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We celebrated our nation's independence; our freedom this weekend.


St. Paul mentions in our second reading an aspect of himself that he could not be free of. We do not know what it was. We know only its effect on him. We can speculate, and maybe that is a good thing, because it may bring to mind some of our own "thorns" and help us to prayerfully reflect on them as Paul did.

Whatever precisely Paul's thorn was, it seems to have been:

something he could not change

something he was literally "stuck with"

perhaps some limitation:

illness, disease


physical handicap


depression


addiction


temper
something he was helpless to control 

It must have been a "cross" of some sort, as the gospels put it, that he had to carry. He could not or would not name it, perhaps because he found it embarrassing or humiliating. 
from "The right cross"--a meditation by Louis Evely:

We all know that a Christian must bear the cross. We are all disposed, theoretically, to accept one. But have you noticed that it is never the right cross which comes to us? The cross we bear ...always seems to us unbearable, petty, humiliating, harmful. It is always precisely what should not be our lot, precisely what we cannot accept for all kinds of obvious reasons which we are always harping on. 
All the other crosses seem preferable to us, that of our neighbor, ...[or one which we imagine might be ours; something noble, perhaps]. Ours is hateful... 
We desperately call for another, for a cross which "fits in", a bearable, spiritual, elevating cross, beneficial to us and to others.

But alas we must come to recognize that if the cross suited us, it would no longer be a cross..."

Paul tells us he prayed for change three times to be relieved of his thorn; but the thorn remained. We don't know the words he used to make his prayers, but they may have been something like those of a famous prayer of the twentieth century:

Reinhold Niebuhr's Serenity Prayer, written near Springfield, MA, probably about 1934. Later sent to soldiers in WW II and still later adopted by AA:

God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,
Courage to change the things I can,
And wisdom to know the difference.

Did the thorn defeat Paul? No. His weakness brought him closer to Christ. By enduring suffering of any sort we are, if we wish to be, drawn closer to Christ. Our suffering is not meaningless because it is united in solidarity with  His suffering and He suffers in solidarity with us. 
What did Paul learn?



God's grace is sufficient;
God works through our weakness;
Christ accompanies us in any troubles;
Nothing separates us from the love of Christ

