
Weakness and Strength: It’s All About Faith 
 

Judges 16: 15-22  John 5: 1-15 
 

 One of the less familiar saints of our modern era is 
Jean Vanier, a Canadian Catholic who in the 1960s began 
the L’Arche communities in France, forming faith 
communities of mutual support and caring and sharing 
centered on people with developmental disabilities, some 
of them quite severe. L’Arche is French for “The Ark” as in 
Noah’s Ark, the place where God’s special creatures are 
faithfully united together on a journey, sustained by each 
other and needing each other. It means that they need 
each strength and that they need to heed each weakness, 
and taken together, find a way to make it together. There 
are about 150 L’Arche communities worldwide. There have 
also been 1500 “Faith and Light” communities established 
worldwide which are variations on the same theme of 
building integrated communities around the 
developmentally disabled. 
 
 You may be tempted to think that those without 
developmental disabilities were simply providing nursing 
care or home supervision for those with disabilities. You’d 
be wrong. In the nature of true community, the strengths 
and the weaknesses are taken together, and everyone 
contributes to the community’s success or to its failure. 
 
 Vanier says that the foundation of life is the 
recognition that you cannot do it all on your own. You 
never have and you never will. It is a simple and profound 
truth of life, that like it or not, you have never done it all by 
yourself and you never will. Grow up already! Vanier says 



that we need help, even the most capable and best 
resourced. We always have and always will. Seeing our 
weakness, maybe we’ll know the need for a Savior. 
 
 Vanier says the Savior cannot be known except from 
a vantage point of weakness. Only in weakness do we open 
the door to the Savior, and arrive at the ground of genuine 
faithfulness. The strong need no Savior, and 
unsurprisingly wear faith like a seasonal garment, a 
decorative cover that can be stored in the closet until 
needed when the proper occasion of personal weakness 
arises.  
 
 The weak need the Savior. The weak can learn 
faithfulness. In their weakness, vulnerability, and even 
powerlessness, the ground of true faith comes into view 
and forms the starting point for the true engagement of 
God as well as a completely different understanding of 
Jesus. Indeed, it is Jesus on the cross, not Armageddon 
warrior Jesus blowing up the world. 
 
 Our scriptures show us two different images, one of 
great strength and one of pathetic weakness. 
 
 Let’s start with the story about Samson from Judges. 
If we didn’t know the story of Samson from Sunday 
School, then we may have seen an old B movie of some 
oiled up unknown body builder as the biblical hero. The 
story in Judges is actually much better than those movies. 
 



 If you read from the beginning of the Samson section, 
you hear about Samson’s mom, who is noted often here, 
but without any name. The mom made one of these deals 
with an angel in order to get pregnant. Samson’s father is 
Manoah, like he’s does much of anything.  
 
 Apparently angel deals were big back then, fulfilling 
the role held by fertility specialists today. Instead of “take 
these pills,” the angel would say, “let’s make a deal.” Here 
was the deal for Samson’s mom; you don’t eat or drink 
anything from the vineyard – no grape nothing – and 
don’t eat anything unclean. The boy is to be a Nazir, living 
under the Nazirite vow, and these are the conditions. 
 

Like the instructions in the deal with his mom, 
Samson can’t drink anything fermented like wine, or eat 
anything ritually unclean, or cut his hair. The Nazirite vow 
continues to be practiced in some form through the time of 
the early church at least, since Acts 21 describes the 
apostle Paul's involvement with those who are undertaking 
what seems to be a Nazirite vow.  
 
 We never get a physical description of Samson as 
some well-oiled, muscular guy; sorry B movie fans. What 
we usually hear when Samson shows great physical 
strength is the phrase, “The Spirit of the Lord came upon 
him.” When you hear that, look out because Samson is 
about to blow your socks off.  
 

We also hear that Samson didn't do well with women. 
He finds his first wife and she’s a Philistine. He comes 



home to mom and dad and says, she’s the right one for me. 
They probably said, “Oy-evay, what? You couldn’t find a 
nice Jewish girl; you had to go fall for one of those 
uncircumcised Philistine girls.” That marriage didn’t go 
well; “who knew?”  

 
At the start of chapter 16, we hear he’s spent the night 

with a prostitute. Don’t you love the Bible? The writers 
really let it all hang out. The prostitute, that didn’t end 
well; “who knew?”  

 
This brings us to our story of his relationship with 

Delilah. What could possibly go wrong? He’s done so well 
with women so far. She may not be a Philistine, but she is 
in cahoots with the Philistines. Delilah agrees to betray 
Samson to the Philistines for a nice sum of money. “Who 
knew?” She simply needs to learn the source of his great 
strength and then hand him over.  

 
Several times she’s tried to trick him, only to be 

tricked herself by his false answers. Today’s text says that 
Delilah’s nagging brings Samson to actually disclose his 
truth. He finally admits that if his head was shaved or his 
hair cut, he would lose his strength. Obviously Samson’s 
strengths did not include intelligence or discernment since 
predictably Delilah quickly betrayed him, as women 
tended to do in Samson’s life. Then Samson was subdued. 
We never saw that coming, right? 
 
 Now, was Samson’s strength simply in his unshorn 
hair? Or would it be accurate to say that his strength lay in 



his being set apart for God under the vow of the Nazir? 
Betraying the source of his strength also compromised his 
Nazirite vow. The strength of God left him because he 
abandoned his faithful commitment to God. Rather than 
remaining faithful, he chose a path apart from God’s way 
by pleasing Delilah. The promise, and the strength within 
that promise departed, too. Like a sumo wrestler 
competing in a ping-pong match or Dancing with the 
Stars, his best strength was gone, taken from him, and the 
promise in him was lost. 
 
 Samson recovers his strength amid his weakness. 
Having had his eyes poked out by his captors, blinded, 
chained, he prays to God in his weakness, “O Sovereign 
Lord, remember me. O God, please strengthen me once 
more.” In that weakness, Samson finds his greatest 
strength in faithfulness to God.  
 
 God blesses each of us with tremendous capacities to 
do amazing things. But we’re required to be faithful to 
God’s gifts, committing our gifts to each other, giving them 
up ourselves and committing them to the common work 
within our faith community, and devoting those gifts to the 
ministry of the Lord.  
 
 Nothing happens when we fail to be faithful. 
Personal gifts of strength are irrelevant unless surrendered 
in weakness to others. If our strength is not focused on the 
right purpose, then God’s promise for us is lost. We’re like 
the mighty boxer who tries downhill skiing instead. Bad 
move. 



 
 Remember the mission charge that Jesus gave last: 
Bring nothing with you. Leave your strength and security 
behind. Let your mission be grounded and expressed in 
true faith. If you feel weak and vulnerable, then you’re 
likely in the right spot. 
 
 Now consider the man by the pool at Bethesda in 
John’s gospel. It seems the pool at Bethesda was believed 
to have healing powers when the waters stirred, likely 
from an underground spring. There are people with all 
kinds of ailments gathered there, a rather depressing 
scene. One man, lame for 38 years, was lying on his mat 
when Jesus came and asked him how long he’d had his 
condition.  
 
 Thirty-eight years! Jesus asks, “Do you want to get 
well?” The question implies that the man seems content 
with his condition and the fleeting hope offered by the 
healing pool. Indeed, the man whimpers that others with 
less disabling conditions get into the waters ahead of him 
every time, and he has no one to help him move more 
quickly. Ugh! This guy is utterly pathetic.  
 
 But Jesus has compassion on him. The original point 
of the story likely portrayed the futility of this man’s vain 
efforts to find his life’s healing in the gurgle of water from 
a spring. His life’s efforts have been reduced to waiting for 
the pool to stir to life and then, quick as he can, drag 
himself to the edge, and then down the steps before the 
water stops. It’s like a cruel game he’s forced to play over 



and over, yet despairing amid this, his only hope He is 
trapped by his life’s condition. You can almost see the 
worn path he has created from his spot in the shade to the 
edge of the pool, a path he has dragged himself across 
dozens of times to no avail. But it is a familiar path, and he 
has faith that it has such promise for him. Or does it? 
 
 Jesus challenges the invalid’s assumptions. “Do you 
want to get well?” ‘If you do, seriously, this is not going to 
do it for you, pal.’ Jesus wants to show him a new path, a 
new way to realize his promise of life. And it doesn’t 
involve dragging yourself across the porch to some healing 
pool when it stirs.  
 
 Jesus may have thought, ‘But you’re so pathetic, why 
bother trying to explain it to you. You know what? I’ll just 
give it to you. That’s the only way you’ll get it.’ So, the man 
does nothing to warrant this blessing. He doesn’t even 
ask for the blessing. And for his part, Jesus has no verbal 
point to make, no speech, no lesson, no teaching, no 
summons to faithfulness, nothing! He lets the healing 
speak for itself. 
 
 Jesus challenges us in the same way, “Do you want 
the promise of your life to be fulfilled?” If you think the 
way you’re headed now is doing it, maybe you ought to 
think again.  
 
 Your familiar pattern of dragging yourself across your 
schedule only to finish the exercise and realize life is really 
no different. Then take a step into the unknown where 



you’re weaker and more vulnerable. Wade into that faith 
life that you’ve talked about, heard about, studied, and 
maybe even wondered about.  
 
 This is the better way, a different way if we’ll step out 
in faith and take the path that appears less inviting, less 
certain, less comfortable. If we’re able to surrender our 
usual sense of confidence and strength, and exchange it for 
the weakness of trusting faithfully in a future that we 
cannot know, cannot understand, cannot predict, and 
cannot imagine, then the promise bears seeds of new life.  
 
 If you can’t do that, then you stay in the old life until 
death conquers your puny and always diminishing 
resources, until all your strength is exhausted in 
maintaining the fiction of meaning and purpose. 
 
 Can this body of Christ find new things on its horizon 
that summon us to walk on a new path? Of course. But it 
means seeing our weakness, embracing a faithful course, 
and seeking to discover where the Spirit is leading.  
 
 Remember, the Lord is always calling us into his 
world and away from our own, into his strength and away 
from our own, into our weakness and away from our stale 
routine religiosity. 
 
 Whatever our path or our call, may we always seek his 
way, knowing the Lord is always out there, ahead of us, 
waiting for his disciples and inviting us to the adventure 
and the blessing of faithful service. 


