B. 20th Sunday in Ordinary Time #1                                                                      Prov 9: 1-6

Background

Ch 9 closes the first part of Proverbs with an extended “proverb” or “parable” of two separate invitations to two very different banquets. Lady Wisdom and her wares are highlighted in vv. 1-6, and Dame Folly in vv. 13-18. The intervening verses (7-12) give typical contrasts between the wise and the foolish.

Text

v. 1 Wisdom has built her house:  Wisdom, that attribute of God which was closest to him at creation and most active, most “playful” as Prov 8:30 puts it, is personified. It is treated as though it were not merely an attribute of God, but a person. Like a human person it has gender. Here, and throughout the Wisdom Literature of the OT, Wisdom is feminine, “Lady Wisdom,” if you will. Her “house,” built across the way from her great opposite and rival, Dame Folly, refers not only to where she lives, but also to the wherewithal within that space.

Seven columns: Seven is a number signifying perfection. Wisdom’s house  is both strong and perfect.

v. 2 meat…wine…spread her table: In contrast to what Dame Folly offers her guests in v. 17 – water (stolen, at that) and bread (ill-gotten, to boot), Wisdom offers the finest in solid and liquid nourishment. There is no comparison between what each bestows. In the NT, in Jn, Jesus will use “bread” and “water” to indicate something much more positive – the “bread of life” and “living water – but here the contrast is meant to be a negative one. This, and similar metaphorical uses of meal imagery became the basis (along with the historical festive meals, such as Passover) for Jesus’ teaching on the Eucharist and depicting the “Kingdom of God” as a heavenly banquet.

v. 3 She has sent out her maidens: Just as in the gospel parables about wedding banquets and royal banquets, the way to send out invitations was not through the mail, but through servants and couriers. Presumably, all are invited, since Lady Wisdom herself stands on the highest peak of the city to yodel to all within earshot.

v. 4 whoever is simple:  The word in LXX is Gk aphron, “without sense,” or “foolish.” (See v. 17 of the second reading for today for a discussion of this word.)

who lacks understanding: This spells out the meaning of “simple”in the first part of the verse.

v. 5 Come, eat…drink: The word which translates “Come” is halak in Hb. It means, literally, “to walk,” but is commonly used in a moral sense “to live.” So, this is an invitation not to come to a physical banquet, but to live by  consuming wisdom, digesting it and assimilating it into the fabric and fiber of one’s being. A Christian cannot help but think of the Liturgy, where one receives both the Word and the Word-made-flesh.

v. 6 Forsake foolishness: Hb is not so abstract. It says, “Leave fools.”

That you may live: The Jews have a toast, “le hayim.”  It means “To Life.” That is the word here. It refers to life at its best as well as its most basic. “Well-being” or “Life as God intends it to be”  gets close to its meaning.

Advance in the way of understanding: Typical of Hebraic poetry, this second part of the verse explains or expands the first part. The author is saying we will have life if, and only if, we accept God’s teaching found in Wisdom. Then, we will walk in his path.

Reflection

The prophets and Prophetic Literature used the categories of “justice” (righteousness) and “injustice” (unrighteousness) to communicate the essential characteristic of God and what he wants humans to do in imitation of him. The Priests and  the Priestly Tradition used “holy” and  “unholy” (or “unclean”) to do the same . The Sages and Wisdom Literature used the more secular (or,at  least, secular-sounding) categories of “wise” and “fool-ish.”

In typical Semitic fashion, when it came to moral behavior, there was only good  or bad, right or wrong, wise or foolish. There was only either/or, never both/and. Of course, they were like us when it came to individual situations. They did recognize grey  areas in the concrete. In fact, when it came to doctrine, there were several schools of thought and a good deal of tolerance for them. When it came to practice, that was a different story. Although there were differing interpretations of the moral law among the teachers, there was much more agreement than disagreement.  Regardless, the fundamental moral choice was either  for God or against God. There was no in-between. Jesus, himself, put is this way: “No servant can

serve two masters. You cannot serve God and mammon. (Lk 16:13)”

Both Lady Wisdom and Dame Folly issue the same invitation. Humans must respond one way or the other. It is not a question of faith or no faith. Every human puts faith in someone or something. It is a question of where to place that trust. Wisdom and Folly not only offer different menus, the same food prepared differently. They offer different food.  One nourishes life; the other brings death.

We must see Wisdom’s call  as just that: a call, an invitation. If we are invited it is because we are desired, desired by God. If I choose to answer Folly’s call might it be because I do not realized how much more wanted (for myself) I am by God than by the Evil One? Once I realize that I am desired, then I can desire God in return. This generates the trust, courage and loyalty I would not otherwise have in order to taste and see the delights Wisdom provides for those who accept her discipline.

We were not invited to physical life. We were all born into this world without benefit of being asked. We did not choose to be born. But we can choose what kind of life we will live, once we are adults. That is not to say that our childhood and our inherited familial traits make that choice easy to live out. If given the question “What kind of life would you want to live?” just about everybody would answer with some variation of the same theme: a good life. For some that might translate (or mistranslate) into THE good life as popularly understood, meaning everything and anything I want when I want it. It is right there, at that junction, at the point of that question, that Lady Wisdom stands pointing to her path and Dame Folly points to hers. 

Dame Folly offers THE good life or so she seems to. It will turn out to be a counterfeit version of life, but the gullible young adult does not know this at the time. THE good life is rather predictable and scripted. It certainly includes physical good health, for there is no life or good without it. (Lady Wisdom disagrees. She claims one can live a good life even without good physical health.) THE good life also includes a lot of material things, like houses, boats, and planes. There’s a limit to these, but the gullible person does not see that at first. (Lady Wisdom claims one can live a good life with or without them. Material things are immaterial in the final analysis.) So we are given the option, the offer to choose. Folly cannot deliver on her promises, but she is a good sales person. It’s all illusion, based on human gullibility, a counterfeit form of faith. All her promises are on display. They are all in the display window, to be looked at but not touched or examined beforehand. And all sales are final, no returns. Wisdom differs from Folly. There is no display window. One comes in and tries on and tries out the merchandise before buying and one can leave any time or stay forever.

Key Notions

1. The invitation to live a good life must be accepted or rejected. There is no middle course.

2. The alternative of wisdom is folly. One road leads to life; the other to death.

3. The wise person consumes wisdom; the fool consumes things only

Food For Thought

1. Real Food vs. Junk Food: Junk food tastes better at first. But then we begin to see the consequences. We get fat first and then we become unhealthy. Only by the time we realize the real price we paid (beyond the restaurant check) for those “pleasures” the damage has been done. Worse, we have become addicted to an unhealthy life style and turning it around is not as easy as if we never got into that place in the first place. Real food, a balanced diet, does not always taste good at first. One has to develop a taste for it. But the results are as obvious as the results of junk food. Obvious and obviously superior and to be preferred. Wisdom is like real food. One has to develop a taste for it. It is always tempting, when given a choice between candy and fruit to pick the candy. However, after a disciplined diet of eating fruit over a period of time, the power of that temptation is progressively diminished. Like the recovering alcoholic who is severely tempted to drink in the beginning days of recovery but after a while is not only not tempted but positively repulsed by the very idea of drinking alcohol, so the wise person gradually loses the yen for unwise activity.

2. Real Money vs. Counterfeit: Counterfeit looks almost exactly like real money, only it isn’t. It might work for a while, but sooner or later the difference will become known. So it is with the difference between wisdom and folly. They might look like twins, but they are not even sisters. In the beginning a person might seem open-minded and say, “You go your way (wisdom) and I’ll go mine (folly). Both are good. What’s good for you may not be good for me.” In the beginning that sounds good, seems good, but it is counterfeit wisdom. It is a sad fact of life that if we do not listen to wise people we must suffer the consequences of having to learn everything first hand, by personal (and often tragic) experience. If we stop, look and listen to those who have been there before me they can teach me to look for the signs of counterfeit, to test for authenticity, before I leap into a cauldron. The really wise people of the earth are those who listened to the only wise one, the Lord. He never steers us wrong.
3. Forks: Every day presents us with at least one fork in the road. Which road will we take? At every fork there is the Lord (Wisdom) and Satan (Folly) standing there. One lures us, tries to sell us on its way, promises things it cannot deliver. If we choose it it lets us go down the road alone, unguided. For we are hooked, committed, addicted. The other simply smiles and beckons. If we choose him, he leads us, goes with us, shows us not things we dreamed of but things we never imagined. They are not things really, but joys, truths, eternal realities that can be experienced but not touched, enjoyed but not possessed. Wisdom’s house is already built (v. 1) but our house is still in the making. Wisdom will give us the building blocks. One day at a time, one brick at a time, one step at a time. Folly gives us the finished picture, but never the finished product. The salesman shows us a fake model of what’s at the end of the road and we are supposed to believe it is true. Wisdom, on the other hand, walks us down the road to make sure we don’t get sidetracked again by Folly. As we encounter the forks in the road each day, some big, some small, we encounter choice and whom we choose is more important than what we choose. Wisdom is like a person because we can have a personal relationship with Wisdom. Folly may seem like a person, but it is really more like a hologram, having no depth and little reality, a counterfeit version of goodness.
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