Wisdom and Love

Sermon for the Third Sunday after Pentecost, July 3, 2011

Readings: Genesis 24:34-67; Song of Solomon 2;8-13; Matthew 11:16-30

Sermon text: “Wisdom is vindicated by her deeds.” Matthew 11:19

Main point: we connect love to wisdom in Jesus

Time flies like an arrow. Fruit flies like a banana.

Both true. English is such a fun language, for a native speaker. 

Life can be tricky too. Do you remember the 1985 movie “A Trip to Bountiful”? I recently had the opportunity to see it. Geraldine Page won an Oscar for her portrayal of an elderly woman trapped in the home of her son and daughter-in-law. She longed to go back to her childhood home in the dusty southwest—a place and town now shuttered and abandoned, if only to experience a moment of freedom from the harsh rules of her bitter daughter-in-law. She escapes and takes a Greyhound bus where she meets a young woman (played by a radiant Rebecca de Mornay) on her way to her folks place because her newly wed husband has been posted overseas. The young woman is very happily in love. But seeing her evokes in the older woman painful memories of her youth, when her father forbid her to marry the love of her life. He went on to marry another, as did she—and both continued for a while living in the same small town, tormented by their continuing love for each other, both with spouses who knew they didn’t really love them. A terrible fate and a good reason to avoid parentally arranged marriages.

Love doesn’t always overcome. The adventures of the hero and heroine of the Princess Bride—ending with the fairy tale wedding and happily ever after marriage—are not usually the stuff of real life—though the telling of such stories may be one of the enduring qualities of humanity. We like both kinds, don’t we, the romantic and the tragic.

We hope for the happy ending; we prepare for the worst.

We heard this morning a fascinating story from the Old Testament: Abraham sends his most trusted servant to find wife for son (who is 40 years old!). Patriarchy wasn’t just hard on women; it was also tough for children of these all-powerful father figures: Abraham won’t let Isaac marry anyone local or even go pick his own choice (and don’t even bring up that incident of near child sacrifice). But it works out well: gracious and hospitable Rebekah answers the prayer of the servant—the family permits and she agrees to leave her family home and take a trip to the wilderness to marry a man she has never met—a true brave soul. And as it turns out, they love each other. But then she is barren for twenty years—until finally both their prayers were answered and she bore twins. They were opposites in looks and temperament—Esau and Jacob—and Esau was loved by his father for his love of hunting and skill with the bow, and Jacob was loved by his mother, for his intelligence and willingness to hang around the tents. But their struggle is the story of another day. 

Contrast for the moment the arranged marriage of Isaac and Rebekah with the two lovers of Song of Solomon. The handsome man appears at the window and implores the young beauty to come away with him—theirs is a passionate and forbidden love affair. 

It is as if scripture is teaching that love comes in all kinds of ways—tragedy and conflict too—but the steady heartbeat is the call to make a new future. Each generation passes to the next. Childhood, youth—and young love—and age. But will age bring wisdom or regret?

A woman who worked in palliative care for the elderly wrote recently that people tend to regret similar sorts of things. The biggest regret—especially for men—was that they didn’t spend enough time with their children growing up—they were too busy working. Another frequent regret was that they had at significant moments lacked the courage to express their true feelings—whether to express love or to stand up to bullies. A third was they had failed to stay connected to good friends.

It is easy to say: spend time with your family, express your true feelings, stay in touch with old friends. Sometimes, maybe, not so easy to do.

Will age bring wisdom or regret? Jesus said to the crowd: to what shall I compare this generation?” And then he comes up with the image of children arguing over what kind of play they are putting on—a wedding or a funeral. We played the flute but you did not dance. We wailed but you did not mourn.

John the Baptist came preaching repentance and a simple life. You called him crazy. Jesus came proclaiming the marriage of heaven and earth, the reign of love and forgiveness, and you called him a hedonist and friend of sinners. 

Have you met people who simply won’t be pleased? Something is always wrong with every choice? And such people always have good reasons. They are quick to discern problems and obstacles and drawbacks. Wise—but foolish.

God offers us a myriad of ways to live and love—but you have to choose life, not reject it, avoid it, critique others from the sidelines. You have to get in the game to play it—that much children know. 

Time flies like an arrow, cultures and marriage customs change—that much is clear as we witness the changing of generational attitudes toward same gender unions. Fruit flies like bananas, human nature in many ways stay the same—people fall in love, the young dream and the old remember. 

And truth abides. Wisdom is vindicated by her deeds. It will always take courage to follow one’s conviction, express one’s true feeling in the face of opposition and fear of rejection. There will be hard choices to make in balancing the demands of work and family. It is difficult to keep up with friends and also find time to explore, play, recreate, find new friends. But time will reveal the truth.

And this is truth: that Jesus came to bring us back to God. He not only pointed the way, like John and the prophets before him and since, he was and is the Way. Trust in him, choose to believe in his good news and follow. Right now, this day, in your heart, make the choice.

There are always reasons to wait, to doubt, to worry. Will I lose this life and its joys (and even its sorrows, at least I know them) if I turn and follow Jesus? Will I have to live in the wilderness like John or become a missionary? Will I have to go door to door with pamphlets? Will I end up on every church committee because I confuse saying no to a priest with saying no to God?

Maybe. But you don’t have to. Those who lose their lives for the sake of the kingdom will save them, Jesus said—while those who seek to save them with their own efforts will end up losing them. It is by giving you receive, by loving that you are loved, said St Francis. The way of the kingdom is tricky that way, like ju-jitsu. When you open your hands and let go, you open your heart to receive grace.

My yoke is easy and my burden is light, Jesus said. Come you that are weary and heavy-laden and I will give you rest. 

Doesn’t that sound good to you? It does to me. 

Let the people of God say, Amen.
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