THE WISDOM TRADITION AND THE SKILLFUL LIFE

Discussion/Reflection Guide 

October 1, 2006 Sunday Teaching by Jeff Reed

Oakwood Road Church, Ames, Iowa

Guide prepared by Steve Kemp

1.
Comparative World Religions.
Although many of us have had some teaching with regard to world religions, we probably haven’t thought much about their wisdom traditions.  Begin your discussion about world religions by examining the foundation of your own opinions.  Are they based mostly on knowledge?  Or ignorance?  Have you focused on what you perceive as “weird,” such as the Hindu “sacred cows” or “whirling dirveshes” without really understanding the roles they play?  What is your general attitude toward other religions?  Do you look down on them as intellectually inferior and culturally deprived?  

2.
Wisdom Traditions in the World Religions.

What did you think of Jeff’s mini-survey of comparative world religions?  Was it a new thought for you that other religions have wisdom traditions?  Perhaps it is a struggle for you to think about “false” religions in a “positive” way.  Reflect on why you find it so difficult.  Is it because you want to think of Christianity as all “true” and other religions as all “false?”  Is it because you just don’t know enough about the other religions to recognize how much they “make sense?”  Or is it because you feel threatened to acknowledge anything substantially positive about another religion?
After you have struggled with the concept of there being wisdom traditions in other religions, try to think more deeply about the fact that God created the world through wisdom.  Perhaps it shouldn’t surprise us that some forms of wisdom become evident in His creation, even apart from Christianity.  If God created humanity in His image, it makes sense that some wisdom is going to be at the foundation of cultures that have developed over centuries.  Try to conclude your consideration of world religions by seeing their wisdom traditions as a reflection of God’s wisdom in all of creation.

3.
Uniqueness of Biblical Wisdom.

Recognizing that there are wisdom traditions in other religions, even ones that give evidence of God’s creation of humanity in His image, doesn’t mean that all religions are equal.  It doesn’t mean that there is nothing unique or divinely more significant about the biblical wisdom tradition.  Discuss what is distinctive about the biblical Wisdom Corpus.  Why is it so different to have the “fear” (respect) of the Lord at its center (Proverbs 1:7)?  How does this relate to skill in living?  What happened when Judaism put betterment of self at its center instead of the fear of the Lord?  What role does wisdom play in Islam with its focus on rules and force?  How does the “change in self” happen in the biblical wisdom tradition?  

4.
Pursuit of Wisdom.

Consider the various ways that you can pursue wisdom, particularly through the mastery of the biblical Wisdom Corpus.  For instance, work your way slowly through Proverbs 1:1-7 and focus on the stated purposes for the Book of Proverbs.  

Look at the structure of the book in terms of stages in life:  Child (1:7), Youth (Ch. 1-9), Wise (Ch. 10-22), and Wiser (Ch. 22-30).  Consider how you can use biblical wisdom for yourself and those whom you serve with regard to the stages of life.
Commit yourself to the serious consideration of biblical wisdom over the next five weeks as we study lifelong learning, disciplined work, well-ordered home, dealing wisely and fairly with people, and living harmonious in community.  

Implement a plan for study and meditation on the Wisdom Corpus, especially the Book of Proverbs.  This could include careful slow reading, quick big picture reading, and thoughtful analysis of patterns that emerge.  

