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THE TWELFTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

The Work of Wisdom
I Kings 3:3-14; Ephesians 5:15-20

A daughter complained to her father about life and how
things were so hard for her.  She did not know how she was going
to make it and wanted to give up.  She was tired of struggling.  It
seemed that as soon as one problem was solved, a new one
arose.

Her father, a chef, took her to the kitchen.  He filled three
pots with water.  In one he placed carrots, in the second he
placed eggs, and the last he placed ground coffee beans.  He
placed each on a high fire and soon the pots came to a boil.  He
let them sit and boil, without saying a word. 

The daughter tapped her fingers on the counter and
impatiently waited, wondering what he was doing.  In about twenty
minutes he turned off the burners.  He fished the carrots out and
placed them in a bowl.  He pulled the eggs out and placed them
a bowl.  Then he ladled the coffee out and placed it in a bowl.
Turning to her he asked. "What do you see?"  "Carrots, eggs, and
coffee," she replied. 

He brought her closer and asked her to feel the carrots.
She did and noted that they were soft.  He then asked her to take
an egg and break it.  After pulling off the shell, she observed the
hard-boiled egg.

Finally, he asked her to sip the coffee.  She smiled as she
tasted its rich aroma.  She said, "What's the point?"  Her father
explained that each of the items had faced the same
adversity–boiling water–but each reacted differently.  The carrot
went in strong and hard.  But after being subjected to the boiling
water, it softened and became weak.  The egg had been fragile.
Its thin outer shell had protected its liquid interior.  But after sitting
through the boiling water, its inside became hardened.  The
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ground coffee beans were unique, however.  After they were in
the boiling water, they had changed the water. 

"Which are you?" he asked his daughter.  "When adversity
knocks on your door, how do you respond?  Are you a carrot, an
egg, or a coffee bean?" 

Who are you?  Are you a carrot, an egg, a coffee bean . . . or, perhaps,
the wise father-chef?

Certainly I want to respond to life like the coffee bean by changing
things around me for the good.  But I also want to be wise.  I want to be one
of those people who offers clever suggestions, who has pithy sayings by the
pocketful, who, like Andy Griffith, can turn a bad situation around on a dime
and make everything turn out alright.  Are you a carrot, an egg, a coffee bean,
or a wise chef?  I want to be the chef!

Apparently Solomon felt the same way.  The story we just heard tells us
that God asked Solomon what he should give the new king as a coronation
gift to celebrate his ascendency to the throne of Israel.  Were God to offer me
the same opportunity, I have a list at the ready: money, eloquence, good
looks, a house in the mountains–you know, just a few simple things.  Solomon
had his list ready, too.  Being rather young and inexperienced and following
in the footsteps of his popular father, King David, he knew exactly what he
needed: wisdom.  He needed to be able to discern between right and wrong,
between good and evil, between what was best for his people and what could
ultimately harm them.  He asked God for wisdom.  God was so surprised and
caught off guard that he granted Solomon’s wish and then gave him the riches
to boot.  I would say Solomon was already wise.  It sounds like he knew
exactly what he was doing!

On the surface, this story makes it sound as if wisdom can be obtained
by a simple prayer or a snap of the divine fingers.  Wisdom is not a
commodity that can be bought or sold or bargained.  There is work to wisdom.
Wisdom is gained, not simply gotten.

Think for a moment about people you consider to be wise.  What are
they like?  What do they do?  How did they get that way?  The people I know
who are wise have lived into it.  Wisdom came to them a little at a time, with
each life experience, through every trial and tribulation, as a result of each
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victory and defeat.  Wisdom is not a spectator sport.  It is the result of a life
that is engaged with living.

Two seeds lay side by side in the fertile soil.  The first seed
said, "I want to grow! I want to send my roots deep into the soil
beneath me, and thrust my sprouts through the earth's crust
above me . . . I want to unfurl my tender buds like banners to
announce the arrival of spring . . . I want to feel the warmth of the
sun on my face and the blessing of the morning dew on my
petals!"  And so she grew . . . .

The second seed said, "I am afraid. If I send my roots into
the ground below, I don't know what I will encounter in the dark.
If I push my way through the hard soil above me I may damage
my delicate sprouts . . . what if I let my buds open and a snail tries
to eat them?  And if I were to open my blossoms, a small child
may pull me from the ground.  No, it is much better for me to wait
until it is safe."  And so he waited . . . .

A yard hen scratching around in the early spring ground for
food found the waiting seed and promptly ate it.1

There is no way to gain wisdom simply from watching life pass by you.
In fact, as the story indicates, it is unwise to live that way.  Wisdom emerges
from the experience of life and thereby enhances life.

L.D. Johnson was one of the wisest men I have ever known.  Dr.
Johnson was the Chaplain at Furman University for many years.  Prior to that
he served as a pastor to several churches.  He was an excellent teacher, a
superb preacher, a good counselor, and a wonderful pastor.  He and his wife
had also known great heartbreak.  One child, a boy, died when very young.
Their daughter, a bright and beautiful young woman who had just begun her
first job teaching, died in an automobile accident on her way home for the
holidays.

When Dr. Johnson was a pastor, a young couple in his church suffered
the death of a child.  As the funeral service began, Dr. Johnson stepped into
the pulpit, called the couple by name, and said, “I have twice sat where you



4

now sit.”  Little more needed to be said.  That heartbroken couple and
everyone else gathered there understood that their grief was in the hands of
someone who knew grief from the inside out.  Wisdom arises from
experience.

Like Solomon, we seek wisdom from God, but it is through our
experience that God gives us an understanding mind, to use Solomon’s
phrase.  To gain wisdom, we have to do three things.  We need to observe,
hear, and ponder.

We need to observe what is going on around us.  We talked several
weeks ago about our tendency to look at life but not to see what is really
there.  We are bombarded daily with so much information and so many
images that we get to the point that we look at it all but do not comprehend
what we have seen.  We have all seen those optical illusions in which you
look at a picture which appears to be of a young woman.  When we focus our
eyes differently, however, we also see a sketch of an old woman.  In the same
way, we need to look carefully at what is going on around us from different
angles so that we see clearly and honestly.

We also need to hear what other people are saying.  Again, our ears are
besieged by sounds of all kinds, some pleasant, some irritating.  We listen,
but we do not always hear.  This morning I was listening to Sing for Joy, a
program that features music for each Sunday of the Christian year.  Occupied
by something else, the music was playing in my ear.  When a particular hymn
was over and the host announced what it was, I was disappointed because
it is a favorite of mine.  I was listening, but I did not really hear the music that
was playing.

Listening but not hearing is a primary problem in relationships, I think.
We listen to what another person says–a spouse, a child, a friend–but we do
not really hear them.  We do not listen behind the words to hear the emotion,
the hidden meanings, the deep longings that do not always find their way to
appropriate words.  We need to hear what we say to one another.

Perhaps most important, we need to ponder.  We need to think about
what we see and hear and how it fits into life.  Each one of us has imbedded
in our memory that line from the Christmas story which follows the visit of the
shepherds and their recounting of all that the angels had told them about the
child.  Luke tells us that “Mary treasured all these words and pondered them
in her heart” (Luke 2:19).
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It is important that we reflect on the experiences we have in life and the
meaning they have for us and for the larger world.  L.D. Johnson obviously
thought a great deal about the deaths of his two children.  He wondered how
God could allow such tragedy to happen.  He questioned what he could have
done differently.  He lamented his loss.  But he also looked around and saw
that other fathers and mothers lose their children in various ways.  He heard
the heartache of other souls crying out to God.  He realized that his grief
could be helpful to other people and offered the wisdom he had gained to help
other struggling souls with their grief.

Wisdom arises from what we see in life, what we hear around us, and
what we think about all that we experience.  Scripture, however, reminds us
that the origin of wisdom is with God.  The Book of Job, a story all about
seeing and hearing and pondering, reminds us that “the fear of the Lord is the
beginning of wisdom” (Job 28:28), a teaching that is repeated in the Psalms
and the Book of Proverbs.  The Hebrew sages realized that the first act of
wisdom is reverence toward God, a recognition of God’s creative and loving
character and fidelity to God.  The Book of Proverbs, which is largely
attributed to Solomon, imagines Wisdom as a woman who invites us to come
and feast on insight into life.  It pictures Wisdom as present at creation and
active in the formation of the world and all that is in it.  In the New Testament,
Jesus and Paul describe the Holy Spirit as the embodiment of the wisdom of
God which continues to guide us throughout life.

In her book The Hiding Place, Corrie ten Boom describes the horrific
conditions of the Ravensbruck concentration camp where she and her sister
Betsie were imprisoned.  The barracks, built to accommodate four hundred
people, were being used to hold fourteen hundred women who were terrified,
hungry, and many of them ill.

As the sisters crawled and squeezed their way through the crowded
aisles to find their assigned sleeping places, they were horrified to discover
that the filthy makeshift mattresses filled with straw were also infested with
fleas.  It was almost more than they could bear, a last insult in a series of
atrocious acts that seemed designed to increase their suffering and break
their will.  Betsie reminded her sister that they were to give thanks in all things
and that meant even the fleas on those horrid mattresses.  They prayed for
help and guidance and offered thanksgiving for what they did have.  It was
only later that they discovered that because of the fleas in Barracks 28, the
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guards would not enter the building.  The prisoners thus had a little extra
freedom and safety and could gather each night to worship together.2

Wisdom is recognizing that God is our Creator and the Preserver of life.
Wisdom is seeing and hearing and thinking about the ways in which God is
active in our lives and how God wants us to respond to life.  Wisdom is
allowing God to work through us to bring fullness to life.

God sent Jesus to live among us so that he could demonstrate his love
for us and the manner in which he wants us to live.  God wants us to make
the right choices, to react wisely to the circumstances of life, and to help one
another do the same.  God offers us wisdom, a gift that is ours for the taking
and using.  God invites us to look and see, to listen and hear, to recall and
reflect, to enjoy life that is full and complete.

Who are you?  A carrot?  An egg?  A coffee bean?  I suspect that if we
will attempt to be more of a wise chef, we will discover the aroma of a life well
lived.  A prayer attributed to St. Benedict is an appropriate prayer for each of
us to offer today and every day:

Gracious and holy Father,
give us wisdom to perceive you,
diligence to seek you,
patience to wait for you,
eyes to behold you,
a heart to meditate on you
and a life to proclaim you;
through the Spirit of Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen.3



August 19, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

It is that still, small voice of calm that we long to hear, O God, for it
assures us that you are with us and that everything will be alright.  Speak to
us now, we pray.  Calm us, soothe us, strengthen us, empower us.  Grant us
all we need to live this day in your grace and goodness.

We offer our gratitude and confess our thanksgiving for all you have
done for us.  We are grateful for waking to your magnificent world this
morning.  Each day is a reminder of your creative generosity and we realize
how fortunate we are to enjoy the blessings of this world.  We thank you for
the relationships that sustain us and make life fulfilling.  We appreciate good
work and play, nutritious food, and refreshing rest.  We thank you for being
with us, supporting and encouraging us, loving us through all things.

This morning we pray for each one who needs to feel you present with
them.  Make yourself known to all who are sick and who long to be well.
Bless the medicines they receive, the treatments intended to help them heal,
and all those who administer care to them.  Bless those who wait beside them
and grant them rest and needed energy, we pray.

Bless all who grieve and wonder how they can make it through this day.
Restore to them the vigor of life and the awareness that they are not alone in
their sorrow.  Heal their hearts and bring refreshment to their souls.  Minister
to all who are struggling with decisions that have significant consequences.
Guide those who are making changes in life and help them to choose the right
paths to walk.  Bless the ones who begin a new venture in life.  Grant them
peace and prosperity in all that they do.

Our hearts break when we look around our world, O God.  We do not
understand the willingness of some to use death and destruction in the pursuit
of their political desires.  We pray for a cessation of violence wherever it is
active.  We pray for peace for all of the world and the healing of those nations
that have been ripped apart.

Keep us mindful, O God, that Christ came so that we might know you
intimately.  In our reverent silence, speak to us that we might speak hope to
all the world; through Christ Jesus our Lord.  Amen.


