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On not being strong 
 

I would like a dollar to every time some-one has said to me – “I need to be strong”. Usually said in 

the context of some crisis in life for themselves or some-one close to them – be that life-threatening 

illness, loss of job, break up of relationship, anything that is distressing and where they and those 

close to them need support. What the person is usually meaning by saying “I need to be strong” is I 

feel that it is not OK for me to show my distress and upset because that won’t be helpful to others – 

it will only add to their stress. I should be supporting them not adding to their stress.  

 

We cling fiercely to our independence and need to be “together”, “in control”. We see it as a sign of 

weakness if we let our guard down and others see how fragile we are, how much we aren’t coping- 

how much we doubt or how empty and helpless we feel. 

 

It is not surprising that this is so. After all it is the message that we are constantly bombarded with 

through the media and the seeming never ending stream of “Self-help” books. All designed to make 

us successful, coping, completely together, strong persons. Sometimes I think it is partly due to the 

image of God we have. We say God is Almighty, the Rock of Ages, our sure strong and sure 

defence, the One who is always active as Creator, Sustainer, the Source of life and being. Always 

the Actor, never passive. If we see ourselves as made in the image of such a God and think that we 

are called to be perfect as God is perfect, then that puts great pressure on us not to admit and show 

our fragility and express our doubts and allow others to sustain, support and reassure us. And yet 

that reading we have just heard suggests that maybe it is just OK to need reassurance and support 

from others. That perhaps when things are tough we can show it and that may just the most helpful 

thing for others. 

 

Let me explain. At our Monday night Bible Study as we discussed today’s readings, one of the 

group asked “What is the meaning of this event - why did it happen?” Which prompted me to say 

that apart from the traditional interpretation of this being a demonstration of Jesus’ divinity - of who 

and what he was - a revealing of his Messiah-ship - that if we look at this incident, we have come to 

call “The Transfiguration”, in the context of Matthew’s Gospel perhaps there is another dynamic at 

work. In Matthew’s Gospel this event happens just after Jesus has asked his disciples, “Who do 

people say that I am?” The disciples answer, some say you are a prophet, or Elijah, or John the 

Baptist returned from death. Jesus then says “But who do YOU say that I am?” Peter replies you are 

the Christ, the Son of the Living God. Jesus responds with great affirmation of Peter for this 

response “Good for you Simon, son of Jonah - for this has been revealed to you not by human 

wisdom but by God” - and I tell you, you are Peter ( Greek -Petros which in Greek means rock), and 

on this rock I will build my church. Then Jesus goes on to talk about the way ahead leading to 

suffering and death at which point Peter cuts across him and says “No Lord, this shall not be!” In 

other words, don’t talk like that. Jesus then turns on Peter and condemns him strongly, “Get behind 

me Satan - for you think as men think not as God thinks.” Strong and harsh words indeed. So one 

minute Peter is being strongly affirmed, built up, the next minute he is admonished in the strongest 

of terms. 
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Now it seems to me that all this must have been quite confusing for the disciples. What is going on 

here, and what and who should they believe? If Peter is right about one thing – his affirmation of 

who Jesus is – then might he not also be right in rejecting all talks of suffering and death? 

 

And what about Jesus – remember he is both fully human and fully divine! Is it not possible that in 

his humanness he is left wondering, “Peter got the first bit right, maybe he is right to oppose this 

sense I have of what lies ahead? Perhaps there is another way, a way to avoid the pain and suffering 

of it all! So he goes off up the Mountain, as he often does, to pray and prepare himself for all that 

lies ahead and he takes his closest companions with him. 

 

There he has this experience we call “Transfiguration” with its echo’s of what had happened earlier 

at his baptism. There is the repeated affirmation that he is God’s beloved Son with the additional 

words “Listen to him!” 

 

Confirmation if the disciple needed it that Peter got it right when he said “You are the Christ, the 

Son of the Living God!” but also confirmation that Jesus is on the right track and to be listened to, 

not contradicted. But equally is it not also possible that this comes as a message of reassurance to 

Jesus. Yes you are on the right track, in thinking that tough and difficult times lie ahead, but take 

courage you are my beloved Son! A sign and mark of God’s grace and love to meet the human 

Jesus’ need., Now if I am right about this and about what is going on “between the lines” as it were, 

then if it is OK for us too. We don’t need to feel bad about admitting our doubts/ 

confusion/fear/sadness. To admit that we are not coping. We can just allow whatever is real for us 

to be and allow others, to allow God, to come and fill up what is lacking in ourselves. We may in 

fact find that this helps those we may feel we need to be strong for. That it models a shared 

experience and need and gives them permission to also “not be strong”. To cry and weep and 

express anger, frustration together and in that real connecting find strength and support to go on. 

Knowing that one is not alone – that others are on the same boat as it were! 

 

Sometimes we feel that when tragedy strikes it would help us if we could understand why it has 

happened. If meaning, sense could only be given to the non-sense of it all. But in reality what helps 

most of all is to know that we are not alone, that someone else knows and understands and feels as 

we do. Is just as devastated as we are, just as angry, sad, torn apart. Struggling to find meaning and 

sense to it all. 

 

Our not being falsely strong, may just provide that sense of correctness and so support for another. 

Always remembering that our God is the one who in Jesus shows himself to be Immanuel, God with 

us, and for us. The One who knows and understands, who comes to stand alongside as in all ups and 

downs of life. The One who in this incident himself receives reassurance, strength, guidance to 

equip him for all that lies ahead! 
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