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Proximity and a New Narrative1 
A Sermon for St. Philip’s Anglican Church, Vancouver 
Pentecost 6, 2021 
 
From St. Paul’s second letter to the church in Corinth, “for whenever I am weak, then I am 
strong.” 
 
A friend shared with me, the other day, a wee poem from the Northumbrian Community 
attributed to a Scottish woman, called “I need some laughter Lord” 

 
I need some laughter Lord 
I have had enough 
of sad saints 
and sour religion. 
I have had enough 
of sin spotting 
and grace doubting. 
I need some laughter, Lord, 

 
1 This title—and the section on ‘proximity and narrative’ was inspired by this extraordinary sermon preached by 
Bryan Stevenson, at All Saints Church, Pasadena, on Sunday, February 28, 2016. at All Saints Pasanda—highly 
recommended… https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T_YdYqfFz80 
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the kind you planted in Sarah. 
But, please may I not have to wait 
until I am ninety 
and pregnant 

 
It’s been a tough little while hasn’t it?  I can’t help but note that the last time I was with you at 
St. Philip’s was on March 15, 2020: just two days after that Sunday, the public health emergency 
was declared and life, as we knew it changed—with a brief summer reprieve—for the next 14 
months.  What a time we’ve been through.  We need some laughter, Lord…or, as the millennial 
YouTube comedian and singer Bo Burnham puts it: 

 
The world is changing 
The planet's heating up 
What the #$%%  is going on?  
Rearranging 
It's like everything happened all at once… 
The people rising in the streets 
The war, the drought 
The more I look, the more I see nothing to joke about 
Is comedy over?2 

Well, I hope comedy isn’t over:  I need it/we need it and thank God even if the conditions of the 
world are no joking matter, we can at least laugh at ourselves at least be able to laugh at 
ourselves…because try as we do, we get it wrong, sometimes spectacularly wrong—we’re not 
perfect, far from it, and sometimes our weaknesses are exposed both as individuals and as a 
society.  “Whenever I am weak” writes St. Paul “then I am strong.”  I want to look with you at 
this I want to look at the 2 Corinthians passage today—you can follow along… 
 
Let me set the context of the text—we’re of course in the ancient world, Corinth was a large city 
in Greece just outside of Athens with a population of about 90,000 people.  St. Paul had lived 
there for about 18 months, working as a tent and awning maker while he preached about Jesus 
and he basically starting the church.  He’s writing to them from Turkey.   It seems that the new 
Christians in Corinth have gotten quite competitive about who’s the most spiritual among them 
and who has had the most profound mystical experiences.   
 
This exasperates dear old St. Paul and over and again he seeks to direct them away from the 
issue of who’s the holiest and the best to remind them that’s not the point—the point is to be an 
instrument of God’s grace. But he can’t resist in joining in the competition himself, and so we 
get the beginning of today’s passage where he writes,  
 
“I know a person in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven—whether 
in the body or out of the body I do not know; God knows. And I know that such a person…was 
caught up into Paradise and heard things that are not to be told, that no mortal is permitted to 
repeat.”   

 
2You can find Bo Burnham’s one person comedy special on Netflix—and more about it here 
https://genius.com/23367766? 
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The text never makes it clear exactly what’s happened here; most scholars speculate that Paul 
was talking about himself in the third person.  Whether it was him or someone else, clearly this 
was what today we would call a mystical experience of the divine.  And these are much more 
common than we usually acknowledge.   
 
But Paul changes the focus from a personal spiritual experience in a surprising way—his deepest 
insight into spirituality has come not through mysticism but instead through his experience of 
weakness.  He confesses that he has a condition a ‘thorn in the flesh’ that has taught him and 
kept him humble.   
 
What is his ‘thorn in his flesh?’  He never says: there’s wide range of scholarly opinion: 
blindness, epilepsy, his persecutions?  We don’t know—but I think we understand the idea—that 
there’s something in all of us that keeps us humble, that reminds us of our core humanity, that 
prevents us from getting too spiritually puffed up and competing with others.  It’s, as Paul puts it, 
our weakness, the awareness of our vulnerability for all of us are contingent, finite human 
beings.  Paul hears the voice of God speaking to him, gently saying,  

 
“My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” 

 
Remember that the word ‘power’ in relationship to Paul’s theology does not mean power over or 
might or even strength but the power of the love and mercy of God. 
 
So, while each of us can figure out how this idea of finding God’s power in our weaknesses, I’d 
like to stretch us a bit this morning to think about how this might also apply to our lives as 
privileged people.  For we’ve experienced three significant moments where the weaknesses of 
our time have become headline news: obviously the pandemic is one, the confirmation of deaths 
at residential schools in a second, and the heat dome with its resulting wildfires and devastation 
is the third.   How can these weaknesses, these thorns in our flesh be understood as bringing us 
closer to the true and living God?   
 
Each of these three situations—the global pandemic, the unmarked graves at Residential Schools 
and the heat dome have brought us privileged people into closer proximity to the suffering of the 
world.  I remember back in February 2020 watching the coverage of the Diamond Princess cruise 
ship that was docked in Japan because there had been an outbreak of COVID-19 and seeing the 
passengers on the decks looking desperate—and thinking, “God I’m glad I’m not on that cruise.”  
But within weeks we were, in a kind of way and we found ways to live in and through the 
lockdown—but here’s my point, our proximity to a vulnerability that people around the globe 
live with daily, changed our perspective.  The restrictions changed our behaviour and even our 
narrative about the world, being more aware of how vulnerable we are.   
 
Similarly, while we’ve known about the Indian Residential Schools for decades, it was the 
proximity of the Kamloops school with unmarked graves that brough the proximity of this story 
closer to home and a new narrative seems now to be emerging in Canada—just look at how July 
1st was so very different.  And while we’ve all heard about climate change, again for decades, the 
experience of the so-called heat dome that parked itself over this region, causing sudden deaths 



 4 

and now forest fires raging in BC’s interior, again the proximity of a climate change event causes 
us to change our narrative and please God our behaviour. 
 
The proximity of events invites us to change the narrative of our lives—and I believe this is an 
example of what Paul was speaking, ‘when we are weak, then we are strong’.  Strong, not in the 
sense of being better or mightier than others but strong in the sense of knowing, deep in our 
bones, the truth of Jesus teaching, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, the mourners, the peacemakers, 
those who hunger and thirst for justice.”   
 
This is the kind of power that’s revealed not only by the teaching Jesus but by the example of his 
life and death—for it is when we behold him weak and suffering on the cross that we glimpse a 
vision of the power of God to work through not our strength but our weakness.  We see the face 
of the suffering Christ in those around the world who, less fortunate than us, do not have access 
to vaccines and so the virus spreads through whole communities.   
 
We see the face the suffering Christ in the intergenerational trauma of the first peoples of this 
continent for whom the disclosure of unmarked graves unleashes memories and anguish.  We see 
the face of the suffering Christ in those throughout the world for whom climate change is not just 
a theory but a lived reality as they are displaced from their homes and lands. 
 
“Whenever I am weak, then I am strong”.  I think St. Paul discovered that his spiritual growth 
was propelled more by how his experience of weakness drew him closer to the Crucified one. 
And through that connection found, as he wrote, a power working in him that could do infinitely 
more than he could ask or imagine.  The proximity of events of this past year and these past few 
weeks has affected us, and perhaps is changing the narratives that we hold about this planet, this 
land, and this time.   
 
May we know, not only where we are spiritually strong, but where we are weak that’s God’s 
grace is sufficient for us.  In the words of the great song by  
U2,  
 

“Grace…is a thought that changes the world. 
What once was hurt,  

what once was friction,  
what left a mark no longer stings 

because Grace makes beauty out of ugly things.”3 
 
Using St. Paul’s words, grace makes beauty out of weak things for where we are weak, then we 
can be strong in the love and power of the one who suffered for us and died and rose again—and 
is ever present to us, even now.   
 

Preached by the Very Reverend Peter G. Elliott  
July 4, 2021  

 
 

3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n4QvtXqNq0Y 
 


