The Getting of Wisdom 
Learning from God in the School of Life
1. Call to teachers and students in Proverbs 4:7:



Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom;



and in all your getting get understanding.

2. My journey as a school chaplain 

· Two approaches for teaching the Christian faith

· Teacher centred: knowledge from catechesis

· Student centred: knowledge from experience

· Problem: putting sight into blind eyes (Plato)

· My shift to the formation of the conscience as organ for the reception of moral and religious truth

· Interest in wisdom: learning from God in the order of creation

· Study in Cambridge in 1979

· Proverbs as the textbook for religious education

· Thesis on the Getting of Wisdom in Proverbs
3. Tradition of wisdom as learning from God in the school of experience
· Axiom: the fear of the Lord as the beginning of wisdom
· Present debate on values and character

· Discussion on wisdom and virtue: part of long tradition

· New interest of educators in the wisdom literature in the Bible
· Post-modern sympathy for the unsystematic nature of Proverbs

· Haphazard arrangement of proverbs

· Focus on particulars rather than generalities
· Interest in the nature and power of speech

· God’s hidden hand in human experience

· No map for learning but navigational aids for orientation in life

· Purpose of presentation: introduction to the getting of wisdom
4. The example of Solomon in 1 Kings 3:5-12: typical sage:
At Gibeon the Lord appeared to Solomon during the night in a dream, and God said, “Ask whatever you want me to give you.” 
Solomon answered, “…Your servant is here among the people you have chosen, a great people, too numerous to count or number. So give your servant a hearing heart to judge your people and to discern (distinguish) good  from evil. For who is able to judge this great people of yours?”
 The Lord was pleased that Solomon had asked for this. So God said to him, “Since you have asked for this and not for long life or wealth for yourself, nor have asked for the death of your enemies but for discernment in hearing what is right, I will give what you have asked. I will give you a wise and discerning heart, so that there will never have been anyone like you, nor will there ever be.”
· Solomon’s situation: impossible task of ruling Israel

· Visit to Gibeon for help from God

· God’s appearance and offer: one wish

· Solomon’s request: Give your servant a hearing heart to judge your people by discerning good from evil
· What is a hearing heart?

· Riddle: hearing with heart rather than ears

· Explanation: wise and discerning heart (3:12)

· Heart as whole mind with all its faculties

· Heart as seat of consciousness

· Heart as receptive organ that adjusts us to real 

world

· Hearing with whole being: full attention

· Listener to the voice of others and of God

· Purpose of hearing heart

· Conscience that distinguishes good from evil: people and plans (3:9)

· Discernment in hearing justice: what is right (3:11)

· Ability to judge God’s people (3:9)

· Reception of wisdom from God for administration of justice (3:28)

· Justice as righting what is wrong in the order of creation and acting in harmony with it

· Nature of wisdom

· Hearing heart: condition for ongoing reception of wisdom and discernment from God

· God as teacher of wisdom in the school of life

· Wisdom: skill for acting rightly in God’s world

· Folly as practical atheism
· Result: distorted hearing, disordered life and diminished humanity
5. The heart of the student in Proverbs

a. Use of body imagery in Proverbs

· Identification of human abilities with parts of the 
   body

· Organs of perception: input
· Ears

· Hearing or refusing to hear
· Listening to teaching or to mockery

· Accepting criticism or rejecting it

· Attending to wisdom or to folly

· Eyes

· Seeing what is said or distorting it

· Considering what is said or disdaining the speaker

· Seeing the truth or despising it

· Mouth

· Eating good food or bad food

· Desiring good or craving bad

· Receiving nourishment or poison

· Enjoyment or frustration 

· Central organ of reception, reflection and action: 

heart

· Organs of action: output
· Mouth and tongue

· Speaking or keeping silence

· Teaching or mocking

· Telling the truth or deceiving

· Praising or flattering

· Nourishing or destroying
· Eyes

· Planning or fantasizing

· Noticing or neglecting

· Evaluating or scorning

· Appreciating or envying

· Approving or disapproving

· Hands

· Receiving or rejecting

· Work diligently or being lazy
· Giving something good or bad

· Doing something good or evil

· Feet: walking through life as on a journey


b. The getting of a heart

· Riddle in Proverbs 17:16

Why is there payment in the hand of a  fool

to buy/get wisdom when he has no heart?

· Situation: buying of good education
· Fool: defective person without a heart
· Confusion of wisdom with factual and 

technical knowledge
· Folly: innate defect and obstacle to getting 

wisdom
· Wisdom: not be taught but only received by 

a person with right mentality
· Heart as organ for reception of wisdom
· Heart as the organ for learning: right or 

wrong 
· Consciousness and self-consciousness
· Perceiving by hearing and seeing
· Feeling and desiring
· Knowing and discerning
· Accepting and trusting
· Thinking and imagining
· Planning and deciding
· Acting and reflecting
· Connection of heart with character
· Lack of heart: disordered self/soul 
· God’s concern for the heart of a person 

· Proverbs 15:32: the getting of a heart 

A neglecter of instruction - a despiser of his own life,

and a hearer of correction - a getter of a heart.

· Getting of a heart by hearing
· Practical instruction with discipline, 

criticism and correction
· Listening to instruction and correction from

wise people and from God 
· Shaping of person with cast of mind and way 

of life
· Acceptance of criticism as mark of  a sage
· Suicidal contempt for ongoing instruction
· Life-giving adjustment to reality: 19:8


A getter of a heart - a lover of his life/soul,

a keeper of understanding - for finding what is good.

     c.
Proverbs 4:20-27: educational focus on heart of student



My son, be attentive to my words; 



strain your ear to my sayings.



Do not twist them with your eyes;



keep them in the middle of your heart,



for they are life to those who find them,



and healing for their flesh.



Guard your heart with all vigilance,



for from it are the springs of life.



Put away from yourself all distortions of the mouth,



and remove from yourself the twisting of the lips.



Let your eyes look straight ahead,



and your gaze directly before you.



Watch the step of your foot,



so that all your ways may be secure.



Do not swerve from the right or the left;



turn your foot from evil.

· Son as student
· Concentration on heart as the wellspring of life
· Inflow: hearing without distorting what is 

heard
· Outflow: straight speech, clear vision, right 

action
· Reception of vitality and healing by attentive hearing
· Transformation of the heart by life-giving words
· Result: avoidance of evil and disaster
5. Using both ears and both eyes: 20:12


A hearing ear and a seeing eye-


the Lord has made both two of them/pairs of them.

· Humans as God’s creatures with God-given senses
· Luther: my eyes and ears, my limbs and senses, my reason and all mental faculties
· God’s provision of two sets of ears and eyes for learning
· Use of both ears: truth
· Hearing both sides of a discussion
· Hearing voice of tradition and criticism of it
· Listening to critics as well as supporters
· Listening to the church and the world
· Listening to people and to God
· Use of both eyes: vision

· Seeing both points of view on an issue
· Seeing what is and what can be
· Own observation and observation of others
· Seeing what is right in two points of view
· Seeing as Hebrew word for experience
· Combining hearing with seeing

· Testing what is heard by personal observation

· Understanding what is seen in the light of what is taught

· Integration of experience: vision of life
6. The use of proverbs in learning from experience
· The function of proverbs: 26:7
They dangle- the thighs from a cripple,

and a proverb- in the mouth of fools.

· Thighs: upper euphemism for genitals
· Fool as cripple who has legs but cannot walk
· Proverbs as legs for minds: mental journey
· Nature of a proverb

· Use for teaching reading, writing and thinking

· Not advice or moral maxims but statements

· Poetic couplets: two truths, two points of view

· Working out connection: filling the gaps

· Catch to provoke reflection

· Journey from known to unknown

· Interpretation in the light of experience

· Revision of experience: new insights

· Perception of the hidden dimensions of world as created, ordered and operated by God

· Opening up minds to the mystery of God’s hand in ordinary life

· Learning by means of them rather than from them

7. Learning in the way of wisdom

· Life as a journey of learning:16:9


The heart of a person plans his way,


but the Lord fixes his step.

· Different journey for each person
· Planning and making decisions that shape
the course of a person’s life: work, marriage
· Contrast: whole journey and each step in it

· God’s strange involvement in that journey

· Guidance step by step

· Consolidation of each step in it

· God’s interest in each step as important
· Location and orientation in the journey: 20:24


From the Lord- the steps of a young man;


how then can a human discern his way?

· Ambiguity of his way: person or God?
· Coincidence: my way and God’s way
· Problem of making sense of where we are going: random sequence of events
· Need for discernment as my way is not self-evident (14:8,15; 21:29)
· Problem: where am I heading in my journey?
· No advance notice but discovery of right way to go from experience of God’s past guidance
· Two ways of travelling with others: 4:18-19

The path of the righteous- like the light of dawn,


shining ever brighter until the full light of day.


The way of the wicked- like deep darkness;


they do not know over what they stumble.

· Two ways: own character and destination
· Darkness v light
· Wisdom v folly
· Righteousness v wickedness
· Good v evil
· Life v death
· Two kinds of travellers
· Righteous v wicked

· Straight/upright v crooked/twisted

· Wise v foolish
· Way as a key metaphor for wisdom

· Ongoing learning and reception of wisdom

· The givenness of human life on earth: what do 

you have that you did not receive? (1 Cor 4:7)
· Freedom within limitations: God’s provision v 


human responsibility

· Life-shaping consequences of words and deeds

· Connection between character and destiny

5. Conclusion

· Proverbs as rich resource for religious education as 


moral and spiritual formation
· Aid for initiation into the mystery of God’s hidden 


guidance
· Need for discernment to find what is good

· Role of teacher as model and witness to wisdom

· Call in 4:7:

Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom;




and in all your getting get understanding.
1

