B.14th Sunday in Ordinary Time #2                                                                    2Cor12: 7-10

Background

In ch 12 Paul turns his attention to the esoteric side of religion, namely, having visions and receiving revelations. Clearly there were some in Corinth (as in every religious community) who were more inclined towards the exotic, the unusual, the extraordinary, the otherworldly. Then and now they would be the religious parallel of those secular folks who are attracted to questions like life on other planets, UFOs, hypnosis, altered states of consciousness and the like. Paul does not dismiss “extraterrestrial” experiences, out-of-body experiences, ecstatic experiences and the like as nonsense. Indeed, he admits to having such experiences himself! While he recounts but one of them in vv. 2-4, he intimates that he himself has had an “abundance” of them in v. 7. 

Some at Corinth were boasting of their experiences in prayer wherein they felt lifted up from and out of their ordinary consciousness into a realm beyond the earthly. They not only contemplated eternal truth(s) with their minds, but also felt it with their bodies. Some may describe such experiences as  “out-of-body;” others as “in the body.” Paul himself is unsure. He uses the religious language of his day, namely the belief that there are “tiers” or levels of “heaven” or “paradise” or “eternity” and describes himself as entering into the third level. (The number of “heavens” varies widely in Jewish and Greek literature.) In other words, Paul knew he was not quite still on the earthly level, yet neither was he actually in heaven. He went somewhere in between the two, not unlike the “out-of-body” experiences recounted by those who have what we now call “near-death” experiences or by mystics of all religions. In the one time Paul mentions specifically, he says that he heard “ineffable things, which no one may utter (v. 4).” Those words match what he says of the gift of tongues in 1Cor 12: 6-25. Paul’s position on esoteric or mystical experiences, like his position on tongues and the need to interpret them, is that they are real, relatively rare and rather irrelevant as far as ministry goes. Such experiences do not automatically change a person, make him/her holier, and certainly does not make one more effective in ministry to others. Indeed, they should, like the gift of tongues, make one humbler. The fact that the “superlative” apostles, those enemies of Paul who bragged of their religious credentials, were proud of their prayer experiences and made everyone painfully (and somewhat shamefully) aware that they had them is proof for Paul that one could well do without them and be a great follower of Christ nonetheless. Paul experienced the great contrast, difference, between what he intuited of the divine, eternity, in his contemplative prayer and what he actually was on earth. Ecstasy does not make one “become what you are.” It only reveals the difference and the need to boast not in one’s experiences, but in God’s grace. 

Text

v. 7 that I might not become too elated: Having recounted just one of his own mystical experiences in prayer and discounted its (their) importance in being effective in ministry, Paul tells what their real purpose is for him. They keep him humble. “Too elated” translates a rarely used verb in Gk, hyperairosthai, literally meaning “over-uplifted.” Paul might be uplifted on occasion into a higher realm of consciousness and his body might participate in that uplifting, but he is not overly impressed by such experiences in and of themselves. It is their purpose that captivates Paul. They reveal to him just how human he remains and how flawed he still is. This is in sharp contrast to those who boast of their ecstatic experiences in prayer and offer them as evidence to others that they have arrived at perfection and are thereby superior to others, including the “heretic” Paul.

Because of the abundance of the revelations: In vv. 2-4 Paul relates only one such ecstatic experience and that one occurred fourteen years ago from the time of his writing. However, here he tells us that he has had many such experiences himself.

A thorn in the flesh: Few questions in the NT have excited greater interest than just what this “thorn in the flesh” might be. The Gk word, skolops, can mean either a “stake” (literally, “what is pointed”), a instrument of torture or even execution, or a “thorn,” like a splinter, a mildly painful irritant that, if not removed, can become infected and spread poison throughout the whole body. Paul is using the word metaphorically but it remains a mystery exactly what he means. Speculation ranges from a physical ailment- malaria, an eye disease, stammering, epilepsy- to concupiscence- some form of sexual temptation and/or action- to persecution by his Judaizing enemies. If it were important we would have been told. Whatever it was Paul saw it as serving a good purpose by keeping him humble despite his powerful prayer experiences.

Was given to me: This is a typical way of saying by means of the passive voice (the “theological” passive) that God gave the thorn to Paul. He does not mean that God actively willed it, but that he permitted it for a greater good.

An angel of Satan to beat me: Though God permits evil, he does not cause it. Satan does. And so Paul gives Satan his due in a manner reminiscent of the Book of Job wherein God permits Satan to torture Job who shows that faith in God is ultimately more powerful that the fates.

v. 8 Three times I begged the Lord about this: We need to be careful about the number “three.” It is not always used mathematically in Scripture. It can merely be a symbolic way of saying “repeatedly,” as the traditional Jewish prayer three times a day. It also recalls Jesus’ own agony in the garden of Gethsemane where he prayed three times the same prayer (Mk14: 41). Paul clearly considered whatever this thorn was to be evil in itself. The “Lord” here is Christ and implies that he could be prayed to because he is divine.

v. 9 My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness: Christ’s reply to Paul’s prayer is the climax of the whole epistle. If one asks for grace it is given. It may not answer one’s prayer on one’s own terms or according to one’s expectations (here total removal) but it will be sufficient for the present. We do not know how, or by what process, that reply came to Paul except that it was in the context of prayer. It was not the unintelligible ecstatic gift of tongues, but the interpretation of tongues, something practical. Clearly the language of weakness in power means that Paul was reflecting on the mystery of the death and resurrection of Christ, praying to Christ in that light and receiving from Christ not only the enlightenment he sought but the power to overcome by endurance rather than by magical removal. The powerlessness and weakness of the crucifixion was the necessary means of arriving at the power and perfection of the resurrection. As with Christ so it is with his disciples. 

I will rather boast more gladly of my weaknesses, in order that the power of Christ may dwell in me:  Paul moves beyond his one thorn and generalizes about all his lacks, defects and weaknesses. Rather than boast (as do his religious opponents) of his ecstatic, revelatory experiences he will tout his negatives so that others will not make Paul more than he is in reality and both see and hear in this the gracious Lord rather than the lordly, “Your Grace, the Arch-apostle.”

v. 10 Therefore, I am content with weaknesses: Paul is not like his opponents who try to justify personal sin by pointing to their good works and even their contemplative prayer. He recognizes his “thorn” as evil. Nonetheless, if God can turn that into a good purpose, so be it. In fact, more than that, Paul “takes delight in” (Gk eudokeo) that fact. Not the evil, but the good purpose God so graciously and cleverly puts it to. Thus he accepts weaknesses, insults, hardships and persecutions not because they feel good or even are good in themselves, but because they do good for others and even for Paul himself. That is, if he undergoes them “for the sake of Christ.”

For when I am weak, then I am strong: Such strength is not automatic, of course. When we are weak in the face of a stronger force or power and do not back down, thanks to the (real) power of Christ, then that evil power is revealed to be not as powerful as humans might at first think or fear. If one endures the negatives and pains of life and does not succumb then those sufferings were not so powerful after all. It is the survivor who emerges as stronger than the opponent in the end. Evil only looks powerful to those who depend on their own power to fight it off. Awareness of Christ’s indwelling emboldens and empowers the otherwise “weak” and that grace conquers evil, even if the evil is not completely removed.

Reflection

It is by the grace of God that we do not know exactly what Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” was. It can be for us a representation of our own personal demons that refuse to go away despite our commitment to Christ and our absolute dependency upon him for everything. Those demons can be physical (disabilities, diseases, disfigurements, etc.) and continue to haunt us, make everything we do harder to do, and tempt us to get discouraged and give up. Those demons may be psychological  (phobias, addictions, sexual compulsions, scrupulosity, etc.). Those demons can be spiritual (recurring doubts, dreams, delusions of grandeur, illusions of power, etc.). Whatever our “thorn” or “thorns” might be we have the assurance of Christ that his grace is sufficient for us, as for Paul.

Paul did not get his thorn removed, yet the grace was sufficient. Removal was his prayer, but removal was not Christ’s answer. Sufficient grace was. When we pray that God remove our defects of character, we believe he will, but on his terms and timetable. If he does not do so immediately, miraculously, and completely, we should not jump to the conclusion that either our prayer was insincere or we did not cooperate with Christ’s grace. Instead, we need to trust that Christ knows what he is doing. If we still have more to learn from a defect of character or if that defect will serve the good purpose of keeping us humble and not ascending into a heaven of our own making where we sit at the right hand of the Father, then it serves a good purpose. 

Ironically, it can be our very defects, humbly accepted as signs of our powerlessness and need for Christ, that can help get us into heaven, because we remain humble by virtue of them. And just as ironically, premature removal of a defect, before we have learned all we can from it, can cause us to become proud of our “perfection” and keep us out of heaven ! Though we would never call our defects “good” or try to justify sin on the basis that it is really good for us (Paul discusses this silly notion at some length in Rom 6-8.) or good “in disguise,” we do recognize that God knows what he is doing. If something is evil in and of itself God can not turn that into good. That would be making God into a magician and reality into illusion. But God can and does turn the outcomes of evil- evil motives, evil attempts, evil plans, evil people- into something good for others. In Paul’s case, a proud and boasting Paul would have been a poor advertisement and representative for Christ. One of Christ’s major revelations is that what looks and feels bad at the moment can turn into something good three days later. Not everything humans think is bad actually is bad. And vice versa. A proud, but thorn-less Paul, would be useless to Christ. Like Paul if we really sincerely pray for the removal of our defects of character and they are not removed, we must presume that Christ has a better idea. He can use even our weaknesses to powerful ends. So we gladly let him, even though we might prefer to stand before him as perfect and flawless.

Ironically, not all our prayers, though they might seem and sound noble, really are. Our prayers for removal of defects may hide a deeper motivation to be perfect before God so that we can boast to him of being better than our peers, “over-uplifted.”  On the other hand, being complacent about our defects, claiming we are after all only human, is just as subtly destructive. The balance is found in the recognition, the delight really, that all is dependent on grace, not on me. Paul did not boast that he had the thorn, but that the thorn was being used by Christ for good purposes. So long as that were the case, Paul could remain content. Presumably, should Christ reveal to him (through prayer) that his thorn was really a “stake,” a weapon of violence rather than a gadfly of humility, Paul would change his thinking. Like Paul we must constantly review before the Lord in prayer our defects of character so that the very purpose the Lord leaves them with us, namely, that we might remain humble, does not turn into a cause for pride .

Key Notions

1. Mystical experiences are real but rather irrelevant to Christian ministry.

2. Mystical experiences can result in pride or humility depending upon their interpretation.

3. Boasting of one’s sanctity or “prayerfulness” is a sure sign of hypocrisy.

4. Defects of character are not necessarily inconsistent with mystical experiences. The same person can have both.

5. Divine power shines through human weakness when the weak one does not cave in to the power of the evil.

Food For Thought

1. Mystical experience: We all know that the sharpness of our consciousness goes up and down, like the volume level on a sliding gauge. We can never be completely off, even if we are in coma. We probably can never reach the limit of being completely unaware, just as we can never reach the limit of being completely ecstatic. There always seems to be the possibility of going just a little further either into the depths of unconsciousness or the heights of complete contemplation of all reality. We use the term “mystical” to describe an area on the sliding scale of consciousness that is more than our ordinary perception level of reality but less than non-returnable entrance into the trance of eternity. Mystical experiences run the range from mere glimpses into the eternal dimension (and so would include visions) all the way to temporary visits, actually stepping over the boundary between time and eternity in a state of full mental consciousness and even bodily accompaniment. Personal, private prayer does not often result in that big step, but it can on occasions. It is relatively rare, but real nonetheless. So, mystical experiences can be (as Paul somewhat mockingly puts it) either in the body or out of the body. “In the body” would be those prayer experiences when we are mentally aware but bodily unaffected. ”Out of the body” would be even more intense experiences when we physically feel this mental awareness as being somewhere other than earth. Near-death experiences, wherein people report being outside their bodies even though they can seemingly physically see and hear, are just variations of where they are on the scale of consciousness, how high up is the “volume control,” if you will. Unfortunately, many people will deprive themselves of this journey into heightened consciousness out of fear of the unknown and fear of incompetence in such a boundless and boundary-fluid world. Such folks probably would never be mountain climbers or deep-sea divers either. Mystical experiences are otherwise named as “oceanic” (Freud), “religious” (Dewey), “aesthetic” (most artists) or “of wonder” (Sam Keen and most philosophers), depending on what aspect of this alternate dimension of reality one focuses and emphasizes.

2. Meaning: For all of its exotic pull and thrill Paul counsels Christians not to confuse the real experiences of the wider world, the world of eternity, with morality of this world. Glimpsing God or eternity will not automatically make one a better person or purge one of character defects. Mystical experiences are thrilling adventures into the dimensions of the world in which we will live forever, but they are temporary, for  the moment. They inspire just about all real art and a lot of scientific discoveries, but they do not make a person more moral. In so far as they reveal how unfit we are for the eternal world of light, joy, peace and love, they are good. And in so far as they motivate us to change and become more like the truth of that world they are even more than good. But they cannot produce the desired results, no matter how thrilling the experience. That depends on the same reality as the mystical experience, the grace of God. Just as a mystical experience cannot be mechanically or deliberately produced or manipulated, but is always a grace, so also the earthly forms of God’s grace remain beyond human manipulation and control. There is no cause for boasting just because one has been granted a glimpse into eternity or a visit there. Of course, we are talking about emotionally and physically felt experiences. For we are always in eternity in a real sense, for God is always with us in Christ. We are content with that always and everywhere, milder form of God’s presence because that is how he presently chooses to reveal himself to us. However, we are also grateful for the special moments of vision and revelations as was Paul, without becoming proud that we had them or thinking ourselves better than others because of them.
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