“In the Body or Out of the Body”
2 Cor. 12:2-10

CUMC, 07-05-09

Once again a reading from today’s lectionary seems to come directly from the conversation in the Sunday Morning class in the annex. Paul, who has influenced and even shaped Christianity more than Jesus himself, writes to the church in Corinth about his own vision of glory coupled with his thorn in the flesh. If anyone has a mystical experience to share, it is Paul. He speaks of being transported to the “third level of heaven” and seeing and hearing things more wonderful than any human could understand. And then, lest he becomes too proud, he speaks of the other side of his life, the “thorn” that keeps him humble and grounded in this life. Is he saying we can’t have one without the other? After the mountaintop experience, we always return to the valley. 
We don’t know what specifically he was referring to in his mystical experience or his daily life struggles. But he does seem to take as much strength, if not more, from his weaknesses than his visions. Not everyone can boast of direct experiences of the divine, but everyone can understand the trials of human daily life. 

Once again I refer to the book the class is studying and which I have immensely enjoyed reading, The Fingerprints of God: The Search for the Science of Sprirutality, by Barbara Bradley Hagerty. She has interviewed many people, scientists and seekers, about the experience we call spirituality: ordinary worship and prayer, mystical experiences, and near death experiences. In nearly every case and in every religion, the reports are very similar: a sense of light, peace, love, of being at one with the universe, and returning to a transformed life. One interesting discovery she made was this: “Every person I interviewed who had traveled to the brink of death returned with a new definition of God. …I realized that after encountering the “Other,” people no longer clung to religious distinctions. If they had identified themselves as Christian or Jewish before, they might still attend church on Sunday or synagogue on Saturday, but they no longer believed their faith tradition could make a claim of exclusive truth. They were like witnesses to the same God, but from different angles.” (p. 241)
Now Paul may not have been so open-minded. He was definitely a believer in Jesus Christ. However, it is the transformed life that is most important to St. Paul. It is God’s transforming power that turns weakness into strength that matters the most. 
Jill Bolte-Taylor is a neuro-scientist who was transformed by her vision of the divine, but she gained that insight through a very serious stroke that nearly killed her.  
Brian Piccolo was a powerful, professional football player who entertained thousands with his feats of strength and stamina. But cancer attacked, and out of weakness he spoke more powerfully than before. Whenever they show the movie, Brian’s Song, we think of him and his faith and courage. 

Think of Helen Keller, blind and deaf. Yet out of her weakness she became strong, strong enough to speak to the whole world. Think of Beethoven going deaf, yet pounding out the triumphant strains of the Ninth Symphony.
Think of Jesus, tortured to death on a cross, yet three days later resurrected to a life that still fills us today.

In Edmond Rostand’s delightful play, Cyrano De Bergerac, we have a lyrical and emotional example of the power of weakness. Cyrano’s weakness is not in his mind or body, but in his appearance. He is a powerful, successful, even dashing man, but with an unusually large and ugly nose. He is unmercifully teased by his friends. He is afraid to court the lady of his dreams. However, rather than completely give into his loneliness, Cyrano decides to make of his nose a rapier, an opportunity to poke holes in the dishonesty of his contemporaries and the foibles of his society. His weakness thus becomes his strength. In his defense he could say,

I carry my adornments on my soul.I carry my adornments on my soul.
I do not dress up like a popinjay:I do not dress up like a popinjay:
But inwardly, I keep my daintiness ...But inwardly, I keep my daintiness ...
I go caparisoned in gems unseen,I go caparisoned in gems unseen,
Trailing white plumes of freedom ...Trailing white plumes of freedom ...
- Edmond Rostand, Cyrano De Bergerac (Act 1)
- Edmond Rostand, Cyrano De Bergerac (Act 1)
Other writers have been aware of this truth. Pliny said, “We are best when we are weak.” Seneca observed that “calamity is the occasion of all virtue.” Paul saw further the power of weakness in the church. “Not many of you were powerful ...; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong, ... so that no human being might boast in the presence of God” (1 Corinthians 1:26-29).
An active and powerful prayer life touched with the occasional or once-in-a-lifetime glimpse of God is a wonderful gift. It always makes one humble. But if you are not a spiritual athlete, don’t despair. If you are not the strongest or most beautiful person on the planet, fear not. If you think that visions may come more from what you ate rather than from God, it’s ok. Remember what Paul said.

God said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.” 
Amen.
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