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The Foolishness of the Cross
1 Corinthians 1:18‑25
Most of you will remember a few years back when the “what would Jesus do” bracelets were all the rage.  They were the simple cloth bracelets with the four letters “WWJD” that were worn to remind you to think about Jesus in the course of your daily living.

A couple of years ago, a group used those letters in a nation-wide ad campaign warning about the environmental dangers caused by SUVs.  They changed it a bit, though.  They didn’t ask us to consider what Jesus would do.  No, they asked us to consider a different question:  What would Jesus drive?

A few days after that ad’s appearance in a local paper, somebody wrote a scathing letter to the editor complaining that it was nobody’s business what he drove, and certainly not some group of Christians.  The question was absurd on its face, he argued, because the only thing Jesus would have driven might have been a donkey, if he could have afforded one.

What made this letter stand out, though, wasn’t the author’s discussion of SUVs. No, it was what he had to say about Jesus and those of us who are among his followers.  “He argued that Jesus was a poor traveling preacher who advocated turning the other cheek, loving enemies, practicing pacifism, and living poverty-level lifestyles.  Anyone, he wrote, who seriously looks at Jesus’ ministry in terms of modern day economic policy, foreign affairs, or environmental concerns is forced to walk completely out of step with the world in which we live” (Chris Joiner, Lectio Jubilate Paper, Lent 3:  Year B, 2003).  The letter writer concludes: “It is absurd, unrealistic, and detrimental to common life for society to continue to allow the serious influence of these teachings to hold sway.”

This is an amazing admission.  Here was a person who stands outside the Christian faith who gets it.  In his critique, he exposes that he recognizes how revolutionary these texts of the Christian faith really are.  He grasps the foolishness of the cross and the insanity of the ethical teachings that emerge from a life lived following the crucified Christ.  He gets the implications for any society, especially our own, if these claims are taken seriously.  He may dismiss them, but in his dismissal, he also proves Paul’s central idea concerning the foolishness of what Christians proclaim.  Do you remember how Paul said it?  “For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”

What Paul’s telling us is that the church’s proclamation of the cross so scandalizes its hearers that they are forced to decide: Can I believe it?  Dare I stake my life on it?  Or will I dismiss it as foolishness?  As impractical, or even impossible?

That’s really the question that confronts us every day.  We come to church Sunday after Sunday and submit ourselves to the teachings of Jesus Christ.  We hear over and over the strange things Jesus asks us who follow him to do:

If someone asks for your coat, give them your shirt as well.

If someone slaps you on one cheek, offer him the other.

If you want to keep your life, you must lose it.

Welcome the prodigal home.  Care for your neighbor.  Share your bread with the poor.  Love one another.

And then there’s this one:  Forgive your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.

Sunday after Sunday, week after week, we gather around the Word, font, and table and listen again to who we are: You are God’s beloved children.  And we consider again what that identity means for our daily living.

But then we leave this place and the nagging questions come.  Is it really wise to give that much money to the church?  What about retirement and college?

Is it really wise to love your neighbor as much as you love yourself?

How smart is it really to forgive enemies?

Would you be considered wise to welcome the stranger?  To forgive the sinner?  To embrace the prodigal?

No, wisdom wouldn’t be the first descriptive word to pop into the minds of those around us if they thought about our actions.  It’s more likely we would seem foolish.  Or, as one person once wrote with striking honesty, “The person who volunteers time, who helps a stranger, who agrees to work for a modest wage out of commitment to the public good, who desists from littering even when no one is looking…begins to feel like a sucker” (Robert Kuttner, Everything for Sale, 62-63).

You know it as well as I do:  We are living in a daily tension between the foolishness of the gospel versus the wisdom of the world.  We are stuck in that place between wanting to follow the one we’ve committed our lives to but having our eyes open to the way things too often work in our world.  And so the choices continue, especially for us who have chosen to follow the crucified Christ of God, who have tried to live in the upside down world of the kingdom where the first are last and the last, first.

This way of looking at the world through gospel eyes is difficult in normal times.  It’s not easy trying to decide what choices to make and how to live in light of the gospel’s claims upon us.  But, if it seems hard in normal times, it seems downright impossible in times like this.  This is a time when the foolishness of the gospel and the wisdom of the world collide like none other.

These are the times that call us in the church to remember who we are.  We are people marked by the cross of Christ.  And it is that which must inform our decisions in all of life, including our decisions about the use of force.
There are some who, because of the mark of the cross upon them, have chosen to say that war or the use of force is never an option.  They stand close to what Jesus said about forgiveness of enemies and turning the other cheek.

There are others, within the church and without, who say war is right and we must use power to support our causes, especially causes as noble as an end to terrorism.

But most of us live in between those extremes.  We are among those who are marked with the sign of the cross upon us who painfully admit that at times war or the use of force may be a necessary evil.

This Friday night, when we gather for the Bonhoeffer Symposium—and I do hope you will plan to come—we will see the life of one who struggled with this tension.  Bonhoeffer was a German theologian who was committed to pacifism, but who ended up taking part in a plot to assassinate Hitler.  His argument was that it was irresponsible to allow someone to continue killing if he had the chance to stop it.
That seems to be the reasoning used by most of those who hate war but are convinced that something needs to be done in places that seem to threaten violence, most recently talked about in terms of Iran.  There are more and more voices calling for some pre-emptive strike, and I’ve got to say it concerns me.  We who wear the sign of the cross know that we do not have the luxury of an easy choice.  In fact, the sign of the cross makes it exponentially harder.  And that’s one of the things the church must insist on from the nations of this world—including our own—that war never become a first response to conflict, and that a decision to engage in it never be made too easily.  Some of you may remember what someone said in Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech a couple of years ago:  “War may be a necessary evil, but while it is sometimes necessary, it is always evil.”

I have mentioned before the profound book written by theologian Miroslav Volf called Exclusion and Embrace.  Writing against the backdrop of the Balkan War—with the senseless violence that was being perpetrated by neighbor against neighbor—Volf lifts up “embrace” as a metaphor for how the church could respond in such times.  He argues that the will to embrace is not dependent on the actions of others.  “The will to give ourselves to others and ‘welcome’ them, to readjust our identities to make space for them, is prior to any judgment about others, except that of identifying them in their humanity.  The will to embrace (comes before) any ‘truth’ about others” that we may discover.  This will to embrace transcends all moral mapping of the world into “good” and “evil” (Volf, 29).
But, while the will to embrace is not dependent on the morality or conduct of the other, the ability to embrace is.  They must drop the sword (or have the sword taken out of their hand) to engage in embrace.  Again, Christians cannot make such choices easily or without struggle, and the foolishness of the cross always reminds us of God’s embrace of us—while we were yet the enemies of God.  In the outstretched arms of the crucified Christ, God made room for us and welcomed us into his embrace.  That is the scandal of the cross.
Most nights when I put Rachel and Sarah to bed or in those all too rare moments when they are actually sitting still, I will do to them what I do routinely to others in this sanctuary and throughout hospital rooms.  I will trace the sign of the cross upon their foreheads and remind myself and them that they belong to God—heart and soul—they belong to God.

Sometimes I wonder about the weight I’m putting upon them by doing that.  What does it mean for me to burden them with the sign of the cross?  This cross is loaded with so much foolishness and pain, and, to the eyes of the ones in our society who ultimately count, weighed down with so much powerlessness that I worry about how they’ll ever make it out in the world.  This is the word for my children?  This foolishness?

I think that for others too, as I trace the sign of the cross during baptisms here.  Or when I visit the sick in the hospitals and mark the same sign.  Why give Rachel and Sarah and others this hard word, this painful sign, rather than something easier?

Paul’s right, you know.  The cross is foolishness to the world.  It’s crazy talk.  And sooner or later Rachel and Sarah are going to figure it out.  They will live in a world that will speak all sorts of wisdom to them, and then they will have to decide whether to buy those wise words, or the foolish words of the gospel.  It’s the decision that comes to each of us every day.  Will we dismiss the hard words of Christ because they’re foolish?  Or will we ourselves become foolish for the sake of the gospel?   May God grant us the wisdom to be fools.
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