
 
 

 

 

 Sunday 29th January, 2023 
 

"Alternative blessings, alternative wisdom…" 
 

 
"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". 

     1 Corinthians 1:18 
 
 

When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples came 
to him. Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying:  
 
‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  

‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.  

‘Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.  

‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.  

‘Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.  

‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see GOD.  

‘Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of GOD.  

‘Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven.  

 

‘Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you 
falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same 
way they persecuted the prophets who were before you 

          Matthew 5:1-12 

------------------------------ 
 

“Alternative”.  Interesting word, isn’t it?   

 
I wonder what contexts we hear it used in?  "Alternative lifestyle", perhaps?"Alternative 
government"?  We heard that one a fair bit around the elections last year. 
 
Or perhaps, your mind goes back to the quaint notion of "alternative facts", that was bandied around 
U.S. politics a while back…  (Most of us know them by a different name, of course: lies!) 
 
As I’ve grown older I’ve had to deal with the fact that I'm regarded by some people as a bit 
alternative.  Not alternative like the hippies, of course - I can't manage the hair, for a start! - but 
alternative, as in "religious". 
 
Something which makes quite a lot of sense to me, makes very little sense to a whole lot of the 
people around me! 
 
The way of living that I hold dear, which helps me to make sense of the world – the way of Jesus -  is 
described by many people in our world today using words such as: 

 immature,  

 hogwash,  

 insecure 

 superstition, 

 evil, 

 and just plain wrong! 
 
And when those words are used to describe something that I hold dear, I find that tough to hear or 
read.  That’s a tension that I suspect many of us feel on a fairly regular basis.   
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
I’m used to the old chestnut about how church people are all churchy and hypocritical and “holier than 
thou”  
 
Putting aside the fact that I don’t know ANY Christians who still regularly use the word “thou”, this is 
kind of water off a duck’s back.  I know it’s not true so it doesn’t really worry me. 
 
But I find it hard when other people assume that because I’m a Christian, and perhaps especially 
because I’m a Christian minister, that I believe a whole heap of things that sensible people (like them) 
know are rubbish.   I find it hard because  
 

a) I DON’T always believe what they think Christians believe, often based on their long ago 
experience of Sunday School, or on public media statements by prominent Christians, and    

b) I have come to a conviction that the way of Jesus was less about doctrinal arguments and ‘right’ 
belief, than it was about sacred imagination and right response to that.  

 
Now, I’m not saying there that I’m against theological reflection and an informed, rational faith.  Quite 
the opposite, actually.  And that’s part of the challenge because, to return to my opening comment, 
something which makes quite a lot of sense to me, is regarded as quite irrational by a whole lot of the 
people around us 
 
Maybe it’s because the way of Jesus has become a bit lost in the way of the church over the 
centuries… or maybe it’s because, according to the conventional wisdom of the Western 
world, the way of Jesus in itself makes no sense!  (Any more than it seemed to do when he was 
among us).  It's a bit alternative! 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
That dilemma is not new.  Paul’s words to the Corinthians make it clear that he understood the 
challenge of the gospel of Jesus: that it went against the way people measured success and failure.  
And not only that, it went against the way that people understood their relationships to GOD or GODs 
(remembering that he related to both Jews and Gentiles).   
 
People understood a good and comfortable life as a blessing from your particular deity or deities, and 
misfortune (including ill health) as curse.  They understood power and domination as divinely inspired 
and approved.   
 
So to preach “Christ crucified” was a big call.  (Actually, to preach “Christ anything” was a big call, 
to people who had no idea what a Christ was, or why you needed one.)   
 
Paul knew it.  And when we remember that “Christ crucified” is a kind of shorthand for “the one who 
was killed by the Romans with a method reserved for people who defied the authority of the empire”, 
then we gain a sense of the foolishness Paul talks about.   
 
(NOTE: Paul says “Christ Jesus” not “Jesus Christ”.  “Christ” is a title, not a surname.  That’s become 
a bit lost in the mists of time) 
 
For many who heard and read his words, this “gospel of Christ Jesus” was sheer nonsense!   
 
And there are very many Christians around the world today who are MUCH less interested in “Christ 
crucified” than “Christ triumphant”.  To put it symbolically, the Jesus of Good Friday has been ignored 
in favour of the Christ ascended and glorified, who’s coming back to smite the unbelievers: other 
unbelievers, of course! 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
But it wasn’t only the method of Jesus’ death, and the meaning people began to put on his 
life, that was a stumbling block.   
It was the kinds of things that Jesus himself said and did, and the people with whom he hung out. 
 
I imagine that we all love the Beatitudes: the statements of blessing that we read today from his 
“Sermon on the Mount”.  But imagine you were there, listening to the things he was saying.    What 
would you think? 
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The people to whom Jesus offered GOD’S blessings were, once again, the people who were 
generally considered cursed by GOD!  Jesus had a habit of saying and doing things that seemed 
ridiculous to those around him.  And when they asked him to explain, he told them stories!  
Foolishness indeed!  Or at very least, "alternative". 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
So what are we to make of our task and calling as church: to tell and to live out the way of Jesus in 
ways that make sense to our day?   
Our day which has scientific and other difficulties with the message, quite apart from the way that it 
challenges our systems. 
How are we to relate, when the faith we hold dear is pretty much marginalised in our society?  
 
Well, I can’t answer for you, I can only encourage you to think seriously about this.  That’s the task of 
all of theologians, by which I include all of us.  But some thoughts may be helpful. 
 
1. I don’t believe we’re called to argue other people into ‘the kingdom’.   

 

The notion that, if we put up an airtight case for faith, others will see the self-evident truth of our 
argument and come into an experience of conversion, is unhelpful in my humble opinion. 
Very little annoys me more than people suggesting to me, that if I understood what they were saying, 
I’d know they were right, and that if I disagree with them, it’s just because I’m lacking the ability to see 
how right they are.  “No, it’s because I do understand that I think you’re wrong!” is what I often stifle 
the urge to say. 
 
I’m sure we’ve all had those sorts of conversation!  I've had them on Facebook occasionally, and 
gone to bed angry.  And I’ve come to the conclusion that they are rarely a helpful presentation of the 
gospel of Jesus. 
 
2. The second thought is about what I believe the gospel of Jesus is.   
 

If you want a one sentence summary of ‘the Gospel’, as I understand it, this is it: “Turn and live as if 
the way of heaven is among us, because it is!”  ("the word we translate 'repent' simply means 'turn' in 
Hebrew) 
Another is this: “These three things remain; faith, hope and love.  And the greatest of these is love.”   
Or this: “Nothing in all of creation will be able to separate us from the love of GOD in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.” 
 
But I spoke earlier of my conviction that the way of Jesus was less about doctrinal arguments and 
‘right’ belief, and more about sacred imagination and right action.  What this means for me, in 
practical terms, is that I believe people are more likely to encounter the ‘sense’ of Jesus’ way if they 
see it in action as well as in hearing it in word: if they see a life transformed by grace, rather than 
simply hearing about it.   
Our words are important without a doubt, and they need to need to make sense.   
But I suspect that the way our words make most sense, given all that I’ve said thus far about the 
‘foolishness’ of the gospel, is when they match what people see in us. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
3. The final thought is about the language we use.   

 

And it’s important, just in case any you are feeling a little disheartened by the task before us, or 
thinking that I am.  I’m not!  I’m excited by it!  I believe that we as Christians are in a really good place 
in society right now.   

 
Actually, we’re pretty much where we were in the beginning: on the edge of things, having to claim a 
space within public life, discussion and practice.  And I think it’s good for us!   
 
It means we need to reflect and enact the gospel of Jesus from a situation closer to the one Jesus 
occupied in his day, rather than being one of the institutions of power and setting the rules for others.  
And I’m encouraged by that, as well as challenged. 
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But what of language?  Well, gradually the ‘foolishness’ of Jesus began to be seen by many as 
‘alternative wisdom’, at least in part due to a sense that ‘conventional wisdom’ wasn’t working.  In its 
‘foolish’ proclamation and living, the church earned the credibility to speak with a prophetic voice. 
 
And I believe that how we speak of the good news of Jesus is important in that task.  We need to 
speak positively and creatively about the way of Jesus; to let this be our dominant story, rather than 
simply the good old days when the churches were full.  We have a rich heritage, and many wonderful 
stories of the past, and we need to tell them.  But let’s do so with the conviction and optimism that the 
Spirit of GOD is calling us make and tell new stories as well!  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Michael Frost, in his great book Jesus the Fool, talks about Jesus and the art of ‘reframing’.  He 
discusses how Jesus reframes our relationship with GOD, with other people, with creation, and with 
ourselves.  This is alternative wisdom, suggests Frost, and this is what Jesus did best and most.   
This rings all kinds of bells for me, particularly as Jesus’ alternative wisdom is fundamentally an 
invitation to imagine a new reality, a new relationship, a new world!   
And you all know how much I bang on about imagination! 
 
Does any of this change the fact with which I began?  The fact that the faith and way that I hold dear - 
the way of Jesus, as best as I can understand and live it – continues to be regarded as "alternative"?" 
 
Probably not. But it can change me… change us.   And I’m ok with that.  Because I suspect that’s 
what both Jesus and Paul had in mind anyway! 
 
 


