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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Long ago, there was a man named Saul who was a Pharisee. And he wasn't just any Pharisee. He was the Pharisee. The 
strongest of the Pharisees the with greatest list of qualifications of anyone who was a Pharisee, and he has no problem 
listing them. Saul was a zealot, persecuting the Church; as for the flesh, circumcised on the eighth day; as for the law of 
righteousness, faultless; of the chosen people of Israel, from the tribe of Benjamin. He had such a strong list of 
qualifications the he was, in his own words, "a Hebrew of Hebrews." Saul had more reason for boasting than many of his 
day, and had his story ended there, that's how we'd remember him. Strong. Devastatingly lawful. A persecutor of the 
Church. 
 
We tend to like strong characters in our stories, even if they're the bad guys. I mean, who doesn't like Darth Vader from 
Star Wars? Even the National Cathedral in Washington D.C. is graced by a gargoyle of his likeness high above 
street-level near its bell towers. Strength is attractive, and it's often a trait to which we aspire. If we're not strong, we're 
weak, and who wants to be weak? 
 
We also tend to value strength as representative of our worth -- especially if we believe that we're strong only by our own 
doing. For example, many people admire those who "pull themselves up by their own bootstraps," not realizing that that 
phrase is meant to be sensational because it's impossible actually to pull yourself up by your bootstraps. Or when it 
comes to the Christian faith, you may have heard someone quote the phrase "God helps those who help themselves," but 
you won't find it anywhere the Bible. 
 
What you will find in the Bible is many accounts of people who have struggled to maintain a balance between the fine 
line of strength and weakness. We often laud David for his slaying of Goliath, but less often do we remember that he 
committed adultery with Bathsheba and sent her husband Uriah off to die in battle. Elsewhere, Samson is remembered 
for his remarkable physical strength, but he too succumbs to weakness when Delilah tricks him by having the source of 
his strength -- his hair -- cut off in his sleep.  
 
And then Saul, who, in all his strength, was stricken blind as he travelled the road to Damascus. And then a voice cried 
out to him -- "Saul! Saul! Why are you persecuting me?!" Saul responded "Who are you, Lord?" "I am Jesus, whom you 
are persecuting." Saul's encounter with the Risen Christ changed him forever. After following the Lord's instructions, 
he was baptized, and his blindness left him like scales falling from his eyes. He could not go back to his old ways, and he 
was completely changed -- no longer to have the name Saul, but now to be known as Paul. The grace of God, it seems, 
overwhelmed his strength, and his story took a drastic turn. Instead of looking for ways to hurt the Church, Paul was 
perhaps the most important reason it grew in the first days. He founded churches all over the Mediterranean and 
ensured that they were staying on the right path by checking in on them, advising them, praying for them, visiting them, 
writing to them, loving them.  
 
One of those blessed communities was the Church in Corinth, and to the Corinthians, who were notorious for thinking 
of themselves as strong in the spirit and the faith, he often wrote sternly so as to address how they used their strength. 
He doesn't say "Go on, keep being strong. Persecute the weak and do whatever you'd like." Instead, from what we've 
read this morning, Paul reminds them that, because they are indeed strong, they have a responsibility to the weak, even if 
that means giving something up of themselves. He tells them, that even though they are strong in the faith, and they 
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themselves are in not danger of stumbling, "take care that this liberty of yours does not somehow become a stumbling 
block to the weak." This is the true meaning of strength, that those who are strong do not fail to help those who are 
weak. Those who are strong do not lord it over the weak. Those who are strong do not blame or humiliate the weak. 
 
Even the strongest of people can struggle with weakness. Even the most independent of people will need help from time 
to time. There are many who will always need our help -- and when we come to know about them, we cannot fail to act. 
When we come to know those who are new to the faith, it would not be our place to criticize their lack of understanding 
-- it would be our place to welcome them, to teach them, and to show them the love of God. Likewise, when we know 
that there are those in our surrounding communities who are less well off than many of us or who struggle to afford 
even the basic necessities, we must do something as those who are strong to help the weak. The tendency or temptation 
in America is to say "well it's probably their own fault that they're in that position." This is one thing Christians are not 
allowed to do. As Christians we cannot cause more stumbling blocks to be put in others' paths, but rather we must ask 
"how can we help?" Can you imagine Jesus in today's Gospel approaching the possessed man and telling his disciples 
"Why should I help him? It's his own fault he's in this position." I can't, either. 
 
As we look forward to our next year together, may we do so by examining our own strengths and weaknesses, and then 
see where God is calling us to act and to go. Let us give thanks for those good things that we have been blessed with, for 
the things that we do well for the sake of our ministries in God's Church. Let us also pray to God to have the humility to 
be honest with ourselves when we can learn and grow in this new year. Let us discern together where God might be 
calling us to reach out to those who could benefit from our help, even if they're not a part of this community or we 
don't know them yet. Finally, brothers and sisters, let us learn from St. Paul and listen to his words -- "knowledge puffs 
up, but love builds up," for God's strength is best known in love. I look forward to this year as one in which we continue 
to remember and hold fast to the truth of God's love and call to us, that we build up one another in Christ's body, and 
that we truly embrace the mission of St. Alban's Church, to be "a welcoming, Christ-centered community growing in 
God's grace and empowered to share Christ's love in the world." 
 
Amen. 

 


