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Driven to the Cross: Foolishness?
I Corinthians 1:18-31; John 12:1-19

Those of us who preach the Gospel face a dilemma on a day like today.
What do you do when Palm Sunday and April Fools’ Day fall on a Sunday?
You keep your eyes and ears wide open!  While I have successfully avoided
being duped thus far, (though it is not quite 11:30 a.m.), I will be on my toes
the rest of the day.  I read about one church in which the pastor planned to
preach on the topic of “All Fools’ Day.”  When he opened his sermon folder,
he discovered a note stating that his sermon had been taken hostage and, if
he wanted to retrieve it, he would have to sing “Jesus Loves Me” to the entire
congregation.  Given what you know about my singing, I am not worried about
that one!  I did give some thought to reading a fake letter of resignation to you
this morning, but I was afraid someone would move to accept it and call for
a vote before I could say, “April Fools!”

 The origins of April Fool’s Day are uncertain.  Chaucer made mention
of it in his Canterbury Tales dated 1392, but Iranians have practiced a day of
mirth and trickery since 536 B.C.  Numerous other cultures have traditions of
lighthearted tomfoolery that stretch back for centuries.  Needless to say,
humans have long had a mischievous streak and love of fooling one another.
Still, it does seem odd for April Fools’ Day and Palm Sunday to fall on the
same day.  After all, Palm Sunday is the beginning of Holy Week and the
long, slow walk to the cross.  Most people think we should ramp up the
somber meter several notches as we enter this sacred week.  Clearly Jesus’
suffering and death are no laughing matter.  As with all of the Lenten season,
we are compelled to reflect seriously on what God has done for us in and
through Jesus Christ.

And then you read John’s account of the events surrounding Jesus’
entry into Jerusalem and you have to smile.  When you think seriously and
honestly about the events of the week leading up to Jesus’ crucifixion, you
have to admit that God does have a sense of humor.  Listen to the story with
an ear for the humor:
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Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the
home of Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead.  There they
gave a dinner for him.  Martha served, and Lazarus was one of
those at the table with him.  Mary took a pound of costly perfume
made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them with her
hair.  The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.  But
Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to
betray him), said, “Why was this perfume not sold for three
hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?”  (He said this
not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief;
he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put into it.)
Jesus said, “Leave her alone.  She bought it so that she might
keep it for the day of my burial.  You always have the poor with
you, but you do not always have me.”

When the great crowd of the Jews learned that he was
there, they came not only because of Jesus but also to see
Lazarus, whom he had raised from the dead.  So the chief priests
planned to put Lazarus to death as well, since it was on account
of him that many of the Jews were deserting and were believing
in Jesus.

The next day the great crowd that had come to the festival
heard that Jesus was coming to Jerusalem.  So they took
branches of palm trees and went out to meet him, shouting,
“Hosanna!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the
Lord—the King of Israel!”  Jesus found a young donkey and sat
on it; as it is written: “Do not be afraid, daughter of Zion. Look,
your king is coming, sitting on a donkey’s colt!”  His disciples did
not understand these things at first; but when Jesus was glorified,
then they remembered that these things had been written of him
and had been done to him.  So the crowd that had been with him
when he called Lazarus out of the tomb and raised him from the
dead continued to testify.  It was also because they heard that he
had performed this sign that the crowd went to meet him.  The
Pharisees then said to one another, “You see, you can do
nothing.  Look, the world has gone after him!” John 12:1-19

John tells us that the day before Jesus returned to Jerusalem, he paid
a visit to his dear friends Martha, Mary, and Lazarus, the one whom he had
raised from the dead.  It was surely a joyous occasion for they loved each
other dearly.  As usual, it was Martha who was in the kitchen preparing the
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meal.  Lazarus was sitting with Jesus catching up on the news.  And
Mary–well Mary was being Mary.  The fun began when she opened a one
pound flask of perfume worth three hundred days’ wages (about $17,400 in
today’s prices) and poured it on Jesus’ feet and wiped them with her hair.
Judas, who was the treasurer for the group, nearly had a heart attack.  He
protested that the perfume could have been sold and the money given to the
poor, but John winks at us as he tells the story and suggests that the poor
might not have been Judas’ main concern.  He hints that the money might
have ended up in Judas’ pocket since he was also known to be a thief.
Wouldn’t it have been funny with Judas standing there hyperventilating and
protesting the whole affair for Mary and Jesus in unison to shout, “April
Fools’!” and reveal that they had schemed the entire hoax with a knock-off
version of the expensive perfume?!

Meanwhile a crowd had assembled outside around the house.  They
had followed Jesus all over Galilee but on this day they were there, not so
much to see Jesus; rather, they wanted to see Lazarus, the walking miracle.
On the fringes of the crowd were assorted scribes, Pharisees, and priests
watching to see what would happen.  The presence of such a large crowd
upset the chief priests because more and more Jews were believing in Jesus.
They realized that this fellow Lazarus was like a walking advertizement for
Jesus and they determined on the spot that they must put Lazarus to death.
But think about that for a moment.  Why would you try to kill someone whom
Jesus had raised from the dead?  Jesus could easily bring Lazarus back to
life again and that would cause even more people to believe!  The joke was
on the chief priests!

As the sun rose in the sky the next morning, Jesus rode into the city on,
of all things, a donkey which John tells us he found and took of his own
accord.  Before him, behind him, and all around him the crowd was in a
frenzy.  They threw their cloaks on the ground in front of the little donkey,
trying to create a “red carpet experience.”  They waved palm branches in the
air and shouted, “Hosanna!” as if he were a triumphant king riding on a
powerful steed to bring liberation to the capital city.  But they were not a
conquering army nor was Jesus a sword-wielding warrior.  They were a rag
tag group of disciples and Jesus was a misfit messiah on a donkey entering
a heavily fortified city that soon had all its eyes on him.  It was comedy at its
best.

The foolishness did not stop at the city gates but continued throughout
the week.  John tells us that some rather self-important Greeks showed up at
the festival and demanded to see Jesus, but they were a day late and a dollar
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short for Jesus told everyone that it was too late.  The end was near.  Anyone
who wanted to see Jesus would have to get in line and follow him–all the way
to the cross.

The other gospel writers record that around mid-week Jesus threw a
tantrum in the temple courtyard, driving out merchants and animals alike in
order to purify the temple.  On Thursday, he hosted the Passover meal for his
disciples.  Continuing his foolish behavior, Jesus took off his robe, wrapped
a towel around himself, and washed the feet of his friends in an act of
hospitality, humility, and service.  They were shocked that their master would
do the work of a servant.  Initially Peter refused to let Jesus touch his feet.
The disciples waited for the punch line, but when it came they were not ready
for he said to them, “I have given you an example, that you should do as I
have done to you” (John 13:15).  The joke was on them!  Jesus had
demonstrated to them how far his idea of service to one another was
supposed to go.

They enjoyed the meal together, remembering the ways in which God
delivered their ancestors from slavery and would eventually deliver them all
from oppression.  Just as they were glowing in the memory of God’s
faithfulness to them, Jesus revealed that he was going to be betrayed by one
of them.  Unnoticed by most of the disciples, Jesus signaled to Judas to go
ahead and leave thus setting up the trap he knew Judas had planned.  A
short time later, Jesus was arrested as he prayed in the garden, betrayed by,
of all things, a kiss.  No one wanted responsibility for his arrest so he was
passed from official to official, subjected to a mock trial, vehemently denied
by Peter, beaten, abused, traded for a known robber, and sent off to die on
a cross.

What in the world is going on here?  This man is supposed to be the
Son of God, the long awaited Messiah of Israel?  Is this the best God can do?
Is this person the kind of Savior God had been promising for centuries?  If so,
then it seems that the joke was on the Jews after all.  No wonder Pilate
washed his hands of this mess.  April Fools’!  April fools, indeed!

Are we April fools?  Have we simply been tricked into believing that
Jesus was someone different, that he had the power to overcome suffering
and death and to establish a world in which grace and peace reign?

We cannot ignore or diminish the horrific suffering–both physical and
spiritual–that Jesus experienced that week before Easter.  It was horrific
because it was before Easter, before Christ’s resurrection to life.  It was a
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horrible week for Jesus and his followers, but don’t you know that before the
week was out, by the time the stone was pushed hard against the doorway of
the tomb, that a mischievous smile was beginning to spread across God’s
face.  God knew that the last laugh would be his–and ours–because life would
trump death.  Grace would conquer sin.  Hope would overcome despair.  Joy
would defeat sadness.  Jesus would spring from the grave laughing with joy
as the fresh spring air filled his lungs and sunlight danced in his eyes.  He
would laugh because he knew it all seemed like foolishness to everyone . . .
except those who believe.

Years later the Apostle Paul would reflect on the events of that week
and write,

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 . . . Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?
For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God
through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of our
proclamation, to save those who believe . . . For God’s
foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is
stronger than human strength . . .  But God chose what is foolish
in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the
world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised
in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that
are, so that no one might boast in the presence of God.  He is the
source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom
from God . . . .” I Corinthians 1:18, 20b-21, 25, 27-30a

One of the psalmists wrote, “Fools say in their hearts, ‘There is no God’”
(Psalm 14.1).  Last month, William Hamilton died.  I doubt that any of you
recognize that name, but many of you will remember the firestorm of reaction
he caused in 1966 with his radical theology and the “death of God”
movement.  Time  magazine ran an issue with a dark cover on which were
printed the bleak words, “Is God Dead?”  Hamilton, a theologian, actually
considered himself a Christian, but he struggled with what he saw as an
absence of God in the face of tragedy and suffering.  His concerns and his
work were not without merit, but I hope that when Mr. Hamilton crossed the
threshold of death into life that a smile spread across his face as he was met
with the open arms of God.

The events of what we call Holy Week do seem foolish to anyone who
does not believe.  We understand that fact.  Yet faith is not merely agreement
with a set of circumstances that make sense in our world.  Faith is not assent
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to a set of propositions or facts.  Faith is the act of believing into what
happened during that week.  Faith is acknowledging the absurdity of it all and
choosing–choosing–to believe anyway.  Faith is the act of believing into the
hope of God’s grace through Jesus Christ.  Rev. Peter Baldwin Panagore
cites five definitions of fool as offered by an online dictionary (from
Dictionary.com):

1. a silly or stupid person; a person who lacks judgment or sense.
2. a professional jester, formerly kept by a person of royal or

noble rank for amusement: the court fool. 
3. a person who has been tricked or deceived into appearing or

acting silly or stupid: to make a fool of someone. 
4. an ardent enthusiast who cannot resist an opportunity to

indulge an enthusiasm (usually preceded by a present
participle): He's just a dancing fool. 

5. a weak-minded or idiotic person.1

Rev. Panagore admits to considering definition #2 when he wanted to
run away and join the circus to be a clown which is essentially a jester.  He
fears being numbers 1, 3, or 5, the kind of person who is silly, easily duped,
or weak-minded.  He does, however, proudly accept that he is a fool in the
sense of being “an ardent enthusiast who cannot resist an opportunity to
indulge an enthusiasm.”  That enthusiasm is belief in Christ.  He is “a fool for
Christ.”

Aren’t we all fools for Christ because we believe?  Is it not absurd to
follow a Savior who challenges the world’s greatest army on the back of a
donkey?  Is it not absurd to believe in someone who promises to conquer
death by, of all things, dying himself?  Is it not foolish to believe that someone
who died and was buried could come back to life and offer each and every
one of us life eternal?  It is!  But that is okay because the Good News of the
Gospel of Jesus Christ is that God has the last laugh.  What appears to be
death becomes new life.  What appears to be defeat is actually victory.  What
appears to be a joke turns out to be salvation for us all!

Shouldn’t we all be fools for Christ because we believe enthusiastically
that he is the Messiah, the Son of God, the One who takes away the sins of
the world and gives us life?  Aren’t we fools for Christ because that also gives
us the last laugh which is a cackle of joy over the fact that Christ is alive . . .
and so are we!  Thanks be to God!



April 1, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God our Redeemer, as we come today to wave palms and sing
Hosannas, we are awed and humbled that our God would become one of us
in order to save us, becoming vulnerable even to death on a cross.  As we
have journeyed through this season of Lent, O God, we have realized that our
souls, like our surroundings, need the renewal of spring cleaning.  May you,
Re-creating God, reach far into the corners of our lives and pull out the things
we have too long left untouched.  May you, Redeeming Christ, wash clean the
windows of our souls until others see your reflection in them.  May you,
Enlivening Spirit, blow off the dust and polish us until we shine with the luster
of your new creations.

Help us to make hard decisions, O God, about what to keep and what
to give away.  Let us know when enough is enough and when we have the
space to care for more.  As we learn to pay attention to those things with
eternal significance, let us make room for the new joys for which you have
prepared us.  Renew our lives, we pray, until they are ready to receive the
freshness of new and abundant life in you.

We are also aware, Gracious God, that like those of Christ's first
disciples, our shouts of "Hosanna!" will all too soon become cries of "Crucify
Him!" and our praises will turn into jeers and denials.  Even as we prepare to
celebrate the most significant and joyful observance of our faith, we must first
pass through the betrayals of Maundy Thursday and the grief of Good Friday.
May the darkness and difficulty of the coming days prepare us for ministry in
the dark and difficult places of our world.  Grant that we might offer healing to
the sick and hurting, companionship to the lonely, compassion to the needy,
peace to those who suffer violence and hope to those in despair.  Give us
courage as we walk through this sacred week that we might be ready to
receive the fullness of your Resurrection grace.  In the name of Jesus the
Christ and by the power of your Holy Spirit we offer these and all our prayers.
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


