
The Fool on the Hill:  “the cross is foolishness” (I Cor. 1:18) 
 

Those of you who watched Wolf Hall on television recently may have 
noticed that Anne Boleyn kept a fool.  The actress who played Anne’s fool 
was a woman with dwarfism and you may recall she used a rag doll to 
mock and comment on Anne and Henry’s efforts to have a male heir.  I 
don’t know whether there was any historical truth behind this particular 
fictional character, but I do know that it is generally true that kings, 
queens, princes and princesses kept fools.  A fool, a jester, stood one 
remove from the action and offered comment that no one else dared give.  
They were not stupid, but daring intelligent truth tellers. 
 

In that sense Jesus was the Perfect Fool.  He stood one step apart, with 
us, like us but a little different.  He stood on the margins and told stories.  
He stood on the edge and told the truth, the uncomfortable truth that not 
everyone wanted to hear.  He looked on what was going on and said his 
piece.  He was the wise fool who dared to tell it as it was;  he was the clown 
who held up a mirror in which people could see themselves as foolish 
fools who often took themselves too seriously.  
 

St Paul didn’t quite express it like that, but that’s not far from what he 
meant when he declared the foolishness of the cross.  To those who can’t 
see the truth, Christ on the cross is a fool on a hill.  
 

In 1952 the British artist Cecil Collins drew a pen and brown ink picture 
entitled “The Crucifixion, 1952.”  The crucified Christ is prominently in 
the centre with a line of several stilted linear figures carrying sharp 
weapons to the right and a line of dancing fools in jester’s costumes 
playing drums to the left.  Which way does Christ look?  He looks to the 
dancers and his bent left knee seems to suggest that he is about to join 
them, as lord of the dance.  The crucified Christ turns away from what the 
world sees as powerful and wise and turns to what the world sees as 
foolish.  
 

The cross, an instrument of torture that has been transformed into an 
item of jewellery, is an enigma to many, a perplexing signpost at a 
crossroads in human history.  We sing some wonderful hymns about it – 
In the cross of Christ I glory and Beneath the cross of Jesus I feign would 
take my stand – but look again at the last one we sang.  Brian Wren, a 



Congregational minister and hymn writer, like a court jester, makes us 
look with fresh eyes at the well-known scene.    
 

He calls Jesus a discarded man, a scarecrow in discarded clothes hoisted 
high for all to see and pointing the way to nowhere, for each of his arms 
points away from himself in opposite directions.  In echoes of the opening 
words of an old 19th century gospel hymn “Man of sorrows, what a name!” 
Brian Wren calls Jesus a clown of sorrows in a world where hope seems 
absurd and where phantom faith is disappearing into the wind.   The 
music accompanying the scene depicted by the hymn writer is the hollow 
sound of drums which alone breaks the emptiness of silence.  This is a 
forlorn scene, a pit of despair and hidden darkness.  Absurdity and folly 
characterise this hymn, yet Wren drills down through the folly and finds 
divine wisdom so that, in the last verse, he is able to pray to the fool on 
the hill:  Christ, help all who long for light to hold the hand of promise till 
faith receives its sight.         
 

By now you might be thinking there must be more to this sermon than an 
exposition of a hymn and an explication of a picture;   

there must be more to this sermon than a meditation on the folly of 
the cross;   

there must be some contemporary application to our own lives.    
 

And there is.  There are two I want to mention, one general and the other 
specifically for the British church today.  First, generally:  if it is true that 
we hear the voice of God in Jesus, the fool on the hill, not understood by 
everyone, but actually wise, can’t we also hear God’s voice in the voiceless,  

in the silent multitudes  
and in the world’s jesters, the world’s clowns, the world’s 
cartoonists and satirists who dare say what no one else dares 
say, the fools who speak God’s wisdom.   

The cross, which was apparent defeat but actual victory, shows us that 
God does not do as we do or see as we see;  the folly of the cross pricks 
our habitual pomposity and undermines the wisdom we think we have.  
God knows better.   
 

Second, there’s something specific for the British church today.  As we 
hear Paul’s words about wisdom and folly we are conscious that we will 
be convening after worship for our annual congregational meeting.  



Whilst we rejoice and celebrate that we belong to a church as open and 
vibrant as Trinity, I also feel that we are a long way from where we should 
be.  I look around British churches and I see congregations hidebound by 
tradition, with their energies tied up in structures and business.  I see a 
British church that overestimates itself, thinks it is important and thinks 
that people still listen to it.  I see other British churches grasping at 
gimmicky straws of fresh expressions in desperate attempts to keep their 
heads above water and I see others who mistake flippancy and 
informality as ways to stay relevant.         
I long for a British church that is less pompous and takes itself less 
seriously.  

I long for a church that takes the gospel seriously not solemnly.  
I long for a church that laughs as much as it complains and 
cries.  

I long for a church that builds bridges and faces the tension of living in a 
world with well over fifty shades of grey without complaining when those 
tensions stretch it.  

I long for a British church that is willing to let go of old certitudes 
and expects to discover new, creative opportunities.  

I long for a church that is less concerned about tradition and 
the ways we have always done things and more concerned 
about ‘now’.   

I long for a church prepared to let stuff die so that we can find new 
resurrected life.  
 I long for a church that takes risks and never plays safe. 

I long for a church that serves as God’s fool in the world, a 
church that follows the way of Christ, the ultimate fool on the 
hill because I believe such a church serves God best.     

 

 
 
 
 
       
 
 
 
 
 


