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I heard that the idea originally started as a ‘back of the napkin’ conversation.  You know—one 
of those things that first takes shape in an informal discussion during a night out with friends.  
The idea was fully developed when Fred Smith turned in a term paper for one of his classes at 
Yale University in 1965. In the paper, Mr. Smith discussed the significant logistical challenges 
facing the information technology industry. He proposed a different type of delivery service—
an overnight one. No one knows now exactly what the professor really thought of the idea, but 
the paper received just an average grade.  Mr. Smith joined the Marines in 1966 and did two 
tours in Vietnam, narrowing escaping an encounter with the Viet Cong.  

When he returned to the states, he returned to his delivery idea—despite the ho-hum 
response of his professor. In 1971, he used an inheritance as the seed money to start his 
company, then raised an incredible amount of venture capital--$91 million dollars.  Operations 
formally began in 1973, and the first 26 months were a financial disaster. At the end of those 
months, he was facing $29 million in losses.  At that time, Mr. Smith was so desperate for some 
cash that he flew to Las Vegas to try his hand at the blackjack tables.  Winning $27,000, he 
wired it directly back to the company that he had named Federal Express.  Within three years, 
the company brought in $75 million in revenue (though to be fair to the financial folks in the 
room—the company was also carrying a high debt load at that time). 

Federal Express—now known as FedEx—has had their share of business ups and downs, 
including a hit in the downturn of 2008. But the face of package delivery in this country has 
been changed forever because of this company.  Who here does not at least occasionally 
receive or send an overnight package via Fed Ex? What you may not know is that the fate of 
many airports—including Indianapolis International—has also changed because of FedEx’s 
decision to locate a hub there.  The last time I looked, half of the landed weight at Indianapolis’ 
airport was freight—the huge share of that being FedEx.  Half of the airplanes using the airport 
belong to FedEx, which means that financially, the company is providing half of the support to 
the airport. It makes a huge difference for Indianapolis International, Dallas, Miami, and other 
Fed Ex hubs.  I don’t think that anyone could claim now that Mr. Smith’s idea was not a 
successful one. 

But Mr. Smith’s Yale professor certainly didn’t seem to like the idea.  And I have never 
heard of a sound business strategy that relied on earnings from Las Vegas to provide cash flow. 
Early on in the game, anyone could rightfully have categorized Mr. Smith’s actions as ‘foolish’, 
which the dictionary defines as “resulting from or showing a lack of sense; ill-considered; 
unwise.” In fact, we can look back in history and apply that word ‘foolish’ to a number of 
actions taken by intelligent, well-meaning people.  

Which brings us to the question of the day:  are we foolish for living our lives of faith? 
Some people in this world would say ‘yes’; others ‘no’. Before we begin, will you join me in 
prayer? 



God of All, We come before you today, eager to listen and to learn your wisdom. 
Enlighten our minds, and touch us with the truth of your grace. May the words of my mouth 
and the meditations our hearts be pleasing to you, O Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer. 
Amen. 

 In this morning’s passage from First Corinthians, Paul seems to be taking his 
congregation back to their basic beliefs—the ones that founded their faith community.  He does 
a lot of comparing and contrasting to create distinction between two types of people: those 
who are perishing, and those who are being saved...in other words, those who believe in Jesus 
and his message, and those who do not.  One of the first things that Paul suggests is that “God 
has made foolish the wisdom of the world.” 

Paul and his contemporaries lived in a society in which there was a constant struggle for 
status.  We talked about this issue a little bit when we earlier discussed Jesus dining at the 
home of a Pharisee, and that many of the actions of people at meals were determined by their 
perceived social status. Wisdom, and the rhetorical speech often attached to it, was something 
that earned status in the ancient world.  And status was highly sought after in those days, which 
really was the problem.  Paul was pointing out that the wisdom of the world, and the status 
that came with it, was not better than the wisdom of God.  

Our tendency as humans, though, is to rely more on human wisdom rather than Godly 
wisdom. Yet there are many instances in which human wisdom has been proven faulty—let’s 
consider just a couple of them. In 1859, a French mathmetician named Urbain LeVerrier was 
studying the orbit of the planet Mercury when he noticed a slight wobble. That wobble couldn’t 
appropriately be explained by the existence of other planets,  so there was only one 
explanation: an undiscovered planet which had to be excerting influence on the gravitational 
pull on Mercury.  Le Verrier named the planet Vulcan, and the New York Times hailed its 
discovery as “one of the greatest discoveries of the century.” Vulcan was the perfect 
justification for the orbit of Mercury. At the time, a number of prominent scientists hailed Le 
Verrier’s discovery and agreed with it. Problem was, it doesn’t actually exist, and Albert 
Einstein’s theory of relativity proved that a few years later.  

You might remember that it was cold and wet that day that George Washington went 
for his last ride on his Mount Vernon estate.  Within a few hours, his throat was scratchy and 
sore, and eventually he became very ill.  He called for assistance, first a friend and then 
eventually three doctors. At his request, one of the ways that they treated him was with 
bloodletting—the process of withdrawing blood from the body. At that time, it was believed 
that an imbalance of fluids in the body often was the cause for sickness and disease.  The 
elimination of blood was intended to correct that imbalance.  Washington had blood drawn 
from his body a total of four times, the last time being at least 32 ounces. The procedure was 
not effective, and Washington passed into eternity later that night.  We now know that 
elimination of blood from the body is more often harmful than it is good. Bloodletting had been 
practiced since ancient Egypt, but it was abandoned in the late 19th century when it was 
realized that it wasn’t effective.  

By using these examples, I am not trying to say that human wisdom is not valuable or 
desired.  Clearly the medical and scientific discoveries of the past few years have changed our 
lives.  Human wisdom does have its place, and it is a great gift from God. But we must be 



careful to realize that despite our advanced technology, we don’t know it all. We must be 
careful to realize that human wisdom is not the only wisdom, and that humans are infallible. 

Paul goes on to say that ‘Christ crucified is a stumbling block to Jews, and foolishness to 
Gentiles.’ The Greek word which has been translated as ‘stumbling block’ is skandalon, from 
which it is easy to recognize the English word ‘scandal’. For Paul, the very heart of the gospel—
Jesus’ death on a cross—is a profound shock to his original audience. While cruxcifixion was 
common in the ancient world, it was reserved for the most vile criminals.  The person who was 
crucified was considered to be the lowest of the low; the worst form of human being on the 
planet. Crucifixion often took a long time—it could be days before the suffocation process 
actually claimed the life of the victim.  During that time, while the individual was hanging on the 
cross, they were submitted to public humiliation and shamed.  So when the Romans used 
crucifixion, they were expressing disgust and contempt, as well as punishment. Of course that 
was scandalous—crucifixion is the medium through which God saved the world of its sin?  
Definitely that would have seemed ridiculous—foolish—to those in the ancient world who were 
unbelievers. 

And on its surface, it really sounds ridiculous today, too.  A God who would die to save 
the people that he loves?  And die not just an ‘easy’ death, but the most repulsive form of 
death known at the time? Yes, it sounds foolish. But thankfully, God’s wisdom is not human 
wisdom. 
The now famous dispute really started in May of 1863 at the height of this country’s Civil War. 
Confederate Generals Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson masterfully executed a plan at the 
Battle of Chancellorsville which had given Lee the strategic initiative in the East.  Unfortunately, 
Stonewall Jackson had been shot by his own men and eventually died of his wounds. Then Lee 
turned to General James Longstreet to begin planning the Confederate invasion of Union 
territory—which we would all know eventually as the Battle of Gettysburg.  Just in case you are 
not familiar with General Longstreet , know that he was no slouch. Lee called him ‘my old war 
horse’, and Longstreet had been promoted to senior rank above Stonewall Jackson. His battle 
skills had been tested, and they were good ones. 
 Historians think that Longstreet pitched his own plan to Lee:  an invasion into Kentucky 
which would relieve the threat there posed by Union General US Grant.  But Lee wanted to 
exploit the offensive advantage that had been earned at Chancellorsville.  At the time, 
Longstreet thought that the Confederate army was critically low on manpower due to their 
heavy losses. He favored a defensive battle, and supposedly—depending on which source you 
consult—Lee agreed with him. 
 The Southerners marched north into enemy territory, knowing full well that a battle was 
looming. But it was not their desire to battle on that first day—July 1, 1863.  In fact, Lee 
ordered against it. Nonetheless, at the end of the day, the South felt that they had the 
advantage. Lee and Longstreet both surveyed the locations of the army that night, and each 
came to separate conclusions. Longstreet wanted to maneuver around the one side of the 
Union army to gain final field advantage.  Lee strongly felt that the enemy should be directly 
attacked. Both of them were confused as to why the other would change what they had 
previously discussed. 
 The next morning, the second day of the battle, Lee still wanted to attack. He did not 
directly order Longstreet to move his troops into the proper position, but that order was 



certainly implied.  Longstreet did not move his forces immediately though, and the Confederate 
army did not attack their enemy until the afternoon—and lost a significant part of the offensive 
advantage because of the delay. At the end of the second day, when Lee and Longstreet met 
again, Longstreet suggested other maneuvers rather than a direct attack. Lee again ordered a 
direct attack. 
 General’s Lee’s very famous offensive for the third day of Gettysburg would be known 
as Pickett’s Charge. 12,500 Confederate soldiers marched across a field to the heart of the 
Union lines of battle, and 1500 of them actually crossed Union lines. But the damage to the 
Confederate Army was overwhelming—a 50% casualty rate.  Major General George Pickett—
whos name is attached to the charge—reported told General Lee that he no longer had a 
division to command. The already small army of the Confederacy took a hit that day from which 
it would never recover.  In fact, Pickett’s charge is also known as ‘the High Tide of the 
Confederacy’.  It was the beginning of the end. 

So—which one of the Generals’ actions was foolish? There are plenty of people who 
have debated endlessly about the ‘what-ifs’ at the Battle of Gettysburg, and in my personal 
opinion, both General Lee and General Longstreet made mistakes.  One refused to accept 
another opinion about strategical tactics, and the other effectively disobeyed his commanding 
officer. Arguably, Lee’s mistake was costlier, in terms of both human life and the loss of the 
war.  But this is what I think is foolish:  All of the blame for the loss of the battle—and 
eventually the war—landed squarely on the shoulders of Longstreet. He became the popular 
scapegoat, and was ostracized and vilified by his comrades. He was prohibited from attending 
many Confederate veteran gatherings, and died in 1904, still being criticized by his “friends.”  
People foolishly let their admiration for General Lee completely override any of his 
responsibility for thousands of casualties and the loss of the war. He was a human being, and 
made mistakes, yet quickly achieved status of a diety in the South.  People blindly attributed all 
good to Lee, and all blame to Longstreet.  This foolishness has resulted in the veneration of a 
hero—Robert E Lee—and the vilification of a scapegoat—James Longstreet. Yet history has 
shown that there were enough mistakes made that at Gettysburg for everyone to share. 
 
So please know this morning that I’m NOT asking you to blindly or foolishly believe in 
something simply because I say it or Pastor Howard says it or anyone else says it.  I only ask that 
you do your own investigation.  Test the truths of scripture—read and study its words. Ask 
critical and thoughtful questions in a study group or in your Sunday School class,  Pray 
earnestly—ask the Spirit to illuminate your mind.  I believe that the more that you study your 
faith (with good intent) and the more that you use scripture, reason, tradition, and experience 
to define your understanding of it, the more that you will become acquainted with our God and 
God’s great love for each of us. I think that you will find that is not a foolish exercise, but one 
that is completely grounded in reality. 
 

 
 
 
 


