Sermon for Thirteenth Sunday of Pentecost, Aug 30. 2009

Song of Solomon 2:8-13, Psalm 45:1-2,7-10, James 1:17-27, Mark 7:1-8,14-15,21-23                                                   The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.




The letter of James was probably written somewhere between 90-100 C.E./A.D. It is a letter written to the Christian communities, something like a pastoral letter from a bishop to the diocese. It is a letter about values, how we ought to watch what we say, how we should act. It is one of the “catholic “ or “universal “ letters in the New Testament and at one point there was a serious debate as to whether or not to include these letters in the New Testament. The church fathers were not certain that these letters had been actually been written by apostles. By the fifth century most objections had been overcome and they were included

           James begins his letter with an exhortation to be joyful in all our trials, as these will test our faith. It is possible there was some persecution going on and therefore he felt the need to encourage the members of the growing church to not lose faith.

            We have to keep in mind that they were still expecting Jesus to return and so it was important for the members not to lose hope but rather, be prepared for the second coming and especially to be growing spiritually through appropriate behavior.


James reminds those who are on the lower end of the socioeconomic ladder to take pride in their high standing and those at the upper end of the socioeconomic ladder to be humble. In other words, he was telling them that their possessions meant nothing to God because God gave them what they had and it could be a blessing or a curse depending on how they used it.


It is interesting that in today’s world we still have people who believe that when they are being tempted that it is God’s doing it, that God is testing their faith through temptation. And yet, at the beginning of this letter, James makes it clear when he says:  No one experiencing temptation should say “I am being tempted by God” for God is not subject to temptation to evil and he himself tempts no one. Rather, each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desires. He finishes this with an interesting sentence: Then desire conceives and brings forth sin, and when sin reaches maturing it gives birth to death.
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In this sentence James is outlining what later generations would call addiction. It is interesting how something as simple as being angry with another person can turn into hatred and then becomes a sickness of the soul that impacts all other relationships. We tend to dismiss the statement the wages of sin is death but the reality is that the consequences of our negative behavior, our negative attitudes, is death to our spiritual life. We may think we are on a spiritual journey, that we are spiritual, but our negativity keeps us from experiencing the joy of the spiritual life. This is the death James and others speak about.


James goes on to point out that, Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above. Jesus told Pilate that he his authority over him came from above. We have nothing that is not given to us from God.  The danger for us is to think that we work hard we will be rewarded. What we forget is that the gifts to work hard are God given gifts. Paul reminds us that we cannot pray without being prompted by the Holy Spirit.

            He goes on to advise us let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger for your anger does not produce God’s righteousness. Be quick to listen. Someone once said that God knew what he was doing in creation to give us two ears but only one mouth. We need to listen before we speak. Listen to God; listen to God speaking through others. All to often we form our opinion and we don’t want to listen to what another has to say. We are convinced of our own truth and perhaps our own deceptions colored by our anger, resentment, prejudice, etc. To listen is to set aside our preconceived ideas and listen to a different and even opposing point of view. Be slow to speak. The great Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hanh often said that one should eat a mouth full of seeds before speaking. By eating them one at a time you give yourself time to reflect before you speak. Hanh also says: “Just because anger or hate is present does not mean that the capacity to love and accept is not there…To help love reappear you have to know how to manage your anger. Anger always goes together with confusion, with ignorance.”  James rightly pointed out that anger does not produce a good relationship with God. We cannot avoid the emotion of anger but what we do with it can be constructive or destructive to ourselves and others. 
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James goes on to tell the community to do some housecleaning; to take what some might call a fearless and moral inventory of themselves. He says: Therefore put away all filth and evil excess and humbly welcome the word that has been planted in you and is able to save your souls.  In other words we have everything we need in order to have peace of mind; in order to be happy so why go looking anywhere and everywhere else outside of ourselves for happiness. And then he goes on to explain how to live this good life. 

               Be sure you act on the message and not merely listen and so deceive yourselves. Anyone who listened to the message and does not act on it is like somebody looking in a mirror at the face nature gave him; he glances at himself and goes his way, and promptly forgets what he looked like. But he who looks into the perfect law, the law that makes us free, and does not turn away, remembers what he hears; he acts on it; and by so acting he will find happiness.  To put this in modern language, it works if you work it. It’s that simple and yet for some reason we complicate it. If we just lived according to our Baptismal covenant and did what we promised to do then life would be a lot more simple and we would have the happiness God wants us to have.

                  Now here is where James and Jesus can be tied in together. James tells us; Nobody who fails to keep a tight reign on the tongue can claim to be religions; this is mere self-deception; that person’s religion is worthless. Pure unspoiled religion, in the eyes of God, our Father, is this, coming to the help of orphans and widows in their hardships and keeping oneself uncontaminated by the world. 

                  The problem with most of the Pharisees was that, while they made laws to keep people pure, they themselves did not keep the laws. John the Baptist called them a brood of vipers. The Native Americans said of many of the foreigners “white man speaks with forked tongue.” Jesus just came out blunt and called them you hypocrites.  


 We do not like to think of Jesus as being anything but, “Simple Jesus, meek and mild.” This was the prayer I learned as a child. It gave me the impression of one with no backbone; one who could be walked on by anyone who stood up to him. After all he told people to turn the other cheek; when asked for your coat, give your shirt also. Jesus not only confronted them but also called upon the words of Isaiah, a rather fiery outspoken
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Prophet, who said of the then leadership at the Temple: This people worship me with empty words and pay me lip-service while their hearts are far from me and their reverence for me has become routine observance of the laws of mankind.
                The Pharisees broke away from the Temple sacrifice in order to be more pure than the temple priests in their worship of God. What they started was radical and it was good at the time. Unfortunately the idea of ritual cleansing and other man made laws got out of hand and it became legalistic. There was a hospital some years ago where there was a unit for the treatment of adolescents. The administration had written a handbook with some simple regulations and a few rules. A few months after the program got underway there was rumblings about “all the rules” that had to be kept. After a brief investigation it was discovered that a couple of the evening Counselors in training had taken it upon themselves to spell out the few simple rules with a small book of rules about dress code, how to speak to those in authority, cleanliness, etc. Needless to say they meant well but it overwhelmed those they were trying to help. The other aspect of this work was that these same counselors in training were the ones with whom the staff were having the most difficulty.   

It’s what comes out of a person that makes us unclean. It’s our attitudes, our behavior, the way we use and abuse people. All these things come from within and so to become whole we have to reach within ourselves; to see the plank in our own eye before we try to take the sliver out of the eye of another.

        SO, how can we become whole? How can we have peace of mind? How can we live the way God wants us to live?  James tells us simply: A pure and faultless religion in the sight of god the father is this’; to look after the orphans and widows in trouble and to keep oneself unstained by the world. To put it in the words of the prophet Micah: Do justice and walk humbly with your God. 

