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Wisdan 
Daniel Jereny Silver 

May 9, 1982 

:z:42fslri z s ba:e piraa r, a ssthrr•• ci&J ma g1mlltbdifil § pl@sa:es,; gJ 

neu i•• -• Jail sf • •den. 

Afta- Sola:ron was anointed as king !~ 'f.e._~t 11.::i 3saa':l, the Bible ~ii~"'"\ 
,..._ that he went to a shrine in Gibian and made there a royal offering to God. Jal 

God was pleased with ~ offering ai 611 an, and that night after---t:hs •z : ias ft:L~s 
'I 

"';«-._,~ ,,,. ~l ca.. \...w--~ 
J,Jhen Solat0n to ·sleep God appeared to Salmon in a dream, and ~a sajd ts a.i.rn: 

~cf\. M. ~~L..J.:.,-t l\.c F w ~ .,. .: , , . 
''Ask~ what I should give you.~I \\Under what we \\Ould answer if ,a bsd Wl■a ~ 

~w~~ y_-,._~J 
fsctmz huJQ God of er u~s• 1J; • f le asked for long life or gcxxl health 

A. • 7 ~ N~l"O~ .• 1\c J .. \~ L.o~~ r...t, w .J._ ., 
or great :pc>\\er or great wealth., We don't know whethEf r~ took. a long time to ~'-'~ 

()~ ~ ~~&.c.~·t.v~ 
rr&>\llte his answer eB ~ . lkUt a 1 ts 1, ~ are told 1 answered God: Osd 1 I• dz ½:i.M you 

~ --. C /,,fJ ' """'4 f 

~ ~ve me an understanding heart with which to judge the poople:' .11111 Soiooon had 

just becane the king, and in ancient Israel the king, anong his other duties royal, 

-r ~-~'-, "6.,LJ..,A-~-' ~ ■-l!!J llo spens a part of each day iM zthc' court m1:1 ~yone who wanted w 
' 

could bring~ case ~~e ki~ "'55 jcaig0-Ana .eaSC!l1M!ail!i1'!1', Mhat Solaron was saying~ 
"-.,..~~ f .w.,sj ---~ i . . . ..t t\~~ :+ N~ 

J.ii.' I am 1.nexper1.enced in this part of my task .a.I I leL 1.ia,a bu I ■ re an understand, r 
.ila1 Gcx1, we are ing heart, the wisdan to judge4airly and just\}' aa1111~ @Jin~. 

s-N"J 
told, was pleased with Solaron 's request. And -el dr the tl i rd chapter cl the 

~ ~=•5 !-,,~~~ "'"" ,.,, I & -~x•• :'iaProve~t God gave to SolaYOn what he had asked for, oiler..; 

.,,,... 1 1
); •1 ~~ " C-.1 11:1■ !!I lAJB!i t II iii' Ill! Qt - ►s R ass so IZtL QJPR JJS I £ $ &-S&C 1glC& pl.S 

wf§ZW r _ _a:sa b:1 iI ustrat~ that in which wisdan oonsists. 

It seems that early on in his royal career two shrieking \\Oltel cane in

to oourt, they were prostitutes. Arrl when the marshal had quieted the two \\Olel 

down and the king had danarrled their cause, one of the \\a'feil turned to the king 

and said, my lord, aoout ten days ago I gave birth to a child. It was a healthy 

child and I nursed my child, and three days later the other \tOl0ll woo lives with 

me, we're alone in the lnuse, gave birth in her turn to a child, and several days 

later, while we were asleep at night, she nust have rolled over on top of her 
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child and the child suffocated and he died. Arn then she got up in the middle of 

the night, and noticing her child was dead, she came to my roan, into my bed, and 

she picked up my living child and substituted the corpse of her child for my baby. 

And when I awakered the next nDming and recognized that the child who was with 

ma was not only dead but not my child, I accused her of the substitution. And the 

king turned to the other \\Cl1Bil and said, what have you to say? And she said, my 

lord, the baby who was with ma in my bed is my child. Am then the t\\O \\OITeil fell 

to shrieking at each other. And finally, the king ordered these \\Olen silenced and 

he sumroned his general and he said, bring me my S\\Ord, and the S\\Ord was duly 

brought. Am the king said to the general, cut the child in half, I'll give half 

of the living child to each of these waren. And one of the \\Otel1 nodded at the 

justice of this decree and the other fell down on her knees and said, my lord, give 

the other wanan the child, only spare the baby's life. And the king raised his 

hand and he stoppeil the general fran cutting the child in t\\O and he said, give 

to that wanan who's on her knee:; the infant, she is the nDthec .. lro the Bible 

concludes by say~.r .. g that all in Israel recogniz2! 11 at God had truly put the wis.can 

which is di '-7 ir.t:. in Solcaon '-s innenrost heing. 

vben the Bible trie:S to define witd'ffl it defines it as a very special 

ccmoodity, an abiJj ty to dis:cein, to be sensitive·, to l:e c1 ear-eyed, tc SE<~ l.~~

ycnd the confusions c.f the rrcrrE,r:,t. to what is truly just and right ar.d tc, te ablf..: 

tc· co it. 'lhe Bel:rew \«>rd for wisdan is hochna, and anong our people there was a 

very sharp distinction made between hochna, wisdan, and learning, or eniditioo, , 

scholarship. I renenber sane years ago I attended a lecture at the university at 

which a very fanous philosopher was discussing sane very sophisticated elegant 

points in the area of symbolic logic. It was a brilliant lecture, and when it 

was all over there was a chance for give and take between the audience and the 

sclx>lar, and after a number of pertinent guestioos \'vere asked, as is alnost always 

the case in a question and answer period, sanebody raised their hard and asked a 
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question which was, as our kids \\Ullld say, off the wall. And they turned to this 

brilliant philosopler, this person said to him: what do you think about the student 

protests that are taking place again.st our administration here at the university? 

And the philosopher began a long, vague, wandering discussion which must have lasted 

twenty-five minutes. No one could quite figure out what he was saying except he 

was saying, you're right and you're right and you're right, too, and the whole thing 

didn't add up to an answer at all . And the professor of philosophy who was sitting 

next to me turned to me and said, you know, I wish that our learned men were wise. 

I.earning and wisdan are not synonynous terns and Jews never have Illa.de 

the mistake of the Greeks, of assuminJ that because a man was a philosopher, because 

he had leamerl a great deal and mastered a particular discipline, he was fit to be 

the administrator, the head of the city, the king. 'Ihe Greeks, as you know, had 

this concept of the philosopher-king as the nost appropriate arrl proper leader of 

the society. They had a very special definition of koowledge. '!hey insisted that 

koowlerlge consisted of the ability to see beyond the world of appearances into the 

world of reality, to see beyond the confusions of every day that which really is 

and, presumably, if we are able to discern the real lines of life, the real nature 

of existence, then we ought to make the kinds of judgments, !X)litical, juridical, 

which \\Ullld truly am properly organize our society, am if we can separate out 

the confusions of the everyday fran the higher pirposes an:i goals of life, reality, 

then we ought to be able to manage our own lives with a great deal of judgnent 

and of wisdan. And so they argued that the philoSOp-ier-king was the appropriate 

leader of the society. 

'!he problan is, of oourse, that eruditioo and wisdan are mt interchange

able tenns. In our tradition the prophets were quick to say, let not the wise 

man glory in his wisdan. '!hey were quick to oote that often those who are the 

nost learned are often people \fflO oo mt have the good sense, or what we might 

say the oa11ta1 sense, either to organim their lives intelligently or to make 
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sense out of the necessary elements of the puzzle which is daily existence. '!he 

kindest thing, sanetimes, that our tradition has to say alx>ut learned iren is that 

they are asses laden with books. 'lhey've read a great deal but they haven't been 

able to digest, relate, what they have read to their private lives. You know Helm, 

Helm, that wonderful city of fools in Poland about whidl all of the nudnik stories 

were told in our people's European experience. One of the Helm stories which you 

may not know, it's not inappropriate to this rranent, there was a nelamed in Helm. 

You know what nelamed was. Melamed was a school teacher. He was a book man, and 

the nelamed in Helm found himself a better job a few miles away in a neighboring 

village arrl he took the job. It paid better. 'lhe hours were better, but it neant 

he was away fran hare, and during the first few years that he was in his new joo 

he visited hare only once a year, on Pesach, and his wife finally cauplained to the 

local rabbi. My husband's deserting ne, he's not paying attention tone, he cares 

hare only once a year, and so the next Passover \\hen the nelamed of Helm came hare 

to Helm to visit his family the rabbi called him into his study and said, Nu, you're 

a family man, you're a husband, you're mt paying attention to your wife. And the 

nelamed of Helm, \tho had read all of the books, looked at the rabbi as if he were 

sanething of a fool, how could he be asking this. He said, rabbi, I cane hare 

once a year and every tine I cane hare my wife has a baby, you want ne to CXJYe 

hare every week? 

nir tradition, as you know, values learning. In the Sei;ilardic \\Orld 

the rabbi is called the wise man, and rati)is always p.1t a lot of books on the 

shelves of their studies to oonvince you that 'IJe are in fact well read and, pre

sumably, wise. But perhaps because we are a traditioo whidl has made a great deal 

out of book leamir¥J, out of classes am study, perhaps because we're the tradition 

which, besides the Olinese, has the lOnJ8St history of mandated. adult educatioo, 

university adult educatiai, in the world, perhaps it's because of that we've re.oog

nized the limitatiais of erooitioo. You can master a subject, obviously, without 
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knowing tow it oould nost intelligently be applied in your society. You can master 

the Jan.iledge of the human body, of the human mind, and rot be able to manage your 

own life. '!here is no necessary relationship between knowledge, erudition, and 

wisdan any nore than there's a necessary relationship between Jan.lledge and decency 

of character. 

\-hen I was in oollege I took a cnrrse with a man who was the nost 

fanous noral philosoi;iler of his tine, Ralph Barton Perry, and we would have two 

brilliant lectures a~ and the third session of the~ was a discussion which 

was led by what is called today a teachirg assistant. 'Ihese were in my day young 

post-doctoral students who were doing YtOrk for the senior professor. Arxl the man 

who was assignerl to our particular section had read everything and he had a bril

liant logical mind, but he was a terrible human being. He delighted in tearing 

down us philosophic irmocents. We were fresl'lnen. 'Ibis was our first or seoond 

blush with philosophic reasoning. He'd had the experience of six or seven years 

on us and he delighted to turn us over and over and over again to prove to us h:,w 

essentially inca:upetent we were. Now, part of that can be a technique of learn

ing, rut it's clear that he took a rather sadistic and delicious pleasure in 

watching us unable to escape fran his satire and the destruction of his critical 

argument. And I oonfess that I wasn't that sw:prised when I read a few years after 

I graduated this particular man hen just been indicted for erbezzling flmds fran 

the Philosophy Deparbnent. One can be a philosopher and, believe rre, IX>t be 

qualified to have leadership in the l«)rld of men. 

Well, if wisdan canoot be gained in the classroan directly, where is 

wisdan to be famd? I'm oot sure I can answer that questicn, rut I can tell you 

oow to achieve the reputaticn for wisdan. It's very sinple. Keep your IlDUth shut. 

It's very intemsti.ng, isn't it, that we tend to assme that still waters nm deep; 

that we tend to asm that a persoo wx, cbesn't say a great deal llllSt be thinking 

profoum thaJghts; and I guess the reason is that 11te recx,gnize that if we oon' t 
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open our nouths we're not going to put our foot in it, and that when we do begin 

to talk we reveal, consciously and unconsciously, the limitations of our knowledge, 

of our experience, and of our wisdan. '!his is not a new idea. A rabbi of the eight

eenth century said, silence is the only substitute for wisdcm that he knows. And 

Sinon ben Ganalion in Sayings of the Fathers, 1800 years before that, said that he 

had spent all of his days aroong the disciples of the wise and he'd found nothing 

nore beautiful to wisdan than being silent, and that one who nultiplies words nul

tiplies sin, exposes himself, and believe ne, there's truth to that. So if you oovet 
) 

the reputation for wisdan, don't beCDire a public speaker, keep your nouth shut and 

your th)ughts to yourself. But obviously, the sanblance of wisdan is not wisdan 

so where is wisdan to be found? 

Now, there are sate who would argue that wisdan is to be found, if it 

is not to be fowrl in the classroan, it is to be found out in the real world on 

the street. Our children often speak of pa:>ple who have the smarts, and by that 

they mean sooeone who knows how to fend for himself or herself, how to rrake out, 

how to make things happen, hCM not to be limited, restricted, frustrated, by the 

rules and the foDllS and the cauplicated structure of our society. But, of oourse, 

worldly wisdan is not the same thing as wisdan. '!he person who is smart, shrewd, 

worldly-wise, knows how to extricate themselves fran rrost problans. The wise per

son, obviously, doesn't get into the problem in the first place, arxl that's the 

difference. It's d:>vioosly wise to be pndent, to have sare sense of what the 

world is really like, but that's not the true mark of wisdan. 

Now, it's interest:in:J that in ancient tines there was a field of learn

ing called wis<hn. In alnost every capital, in every palace, there was a school 

which was called a wisdan schx:>l. '1hese existed in '1hebes and fte!phis, in Ninevah 

and in Jerusalen, and in these wisdan schools the young princes and the young bu

reaucrats were trained in wri tin], sanetimes also in reading. 'Ibey were trained 

to be the adn:i.nistrators of the society and they were also trained in the cx:,ur

tesies, the fonns, the nmmers, the oonventions, the sense of oobility of character 
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which that society maintainei. And there has cx:rce do,m to us any nunber of the 

axians and proverbs that were taught in these schools of prudential wisdan and they 

are interesting. 'Ihey're important, many of than, in tenns of the insight that 

they give us in the management of life. We know of one such school in the serond 

century B.C.E. in Jerusalan which was run by a man named Joshua ben Sirach. He's 

left us his took, his list of proverbs and axians fran which he lecturei 

week after week to the young elite princes and administrators to be of Judea It 

caup.rises the book of Ecclesiastes of the Wisdan of Ben Sirach in~ Apocryi:na. 

And in there you'll find practical wiscbrn, smarts, of this kind. 

As long as you live, give no one power over yourself
son or wife, brother or friend. 
lb not give your property to amther, 
in case you change your mind and want it back. 
As long as you have life and breath, 
never change places with anyone. 
It is better for your children to ask fran you 
than for you to be depeooellt on them. 
Whatever you are doing, keep the upper hand, 
arrl allow no blot on your rep.itation. 
let your life run its full course, 
and then, at the hour of death, distribute your estate. 

And I suspect that there are many who have \\Orkei out all kinds of cx:xnplicated trusts 

and arrargments in our society who later wishei that they had not done so, re

gretted the sense of deperrlency that they rrM felt towards those to whan they had 

overgenerously and over early provided. And that's the smarts. '!hat's thinking 

through your life, what can be achieved, the relationships that you' 11 want at 

each stage of yoor life for those who are closest to you. But I would also suggest 

to you that this is prudence and not wisdan, that it has a limited value. It 

doesn't tell you to \ftbat sh:>ul.d I devote my life; row slx>uld I make the major de

cisicns which I face; what are the causes to which I sh:>ul.d dedicate yeyself. It's 

a protective kind of wisa::m rather than a wisa::m \\hi.ch has , titude and sane 

breadth to it. 
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So where is wisdan to be found? By way of anSNer, I'd like to suggest 

to you that in the wisdan schools in Israel a unique elerent was added to that 

whidl was prudential, realistic, in the wisdan sch(X)ls of all the other erpires 

arrl palaces of the ancient Middle East, and that is that wisdan was treated as if 

wisdan included a highly iroportant noral elarent, an elerent of social and per

sonal noral concern. There is in the took of Job an inserted poern. It's mt one 

of the ?)€JllS which represent the dialogue between Job and the three canforters 

wh:> core to explain to him why evil has happened to him, why his family has been 

taken away, why he has been stricken with disease, why he is no longer a weal thy 

or important man. '!he 28th chapter of the book of Job is a poern which tries to 

answer the question which \-le have set for ourselves this noming - what is wisdan 

and where is wisdan to be found. Let rre read to you part of this poern. 

There is a mine for silver 
There is a place for gold which they refine. 
Iron is taken out of the dust, 
Brass is nolten out of the stone 
Man sets an end to darkness 
And searches out to the furthest round 
The stones of thick darkress 
and the shadav of death 
Man breaks open a shaft away 
fran where o-t.rers sonoum; 
Arrl out of the earth canes bread 
And underneath it is turnel up as if by fire 
But where is wisdan to be found 
And where is the place of understandirg? 

Man knoweth not the price thereof; 
Neither is it found in the land of the living. 
'!he deep saith: 'It is oot in me'; 
The sea saith: 'It is not with me.' 
Wisdan cannot be gotten fran gold 
Neither shall silver be weighed for th:! price thereof. 
No mentioo shall be maE of the nDst precious of stones. 
'!he price of wisdan is above rubies. 
Nlenoe then CXJaeth wisdan 
And where is the place of understanding? 
Seeing that it is hid fran the eyes of all the livll'J] 
And kept close £ran the fowls of the air. 
Destruction and Death say: 
We have hand r\llDlI' thereof with oor ears, 
Cb! understams the way thereof 
And he Jcoows the place thereof. 
For God looks to the erxls of the earth 
And sees under the whole heaven. 
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When He makes a weight for the wirrl 
And metes out the waters by neasure 
\-lien God made a decree for the rain 
And a way for the stonn of thunder 
It is then did He see it and declare it 
And He establishoo it, yea, and He searched it out. 

And unto man God said: 
"Behold the fear of the Lord, that is wisdan; 
And to depart fran evil, that is understanding. 

According to the :EX)et wisdan cannot be gotten directly. You can't set out on a 

acadanic career and get the PhD and have a certificate labeled: This man is a 

wise man. And you can't simply go out into the world am have a variety of exper

iences and because you've livoo broadly and had many experiences be C'ertifioo as 

a wise man or a wise \Ollall. Where is wisdan to be foond? Man krv:Jweth rot the 

place thereof/it is not to be fourrl directly in the land of the living/it is rot 

to be gotten for gold. 

Then, how do we fim wisdan? In books? In experience? Certainly, they 

help, rut essentially, quintessentially, the first step in the finding of wisdan 

is to depart fran evil, is to have the fear of the lord. Wisdan begins in acer

tain kind of sensitive, sensitized, spiritual and noral life. It begins by being 

concerned about virtue and character and compassion and enpathy and all of those 

things which must concern and do concern the norally sensitive person. 

If I understand the poet right, he's making a cament mich I find ap

propriate and apt to our imnediate situaticn. I firrl myself, as I think you firrl 

yourself, surrOllllded by people who have all kirns of answers to all the problems 

of the world save their CMn lives. I've always been surprised at the number of 

people who have made an absolute and tragic mess of their lives, woo are on the 

?ll)lic platfonn and in the ?ll)lic ete, offering us answers to nuclear oonfronta

ticn, answers to the problan of Social welfare, answers to the problems of peace 

in our times. '!hey have answers to everyt:hiJl1 except their own th:inJ. '!hey are 

oot able to p.it their own lives in order. NOw, their answers may have sane va

lidity to than, b.tt they operate as if the beginni.D] of wisclan, the beginni.D] of 
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the solution to the problans of the \\Orld were oot to resolve our own problens of 

integrity and of character and of sensitivity and of ooncern. None of us \\10\lld be 

as concerned about the possibility that a politician elected to office may press 

a little red button which will bring destruction to the world if in fact we felt 

that these nen and \\ODerl had that kind of noral ooncern, spiritual sensitivity, 

character, which 'Wnlld allow us to trust than with their fingers an inch or two 

away fran the rutton. Arrl none of us \\Ould be quite as \\Orried as we are as to 

sooe of the experimentation which is going on in science if we had not had plenty 

of experience with scientists wl'X> say, the use of what I do is irrelevant to what 

I'm doing; all I'm ccncerned with is my narrow little \\Orld, my world of erudition, 

of knowledge, if they were both wise, norally concerned and learned. Arrl many of 

us would not be as concerned arout justice in our society if we felt that those 

who were fighting the so-called causes were seekirg out cases, were not simply try

ing to be litigenous, to make a living, that were ooncerned in fact with justice, 

and we can go down all of the professions, all of the ooncerns, and recognize that 

if only we cnild in fact trust ourselves and feel that we coold trust others we 

would have rerroved a pall of suspicion, a pall of ooncern fran our lives, and 

\\Ould really be able to begin to deal effectively with nost of the problsns which 

surroum us. 

'Ihe rabbi said, he in whan the fear of sin is greater than his wisdan, 

than his learning, his leamirg will errlure, that he wtx:>se learning is greater 

than his fear of sin, his wisdan, his learning, will oot errlure. Arxl by this I 

think they were sayirg exactly what the poet in the 28th chapter of Job was say-

ing: the fear of the Lorn, that is wisdan aixl to depart £ran evil, that is under

standing. In-measure as we beaxne intimately am imnediately oonoerne:1 with 

the quality of our own lives, we begin to develop a sensitiv:i.ty which will allow 

us to see the prci>lans of our world ooth with oatpaSSioo, because we will ackoowledge 

our own weakness am our own limitaticns am reoognize them in others; it will 
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allow us to recognize the humanity of others and, therefore, our need to be con

cernerl with ib even as we ask than to recognize our own humanity, it is the be

ginning of wisdom, of the ability to see that the little nostrums, the sinple 

ideologies, the utopian visions that we cherish, as solutions to the cauplexities 

of our world, that these will rot really work. The beginning of wisdan is get 

wisdan. '!he beginning of wischn is the fear of God. '!he beginning of wisdan is 

to depart from evil. The beginning of wisdan is to turn ourselves into the kind 

of sensitive person who can becare sensitive to all of the ideas and all of the 

challenges that abound in the world about us because he is infinitely sensitive to 

his own needs, his own problems, his own struggle to achieve character and quality. 

And I would sul:mit to you that since no one has ever been able to lay 

before us a fonnula which says here is the degree and way you achieve wisdom, here 

is the way that you can get what Salmon askerl for of God, the understanding heart. 

Since we really can't expect God to care to us in the dream and say, what do you 

want and we'll answer Him in all of our wisdan, an understanding heart, since 

we're going to have to do it ourselves. -'Ihe way to achieve wisdan is through 

quality, through character, throogh sensi tizin:J oneself . Each of us leads his 

own life. Each of us has his own experiences. Each of our minds has its own 

talents and its own percepticns. And what birxis us together as human beings is 

the search of which we are all part of, to _ruild lives of quality and of character, 

and if we could achiere that then so many of the problens of our world w::,uld be 

mitigated because \ve \\1alld oo larger be facing situation after sit\Jation for which 

we can architect, design, effective plans, plans which falter and fail always 

because the fallible hl.1nan beinJs with their own special needs who carry out 

the plans don't act rea~nably the way the plans assume that they \Oll.d. 

So '4leze is wisdan to be famd? Nlat is the place of uooerstandirg? 

Belx>ld, the fear of the IDrd, that is wisdan. 'It> depart £ran evil,in that way 

lies UOOE!rstand:i.IKJ. 
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