Family and Marriage Column 2.17.08R
Does Your Weakness Identify Your Strength?

“My strengths make me contemptuous. My weaknesses make me charitable.” – Mason Cooley

“Strengthen me by sympathizing with my strength, not my weakness.” – A. Bronson Alcott

Howard Hendricks, nationally known Christian educator and family expert, was famous for opening his graduate college classes with a test consisting of two questions. First he warned his students that the results of the test would be a strong indicator of the student’s eventual success in his/her chosen field. This really put the students on edge.

The first question was: on one side of a three-by-five note card, list your three greatest weaknesses. That question turned out to be easy for most.

The second question was more difficult: on the other side of the card, list your three greatest strengths. How would you have answered that second question? Dr. Hendricks believed that if we don’t know the strengths God has given us to develop, we will find success very difficult to achieve.

In the book  “The Gift of Honor” Gary Smalley and John Trent emphasize the importance of understanding our strengths in our family relationships. The real truth to be learned here, and a key ingredient to determining your own strengths, is to understand that in most of us, our weaknesses are an extension of our strengths.

Let’s look at that statement again. Our weaknesses are often an extension of our strengths. Or to put it another way, our weaknesses are often our strengths carried to the extreme. And there comes the challenge. Most of us have difficulty balancing our strengths. We tend to spend more of our time at one extreme or the other, kind of like a pendulum; the time spent in the middle of the swing is much less than that spent at either end.

Consider the following illustrations: Faye tried repeatedly to go to her mother for help with her problems. Every time she went to her mother, her mother would listen, and listen, and listen. She was full of compassion and sympathy. But her mother was unwilling or unable to offer any helpful options for her daughter to consider.

Then there is the other extreme. Faye is reluctant to go to her father with her problems because he is a take-charge sort of guy. He listens just about long enough to think he has diagnosed his daughter’s problems and then tells her what to do. He doesn’t usually get to the heart of the matter and doesn’t help his daughter learn to solve her problems.

Or what about fun-loving Frieda. She is a wonderful promoter and everyone loves being around her. At least until it's time to get something done and to meet a deadline. Frieda is off having a good time and keeping everyone laughing --- and the task languishing.

And finally perfectionist Pete. His boss loves him; his tasks are always completed on time and according to the most detailed of requirements. His cohorts and particularly his family find him very difficult to live with. He is constantly yelling at his son because of the stray sock left on the floor.

Hopefully most of us aren’t to the oblivious extreme in our strengths or weaknesses, and hence we are able to step back and learn from what bothers us (or others), and where we are successful. Doing that, we learn that there is a time to function in our strength and a time to strive for balance.

I am reminded of the story of Mary and Martha with Jesus in the Bible. Martha’s strength was in doing the task at hand, and she was no doubt very good at it. Nothing wrong with that. Mary, on the other hand, was much more relational. Her strength was listening to and empathizing with those around her. At the moment in question, Jesus reminded Martha that Mary had chosen the better path.

Relationships must never take second place; they are the only thing that lasts forever.
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