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   Strong and Weak, Andy Crouch (2016)  

The paradox of flourishing comes from being both 
strong and weak. It requires us to embrace both authority and 
vulnerability, both capacity and frailty—even life and death. 
Envision a 2x2 chart with a vertical axis of authority and a 
horizontal axis of vulnerability with quadrants: I flourishing 
(strong & vulnerable); II suffering (weak & vulnerable) ; III 
withdrawing (weak & invulnerable); IV exploiting (strong & 
invulnerable).  

The Christian world has its own versions of oppo-
sites: Is the mission of the church evangelism and proclama-
tion or is it justice and demonstration? Are we to be conserva-
tive or radical, contemplative or active, set apart from the 
world or engaged in it, faith or works? 

A similar chart may be constructed around parenting 
with the axes of firmness and warmth: quadrants I kind 
(both); II indulgent; III absent (neither firm nor warm); IV au-
thoritarian. The IV-II line describes the line of false choice—
the world we often live in. Much of the dysfunction of our 
lives comes from oscillating along one of false choices, never 
seeing another way. Absent parents leave 2 voids in their chil-
dren’s lives. The deepest question of our lives is how to move 
further away from quadrant III and more fully into I.  

No one ever embodied flourishing more than Jesus. 
No other life brings the paradox of flourishing so clearly into 
focus. How can the 2 callings—to humility and to boldness, to 
death and to life, to submission to the worst the world can do 
and to reigning with Christ—possibly coexist?   

The saints are, ultimately, those we recognize as fully 
alive—those who flourished and brought flourishing to others, 
who best reflect what we were meant to be and disclose the re-
ality of the Creator in the midst of creation. Flourishing cap-
tures Jesus’ statement of his own life’ purpose in John 10:10, 
“I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.” Paul 
implies that the most at risk for missing “the life that really is 
life” are the rich (1 Tim 6:19). Since nearly all readers of this 
book possess wealth that would have been unimaginable to 
Paul and Timothy, Paul’s warning should ring in our ears.    

Flourishing is not the same as growth, or affluence, 
or gentrification. Define flourishing carelessly and you miss 
the real thing, or the real One. Flourishing is not actually the 
property of an individual at all, no matter how able. It de-
scribes a community. The real test of every human community 
is how it cares for the most vulnerable and whether their pres-
ence leads to flourishing together. They are occasions of our 
becoming more fully what we were created to be, more deeply 
embedded in relationship and mutual dependence, more truly 
free. 

If there is someone in your own life who has contrib-
uted in dramatic ways to your own flourishing--a parent, 
teacher, mentor, friend—they likely acted with authority in 
your life and exposed themselves to vulnerability as well. True 
authority is the capacity for meaningful action. Sometimes it 
means knowing, or being known, in ways that set you free. All 
meaningful action participates in a story.  

Authority is always limited in space, time and to par-
ticular domains. True authority is always given--something 
others confer on us. It is either “ascribed” (coming from a ti-
tle) or “achieved” (coming from a history of successful ac-
tion). It, like flourishing, is a shared reality, not a private pos-
session.   

Christian theology calls dominion the capacity and 
responsibility to act on behalf of the flourishing of the rest of 
creation. Authority is meant to characterize every image 
bearer. As infants we learned that we were capable of mean-
ingful action. Vulnerability that leads to flourishing is expo-
sure to meaningful risk, the possibility of loss—the chance 
that when we act, we will lose something we value. Vulnera-
ble at root means woundable. 

We may fear loss of income, being embarrassed, or 
feeling inferior. Just as human beings have more authority 
than any other creature, we also have more vulnerability. In 
the US, we can’t rent a car until we are 25 and only at age 26 
must parents remove children from their health insurance.  

Bones—hard, rigid, strong. Flesh—soft, pliable, vul-
nerable. We image bearers are bone and flesh—strength and 
weakness, authority and vulnerability, together. When author-
ity and vulnerability are combined, you find true flourishing. 
Not just the flourishing of the gifted or affluent, but the needy 
and limited as well.  

Authority has many sources. It comes from facility 
with language, citizenship, and membership in an extended 
family. Suffering (including death) is vulnerability without au-
thority, a part of every one’s life, no matter how privileged or 
powerful. The authority we carefully store up for ourselves 
will evaporate slowly or quickly, over the span of decades—or 
over brunch.  

Marriage carries demands for growth and transpar-
ency. The most painful path to the quadrant called Suffering is 
the choice to pursue Exploiting—to seek authority without 
vulnerability, godlike power without God-like character. We 
are vulnerable without authority because our first parents 
sought authority without vulnerability. The deepest and most 
intractable examples of suffering are communal and multigen-
erational, because escaping as an individual does nothing to 
change the fundamental systems of vulnerability without au-
thority.  

All of us live with the vulnerabilities of our teenage 
years long after those years are gone. The consequences of our 
failure to fully bear the divine image fall most heavily on 
those who live in the Suffering quadrant with no prospect of 
escape—the individuals and communities who exist in a state 
of continual vulnerability. We must restore proper authority to 
individual persons and to whole communities. I find that for 
many communities marked by suffering, when the gospel be-
gins to transform individuals and communities, it does not 
simply relieve the most immediate needs. It also restores hope 
and dignity, meaningful action and meaningful risk. God is a 
God of order—he orders every life.  
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The Savior of the world began life swaddled in his 
own infancy—protected from both action and risk. The quad-
rant of Withdrawing is where we all began—and at the begin-
ning it was called Safety. But safety is a fleeting thing. Far too 
many childhoods are compromised by the early introduction 
of too much vulnerability and too much authority. There is no 
vulnerability deeper, no lack of authority more crushing, than 
the inability to protect your own child from harm.  

Money can buy a bubble wrap. It can keep you swad-
dled far beyond your tender years, well into an adulthood or 
risk-averse entitlement. The greatest challenge of success is 
the freedom it gives to opt out of real risk and real authority. 
The more you sense that your success was as much a product 
of luck and timing as of skill and character, the less likely you 
will be to risk again. We must begin in Safety in order to 
flourish, but to cling to it in adulthood is folly. A cruise is a 
Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again. It is as pure a re-
turn to the quadrant III of childhood as you could ask for.  

To disengage from the profound needs of those 
caught in suffering is to reject the call to bear the image of 
God. We all began in the protection of paradise, but attempt-
ing to make that safety our final state will in fact consign us to 
hell. If you really want to see what withdrawing looks like in 
affluent, technological America, just turn on the PlayStation in 
your living room. Games are a dangerous place to live. While 
engrossed in them, you feel convinced that you are flourish-
ing. Games confer authority. They give us accessible simula-
tions of flourishing life, the life we all crave.  

Real authority is a tedious business. Yet the unstint-
ing practice that leads to competence is a kind of patient de-
velopment, which is itself a form of vulnerability, the only 
path to real authority. “Virtual activism,” simulated engage-
ment through social media, is a way of doubling down on 
withdrawing—a drug that leaves us mired in our apathy and 
our neighbors in their need.  

Before the current era, almost no one could stay in 
Withdrawing beyond the early years of adulthood. Society 
could not afford those who shirked the authority and vulnera-
bility necessary to eke out flourishing from the world. But to-
day we must fight the temptation that seems endemic to the 
emerging generation of young adults to choose Withdraw-
ing—to retreat from authority and vulnerability alike.  

Most moves toward either authority or vulnerability 
are a step in the right direction. Choose to go to places—the 
ocean, the mountains, or a wide field—where you will feel 
small rather than grand. Travel like a pilgrim to encounter 
those who have been sanctified by suffering. Empty your bank 
account with generosity to the point that you instinctively start 
to pray for daily bread. There is something far better ahead--
pleasure which we must be made strong enough to bear.  

Tyranny and suffering, exploiting and poverty, al-
ways are found together. Exploiting is found anywhere some 
seek to maximize power while eliminating risk. The tendency 
to “loss aversion” is consistent and powerful enough to affect 

whole industries, economies and nations. Rational people bal-
ance risk against reward, but we often weigh risk and reward 
using very different scales. Most of us are far more willing to 
move up than to the right. Vulnerability corresponds to the 
possibility of loss.   

A few drinks will take the edge off the sense of risk 
and exposure. The very thing that promises authority without 
vulnerability betrays you, handing you over to the depths of 
suffering—vulnerability without authority. Our daily lives are 
filled with these small choices, becoming a deep dependence 
on strategies that preserve our sense of action while minimiz-
ing our sense of risk. Most are ways of pursing authority with-
out vulnerability. Sex without commitment (lust), food with-
out moderation (gluttony), good without limit (greed), and the 
pursuit of autonomous, godlike power (pride). All these are 
forms of what Scripture calls idolatry, the use of created things 
to purse godlike power without risk or limit. (Sloth corre-
sponds to Withdrawing, the safety of risking nothing in the 
world; and envy may be the besetting sin of Suffering, the 
jealousy and bitterness of those who can see only their own 
vulnerability and others’ authority). Pornography fuses 2 of 
the most powerful idols: sex and technology. It is usually con-
sumed from a position of complete invulnerability, in isolation 
and secrecy. We must understand the power of idols to prom-
ise freedom and deliver slavery, to offer authority and deliver 
vulnerability, to whisper fantasies of power but end up with us 
completely in their grip.   

Control is the very essence of authority without vul-
nerability, but it is an illusion. In fact, the quadrant called Ex-
ploiting is an illusion. There is, in the long run, no such thing 
as true authority without true vulnerability. Our idols inevita-
bly fail us. And as they begin to fail, we grasp ever more vio-
lently for the control we thought they promised and we de-
served.   Because crime depends on secrecy and violence, it 
can never offer the real flourishing its perpetrators seek.  

The goal of military forces is to “control the thea-
ter”—to be the only actor with the capacity for meaningful ac-
tion. The goal of police power is flourishing—actually in-
creasing the capacity for meaningful action in a community. 
Military authority is zero-sum--but police authority, properly 
used, increases the total authority in a community. Armor pro-
tects, but also restricts.  A law enforcement officer in a tank, in 
relating to a crowd, may have less authority than a lone indi-
vidual standing face to face with the crowd. The authority that 
really counts is the ability to prevent rather than just punish 
crime and disorder.  

Vulnerability shed by one group is inevitably borne 
by others’ suffering. The pursuit of authority without vulnera-
bility multiplies vulnerability without authority. The resulting 
suffering is far greater and longer lasting than whatever mo-
mentary benefit came from exploiting. Criminals cause an en-
tire community to suffer increased vulnerability.  

The first things any idol takes from its worshipers are 
their relationships. The best early warning sign that you are 
drifting toward Exploiting is that your closest relationships 
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begin to decay. As you drift up and to the left, those who de-
pend on you for love, friendship and support sink down and to 
the right. Worst off are those already at great risk—the young-
est and weakest. 

The scathing biblical critique of idols and their mak-
ers is that those who make them become like them—dull and 
ultimately dead. They end up delivering vulnerability without 
authority. Tyranny is the most powerful form of government 
in human affairs—until one day, suddenly it is the weakest. 
The more complete the flight to the upper left corner, the more 
certain the final judgment. Those who would have authority 
without vulnerability cannot be trusted with authority at all. 

The root of the problem is the quest for authority 
without vulnerability, which haunts the human story and gen-
erates the axis of false choice. We live in a world where sin 
has been institutionalized—the privileged and powerful rule 
without risk, exposing others to the deepest vulnerability while 
excluding them from true authority. Exploiting and Suffering 
sum up the tragedy of human history. Genesis suggests that 
the whole human drama was meant to follow the same pat-
tern—from the protection and innocence of Eden to the full 
flourishing, multiplying and dominion that God intends for his 
image bearers. We move from the story of Exploiting and Suf-
fering to the story of Safety and Flourishing.  

Leadership begins the moment you are concerned 
more about others’ flourishing than your own. Ask questions 
about flourishing of the vulnerable and the kinds of communi-
ties that contribute to the flourishing of the vulnerable and lose 
interest in self-help books. Personal growth serves to become 
people who help others flourish.  

The restoration of the world flows from the singular 
life of a singular human being, Jesus, who truly sets us free 
from the mire of poverty, apathy and tyranny. Liberation from 
the false quadrants is a work of sovereign redemption by the 
One who rescued us. The 2 places Jesus went we also must go. 
They are versions of quadrant IV—authority without vulnera-
bility—and quadrant II—vulnerability without authority. We 
must be willing to bear the burden of visible authority with 
hidden vulnerability. And we must choose the way of Suffer-
ing, exposing ourselves to vulnerability without authority.  

A leader bears the risks that only he can see, while 
exercising authority everyone can see. There is often a gap be-
tween public perception and private reality. When the deepest 
truth of your life is quadrant I, but others assume you are in 
IV, you are probably a leader. When leaders are perceived as 
more vulnerable than they actually are, this is the essence of 
manipulation. Manipulative leaders have learned to fake vul-
nerability, to use their ostensible vulnerability to shore up un-
balanced authority. They may seem empathetic and kind, 
while secretly consolidating their ability to control.  

The most important thing we are called to do is help 
our communities meet their deepest vulnerability with appro-
priate authority. The leaders’ own personal exposure to risk 

must often remain unspoken, unseen and unimagined by oth-
ers. He must bear the shared vulnerabilities that the commu-
nity doesn‘t currently have the authority to address. 

Airplane accidents are vivid reminders of the vulner-
ability of plane travel that is part of millions of people’s lives. 
The nation would be consumed with fear, prejudice, irrational 
hostility and frantic preparation if we knew the full extent of 
credible threats to our security that are dug up daily by our na-
tion’s vast intelligence network. We would be plunged deeply 
into Suffering—far more conscious of our vulnerability but 
equipped with no authority to meet it.  

The more a community experiences shared vulnera-
bility without authority, the more likely that transformative 
leadership from within that community needs to bear hidden 
vulnerability. Black church leaders bear much vulnerability, 
even if it is not readily apparent. Black pastors live every day 
bearing the nearly unbearable burdens of a community that has 
been shaped by oppression, violence, prejudice and ignorance. 
And the appropriate response to this hidden vulnerability is 
public dignity—representing the community not just in its vul-
nerability but in its God-given, image-bearing authority. It is 
entirely appropriate for a pastor in a community of vulnerabil-
ity to model authority and expect to be addressed, especially in 
public, with his full title and family name. This requires levels 
of visible authority that might seem unhealthy elsewhere. 
What brings transforming hope in that context of suffering is 
the presence of leaders who balance the community’s vulnera-
bility with their own representative authority. In a black 
church or any minority community, authority is itself a great 
risk and a most vulnerable calling.  

Our job is often to increase others’ authority while 
gradually, in a measured and intentional way, alerting them to 
vulnerabilities. Bad leaders inflict pain. Good leaders bear it. 
When our perceived authority is completely out of step with 
our actual vulnerability, we are at the edge of burnout. Jesus 
lived most completely in the fullness of authority and vulnera-
bility. His authority was evident to all, but no one fully 
grasped his vulnerability. The transfiguration reveals the abso-
lute necessity of communion with others to sustain a life of 
flourishing. No one survives hidden vulnerability without 
companions who understand. No one can turn hidden vulnera-
bility into flourishing without friends.   

The greatest paradox of flourishing is that it is only 
found on the other side of suffering, because of the extraordi-
nary grip of idols over our world. The idols are the forces that 
whisper promises of control, invulnerable power and inde-
pendence. We are so enslaved to their domination that we 
can’t comprehend, let alone attain, a life that is as exposed to 
meaningful risk as it is capable of meaningful action. In the 
world as we know it, acts of authority frequently insulate us 
from risk rather than opening us up to it. But when we take re-
sponsibility for others’ flourishing, we become even more ex-
posed to the power of these forces. Every leader is implicated 
in the cosmic rebellion that denies that vulnerability leads to 
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flourishing. Those who embrace this may turn the world up-
side down.  

Fear of death prevents real life. Fear of loss has 
robbed our world of more life and more flourishing than any 
actual loss we could ever suffer. Only those who have faced 
loss, who have drunk from the cup of undiluted vulnerability, 
can offer hope stronger than the idol’s world of fear. Our most 
compelling stories recognize that mere peril is not enough for 
real heroism. Not until someone has actually sacrificed every-
thing, drained the cup and returned to tell the tale, can we be-
lieve that real victory has been won. Only those who have de-
scended to the dead can be fully trusted to lead—because only 
they can truly declare vanquished the fear that animates all 
idolatry and exploitation.  

The paradox of flourishing is that the most transform-
ative acts of our lives are likely to be the moments when we 
radically empty ourselves. Our competence is helpful—but 
our vulnerability is transformative. Communities need people 
willing to move decisively down and to the right, surrendering 
authority while taking up unusual vulnerability.  

Nelson Mandela was stripped of his authority as 
leader of the ANC (African National Congress). In the exile of 
suffering, he acquired a spiritual authority he would never 
have found any other way. He made yet another dramatic deci-
sion to empty himself of authority, standing down from his po-
sition as president after just one term in order to establish a 
precedent of peaceful, just transitions of power. Giving up 
power may have been the most transformative and consequen-
tial thing he did for the nation.    

Good leaders and good friends increase our authority 
and vulnerability, even while they carefully assess how much 
authority and vulnerability we can stand. In the grip of idols, 
we believe that our problem is not enough authority. Life be-
comes a quest to acquire enough authority to manage and min-
imize our vulnerability. What we are missing, to become like 
Jesus, is not more authority—it is more vulnerability. The pur-
suit of vulnerability actually leads to authority and to the 
flourishing that comes when authority and vulnerability are 
combined.  

The felt need of nearly every young person is how to 
acquire authority. But in the economy of the world’s Creator 
and Redeemer, meaningful risk is the most meaningful action. 
We learn that the desire to control others is an idolatry. True 
power is to make room for others to act with authority. Soli-
tude, silence and fasting are the 3 most essential spiritual dis-
ciplines.  

To be an effective public speaker, do your home-
work, love your audience, and be yourself. Hero stories are au-
thority stories. Victim stories are vulnerability stories. Our 
true story is not really about us—it is about our rescuer.  

 
[The most at risk for missing “the life that really is 

life” are the rich (1 Tim 6:19). Vulnerable at root means 
woundable. Money can keep you swaddled far beyond your 
tender years, well into an adulthood or risk-averse entitlement. 

Idolatry is the use of created things to purse godlike power 
without risk or limit. The goal of police power is flourishing—
actually increasing the capacity for meaningful action in a 
community. Vulnerability shed by one group of people is in-
evitably borne oy others’ suffering. The root of the problem is 
the quest for authority without vulnerability. The greatest par-
adox of flourishing is that it is only found on the other side of 
suffering, because of the extraordinary grip of idols over our 
world. Our competence is helpful—but our vulnerability is 
transformative. What we are missing, to become like Jesus, is 
not more authority—it is more vulnerability. Leaders take re-
sponsibility for others’ flourishing. 


