ON WISDOM

Sermon for September 13, 2009, Homecoming Sunday

Readings: from RCL propers 19B: Proverbs 1:20-33; Wisdom of Solomon 7; 26-8:1; Mark 8:27-38

Sermon text: Wisdom cries out in the street. Proverbs 1:20

Welcome back. It is such a wonderful feeling to see so many familiar faces and two-inch taller children. I hope you all feel rested and refreshed for the new program year. I would like to welcome for the first time Amy Borruso, our new Director of Children and Family Ministry, and Jason Gabbard, our seminarian intern from Berkeley/Yale Divinity School. Next week we will welcome aboard our old friend and newly ordained deacon Diane Peterson. What a great pleasure to have such gifted colleagues to join Broc, Suzanne and me. Finally we can have more than a two person staff meeting.

I trust you will all stay and meet and catch up with each other after church at our traditional parish picnic—with a new twist—a ministry fair—so that along with food for the stomach you may sample information and opportunities from our various ministries of worship, music, , education, outreach, parish life and so on. Please don’t feel pressured at all into signing up—this is an informational event—but of course we believe in the ministry of all the baptized, not just the ordained and paid. More on that later.

Let me turn now to our scripture this morning, especially the Proverbs passage. On the surface, Proverbs it is a hodgepodge of conventional wisdom sayings, disjointed and repetitive, similar to many Middle Eastern collections of wisdom sayings. But look a little deeper and a narrative structure emerges, with some key characters and dramatic choices. Like the Wisdom of Solomon, the basic form is a letter from a father to a son, containing his advice on the world, what to look out for, what to avoid, what to obtain at all costs. It is the attempt—made in every generation--to pass on the hard won and sometimes bitter lessons gained from experience. I think I’ve had a few of these with Eli as he heads off to college. He nodded politely. We’ll see. The attempt must be made.

But there are other characters in the story, personifications mostly, most notably of course Lady Wisdom, Hokmah in Hebrew, Sophia in Greek. She cries out in the street, “Come seek my goods, lasting and true, and not those of the shady men and loose women.” The audience passing, listening or dismissing, are made up of the young and old, naïve and experienced, and the dramatic question is will they listen and learn, or are they too foolish or cynical to recognize true wisdom?

Proverbs opens with this scene of Lady Wisdom—and concludes, many chapters and proverbs later, with a speech praising the Good Wife, a prudent and resourceful homemaker and businesswoman. In the passages between we encounter the Unhappy Wife, provocatively dressed, whispering to the comely youth that her husband is away on business. And passing by, choosing between these choices are the archetypal men, the simpleton or Fool, the Cynic, and the Righteous Man. Wisdom cries out in the street to the fool, who says in his heart that there is no god, who follows only the desires and devices of his own heart, who mocks the honest and righteous person, who looks out only for number one—don’t you see, your seeds of self-seeking and dishonest wealth will surely reap a whirlwind of trouble in the end. Bernie Madoff sure didn’t listen?

Wisdom still cries out. And so do the seductive sirens of temptation—in even more pernicious ways. A torrent of sexual imagery and internet availability surrounds us from cradle to grave. I briefly watched a TV show called Glee a couple of nights ago—all about the struggle of high school students to break free from false oppression and be able to bump and grind in their glee club numbers- this is presumably aimed at the up and coming Hannah Montana crowd. For a mature audience there are endless ads for pills to make you potent—but then we hear of an increasing number of mid-life sexless marriages.  Conservative social critic Mary Eberstadt writes in a essay entitled “What Does Woman Want?” of a contemporary trend where “men act like stereotypical women, and retreat from a real marriage into a internet fantasy life (like women who used to escape into Harlequin novels), and where women conversely act like stereotypical men, taking the lead in leaving their marriages and firing angry charges on the way, out of frustration and withheld sex.” Feminist author Naomi Wolf has written that “the onslaught of porn is deadening male libido is relation to real women, and leading mean to see fewer and fewer women as porn-worthy.” What’s going on? Can we hear wisdom calling somewhere in here? Perhaps in this case she is being channeled by Dr Phil, who writes in his blog, “allowing husbands to view pornography is a perverse and ridiculous intrusion into your relationship. It is an insult, it is disloyal, and it is cheating….You need to tell your partner that viewing pornography is as absolutely, unequivocally unacceptable in your relationship.” Yet many women are ignoring the problem, or buying into it. A recent well-reviewed chick-lit novel I’d Rather Eat Chocolate is the causally told story of a compromised marriage in which she has her chocolate and he has his internet porn. What price peace? The price of true happiness and intimacy. Let’s hear it for modesty as a virtue, trust and true intimacy as well worth the hard work of marriage.

Wisdom cries out in the street, come to me, what I can give is of greater value than all the gold and silver of this passing world. But who is listening? We know the proverb, a fool knows the price of everything but the value of nothing; and you get what you pay for” but who can avoid the thrill of the hunt for a bargain. A friend of mine recommended Cheap: The High Cost of Discount Culture by Ellen Ruppel Shell. I have just started it but it rings true to our world. The big boxes relentlessly force manufacturers to lower quality as well as cost, to give a less than living wage to a worker in China and take away a well paying job here. Even when the style is attractive, craftsmanship is sacrificed to ease of manufacture and assemble—at the cost of durability. The Mad Men have won, and we are programmed to salivate at 50% off—of something we wouldn’t buy if it were offered full price at less money. We brag about a good deal on something we hardly use. Food is cheap, but not nutritious. You know the score—but how hard it is to break free.

Wisdom cries out in the street. Will you follow? Maybe not.  “You’re not the boss of me” goes the refrain these days We love our liberty as much as our materialism (more, I hope), But our gain in individual autonomy comes at a cost: less social cohesion, agreement o moral norms, participation in voluntary groups, and, sad but true, declining church attendance. Even social functions, such as giving and going to dinner parties, have declined. 

Wisdom cries out in the street: what is of true and lasting value? What is the good life, the life of lasting abundance, happiness, and joy? Whose advice should I follow to find it?

I cannot answer that question for anyone else—just as Peter could only speak for himself when answering Jesus’ question, “Who do you say that I am?” And even he had to keep learning what it means. But there is no more important question to answer. Who do you say Jesus is?

I will leave you to reflect on that question, but I would like to conclude by reflecting on who I think you are.

You are, most of you, members of this church. You are friends and you are the missionaries and healers of our time, you are the teachers and the prophets, sages and priests. 

Wait a minute—I think I hear you thinking--did I sign up for all that?

Yes, in baptism, you signed up to strive for justice and peace, to respect the dignity of every human being, to break bread and share prayers, to follow Christ as Lord. 

And you do in many and wonderful ways. We share food today—at this altar of Holy Communion, and afterward the sacred coffee hour and parish picnic. Some of you prepared the altar, others prepared a salad, some set up tables between services, others will serve at St Georges Soup Kitchen tomorrow afternoon, many will walk on Saturday for an elementary school in Haiti, a couple will cross the Pacific to bring books to a mountain village in the Philippines. Acolytes light candles, ushers collect, and all of you give. We give of ourselves in hospitality and care, in dollars and sweat, in gardens and at work, raising kids, teaching, coaching, stepping up to volunteer. Even our smallest and youngest do something—they make us care, they call us to love, they cry out from the streets.

Wisdom cries out, do you her hear her? She is the Holy Spirit, working in each one of you, working in me, making us a community of faith and purpose and vision. Fashioning our stony hearts one by one into the dress stones of God’s temple. Calling us into a new day, a new year, a new life.

In Christ’s name, Amen.
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