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Unlike my usual practice, this morning I want to use three of this morning’s lectionary scriptures as the core around which I want to build this sermon.   This is one of those Sundays when each scripture alone says something important but they seem to say something more important when they are held together.  See what you think.


The first scripture is Deuteronomy 18:15-20.  Deuteronomy is given to us as a speech that Moses delivered to the assembled Jewish people.  In the passage that we’re considering this morning, Moses is telling the people that while he is going to go away (Moses was not allowed to cross the Jordan River and enter the Promised Land) God would always provide for the people a prophet who would lead them, or would at least be able to tell them what it was that God wanted.   In this passage Moses admonishes the people to be always watchful and attentive to the wise person that God would send them.   I find that an interesting promise – that God’s people will never be without someone who is wise.


The second scripture is from 1st Corinthians 8:1-13 which is set within a larger discussion about whether Christians should eat meat that had been purchased from the local idol temple.  Of course the idols were just statues without any real power, but was it right to bring such meat to church potluck dinners?   

In the midst of that Paul decided to talk about people who think they are wise.  Evidently there were in that congregation people who thought they had all the answers – especially to this question about meat offered to idols.  And in a snide comment Paul makes plain something he knows about wisdom.  Paul offers that the really wise people aren’t the people who go around telling you that they are wise.   Instead, he offers, the wise people are the ones who are quiet – and to use my word – humble.   

It’s at that point that I’m going to stop with the exegesis of this passage and ask the question that begs to be asked, What exactly is wisdom?   To that end I want to offer to you that there are lots of different kinds of wisdom.  

As you may know we’ve been having some trouble with a pipe leaking above the downstairs hallway.   It’s a weird deal.   The water is actually coming off the roof and down a pipe inside an inside hallway and then out a pipe that runs over the food pantry and out a pipe stuck in the wall.  The problem is that at some point in our history someone changed the pipe from the way it was supposed to go.   At some point someone disconnected the pipe and hooked it into a drain line to which it should never have been attached.   The result has been that the pipe clogs up, backs up, and leaks in the hallway.  


Several of you have been involved in the discussion about what to do.   I have to admit that my training is in theology not plumbing.  There are lots of you that have lots more wisdom about how to fix the problem.   All I know is that I want our Sunday School hallway to look more attractive than it currently does.   


Sure, there are lots of different kinds of wisdom.  There are people with plumbing wisdom.  And construction wisdom.   And nursing wisdom.  And parenting wisdom.   And graphic arts wisdom.  And music wisdom.  And teaching wisdom.  And financial wisdom.  

You have to admit that if I knew how to take a dollar and invest it so that I could get a million dollar return, that I would have some wisdom.  Or if could turn lead into gold, I would have a certain kind of wisdom.  Without a doubt there are all kinds of wisdom in the world.

But there is a higher wisdom – the wisdom that tells us who we are and why we exist.  There is a higher wisdom that tells us how to live, how to find contentment and happiness.  There is a higher wisdom that tells us how to survive even the worst storms of life.   There is a higher wisdom.   


To that end I want to draw you to the third scripture, Psalm 111.   It’s a great Psalm which spends the first 9 verses talking about the greatness of God.  And God is great and God does amazing things, and God is beyond our understanding.    But what I want you to notice is the last verse, the 10th, in which the Psalmist offers us something about wisdom.  The Psalmist tells us that “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.”   

Let me do just a little bit of interpretation of that word “fear.”  The Psalmist was not telling us to be afraid of God.   I don’t think that God has any interest us being afraid.   After all, remember what Paul said in 1st Corinthians when he said that “perfect love casts away fear.”   No, God doesn’t want us to be afraid.   

In some Bibles that word fear is interpreted as “respect.”  I think I like that better.  I think that what God wants is respect.   A few moments I started talking about the plumbing leaks in the building.   I am not qualified to fix that problem, but I am probably more qualified to do that than work with electricity.  A few times I have worked with electricity, wiring in ceiling fans or replacing outlets or switches and a few times I’ve been bitten.  A few times I’ve grabbed hold of a wire and had 110 volts running through my arm.  That was not pleasant.  
And so now, I am very careful about electricity.  I pay very close attention to which breakers are turned on and off and I never take electricity for granted.  I’m not afraid of electricity, but I respect it.  I pay close attention to it.  I don’t take it for granted.   I think that’s what God wants – not fear – but respect.
And I think that what God wants is people paying attention – because to know God, to pay attention to God, is to receive wisdom, real wisdom.   To pay attention to God is to receive wisdom about what life is about and how it is to be lived.  To pay attention to God is to receive wisdom about how to receive God’s love and how to share it with others.   To pay attention to God is to receive wisdom that is more important than any other wisdom.  


It is that thought that causes me to wonder who have been the people in history that have been wise.   Of course Jesus comes to mind.   That’s why we’re here this morning in a “Christian” church.  We believe that when it comes to real wisdom, he had had it.  We believe that Jesus had figured out how to accept God’s love and how to share it with others.  We believe that Jesus had figured out to build his life around the things that are really important.


Beyond that our minds go to people like Mother Teresa and Gandhi.   When we think of really wise people we think of Martin Luther King, jr. or Dietrich Bonhoeffer or Bishop Oscar Romero.  I can think of many people in history who by their words and by the quality of their lives demonstrate to me that they live in relationship with God – that they “fear” God.  

I guess that it’s at this point that I have to insert an aside about wise people.  I am unable to think of a wise person who didn’t have foolish moments.   Martin Luther King probably had an affair.  Gandhi had been a racist.  I could continue.  It would appear that even the wisest people had moments of stupidity and weakness.  To be wise doesn’t mean to be perfect – it means to have moments when you understand.  

But I want you to think back to the Deuteronomy passage in which Moses promised that there would always be wise people present in the community.   I believe that promise is for us.  I believe that in every congregation there are wise people whose lives demonstrate that they’ve been hanging out with God.  These are not perfect people, but these are people who show us how to live, who show us what’s really important, who can tell us what to do in a certain situation.   In every congregation there are people whose relationship with God gives them wisdom about how to forgive, how to love, how to share.   

Now consider the passage about wisdom from 1st Corinthians.   Paul says that really wise people aren’t ever the ones who will tell you they are wise.  They just are.   Which gives us something to think about – who are the truly wise people in our midst?   The truly wise in our midst will be the people who call us to love and forgive, to share and be generous.  The truly wise in our midst will be the people who encourage us to remember that what God is doing in the world is bigger than we are and extends beyond our walls.  The truly wise may show us
 real peace and joy.  The truly wise in our midst will be the people who show us that their love and faith are sincere and run deep.  The truly wise in our midst encourage us to live on a higher plain, to live beyond ourselves.  
So, tell me, who are the wise people in our midst?  Here what I said a couple of minutes ago.  I’m not asking you who in the congregation is perfect – I’m asking who in this congregation encourages you to live beyond where you are now?  Who is it that by their life encourages you toward greater acceptance of love and greater sharing of love?  Who is it?  God has promised that they would be there.  Who are they?

Let me offer two who I think of as wise.   The first is Wally Prowell.   You know what he’s been up to.   He’s put together prayer teams who commit themselves to pray for virtually everything in the life of this church.  He’s arranged for teams to serve dinner at the Portland Rescue Mission.   Now he’s lining up teams from this church to serve dinner at our sister congregation, Calvary Ministries, in north Portland.  

Now that’s all good but he demonstrates wisdom to me because of the way that he continues to be entrepreneurial about ministry in retirement.   He is showing me that even though he is retired from active ministry he wants to continue to find ways to do ministry.   I find wisdom in that.  


The second that I would life up to you is Bud Bodine.  Bud has to be one of the most compassionate people that I know.   Did you know that every Sunday afternoon he takes communion to Muriel Jones and reads her my sermon?   That of course is on top of offering to teach every one of our youth to drive – and play golf.  I find that amazing.  It makes me want to be better – to do better.   I think Bud is wise.

So tell me, who are the wise people in our midst.  I consider these people a gift to us from God from which I can learn.   Who is on your list?


And of course let me ask you the big question – are you wise?   By your words and by your life do you demonstrate wisdom?   None of us live on a deserted island.  We all live in relationship with people whom we will affect for good or bad.   We all live in relationships in which we can demonstrate wisdom – in which we can encourage each other toward greater love and compassion.   Are you wise?   

As I reflect on that question I am mindful of the fact that the people from whom I’ve learned the most never intended to teach me anything.   In the last few weeks I’ve been e-mailing with Marti Frazier – a friend from Lebanon, Missouri.  Marti was an Elder in the congregation but she was more than that.  By her life she taught me to live thoughtfully and intentionally.  She taught me to think and not just react.   That was a pretty important question.  The funny thing is that she always said that she wanted to learn from me – and yet I was learning from her.   What about you?  Are you wise?  

And now let’s go back to where we started.   From where does wisdom come?   How do people become wise?   Is it something that we can just decide to be?  I doubt it happens that way.  I believe that wisdom comes from respecting God – listening to God – paying attention to God and how God lives and works in other people.  
I believe that wisdom comes from the understanding that God is alive and well within each of us and the more we pay attention, the more we listen, the more we are open to actual relationships, the more we pay attention to God.   I believe that wisdom comes from hanging around God and God’s people and actually being willing to learn and change.   I believe it also comes from the understanding that wisdom isn’t something you can ever claim, it’s just the way you live. 
Yes, I believe that wisdom comes from paying attention to our lives, to our friends, to the voice within us.   I believe that wisdom comes from the belief that God lives within us all and may through that person teach us something.   Wisdom comes from paying attention to our lives and watching for God’s hand.   Do you want to be wise?  
 Watch for the wise in our midst and then be the wise.  
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