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This week the children and young people of our two 

schools returned to their studies and I have been 

sitting in on their assemblies.  

As you can imagine, they have been given plenty of 

good advice. 

Reflecting on that experience,  

I went hunting for other advice to young people  

and discovered a wonderful website of parent’s 

letters to children.  

One example came from a father writing to his 

daughter in 1914, who had been sent to boarding 

school in England from the United States.  

The final paragraph reads… 

The main thing is the YOU beneath the clothes and 

skin—the ability to do,  

the will to conquer,  

the determination to understand  

and know this great, wonderful, curious world.  

Don’t shrink from new experiences and custom.  

Take the cold bath bravely.  

Enter into the spirit of your big bed-room.  

Enjoy what is  

and not pine for what is not.  

Read some good, heavy, serious books just for 

discipline:  

Take yourself in hand and master yourself.  

Make yourself do unpleasant things,  

so as to gain the upper hand of your soul. 

Above all remember: your father loves you  

and believes in you  

and expects you to be a wonderful woman.1 

 

Our reading from the letter of James,  

our first reading this morning,  

was also a letter of advice.  

It was written within ten years either way of AD 70 

and is one of the earliest Christian texts.  

It was almost certainly written before any of the 

gospels were complete or widely known.  

And it was written for a Jewish audience, for people 

who already knew numerous examples of what we 

would now call Wisdom literature.  

                                                           
1 https://uca.edu/history/historical-advice-2/ William Du Bois to his 
daughter Yolande 

https://uca.edu/history/historical-advice-2/


For those of you who have been following Morning 

Prayer recently, we have been enjoying chunks of the 

book of Proverbs and the Wisdom of Solomon,  

good examples of Old Testament Wisdom literature. 

Modern scholars categorise the letter of James as a 

form of Wisdom literature because it shares many 

characteristics with these Old Testament texts.  

Their idea of wisdom bears a close resemblance what 

later philosophers and theologians would call 

“prudence” or practical wisdom.  

 

There are times when the letter of James bears all 

the hallmarks of parental advice,  

rather than Spirit filled wisdom,  

but there is plenty of Spirit filled Wisdom here.  

It is the Wisdom of Christ,  

embodied in the call to reconciliation,  

the invitation to seek peace.  

I want to come back to the Wisdom of Christ,  

but first to look a bit more closely at the letter of 

James. 

 

 

 

Although contemporary theologians reject the 

caricature of the Jewish faith of Jesus’ time as being 

totally focussed on the observation of the law to 

every last letter,  

they recognise that part of the charism of Judaism is 

that it shapes every day life in particular ways. 

Circumcision; the keeping of the Sabbath; food laws 

and hand washing were observed by most Jews in the 

time of Jesus. 

 

For Greeks and other non-Jews, religion was mainly 

about what you did in the temple,  

the sacrifices you made, the gods you worshipped, 

and not about what you did in everyday life.  

If you think about what you know about the letters of 

St Paul, writing to churches with a mixture of Jews 

and Greeks, you can see that his emphasis is strongly 

on what you believe and much less on your behaviour 

in every day life – he takes rather a Greek approach. 

 

James balances Paul’s approach,  

because he is writing primarily to Jews,  

for whom behaviour matters.  

 

 



He wants to balance faith and works,  

to see wisdom as not just about what you do,  

but what you think,  

and not just about what you think or say,  

but also about what you do. 

 

Because we all have our preferences,  

too often we allow the two facets of wisdom— 

the theoretical or contemplative life  

and the practical or active life— 

to drift apart.  

We diminish the options before us into a binary 

opposition between head-in-the-clouds theology  

or a social-gospel campaigning.  

 

Where might we recover a different perspective on 

wisdom?  

 

One helpful guide is the theologian Thomas Aquinas 

(1225-1274).  

Aquinas believed the pursuit of wisdom is “more 

perfect, more noble, more useful, and more full of 

joy” than all other human pursuit,  

for by it, we attain a “portion of true blessing”  

and approach to the “likeness of God.”  

Aquinas believed our love for God  

and desire to serve God  

are manifested in the pursuit of wisdom,  

both contemplative and practical.  

 

But he starts and ends with wonder.  

Awe and wonder.  

That sense of the mysteriousness of God,  

which is so often provoked by beauty –  

exquisite music, soaring architecture,  

a magnificent sunset, a roaring waterfall. 

 

Aquinas suggests that our desire to know God is 

provoked by our sense of our own ignorance;  

we want to understand connections among things,  

to grasp their fundamental causes.  

This sense of wonder,  

or desire to “put it all together,”  

ultimately leads us to God. 

 

Aquinas added to the ancient idea of wisdom by 

joining it to what we learn in the New Testament -

“God, who is the creator of all that exists,  

descends to us in wisdom and love  

in order to raise us to him in friendship.”  



And it is friendship that is the clue to action.  

We would never stand by  

and leave a friend in trouble  

without doing something about it,  

even if it is simply to put a comforting hand on their 

arm, or listen while they talk.  

 

And this is where I want to return  

to the Wisdom of Christ,  

for this is the Wisdom that Jesus embodied.  

He did not simply sit in the synagogue or the temple 

and expound the scriptures,  

he did not just perch in a boat or on a rock  

and teach.  

He reached out his hands and healed people,  

he fed them,  

and then he washed their feet, and died for them. 

 

Aquinas reflects that these things flowed from Jesus’ 

closeness to God,  

from those times in the desert and the garden,  

from the times he left his disciples behind to pray, 

and the times he prayed with them. 

 

“The active life in which, by preaching and teaching, 

one hands on to others the things contemplated is 

superior to the life that is devoted exclusively to 

contemplation because the former presupposes an 

abundance of contemplation,” 

  

What Wisdom do we have to share with the young 

people we know, I wonder?  

Are we full of practical advice like William Du Bois 

writing to his daughter,  

or might we also encourage our children and young 

people towards reflection, awe and wonder,  

as the source of wisdom?  

 

True wisdom is forged in experience,  

learned in reflection,  

deepened in contemplation,  

chastened by awe.  

Thank goodness it is not all about cold baths,  

serious heavy books and taking yourself in hand! 

 

 


