Paul Walker    7/5/09   CEC    2 Cor 12:1-10     “God’s Grace Is the Glue”

     In Eugene O’Neill’s play called the Great God Brown, a character says, “This is Daddy’s bedtime secret for today: Man is born broken. He lives by the mending. God’s grace is the glue.”  Man is born broken. He lives by the mending. God’s grace is the glue. This is also the Apostle Paul’s secret for today from 2 Corinthians 12. 

     Paul is struggling with something. We don’t know what it is. He calls it a “thorn in the flesh”. We know that it was given to him to humble him, to deflate his pride. It could be a physical problem; it could be a spiritual problem, it could be a situational problem. What we know is that it bedeviled Paul and he wanted it gone. As he says, “Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave me.”

     Now, there are some verses of scripture that are hard to relate to. Then there are other verses of scripture that you just immediately identify with. This is clearly one of them. Most of us have not just a thorn in our flesh, but an entire thorn bed.

     And these thorns are the occasion for prayer – pleading prayers like Paul’s. There are endless examples of human brokenness or weakness. Lord, please heal my marriage. Lord, please take this illness from my father. Lord, please heal me from my sin of pride. Lord, I’m so lonely, I’m so fearful. Please, help, Lord. There is some weakness, hardship or calamity ever at hand.

     The list goes on and on, doesn’t it? What is it this morning for you? The list goes on and on because, as O’Neill says, “man is born broken.” That man is born broken is no secret, although it is true that we like to keep our particular brokenness and weakness a secret from others, and even from ourselves. 

     This is why the characters in O’Neill’s play wear masks that, as one critic says, “help the characters hide and thus protect their vulnerable inner selves while, at the same time, allowing them to project pleasing public images in an attempt to restore their confidence in themselves.” But, you know from your own experience that this really doesn’t work over the long haul.  “Ultimately, the tensions that result from not being able to reveal their true selves cause the characters to suffer and further isolate themselves from each other”.
     South Carolina Governor Sanford found that he could no longer keep his particular human weakness a secret.  He became the media story until Michael Jackson - and his ever evolving public images, along with his particular human weakness took center stage. There is a public fascination with human weakness exposed; “if it bleeds, it leads” is a tried and true media maxim. 

     Michael Jackson will remain the story until somebody else’s weakness and brokenness gets paraded across the screen. What if it’s yours? Or mine? I’m convinced that “if it bleeds, it leads” is true because, deep down we recognize that we could be next in line. 

     Seeing someone else take the fall allows us to sit deceptively in self-righteousness (for awhile) and project our guilt onto someone else.  But whose life could really stand the scrutiny? As the psalmist says in last week’s lectionary Psalm 130, “If thou, O Lord, should mark our iniquities, then who could stand before Thee?” The answer, of course, is no one.

     Man is born broken. The brokenness is not just personal and individual, but also corporate and collective. Yesterday was the 4th of July. I love America. We’ve traveled to many countries and I am so grateful to be an American. I’m an unapologetic patriot. Yet, our country has its own weakness and brokenness. The displacement of the American Indians is part of our sad history. And slavery – how can we even begin to calculate the damage from this terrible evil? 

     Today we sing “America the Beautiful.” I love this hymn. I think of the Indians and the Slaves and all the consequential corporate brokenness when we sing the line, “America, America, God mend thine every flaw, confirm thy soul in self control, they liberty in law.”

     America is an unparalleled experiment is freedom and self-government. Americans have accomplished amazing things. And yet, there is in America, just as in our own lives, always an undercurrent of human weakness and brokenness. There are no perfect motives; there is always a dark side, there is always a “thorn in the flesh.”
     It reminds me of the old Charlie Brown comic strip. Charlie Brown holds up his hands before Lucy and says, “These hands may someday accomplish great things…. They may build mighty bridges, or heal the sick, or hit home runs, or write soul-stirring novels! These are the hands which may someday change the course of destiny!” To this stirring ode to his hands, Lucy replies, “They’ve got jelly on them.”

     So this morning we see Paul pleading with the Lord three times to clean the jelly from his hands, to remove the thorn from his flesh. And what was the Lord’s answer? His answer to Paul, as His answer to so many of our own pleas for deliverance from some kind of brokenness or weakness, is…”No.”

     Well, not quite, “No”.  Although, to be honest, it feels that way when what is troubling us is allowed to remain.  When I pray about my own thorns, or when I pray with you about your thorns, I truly desire and believe and know that God is a God who heals and delivers. I’ve seen and you’ve seen people healed, relationships restored, addictions overcome, unjust governments toppled. God sets people free – He mends our flaws.

     And to be sure God will “mend thine every flaw”…in his time. But for now, sometimes the thorns remain, even after our repeated pleas. And when the thorns remain, the word Jesus gives Paul is the necessary word for us: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” 

     My grace is sufficient for you. My power is made perfect in weakness. Here’s the secret Paul knows and the world doesn’t. Here’s the secret that lets you take off your masks and expose your vulnerable selves: God’s grace works by the means of human weakness, not by side stepping it.  Yes, you are born broken. But life is in the mending, not the hiding of your brokenness. And God’s grace is the glue. My grace is sufficient for you.

     What this means is that your thorn becomes the occasion of God’s grace and power! The very thing you want gone is the very thing that God allows, so that you might cling to Him.  This is why Paul says that instead of hiding his thorn behind a mask, he will “boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong.”

     I’ve met others who know this secret. People who tell me that – as strange as it sounds – their illness became their blessing. People who would not trade their own personal suffering because it created in them a deep capacity to care for others. People who know, as Hans Kung says, “God doesn’t protect us from all suffering, He protects us in all suffering.”

     Paul’s thorn was not removed. Instead He received God’s all sufficient grace. And he understood the secret of God’s power operating in weakness and brokenness. Although really God’s way is no secret. His way of showing his power in weakness and brokenness is in full view on the cross of Jesus Christ. 

     Man is born broken. Every man, that is, except one. There was one who was not broken. There was one who could indeed stand before God without iniquity. There was one was sinless and perfect, a Lamb without blemish or imperfection.

     And yet, Jesus willingly took our thorns upon himself.  Jesus, like Paul, pleaded with his Father for this cup to be removed. And yet, there was no other way. The unbroken, was broken for the broken, that we might be healed. From the cross comes God’s grace, the glue that mends our lives. As we say in one of our collects, the passion of Jesus Christ made the instrument of shameful death to be unto us the means of life.

     I met a homeless man in Lee Park this past week who knew this secret. He had and has his share of thorns. And yet as we talked about God, his eyes welled up with tears and he said, “Christianity is the greatest religion in the world. I’m broken. I would never have the courage to go to the cross. Jesus didn’t have to. He could have walked away. But he went for me. That’s why I love Him.”

     He went for me, He went for you, He went for our nation, and He went for the world. He went to the cross to mend our every flaw. That’s why, today and everyday, we love Him.

     Amen.

