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Wisdom 2:12, 17-20; James 3:16-4:3; Mark 9:30-37; Psalm 54, God is the one who sustains my life. 

Sometimes I find there are words that, for whatever reason, just appeal to me. And my word for today is exhortation. Exhortation comes from the Latin hortor meaning to encourage. But when you add a Sanskrit overlay to the etymology of the word, it means to encourage with a passionate ardor … in other words, to say something that you really, really want people to act on. Exhortation is different from just teaching – exhortation feels more like the seriousness of marching orders. And that, I believe, is what we hear in our readings today. 
All of our readings today are an exhortation to wisdom, where wisdom means two things: first of all, wisdom is acknowledging that God dwells at the core of who we are, just as we dwell in God; and following naturally from that mutual indwelling, wisdom is also adopting God’s perspective in all we do – seeing all of life through God’s eyes. Today’s scriptures exhort us – give us our marching orders -- to be wise, to know deeply what we know, and then to act on it, because that wisdom is our deepest truth. 
      In the Book of Wisdom, we’re exhorted to be like the just ones, who know they are the children of God. The Wise Sage whose voice we hear in the Book of Wisdom says that the wicked might call the just ones poor and deluded. The wicked might torture and torment the just ones until their patience wears thin. But the just ones  will be steadfast in what they know. Because they are wise, they see the world through God’s eyes; they know they are loved; and they will not be overcome by the hatred or the jealousy of the wicked. The sheer bullying strength of the wicked will never extinguish the fire of love that is at the core of the wisdom of the just. Not in 20 BCE when the Book of Wisdom was written, and not in 2021 as our own story evolves.   
In James’ letter, the exhortation might be extended to a different community, but the message is the same. Be wise. Because when we are wise, our truth is that God is at our core. And it is only by working through us that God can bring peace, compassion and goodness into the world. Our humanity completes God’s divinity. Of course we’re still human beings. Of course there are still desires in us that left to themselves can tear us apart. Of course, we’ll sometimes fight the very God who dwells within us. But James tells us that by bringing ourselves back again and again to wisdom, we will see the world through God’s eyes. When we pray, we will pray not so much to satisfy our ambitions or to acquire things. We will pray that God’s kin-dom will come, and that all will be one. And we will answer our own prayers by working toward that coming. 

All of these exhortations to wisdom culminate in our reading today from Mark’s Gospel. You might expect that Jesus’ disciples would be discussing his teachings among themselves. But no, they’re arguing among themselves as to who’s the most important. It’s not so much that they’re like the wicked ion the Book of Wisdom; it’s more that their eyes are just not open yet to the infinity of God’s love. They’re still operating out of that scarcity model that says if I can get Jesus to love you less, then he will love me more. There’s not a lot of wisdom to be found among them. 

I don’t know how frustrated Jesus was to learn that that’s what they were talking about. But it’s no wonder he decided to step away, pull his twelve closest followers out of the crowd of disciples, and talk to then directly. Maybe he’d have better luck instructing them. And of course, that’s when he showed them the child.

Think about it. A child. We don’t know how old the child was, but I like to think it was a little one. Maybe a child in that pre-operational stage when concrete reality hasn’t quite set in, when the child is still fluid and open to mystery. Children in this stage have not yet learned to be individual, autonomous, independent beings. As a matter of fact, there’s a sweet little story about a 4-year-old child who first encountered his baby brother, newly delivered and home from the hospital. The 4-year old told his parents he needed to talk to the baby in private, so they left him along in the baby’s room, but listened at the door to whatever it was he was going to say. Alone with the baby, the 4-year-old leaned over the crib and said to his infant brother, “Quick! Can  you remember who made you and where you came from? I’m beginning to forget.” We will all develop some amnesia over time, but today’s readings exhort us to fight that amnesia. Hold onto that child. Live in a wisdom that defies rational, logical thinking.
We are wise when, little by little, we come to realize that we are in an interdependent relationship with God. We are wise when, little by little,  we can drop the medieval cosmology that puts God “out there” and puts us “down here.” We are wise when, little by little, we understand that God can only function in our lives as we allow that core of Love to manifest in the world through us.
Writing in 2014, the Jesuit theologian, Edward Vacek, put it this way: The will of God is not an antecedent plan to be discovered by us, but rather it is a plan to be co-created with God through the exercise of our own minds and hearts.   
Or put more simply … back in 1996, there was a movie called Jerry Maguire, and there was a famous line in that movie spoken by Tom Cruise. Telling his girlfriend how much he loved her, he said simply, “You complete me.”  God completes us, but we also complete God. Sinking into the reality of that is wisdom. And living into wisdom is the exhortation we hear today.         
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