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A Prayer for Wisdom
1 Kings 2:10-12; 3:3-14

Earlier today we had a “Back to School” Breakfast that introduced our new Family Ministry Committee.  I am excited about the work that they will do in assisting our families at home—and our church family as a whole—in nurturing faith across the generational boundaries.  One of the main groups they will be thinking about will be before us later in the service for the blessing of the backpacks, as we commission our school children to their unique place of living their faith—in the classrooms in which they will learn.  And as we gather around the font with them, we will lift our prayers for them, asking that they will become wise.  It seems fitting, then, that King Solomon would take center stage.

These last few weeks the Old Testament readings from the lectionary have been centered on Israel’s greatest king—David—but we haven’t exactly looked at his greatest moments.  A couple of weeks ago we looked at his power-grabbing exploits concerning Bathsheba and her husband Uriah that ended in his honest confession of his sinfulness before God.  Last week we saw how David’s lament for his son Absalom shows us a portrait of human grief before God.  David’s story fascinates us, and we listen to it with the same fascination that we watch the lifestyles of the rich and famous.

But our reading today signals to us that David has died, and the storyteller shifts his focus to David’s successor, Solomon, a figure who, at best, is difficult to evaluate.
  The eleven chapters which tell of his reign reflect both “the best of times and the worst of times” in Israel’s history.  In addition to the rousing economic and cultural success of Solomon’s reign, we are also shown the troubles that come when the nation—represented by the king—turns from covenant faithfulness.

The narrator’s concern with Solomon centers on the two things for which he is most remembered:  his prayer for wisdom and his construction of the Jerusalem Temple.  The narrator of Kings is asking us to suspend all else that we know about Solomon’s reign so that we can focus instead upon the blessings that come as a result of covenant faithfulness.

In our reading for today, God appears to Solomon in a dream, and immediately we feel a sense of kinship.  This dream, you see, takes place in the sanctuary where Solomon has fallen asleep.  I won’t ask for a show of hands, but I suspect that you have a similar story of a time when you fell asleep in a sanctuary somewhere.  Anyway, God comes to Solomon in a dream, and brings with him a divine blank check: “Ask what I should give you” (3:5).

In one of her books about biblical wisdom, Alyce McKenzie invites us to consider how we would respond to such a question.
  She asks, “When God turns to you, what’s your answer?  I want things to stay just like they are?  I want everything to work out painlessly and perfectly for me and my family?  I want to reach my dreams without making any sacrifices?”  That, she fears, is the way most of us would answer.
So how does Solomon answer?  First, he dives into the memory of God’s steadfast love and recounts the deeds of the Lord on his behalf.  Only then does Solomon ask God to give him what all people, but especially leaders, need:  wisdom, the ability to discern between good and evil.

As I look at our culture’s fascination with biblical prayers, I can’t help but wonder why the prayer of Jabez captured our imagination while Solomon’s is seldom on our lips.  Why do we prefer power and prestige to wisdom?

The need for wisdom—for what Solomon referred to as an ability to discern between good and evil—is especially live today.  We are critically aware that our nation’s desire to root out evil and destroy it in the name of good is a mixed bag, at best.  We also know the places in our lives where we have either been too lax or too severe in our relationship to the broader culture, meaning that we have either succumbed to accommodation or isolation.  Who among us will listen to Wisdom’s voice that is crying out in the streets?  Who will remind the people of the wisdom of God which subverts the wisdom of the world?  One can hope that the day will finally dawn when our culture is as concerned with Solomon’s prayer for wisdom as we once were with Jabez’s prayer for power.

But for now, we must face the facts:  wisdom is in short supply these days, and, if David Ford was correct in his response to a question about wisdom as a theological category, it’s not too difficult to figure out why this is so.  Ford said that “wisdom demands an integration of rigorous thought with imagination and also practical concerns—how things actually work out in the living of life.”

It doesn’t take overwhelming powers of observation to see that our culture is bankrupt in all of these areas.  We have lost our ability to engage in serious reflection; our imaginations have gone dry; and we live so haphazardly today that Dr. Phil seems to be the only one asking, “So, how’s that working out for you?”

For many of us, rigorous thought has been replaced by opinion.  We are a culture that has lately placed more value on having and expressing strong opinions than engaging in a period of study.  We want our “wisdom” to come to us in a condensed version—as if the wisdom of the ages can be categorized in a few bullet points.  The wisdom of the masses is now codified in online opinion polls that seek a shoot-from-the-hip vote on even the most challenging issues.  Since when did the need to study something become a sign of weakness?  Have we simply grown lazy?  Or is there a deeper arrogance that causes us to be blissfully unaware of our own ignorance?  No matter the reason why, the sad truth remains:  intensive study and sustained reflection have little value for many today.
That’s one reason why I have been so pleased by the response to our Disciple Bible Study program here.  If you’ve been thinking about enrolling, now is the time.  Disciple offers you the transformation that comes about as a result of intentional, intensive study and is coupled with the sustained reflection of a group who will journey with you.  I hope that you will make the commitment to sign up.
So wisdom eludes us because we have forsaken rigorous study and reflection.  But there’s another reason wisdom avoids us:  Our imaginations have gone dry.  We are so used to our “toys” making all the sounds and movements for us that we have lost the playful, inquisitive quality of life that creates fresh wisdom for a new day.  Part of wisdom, you see, is not simply parroting the learnings of the past, but rather imaginatively linking past wisdom to an ever-changing world, and that is seldom easy work.  The moderator of the Presbyterian General Assembly was at Massanetta Springs recently, and one of the things that she kept reminding us was that we need people who are willing to think outside the box, which is another way of suggesting that we need people whose imaginations have not run dry.
The final piece in Ford’s development of wisdom is a concern for how things actually work out in life.  The stumbling block to this in our culture, of course, is the fast-paced lives that most of us live.  We are simply too busy moving from one “experience” to another, and too concerned about expressing our opinions based on those experiences, to reflect upon whether we are living our lives in such a way that our experiences are worth having.  Until we take seriously the deep truthfulness of Sabbath rest—of emptying ourselves so that we can be replenished by God—wisdom will continue to elude us.
No wonder we, like Solomon before us, are in need of divine wisdom.  We too have trouble discerning between good and evil.  In a time like ours, we are too easily swayed by the ones whose opinions are the strongest—whether or not they are the most informed or offer us the best option.  In real ways these strong opinions become sirens who lure us into the dangerous waters where only the foolish are found.

The Presbyterian Church has recently been invited to enter “a season of discernment” as we reflect on who God is calling us to be today.  This has caused no small amount of consternation in the church, partly because it seems to go against all of the prevailing wisdom of this age.  It seems like such hard, messy, and uncertain work.  Just give us the answers, some cry, and part of me understands that desire.  It’s not easy to listen for God’s Spirit speaking to us in the midst of the church.  It never has been, and it never will be.  There has, after all, never been a time when all of God’s people have been at exactly the same place on some issue before the church, and we are fooling ourselves if we think that our day is any different.  No, I suspect that we will always feel ourselves stretched by the Spirit in ways that we would never imagine.
That’s why discernment is so important for people of faith, for discernment opens us to a life well-lived before God.  It doesn’t simply hand us a set of pre-packaged answers to be hauled out in all times and places, but rather leads us into a discovery of how this day is to be lived in the fear of the Lord.  As Luke Timothy Johnson has reminded us, discernment is “that habit of faith by which we are properly disposed to hear God’s Word, and properly disposed to respond to that Word in the practical circumstances of our lives.”

That, for the church, is where our wisdom is found—not in online opinion polls or the latest celebrity self-help tome or the half-baked opinions that swirl around us—but rather in the integration of rigorous thought with imagination in light of the ongoing revelation of God.
So, if God were to come to you with an offer to give you anything that you want, what would you say?  May God grant us the wisdom to answer wisely.
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