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Wyt and Wysdome 

Pentecost C, 6/5/22 

In keeping with my custom of keeping my sermons as unchallengingly demotic as 

possible, I thought it best to take this morning’s preaching next not from John’s hard-

to-read koine Greek or even Luke’s harder-to-read and not-quite-as-koine Greek, 

but from something much closer to home: the pronouncements of a medieval 

Augustinian canon from Shropshire, which you’ll find as a footnote [srsly? – ed.] in 

your bulletin. It’s Whitsun, after all – or Pentecost, as the church more often calls it 

– and so why not find out what our forebears in the faith thought this day meant? 

Found in the free-for-all and surprisingly reliable Wikipedia, and confirmed in the 

text of a book I’d forgotten I owned once, the canon, a certain John Mirk, had this 

to say about today: 

Goode men and woymen, as ȝe knowen wele all, þys day ys called 

Whitsonday, for bycause þat þe Holy Gost as þys day broȝt wyt and 

wysdome ynto all Cristes dyscyples. 1 

Yes, friends, Whitsun got its name, according to Canon Mirk, not from its beginning 

in English as “White Sunday” – oh, dear, I know, but it was called that for the color 

of the garments catechumens wore who were to be baptized in on that day, having 

somehow missed the boat (and the splash) at that year’s Easter Vigil – but because 

this was the day on which the Spirit wised the disciples up, finally. What we say as 

‘wit’ medieval England, or at least medieval Shropshire on the Welsh border, said to 

rhyme with ‘white’, enabling Canon Mirk’s inspired elision of meanings. ‘Whitsun’ 

is for him and, I am all but insisting, for us the day on which the disciples in Jerusalem 

not only heard in their native languages all about God’s deeds of power, but got from 

                                        
1 Repeated here just to be on the safe side: Canon John Mirk, Lilleshall Abbey, Shropshire, c.1382-1414, cf. 
Wikipedia, “Whitsun,” < Theodore Erbe (editor) (1905). Mirk's Festial: a Collection of Homilies, Kegan Paul et al., 
for the Early English Text Society, p.159. Accessed 6/1/22. The letter ‘ȝ’ is read as a ‘y’, and the letter ‘þ’ as the 
‘th’ in, well, ‘the,’ ‘this,’ and ‘that’. A ‘v’ that shows us where we expect to see a ‘u’ is said as a ‘u’.  
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the Spirit itself the power to understand what they meant, the skill to use that 

understanding, and the wisdom to know how and when and why. “‘Bout time,” the 

canon inter alia down through the ages might well have thought, given how 

comparatively little wyt or wysdome these people had shown when Jesus walked, 

even resurrected, among them, though one notes that even when they were made 

wise in this way, they still sounded to more than a few inmates of Jerusalem like 

people who’d been recently filled with new wine. Yet in vino veritas, as my seminary 

alma mater’s full motto has it; why should all Cristes dyscyples not be filled with last-

week-was-a-very-good-year vintage if it makes them tell the truth and tell it loud? 

One of the Spirit’s gifts, Paul tells us, is the interpretation of tongues. I figure as long 

as anyone can understand and explain what’s going on, and what those people over 

there are going on about, all’s well. Whatever exceeds that, though, it might be best 

to pass over in silence.  

One might even, in that spirit – the vintage, not the silence – revive the medieval 

tradition of the Whit friars, or the Whitsun ale. This was a parish-wide dance and 

fundraising party held at this time of year at which the chief beverage was ale, though 

mead was not unheard-of at it. Subscriptions to the ale – plan ahead – were sold by 

the church wardens to raise money to keep the building in good repair, pay the clerk, 

throw the party itself, and give anything left over to support the parish poor. The 

Puritans hated it, of course, as they did most occasions of carnival and release, but the 

system worked, so long as people were reasonable. They knew it, too, and said so – 

and even carved so, as on a church in Norfolk. To wit: 

God speed the plough 

And give us good ale enow ... 

Be merry and glade, 

With good ale was this work made.2  

                                        
2 Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parish_ale, citing St Agnes, Cawston, norfolfchurches.co.uk, retrieved 30 
June 2010. Accessed 6/2/22. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parish_ale
http://www.norfolkchurches.co.uk/cawston/cawston.htm
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Good English ale: battering fish, inspiring hobbits, and raising church towers since at 

least the 1480s. As Jesus said to the devil himself, man does not live by bread alone…  

Yes, I know the rest: …but in every word that proceedeth from the Father. Speaking 

of which: those of you who got my last-minute3 note to bring this morning a Bible 

in any language known to you from which to read have helped us ‘get’ the feeling 

of hearing Philip and Jesus speaking in at least two languages known to you, though 

probably not to either of them. The language Jesus knew best and used on the daily 

was Aramaic, which few now speak as natives, or even as scholars. Cultures and 

languages, like ferns and dinosaurs, evolve descending with modification, or find 

themselves subsumed by those that do, trees and geese being what they are, and 

adaptation. New tongues adapt, absorb, and replace older ones, much as new leaves 

grow on trees to replace those that fell last year, new leaders rise to replace those 

whose fall is nigh, and life in its cycles and diversity goes on. No-one steps into the 

same river twice, new occasions teach new duties, and the only thing that doesn’t 

change about the 2nd law of thermodynamics is change itself.  

To go, therefore, from a condition of witlessness to wit, (or witfulness, one could 

say), and from un-wisdom to wisdom, violates no law of nature or of nature’s God, 

but whom it is said we are endowed with unalienable rights, which include the rights 

to life free and fulfill ourselves – and we cannot be fulfilled without becoming 

intelligent and wise, and in awe of nature and of nature’s God which allow and enable 

us to do so. In today’s gospel passage, Jesus very much hopes that Philip et al. will 

make those transitions. He’s shocked, and a tad dismayed, that his closest followers 

have not yet fully grasped that those who have seen him, walked alongside him, eaten 

and drunk with him, and listened to him, have seen, walked, eaten, drunk, and 

listened to the Father, the source of light and life – the one who, in Hopkins’s words 

in “Pied Beauty”, “fathers-forth whose beauty is past change. Praise him” and also 

                                        
3 He’s quite sorry about that – ed. 
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fathers change itself. You’re getting the good stuff straight from the source, Jesus is 

trying to get them to understand – except they don’t really understand, not until the 

Spirit shows up on that fiftieth day after the resurrection, and the seventh or so day 

after the ascension, to bring them the wyt and wysdome to do so. 

That is, the truth. The Spirit brings the truth and is of truth – all wisdom is, ipso 

facto, true, and all wit can distinguish fact from lie from error and from fiction – as 

Jesus explains to Philip. The world, he says – this is the gospel of John, after all, which 

liketh not the world – cannot receive this Spirit, and this is for two reasons. First, 

worldly persons (in the bad sense) do not want to. Second, one must have wit to do 

so. Rocks and trees, stars and stones do not have wit. Birds have some, wolves and 

dolphins have more, but none but them has enough to be more than tactically 

cunning. Our nearest relatives among the primates appear to have wit enough to plan 

murder and the chimpanzic equivalent of genocide, these being those of our kin who 

did not adapt themselves to the pacific lives of gorillas or the dance-party 

carnivaleque, to anthropomorphize delicately, of the bonobos. To have wit is to have 

wit enough to murder or to lie; to have wyt and wysdome is to have the good sense 

not to, and to cultivate in oneself and one’s people the virtues necessary to keep it 

that way.  

We can do this, and we know it. We can, as inspired Peter says to the crowd, do 

what the prophets said we’d do: (en)vision visions, and dream dreams. We can 

collaborate and build towers to the heavens, as in the story of the one they tried to 

build in Babel, only for a jealous God to smack it down and confuse their speech so 

that they could not understand one another anymore enough to do something like 

that. People can do anything, as the LORD feared and as the story makes clear, if they 

overcome their differences and put their minds to it, use their wisdom along with 

their wit to make something that not only lasts, but should. Did not the good people 

of Norfolk work hard to grow the barley and brew the ale that let the churchwardens 
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host the festival to raise the money to raise the tower over their church that stands as 

a beacon in that flat and peaceable land to let everyone know where to come and 

give God praise – and also where to get more cakes and ale? “Goode men and 

woymen, as ȝe knowen wele all,” they did. 

Well that, friends, is Whitsun – Pentecost, if you must – when the Holy Ghost gave 

to all Christ’s disciples the wit and wisdom to do what Christ asked them to do – 

love one another as he loved them, and speak truth and repentance and forgiveness 

to all, whether in power or not. The Spirit empowered them to do so without him, 

Christ, always being there to do it for them. As the cover of your bulletins shows, 

they saw it in the form of a dove descending from light itself, or as a flame dancing 

over every head in the room, with the women at the center of it all, and the light 

that shone upon them overwhelming. They were, in the root sense of the word, 

“inspired” – filled with breath, and filled with the desire to use it to speak truth and 

even sing it, and to power a body to fill the world with it, along with all that is good, 

or that they could change until it became so.  

Nemo vir est qui mundum non reddat meliorem, runs a Latin inscription. I forget 

where or by whom. I learned of it it from the movie Kingdom of Heaven, where it’s 

given in English as: “What man is a man who does not make the world better?”4 Said 

without gender specificity, if with less grace, this means that: to be fully human is to 

improve the world as a human can – and only a human can. That is: change the 

world for the better. We have the wit. We have the wisdom. But do we have the 

will? I hope we have the will. Let us pray for it, if we do not. Would we be wise, 

we’d be wise to do so. Amen. 

                                        
4 Kingdom of Heaven © 2005 20th Century Fox. 


