Job 28:9-28, Psalm 1, Luke 2: 39-end.
When I was a child we acquired a beautiful blue-eyed kitten. The cat required a name and so… turning to an old book of baby’s names… we chose “Sophie,” meaning Wisdom, (from the Latin “Sophia,” from which we get “philosophy,” literally the love of Sophia, the love of wisdom). I thought it was a perfect name given our oriental cat’s inscrutable gaze, the apparently “wise” look my Siamese… cast over her new surroundings.

By the time I was about eleven (much the same sort of age as Jesus in Luke’s gospel story)… I remember wondering why I needed to move on to “big school,” after all hadn’t I now learnt just about everything I needed to, to function? Was it really necessary to go away from home, to board, to leave that much-loved cat and all that was most familiar and reassuring? “When I was a child I spoke as a child,” writes St Paul. 
Those of you whose voyage through life has been a long one, and now find yourselves living within the shelter of St John’s, will know better than most how rich and varied in experience has been your journey… since you first set forth from your childhood home… Has it made you wise in the process? 

When we first meet Jesus in Luke’s account… he and his parents, (holding him still a babe-in-arms), have just encountered Simeon in the Temple. He discerned in the baby presented to him none other than the longed-for Messiah, and he could now die a happy man because God’s promise that he would one day see… the hope of Israel… had been fulfilled. 

My work as a “Simeon Chaplain to Older People” is so-named because Simeon is such a fine “role model” for all time, of a faithful older person; steadfastly believing in God despite all that life might throw at him.

After the Holy Family have returned home from meeting Simeon, we’re told that the boy Jesus “grew and became strong, filled with wisdom.” Later, when that memorable pilgrimage to Jerusalem takes place… Jesus is fascinated by all that the Temple teachers have to say. He astounds them by his ability to understand, and engage in question-and-answer debate.     
Even when he has given his parents the run around and scared his poor mother witless worrying what had happened to him, he coolly replies “Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” It is the beginning of him being his own man, and of her realising that “love is proved in the letting go.” Not for the first time Mary ponders; she goes home to Nazareth- to the task of raising this extraordinary son- still trying to fathom it all out: “His mother treasured all these things in her heart.” 

Wisdom is always a way of looking at reality that finds patterns, connections, and meanings. Having “insight,” “perception,” or “illumination” are among the gifts that characterise the “wise;” those who see in ways that casual observers fail to do. 
The poet William Wordsworth talks about “seeing into the life of things” in his “Lines Composed A Few Miles above Tintern Abbey;” and it is a phrase (a way of speaking), that the biblical Wisdom writers would have recognised.

Much of what I do as a Chaplain to Older People, (much of what your chaplain John has always done, I’m sure), is to hear stories, to see into people’s lives, to listen for what they “treasure in their hearts” from what has happened to them. A chaplain seeks to accompany a person as they make sense of their unique set of circumstances. 
Especially towards the end of life those who seem most reconciled to a situation are those capable of sharing their experience; those best able to have a real dialogue with another… about what is most “real” for them. Such men and women can more readily, it seems, accept the good with the bad; they have a framework within which the tragic and happy events of their past and present take on meaning… and so give their whole life a sense of direction and fulfillment.    
The poet Philip Larkin once said: “Perhaps being old is having lighted rooms inside your head, and people in them, acting.” Older age gives us the opportunity to think and reflect, to remember. It can be a contemplative time, when we re-visit places and people in order to understand better. It can be a time of harvest.       
The poetic images in the Book of Job depict men harvesting minerals, gems, and mining the depths for all manner of precious metals. The strenuous labour involved, the sheer ingenuity of man, and the rich bounty at his disposal… is set against what is, for the writer, the most valuable resource in creation: Wisdom.
Nothing is more valuable than wisdom, the Old Testament passage tells us, and only God knows its source. And yet it is accessible to humans as what God both requires and gives. “The fear of the Lord, that is wisdom: and to depart from evil is understanding.” 

The framework that a wise person shapes for him or her self is fashioned through committing ourselves to God, trusting Him, walking the good and safe paths of righteousness, discerning where we fit into the scheme of things, cultivating a relationship with God our Creator, who is the very source of wisdom: Wisdom itself. 
Archbishop Michael Ramsey used to speak about “the dignity of creaturehood.” He was urging each of us, if we would be wise… to practise a piety that flows from recognising what is due to almighty God, and offering our life as a continuous act of worship. 
Here, at St John’s- with your venerable history as one of the oldest charities in England- people have for centuries been welcomed, found a haven, become part of a community where encouragement to live as independent a life as possible… is set within a framework of care. 
In many ways you model a quality of Christian community which, by reflecting the kindness of Jesus, challenges the society around us. Perhaps that is what St John’s has always been doing? Quietly, but insistently, challenging the competitive forces of our world where so often the weakest can just go to the wall?
I was reading the other day some views of where the Church might be going in this 21st century, and there was talk of a “new monasticism,” or of “communities without walls” emerging, as the Bishop of Oxford, John Pritchard puts it, “through the crevices, of our tired church life.” 
He quoted a monk called Brother Sam, a Franciscan, who has said: “ Monastic life may seem utterly out of tune with the spirit of our times, yet if we are entering another dark age it may be to the wisdom of such a way that the Church of today needs to turn. I sense,” he continued, “that the renewal of both Church and society will come through the re-emerging of forms of Christian community that are homes of generous hospitality, places of challenging reconciliation and centres of attentiveness to the living God.”
‘Sounds a tall order, doesn’t it? I’m sure you know better than I do how living in community is not always easy. I knew it when I was sent away to school. I know it in my own home, in my home churches. Job took little comfort from the so-called “friends” who gathered round to help commiserate with him in his suffering; they helped the most, actually, when they said the least. 
Perhaps, less of the good advice then, more of the hospitality, more care for one another, and more attentiveness to God are what is called for?
Today as we celebrate the founding of St John’s Winchester… and the passage of time since, (as well as marking the passing of our own years on this voyage through life)… we might see the model of Christian community here, at its best, as a gift. We share the good news of Christ in our day through just such communities of grace where Christ is known, and his life shared in a kind, unforced, and generous way. 
It’s been said that one of the greatest gifts the Church as a whole has to offer our confused world today is how to live together in peace and hope. But, as Bishop John Pritchard, also wisely comments: “the tragedy is that so often the Church has nothing to teach this world in this way, except the need for penitence. The answer isn’t so much “try harder” as “must dig deeper.” 

What a rich seam of wisdom there is for us to mine… not just for our personal benefit, but for others. Our task as fellow disciples is to share good news and help others to hear it, see it, live it in manifestly hopeful lives, focused on God- who comes to us, disclosing him self, in so many ways.  Take, for example, these lines from the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke… they are from one of his “Love poems to God:”
“You are the future,
the red sky before sunrise
over the fields of time.

You are the cock's crow when night is done,
you are the dew and the bells of matins,
maiden, stranger, mother, death.

You create yourself in ever-changing shapes
that rise from the stuff of our days --
unsung, unmourned, undescribed,
like a forest we never knew.

You are the deep innerness of all things,
the last word that can never be spoken.

To each of us you reveal yourself differently:
to the ship as coastline, to the shore as a ship.”

God comes to each of us in the ways we can best understand; he is all the time helping us to see. “Where then does wisdom come from? God understands the way to it, and he knows its place… For he looks to the ends of the earth and sees everything under the heavens.” 
God sees the bigger picture we cannot yet comprehend… and he sees the smallest details of our lives… because he cares for us. We can be so sure of that, because of Jesus. He was that precociously intelligent child who with each passing year “increased in wisdom” and grew “in divine and human favour.” Yet even he, (supremely he…) was not spared hardship or sorrow. In Christ, God suffered at the deepest level, and so is able to be with us in our suffering and guide us when we are lost and perplexed, yet desperately wanting to hold on to our faith, as Job was. 

Following Christ, Wisdom itself, we are called to reach out to others… in love and charity; fostering hope in others through the very stuff of their lives- their unique stories.
“When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child.” But as we grow up, and are maturing… we “put away childish things. For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known. And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity.”

