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"Seeking Wisdom"

Wisdom.  It's not one of the gifts that I've ever felt I've been truly blessed with.  It is definitely
something I've wished I had but then again, I have never really pursued it or sought to attain it, or
prayed to God for it.  However, I do believe it is one of the greatest traits a person could ever possess
and certainly, there have been many times in my life that having wisdom, would have really come in
handy!

Our passage from I Kings tells us about Solomon.  One of Israel's greatest kings.  He is known
for his wisdom as well as his glory.  It was under Solomon's reign that the united kingdom of Israel
saw its greatest achievements in both political and military concerns.  Under Solomon, the kingdom
saw political consolidation (redistricting outside of the traditional tribal boundaries), an expansion of
the king's role in government (including some priestly activities), greater international influence
including more trade with other nations (including regions in Africa, Asia, Arabia, and Asia Minor)
which increased revenue for his empire and more widespread commercial activity throughout all the
influenced regions.  Some of these political alliances were the result of marriages.  Solomon is said to
have had 700 wives (which some may say questions the idea of his having great wisdom!).  But he was
internationally powerful, engaging in the horse trades of Asia Minor and having the ability to send his
fleets sailing far and wide, unencumbered.  He had building programs that included store cities (places
where grain and other foods, horses and chariots, and other things were kept) as well as fortifications
and a palace in Jerusalem, so elaborate that it took 13 years to build.  And with the assistance of the
King of Tyre, he built the Temple in Jerusalem.

All of this brought great wealth and a cosmopolitan atmosphere to Solomon's kingdom.  But he
also was known for his writings including ascriptions to him for sections of the book of Proverbs, the
book of Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs/Song of Solomon, as well as some of the Psalms (72 and 127). 
He was a great story teller and loved to sing songs.  And scripture gives examples of his wisdom in his
ability to determine which of two prostitutes was the real mother of a disputed child (long before DNA
testing!), as well as in his answering the many difficult questions posed by the Queen of Sheba.  

It appears that he was a shrewd politician and diplomat.  Of course, not all that he did was
appreciated by everyone.  He had his detractors and his enemies.  All of his programs required
increased taxation and much of the building programs were done by forced labor.  Before the building
of the Temple, many condemned his practice of worshipping at the high places, as was mentioned in
our reading today, and building shrines for the worship of foreign deities.  Ultimately, after Solomon's
death in 926 B.C., his policies and his son's poor handling of the relationships between the tribes, led
to the division of the kingdom into a northern Kingdom of Israel and a southern Kingdom of Judah,
where 10 of the 12 original tribes left the control of the Davidic dynasty.  (Harper's Bible Dictionary, pgs.

975-977, 1985)

So, where did all his wisdom come from?  Solomon was only one of several sons of the great
King David who preceded him, the second son of Bathsheba and David, and he took the throne after
David died,  at the ripe old age of 12!  Imagine that, a boy king, someone the age of some of our own
Sunday School kids (Gerald or Riley or Madison), with the responsibilities of ruling over such a
numerous and diverse people as Israel.  



Our passage today tells us something of the young king, whom one scholar suggests was about
20 years old at this point (New Oxford Annotated Bible, notes, p. 419).  First, he is religious.  He likes to go
and offer sacrifice.  Secondly, he is a bit of a mystic.  He has a dream where God says, "Ask what I
shall give you."  And here we have this response from the young man Solomon, thanking God for
God's steadfast love to his father David, praising his father for his faithfulness to God, and then
referring to himself as "but a little child", not knowing what to do or how to be in charge of this great
people Israel.  

What grabs me here is the sense of humility Solomon portrays before God.  He sees himself as
a child, as one untaught, unprepared, who knows nothing, who is nothing before God.  And so, in
humility, he asks, not for riches or property or power or armies to conquer his foes, but for wisdom, for
an "understanding mind to govern thy people, that I may discern between good and evil."  And God is
pleased with his answer, with his desire, his longing for wisdom.  

The same sentiment may be found in numerous other passages in the Hebrew scriptures, like
Proverbs 9:10, "The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is
insight."  This is part of what we call "Wisdom literature" an ancient Hebrew mystical perspective, that
sees God not only as transcendent, powerful but far away, but also as immanent, close by, near us,
present and existing within the whole created order.

The gospel of John reflects that same ancient Hebrew mystical perspective.  Here, Jesus is the
"Word made flesh", Wisdom incarnate!  That power of God that was from the beginning.  So when in
John, Jesus says "I am the bread of life"(6:48), or "I am the living bread which came down from
heaven"(6:51), or "He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him."(6:56), he is
speaking as a Jewish mystic would speak, not in literal terms as those around him seem to interpret
them, but as one speaking out of the ancient Jewish mystical tradition, that celebrates not only God's
presence with us but God permeating the very fiber of our existence!  

The Jesus of John's gospel calls out to us, invites us, just as Lady Wisdom does in Proverbs and
in some of the Psalms and other wisdom literature of the Hebrew scriptures, from the street corners,
from our homes and our work places, from the everyday places of life, to not only think about and
contemplate God, but to eat and drink him in, to take his presence and chew him up and gulp him
down (as the Greek words here so graphically state), digesting him so that he becomes one with us,
and we one with him!  That is what the Jesus of John's gospel wants.  Complete union, no detached,
cool, abstract consideration of his being but true union with his spirit!  This union is the source of all
wisdom.  Seeing as God sees, knowing as God knows, loving as God loves, not from a narrow, self-
centered perspective, but from a wide-open embrace of the world and everything in it.

Today, as we celebrate the beginning of Beth Haynes term as our new Director of Religious
Education and by connection our Sunday School and Adult education programs here at First Church,
let us commit ourselves to a deeper and more committed engagement with Wisdom, known most
clearly for us in the person of Jesus Christ.  May we be filled with the humility and longing for God
that leads us to think and act with wisdom and to knowing God's presence within us.  And may we
bless our young people, our children and our youth, as well as each other, as we seek to take in the
presence of Christ in all we think and do and say and feel, that we might abide in him, and he in us. 
Amen.


