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“a heart with a skill to listen” 

Reading from the Old Testament: 1 Kings 3:1-5 

Reading from the New Testament: James 3:17 

Well, we’ve officially entered the nasty season, which has nothing 

to do with the weather on Friday. Incendiary rhetoric flies back and 

forth between campaigns as increasingly desperate candidates speak 

little of their resumes or their commitment to the common good, and 

instead, focus their energies on depicting the apocalypse that will surely 

ensue if the other dude gets your vote. In my mind the nasty season 

starts when the commercials forsake color and display their ads with a 

grainy black and white film along with the tones of terror spoken by the 

voiceover artist for all those horror movies. The only thing missing is a 

depiction of the opponent wearing a hockey mask.  

It seems to me that if the best that you can say about yourself is 

“Hey, at least I’m not a serial killer,” you may not be equipped for the 

daunting task of governance. 

Wouldn’t it be nice to hear a little honesty about ideas, plans, 

reasonable/feasible solutions instead of describing some scene from The 

Purge that your opponent will precipitate? Wouldn’t it be refreshing to 
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hear a candidate admit, “Listen, I do not know how to go out or come in. 

I’m just a kid, what do I know? But I’ll give it my best shot.” 

You have to love Solomon, at least the Solomon who is depicted in 

this dream epiphany in 1 Kings, the Solomon who is painfully aware he 

is in way over his head as he consolidates his reign as king of Israel. 

Eugene Peterson, the noted author and scholar who died this week, was 

possibly best known for his translation of the Bible called The Message. 

Listen to his translation of this portion of Solomon’s prayer, “And now 

here I am: God, my God, you have made me, your servant, ruler of the 

kingdom in place of David my father. I'm too young for this, a mere 

child! I don't know the ropes, hardly know the 'ins' and 'outs' of this job.  

And here I am, set down in the middle of the people you've chosen, a 

great people - far too many to ever count.”  

What is it you hear when someone has hit a tennis ball over a 

fence as you walk by? “Little help … We could use a little help over 

here.” That seems to be the tone Solomon sets at the opening of this 

encounter with the Lord. “I don’t know how to go out or come in.” 

Solomon, whose name is regularly associated with wisdom, whether 

that link is justified or not, demonstrates in this particular moment a 



 

 

3 

3 

primary prerequisite for wisdom. As Socrates said, “The only true 

wisdom is in knowing you know nothing.” Voltaire offered the same 

sentiment when he said, “The more I read, the more I acquire, the more 

certain I am that I know nothing.” Personally, I like Shakespeare’s take 

on wisdom. “The fool doth think he is wise, but the wise man knows 

himself to be a fool.” (William Shakespeare, As You Like It)  All of which is to say, 

there is a whole lot of foolishness going on in our world today as 

assumptions, opinions, prejudices, and lies are arrogantly paraded as 

settled truth, and any disagreement is labeled as heresy or idiocy. 

Is there any such thing as a panel discussion today? Speaking of 

wisdom, in the current climate, wisdom, if not sanity, calls one to turn 

off your screen of choice when you see two or more people seated at a 

table on the set. Chances are, ugliness will ensue, the only winners 

being the manufacturers of high blood pressure pills. In contrast, a 

number of years ago, PBS would gather a diverse panel of leaders, 

scholars, authors, and officials to have a rational discussion on such 

weighty issues as war and peace, education, poverty, the economy, race, 

and security. Seated in a circle, a thoughtful, collegial moderator would 

engage the minds and experiences of the assembled secretaries of state, 
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researchers, generals, supreme court justices, Nobel laureates, and 

maybe, just maybe, a theologian or two. What made it all work was that 

the people at the table were all leaning in, actively listening to each 

other and eager to learn from one another. There was an obvious 

respect demonstrated to one another. It was not only a chance to learn 

something, but also a great visual lesson in how to behave among others 

and a great model for how to pursue wisdom. 

I recently finished reading a book that would have to rank among 

the five best I have ever read. It was not among the legion of church 

self-help books I tend to avoid and find depressing, the main point of 

which always seems to be how I am doing everything wrong. Rather, 

this was a novel set in the Soviet era of Russia and entitled, A 

Gentleman in Moscow. It follows the life experience of a Russian 

nobleman, who, following the fall of the monarchy, is sentenced to live 

out his days under house arrest within the walls of the grand old 

Metropol Hotel. Count Alexander Rostov, who one reviewer described as 

being equal parts urbane and humane, is a true gentleman in the best 

sense, a man of impeccable taste, well-educated, and possessing a vast 

knowledge of literature, history, and Russian culture. Yet, what makes 
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the Count most impressive, is the way he treats others, approaching 

everyone from the young child to the chimney sweep to the movie star 

with respect and a willingness to listen and learn. And in that, the 

Count demonstrated immense wisdom.  

As the author describes him in the text, “Alexander Rostov was 

neither scientist nor sage; but at the age of sixty-four he was wise 

enough to know that life does not proceed by leaps and bounds. It 

unfolds. At any given moment, it is the manifestation of a thousand 

transitions. Our faculties wax and wane, our experiences accumulate 

and our opinions evolve--if not glacially, then at least gradually. Such 

that the events of an average day are as likely to transform who we are 

as a pinch of pepper is to transform a stew.” (Amor Towles, A Gentleman in 

Moscow) Wow! Just Wow! 

Such is the wisdom for which Solomon prays. “I do not know how 

to go out or come in. And your servant is in the midst of the people 

whom you have chosen, a great people, so numerous they cannot be 

numbered or counted. Give your servant therefore an understanding 

mind to govern your people, able to discern between good and evil; for 

who can govern this your great people?" An understanding mind – The 
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Hebrew here is shema lev, the literal translation being a hearing heart. 

I’m most intrigued by NEB’s translation of this term, “a heart with the 

skill to listen.” Of course, in the Old Testament the heart was seen to be 

the seat of emotion, understanding, and wisdom, but consider not only 

the beauty, but also the power and possibility of that prayer – “a heart 

with the skill to listen.”  If only… If only… The voices of yesterday’s 

dead cry out, If only… If only… 

Now, with Solomon, it is difficult to separate fact from fiction. The 

association of Solomon and wisdom doesn’t necessarily hold true to the 

end. In chapter 3, Solomon appears drawn more to a vision of 

leadership defined by humility, a focus on the welfare of the people, and 

a trust in mercy and light of the Lord. It is the idealized leadership 

expressed in Isaiah’s vision of the idealized king, a reading we 

traditionally hear in Advent where for Christians, it describes the hope 

we have through the inbreaking of the reign of Christ. “The spirit of the 

Lord shall rest on him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the 

spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the 

Lord. 3 His delight shall be in the fear of the Lord. He shall not judge by 

what his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear; 4 but with 
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righteousness he shall judge the poor, and decide with equity for the 

meek of the earth.”   

In ancient Israel, no less than in the world today, Solomon’s 

prayer and Isaiah’s vision of leadership tend to be pushed aside by the 

lust for power, personal glory, and riches. By chapter 11 in 1 Kings, we 

see a Solomon who has fallen prey to those pursuits, his reign ending in 

disarray and rebellion. So, Solomon’s story becomes a cautionary tale 

about the cost of divorce between servant leadership and power.  

Albert Einstein confessed, “It is not that I'm so smart. But I stay 

with the questions much longer.” Wisdom and listening are as 

inseparable as colds and Kleenex. Proverbs 1:5 says, “let the wise listen 

and add to their learning, and let the discerning get guidance…” We are 

so fearful of revealing weakness, that we’ll fake knowledge and 

expertise, which, very often, only reveals our ignorance.  

If only, we could earnestly seek to live into Solomon’s prayer. 

“Give me a heart with the skill to listen.” If only… If only… 

Our Presbyter, Jan Edmiston shared a challenging article about 

the power of listening. In 2017, photographer Johnathon Kelso began a 
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project to test himself and his faith. This white Florida native decided 

to document lynching sites in six Southern states and to talk with the 

victims’ descendants. The result was a photo essay entitled, A Song 

Without Words. It is challenging journey to confront the capacity of your 

neighbors and your ancestors to hate and find such satisfaction in the 

brutalization of others. He describes his reaction to the photo of a 

sadistic lynching and burning of a black man in Paris, Texas where 

10,000 people, dressed in their Sunday best had gathered for the event 

as if it was a concert. He had always assumed that lynchings took place 

in the dead of night, perpetrated by Klansmen hidden behind their 

hoods.  

Documenting the sites and talking to the people who shared some 

history with the lynchings was, for Kelso, a mission from God … “His 

Niceville, Florida, childhood was a comfortable distance away from 

people of color. His faith told him he needed to be around people who 

were not like him, but he had never, volitionally, done that. Which is 

why, until he undertook this project, he was as removed from the 

suffering of blacks as one could be.” 
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“My worldview, whether I like it or not, has been seen through the 

lens of people with white skin like mine,” Kelso said. “And my 

perspective has been constrained to the comfortable ease of the mirror 

rather than to the difficulty of diversity.” He needed to hear and see for 

himself the stories of others to begin to understand. His prayer, his 

hope in this? “Let me be sensitive. Let me be courageous in a way that I 

haven't been before, so that I can get to know people who are different 

than me.” (Jonathan Kelso, The Bitter Southerner) 

There is genuine and legitimate distress over the increasingly 

polarized state of our current society. It is a crisis, no doubt. But 

polarization is not the problem. Polarization is the disastrous 

consequence. The problem is the failure to listen. So, may our Lord, 

grant us hearts with the capacity to listen and the desire to understand. 

Amen. 

  

 

  


