joshua who made the Sun and Moon stand still when he commanded.”


This weekend marks the 233rd anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence.  Along with the fireworks and parades we enjoy, we remember the struggle for independence and the stories and legends that grew around it.   In a book entitled I Love Paul Revere Whether he Rode or Not, Richard Shenkman discusses these legends and how closely they resemble the facts.    


 Surprisingly many of the famous paintings, poems and stories that we regard as symbols of patriotism were often written for entirely other reasons.  Dr. Emmanuel Leutze painted Washington crossing the Delaware not to inspire Americans, but to encourage the people in his native Germany to follow America’s lead and revolt.   Henry Wadworth Longfellow’s famous poem about Paul Revere was written during the Civil War to impress Northerners with the necessity of fighting for liberty.


But even though our cherished legends don’t always portray history quite as it happened, we can still be proud of the accomplishments of our forebearers.  For when we remember and celebrate our Independence, we are inspired once again to be “One nation under God, with Liberty and Justice for all!”


So perhaps some of the events out of our history have been embellished over the years, being made more exciting and dramatic with every retelling, but that happens a lot with stories.  And sometimes it happens when people tell about their faith. Each time they tell the story of an encounter with God, there will be more amazing details.


The congregation at Corinth apparently had this problem.  Some of the people there began telling others of their own mystical experiences and visions, and every time they told their stories, they embellished them to make themselves look better than they really were.  Soon these people began to think pretty highly of themselves because of these experiences.   And then, as more and more people told better and better stories, they began to think that everyone had to have some sort of dramatic religious experience to qualify as a Christian.


The Corinthians even began to ask questions about the Apostle Paul who had never spoken of any dramatic personal experiences in their hearing or performed any miracles for them.    So they began to ask, was he really someone to look up to?   Was he really “with it?”  In response to questions about his leadership, Paul asserts, “I know a person in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven.”  Now most Biblical scholars agree that Paul was actually talking about one of his own personal experiences here.   In essence he is saying that he could play the “one-up” game with the others, but he wouldn’t because boasting about spiritual superiority does not build up the faith of others.  It does not lead others to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ, but instead creates hard feelings and divides the congregation.


Paul’s point is that our attention should be on Jesus, not on someone’s personal experiences.   I love the story that King Duncan tells about a man named Lolley.  Lolley was scheduled to speak as a guest one Sunday morning in a small church.  As he was waiting for the service to start, he decided that he needed to comb his hair and straighten his tie.  Unfortunately, he couldn’t find a mirror. 


 But he did find a glass-framed picture hanging on the wall, and by turning just right, he could see himself well enough in the reflection to comb his hair and redo his tie.  But then he noticed something.  The picture behind the glass was one of Jesus.  And when he stood at the proper angle to see himself, he couldn’t see Jesus.  But when he turned at another angle to see Jesus, he could no longer see himself.  He either lost himself in the image of Christ or he lost Christ when he concentrated on himself.  He could not see both at the same time.


Faith is the willingness to take our eyes off of ourselves and trust God as we lose ourselves in the image of Christ.  So Paul doesn’t boast about himself.  Instead, he shares his weaknesses in the hope that others will identify with him as a human being, so that he may lead them to Jesus Christ as equals. Paul described his weaknesses like this: “Therefore, to keep me from being too elated, a thorn was given me in the flesh.”


We don’t know exactly what this thorn was, although biblical scholars have suggested that it could have been anything from epilepsy to stuttering, depression to eye problems.  What’s important is that Paul considered this affliction to be a painful trap or torture designed to take him out of the spiritual battle plan.  Whatever Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” was, we know it bothered him enough that he prayed to have it removed. “Three times I appealed to the Lord,” he said.


And then Paul made a great and wonderful discovery.  He discovered that God could use his weaknesses, just as God could use his strengths.  Instead of slowing Paul down or limiting his ability to lead the early church, the thorn in his flesh saved him from spiritual pride.  Which in turn helped him to advance the cause of the gospel.   People could identify with him.   They probably found themselves saying, if Paul with his limitations can do all he does, then I certainly can do something.


Finding strength in weakness, reminds me of a story from the early years of my journey towards ordination. Next week when I am at General Convention in Anaheim, Calif., I will have a chance to visit St. Michael’s where I began my journey to ordained ministry.   I learned a valuable lesson at St. Michael’s about the importance of weakness empowering others.  I’ve told this story before, but I think it illustrates in an amusing way what Paul discovers when he hears the Lord say, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.”  


My third week at St. Michael’s, the congregation began a Spanish language service as an outreach to the community around it.  My Spanish was quite limited, but as there were no lay Eucharistic ministers for the new service, serving as a LEM  became part of my duties.    I still  remember  the feeling of horror when I realized about five minutes into the first Spanish language service, that I was going to have to read the Old Testament, Psalm, and New Testament lessons in Spanish with no practice.   Needless to say, I read the lessons but I murdered them.  But the congregation, perhaps to keep from ever hearing me read  again, volunteered from then on to read the lessons.   Living in a society where they struggled with English on a daily basis, the members of the congregation  immediately felt compassion for a person struggling in Spanish and also admiration for someone who would stand up in front of others and make themselves a fool for Christ.   My experience is a very small illustration of what Paul means when he tells the Corinthians in today’s reading, “I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong.”  What a great discovery: We can find meaning even in our deepest distress because God is with us.  Another way of saying that might be that difficult times shift us from self-reliance to God-reliance.


Think of a time when you have experienced spiritual growth.  That might be a shift in priorities, an increase in personal strength, a renewed appreciation for life, or a deepening of personal relationships.   Have these improvements been the result of smooth sailing and easy living?   Do you believe you can be a Sunday only Christian and have the spiritual reserve needed when your life is turned upside down?  Hardly, these kinds of growth come from stress, struggle and suffering or what the desert fathers and  mothers have called “the dark night of the soul.”   Those people who are Sunday only Christians or Christmas and Easter only Christians have no power to draw on when calamity hits.   The power is available as God is always with us, but unless we practice daily the shift from self-reliance to God reliance, we are literally lost when times of illness, grief, struggle or adversity hit us.


On this Fourth of July weekend, may we remember that faith is the willingness to take our eyes off of ourselves and trust God as we lose ourselves in the image of Christ. And that God’s power is made perfect in weakness.  “For whenever we are weak, then we are strong.”
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

