Proper 12A; 9™ Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 7.26.26

1 Kings 3:5-12

At Gibeon the Lord appeared to Solomon in a dream by night; and God said, “Ask what 1
should give you” And Solomon said, “You have shown great and steadfast love to your
servant my father David, because he walked before you in faithfulness, in righteousness,
and in uprightness of heart toward you; and you have kept for him this great and steadfast
love, and have given him a son to sit on his throne today. And now, O Lord my God, you
have made your servant king in place of my father David, although I am only a little child; I
do not know how to go out or come in. And your servant is in the midst of the people whom
you have chosen, a great people, so numerous they cannot be numbered or counted. Give
your servant therefore an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern
between good and evil; for who can govern this your great people?” It pleased the Lord that
Solomon had asked this. God said to him, “Because you have asked this, and have not asked
for yourself long life or riches, or for the life of your enemies, but have asked for yourself
understanding to discern what is right, I now do according to your word. Indeed I give you
a wise and discerning mind; no one like you has been before you and no one like you shall
arise after you.

Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52

He put before them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that
someone took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has
grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and
make nests in its branches”

He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and
mixed in with three measures of flour until all of it was leavened.”

“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which someone found and hid;
then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls; on finding one
pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had and bought it.

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea and caught fish of
every kind; when it was full, they drew it ashore, sat down, and put the good into baskets
but threw out the bad. So it will be at the end of the age. The angels will come out and
separate the evil from the righteous and throw them into the furnace of fire, where there
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.



“Have you understood all this?” They answered, “Yes.” And he said to them, “Therefore
every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the master of a
household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.” (538)

Solomon is one of those biblical characters everyone’s heard of, right? Even those
not steeped in the Bible? Even those who know nearly nothing of these sixty-six books that
emerge from many cultures and peoples throughout the Middle East and from a span of
about 1500 years, even these know about Solomon. That he was wise. The wisdom of
Solomon: it’s idiomatic.

But most of us also need some reminding. Beyond the fact that he was wise, most of
us need some reminding. Like, was he real? Was he an indisputably historical figure?

He was.

Not everyone was, especially those from the Old Testament, those from the
pre-axial age. Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah and his family and the ark and the flood,
even Abraham, even Moses: these are all mythopoetical more than they are historical,
people imagined or amalgamated who've come to typify a historical movement or to
personify a larger group or social phenomenon.

Which isn't to say they're illegitimate. Which isn’t to say they aren't worthy of our
serious attention and even considered as individuals, which they also might have been.

[ stumbled into the independent evangelical neighborhood of the internet. It's a
crowded neighborhood, and a bit of a crap shoot. There was a man who was preaching
about the Bible. Dressed in what would have been fitting for casual Fridays at the office a
decade ago, his credentials were of a different school than mine. His authority had been
established on a different vocational path. It seemed to involve a certain way of holding a
Bible that suggested familiarity, comfort. Like, “I'm always flipping through these pages.
Dipping into Acts. Checking it against 2nd Kings.” It’s a literacy that actually functions more
as illiteracy. It's simply not a great way to read the Bible, not if it forecloses on other ways
of reading it.

The point he was there on this particular video to make was that this is all real.
Charged as an under-pastor serving his largely online congregation, he was to press the

point that this is all real. He kept saying to the camera in the studio-stage-sanctuary where



he stood, awkwardly, shiftingly, that the things in the Bible really happened and the people
you read about there were really real.

It struck me as a little desperate-and a little reductive. The Bible is a far more
complicated text than one you could say much wholesale about. It’s just too unwieldy. It's
just too grand in its scope and its origin. Paul of 1st century Tarsus was an historically real
character. Noah of fifteen hundred years earlier likely wasn’t. Jesus was an historically real
character, though what we know of him is almost entirely of the mythopoetic realm,
attempts at establishing “the historical Jesus” notwithstanding. Yet none of this is to say
Noah was unreal, Moses was unreal, Jesus was unreal. No, it’s just that their reality depends
on something other than exclusively historical occurrence.

Solomon, for his part, was historically real. Accounted for early in the human
historical record, Solomon was the king of the united kingdoms of Israel and Judah for forty
years, so says the story, which is also a way of saying a really long time. The 2nd third of the
10th century before Christ, before the Common Era as we're to say now, Solomon’s reign
followed David’s who is remembered as the greatest king Israel and Judah ever had, the one
whose reign is the touchstone for all who follow.

Solomon wasn't the heir-apparent to this throne. He wasn't David’s first born son.
Amnon was, but he had been killed. Then came Kileab, whose fate we don’'t know. Absalom
was next, but he had been killed. And then came Adonijah, who positioned himself to take
the throne.

Which likely wasn't even really a throne at this point. Maybe there was a seat in the
Tabernacle in close proximity to the Ark of the Covenant special for the king. The Ark of the
Covenant: this gold box that contained the tablets of the Law which David, in one final act
of kingly triumph, had in battle won back from the Philistines. He danced before it as it
came into the city, through the gate into Jerusalem, to be placed now permanently in
Jerusalem in the Tabernacle, the evermore complex tent of meeting where one day would
be built the Temple. To be king might have meant some seat of special proximity to the Ark
and the tablets of the Law, you being the one, with the help of priests and scribes, to
execute on the Law.

But maybe not.



In any case, David soon was dying. Though covered with clothes, the story tells us,
he couldn’t get warm. This new enfeeblement had Adonijah readying himself. But the
prophet Nathan and the priest Zadok “did not side with Adonijah” Taking their case to
Bathsheba, Solomon’s mother, she went to David and told him what Adonijah was up to, not
even waiting for David to have died before assuming for himself the duties and privileges of
the king. Eventually David declared that Solomon shall be his successor, and it was mostly a
peaceful transfer of power-though Solomon did eventually kill Adonijah. For spurious
reasons. If you ask me.

It's useful to remember these are old stories, and they function with a different
morality and logic than we do now. For this, it's always worth asking, when someone urges
“biblical values” on contemporary culture, which values exactly are being encouraged. A lot
that happens in the Bible are things we shouldn’t hope to return to.

Solomon had his brother killed and secured himself as the next king of this united
kingdom. And his first act in office was to ask the Lord for wisdom.

He would go on to be great, of course. Under his leadership he built the Temple, and
a palace for himself. He built public gardens and sponsored works of sculpture and art. He
partnered with King Hiram of Tyre to make this all happen, and did likewise with other
nation’s kings. He married many women, as was the custom for a powerful man to do, and
with these many wives he fathered many, many children, thus forming political alliances
throughout the region as many of his wives were from nations other than Israel and Judah.

And, it should be said, his reign isn’t remembered without ambivalence. Though it
was a time of greatness for this people of God, it was also a time of cultural syncretism, the
creeping in of foreign practices and aesthetics. The Temple itself displayed Canaanite
influence.

But that’s what happens. A people forms out of some oneness of experience or
location. This people establishes itself, a pure lineage that can be traced to some specific
beginning. But then this being established becomes a source of power, and a production of
power, which draws others to it and demands ever wider partnerships. David gathered and
established. Solomon widened and made more complex. And it wasn't without its
detractors. But it’s hard to argue with success. It's hard to argue with splendor, with power.

And it all began with wisdom, a request for wisdom.



So goes the story, from so long ago. Given all the power in his known world, he
could have asked for long life (long life, even deathless life, as, like, our billionaire class has
done) or he could have asked for riches (riches, as, like, the Trump family has done) or he
could have asked for vengeance over his enemies (as Trump himself has done and done),
but instead he asked for wisdom, an understanding mind to govern the people, an ability to
discern between good and evil, indeed understanding to discern what is right.

The sermon practically preaches itself.

I recently heard a dialogue between two political journalists. They were thinking
through the old debate about what an electorate should consider when deciding among
candidates for high public office. What's more important, a candidate’s policy stances or
that candidate’s character?

One of the two journalists pointed out how policy proposals are important, but the
fact is that there’s relatively little opportunity to pursue making policy in any pure form, the
way it might be imagined on a White Paper. The fact is history never stands so still as that,
the policy realm is never a tabula rasa, some blank space on which to establish one’s vision.
Rather, most often an official in public service is responding to history happening in real
time. Crises arise, circumstances mutate, occurrences occur, and the leader must react, the
public servant must respond. And those responses won't please everyone. Not even
Solomon, in all his wisdom and splendor, made decisions about the world as it was when he
was in power that everyone loved all the time. Yet how that person will likely respond, what
that reaction will likely be: these are the most important considerations an electorate
should hold in mind.

It used to be the right wing of the American electorate to beat the drum: “Character
matters” Now, with a government run almost exclusively from the right, character seems,
ummm, less important. Such that we're left to guess, for example, how many Americans
have died in our war of choice, which isn't to mention how many Iranians have died. This is
to name, of course, but one horrifying aspect of our public life. In all, the lies are so thick
and frequent that no one even bothers to object in any way that has purchase to the
obvious fact that it’s all lies.

We are very far gone.



Jesus’ parables are a strange world to enter. Theyre not fables, they're not allegories,
they’re koans, more like riddles that tease forth more questions than they do answers. They
spur a wisdom that’s less about a clarity of thought regarding what is good and what is evil,
and more about a trust that something there is, hidden and growing, mixed amidst the
whole created order, which is of God, which is the kingdom of God, a treasure in a field, a
pearl in a marketplace that’'s crowded with goods such that the pearl is as if found by dumb
luck, yeast mixed into the dough, that mold prohibited when purifying your house for
Passover, that mold that, once mixed in, can’t be removed and does indeed transform.
These inspire a trust that goodness is in the mix, the kingdom is in the mix, and that
attempts to separate out the good from the bad, which we can only hardly tell, might just
violate the good that is growing, the transformation that is to take place, to redeem.

“One bad apple ruins the bushel” That’s what common sense will tell us.

“Does it?” That’s what Jesus and his parables would have us wonder. Is it really as
simple as that?

It's cold comfort. This encouraging of trust, this suggesting of quiescence, patience,
faith, that something there is of the kingdom of God given all the corruption, corrosion,
destruction of our public order, given the nihilism that’s no longer cute or cool but is an
eating away of what makes us human: it’s cold comfort, this quiescence, this patience, this
faith.

It’s also, in a true sense, all we've got. Not even Solomon, with all the power in the
world and all the wisdom that could come of God, could act in such a way as
unambiguously good, unfailingly pure and eternal. The Temple he built, compromised from
that start, would eventually be destroyed, would indeed, far worse and for far longer, be a
site of deadly dispute even down to this day. The palace he built would suffer decay. The
gardens he established, which I'm sure seemed of Eden, would go the way of weeds and
worms.

There’s nothing we can do to create the kingdom of God (but love.)

There’s nothing we can do to establish God’s reign on earth, pure and good (but love,
forgive, set forth anew) just as there’s nothing we can do now to make it 2016 again, or

2007, or September 10, 2001, or the 1990s when peace and prosperity seemed, from a



western perspective, like they'd go on forever. Nothing we can do (but love, forgive, set out
anew, and trust.)

The hymn we’re soon to sing takes its text from something Dietrich Bonhoeffer
wrote. In 1944 while imprisoned by the Nazi regime, he was in the final months of his life.
He wrote it to his fiancée and family at Christmas. Within months of composing it, he
would be executed, this cup not taken from him but gracious power yet flowing through
him.

It's strong medicine, this hymn, most often too strong. I always choose it with
caution that it won’t be what we need.

But then, the world....

Thanks be to God.



