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An old story, told many ways but the lesson is the same: 

There's always a wise monk (or hermit), living in a remote place, and an earnest student who has 
made a pilgrimage to see him, traveling a long distance to find his teacher. 

The student arrives seeking wisdom. 

The serious student, his head filled with questions, is annoyed, and becomes more and more 
frustrated when his teacher refuses to answer his questions. 

"Pour me a cup of tea," the monk eventually says, "and I will tell you when to stop." The dutiful 
student starts pouring the tea -- and pouring and pouring the tea. The bowl fills, and he is horrified, 
watching as the tea finally spills out of the cup and over everything. Exasperated, the student finds 
the courage to speak. 

"Can't you see the cup is full? It can hold no more!" 

"And so it is with you," the wise teacher answers. "Your mind is full of too many things. Only 
when you are empty will there be room for more knowledge to come in."  

It turns out, wisdom and enlightenment are not so easy to obtain. 

If you think about the word “wisdom”, chances are you’ll visualize an older person sitting on a 
mountaintop like a guru or maybe relaxing in a comfy chair while speaking to a rapt audience of 
young people hanging on their every word.  

Maybe you think of a teacher you had or an inspiring historical figure you’ve read about, or your 
old high school coach. “Older” and “wiser” are often words used together to describe the idea that 
real wisdom comes with age and life experience. 

That may be true, but real wisdom isn’t so much about the quantity of life experience as it is the 
quality of it and what one has learned. As journalist and humorist H.L. Mencken once put it, “The 
older I grow, the more I distrust the familiar doctrine that age brings wisdom.” Qualifying for your 
AARP card doesn’t necessarily make you wise, especially if you’ve failed to take the lessons that 
have come your way and changed as a result. And those lessons usually come not through moments 
of success, but through hard times. 

Researchers suggest that there are three kinds of wisdom: 

• General wisdom that understands the “fundamental pragmatics of life” and the human 
condition.  

• Personal wisdom in which the individual has perspective on themself and develops coping 
mechanisms for dealing with difficult circumstances, as well as understanding and 
empathizing with the circumstances of others. 

 



• Self-transcendence, which develops in people who are deeply spiritual and have a deep 
connection to past and future generations. 

I suppose general wisdom would seem to be relatively easy to cultivate, but personal and self-
transcendent wisdom require an extended process of learning, practice and awareness of 
oneself and the world.  

Sadly, much of that learning comes through experiences of hardship that, while not intentionally 
sought, serve to help wise people rethink how they see themselves and the world. The hard truth 
is that wisdom often comes at a price but is of significant value once gained. It’s what the Greek 
poet Aeschylus called “the awful grace of God.” 

Which leads us to another category: A fourth type is divine wisdom. 

We might think of hardship as primarily a product of external circumstances like tragedy, grief, or 
pain. Yes of course. 

But another kind of hardship comes from choosing to follow a path that diverges from conventional 
wisdom. It could be the Buddha, eschewing his palace, or the hero of Somerset Maugham’s The 
Razor’s Edge, seeking enlightenment in Nepal. 

God is the author of this wisdom and seeks to impart it to humans, but divine wisdom usually 
doesn’t come with shortcuts. Adam and Eve listened to the shortcut the snake offered to them in 
Genesis 3, preferring to obtain the divine knowledge of good and evil by eating some fruit, rather 
than by receiving wisdom and experiencing it through an intimate relationship with God. They 
would have to learn wisdom the hard way, and we’ve been doing it ever since. 

LSD or shrooms can be a shortcut to enlightenment but not a safe or dependable source. 

This deeper kind of wisdom in the Bible is always hard won. 

Sadly, general wisdom is not enough to live the lives we are meant to live. The deeper, hard-won 
wisdom is the goal, although it is never easy. 

As we age, the easy short-cuts matter less. The deep wisdom of experience is priceless.  

Even the great King Solomon had issues later in life. All of Solomon’s God-given wisdom couldn’t 
keep his reign from going off the tracks in a hurry, descending into idolatry and the reestablishment 
of high places, threats from outside the kingdom and civil war from within. Solomon’s grand 
kingdom would be shattered with only a remnant left for his son (1 Kings 11:1-13). All of this 
took place because Solomon failed to apply the wisdom he had been given and walk the hard 
road of obedience. 

Some of the wisest people in the world tend to be those who have endured hardship and lived 
through it, learning from their experiences, and imparting that learning to others.  

Those who are even wiser, however, endure the hard way of following God despite the 
pressures of the world: the way of self-denial, sacrifice, and standing for truth. Even when 
such a stand brings punishment. 



Personal wisdom is never developed in isolation, and self-transcendence requires a constant 
awareness and nurturing of a relationship with God that is best encouraged and lived out in 
community with others seeking the same wisdom.  

Perhaps one of the reasons Solomon ultimately failed was that he didn’t surround himself with 
others who were seeking the same hard-won path of wisdom, relying instead and increasingly more 
on himself than on God. 

Here are some questions:  

• Who is helping you discern God’s wisdom?  
• Do you have a small group community to help guide you along the way and help you 

stay accountable?  
• To whom are you imparting God’s wisdom and helping them live it? 

As we age, many of our skills will diminish. But with luck and hard discipline, with practice and 
reflection, we can cultivate deep wisdom. This wisdom will be a blessing to ourselves and to 
others. And a wonderful reason for God to delight in us. (Grateful to Homiletics magazine for 
some structural ideas.) 

 

 

 


