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Sermon for the Twenty-first Sunday after Pentecost, October 29, 2017 
Solemn Evensong 
By the Reverend James Ross Smith 
Year 1, Proper 25: Ecclesiasticus 18:19–33; Luke 10:25–37; Isaiah 40:27–31 

 
In the post-World War II period many things changed 
in America. For those of us of a certain age, that time 
was intense and unforgettable. One of the marks of 
those postwar decades was a yearning for authenticity. 
This yearning was a significant element of the 
literature and cinema of the period. J. D. Salinger was 
a kind of prophet of the authentic life: his Holden 
Caulfield condemned phoniness; his Franny, appalled 
by the bourgeois values of the Ivy League, retreated to 
her parents’ spacious apartment to recite the Jesus 
Prayer and remain unstained by everything that was 
false and fake. In Mike Nichols’s The Graduate, 
Benjamin, a recent college graduate, played by the 
young Dustin Hoffman, returns home to Pasadena, 
lost and confused about his future. And, as we 
discover, he can’t turn to his parents or their friends 
for guidance. In The Graduate, the older generation is 
clueless, hopelessly corrupt, hypocritical and, of 
course, inauthentic. 
 
It’s funny: we American boomers sometimes seem to 
think that we invented the desire for authenticity. 
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That’s not true of course. The search for truth and 
authenticity is very old. We see it, for instance, in 
Israel’s Wisdom literature, a portion of which we 
heard tonight in the passage from Ecclesiasticus. 
Alexander Di Lella, a Franciscan who taught for many 
years at Washington’s Catholic University, has written 
a great deal about this Wisdom literature, including a 
commentary on Ecclesiasticus.1 Di Lella divides 
Israelite wisdom into two broad categories: the first he 
calls “recipe wisdom.”2 This recipe wisdom, Elka'nah a 
bit of which we heard tonight, is conservative and 
traditional. It appeals to the experience and insight of 
the elders—in this literature, elders are regarded as 
resources, not obstacles. This sort of wisdom is often 
presented in short, pithy sayings. We see this sort of 
thing in almost all of the Wisdom books, but we find it 
in great abundance in the Book of Proverbs and in 
Ecclesiasticus. 
 
Di Lella calls the second category of wisdom literature 
“existential wisdom.”3 This sort of wisdom, found 
particularly in the books of Job, Ecclesiastes, and the 

                                                 
1 Di Lella, Alexander, O.F.M., The Wisdom of Ben Sira: A New Translation with Notes by 
Patrick W. Skehan, Anchor Yale Bible 39 (New Haven & London: Yale University 
Press, 1987). 
2 Ibid., 32. 
3 Ibid., 33. 
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Wisdom of Solomon, is born, he says, out of a crisis of 
faith. He writes, “The existential wisdom writers do 
not attempt to make intelligible all the unpleasantries 
and absurdities of human life and experience, but 
merely try to show that these [inescapable] realities 
may be faced squarely and honestly by the person who 
professes faith in a transcendent and loving God who 
has willed to become personally involved in human 
history.4 
 
This existential wisdom was more appealing to the 
children of the Fifties and Sixties than was “recipe 
wisdom,” especially Western “recipe wisdom.” For 
instance, Archibald MacLeish writes his play J.B., a 
retelling of the Book of Job, in 1958. Pete Seeger 
writes his song, “Turn, Turn, Turn (To Everything 
There Is a Season),” based on verses from 
Ecclesiastes, in the late 1950s, and the song becomes a 
big hit in the mid-sixties. The passage we just heard 
from Ecclesiasticus would not have appealed to those 
looking for wisdom to be mysterious, profound—and 
deeply authentic. The passage we just heard, this bit of 
so-called “recipe wisdom,” is all about being careful 
and restrained. Here the wise person weighs his or her 
actions carefully. Wise people always look ahead. They 
                                                 
4 Ibid. 
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calculate risks. They understand that fortunes change, 
bad things happen, and death is inevitable. Wise 
people also understand that temptation abounds. They 
know that all human beings run the risk of 
surrendering to their passions, often with catastrophic 
results. In this passage, we hear this sort of careful, 
conservative wisdom. We hear the voice of experience, 
which recommends restraint, foresight, planning, and 
a realistic attitude toward human nature. Verse 27 of 
tonight’s first reading says it all, “A wise person is 
cautious in everything, and in days of sin guards against 
wrongdoing.” 
 
It’s interesting to me that such so-called “recipe 
wisdom” went out of favor in the Sixties, and yet, I 
think, the hunger, indeed the need, for such wisdom 
has never really died. PBS and the Internet and the 
print media are filled with wisdom about planning for 
the future, planning for retirement, providing counsel 
for those trying to avoid financial ruin. There are 
numerous twelve-step groups designed to help people 
to deal with their impulses and their passions. People 
turn to therapists, life coaches, spiritual directors, 
systems theorists, and self-help books without number 
seeking counsel and advice, trying to bring order to 
their lives in chaotic times. Many of us seek this kind 
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of wisdom. We know we need it, though sometimes 
we disparage it with labels like “traditional,” “old-
fashioned,” “uptight,” or “recipe.” Thomas Aquinas 
believed that human beings needed such wisdom. In 
his account of the cardinal virtues—prudence, justice, 
fortitude, and temperance—prudence came first.5 
Prudence was not a word, or a virtue, much-valued in 
the Sixties. Still, Thomas and his followers would say 
that the prudent person is the one who has gained a 
better—even a perfected—ability to make good 
choices and right decisions. Without this ability, they 
say, there can be no justice, courage, or temperance. 
But Thomas, and the author of Ecclesiasticus, knew 
that the struggle to make right decisions and good 
choices is never carried out in a vacuum. The struggle 
to deal with money, debts, gossip, illness, temptation, 
human relationships, and anger always takes place in 
the presence of God, the Lord who has searched us 
out and known us, who asks much of us, but who also 
forgives us when we fail. This Lord is the source of all  
  

                                                 
5 See Josef Pieper, The Four Cardinal Virtues: Prudence, Justice, Fortitude, 
Temperance (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1991). 



 - 6 -  

wisdom and it is to this Lord that we must turn if we 
would seek to be wise. 
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