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“The Foolishness & Weakness of God”
1 Corinthians 1:18-25 & John 2:13-22


A very wise man wrote of Jesus’ death on the cross:  “The cross does not deny the reality of death.  It reinforces it.”  As troubling as that may sound he also pointed out what the cross does deny:  “It denies its finality.”  (H. Richard Niebuhr, Theology, History, and Culture:  Major Unpublished Writings, ed. William Stacy Johnson, New Haven, CT, Yale University Press, 1996, page 205)


We live in the shadow of death every day and we do all we can to avoid its reality.  We distract ourselves by keeping busy with work and family and far too many commitments.  We do all we can to oppose its power.  (Feasting on the Word:  Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary, Year B, Volume 2, Barlett & Taylor, General Editors, Louiseville, Kentucky, Westminster John Knox Press, 2008, page 86)


We mourn the deaths of those we love.  We become aware of the fragility of our own existence here on earth.  The trauma of war, famine, and natural disasters compels us to conclude we are indeed perishing.


We do all we can to preserve ourselves.  We rely on our drugs to cure us of our ills.  We depend on advances in medical technology to prolong our lives.  


Such is the wisdom of the world.  It is a wisdom none of us can escape.


I was relieved when the doctor told me last weekend at the medical clinic in Kahului that all of my aches and pains the previous five days were attributable to the beginning stages of shingles.  She prescribed some medication.


Before I left she said, “It will take time for the medication to work.  Just be sure to take them five times a day.  Things may get worse before they get better.”


I wondered how much worse things could get.  By the end of the week it was evident she was right.  The aches and pains did not diminish, they increased.  


The condition is far from life-threatening and while I feel some discomfort it is not debilitating.  Still I understand how easy it is for us to be preoccupied with saving ourselves from pain and suffering and death.   


The church, whether in the early first century or in our own day and time, has not been immune to the world’s wisdom and the belief that death is final.  (Ibid., page 88)  In our reading from The First Letter of Paul to the Corinthians we find the Apostle Paul proclaiming to those in the church in Corinth not in lofty words but in weakness so that their faith would not rest on human wisdom. (1 Corinthians 2:1-5)


When Paul left Corinth it seems that his message of salvation fell on deaf ears.  The church became divided and many sought to preserve their own self-interests.  In one sense we are no different than the Corinthians.  


Paul may have categorized those in the early church as either being saved or perishing.  But the truth is we are all perishing.  The good news is that through the cross we are all being saved.


It is good news that makes no sense to the world.  


Adam Eckhart is an Associate Pastor at the First United Church of Christ in Milford, Connecticut.  He writes:  “By the surprising, ultimate power of the cross, God says no to the apparent logic that everything moves toward death.  Jesus, nailed to the cross by those who sought to overpower and outlast him, embraces his suffering and death, rather than rage against it.  Christ takes the crucifixion as the entry point into the saving power of God, and through it he denies death the final word.”  (Ibid., page 90)


“We belong to God!” he writes.  “We belong to God, who is saving us.”


Out of the brokenness of the cross emerges the wholeness of the resurrection.  That is what Jesus sought to make evident when he chased the money changers out of the temple.  


When he is asked for a sign to justify his actions, Jesus responds by saying, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” (John 2:19)  How is it possible, they wonder?  


We know that Jesus was speaking not about the temple, but about his own death and resurrection.  Ironically in the midst of the throes of death and in a move toward self-preservation the temple keepers will destroy the One in whom God and humankind meet.


During this season of Lent we are invited once more to consider the wisdom of the world and the wisdom of God.  The world would have us believe that we are all perishing and that that is it.


The wisdom of God would have us acknowledge that the wisdom of the world is not as much wrong as it is incomplete.  (Op. cit.)  There is still pain and suffering and death in the world but in the end there is also new life, a new life made possible through the cross.


How is that possible? What evidence, what signs are we to look for that prove that death does not have the final say?


Ian S. Markham, President and Dean of Virginia Theological Seminary in Alexandria, Virginia offers a bit of advice.  “From time to time, Christians should stand back and acknowledge how odd our faith looks - for Christians to claim that the most important divine action in history is the humiliating death of a poor Jew at the hands of an occupying power.  The central Christian symbol is the ancient equivalent of the hangman’s noose or the electric chair.  Instead of a dramatic demonstration of God’s power, we have weakness and failure affirmed.  It is odd.  And it is as odd to us now as it was to the first Christians.”  (Ibid., page 86)


Yet as odd as it may seem we live a life of faith.  And what is faith?  It is the assurance of all the things that we hope for; it is the conviction or belief in things we cannot see.  (Hebrews 11:1)  So we believe that death does not have the final say.  We believe in a resurrection that we cannot see.


As we continue our journey through this season of Lent, we are mindful that God has chosen the foolishness of our faith to confound the demand of the world for signs and wisdom.  How can it be that there is life beyond death?  How can it be that there is strength in weakness?  


Markham reminds us, “When we see the power of God at work in powerlessness, and when we see that those granted the gift of faith are the least able, our pride should dissipate.  We cannot boast in our own efforts, but only in what God in Christ has done for us.”  (1 Corinthians 1:31)


Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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