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You may have heard this one.  A man is hiking up a mountain in the fog — why?  Who
knows! Just follow the story — slips over a narrow ledge, grabs a root, and is hanging on for dear
life over the abyss.  He cries out, “Lord, help me!”  And to his amazement, out of the fog, a voice
comes:  “Let go.  Trust me and let go.”  He ponders a moment, clutching the root tightly, and then
says, “is there anybody else up there?”  We get it.  In moments of crisis, you want certainty.  Like
these days.  With all the voices screaming all around, where do we find wisdom to guide us during
this murderous pandemic?

Well, guess what?  Sometimes you have to look deeper to find true wisdom.  I mean, poke
around a bit, and you’ll soon find that Solomon was a real piece of work.  Wisest man in all the
world?  Well, maybe a wise guy in some ways.  He certainly knew how to feather his own nest. 
Maybe the propaganda missed that part.  After bumping off his rivals as soon as he ascended to the
throne, he asked for wisdom, yes — and if only, if only he had stuck with desiring a listening heart. 
But he immediately launched on massive building projects.  For his ambition, he laid heavy taxes on
the locals, and also on all his international trading partners.(1 Kings 10:14-15)  He made his taxation
systematic, setting up twelve districts, one per month supplying all his needs.(1 Kings 4:7, 22-28) 
He imported thousands of slaves for his projects, and when that wasn’t enough, he made slaves of
underprivileged Israelites.(1 Kings 9:21; 5:13-18)  He amassed a fortune to fund his lavish lifestyle,
and then needed thousands of horses, chariots, and a mighty military machine to defend it.(1 Kings
4:26; 10:26)  After seven years, Solomon’s gilded Temple, renowned for centuries.  After almost
double that time, the grandest personal palace the world had ever seen.  Ostentation that outshone
God’s Temple.  His ambition brought the nation to its knees, and as soon as he shuffled off this
mortal coil, the people pleaded with his son for relief.  But the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. 
When Jeroboam unwisely said, “no, I’m going to double your taxes,” the nation split apart.(1 Kings
12)  Yes, the party line is that Solomon was the wisest cat around.  But his actions told a different
story.  He flatly contradicted God’s express command for kings not to amass horses, wives,
gold.(Deuteronomy 17:14-20)  Nope, no wisdom here.  Just ambition.

Okay, so where do we find wisdom that will sustain us through the struggles?  Where?  Go
to the experts?  Poor Richard’s Almanac?  “A stitch in time saves nine.”  Or maybe riffling through
the Book of Proverbs?  “The beginning of wisdom is this:  get wisdom.”  Learn from the wise.  Now,
not every expert will guide us true.  The loudest voices are often the poorest guides.  Anti-maskers
proudly proclaim their status as not sheep.  Parroting those loud voices . . . like . . . sheep.  But those
in the know have solid evidence that masks are effective in cutting virus transmission.  Staying a safe
distance apart, washing your hands often.  Proven to reduce the chances you’ll pick up that deadly
virus.  Not perfect, true, but trustworthy.  For our common benefit.  But assemble the jigsaw puzzle
of wisdom in the Bible, from the ancient sages, and you’ll notice that it shows a slice of scripture
intent on holding on to the status quo.  Here’s what to do if you want to be successful.  Individual
you, climbing over the hurdles of inconvenient other people.  Or effective to keep society docile.  The
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biblical proverbs bank on a static society, in which your best bet is to know your place and stay in
it.  That’s what’s behind their advice for the best life.  Don’t rock the boat.  Maintain.  No women’s
“March for Our Lives.”  No “Black Lives Matter.”  The trouble is, the wisdom tradition is no help
at all if you got the short stick.  “A slack hand causes poverty, but the hand of the diligent makes
rich.”(Proverbs 10:4)  If you’re poor, it’s your own fault.  If you’re rich, you earned it.(1)  Even if
you inherited your daddy’s gold.  Yes, Solomon was just fine with the status quo serving his 1%. 
Look at the whole “wisdom” puzzle, and you might be disappointed.  “Stay in your place” can be
caustic advice.

But maybe we could learn from other voices.  Folks who have been there.  I have a private
definition of wisdom:  knowledge that’s been beaten up by life.  Practical – and bruised.  You learn
not to touch that pretty birthday candle flame with your finger.  Here’s a proverb:  it’s the one who
wears the shoe that knows where it pinches.  Sometimes the experts are the ones who’ve learned how
to survive by swapping recipes for raising your kids.  Wisdom is fundamentally relational.  We learn
it interacting with others.  Especially those who have been there.  The plaintive cry from the ICU bed,
“get vaccinated!”  Knowledge that’s been beaten up by life.  And scripture leaps to a daring
connection:  such wisdom also comes from beyond our experience.  Straight from God.  And that
changes everything.  In fact, theologian Matthew Lamb pushes that to the wall.  He dares to claim,
“Vox victimarum vox Dei.”  “Translated, this means ‘the cry of the victims is the voice of God.’”(2) 
The wisdom of those ground under is the wisdom of God.  In every crisis, God speaks — through the
voices of the pushed down, ground down, held down, beaten down.  And it is their votes that are
being sliced away in state after state.  Silencing the wisdom of God.  Those who know where the shoe
pinches.  This pandemic has uncovered the pinches of injustice that today’s Solomons want to re-
bury.  Maybe, in this crisis, wisdom is to listen to other voices.  Once some engineers from Harvard
went on a mission trip to southern Mexico, to help design new buildings for a village.  They
measured, calculated, and dug foundations.  A local builder watching their work said, “You’ll need
to dig deeper.”  They looked at their figures, and assured him that their dimensions would be entirely
sufficient.  “Nope, you really need to dig deeper.”  They glanced at each other and patiently explained
their reasoning to him.  He caught their patronizing tone, and simply hooked a thumb over his
shoulder at the volcano a few miles away.  “Got one of those in your back yard?” Sometimes it takes
knowledge that’s been beat up by life.  A wisdom from experience that will help us do more than just
survive in dangerous times.  Other voices that just might carry wisdom from God.

So, whenever you feel like crying out, “Is there anybody else up there?”, when the Solomons
of this world have let you down, take a look around.  You might just hear the wisdom of God coming
from other voices.  Who know where the shoe pinches.  Amen.
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