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 Today's first reading invites us to reflect on the lofty theme of “wisdom.” But first 
what is the value we place on wisdom? I would suggest it is not very much. Even the 
language we use—wiseacre, wisenheimer, wise guy—seems to imply that wisdom is 
more often seen in its deficits than in its authentic expressions. Higher education with 
its de-emphasis on the study of the liberal arts seems to be saying that a more 
technical training, directed towards the acquisition of specific skills, with the aim of 
making the graduate more marketable in the business world, should be the hallmark of 
a college degree. When we look at ourselves, what are the qualities that would seem 
to enhance our sense of self-esteem? More often than not it is that we should be 
successful, or attractive, or well-qualified for a job, or personable, but does it really 
matter that I be “wise?” For a few minutes let’s pause to see what role wisdom can 
play in our everyday lives; how wisdom can pull together the varied experiences of life, 
which without some sense of coherence and purpose, will run the risk of being 
fragmented and disconnected, with the consequence that our lives will feel out of joint 
and somewhat aimless. 
 
 What is wisdom? Wisdom, as the Scripture says, is to have an understanding 
heart. It is our intellect and will, our mind and our feelings all working together, in 
harmony. It is more than some acquired skill or knowledge, more than formal 
education than. Wisdom is the sum of all the parts of who we are working together, so 
as to be able to act appropriately, decisively and courageously in any given situation. 
 
 In our era, we tend to emphasize or give value to what is called “instrumental 
reason.” That is the way a scientist thinks, the way a scientist approaches his/her 
experiments, a way to exercise control over the environment. And because science, 
technology, has given us so many advantages, there is the temptation to use that 
scientific, technological way of thinking in all the areas of life. This technological 
reasoning achieves results with the machines we manufacture to work for us, but the 
Psalmist warns us to be careful, because “we become like the things we worship.” It is 
no exaggeration that in any number of ways we worship our technology. 
Consequently, we are in danger of becoming like those machines we worship–cold, 
unfeeling, remote to concerns that are not directly plugged into our individual goals. 
We become like robots, desensitized to the beauty of life. 
 
 Some 95 years ago in the silent film Metropolis, the director, Fritz Lang, 
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portrayed the deadening impersonality that technology threatens to impose upon 
society with these words flashed across the screen, “Without the heart, there is no 
understanding between the mind and the hand.” I would submit that without the heart 
enlightened by faith, by God's wisdom, there is not that proper balance of harmony 
between the mind-- between what we know we should do--and the hand--that which 
with our science we are able to do. “Without the heart, there is no understanding 
between the mind and the hand.” Unfortunately, all too often, that wisdom is lacking, 
and it is the logic of the machine, of a value-free technology, that rules our world. No 
wonder then that human life is trivialized, that sex becomes programmed, that people 
are commodified, that our ultimate guarantee of security is the wealth we can amass, 
and the best weapons system we can develop to protect it. 
 
 So, Wisdom is the ability to perceive what is real, what is true and genuine about 
life. It is to be able to cut through the dreck, of so much of what passes for the 
wisdom of the world, so much of what the opinion-setters, the media, the politicians, 
the pundits of whatever stripe, posit as providing life with meaning, purpose and 
fulfillment. 
 
 Wisdom is presumed to be possessed most properly by those advanced in years, 
because wisdom is seen as the fruit of experience, possessed by those who have 
learned from what they have endured, whether those experiences have been positive 
or negative. That presumes one has been attentive to what has been going on in one's 
life, that one has taken the time to reflect on the meaning and significance of those 
events, and not simply raced through life on some kind of automatic pilot. So wisdom 
is not simply absorbed over the course of years. Wisdom has to be learned–learned 
from those who have gone before us, from those whom we admire and respect, 
learned from how they managed to deal with the successes and tragedies of life. 
 
 The Scriptures invite us to “to walk in the path” of wisdom, i.e, in a path well 
trod by those who have gone before us. So we don't have to always discover things for 
ourselves–to reinvent the wheel. To appreciate what it means to “walk in the path of 
wisdom,” reflect for a few moments on how some of the great avenues of our city 
have come into existence. Broadway began as a deer trail, then an Indian trail, then a 
road that farmers and merchants took to go to market, and now it's Broadway–the 
“Great White Way.” Third Avenue began also as a deer trail, then an Indian trail, then 
it became the road used to transport mail and merchandise from New York to Boston. 
That's why the extension of Third Avenue in the Bronx is called the Boston Post Road. 
So, just as a road or an avenue develops over the course of time, so wisdom is 
accumulated from the insights, the awareness, the perceptions, of so many of those 
good, decent people who have gone before us. They have asked the same questions, 
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and have come up with some pretty good answers. We can learn valuable lessons 
from the experience of others–that's one reason why people read biographies. As 
Catholics, we also have the example of the saints illustrating the varied ways to live 
out our faith. 
 
 The one from whom we can learn the most is Jesus. In fact, in St. John's Gospel, 
Jesus is presented as the Wisdom of God in the flesh. All that Jesus says and does 
gives clarity and insight into what life is about. Jesus is presented in the Gospel as a 
teacher of wisdom. He uses parables, simple stories from everyday life, to enable his 
listeners to discover the truth about themselves, about ourselves–about their, about 
our ability, or the failure thereof, to accept one another, to forgive, to show 
compassion, about the goals worth pursuing in life, about the things that really matter. 
 
 So this morning, let us pray that we can grow in wisdom, that we can come to 
possess an understanding heart; that we can learn to fit together all the pieces of our 
lives in a balance, in a harmony, that makes sense; that we can walk in the path that 
Jesus walked before us. 


