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Let me invite you to mull on two questions.  First, what is the most foolish thing you ever 

did?   
 
 Now we don’t usually think of foolish as a positive characteristic.  Some of us may have 
been punished, even shamed, hearing the words:  “How could you?  That was so foolish!”  Like 
the time that I left my car window rolled down overnight, and then it rained.  That was just plain 
foolish.  Or a time I was making a green curry and reached up for a bottle I was sure was the 
required fish sauce, poured it in without reading the bottle, only to realize that I had instead 
grabbed a bottle of vanilla.  The curry was, not bad, but . . . interesting.  Foolish.  Two examples 
I am willing to share.  How about you? 
 
 The Apostle Paul, trying to nurture a young church in a big cosmopolitan city of Corinth, 
takes this word that is usually so negative, and plays with it.  The wisdom of the wise, Paul, will 
be destroyed.  And what will endure is the foolishness of God.  That God’s foolishness is wiser 
than human wisdom.   
 
 So sometimes, to be faithful, to be alive, sometimes we have to know when to set wisdom 
aside . . .  Sometimes it takes a fool. 
 

So let me rephrase:  What is the most foolish thing you ever did that ended up looking 
like a really good decision? 
 
 Fools in love who depart from their normally cautious ways and commit to each other, 
knowing in their hearts that their futures belonged to each other.  Even if the practical questions 
like where will we live and what will our families think had no answers. 
 
 I invited people to people on Facebook to share stories of foolish things they had done 
that worked out wonderfully well.  Sharon Knowlton wrote that in June 1997 
 

our home and many of our belongings and furnishings had been demolished by the Grand 
Forks/East Grand Forks flood. We had been helicoptered out and evacuated to a friend's 
lake cabin near Nevis, Minnesota. One morning we took a walk, spotted a small seasonal 
cabin for sale, and immediately fell in love. That night we went to bed deciding that 
investing in a lake cabin when we were homeless was outright ridiculous-I mean we lost 
everything because of water and now we want to buy on water???? When we got up the 
next morning, the sunrise on the lake and the call of the loon told us that we should buy 
and we did! That little cabin became the best slice of heaven for us for the next ten years, 
and we NEVER regretted it! 
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 I heard stories that made a distinction between careers and following a calling.  That 
continuing in a career, with the salary and perks and benefits and predictability sometimes came 
up against a nagging sense that they were supposed to be doing something different.  Something 
harder to explain.  Something foolish, if you will. 
 
 I heard from brave Presbyterian colleagues who gave up lucrative careers to pursue 
ordination in a church that at that time did not welcome openly gay ministers.  And Michael and 
Kyle and others like them are some of the wisest, bravest, most faithful ministers I know.  But 
for them ministry began with what seemed like the most foolish of decisions. 
 
 The gospel of Jesus Christ sometimes requires decisions that will appear foolish, risky, 
surprising. 
 
 We are in the middle week of three sermons about surprises.  Last week, we heard the 
story the story about surprising recipients of God’s promise.  An old, old couple, Abram and 
Sarai, who are told by God that they will have a child and they will become the ancestors of a 
great people.  Unlikely recipients.  Next week, a story about the church creating surprising 
partnerships.   
 
 Today, a meditation on, of all things, foolishness.  God’s foolishness.  An introduction to, 
an explanation of, the upside down kingdom of God.  And within that foolishness is a story of 
surprising strength. 
 
 The wisdom of the world says something like 
  it is better to win than it is to lose. 
  So win at all costs. 
  It's okay to cut corners - other people do. 
  Look out for number one. 
  Save yourself 
  Arm yourself 
  Defend yourself 
  Do unto them before they do unto you. 
 
 They are debriefing a lockdown drill, or talking about Parkland, but it could have been 
Columbine or Las Vegas or Sandy Hook.  And the teacher knows that the kids have this on their 
mind, what would happen to us if the unthinkable happened here.  And she is in a wheelchair.  
She is planning to tell them that if they need to escape, they should leave her behind.  A kid 
interrupts her as she is beginning.  “We have already talked about it,” the student says.  “If we 
ever need to evacuate, we are carrying you out with us.” 
 
 If the wisdom of the world says save yourself, our faith is rooted in the Jesus who said, 
"For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will 
save it" (Luke 9:24).  And here Paul does something clever.  He contrasts those who are 
perishing and those who are being saved.  But it is a bit surprising.  The ones who are trying to 
win - end up being the ones who are perishing.  While the ones who trust in the message of the 
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cross are the ones being saved.  Those who can trust that God knows death intimately, with Jesus 
being faithful all the way to the cross.  Suffering is not a punishment for not being faithful.   
 
 This process of being saved (for Paul it is not a once and done kind of thing!) this process 
requires embracing God's foolishness.  Or accepting that victory looks a lot different in God's 
eyes.  Of accepting that love is not always a victory march. 
 
 And sometimes, we should admit, the church can get too cautious.  Too focused on self-
preservation.  Anna Carter-Florence once gave a sermon in which she memorably said ,  We 
need a little foolishness right now, a little Spirit-filled foolishness, because my friends, there is a 
lot to be done. And only a fool is going to get involved; only a fool is going to keep faith; only a 
fool is going to believe that the Church can [make a difference in our lives and in our city.]1 
 
 The Gospel sometimes requires us to take risky choices.  To make commitments.  To 
start on a journey when we can only see the beginning steps.  Martin Luther King, Jr once 
encouraged people to "take the first step in faith.  You don't have to see the whole staircase, just 
take the first step."2 
 
 We are heirs to a revolutionary story – a story of a love so fierce and full that it can 
conquer torture and intimidation.  A love so fierce, refusing to quit, even if the cross beckons – 
even when others more schooled in realpolitik see it as failure.  A love that will not leave anyone 
behind. 
 

In our day and in our age when there are so many false prophets and false churches that 
proclaim gospels of prosperity, who make the false claim that if only one believes life will be 
easy, who say as long as you believe some truths you can rest confident that God is on your side 
and against any who seem different – we need to hold on to this message from the Bible that we 
proclaim Christ crucified.  Christ who suffered for what he believed and knew was right.  Christ 
who formed a community of weak and strong together. 
 
 As we prepare for next week's annual congregational meeting, I have been thinking a lot 
about the church at its best.  We fall short frequently – but we have a vision that we will not 
relinquish.  A church that proclaims the love of God.  For all.  That places demands on we who 
would be disciples.   
 

The church at its best will exhibit some of God’s unlikely healing power.  Divisions 
overcome.  Not a cutthroat competition, but a cooperative venture with unlikely co-participants.  
Unlike a high school yearbook in which people receive awards like: most likely to succeed, most 
valuable athlete, there is to be no boasting about who has the most wisdom, or the most strength, 
or the most silver of tongues.  Instead of a competition, we will be blending different people who 
have different gifts. 
 

For we are part of the foolishness of God.  Gathered together in unlikely combinations.  
Gathered together – the weak and the strong – but the secret of this is that those two categories 
are constantly flipping if but only we can be honest with one another.  Gathered together to 
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exhibit the kingdom of God for the world.  Gathered together to proclaim a love that is not based 
upon our worthiness but upon God’s call. 
 

David Buttrick was a professor of preaching who died last year.  He had a description of 
the church that I like.  He would call the church “a being-saved-community” and says, “Day by 
day we are a people being saved from cramped little lives of selfishness and saved for the broad, 
roomy, loving discipleship of the cross.”3  May it be so here, and among us.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Anna Carter-Florence, in her sermon, “Holding On (But Not to Jesus) at the national Covenant Network of 
Presbyterians Conference 5 November, 1999,  https://covnetpres.org/1999/11/holding-on-but-not-to-jesus/ 
2 This quote, but without original source of King's statment, can be found on the King Center website, 
http://www.thekingcenter.org/blog/mlk-quote-week-faith-taking-first-step and in other writings such as this:     
https://philosiblog.com/2012/08/04/take-the-first-step-in-faith-you-dont-have-to-see-the-whole-staircase-just-take-
the-first-step/ . 
3 Jeff Paschal in Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary, Year B, Volume 2 – Lent 
Through Eastertide, David L Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, ed.  (Louisville, Westminster John Knox Press, 
2010) 89. 


