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Wisdom of the Wise 
I Kings 2:10-12; 3:3-14 

 
When Brett Kavanaugh was nominated this past week by 

President Trump to fill Justice Anthony Kennedy’s place on the 

Supreme Court, the news was received as expected: conservatives 
were delighted, liberals were not.  This isn’t surprising given the 

rough-and-tumble times we’re in, yet, for the most part, political 
litmus tests have been as much a part of the nomination process as 
cocktails around The Capitol.   

Ideology, of course, is why the Court has become so polarized, 
even though its judicial role is to arbitrate with wisdom on what is 

and is not consistent with our constitution.  Instead of trusting the 
justices to be fair-minded and neutral, impervious to the penchant of 

politics, in recent decades SCOTUS has become an extension of 
exactly what’s wrong with Washington, with the party in power 
gaming the process to ensure a majority win for their side.  Gaming 

the system is what each side intends, so that the outcome of cases will 
be pre-determined by ideology and party interests, rather than by the 

circumstances of the case or the wisdom of the court. 
If Kavanaugh is appointed to the Supreme Court, given his 

relatively young age, most will expect the Court to remain reliably 

conservative for the next generation or more.  And yet, one of the 
interesting phenomena of the judicial branch is that it has been 

adaptable to changing cultural patterns, trends, and mores.  In fact, 
students of the Court note that there has been a liberalizing effect the 

longer a justice sits on the bench.  They point to the Martin-Quinn 
score (a prominent ideological scale used for quantifying Supreme 
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Court votes along the conservative-liberal spectrum) which has noted 
this trend since 1937—that conservative justices may begin as 

firebrands, but retire often as more centrist swing votes, while liberal 
justices maintain their ideological perspective throughout, frequently 

becoming slightly more so over time.1  The Martin-Quinn analysis is 
based on the votes of every Supreme Court justice over the past 75 

years. 
 No one really knows for certain why this occurs, but reasons 
range from public pressure to critical analysis of decisions to concerns 

about judicial legacy to the social scene within the Beltway (justices 
want to be perceived as “reasonable and moderate” among peers and 

colleagues).  Or it may be due to justices being exposed to more 
enlightened arguments from their intellectual peers on the Court to a 
preference for more nuanced opinions over time (i.e., going from 

“black and white” judgments to grasping more fully the “gray” areas 
of issues).  Or it may be that once they are appointed to the Supreme 

Court, justices are freer to be true to their hearts, no longer having to 
build their ideological resume to be considered for promotion.  A 

lifetime appointment brings with it a great deal of professional and 
personal security.       

That said, I would also hope that age and experience make us 

more humane and understanding of life and how it unfolds and how 
people suffer because of unfairness or injustice.  Life experience can 

make people more empathetic and understanding.   

                                                   
1 Oliver Roeder, “Supreme Court Justices Get More Liberal as They Get Older,” 
www.fivethirtyeight.com, October 5, 2015. 
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From the dawn of civilization, humankind has revered the 
wisdom that presumably comes with age, largely because elders have 

already suffered the pitfalls and foolishness of youth.  Far too often, 
the limited perspective and life experience of those who are young 

often result in poor choices or impulsive actions.  Years of experience 
allow one to be confronted by the consequences of mistakes or short-

sighted decisions, providing necessary lessons and correction that 
then becomes beneficial wisdom and guidance for those who are yet 
to pass that way.   

For obvious reasons, a good head and heart for wisdom has 
been considered the noblest of virtues for any leader.  Certainly truer 

in the past than the present, the pursuit of wisdom was a revered 
calling in life, given more prominence and credence in the public 
square than anything else.  Traditionally, to be a philosopher, social 

prophet, theologian, or sage was viewed as a high calling; people at 
every level of society looked to the great thinkers and moral leaders to 

guide them in most of their decisions, large or small. 
Indigenous cultures have always been more explicit in revering 

their elders than non-tribal communities.  Among Native Americans, 
for instance, elders traditionally play a significant role—as bearers of 
the tribal memory, as teachers of customs and values, as storytellers, 

as arbiters in conflicts and justice proceedings, and as spiritual 
shepherds and counselors.   

Even then, wisdom isn’t limited to elders alone.  Spiritual 
leaders arise whenever a person exercises good judgment at any age, 

when they maintain a proper perspective considering the common 
good and when they are heard for the wisdom they offer.  This is 
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evident in the indigenous people in Central and South America (e.g., 
Mayans, Incas, et. al.) and it also occurs elsewhere, including the 

Inuit of northern Canada and among most African and Asian-Pacific 
tribal groups.  Wisdom displayed at any age is considered the highest 

virtue and value for the community’s survival and interests—
something at times it seems we lose sight of in modern culture.   

In a similar vein, wisdom was a revered quality in the tribal 
communities of ancient Israel.  Wisdom emerged as a core attribute 
for leadership particularly during the reign of Solomon, in whose era 

much of Israel’s wisdom literature was purportedly developed 
(though it would be several centuries later when it was formed into 

the books we know as Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs).  
Hence, there exists a strong association of Solomon with Israel’s 
expansive wisdom tradition. 

According to the story, Solomon’s ascent to the throne was a 
new chapter in Israel’s monarchy following the reigns of David and 

Saul who, as warrior-kings, were very skillful on the battlefield, but 
less so in building a society.  In contrast, as a relatively young man 

Solomon inherited all the conquered lands from his father and had 
the luxury of consolidating his power and constructing Israel’s society 
and culture, dawning a new peaceful era for Israel as a united people 

with a strong central government, with a new Temple and palace in 
Jerusalem from which he ruled.   

Some of most prominent elements of Solomon’s legacy were his 
ability to arbitrate justice and maintain stability in the kingdom.  This 

is illustrated in this story in I Kings where early on Solomon appealed 
to Israel’s God, not for the trappings of wealth and power, but for the 
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one gift he needed to be a great and effective leader, i.e., wisdom to 
lead.  Mind you, throughout human civilization, those who rise to the 

top gain a lot of enemies along the way and are tempted to use their 
new-found power to protect themselves and their interests.  The 

abuse of power has been such a common practice that history is 
replete with examples of rulers turning into tyrants to secure their 

exalted place and private wealth.  We still see it occurring around the 
world, whether with leaders in government or corporate titans, where 
those at the top clearly protect their power and interests in unjust 

(and often illegal) ways.   
Perhaps that’s why this story stands out, even in the annals of 

Israel’s history.  At the outset, Solomon asked for divine help, not to 
glean the typical spoils of power, but rather for the gift of good 
judgment that would benefit his people: “Give your servant therefore 

an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern 
between good and evil…”  Did he ask this because he was young and 

inexperienced and overwhelmed with the expectations and demands 
of his role?  It’s possible.  As it stands, it was a noble, selfless choice 

for the common good—an admirable outlook that gained the trust of 
people.  He earned his leadership role by being wise and judicious.  
The pursuit of wisdom and an attitude of service became Solomon’s 

hallmark early on and, though he later betrayed those virtues building 
monuments to his own glory and reign, first impressions count for 

what they are, so he remained legendary and revered by Israel and by 
history for embodying wise judgment and discernment of truth. 

Solomon’s story characterizes the kind of qualities people yearn 
for in a leader.  If wisdom is to be found, it is pursued best with a 
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humble heart, recognizing that every person from the greatest to the 
least, are limited in their perspective and judgment.  Everyone 

warrants a measure of accountability.  Wisdom not only reminds us of 
this, but it compels us to seek knowledge and a broader perspective 

on our beliefs and actions to more likely arrive at a prudent choice.  
So the pursuit of wisdom involves an eagerness to gain more insight 

and information in order to best grasp all the dimensions before 
making a judgment. 

Wisdom also cautions us to gain understanding of a situation 

before any action should be taken.  Foolishness is acting rashly and 
then having to face the consequences that come.  Impulsive actions or 

inappropriate words create more problems that have to be accounted 
for and addressed.  Furthermore, wisdom perceives the interests of 
others and holds them in balance for the sake of a wiser decision.  It 

doesn’t operate from a position of ideological prejudice or bigotry 
against one side or another, although there are times when wisdom 

calls for empathy for the interests of a victim over that of an offender. 
Most of all, wisdom requires a moral center and sensibility, 

taking into consideration what is right, just, and what is best for the 
greatest number of people.  Biblical wisdom, in particular, protects 
the interests of the poor and meek over the rich and powerful to level 

the playing field; it addresses the injustices of the world and seeks to 
right them.  Thus, wisdom is about gaining perspective on how life is 

meant to be and then acting on it judiciously for the best for all.  As 
people of faith, wisdom is to be our most prized possession, as a 

source of guidance and truth.   
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As the next few months unfold, we can only hope that if Brett 
Kavanaugh is appointed a Supreme Court Justice, that he will be, 

above all things, a wise and judicious man.  It’s less significant for 
him to be ideologically pure, because ideology of any stripe—liberal to 

conservative—never is able to maintain the broadest and wisest 
perspective.  Justice comes when wisdom is derived from both 

precedents and the lessons learned by consequences.  That holds true 
for Supreme Court cases all the way to daily decision-making for any 
of us.  I trust that pursuing wisdom would be the intended goal of any 

appointee or sitting jurist.  For wisdom is a gift that bears good fruit 
by leading us on the way of angels, while avoiding the nefarious folly 

and falls of those who are not.   
      The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
      Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
      15 July 2018 

 


