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Paradox        by Blair Odney 

 

She just got off the phone with her new fella.  They were going on a date – dinner and a 

movie.  She ran upstairs to her bedroom, flung open the doors to her closet that was 

spilling over with shoes, and dresses, and pants, and shirts. After taking a cursory 

inventory, she threw up her hands in disgust, ran to the top of the stairs and shouted to 

her mother “we’ve got to go shopping, I’ve got nothing to wear.” 

 

In his play An Ideal Husband Oscar Wilde writes: 

Lord Caversham:   

“I don't know how you stand society. A lot of damned nobodies talking 

about nothing. 

Lord Arthur Goring:  

“I love talking about nothing, Father. It's the only thing I know anything  

about.” 

 

Remember as a child your mom yelling to you from across the playground? “Don’t go 

near that swimming pool until you learn how to swim.” 

 

And to the church he loved and founded in the Greek city of Corinth, Paul writes the 

most bewildering of thoughts:  “For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but 

we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but 

to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 

wisdom of God. For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s 

weakness is stronger than human strength.” 

 

How can God be foolish?  How can God be weak?  That doesn’t measure up against 

what we have understood for years. 

 “God is our refuge and strength a very present help in times of trouble.” 

 “Yours is Kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever.” 

“Have you not known? Have you not heard? The LORD is the everlasting 

God,  the Creator of the ends of the earth. He does not faint or grow weary; his 

understanding is unsearchable. 

The last of these quotes Isaiah, the ancient Hebrew prophesy about God’s power, seen 

in the mighty miracles re-counted year after year as the faithful remember the Passover.  

In many ways, the Hebrew Christians in Corinth were continuing to expect to see 

miracles as the signs of God’s power at work in the world. 



In Paul’s time, the Greeks are brokering information as a source of power.  As the world 

neared the end of the centuries old dominance of Greek philosophy and influence, 

rather than wisdom offered in common understanding, information was bought and 

sold as a source of power, a confirmation of systems of oppression and class. 

To those following Greek wisdom, a Messiah crucified is madness – completely 

counterintuitive.  To Jews, a crucified man is condemned by God, how could he be the 

Messiah?   

The vulnerability, the humiliation, the surrender of the cross, is transformed by God’s 

power – foolishness to some, madness to others.  But it’s absolutely the power of God to 

those who are being called to it and saved by it.   

It’s the ultimate paradox – in order to find life, we must die to life.   

So what does that mean?   

We had a lively conversation about the power of paradox at Waves yesterday, wrestling 

with what Paul could possibly mean by suggesting that in God’s foolishness and 

powerlessness was the wisdom and power to heal the world.  How is that possible?  

Were the people of Corinth just that much smarter than the people of today?  This 

doesn’t make any sense. Do we all have to be biblical scholars do understand this? 

In our deliberations, we could think of ways in which people use information as a 

source of power, today; how information is brokered for power. We could think about 

how people come to the text from a wide variety of perspectives, some more clear about 

it than others, and we could see how this might create a power imbalance among us. 

But how does the weaker become the stronger?  We struggled with that.   

Until I was reminded of Paul’s words with stark clarity:  “Consider your own call, 

brothers and sisters: some of us aren’t wise by human standards, or powerful, or noble 

by birth.” There in Waves, living out the truth and the power of this text, we sat 

spellbound listening to the story of someone struggling with dementia, mired in 

vulnerability, humiliation, and surrender. We held the moment in awed silence.   

“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.” 

From a position of vulnerability is a position of strength.  From a position of weakness 

there is a position of power.  How then do we show up?  Functionally I believe it means 

going into the very thing - the moment, the experience – we most fear.   



It means moving into moments of conflict, or moments of sadness, moments of letting 

go, moments of doing or saying what we thought we could not say or do.  When we do 

we discover we don’t die, we find new life and a new way of being. 

From weakness and powerlessness, from the humiliation and surrender of the cross, 

God levels the playing field.  The world is truly flat.  And we are called to live in it 

believing and acting as though it were 

But Paul is not just writing to individuals, he is writing to a system of human beings 

struggling to be in relationship with each, and in service to the world.  The message of 

weakness and powerlessness being the place where God is active and working and 

powerful beyond measure, is a message to the whole Christian community as well. 

From its former position of glory and strength in the 1950’s and 60’s, when the 

moderator of the United Church of Canada frequently dined with the Prime Minister, 

when a politician wanted to be elected, he attended a United Church regularly, the 

church has fallen from grace.  And it’s still falling.  This is not news to anyone who has 

been around the church in the last five years.  The comprehensive review being 

undertaken by the national church is a complex exploration of how God is overturning 

the tables and calling us into a new vulnerability.  Some even predict that the church 

will not survive, that in fact, it will die. 

But what do we know about death?  From death comes new life.  Sue Laverty, a 

member of the program staff at Naramata Centre in the 1980’s used to say then “the 

church of any institution should know how to die.” 

We’ve been having the very same conversations amongst ourselves here in Lynn Valley.  

We have even come face to face with the question – “should we die?”  You did that in 

your interim ministry period some five years ago.  And even though you decided you 

were not dying, and today there are no signs that this is a dying congregation at all, in 

order to find new life, we’ve had to let some things die.  In order to find power and 

strength in a new vision and mission, we have had to let our understanding of how 

church used to be, die.  This is the gospel of the cross.  Madness to some, foolishness to 

others, but absolutely the power of God for those who are being called to it and saved 

by it.   

That’s what it means to be God’s holy alive, foolish people.  That’s who we are just as 

that’s who we are becoming. Amen 


