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SERMON – 7 FEBRUARY 2021 – PROVERBS 8, JOHN 1 
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 
The world has gone mad. Last week we celebrated Candlemas. The end of the 
Christmas season. If we were in church today we would be using green 
Ordinary time books, the altar colour would be green – two weeks of whatever 
passes for normality at the moment before we start Lent on Wednesday week.  
 
Christmas is over, the decorations are back in their boxes – and the Gospel 
reading this morning is John chapter 1, “In the beginning was the word”, the 
same reading we had on Christmas morning. Groundhog Day with a vengeance. 
I debated whether I could put the same sermon up, the same pictures of 
lighthouses I used on December 25, and whether anyone would notice! In 
normal times I can at least see when my congregation is falling asleep – now 
you can all log off and I wouldn’t know.  
 

 
Let’s start with the Old Testament reading – the lovely passage from Proverbs. 
“Does not wisdom call, and does not understanding raise her voice?” – in 
another attempt to avoid writing a new sermon, I suggested to my Beloved that 
as Wisdom is female, it should be her preaching today. She replied that last 
week I got Clive to preach, and next week Melonie is preaching – so it’s about 
time I did some work. She’s wise my wife. 
 
In a very male dominated church, male dominated religion, and still a male 
dominated society, it is good to have a feminine image to set against all the 
male ones. We give thanks for all the wisdom we have received – gentle people, 
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often women, who have quietly listened, advised, encouraged – occasionally 
reprimanded. How often in the history of our churches, our civilisations, our 
Society, have they been written out, unnamed, forgotten – but known by God. 
We are getting better at realising that wisdom can come from all sorts of places, 
sorts of people, but recognising wisdom is a constant challenge – and always 
will be. 

 
It’s not just in churches of course – all of you who’ve had a career in the 
workplace, how often do those of us who manage, who organise, actually speak 
to the people who do the work and get their wisdom. Does the consultant talk to 
the nurse, the headteacher to the teaching assistant, does the manager talk to 
anyone who actually does the job? I remember, 40 years ago when I was a 
Saturday shelver at Cambridge Central Library, the County Library Mr Andrew 
Armour arriving in the Lending Library at 4 pm one Saturday afternoon. He was 
obviously trying to be a hands-on manager, arriving on a Saturday afternoon. 
When he commented how quiet the library was, Bernie, our formidable 
Supervisor, a lady who had worked for the library service for several decades 
and had very little time for those who worked in offices at County Hall, made it 
very clear to him that if he had come at 11 in the morning, or at lunchtime, the 
place had been a great deal busier – and the only reason we were quietening 
down at 4 was because the young people employed as shelvers had done a 
magnificent job getting books back out into the public spaces. He was sensible 
enough to realise that Bernie was a wise woman, who know her job and her 
library.  
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Thinking of that job, and how the world has changed in 40 years, I found this 
quote. There is so much wisdom out there – I love the web, I love social media. 
I love the way I can find out so much. Watching a TV programme the other day 
with Richard Coles walking in North Yorkshire, I had my phone. I was looking 
at Ordnance Survey map – I’ve got the app on my phone – then I was looking at 
some old maps. I was reading about the history of the abbeys he was exploring, 
finding my own blog on one of the churches he visited. My daily facebook 
rambling takes me off in all sorts of directions, has me reading and discovering 
all sorts of stuff, finding out about saints and railways – and helping me connect 
with people, sharing our wisdom, our vision. Joyce, one of our fellow students 
at Selwyn, she’d come to study from Singapore, we’ve only met her twice in the 
last 30 years, but most days there’s a like or a comment from her, and from her 
daughter Clare. Mary, who spent a year as an exchange student from America. 
Neil, one of our lecturers at Lincoln Theological College, friends from Bury and 
Ponteland, many of you, and folk baptism and marriage links, or who have 
children at school – a community linked by people, churches, interests, 
friendship, computers. Difficult to quantify, impossible to give a number of 
contacts for the Church of England’s Mission Statistics, but I think we’re doing 
a little bit of wisdom’s work – “rejoicing in God’s inhabited world and 
delighting in the human race.” 
 

 
This picture also seems appropriate. We need wisdom, and I love the idea that 
we are part of something eternal. I love the image that when we worship we are 
stepping into the eternal worship of heaven, adding our praises, our words, our 
prayers, our music, into that eternity of praise, praise sung by all creation. I love 
the idea that wisdom is the same. Eternal, from before the beginning of time – 
“when God drew a circle on the face of the deep, when he made firm the skies 
above, when he established the fountains of the deep, when he assigned to the 
sea its limit, when he marked out the foundations of the earth, then I was beside 
him, like a master worker.” In this world of information overload, of fake news, 
of arguable truth, of stupidity and ignorance, lies and fraud – wisdom is eternal, 
wisdom will triumph. We will seek together.  
 
And in John’s gospel this wisdom is given – I wanted to say divine form, but 
then I thought that she’s always had divine form. Wisdom given in human form, 



4 
 

that’s more accurate, but Wisdom has always been found in human form. Form 
that is divine and human – the Wisdom of God seen in the person of Jesus 
Christ.  
 
“In the beginning was the Word” – and that is more than Wisdom, it is Jesus. 
You can tie yourself up in knots trying to work out how Jesus existed before he 
was born as a baby in Bethlehem – and it is not worth it, our simple human 
brains are never going to be able to explain the mystery of the Godhead. But at 
a certain point in time, a time and a place in the world’s history, God came to 
earth in human form, a baby was born in Bethlehem.  
 

 
I’m doing a New Testament in art course this term, and I wanted to share this 
image with you. I’ve put links to articles about it in the written version of this 
sermon which is on the front page of the church website. It’s a painting 
probably by the Netherland artist Robert Campin, painting about 1425, later 
made into a triptych, a three part painting, by an assistant.  
 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/470304 
 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M%C3%A9rode_Altarpiece#:~:text=The%20M%
C3%A9rode%20Altarpiece%20%28or%20Annunciation%20Triptych%29%20i
s%20an,the%20donors%20kneeling%20in%20prayer%20in%20a%20garden%
2C 
 
We have Mary sitting and reading – a wise young lady, taking in wisdom. She 
hasn’t yet noticed Gabriel is present, or that her candle has just blown out.  
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Coming in through the left hand window is the light of the Spirit, a flying Jesus, 
holding his cross. That’s replaced the light of the candle, and is heading straight 
for Mary’s womb.  
 

     
On the right we have Joseph – the carpenter at work. Can you see the mousetrap 
he’s made? Apparently St Augustine said "The cross of the Lord was the devil's 
mousetrap; the bait by which he was caught was the Lord's death." That wasn’t 
an image I’ve ever come across before, but in our world, where the devil’s 
power, evil and suffering, corruption and injustice, where the devil seems to be 
winning – I need that image of a mousetrap, and I need to believe that the cross 
has conquered sin and death.  
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On the left we have the people who had purchased the image. We don’t have 
definite names for them, one source suggests they might be Peter Engelbrecht 
and his wife Margarete – he was a merchant from Cologne. They have come 
into the Virgin’s garden, the door is open and they are kneeling, watching this 
scene unfold before them.  
 

Are they being presumptuous, how dare they intrude on this personal moment, 
or are they proclaiming their devotion? Perhaps they were praying that they too 
might become parents – who knows? Surely it points to the fact that faith 
mattered to them – Mary mattered, Joseph mattered, Jesus Christ mattered to 
them. They lived in a world of good and bad, or prosperity and plague, of life 
and death – and their faith would have strengthened them on their journey 
through life. I wonder what Peter and Margarete would think if they knew that 
700 years later people in Derby would be looking at their painting on Zoom. I 
hope they’d be pleased – not just that we loved their painting, but that we shared 
their faith.  
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We base our faith, not on a painting, not on art, or music, or church buildings, 
or because it’s what we’ve always done on a Sunday – we base our faith on 
Christ, and we find him in so many ways. In the wisdom of the past, and the 
present and the future – he is that Wisdom, that Word, he is God. We need to 
discover more, to read, to search, to think, to pray, to study – several of us will 
be following this book through Lent. Why not order a copy, and we can read it 
together, we can zoom to meet and discuss, we can share the wisdom of others. 
Details are on the noticesheet and in the printed sermon:  
Living his story by Hannah Steele, SPCK, £7.99.  
 

 
I’m going to suggest that if Covid has taught us anything, it has taught us that 
faith can survive even when we can’t worship in our holy places, when we can’t 
sit in our pew, when we can’t sing, when we can’t etc etc etc. I’m also going to 
suggest that you/we can actually give ourselves a pat on the back for doing a 
pretty good job of keeping the faith when everything has been thrown up in the 
air, and thank you for the support you give each other and so many other 
people. There are more weeks to go and even when we get back to normal, we 
will find normal is different to what it was – it won’t be easy working out how 
we go forward as churches, we can’t just turn the clock back to the beginning of 
March 2020 and assume everything will be all right. A great deal of wisdom is 
going to be required, by us all. We will rely on Wisdom, the master worker, we 
will rely on Christ, full of grace and truth – and we will seek to share that 
Wisdom with the world. Amen.  

 Peter Barham, 4 February 2021 


