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 I’m usually pretty good at setting aside my gadgets and focusing on the 

people in front of me, but during this week’s church council meeting my phone 

was blowing up like crazy. It was a group of friends reacting to what they were 

seeing on television, in real time, as the testimonies and statements by commission 

members were offered. 

 The January 6th insurrection hearings are fascinating and important for 

many reasons. We saw the insurrection as it happened, live on TV, what more is 

there to say? It turns out there is plenty more to say that hasn’t been said before, 

and last week was only the opening. For these hearings, being broadcast on every 

major network save one, the intent is to get at the full objective truth of exactly 

what happened, and exactly who was involved. 

 How does one do this when American acceptance of the existence of 

objective truth is at the lowest by far it has been in my lifetime? Is it even possible? 

Some people will self select out, not wanting to hear anything that conflicts with 

what they believe they already know, some will self select out because it is really 

uncomfortable at best, or painful, or maddening. And then the big question, at least 

for me — so what? If you have important knowledge about truth — in this case 
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knowledge gained at tremendous and painful cost — and you do nothing with it, 

does it even matter?  

 I ask these questions on a Sunday when we take time in praise of knowledge 

and the pursuit of knowledge. As Methodists, we will take time shortly to consider 

what it means to work for Peace with Justice, and how that differs from a cessation 

of violence and conflict with no resulting justice. And all of this background when 

our focus is on scripture that asks us to reflect on wisdom.  

 I think it is safe saying that we are wise enough to value wisdom, and wise 

enough to try to be as wise as possible in leading this congregation. Most of us 

know that being wise is especially difficult when there is so much bad information 

claiming to be good information and intermingled with it. How do we cultivate 

wisdom, to better serve the Lord? 

 With that, I note that today is Education Sunday, when we have just 

recognized people who have in some way dedicated themselves to Christian 

education, as a student, instructor, or in some other way. Our Lord was a teacher 

from the beginning of his ministry, and when we do our best to learn more about 

the Bible, the church, the world, and how it all fits together? We are creating a 

more mature faith, one that includes all of those things. Our United Methodist 

tradition values reason and experience, and both of those are affected by your 

education. The hope is that we can bring these things to bear in a way that reflects 

some degree of wisdom. 

 The lectionary for today talks about wisdom in a few ways. I really love this 

reading from Proverbs. We’ve spoken before about how the Bible is not a book, 
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but rather a collection of books written as diverse types of literature. Proverbs, 

perhaps unsurprisingly, belongs to a genre we call wisdom writings, along with Job 

and Qoheleth, more commonly called Ecclessiastes. There are four main themes of 

the wisdom literature we have in Scripture: God's creation, the natural laws, the 

future, and the meaning of life itself. Today’s reading touches on three of these. We 

have wisdom herself crying out on the heights, beside the way, at the crossroads, 

beside the gates in front of the town, at the entrance of the portals. What a 

remarkable image!  

 In a highly patriarchal society, we have wisdom as a woman, and in all of the 

important public places, crying out to all that live about her relationship with God 

the creator. In our tradition we have some scriptures where women are commanded 

to be silent, that they must not teach men about God — and here she is, witnessing 

to God’s greatness and might even at the beginning of all things, for Wisdom was 

there. That’s an interesting contrast, isn’t it. I wonder if anyone is listening to her. I 

picture all of the challenges facing our world, and woman wisdom in all the public 

places, crying out to all that live. It is difficult for me to read this without 

wondering — is anyone listening? Based on her words, it seems that knowledge of 

God is knowledge of wisdom, to a point where they are essentially synonymous. 

OK then. We hope to be wise. What do we know of God? 

 Today is also Trinity Sunday. To some, Trinity is the lynchpin to all 

Christian theology. To others, it is the great thorn in the side of Christian theology. 

I’d guess some of both are in the room. I’m not going to talk much about the nature 

of the trinity, or any of the super confusing theological work to explain it. Many 

observe that God is love. Which is good, but Trinity Sunday also reminds us that 

God is relationship. The relationship between creator, redeemer, sustainer for sure, 
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and I would argue the relationship between God and God’s creation — it all reveals 

God’s nature pretty clearly. 

 There’s one thing I wanted us to consider. From Genesis chapter 1, verse 26: 

“Come, Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness.” 

  

From that, we can conclude that God’s pronouns are they and them. 

 That is funny, but not a lot of people are comfortable laughing. We don’t 

want to offend. And that’s at least the 3rd thing I’ve mentioned that might make 

some of you uncomfortable, and I thank you for staying with me, because my 

intent is not to offend or harm anyone! If we want to become as wise as possible, 

we will have to confront things that make us uncomfortable, or occasionally that 

offend us. You cannot learn without taking risks, cannot be wise without coming 

across hard truths that some don’t want to hear and others are actively trying to 

silence. 

 If we say that we want to be wise, but forbid discussion of anything that 

makes us uncomfortable in any way, not only is that shutting off any hope of 

attaining wisdom, it shuts out objective truth. All that’s left are comforting fables 

and reassurances that are just not grounded in reality. 

 Consider that the church itself is nothing but relationships, and that those 

relationships are ones of caring for one another, and helping one another grow in 

spiritual maturity. We do this by challenging each other, questioning each other, 

verbal exchanges of new perspectives and new ideas and learning from experiences 
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of others that we will never have. Even more, if you want to avoid the 

intolerable or the offensive, you’d better not read your Bible. I mean that. 

 — and yet some think that knowing scripture well is a path to wisdom. I agree 

with that, too. 

 The classic example, the one you will find if you google the distinction 

between knowledge and wisdom online, is that knowledge is you understanding 

that a tomato is a fruit, not a vegetable — and that wisdom is knowing enough to 

not put in in your fruit salad. Others may say that knowledge is the ability to 

develop a nuclear bomb, and wisdom is discerning how or if you should use it. For 

education Sunday, we celebrate that we have imparted knowledge and information 

to one another, and that some in particular have gone to a lot of effort to gain 

extraordinary knowledge. Those of you with your name in the bulletin — 

Was some of it a struggle? Were you taught anything that upset or shocked you? 

 Whether you are a college graduate, a high school graduate, confirmand or 

anything else. You wake up the next day to face a new question — now what? 

Perhaps making the correct choice is where you apply your wisdom, connecting 

the two. The beginning of wisdom may well be recognizing that you’ve put effort 

and resources into becoming educated — effort and resources that are wasted if 

you take that knowledge and do nothing with it. 

As a brief sidebar, now that I have emphasized the value and the joy of education 

and the knowledge it yields, I want to point out that wisdom and knowledge are 

completely separate. This is important because a person can have no formal 

education and be tremendously wise, just as a person can be highly educated and 

have no sense. 
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 I hope you are staying after church today. We are having an all church 

meeting, where I am going to do my very best to give the best information possible 

to anyone interested. What do we do with that information? Hopefully, it will help 

us make wise decisions about things that are difficult and may offend some people 

that we love. Being wise means taking what we know and doing what is right. 

I’ve asked Barbara to read the Gospel for us today and I haven’t yet addressed it. 

In it, Jesus is with his disciples, teaching them, and he makes the statement that  

"I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. 

When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he 

will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears…. he will take 

what is mine and declare it to you. 

This deeply moves me. Scripture can be hard because it doesn’t use tone of voice, 

but I hear an awful lot of love and compassion in the voice of Jesus in these words. 

Some teaching from Jesus had to wait until we could bear it. The spirit of truth will 

tell us what Jesus wants us to know, presumably after we are in a position to be 

able to bear it. 

 If we seek to be wise, then we need to use what we have already been told as 

a way to discern what message the Spirit of Truth is bringing to us. I can only 

understand that as saying there are things still to learn about God that we don’t 

know, and that the Holy Spirit will reveal it to us, and this revelation will be 

expressed in Jesus. What sort of things might we expect to be shown? That 
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question gets very complicated very quickly, in part because this wasn’t written in 

English.  

 In the original, some translate “spirit of truth” as Advocate. An Advocate is 

the one who gives advice, expertise, comfort, and presence, all in the midst of a 

hostile world. When you stand in judgement, an advocate testifies on your behalf. 

 Spirit of truth can also be Companion. A companion Illuminates the idea that 

the disciples will not be left alone. This seems to fit more with the message that the 

disciples would not be left alone despite their apparent ‘aloneness.’ 

Each choice implies something different about what we need to be told. 

 Each of these aspects of Holy Spirit tells you something, neither explanation 

of the Spirit is complete, and all of this is a good reminder that we are trying to 

describe an infinite God in finite language. Knowing those nuances of translation 

shows my knowledge, and hopefully acknowledging that the best explanation of 

God will still be incomplete — hopefully that is wisdom. 

 As mentioned, the saints of Woodbury UMC are faced with all manner of 

challenges. How ought this congregation respond to conflict in the denomination? 

Or the nation? Or our own community? Or our relationships with one another, 

whom we know we love even if we aren’t in lockstep in our beliefs? We have 

studied and studied and studied. Surely we have learned some things. We are better 

educated than we had been a few years ago. 

And If we do nothing more than that, we will stagnate.  
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 We have been entrusted with the Gospel. That’s knowledge. What should we 

do with it? That takes wisdom. What will we do with it? That takes wisdom, and 

that takes courage. ALL of this takes courage. 

 Remember my little joke about God’s pronouns? We will need that courage 

if we are going to examine difficult truths, some that will be uncomfortable to us. 

Wisdom — wisdom means acknowledging that truth can be painful, but not letting 

that be the end of it. If something frustrates or annoys or even offends — that may 

be the point where we say forget all this. Or it may mean we have an opportunity to 

learn something we would not learn any other way.  

 You all have heard the expression of hard won wisdom. We want that, but 

hard won means it doesn’t come without risk or discomfort. But that is OK. You 

have an advocate, to give comfort in the presence of hostility. That — God — is an 

important source of courage. I pray for courage to face hard truths, and to share 

hard truths with those who need to hear them. I pray that prayer a lot, and I 

commend it to you. If I have any wisdom to share with you, be assured that lots of 

it was acquired the hard way. 

 Today is also Peace with Justice Sunday. We collect a special offering, and 

we use those funds to face hard truths about human relationships, and to contribute 

towards the healing, the human capital, and the focus on doing what is just rather 

than doing what is easy. I’m grateful we can financially support partners doing 

this work, because we can only take so many hard truths at a time.  

 Remember, this all started off by considering relationships. We move the 

world towards justice by working with others. We embrace our mandate as a 

Page  of 8 9



congregation for Jesus Christ by taking all the knowledge we have, taking the hard 

won wisdom we have achieved, and not being content to do what is comforting, or 

soothing, but instead to do what is right. That is how you make disciples of Jesus 

Christ, and that is how you change the world. Neither of those are possible without 

courage and wisdom. I leave you with this encouragement — we find both when 

we engage, even with painful realities, and emerge from them with a wisdom that 

doesn’t come any other way. Amen.
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