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I want to draw your attention to the paradox of power and weakness as it is found in the two readings which we have just heard, the story of the generous giving of the poor widow, and the description in the Letter to the Hebrews of the ascended Christ taking up his role as mediator in the presence of God.

This weekend we have been studying evangelism as an important aspect of the mission of God through the church to the world, and the power and the weakness both of the church and of our own lives has been much in our minds.  It would be rather obvious to think that the story of the poor widow’s generosity illustrates weakness and the description of Christ in glory represents strength, but it is not as simple as that.  Jesus praised the poor widow, and said that in her poverty she had given more than had the rich people, so she represents power in the midst of weakness.  The other passage is one of the main descriptions of what is sometimes called the Doctrine of the Heavenly Session.

This refers to Christ after his ascension as seated in glory at the right hand of God.  The word ‘session’ indicates that a committee or an official is seated, has taken up its authority.  It comes from the Latin sedere, to sit.  So we say that the court is in session.  The Heavenly session refers to Jesus Christ as having taken up his authority, exercising his official duties at the right hand of God.

The idea is often mentioned in the New Testament.  In the Acts of the Apostles, Peter said that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the church by Christ, now exalted at the right hand of God (Acts 2:33), and the dying Stephen saw a vision of Christ standing at the right hand of God.  In Colossians, the Christians are exhorted to set their minds on the heavens, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God; and the doctrine is found in the creeds.  ‘He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of God'.

This belief is significant for our work as evangelists, because we are assured that the energy and the authority of the outreach of the church flows from the glorified  Christ.  From there, he sends the Spirit, and empowers the church to witness to the gospel.  As the Father has sent him, so now he sends us, and supports us.

However, the Heavenly Session is a symbol of weakness as well as power, just as the story of the poor person who gave her all is a symbol of power as well as weakness.  For example, in Hebrews 4:15, we are reminded that ‘we do not have a High Priest who is unable to sympathise with our weakness’, and some of the translations say ‘we do not have a High Priest who is untouched by our infirmities’.  How is the Christ in Glory touched by our infirmities?  Does it mean that he remembers the days of his earthly sufferings?  I suppose it does at least mean that, but perhaps there is more to it.  Is he not still touched by infirmity?  But how can this be?

The answer lies in the wounded body of the ascended Christ.  Now we are moving into the strange details of this ancient imagery.  The resurrected body of Jesus still carried not only the scars but the wounds of his suffering.  Jesus invited Thomas to put his finger into his side.  A scar can be touched but only a wound can be described in this way!  And so we see that God did not raise him in what most people would call perfection, but that the signs of weakness remain.  And if the resurrected body was scarred and wounded, we have no reason to believe that the ascended body was any different!  So the one who is seated at the right hand of God is wounded, someone whose body is not perfect.

But, you might object, does not Paul say that ‘he was crucified in weakness but lives by God’s power’ (2 Cor 12:4)?  Yes, but you have to place this in the wider context of Paul’s paradox of power and weakness.  You remember how when he prayed to be relieved of his disability, whatever it was, he tells us that God replied, ’My grace is sufficient for you; my strength is made perfect in weakness’ (2 Cor 12:9) and he goes on to say that he will boast all the more gladly of his weaknesses, that Christ’s power might rest upon him, and he concludes ‘For when I am weak, then am I strong’ (2 Cor 12:10).

Are you conscious of your weakness as you consider the task of evangelism that Christ places upon you?  Be of good cheer!  In your weakness, you may be a better evangelist than you think.

Are you on the other hand aware of the gifts that God has given you?  Gifts of persuasion, of story telling, gifts of witness and powerful action?  Do not glory in these gifts, but remember that it may be that the Christian message will appear more moving when your are not ashamed of your weakness, when you lose the plot, when you feel that you can hardly go on.

May the power of God become clearer through our weakness, and may the weakness of the One who feels our infirmities become our strength!

Amen

Mark 12:41-44 (The Message)

Sitting across from the offering box, he was observing how the crowd tossed money in for the collection.  Many of the rich were making large contributions.  One poor widow came up and put in two small coins - a measly two cents.  Jesus called his disciples over and said, "The truth is that this poor widow gave more to the collection than all the others put together.  All the others gave what they'll never miss; she gave extravagantly what she couldn't afford - she gave her all.

Hebrews 4:14-16 (NIV)

14. Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. 15. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are - yet was without sin. 16. Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.
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