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1 Kings 3:3-28 
Mark 8:27-9:1 
  

Pearls of Wisdom 
 
An angel appeared at a faculty meeting and told the Dean 
 that in return for her unselfish behavior, 
  God would reward her with her choice of infinite wealth, 
   infinite beauty,  

or infinite wisdom. 
 Without hesitation the dean selected infinite wisdom. 
    “Done!” said the angel, 
     who disappeared in a cloud of smoke. 
 
Then all heads turned expectantly toward the Dean, 
 who sat surrounded by a faint halo of light. 
  At length, one of her colleagues whispered, 
   “You’ve been given the gift of infinite wisdom. 
    Say something to us.” 
 The dean looked at the gathered faculty and said, 
  “I should have taken the money.” 
 
Not unlike with the faculty dean 
 in the Hebrew story this morning God appears in a dream 
  to the newly crowned King Solomon 
   and offers him anything he wants. 
    And Solomon, too, picks wisdom over riches. 
 And no doubt on our better days, 

and in the midst of our frustrating struggles to discern 
the most life-giving path forward,  

we would, too. 
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But wisdom doesn’t seem to simply appear to us in dreams. 
 No genie appears, ready to grant us three wishes,  
   when we most need them to. 
  And though it is said that wisdom comes with age, 
    now well into my 50’s, 
     I mostly find myself still waiting. 
 
But it may also be that wisdom comes to us in ways 
 that we don’t expect it to come,  

and so we miss it. 
 It may be that while we are looking  
  for the flashy lightening bolt from the sky, 
   the Spirit of God is stirring through the 
    intuitions of our body and mind, 
     leadings that we can only notice  

when we take the time to be still and open. 
And though we are often taught in this culture  

to take the bull by the horns, 
    and determine our own destiny, 
 there are times when stepping back and letting go 
   is the slow and unexpected path toward wisdom. 
 
When Abi was 2, we were playing in the side yard of our home, 
 under a big magnolia tree. 
  Abi was having fun collecting the big magnolia pods 
   that had fallen off the tree and onto the ground. 
    And all was well. 
 But then she became intrigued with the small red berries 
  that were on the pods and began to collect them. 
   When I realized what she was doing, 
    I became concerned that she might eat them, 

since she was still at that stage  
of putting things she found in her mouth. 

 But when I asked her if she’d share them with me, 
  she simply said, “No”….another 2 year-old trait. 
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   And when I tried to scoop them out of her hand, 
    she simply squeezed them more tightly. 
  The grip of a tiny 2 year-old hand is amazing. 
   So finally, frustrated and angry, 
 I sat down on the ground to see what would happen next. 
  And you know what happened next. 
When I appeared to have lost interest in the berries, Abi did, too. 

She dropped them on the ground  
as if they were yesterday’s news. 

 And as I sat there amazed,  
but grumpy that she had spurned 

    my best efforts at parenting,  
it also dawned on me,  

as it does to every parent  
and teacher and lover of children,  

that there seems to be a paradoxical outcome  
when you are able to let go of the need to control. 
 It seems to release something within us, 

that one might even call wisdom. 
 
I think again of the Hebrew story Tobe read for us, 
 the somewhat bazaar tale of two women  
  each claiming to be the mother of the same baby. 
Solomon contrives a clever trick to end the dispute, 
 ordering the baby cut in half and divided between the two. 
  When one of the women protests in tears, 
 and says “Give the baby to her, just let my baby live,” 
  Solomon knows he has found the right mother. 
 Most any mother or father would put the life of their child 
  above their own momentary happiness and well-being. 
And though this story is supposed to be about Solomon’s wisdom, 
  in letting go of the child,  

this mother was demonstrating her great love 
    and her own great wisdom 

in a profoundly gut-wrenching fashion. 
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 By holding on to the child she would lose it. 
But by letting go of her child,  

what she had birthed would survive, 
   and possibly one day thrive, even if without her. 
  This mother was wise enough to see that and let go. 
If we see in this story a metaphor for life, 
 the meaning becomes even more profound. 
  How often in life do we lose  

the very person or thing or idea we have birthed 
 because we hold it too tightly? 

 When we are able to let it go and have a life of its own, 
  how often does that person or thing or idea  
   come back to us in some form or another 
    with more force and life than before? 
 Is the ability to let go of control, to let go of ego,  

somehow connected to living wisely? 
 Is that the paradox Jesus was pointing to 
  when he said that it is only in losing our lives 
   that we will save them? 

 
It is natural to resist letting go of someone or something  

we are attached to. 
 To do so causes pain, and we are wired to avoid pain. 
  And avoiding pain is a good idea until our avoidance 
   keeps us from facing something important, 
    so much so that we find ourselves stuck, 
     guarded, and unproductive in life. 
 Ironically, the path of wisdom, instead,  

may be connected to an ability  
to let the pain teach us something--- 

something about who we are and where we are to go next?   
 
In her book “My Grandfather’s Blessing”, 
 Dr. Naomi Remen reflects on such a possibility 
  as she observes the life of an oyster: 
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An oyster is soft, tender, and vulnerable, she writes. 
 Without the sanctuary of its shell it could not survive. 
  But oysters must open their shells  

in order to “breathe” water. 
 Sometimes while an oyster is breathing,  
  a grain of sand will enter its shell  
   and become part of its life from then on. 
 
Such grains of sand cause pain….., 
 but an oyster does not become hard and leathery  

in order not to feel. 
 It continues to entrust itself to the ocean, 
  to open and breathe in order to live. 
   But it does respond. 
 Slowly and patiently, the oyster wraps the grain of sand  

in thin translucent layers until, over time, 
 it has created something of great value 
in the place where it was most vulnerable to its pain. 

 
Sand is a way of life for an oyster. 
 If you are soft and tender  

and must live on the sandy floor of the ocean,  
making pearls becomes a necessity if you are to live well. 

Disappointment and loss are a part of every life. 
 Many times we can put such things behind us 
  and get on with the rest of our lives…… 
   But some things are too big or too deep to do this, 
and we will have to leave important parts of ourselves behind 
  if we treat them in this way. 
 These are the places where wisdom begins to grow in us. 
   
It begins with suffering that we do not rationalize  
   or put behind us. 
 It starts with the realization that our loss, whatever it is, 
  has become a part of us 
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   and has altered our lives so profoundly 
   that we cannot go back to the way it was before. 
 
Something in us can transform such suffering into wisdom. 
 The process of turning pain into wisdom  

often looks like a sorting process. 
 First we experience everything. 

    Then one by one we let things go, 
   the anger, the blame, the sense of injustice, 
     and finally even the pain itself, 
 until all we have left is a deeper sense of the value of life 
  and a greater capacity to live it. 
 
My friends, people are not oysters. 
 But we do experience pain. 
  And in the paradox of life it so often seems that 
 trying to ignore the pain actually makes it hurt more. 

Holding it tightly in our grip simply makes it expand  
into something more dangerous. 

 But opening our hands and letting it go  
long enough to examine it  

and give it its own life within us, 
has a way of transforming it from a grain of sand  

into a priceless pearl--- 
 from a source of fear and anxiety, 
into a source of wisdom and a gift of the Spirit. 

  We learn something about who we are 
    and what we need in order to thrive.  

We may need to face something about ourselves or others. 
We may need to confront ourselves or others. 

We may need to make a repair in our relationship  
with ourselves or others. 

   We may even need to forgive ourselves or others.  
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This process must take the time it takes. 
  It cannot be rushed or forced. 
   It will not progress steadily or without surprises. 
  But God can be trusted to be with us on the journey. 
   And because God lives in us, 

we can trust ourselves  
and the wisdom we come to know within. 

   For God can see that we are full of pearls 
    where we can feel only sand. 
 
Thanks be!  Amen. 
Rev. Brent A. Bissette 
 
*This reflection comes from Rachel Naomi Remen, M.D. in her  
 book My Grandfather’s Blessings, Riverhead Books,  
 New York: NY, 2000, pp. 139-40.  
	  


