Putting Together the Pieces: Wisdom & Truth
Proverbs 8:1, 4, 22-31 & John 16:12-15


Have you ever felt that your life is like a puzzle? And you face the challenge of putting together the pieces?


Perhaps we can think about our lives of faith in somewhat the same way. But instead of having a set number of pieces, this puzzle offers us the opportunity to select and shape the pieces that will fit together to form a unique and meaningful whole.

 
During the next few weeks, we’ll look at some of the pieces that may help us complete the puzzle that most fully reflects our life of faith.

Our scripture readings today point to two pieces—those of wisdom and truth. But the shape of both of those pieces may surprise us.

Wisdom has a special place in Hebrew scripture. In those texts, to seek wisdom is to seek knowledge and understanding of the world and life because both are filled with God’s wisdom. Seeking wisdom is critical to shaping a good life because we’re able to discern God’s desire by paying attention to the workings of the world and reflecting on our experience of that world.

In Hebrew scripture seeking wisdom isn’t just an intellectual exercise. The poem we read earlier from Proverbs reflects wisdom’s holistic and relational qualities. Wisdom doesn’t wait in some secluded place where secret teachings are shared with a select few. Instead, wisdom stands in the most public places—at the crossroads, at the city gate, in the doorways. And wisdom calls out to everyone.

Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase brings this image to life: Wisdom has “taken her stand at First and Main, at the busiest intersection. Right in the city square where the traffic is thickest, she shouts, ‘You—I’m talking to all of you, everyone out here on the streets!’”
According to this poem from Proverbs, wisdom has been present and accessible since the beginning of the world. The poem describes wisdom as assisting God as a master worker or architect in creation itself. Being in on the beauty and purpose of everything God made enables wisdom to understand how it all works and to share that understanding with us.

Wisdom’s ongoing presence with God and humanity, according to one commentator, represents God’s desire to continue to delight in, interact with, and renew creation. Wisdom offers us access to God. Wisdom is both “the embodiment of God’s delight in the world and a dynamic portal to the creating God.”
Wisdom, as portrayed in Proverbs, is provisional. It’s dynamic and evolving. Like a living person, wisdom grows and changes and appears at different places at different times. Wisdom can’t be pinned down or spoken of in absolute terms.

The urging to seek wisdom isn’t limited to Hebrew scripture. One aspect of Jesus’ ministry was that of a wisdom teacher.


The biblical scholar and author Marcus Borg describes that aspect of Jesus’ ministry:


Teachers of wisdom teach a way, a path, of life. The “narrow way” of which Jesus spoke led beyond the “broad way” of convention and tradition. It was the “road less traveled”. . . . At the heart of the alternative wisdom of Jesus was the path of death and resurrection understood as a metaphor for an internal psychological-spiritual process. It involved dying to an old identity and being born into a new identity, dying to an old way of being and being born into a new way of being. The new identity and new way of being was a life radically centered in God, in the Spirit of God Jesus knew in his own experience.


And it was that personal experience of God’s spirit that Jesus invited his followers to explore. As today’s reading from John’s gospel shows, Jesus urged his followers to engage in an ongoing experience with God’s spirit and to explore an unfolding understanding of what would provide truth for their lives. Just as with wisdom, this truth is dynamic and expanding.

This approach to truth invites us to pay attention to the world and our experiences in it to help deepen our relationship with God. Paying attention in this way allows us to see the sacred in the ordinary moments of our lives, to experience God’s presence day in and day out, to discover what holds truth for us.


The Trappist monk, author, and social activist Thomas Merton described the need to pay attention in this way:

Life is this simple. We are living in a world that is absolutely transparent, and God is shining through it all the time. This is not just a fable or a nice story. It is true. If we abandon ourselves to God and forget ourselves, we see it sometimes, and we see it maybe frequently. God shows [Godself] everywhere, in everything—in people and in things and in nature and in events. It becomes very obvious that God is everywhere and in everything and we cannot be without [God]. It’s impossible. The only thing is that we don’t see it.”


We began today’s service with a prayer from the Celtic tradition. That tradition teaches about the need to pay attention to those “thin places” where we’re able to see God. “Thin places” are moments or places where the veil lifts between the visible world of our ordinary experience and the sacredness of God’s spirit.


In his introduction to Celtic spirituality, Philip Newell writes: “God is to be found not by stepping aside from the flow of daily life into religious moments and environments, or by looking away from creation to a spiritual realm beyond, but rather by entering attentively the depths of the present moment. There we will find God, wherever we may be and whatever we may be doing.”


Paying attention to where we might encounter and experience the divine. Opening ourselves to the wisdom and truth we may discover in the world around us. Finding ways to connect with God’s spirit in our daily lives.

Those are things that motivate Susan Cosio to take a daily walk. A chaplain at Sutter Medical Center in Sacramento, California, Susan takes her daily walks as a way to listen, to pay attention.


She admits that sometimes she feels like she has no real sense of direction. And, at age 45, that’s a little scary.

She credits her distraction to the variety of roles she plays—chaplain, parent, friend—and to her tendency to try to please others. She tries to live up to the spoken and unspoken expectations that fill her world.


But what Susan most needs to hear is the still, small voice of God’s spirit, which provides the true compass for her life. She has learned that she needs to slow down in order to hear that voice.


She describes paying attention to that voice “like a hike to a peak from the middle of a dense forest.” It gives her perspective and some ability to see where she’d been and where she’s going.


Susan adds: “Discerning God’s voice is not so hard when I make time to listen closely. Sometimes I hear it as a sudden insight when I step back from a situation. Other times, it’s a deep sense of my priorities or a conviction about something I should do or say. I often take a walk with a pencil and notepad in my pocket, and return with notes for a speech or piece of writing. Later, when someone tells me she was moved by the words I’d scribbled on that paper, I know my prompting came from God.


“My pursuit of spiritual truth is not about religion as much as it is about relationship. It is not about intellectualizing God’s commands, but about internalizing [God’s] truth within my heart as well as my head—an understanding so deep and intimate that it affects not only my thinking, but my behavior as well. On my daily walks, I’ve recognized how to parent my children through difficult situations, been prompted to call a friend I hadn’t heard from in a while, and felt compelled to reach out to strangers who soon became my friends.”


As we seek to put together the pieces of the puzzle that represents our life of faith, perhaps we’ll find room for the wisdom and truth we discover as we open ourselves to experience God’s spirit in the world around us. And perhaps those pieces will add an important dimension to the ever-changing and deepening picture that reveals glimpses of who we are as people of faith. Amen.
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