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We are a different bunch, Christians. Think about it. Consider ourselves, this
community, from the world’s perspective. After all, we like getting up on Sunday
morning for a worship service! Beyond that, our core principles go against modern
cultural values of what “success” means — we might be told by our culture that how
many bums in the seats or pews, or, the size of our budget tells the story of why we are.

Then we cherish these Stories, like the one today, that seem strange even to us, and
baffle our world. Our Christian tradition often tries to explain them away, rationalize the
meaning. Last week, the baffling story was about an outsider woman, a non-Jew, and
Jesus who broke multiple holy rules by just interacting with her. On top of that, the
woman challenges Jesus, and he listens! Baffling, for sure.

These Stories, our Christian faith, repeatedly demand of us that we ask the question:
What do |, what do you, believe? And, beyond that, whatever we do or don’t believe
about God or Jesus, do we demonstrate that in our everyday living?

Last week |, perhaps provocatively, suggested that the Gospel story revealed the
racism of Jesus’ time; even more challenging, | wondered if Jesus himself had bought
into some racist values. It took an unnamed, foreign, woman, to teach Jesus something
new. What do you and | believe about Bible stories like that one? Could Jesus have
been flawed, or, said another way, human?

Boundaries are broken down, prejudices unlearned. We as a United Church of Canada
have unlearned some harmful values over the years. Christianity has in general. Our
attitudes towards race, gender, and identity is always evolving.

Until 53 years ago, we in The United Church of Canada still operated a Residential
School. Now we name that system that we participated in as “evil”. The United Church
bought into the conventional wisdom of the 1920s and 30s that women could not lead
worship, until 1936, when Lydia Gruchy was Ordained as the first female United Church
Minister. People of the LGBTQ2+ community were not affirmed as leaders in our United
Church until 1988. We struggle with these things.

Christian Tradition, the legacy we inherit, is not at all perfect. Decisions about what
became part of what we know now as the Bible were made by authoritative men. |
shared a couple of weeks ago my amazement that the Song of Solomon — a declaration
of passionate love between a man and a woman that makes this minister blush — made
it in the Bible.

| often pray quietly, sometimes aloud, that God’s Spirit will blow into the day’s worship
service and ruffle our feathers, shake us up. Sometimes it does. Like when a person
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comes in for the first time and speaks loudly because they are in distress — and that
stress is felt by us. It is the only way that we wonder, when we might be summoned
from what might be likened to a spiritual bubble — a distressed, strange, unsettles our
calm demeanor — is that a situation to be fixed, or could that be a holy voice that we
need to pay attention to?

The voice of Wisdom — Hokmah in Hebrew, Sophia in Greek — is like that jarring voice
that has unsettled the comfortable, and often been relegated to the sidelines.! Here is
an interesting account of how the radical voice of Wisdom finds herself relegated to the
margins, but she is never far away.

Wisdom — Hokmah ... Sophia — is the largely unsung hero of the biblical story.
There’s Yahweh Sebaoth, the “Lord of hosts,” the warrior god of Exodus, who
miraculously laid waste to Egypt and drowned Pharaoh’s army to deliver his people
and bring them to a promised land. Then there’s Yahweh Melek, God as king in
Zion, who rules the nations from the Messiah’s throne in Jerusalem. He achieves
justice through monarchic power; he demands obedience. And then there’s Hokmabh,
Sophia, this elusive, powerful, winsome female presence drifting through parts of the
Bible. She doesn’t ask for loyalty or obedience so much as she seeks
understanding.

In some Bibles, you can’t even see her. Some translators won'’t give her voice: They
lowercase the word wisdom so it’s just an abstraction, so it just means social smarts.
But Wisdom is, unmistakably, a divine person, and unmistakably female. The book
of Proverbs rails against seductive women who lead men astray, into doing stupid
things (as if they need the help!), but then, in chapters 8 and 9, Wisdom raises up
her voice in the marketplace, as flirtatiously and enticingly as the most seductive of
women. “Come out of the street,” she calls to men: “Come in to my house. I've laid
out some wonderful food and wine. Let’s spend some time together. Get to know
me: You'll be glad you did!”

Surprisingly, she’s almost swallowed up even in the so-called “wisdom literature.”
Solomon gets all the attention as the supremely wise king; he’s implausibly given
credit for all the wisdom writings. ... Solomon rules with such arrogant cruelty that
half his kingdom secedes at his death. If that’'s wisdom, we might wish for less of it.

In the “Wisdom of Solomon,”? she accompanies Israel throughout their history; at
every moment of their story, she is there to instruct, to guide, to protect, to nurture. It
is she who delivers the people from slavery, she who guides them wisely through the
wilderness; it is she who speaks through the prophets.

1

2 The Wisdom of Solomon is found in the Apocrypha — Biblical Books that did not make it into the
Protestant Bible, but can be found in the Roman Catholic Bible.
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In another Book that didn’t make it into our Protestant Bible but did the Catholic one,
in 18t Enoch,® Hokmah seeks a sheltering place, but she finds only parched ground —
so much of humanity rejects her in its folly and warfare. She returns to heaven. But
she waits there, and in the future, she will inspire a Son of Man on earth, and those
who accept his teaching will be enlightened by her and become true children of God.
(This language may seem familiar) because it is picked up in the New Testament.

The clearest retelling of the story of Wisdom is at the beginning of the Gospel of
John. There she is, in the beginning with God, intimately present with God, herself
divine. Through her, all things were made. She enlightens everyone who comes into
the world. She came to her own people, and was rejected; but those individuals who
receive her become the children of God.

— But now, Wisdom has become the Word: the feminine Greek noun Sophia has
been replaced with the masculine Greek noun Logos. It's a sort of theological sex
change, and for the most part, the church has never looked back.*

| grew up sensing issue of Christian authorities accepting female associations with God,
with the Holy. Countless times in my childhood and even as a young minister, | heard
people chastised for implying that God was anything but a “he”. God defies our human
categories, right? Our Creator cannot be declared to be on “our” side, and against
“them.” Given the male dominated process of defining what books were considered
‘canon” in our Protestant Bibles, and what is considered marginal, perhaps it is
astounding that the voice of Wisdom — Sophia — was always there, sometimes relegated
to the periphery of Christian life, sometimes welcomed to the centre worship and
discourse.

On screen are two religious pieces of art: On the left is The Last Supper by Salvador
Dali — a piece that has always intrigued me. A rendition of Jesus who seems not to
exude particular masculinity, almost defying gender. To the right is a more modern
piece called “Wisdom” by artist Olusola David, Ayibiowu — a most dynamic depiction of
Sophia, swirling with colour and energy.

We might ponder the words of Jesus in the Story from the Gospel of Mark today —
... After calling the crowd together with his disciples, Jesus said to them, “All who
want to come after me must say no to themselves, take up their cross, and follow
me.

Of course, the disciples, particularly Peter, were not liking what they heard. Jesus, after
all, was to vanquish the Roman Empire because that is what the Messiah was to do!
But Jesus refused to be defined by human expectations. Holy Vision called him, called
the disciples, and calls us too, to follow:

- a path that is defies the conventions;

3 For 1 Enoch, see above, “Apocrypha”
4 https://www.lyndaleucc.org/sermons/in-praise-of-wisdom/ Rev. Neil Elliott Ph.D. | Jun 11, 2017 |
sermons, Lyndale United Church of Christ.
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- a path that will baffle those among us who think they are wise;

- a path that has no room for boundaries, especially those defined by human wisdom
to classify each of us in neat and tidy categories.

As we go from here, may we look around us for the Spirit who ruffles our feathers. May
we listen for the voice of Wisdom coaxing us — sometimes gently, sometimes with a
motherly scolding voice — back onto the path where we can be God’s hands, voices,

imagination, helping God build a kin dom that flips the world’s values upside down.
Amen.
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