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            1 Kings 3:3-10


I grew up attending a Presbyterian church in St. Paul, Minnesota.  Those of you who are familiar with either the culture of that denomination or of that state will not be surprised to hear that there wasn’t a great deal of interaction between the minister and the congregation.  My father, however, had grown up in a different tradition.  As a Quaker he had been taught to speak when the Spirit moved him to do so, and one day, to the great surprise of everyone and to the eternal mortification of his children, the Spirit moved him.  

Our city was about to vote on a referendum that would have made it illegal to discriminate in housing on the basis of sexual orientation.  During the worship service the Sunday before the vote, the minister reminded the congregation to vote, and made a comment about the referendum along the lines of, “I urge you to vote with your conscience.”


My father would have none of that.  He sprang to his feet and pointed his finger at the minister and said, “It’s a sad day in this church when our minister can’t take a stand on an issue as important as this one.”  The shocked minister sputtered something out about how he, of course, was strongly in support of the referendum.  Only then would my father sit down and allow the service to continue.

That interaction has become one of those stories that’s told and retold in my family.  I love the story, though, not just for what it says about my dad but for the way in which it illustrates for me a big question that stands behind much of our conversation about morality, about doing what’s right.  Does moral behavior really result from individuals acting “according to their conscience”?  Or is something more needed—something that communities of people must do together? 


We spent our entire service last week telling the story of King David and reflecting on the significance of that story for the story of Jesus and for our story.  This week’s lectionary selection leads us to David’s successor, King Solomon.  Now, you don’t really have to know much about the Bible to know what attribute King Solomon is best known for:  wisdom.  “The Wisdom of Solomon” has become a cliche, and this week we hear the story of how Solomon first became wise.  When Solomon is still new to being a king, he goes to an altar in Gibeon and offers sacrifices to God.  That night, God speaks to him in a dream and asks Solomon what he would like to be given.  Solomon asks for “an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern between good and evil.”  God is really pleased with this request, noting that Solomon did ask for the things that are usually the basis for a king’s power:  a long reign, great wealth, and the death of those who would oppose him.  So God gives Solomon “a wise and discerning mind” and then adds great wealth and long life anyways.


That’s just about all we hear about Solomon in the Christian lectionary, and so it would be easy to conclude that because Solomon had the attribute of wisdom, given to him by God, and because he’s know even today by that attribute, that he must have acted wisely as a king.  That, however, is a conclusion that the whole rest of 1 Kings seems bent on undermining.  Solomon is utterly ruthless when it comes to any potential rival, and in fact before he even gets to Gibeon to pray for wisdom he has found an excuse to kill his brother.  His famous building projects are accomplished with slave labor.  He starts worshipping a lot of other gods besides the God who gave him wisdom.  His story ends with national catastrophe when his son Rehoboam provoked a civil war that ripped the country apart and that only ended with defeat by the global powers Assyria and then Babylon.

But lest we be too hard on Solomon, it’s important to remember that in the entire history of Israel, kings do not do that well.  In 1 and 2 Kings, there are 400 rulers described, and only two of them are described with approval.  A large number of them, the narrator says, “did evil in the eyes of the Lord.”  


What are we to make of this?  These Old Testament books are ones that very few Christians ever read all the way through, but we do an incredible disservice to the story and to the lessons they can teach if we read just what the lectionary directs us to today.  Pulled from its context, this story seems to suggest that wisdom is a personal attribute, given by God.  If you want to have a wise king, therefore, pick one who has a solid, humble relationship with God.  

But within the context of the story as a whole, this story has a totally different message.  It serves as a warning—you can have the wisest person in the world as your king, and he can still destroy your country.  There’s something about being a king—there’s something about having all that power and wealth—that makes it really hard to act wisely.

That would be a really depressing message were it not for the prophets.  Remember Nathan?  He’s the one who challenged King David after David had arranged for the death of one of his own loyal soldiers so that he could marry Bathsheba.  David repented after Nathan showed him the injustice of his own behavior.  In David’s case, wisdom is not so much a personal attribute as it is the result of a process, a dynamic, a push and pull between king and prophet, insider and outsider, ruler and constituency.  

Wisdom is not a private matter—wisdom is the product of a public dynamic.  When we bring that insight into our current context, it can make us squirm a bit. Any of you who have been following the news of the town hall meetings about health care have probably experienced a sense that public discussion really isn’t helping the process one bit.  All that screaming and yelling can’t possibly be helping anyone.  Shouldn’t we just let the lawmakers go consult with their own private consciences, talk to a few experts and come up with the plan they think will work best?

I heard a debate on NPR this week between the guy who founded the Civility project and the woman who started the anti-war group Code Pink.  The Civility guy insisted that in a democracy, our job is to elect good leaders, and if you don’t like the decisions a leader is making, then you should work hard to elect someone else the next time around.  I’m not usually sympathetic with advocates of civility, but I found myself nodding as this guy spoke.  Shouldn’t we trust our leaders to work these problems out together?  Don’t these town hall meetings somehow undermine the process of governance that we’ve voted for?

But Medea Benjamin pointed out that the problem is not that the public has too much access to lawmakers, but rather that we’ve been been given too little. People interrupt when feel like they haven’t been given a turn.  People shout when they feel like they haven’t been heard.  Maybe if we really took our role in making wise decisions seriously we would make sure there are more opportunities to engage with our public officials—and have clearer and more effective input when we did.

What would Jesus do?  He, after all, was raised hearing about the disastrous history of kingship in Israel.  Maybe that’s why he fled from the people who tried to force him to become king after he miraculously fed 5,000 people.  But he did not flee from political engagement.  While he didn’t side with any particular party or ideology despite their various efforts to recruit him to their side, he didn’t segregate the spiritual renewal that he offered from social renewal or even social revolution.  Quoting the words of the prophet Isaiah, he announced his public ministry by saying that he came to “give freedom to the captive and let the oppressed go free.”  He came, he said, to announce the coming of the Kingdom of God, a new heaven and a new earth, coming to birth in the midst of the old.

The most important thing Jesus did politically—and the thing that ultimately got him killed—was to undermine the emperor’s claim to ultimate power.  By advancing the Kingdom of God, Jesus made it clear that no Kingdom of man can make claim to ultimate wisdom.  In the words of author Garry Wills, Jesus “undercut the pretensions” of kings.  But he did so not out of a cynical distrust in leaders of any sort.  His actions and words were part of that same prophetic dynamic that both challenged and shaped David and other rulers throughout the history of his people.  

Friends, we are inheritors of that same dynamic.  No matter how good the leader, no matter how pious the person, the stories of the Bible and the model of Jesus make it clear that a prophetic challenge is what is needed to make wise decisions.  Whether we are the leader or the constituency, we have to a role to play, a role that extends well beyond consulting with our own consciences and doing what we feel is best.  We need to engage with our leaders—even disrupt them at times—to make room for a voice other than their own, insight other than their own, and ultimately room for wisdom.
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