
 

A WORD TO THE WISE BY REV. DR. CATHERINE WILLIAMS, LANCASTER SEMINARY 2021 

I approach this sacred desk and this holy task of proclaiming God’s good news with humility this 

afternoon. My inspiration for the sermon came originally from the lectionary passages for today, 

selected from Proverbs in the Hebrew Bible and James in the New Testament. It seemed natural 

to pair those two books of wise sayings. I thought I’d be clever by captioning the sermon A 

Word to the Wise, since it is one of those wise sayings that signifies brevity in communication. 

Wisdom also seemed a fitting subject. This is, after all, a service where a leader of the church is 

being installed, so words of wisdom would be appropriate. I myself have also been called a wise 

person, who better to mine these two books for an appropriate word, I initially thought. But as I 

say in my preaching class, the preacher needs to be the first recipient of the word. In other words, 

I needed to preach this to myself before I preach it to Carrie or to any other leader, influencer, or 

person under the sound of my voice today. Yet when I agreed to do this over a year ago, little did 

I know how many dramatic turns life would take and how much the wisdom I thought I had was 

due for an upgrade. All of that to say what I am about to do is not nearly as easy or clear-cut as I 

thought it was.  

 

The following reflections hang on two questions: How do we become wise, and why does 

wisdom matter? The books of Proverbs and James both have answers to these questions. And 

both these writings seek to cultivate a kind of wisdom that is not easily defined. A word cloud or 

a word map that connects a cluster of synonyms might be more effective than a neat definition 

by Merriam Webster or Dictionary.com if we are to get to the heart of the matter. The Hebrew 

term for wisdom in Proverbs 1 refers to skill, skill at anything, but specifically, in this collection 

of sayings, wisdom is skill in living. These sayings are addressed to two groups of people: 

“young uns” at the stage where they are ready to take on adult responsibilities, and adults who 

want to be better at adulting (a word which has been added to dictionaries since 2014). I hope 

I’m in the company this afternoon of persons in this second group – wise people who have 

developed some skills in living and who wish to improve our skills, because there is no wise 

person – no matter how old or experienced – who has arrived at the pinnacle of wisdom. Any 

such pinnacle of wisdom is a mirage, because life keeps shifting, life keeps changing, life keeps 

getting more intense. It’s like those video games our children and grandchildren play, where in 

order to beat this level they need to up the skills that helped them beat the last level. (They also 

sometimes need more lives, but that’s another story) 
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So what’s in our WISDOM word cloud or graphic map? Discernment, insight, discipline, 

correction, justice, equity, listening, learning, metaphor, parable, knowledge, understanding, and 

the largest words in middle of the cloud would read “The Fear of the Lord.” And this is not my 

mother’s understanding of the fear of God, which she tried in every which way to instill in her 

five children who always seemed hell-bent. And, like God, she was not willing that any of us 

should perish. “Foolishness is bound up in the heart of a child,” she would quote as she got ready 

to give one of us a good old-fashioned licking, “but the rod of correction will drive it out,” Prov. 

22:15 she would say. I’m afraid that’s not what the Hebrew Bible means by the fear of the Lord, 

and that’s not necessarily where skill at living begins. Jewish and Christian interpreters are more 

likely to understand the fear of God as synonymous with our love of God, out of which come the 

reverence, honor, and devotion we give to God. These are not just abstract ideas; they translate 

into observing God’s commandments in the course of daily living. The fear of God then is a 

principle for living in light of who we understand God to be. The fear of God reminds us daily 

that God is God and we are not. It is an orientation to living where God is at the center and 

circumference of our lives, our Source, our Strength, our All in All. As a parent who raises a 

child in the fear of God, I acknowledge that God is this child’s first and primary parent, and I am 

the steward of a precious gift of life. As a pastor, who provides spiritual leadership, the fear of 

God orients me to the Good Shepherd whose sheep I nurture. As an under-shepherd I am 

accountable to the Good Shepherd for how I take care of these people, who are not mine and for 

whom I am not called to give my life - someone else already did that. The fear of God is the 

place out of which authentic spiritual leadership emanates.  

 

Which brings me to this dual role to which Carrie has been called. It is both administrative and 

pastoral. I studied the position description and some words stood out as I read: signatory 

authority, management, organization, supervision, leading, compliance, collaboration – these 

related to the administrative role. Then there is her pastoral leadership role signified by words 

such as Spirit-led lifestyle, self-care and spiritual growth, theological and continuing education, 

establishing trusted relationships, listening, building collaborative relationships, and so on. It 

would appear that this requires some personal, professional, and pastoral competencies. This 

kind of leader needs skills in being a good human being, skills in being a religious professional, 
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skills in being a good administrator, and skills in being a good spiritual leader. This is not an 

easy skill set. They are especially difficult for the living of these days. This role cannot be carried 

out in the same way Carrie’s predecessors did. This is 2021, the year after 2020. 

 

“For the living of these days” is a phrase taken from Harry Emerson Fosdick’s hymn which he 

wrote in 1930, “God of Grace and God of Glory.” The refrain begins each time, grant us 

wisdom, grant us courage. Fosdick wrote this hymn at a time when the United States was “in the 

throes of the Great Depression, between two world wars.”1 He wrote these words from his 

position of leadership of one of the most influential congregations of his day, the Riverside 

Church in NY city, Yet the fear of the Lord drew his gaze outward from the comfort of a wealthy 

pastorate to the plight of the urban poor for whom life had changed dramatically with the onset 

of the industrial revolution. “Grant us wisdom, grant us courage for the facing of this hour. 

Grant us wisdom, grant us courage for the living of these days. Grant us wisdom, grant us 

courage lest we miss thy kingdom’s goal.” This was the refrain sung as he and others processed 

for the first time into the well-appointed five million dollar edifice made possible by a gift from 

John D. Rockefeller, Jr.2  

 

Fosdick’s petition for wisdom to live and lead in such unprecedented times is grounded in the 

epistle of James, who wrote to a disheartened religious minority of Jewish Christians in the first 

century, “If anyone lacks wisdom let them ask of God.” For James’ audience life had taken a 

sharp turn for which there was no road map. His letter was a mixture of exhortation and wise 

sayings intended to help his readers increase their skill in living during difficult times. For 

James, wisdom is holy (pure), disposed to peace, patient, willing to yield, compassionate, 

producing good conduct, impartial, and genuine. Why does any of this matter in 2021? Because 

it’s 2021, the year after 2020.  

Wisdom matters because it is skill at living, especially when life goes off the rails.  

Wisdom matters when leaders lead people who would rather die than be led wisely.  

 
1 C. Michael Hawn, “History of Hymns: God of Grace and God of Glory.” 

https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/history-of-hymns-god-of-grace-and-god-of-glory. Accessed 
September 9, 2021. 
 

2 Ibid. 

https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/history-of-hymns-god-of-grace-and-god-of-glory
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Wisdom matters when knowledge and information become so skewed people don’t know what 

to believe any more.  

Wisdom matters when Christianity separates itself from the core values of God’s Reign to align 

itself with political propaganda.  

Wisdom matters when church attendance is declining and the Church of Jesus Christ is poised to 

re-shape, re-define, and re-deploy itself.  

Wisdom matters when natural disasters happen in such rapid sequence that our compassion 

reserves are depleted faster than we can keep up.  

Wisdom matters when truth is under assault.  

Wisdom matters when terror and revenge become diplomatic strategies.  

Wisdom matters when racism and hate crimes shatter and splinter any sense of community we 

thought we had.  

Wisdom matters when life makes no sense! 

Wisdom matters, my God, when death makes no sense!  

Wisdom matters because many of the skills we thought we had in living are now outdated; we 

are in the next level of the game now. Time for an upgrade! 

 

And still there is hope. Because the kind of wisdom we need is not from below, as James writes. 

It is not the kind that comes from a humanist perspective. It comes from above, from God who 

gives liberally to all who ask for it. The same God who showed Moses how to lead his sheep in 

the desert is the same God who showed Moses how to lead the people of Israel out of Egypt. The 

same God who showed my enslaved ancestors how to live skillfully in the most dehumanizing of 

conditions is the same God who marched with their progeny in the Civil Rights Movement. The 

same God who granted our great-grandparents skills for surviving a Great Depression and two 

world wars is the same God who has the wisdom we need for the living of 2021. 

IN.THIS.IS.MY/OUR.HOPE – that the God who is the source of Wisdom is not stymied when 

life throws us curve balls, pulls the rug out from under us, gives us a six for a nine, when we 

wear out and rust out, when the chickens do not come home to roost, when we bite off more than 

we can chew, when we’ve killed the goose that lays the golden egg, and put the cart before the 

horse….in all these things we can be more than conquerors, because our life, our living is funded 
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by a divine well-spring that is an eternal, abundant, generous, life-giving, truth-dealing, just, 

equitable, peaceable, compassionate, fill-in-the-blank-with-whatever-you-need source of wisdom 

for the living of these days, yes for the living of 2021 and beyond, we are divinely resourced to 

live skillfully, whatever comes our way, thanks be to God; and all God’s wise people say, 

“Amen.” 


