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Well, first of all, let me congratulate you on finding your 
way here. Great to see you here. Rebecca and I were 
talking in the, weird if I say vesting room, it's the bride's 
room, and we reckon this is the 8th or 9th location that 
we've celebrated communion since COVID began. So, I'm 
grateful for everybody's flexibility and patience. [to Walter 
DuMelle] Walter, thank you for getting here so early and 
making it all happen. [applause] 

Of course, we're not here today for COVID reasons, we're 
here because our organ is being installed this week, and 
the church is full of various bits and kits that are going into 
the organ loft. After this service, Alex, I've directed him to 
open up the church and you're invited to have a look at 
what's going on. But it is quite a sight to see it under 
progress so do please help yourselves at that opportunity.  

I have to say, before I left England, the Bishops in their 
latest desperate attempt to stop the decline in church 
attendance, alighted upon the idea of Café Church. This 
was presented to us as a way of saving the Church of 
England: that we were to rent a hall and then gather 
people around tables and chairs, just like this. [laughs] So, 
I want you to know that you are at the cutting edge 
[laughs] of the Church of England. This is Café Church 
coming to St. James. You guys get it. The 8 o'clock 
communion that we had here, they're not quite so 
sociable [laughs]. They came in, and each one sat at a 
different table [laughs], which isn't quite the point 
[laughs]. But I'm pleased to see it so full, and worshiping in 
this space. 

Now, on to the readings....three great readings that we 
have today. After pondering them at the start of the week, 
I had a insight. And the insight was this, you can't play 
Family Feud with the bible. [laughs] If you tried to take the 
questions from the bible to use on that show, the format 
simply wouldn't work. For those of you who aren't familiar 
with the program, you're not missing much [laughs]. 
Family Feud has a simple format. The producers of the 
show come up with a number of questions, and then they 
survey 100 people, and the contestants have to guess 
what the 100 people have answered to the question. And 
they're trying to guess the most common answer to the 
question.  

You get points for correctly guessing the answers that 
have been given by the so-called random selection of 100 
people. For example, if the question was, "What's another 
word that could be used to describe a restaurant?", you'd 
get points if you buzzed and you said the word, diner, and 
66 out of 100 people that said the word diner, then you'd 
be scoring a point. Or if you said, "café," and they said, 
"café," you get the idea. It's a very simple format, for 

simple people [laughs]. For Family Feud to work, the 
answers to the questions have to be predictable. 
Somebody in this 100 random selection of people has to 
be giving the answer the producers are looking for. Which 
is why, if you had questions from the bible, it wouldn't 
work. Take the question posed in today's Old Testament 
reading from Micah, "What does the Lord require of 
you?". Simple question. What would the answers on 
Family Feud be? Go to church. Live a good life, don't sin, 
pray. And out of 100 people, that's what people would be 
saying. The contestants would be guessing, but to get the 
Bible's answer, they wouldn't be scoring any points.  

The original hearers of that question, who heard Micah the 
prophet, would have said, "Oh, that's an easy question. 
Offer sacrifices to God." Over 90 people of the 100 would 
have said that was the answer, but none of them would 
have got it right. They wouldn't have earned any points for 
the contestants. None of those were the right answer. 
What does the Lord require of you? Micah says, "Do 
justice, love kindness and walk humbly with your God." 
That's the answer, and nobody would have guessed it.  

And what about the question Paul asked in our reading 
from 1 Corinthians? Where is the one who is wise? Again, 
simple question. Out of the 100 people, what answers are 
they putting up on the board? NASA, MIT, Silicon Valley, 
UCSD. I'm currying favor there [laughs] for any UCSD 
students. Would anyone have said, "The answer to that 
question, 'Where are the wise?', is amongst the low and 
despised." Nobody. But in the bible, that's the right 
answer, or God's answer. Never the same as what people 
think. I think that's why Saint Paul in that passage from 1 
Corinthians is talking about God's foolishness. He draws 
the comparison between the so-called wisdom of the 
world, and the "foolishness" of God. "God's foolishness is 
wiser that human wisdom," he says. That's an amazing 
turn of phrase, "God's foolishness". We might expect Paul 
to be talking about God's majesty, God's splendor, God's 
wisdom. But no, he talks here about God's "foolishness". 
So, what does it mean to talk about the foolishness of 
God?  

I don't think he's suggesting that God is actually foolish, 
rather that his ways can appear foolish to our way of 
thinking. The greatest example of this is the cross. The 
passage begins, "The message about the cross is 
foolishness to those who are perishing, but to those who 
are being saved, it is the power of God. The word 
foolishness here is the same Greek root where we get the 
word absurd. And as a preacher, I'm very aware of the 
absurdity of the message of the cross which I'm called to 
preach.  



The Rev’d Dr. Mark Hargreaves     4th Sunday after the Epiphany   Page 2 of 2 
St. James by-the-Sea, La Jolla, CA                                       January 29, 2023 

When I was a young priest, I used to struggle to make 
sense of it. I felt it was my job as a preacher to get into the 
pulpit and explain the cross, to help people understand 
how it worked. Then over the years, I gave up on that, 
because I now feel that it's my job simply to present the 
message of the gospel, rather than explain it, rather than 
try to reduce it to some formula which is easy to 
understand, about how it makes a difference to us today. 
The message I'm called to preach and to present is that 
God was at work in the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ to bring about our salvation. And the truth of that 
message is to be experienced as much as it is to be 
understood. I've learned that it can't be reduced to some 
digestible formula. Notice that Paul draws the contrast 
here between the cross as foolishness to those who are 
perishing and the cross as the power of God to those who 
are being saved.  

It's human foolishness and God's power which are held 
and given as opposites. I've come to learn over the years 
that we don't have to fully understand what was going on 
with God, what was happening, what God was working 
out. We don't have to understand it completely to 
experience its power, to know that it is true for us, to 
know that whatever was happening there, it could 
transform our lives. God's ways are not our ways. And our 
wisdom cannot begin to fathom the apparent 
"foolishness" of God.  

My father used to tell me a story about a boy in his class at 
school who had a reputation for stupidity. This 
representation was based on the fact that when once 
offered a choice between a penny which was a big coin, 
and a sixpence which was half the size but worth twice as 
much, this boy chose the penny, to great amusement to 
his mates in the class. Then they would like to reinforce his 
stupidity by regularly asking, "Which coin do you want, the 
penny or the sixpence?" Each time, he chose the penny. 
This went on, and the boy accumulated a rather large 
stash of pennies. A year or two later my father thought to 
himself, actually who is the fool here? Because this so-
called stupid boy had got loads of pennies. But if he once 
said, "I want the sixpence, not the penny," they wouldn't 
have offered him. He took the long view. He didn't 
become rich, but he had a lot of pennies by the end of his 
school days.  

The so-called wisdom of humanity is nothing compared to 
the wisdom of God. One of the reasons is that we so often 
in our own understanding, fail to take that long term view. 
Which brings me to the wonderful gospel reading that we 
have from St. Matthew, the piece we call the Beatitudes, 
which St. Matthew places right at the beginning of Jesus' 
main teaching of the Sermon on the Mount. I think what 

we see here is another example of God's foolishness from 
a human point of view. These sayings, these Beatitudes, 
simply don't make sense.  

Let's ask another Family Feud question. Who are those 
who are blessed? What's coming up on the screen? The 
famous, the beautiful, the rich, the powerful. What is 
God's wisdom? What Jesus says instead in answer to the 
question, 'Who are the blessed?', the lesser people, the 
meek, those who mourn, the poor in spirit. The Beatitudes 
sum up the way that the teaching of the New Testament 
challenges the way of the world. It gives different answers 
to life's big questions. It turns the world thinking upside 
down. The kingdom of God, as I've said before, is an 
upside-down kingdom, where the poor, the meek, the 
persecuted, the refugee, the downtrodden, are lifted up to 
the highest place and are seen as blessed. St. Paul says, 
"God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise. 
God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong." 
Things look different from the upside-down perspective of 
God's kingdom.  

Notice the text of the verse, blessed are the meek for they 
"will" inherit the earth. Jesus has that long term view, 
which is characteristic of his wisdom. He sees what we 
need to see, that this world is not all that there is. You 
don't make the answers to life's questions just based on 
the material world that we see around us. The New 
Testament encourages us to take a kingdom view, to see 
the spiritual side of the world, to see that there's a 
kingdom which is being born amongst us that will come to 
glorious fruition one day in the future, that God is building 
his kingdom, even now, that upside down kingdom which 
is so different to the way of the world.  

And the challenge for us when we hear the familiar words 
of the Beatitudes, is to think to ourselves, "Is this how we 
see the world? Is this the lens through which we 
understand our lives and the world in which we live?" Do 
we have that broader kingdom view with God's eternal 
perspective? Do we see things in that upside down kind of 
way that's presented in the gospel, or do we see things as 
the world sees them? Are we relying on human wisdom, or 
the apparent foolishness of God? Are we seeing things 
from God's perspective? Or to put it another way, if life 
were a big game of Family Feud and the questions come 
up, are we giving the answers that the world gives, the 
ones that flash up on the screen? Or are we amongst those 
who are answering in accordance with God's foolishness.  
Amen.  

 


