“Does not wisdom call? Does not understanding raise her voice?”

Surrounded by so much folly on the news and in social media, | often find myself asking those kinds of
question. Where is wisdom? Is nobody listening? The issues concern the climate and the
environment; the continuing unequal distribution of wealth; historical global structural injustice;
international violence; and more and more often the to me stupid failures of communication where
voices polarise on complex issues and the resulting culture wars leave people frightened and taking to
trenches.

In a striking image from Scripture that we do not often hear read, the writer of the Proverbs personifies
God’s wisdom as a woman who stands at the city gates calling out for people to stop being stupid; to
pay attention; to wise up.

Much of the history of ancient Judaism involved the Jews trying to make sure that their models of God
did not resemble those of the peoples around them: God, said the Jewish prophets, was not like the
Baals of Syria, the Marduk and Ishtar of Babylon, the Horus and Isis of Egypt. As part of the purifying of
their religious imagination, the Jews cast away images of multiple gods and goddesses, focusing
instead on the pure transcendence of God.

But for all the beauty, truth, and clarity of affirming that there was just one God who transcended
everything and could be met in every place, such a vision of God could be a little aloof, a little dry. And
so every now and then in their poetry there creeps back in the Bible an echo of older beliefs that show
God acting in the world, or appearing to act, through holy intermediaries — through mysterious figures
like angels, perhaps, or in the case of the Proverbs through the image of Lady Wisdom.

The Hebrew word for Wisdom is Hokmah, but we might know her Greek name better: Sophia. ‘l was
beside him like a master builder, says Sophia; ‘l was daily God’s delight’; ‘I rejoiced in God’s inhabited
world and delighted at the human race’.

Such a mysterious and powerful image was it of God’s wisdom at play in creation that the early
Christians for a while toyed with it to try to describe what it meant to say that God was in Christ. In 1
Corinthians, for example, Paul describes Christ as ‘the power of God and the wisdom of God’.

The idea of Wisdom being with God at the beginning of creation is clearly in the background of the
prologue to John’s Gospel. For though John uses the philosophical term ‘logos’ or ‘Word’, he could well
have chosen ‘Sophia’ instead. | wonder what mitigating effect on ideas of masculinity and divinity
there might have been if John had instead used the feminine image of Wisdom, if John’s Gospel had
instead begun: ‘In the beginning was Sophia, and Sophia was with God, and Sophia was God... and
Sophia became flesh and we have seen her glory.

Even though he did not, the underlying idea remains true: to a world of folly, Jesus of Nazareth
enfleshes God’s wisdom; Jesus makes God’s wisdom concrete in one time, one space, one culture,
one context.

But if that was all we said about wisdom, Christianity might have something of a museum quality
about it, as if the appearance of wisdom happened only in the past. But of course, there’s more. In
John’s Gospel, Jesus says, ‘| have many things to say to you but you cannot bear them now. [But] when
the Spirit of Truth comes, he will guide you into all truth’. Don’t be put off by the masculine gender
used for Spirit. The Spirit of Truth is the Spirit of Wisdom. What Jesus means is that the Wisdom of God
that was made plain in him, is still to be revealed and is being revealed in us and amongst us. Such, of
course is the cascade of the Trinity: the pouring forth of wisdom in Christ; and the re-pouring forth of
that wisdom as the Spirit fills and reshapes us.



Among the all-too-few images of Wisdom that appear in churches, | came across this one from a
church in Ukraine. Here is Wisdom stood behind the altar offering bread and wine. She descends on
rays of gold from a circle above, which contains the Greek letters for Christ, the chi-rho symbol.

And yet she herself has the symbol of the cross in her halo: she is the re-presentation of Christ in the
world.

We are a world in deep need of wisdom. Perhaps you will know the old joke about the difference
between wisdom and information: information is knowing that a tomato is a fruit (it has been said); but
wisdom is knowing that you still shouldn’t putitin a fruit salad. The wisdom we desperately need
concerns how we should live so that all may flourish; how we treat one another and our environment.

| say this in the week following the news that a 21-year old Austrian male, Artur, returned to his school
in Graz from which he had dropped out, killing a teacher and nine pupils. Artur was described as a
highly introverted person, who had retreated to the virtual world of online first-person shooter games.
This is the same age as many of the students | have been working with over the past twenty years. In
the conversations | have with young men like Arthur, | have tried to share pointers for a wise life: how
to temper feelings of anger or fear with compassion for self and for others; how to learn patience in
the face of feelings of vulnerability; how to lean in to anxiety and avoid cutting oneself off; how to learn
that power and gentleness go hand in hand.

| say this on Father’s day in the context of the all too often mixed blessing of fathers, sometimes wisely
gentle and vulnerable; but at other times absent, or disengaged, cold and angry.

To live wisely, it seems to me, is to learn to accept that we are not the most important things on earth -
each of us occupy fairly short lives full of potential for beautiful, creativity and love. These lives are to
be cherished; and then gently laid down.

Friends this may be my last sermon here, barring invites, and so | wanted to thank you for being a
community of people who recurrently have tried to put yourselves in the way of God’s in-breaking
spirit of Wisdom. Of course, no community is perfect.

Joanna and | arrived here two decades ago looking for a spiritual home, and what we discovered was a
place where earnest faith, critical reflection and practical action were found. That combination of
elements seems to me a wise mix. | have valued the unpressured environment of welcome; the
talented people who contribute their creative gifts of art, craft, film, food and music; the thoughtful
engagement with the Word and with the World: where campaigning & sacrificial giving come as
second nature. This has been to us a place where God’s wise creative spirit has been at play. Thank
you for all that you have given us; and thank you for receiving what we have offered.

My friends: may you continue to be wisdom in the world; crying out against its folly; and delighting in
all that God continues to create.
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