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Weakness 
 
My parents' pastor came to visit us in Ecuador quite frequently when I was a boy. 
A friendly guy with a ready smile and a shock of white hair, the Tsachi people called him 
"Fibun misu," "White Head."  He learned a few niceties in Spanish and Tsafiqui, but 
language was certainly not his forte. 
 
On one such visits, he told us he was headed into the market.  When he returned, he had a 
nice pineapple.  We inquired as to how much he had paid for it, imagining how the local 
shop-keepers might have tried to fleece a "dumb gringo," but when he told us, we were 
astounded.  He had paid the going rate.  How did he do it? 
 
"Well," he said, “I picked up the pineapple and asked how much it was in English. 
They said something I didn't understand, so I pulled out some bills and held them up in 
my hand fanned like cards.  They took some and looked at me.  I smiled and took some 
back.  Back and forth, laughing harder all the time,  We finally arrived at a price both of 
us were happy with!" 
 
So here is a man with a weakness.  He can't speak the local language.  But his weakness 
becomes a platform on which his genuineness becomes obvious, and great strength is 
found. 
 
The world is not fond of weakness or genuineness.  Business is usually a pool full of 
sharks.  Healthcare is burning primary care providers out.  Education is better funded in 
affluent neighborhoods than in poorer ones.  Sentencing and incarceration rates for drug   
offenses are disproportionately higher among people of color when compared to use.  
According to the World Population Review website, there are 24 countries involved in 
armed conflict today, 4 of them involving more than 10 thousand casualties, the highest 
casualty rate being the drug war in Mexico with over 350,000 dead and 72,000 missing.1  
But when weakness lays bare an authentic heart, it is ultimately stronger than strength.  
So say all the major world spiritual traditions.  In our own tradition it is an essential state.  
Without weakness there is no authenticity.  Without authenticity there is no redemption. 
 
Take a look at the readings today.  The Israel to whom Amos prophesied apparently had 
an economy like ours.  They had their own version of the Pandora Papers, ways the rich 
and powerful set up systems to enhance their own well-being—ploughed on the backs of 
those weaker than they.  The word of the prophet says, “Stop! The proudest and best of 
us got hauled off to Babylon because we forged our own way rather than following God's 
way.  Yielding to God's demands for justice and equity is not, as you suppose, a giving 
up of your strength, but rather your only hope.  You are, after all, the people of YHWH, 

 
1 https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/countries-currently-at-war 
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your authenticity lies in surrender to that fact.  Maybe God will relent and bless the 
remnant that remains from our proud days.” 
 
The book of Hebrews describes the "Word of God" as a two-edged sword.  This "Word 
of God" is not the Bible.  Henry Ward Beecher (June 24th, 1813 – March 8, 1887) was an 
American Congregationalist clergyman, social reformer, and speaker, known for his 
support of the abolition of slavery.2  In 1813, Virginian William Meade (who would 
become the Episcopal Bishop of Virginia) published a collection of pro-slavery essays, 
including some by Thomas Bacon, considered the most educated man in Maryland in his 
day.3  Both of these arguments borrowed heavily from the Bible. 
 
The Bible itself names Jesus as the ultimate Word of God.  Jesus' way of love is God's 
heart made visible and tangible, incarnate among us, challenging us as Hebrews 
describes.  This sword is fine enough to separate the intentions of the heart from the 
thoughts of the mind.  It lays bare the gap between what is said and what is done, able to 
point out the effects of Redlining, the actual impact of current immigration law, the 
nature of privilege and it’s cost to the marginal.  Before such a Word, as counter-intuitive 
as it may seem to the ego, authentic, genuine vulnerability is the only safe place to stand. 
 
No wonder in the Gospel, when a man of privilege asks Jesus what he must do to be 
saved, he is asked to become weak.  He must divest himself of what he believes is the 
source of his greatest strength, and find his heart instead.  Tragically, he does not seem 
able to do it.  The more social standing one has, the harder this is.  People in control have 
the most at stake.  To release control risks loss of power, of privilege, maybe even social 
standing and reputation.  Yet these are the people who can most afford it.  They shall be 
last. 
 
People on the margins have less to lose.  The injustices of life often force them into a 
place of surrender and weakness.  Yet being forced to surrender and choosing to do so are 
very different things, with very different outcomes.  Being forced to surrender breaks the 
spirit.  Choosing to surrender reclaims it.  They shall (against all odds) be first. 
 
We must relearn how power works.  You know, when people come over and see Aelrod, 
my hawk, and we talk about how I take him out to fly, their first question is usually, 
"How do you make him come back?"  The answer is rather simple, really.  I don't make 
him come back.  I set up the conditions under which he would want to come back, and 
then leave the choice to him.  Every time I take him out, he could leave me.  I know, 
because I've had birds do that, and it's broken my heart every time.  But I could never 
witness the power of his sight, the speed of his wings and the intensity of his spirit if I 
didn't open my hand and let him fly away.  When I do, I am blessed with joy, because 
this magnificent bird of prey comes back to me, over and over and over again—at least so 
far! 
 

 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Ward_Beecher 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Bacon_(priest) 
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It's really about being willing to walk the path of the cross, risking the pain for the sake of 
what is beyond it, to relax and lay down our urge to be strong is to die to those ego needs 
that serve us so poorly anyway.  In doing so we turn around and find another door, one 
that begins to open to us the wonders of the world we live in, with the spark of divinity in 
everyone and everything, where wonder and awe are more powerful than understanding, 
and giving is stronger than holding. 
 
How do we choose surrender?  The other day our son sent us a picture of our grandson, 
Gabriel the Archangel, helping to make apple cider.  There he is in his rubber boots, 
pitching an apple into the press (he's got a good throwing arm!) and watching as they get 
crushed and the juice comes out.  The sheer focus the boy exudes is enthralling.  Looking 
at that picture, especially as a grandfather, I get taken beyond myself, into the boy's 
wondrous world, and my knees go weak for love. 
 
We all know what I'm talking about.  We've all known that wonder at the magnificence of 
another person, warts and all.  But loving as Christ loves is to see the same magnificence 
in each person we meet; to see it in the grass and the flowers and the mountains and the 
rain; to see and to marvel, and then to attend—to engage, as my parents' pastor did, in joy 
and grace, finding a way to be radically present to one another, even across the barriers.  
This is weakness that is really the strongest strength, for it is the strength of love. 
 
Who do you need to be weak with? 


