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Sagacity as a Skill
Buddha once reflected, “Everything is based on mind, is led by mind, is fashioned by mind. If you speak and act with a polluted mind, suffering will follow you, as the wheels of the oxcart follow the footsteps of the ox. If you speak and act with a pure mind, happiness will follow you, as a shadow clings to a form” (Phillips). This quote by Buddha is a picture of how wisdom functions. Wisdom is a product of the mind and everything else follows. This is why wisdom is so essential. Great wisdom brings wise decisions to fruition. Contrastingly, the absence of wisdom leads to poor decisions. However, wisdom is furthermore defined as the accumulation of metaphysical questions, achieved through the adversity-refined endurance, and best used through proper use of “sagacity as a skill” (Thompson).

“You can tell whether a man is clever by his answers. You can tell whether a man is wise by his questions,” says Naguib Mahfouz, an Egyptian Nobel Laureate for literature. Wisdom is evident not by the knowledge one accumulates but by the queries one poses. D. Z. Philips asks, “‘What is mind?’ and ‘What is matter?’ (Philips). These questions are metaphysical questions, and they are characteristic of philosophical enquiry. These are the questions wisdom is interested in. It is obvious by the questions an individual poses whether or not he is wise. His wisdom will be reflected in the philosophical ponderings he thinks about. Wisdom is first and foremost the art of asking questions. Inquiries concerning the human existence are evidence of a well-conditioned mind, a wise mind. 
But how is wisdom obtained? One important way is through trials and hardships. Mencius, a follower of Confucius, said that, “It is often through adversity that men acquire… wisdom” (Thompson). This is because trial puts one through a time of required growth that lends itself nicely to the development of wisdom. Hard times have historically forced people to become wiser. Martin Luther went through adversity as he sought to reform the Church. He had the Pope against him, and other important religious leaders in opposition to his movement. Through this trial Luther became wiser and eventually reflected, “I am more afraid of my own heart than of the pope and all his cardinals. I have within me the great pope, Self.” 

Wisdom is also obtained by turning away from old understandings and exploring new ones. By starting the Protestant Reformation and proving that old interpretations of religious and ethical thought were incorrect and corrupt, Luther exemplified wisdom. He recognized the fallacy and corruption in the Roman Catholic Church, and started an entirely new trend in religious thought, practice and philosophy. This is because wisdom means turning away from historical interpretations to view proverbs and writings in a modern light (Dell). Ultimately, wisdom is the application of knowledge for perfect harmony (Sternberg). The birth of new ideas, and then the application of those ideas, is necessary for the fathering of wisdom. When Luther popularized the idea of Sola Scripta, that individuals should read and interpret the Bible for themselves instead of relying only on the church leaders for divine inspiration, he provided a means for millions of people to eventually acquire wisdom through the biblical meditations. 
Abraham Lincoln once said, “Determine the thing that can and shall be done, and then we shall find the way.” This is a practical gem of wisdom. It precisely illustrates the concept that Mencius was so enthralled with, that of wisdom being the careful application of sagacity and skill (Thompson). Mencius also stipulated that adaptation to change was the most important aspects of wisdom. The ability to change with the environment is essentially the most pertinent part of exercising wisdom. He also agreed that “wisdom incorporates the skill involved in drawing a bead on the target—not by rigidly following a set of rules but, importantly, by making adjustments according to changing circumstances—for example, by taking measure of the wind, draft, and distance” (Thompson). It goes along the lines of “wisdom is the application of knowledge” (Mohrmann). Judiciousness is a skill. It is more than just an abstract concept debated amongst the philosophes. It is a practical and desirable quality for any person to attain, grow and develop. Abraham Lincoln’s quote regarding levelheaded decision making is an example of this desirable quality. In essence he is saying, “Don’t stress out about how things will be accomplished. Get your thoughts in order, decide what is most prudent and practical, and then work it out until you succeed.” Wisdom takes the form of practicality.
 However, making prudent decisions through the application of wisdom is not always a simple process. One must always in mind the “wind, draft, and distance” that exists symbolically in life (Sterberg). Opportunity costs and the positive and negative ramifications of a given decision are important things to account for in wise decision making. For example, a wise high school senior, before deciding upon a college to attend, will consider cost, location, program options, alternative back-up schools, and so on.  This sort of decision, where many factors need to be considered, requires wisdom to be made successfully. 
 Even as it is important to realize that wisdom is evidenced by astute decision making, it is almost important to contrast it was knowledge. “If knowledge is knowing a tomato is a fruit, then wisdom is knowing enough not to put it in a fruit salad” (Mohrmann). Whilst this may seem a trivial piece of information, it illustrates a larger concept. Knowledge is merely the accumulation of facts, details, and examples. Wisdom is the virtue of utilizing each of those aspects of knowledge in a way that produces harmony.

Plato further exemplifies this with his quote, “Wise men talk because they have something to say; fools, because they have to say something” (Dell). Knowledge is knowing the fact that many words are cheap and in wasteful. Wisdom is the successful application of that knowledge; the ability to hold one’s tongue and only speak when necessary.
Additionally, as many Eastern philosophers have known for centuries, wisdom is the knowledge of self. To know one’s limits is wisdom. Physically, emotionally, mentally, spiritually, socially and metaphysically, it is important for any given individual to understand his or her limits for the successful realization of a harmonious life. Mencius once said, “True knowledge (wisdom) consists in knowing that you do know what you know and that you do not know what you do not know’’ (Thompson).  This perfect realization of intellectual limits is absolutely essential to obtain harmony, and harmony is wisdom at its best. Sagacity, as mentioned before, is a skill, but it can only be properly used once the realization of one’s limitations is fully comprehended. This is a crucial step in the growth of one’s wisdom.  

Wisdom is not incomprehensible. It is the basic understandings individuals gain through life, intellectual pursuits and adversity. This coupled with a mind open to asking metaphysical questions generates the most desirable virtue of all: wisdom.
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