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Prayer and it’s power (or lack of it) is an important part of this morning’s text.   
Well, back in 2006 the news media reported on the conclusion of a scientific 
study that set out to investigate the question of whether prayer really works. One 
group of hospital patients was told that strangers would be praying for their 
recovery. A second group was told that strangers might or might not be praying 
for them. A third group was not prayed for at all.  
 
The three groups were carefully monitored over a period of time, and when the 
results were in, the people who were prayed for did not recover any more quickly 
than either of the other two groups. As a matter of fact, the people who were told 
they were being prayed for by strangers seemed to be a little worse off than the 
others. Scientific conclusion: prayer doesn’t work. 
 
Well, no one knew quite what to make of this. Even some doctors commenting 
on it weren’t ready to discount prayer, because most of them have witnessed 
recuperation and healing that was unexpected and something of a mystery. 
 
Religious professionals were quick to point out that it’s one thing to be told that 
strangers are praying for you and it is an entirely different experience to know 
that your friend, your colleagues, your church, your pastor is praying for you. 
Some even suggested that the prayed-for patients took longer to get well 
because of the stress, the self-imposed pressure to get better because “people 
out there are praying for me to get better and will be disappointed if I don’t.” 
 
One of the best responses came from an Episcopal chaplain at New York 
Presbyterian Hospital, Raymond Lawrence, who said that, “If it could be 
demonstrated that prayer works, our religious institutions would be degraded to a 
kind of commercial enterprise, like Burger King, where one expects to get what 
one pays for.” 
 
“The trouble with miracles,” Barbara Brown Taylor says, “is that it is hard to 
witness them without wanting one of your own. Every one of us knows someone 
who is suffering. Every one of us knows someone who could use a miracle, but 
miracles are hard to come by. Not everyone who prays for one gets one, and 
meanwhile some get them without asking.” 
 
Taylor thinks that “religious people can’t stand the apparent randomness, so we 
spend a lot of time trying to figure out the formula.” A minister I know who left our 
denomination some years ago even makes a situation worse by saying that only 
if a person believes enough, has enough faith, will a healing happen. And so 
when it doesn’t, it’s the sick person’s fault, and so he regularly leaves them with a 
ton of guilt on top of having cancer. 



Once long ago the apostle Paul approached God with a prayer about an ailment 
he was suffering.  He called it a “thorn in the flesh.”  We don’t have any idea what 
that amounted to.  Perhaps it was a gallbladder condition, or a rotator cuff 
problem that made sleep impossible for him,  or something even more serious, 
like epilepsy.  No one knows.   
 
"Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave me,”  he said, 
“and nothing . . . “ 
 
It wouldn’t go away.  Paul wondered, what might this mean?   
 
What might God have mind by this.  What message from God might be hidden in 
the ailment? 
 
“Just be content with the world as it is? Sometimes you're up, sometimes you're 
down?”   
 
Or:  "Every cloud has a silver lining. In time you’ll find the silver lining?” 
 
Or: “Suffering dignifies a person; borne patiently it will produce character in you.   
So, look within yourself and you'll come up with the strength to endure?”  
 
These ideas are commendable, even Biblical, but I don’t believe they are what 
Paul is talking about here.  The wisdom that Paul claims to have received here 
takes the focus off of himself and puts it onto God and God's idea of power.  
 
Paul says that in the depths of his heart, he sensed God saying to him,  
“My grace is sufficient for you for power is made perfect in weakness." 
Paul is a man, and a man of the Roman world. Because of that he can't stand his 
own weakness. 'Why, everybody is depending on me,” he must have said to 
himself over and over. 
 
Paul made a choice to face his own weakness head on, for he knew that 
weakness belongs to the human condition.   Paul chose, not to ignore his 
weakness, nor to rail against it.  No, he chose to embrace it. 
 
Instead of seeing it as an enemy he decided to make it a friend. His Lord and 
master, Jesus, had suffered – even died.  What then can we expect ourselves?  
Paul says as much in his first letter to the church at the Greek city of Corinth: 
1Cor. 2:1   When I came to you, brothers and sisters, I did not come proclaiming 
the mystery of God to you in lofty words or wisdom.    For I decided to know 
nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified.   I came to you in 
weakness and in fear and in much trembling.    My speech and my proclamation 
were not with plausible words of wisdom, but with a demonstration of the Spirit 
and of power,    so that your faith might rest not on human wisdom but on the 



power of God.  . .  None of the rulers of this age understood this; for if they had, 
they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.    
 
Looking at this letter of Paul closely it’s easy to see that he is answering one or 
more troubling letters the Corinthians have sent him.  It’s easy to surmise, as 
well, that the Christians there were obviously making a royal mess of things, 
arguing amongst themselves, trying to out-maneuver one another, dividing up 
into factions, lobbies, single-issue groups.  They were forever attacking one 
another, trying to out-power each other.  
 
“But hey,” says Paul, “real power is found in weakness, in vulnerability, not 
manipulation. Your power plays aren’t working for you.  For goddsake, try 
something else.  The power of God is never evident in some muscular display of 
potency, but rather is resonant, instead, in losses as witnessed on the cross,.   
   
A story:  At his father’s urging, a 10-year-old boy, a resident of Hawaii, decided to 
study judo despite the fact that he had lost his left arm in a devastating car 
accident. 
 
The boy began lessons with an old Japanese judo master. The boy was doing 
quite well, but he couldn’t understand why, after three months of training, the 
master had taught him only one move. “Sensei,” the boy said, “Shouldn’t I be 
learning more moves?” “Trust me,” said his Sensei, “If you give yourself entirely 
to learning this particular move, that is, learn it in your bones, it should be the 
only move you’ll ever need.” 
 
Not quite understanding, but finding no reason not to trust his teacher, the boy 
kept training. Several months later, the sensei took the boy to his first 
tournament. Surprising himself, the boy easily won his first two matches. The 
third match proved to be more difficult, but after some time, his opponent became 
impatient and charged; the boy deftly used his one move to win the match. 
Amazed by his success, the boy found himself in the finals. 
 
This time, his opponent was bigger, stronger, and more experienced. 
Immediately, the boy appeared to be overmatched. Concerned that he might get 
hurt, the referee called a time-out to urge the boy’s sensei to withdraw and take 
on a boy who’d lost earlier, instead. “No,” the sensei insisted, “Let him continue.” 
The match resumed, his opponent made a critical mistake: Instantly, the boy 
used his move to put the opponent on his back.  
The boy had won the match and, in fact, his age division. 
 
On the way home, the boy and sensei reviewed each match, each opponent. 
Then the boy summoned the courage to ask what was really on his mind. 
“Sensei, how could I have won the tournament with only one move?” 
 
“You won for two reasons,” the sensei answered. “First, you’ve nearly mastered 



one of the most difficult throws in all of the judo. And second, the only known 
defense for that move is for your opponent to grab your left wrist … and you don’t 
have one.”          Weakness can, in fact, become an unbeatable strength. 
 
Many think of God, as Michelangelo painted him on the Sistine Chapel ceiling, 
muscular like Zeus, stretched out across the heaven. It’s lovely, but the apostle 
Paul presents a very different idea of God and God’s power, and God’s 
relationship to human life. Michelangelo caught that in another work of art located 
outside the Sistine Chapel, near the entrance to St. Peter’s.  
 
It’s power is much subtler than the Sistine Chapel. It’s a sculpture called the 
Pieta; the lifeless body of Jesus cradled in the arms of his young, beautiful, and 
serene mother. Christ crucified, the power of God.  Who would say it isn’t a 
powerful scupture?  But it’s power is subtle, not over-stated.  It’s supremely a 
picture of love, and sacrifice, and strangely, of peace.  It’s a picture of what the 
world will do with what it can’t comprehend, and yet it transcends that completely.   
    
In the midst of tragedy, in the valley of the shadow of death, Christians for two 
thousand years have instinctively held on to the cross of Christ, -- often they 
have done this literally.   
 
When my mother was about to go in for surgery to repair an abdominal 
aneurysm, a caring Catholic priest gave her something -- not an example of 
divine potency, not a finely honed theological argument, not a creed or 
confession, or a whole Book of Confessions, but a wooden crucifix; Christ 
crucified, the power of God that a person about to be opened up with a metal 
scalpel can understand; understand viscerally.   
 
That’s a God who is lovingly present in life, in our lives, a God who knows what it 
means to be human, a God who knows what it is to hurt physically and spiritually; 
a God who knows what it means to laugh, experience joy and passion. 
  
This is a God who draws near to you and me.  Who weeps our tears with us and 
sometimes for us when we find ourselves even beyond the ability to do that. 
So whatever personal conclusion we reach about what this life of ours ultimately 
means, Christianity claims one thing: God is in the middle of it.   
 
In Jesus, God laid down his own life to demonstrate the lengths God will go to be 
with us.  And that when the time comes for us to face the worst that can 
happen— the loss of a career, or a relationship,  the loss of our health,  the death 
of a loved one, the end of the world as we know it and love it 
 
 —when that time comes, we will not be abandoned. 
 



Paul wondered about that very thing. Remember, he had this malady.  As I said, 
some think it might have been epilepsy.  He asked to be healed of it three times.  
Nothing happened.  Where was God when it came to prayer?   
 
Well, prayer, real prayer, as someone has said, is “becoming weak toward God.”  
Anyone who has prayed long and hard in the face of something immovable 
comes to understand this.  Paul certainly did.  So do many others.   
 
On Good Friday, April 13, 1979 exactly one year to the day before he would be 
assassinated while celebrating the sacrament of communion, Archbishop of El 
Salvador, Oscar Romero, made the following plea in a sermon.  I think about 
these words quite often.  Think of Paul praying for relief from his thorn as I quote:     
 
God is not failing us when we don’t feel God’s presence. Let’s give up this 
business of saying, “God doesn’t give me what I pray for so I’m going to just stop 
praying”. God exists, and God exists even more the farther you feel you are away 
from him.  When you think God is farthest away and can’t hear you, that’s exactly 
when God is closest to you. 
 
Consider a 48 year old Georgia man, Joe Johnson, who lost his son in Iraq and 
asked to go over there because he wanted revenge.  He was in the National 
Guard, so all he had to do was ask for the deployment.  The most interesting part 
of the story was that he was a former Church Of God missionary.   
 
His wife said, “Even if you go over there and kill every insurgent there it won’t 
bring our son back.”  But he’d made up his mind.   
 
Desire for some sort of vague revenge made him go.  He was there six months 
and said that looking at the thing close up changed his heart.   
 
He found, as all veterans have, that it was not as simple as he had thought.   
And for a number of reasons. For one, he hadn’t counted on falling in love with 
the children of Iraq.   
 
He hadn’t thought about the thousands and thousands of innocent Iraqis who 
had died.  He hadn’t looked their family members in the eye.  
 
One morning there he searched his heart and decided he hated no one anymore.  
At bottom he just wanted to go home.   
He said he just couldn’t bring himself to take the chance of killing innocent people 
anymore.  Then he said the most amazing thing:  He said, “It’d be like shooting 
my own son.” 
 
Think of the Pieta.  You know, once Jesus gets into a person it’s hard to get him 
out.  
 



Jesus once said, “The meek shall inherit the earth.”  Now, that may be counter-
intuitive, but, If you’re paying attention to your own life, you’ll see that the truth of 
that gets proved just about every day.   
 
Paul learned it:  In the depths of his heart when he was considering why he still 
suffered from some nagging malady. He said that he heard God say to him,   
"My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness." 
 
He prayed and prayed and . . . nothing. The condition didn’t change, but Paul 
changed. Paul learned what prayer really is, and is not.   
 
In the process he became a little more like Christ, and we can too, and that is not 
a bad thing at all.   
 
Prayer, especially prayer with tears and trembling, is, at bottom, a process of  
becoming “weak toward God.” 
 
We don’t get everything we want.  But we get enough.   
 
"My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness." 
 
"Perfect"  the word in Greek is teleos.   It means goal or end or ultimate purpose. 
 
Like coal, which is made into diamonds by exposure to extreme heat. 
 
Or, better, like a sail in the wind which is made perfect by weakness. A sail that is 
made of plywood wouldn't be much of a sail. You could easily keep it open, but 
what good would it be?   
 
Or like when you were three and you wanted more than anything to write your 
own name, and your mother took your little fist in her hand, and you found that to 
write with it,  you had to make it weak in her hand. 
 
“My grace is sufficient for you for my power is made perfect in weakness.” 
Nothing less.     
 
 Amen. 


