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Sermon Preached by The Rev. John S. Nieman 
St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church 

September 23, 2018 Pentecost 18/Proper 20/Year B 
Texts – Wisdom 1:16-2:1, 12-22; Psalm 1; James 3:16-4:3; Mark 9:30-37 

 
 Sometimes our lectionary gives us a few options to choose from on a given Sunday, and, as the 
preacher, I get to pick which one to go with.  Never have I been more grateful for that fact than today.  
Perhaps you’ve taken a glance at the reading from Proverbs, printed first on your bulletin insert, a poem 
to the “capable wife.”  “She seeks wool and flax, and works with willing hands.  She rises while it is still 
night and provides food for her household and tasks for her servant-girls.”  This is a minefield for a male 
preacher.  I briefly had a thought earlier in the week to have the sermon today be an open conversation 
among the women here this morning about their views of the “capable husband” as all of the men just sit 
and listen in silence.  Instead, I think we’ll just leave this passage alone – with one caveat: think of this 
passage as an invitation to reflect on what you do in fact appreciate about your spouse, male or female; 
or, if you are not married, what you appreciate about a good friend or family member.  Go and tell 
her/him.  It’s amazing what that can do to strengthen the bonds of affection. 
 A few moments ago we heard the other option for the first reading, a passage from the Wisdom 
of Solomon.  A little background is in order.  The Wisdom of Solomon is not part of the canon of 
scripture, at least not from the perspective of the Anglican churches or the protestant churches.  It’s part 
of what we call the Apocrypha.  So why do we occasionally read from these books in Church if they’re 
not part of the Canon?  A passage from The 39 Articles of Religion in the back of the Prayer Book 
answers far more eloquently than I can: “The Church doth read [them] for example of life and 
instruction of manners; but yet doth it not apply them to establish any doctrine.”  In other words, they’re 
useful and edifying to read, but don’t base your theology solely on them.  The Roman Catholic Church 
does consider these books to be part of the Canon of scripture.  There are important historical reasons 
for that which I don’t need to go into here.  And to add another layer of interest, the Eastern Orthodox 
Churches include a few additional books that are not included by either the Protestants or the Roman 
Catholics.  Which raises an intriguing scenario.  The next time someone comes up to you and asks you if 
you are a Bible-believing Christian, you can respond by asking them, “Which Bible are you talking 
about?” 
 The Wisdom of Solomon was likely written sometime within a 200-year span from the 1st 
century before Christ to the 1st century after Christ.  In other words, the author was sort of a 
contemporary of Jesus.  No one knows who the author was, but the writing bears the marks of an 
educated Jew living in the diaspora, perhaps in an intellectual center such as Alexandria.  He is 
immersed in the philosophical air of the day, including stoicism, cynicism, and Epicureanism.  On some 
level, he understands himself as one called to bring the faith in Israel’s God into the public intellectual 
square.  He works to poke holes in the arguments of his scholarly adversaries, which was a common 
sport in cities like Alexandria and Athens.  In short what he’s doing is contrasting the wisdom of the 
philosophers with the wisdom of God.  In today’s passage, he seems to be confronting an extreme form 
of cynicism. 
 According to our writer, the philosophers say that life is short and sorrowful, and that might 
makes right.  Let us take what we can while we can, they say, and let us undermine those who get in our 
way, those who are “inconvenient to us.”  For this is all there is.  There is no ultimate One to hold us 
accountable.  We can do what we want, as long as we have the power to do it.  Of the person who puts 
his faith in God, they say, “Let us test him with insult and torture, so that we may find out how gentle he 
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is…for according to what he says, he will be protected.”  The philosophers want to show the people of 
faith as nothing more than a pack of fools. 
 But the person of God responds by saying the cynics are the real fools.  “They did not know the 
secret purposes of God.”  And he goes on beyond what we heard today, “For God created us for 
incorruption, and made us in the image of his own eternity.  The souls of the righteous are in the hand of 
God, and no torment will ever touch them.” 
 Presented before us today is the choice human beings have faced throughout history.  It’s the 
choice between living as if life is determined by the whims of fate over which we have little control, or 
living in the faith that there is something we can hang our hat on, that there is a larger purpose beyond 
what is evident to our immediate experience, that there is a force for justice and goodness and love.  In 
the words of the song Peggy Lee made famous many decades ago, “Is that all there is?”  Or is there 
more than what meets the naked eye, more than our daily experience?  Is life nasty, brutish, and short?  
Or is life a gift to be savored?  Does might make right?  Or is there a moral order to the universe with an 
arc that bends toward justice?  Is truth only what I say it is?  Or is truth moored to an objective, God-
given, reality?  This is our choice: will we see the suffering and injustice around us and succumb to 
despair, or will we live in hope and commit ourselves to the realization of God’s vision of a realm of 
peace, of Shalom, where all feast at God’s banquet? 
 James follows in Wisdom’s path and reminds us that God’s wisdom gives rise to gentleness, not 
brutality.  True wisdom makes no place for envy, selfish ambition, grandiosity, or lies.  Such 
characteristics breed only chaos and disorder.  The wisdom of the faithful is “pure, peaceable, gentle, 
willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy.”  Nothing could 
be more different from the cynical philosophy described in our first reading and witnessed all around us 
in our society today. 
 There are times when we might be tempted to give in to the cynics, to say yes to Peggy Lee’s 
question, to yield to a pointless fate, to just give up on God’s vision as nothing more than a fool’s game.  
Many are saying precisely that.  Those times are the test of our faith.  When we see injustice, our faith is 
tested.  When lies are turned upside down and presented as truth, our faith is tested.  When we see 
incompetence and corruption and cruelty and moral bankruptcy, our faith is tested. 
 Our call as Christians is to be standard-bearers of faith’s wisdom.  It is to combat cynicism and 
despair with hope.  It is to get out in the contemporary market place of ideas and witness to God’s 
vision.  Life may be short in the grand scheme of things, but it’s not meant to be brutal.  Truth may be 
hard to come by sometimes, but it does exist and our common life depends on our uncovering it.  Those 
with power may lord it over those they can, but justice will always be God’s love in action.  God’s 
wisdom does not define greatness by who gets to order the servants around, but by who is the servant. 
 We all know how challenging this kind of wisdom is to pursue.  For the wind of our culture 
blows hard against us.  As we negotiate the rigors of a divided politics or writhe in the everyday tensions 
of family life, it’s hard to believe Jesus’ words “whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant 
of all.”  Do we really believe that a life devoted to service to others rather than to self-serving ambition 
constitutes the fruit of a good life of faith?  Are we willing to take James at face value when he says “a 
harvest of righteousness is sown in peace for those who make peace?”  
 These are the questions of our hearts that bring us to the time of trial of which our Lord’s Prayer 
so realistically speaks.  The faithful person is the one who says that prayer in all sincerity, who knows 
her need for God’s grace in the time of trial, and who, one step at a time, follows the path of God’s 
wisdom.   


