
 

The Power of Powerlessness 

There are different kinds of power and different kinds of authority. There is 

military power, muscle power, political power, economic power, moral power, 

charismatic power, and psychological power, among other things. There are 

different kinds of authority too: We can be forced into submitting to certain 

demands given us by power or we can be gently persuaded into accepting to same 

demands. Power and authority are not all alike. 

Imagine four persons in a room:  

1. The first is a powerful dictator who rules a country. His word commands 

armies and his presence sifts moods and intimidate subordinates. He wields 

ultimate power.  

2. Next to him sits a gifted athlete at the peak of his physical prowess, a man 

whose quickness and strength have few equals. His skills are a graceful 

power for which he is much admired and envied. 

3. The third person is a rock star whose music and charisma can electrify an 

audience and fill a room. Her face is beautiful and she is on billboards and is 

a household name.  

4. Finally, we have in the room a newborn, a baby, unable to even ask for what 

it needs. Which of these is ultimately the most powerful? 

We may be afraid to take our eyes off the Leader, we may not want to take our 

eyes off the athlete and the star because of their beauty.  But our eyes will certainly 

be drawn to the infant child whether she coos or he screams in need.   

The irony is that the baby ultimately wields the greatest power. There is no doubt 

that the leader, athlete and rock star have power but the baby has a different kind of 

power. It can touch hearts in a way that the other three cannot. Its innocent, 

wordless presence, without physical strength, can transform a room and a heart in a 

way that guns, muscle, and charisma cannot. The powerlessness of a baby touches 

us at a deeper moral place. We watch our language and attempt to be good 

example is such a presence. (Which is not the case in the presence of the athlete or 

Rock Star) 

And this is the way we find and experience God's power here on earth, sometimes 

to our great frustration. And this is the way that Jesus was deemed powerful during 

his lifetime. The entire Gospels make this clear, from beginning to end. Jesus 

was born as a baby, powerless, and he died hanging helplessly on a cross with 



bystanders mocking his powerlessness. Yet both his birth and his death 

manifest the kind of power upon which we can ultimately build our lives. 

The Gospels describe Jesus' power and authority in exactly this way. In Greek, the 

original language of the Gospels, we find three words for power or authority. We 

easily recognize the first two: energy and dynamic. There is a power in energy, in 

physical health, just as there is a power in being dynamic, as in dynamite; but when 

the Gospels speak of Jesus as "having great power" and as having a power beyond 

that of other religious figures, they do not use the words energetic or dynamic. 

They use a third word, exousia, which might be best rendered as vulnerability. 

Jesus’ real power was rooted in a certain vulnerability, like the powerlessness of a 

child.  It no wonder he says, whoever receives a child such as this in my name, 

receives me.  And whoever would be first must become a servant of all. 

This isn't an easy concept to grasp since our idea of power is normally rooted in the 

opposite. And yet we understand this, at least somewhat, in our experience of 

babies, who can overpower us precisely by their powerlessness.  

I read this interesting idea this week which I pass on to you:  Metaphorically, a 

baby has the power to do an exorcism. It can cast out the demons of self-

absorption and selfishness in us. That's why Jesus could cast out certain demons 

that others could not. 

A big obstacle of us is that we are impatient with quiet, moral power that demands 

infinite patience and a long-term perspective and long suffering. As impatient as 

we are, we want a hero, someone with the blazing guns of a Hollywood superhero 

but the heart of a Mother Theresa. The guns of the world, which are blasting away 

evil, that's what we want from our God, not the power of a baby lying mute and 

helpless against the cruel powers of our time. Like the Israelites facing the 

Philistines, we are reluctant to send a shepherd boy against an ironclad giant. We 

want divine power in iron, muscles, guns, and charisma. 

But that's not THE WAY is not THE TRUTH and by standards set out by Jesus, it 

is not  THE LIFE. 

Embracing the Cross, being the Servant, and Obidence to the Will of the Father is 

what Jesus came to bring and teach his world.   

The Power of Powerlessness!   

AND WHAT POWER IT HAS!                         Inspired by Fr. Ron Rolheiser OMI 


