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The writer of James is a master of the obvious.  James is full of all sorts of pithy little statements that could very well be found on a greeting card.  If he were around today, James might actually be a writer for Hallmark.  I guess you could say that I’m not a big fan.


Even in today’s short passage, we find a number of quaint, little sayings, those little truisms of life:  “Every perfect gift is from heaven” (v.17), “be quick to listen, slow to speak” (v. 19), “rid yourselves of filthiness and wickedness” (v. 21), “be doers of the word and not hearers only” (v. 22).  Sounds like your mother, doesn’t it?  And, perhaps, it rubs me the wrong way in even yet a stronger sense knowing that, now that I am a mother, I hear such things coming out of my own mouth.


It’s all so obvious, and so cliché.  


We Protestants are often quick to dismiss James altogether, or simply ignore him, because he seems to be all about “doing”—as if faith is solely reflected in the works that you accomplish, as if the strength of your faith can simply summed up in the works that you amass.  We Protestants like to think that faith is what draws us close to God, and not simply works—that we are justified by faith.  God isn’t keeping a scorecard, of sorts, in heaven, to tally our good works, to determine whether or not we get in.  Rather, it is first our faith that sets us free and leads us to salvation.  Martin Luther himself referred to the Book of James as “a veritable epistle of straw, and destitute of evangelic character.”  Ouch.


The Book of James has other problems as well.  The name “Jesus Christ” is mentioned only twice in the whole book.  In the Book of James, there is not one mention of the cross.  In the Book of James, there is not one mention of Jesus dying on the cross to pay for our sins.  There is not one mention of baptism, that he who believes and is baptized shall be saved.  There is not one mention of the word grace and what grace means.  In James, there is no Christ, no grace, no atonement, no death on the cross, no baptism. (Edward Markquart)  What kind of Christianity is this?


The so-called letter of James is really a collection of exhortations, loosely linked together, but presented in the name of James, the brother of Jesus, who became the head of the Jerusalem church and was known for taking what others (like Paul) would have seen as a very conservative attitude towards the Jewish Law.  At some points the advice could easily come from another branch of Judaism, but every now and again distinctively Christian emphases also appear.  (William Loader)


James is also eminently practical—and some are drawn to that.  James is less theological and more moralistic—and some are drawn to that.  James is full of action, full of imperatives, which is also attractive to some.


There are quite a few ministers, Biblical scholars and so forth who are trying to put a more positive spin on James, trying to rescue James from the church and faith dungeon where he was placed by Martin Luther’s harsh words and conclusions.  There is something in the obvious language of James that speaks to us and begs us to listen.  Even as we gather here in this sanctuary in the normal course of a Sunday service, a little lower in numbers because of the holiday weekend, but still with the typical format of a Sunday service, we are faced with a lot of listening and hearing—and not much doing.  The action and imperatives of James may cause us some pause and spark some valuable reflection.


Yet, I still struggle with James and I chafe under his seemingly simplistic views on human life.  In the short passage on which we focus this morning, from the beginning of James, he seems to sum up Religion as such:  “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father is this:  to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.”


On the surface, this sounds perfectly reasonable and honorable.  Of course, those who live in faith should care for those who are diminished by the larger society, those who are ignored and left to fend for themselves in difficult circumstances.  And, in James’ time, widows and orphans were the perfect examples of the kinds of people who lived on the fringes of society.  There was little caring or compassion for such people on the bottom rungs of society.


While there is certainly something significant and important about recognizing the distress of widows and orphans, as well as others who live on the margins, that religion calls us to care for them, which first entails noticing them, James is remarkably vague and superficial.  Although James calls us to action, he’s a little wanting when it comes to specifics.  Offering any thoughts on complexities and subtleties of what causes certain people to find themselves on the margins is also missing in James’ call to action.  What does it mean, exactly, to care for widows and orphans and those who live in our time on the fringes of society?  What is James calling us to do exactly?


When I was working with poor and homeless women in Boston during my first year in Divinity School, I met many different women with many different stories.  I remember one woman, her name was Pat, who was an alcoholic.  She was homeless and had been for some time.  She would come to the shelter, which was a day shelter (a place for women to hang out, stay warm in the winter, and get something to eat during the day), she would arrive each morning dirty and smelling of cheap alcohol.  We were quite sure that she usually slept outside, rather than staying in one of the overcrowded shelters.  


In the morning, Pat never had much to say.  She would sit in a corner by herself.  By lunchtime, she had sobered up enough to talk a little—although she still never said much.  But, she would be polite when someone brought over her lunch.


At some point, the staff began to work on her a little to see if they could help her in a more substantial way.  Could they convince her to stop drinking?  Could they help her to find a place to live?  Could they get her a little cleaned; could they help her lead her, at least a little, out of the horrors of the way she lived?


After awhile, they were able to help her at least cut down on her drinking, if not stop altogether.  And, awhile after that, they were able to get her into a program that would help her find a place to live, so that she could finally stop sleeping outside every night.  Pat started to look a lot cleaner and she started to hold her head up and walk with her back straight, instead of hunched over.


Then, Pat moved into her small apartment.  The shelter gave her some supplies and helped her outfit her new place to live.  Everyone was very happy.  A success.  One more woman off the street.


Unfortunately, it didn’t last long.  Pat left her apartment and went back to the streets.  She had lived on the streets for so long that, despite all of the supplies she was given, no one had thought to supply her with, or probably even knew how to supply her with, what she needed to be able to live on her own in her very own apartment.  It seems absurd to think about, but Pat had lived on the streets so long that she was simply overwhelmed by her new circumstances.  She went back to what was comfortable, if not safe.  She went back to what she knew.


Sometimes, it is not so easy to care for those who live on the fringes of society.  Sometimes it is not easy to know what to do for the widows and orphans, the poor and destitute on the edges of society.  Obviously, our faith calls us to action, to care and to help, but what does it mean when that care doesn’t help or when it doesn’t work or when the situation is so complex that it is impossible to know where to begin?  Where is your guidance, James?


In another case at the Women’s Lunch Place, there was a mentally ill woman who spent her days at the shelter and every night in one of a few spots outside every night of the year.  No matter how cold it got.  The staff spent an enormous amount of time trying to figure out how to help her.  Should they coerce her into a shelter?  Should they try to make her life more bearable, given the reality that she slept outside every night?  But, by helping her do that, were they harming her somehow, or setting her up to continue a lifestyle that was physically damaging and unsafe?


In the end, the staff, instructed by their relationship with her that she would never agree to stay in a shelter, did what they could to help her as she lived.  They worked with her to figure out how to make her time outdoors as comfortable and safe as possible—from warm clothing to how to deal with those more delicate matters of human needs when no restroom was available to her during the long hours of the nighttime.  Her life became marginally better, but she still slept outside every night.


Caring and compassion to the widows and the orphans and the poor and the homeless, etc. is a central part of our lives of faith, in the practice of our religion.  But, it’s not usually easy.


I was often overwhelmed by the individually unique aspects of each homeless and poor woman’s situation—and the individually unique demands of helping these women.  James says that “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father is this:  to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.”  This is perfectly good and honorable.  But, it’s not as easy as it sounds.


Recently, I have found myself in a number of conversations about how to help those in need—those in our own community as well as those in far away places from the slums of Brazil to the violence of Darfur, Sudan to the continuing complications of helping those along the Gulf Coast.  In many of these conversations, I have heard reflections of the complicated nature of helping people in distress. 


How do we help?  What does it mean to offer our care and compassion?  How do we practice our faith when those who are in distress are shielded from help by their own government, as in the case of Sudan?  How do we practice our faith for those who are still in distress in New Orleans?  Should we participate in the rebuilding of a city that lies below sea level and is at real risk of being heavily damaged again?  And, what about the complex nature of poverty and all of those systematic things that contribute to the seemingly endless cycle of poverty, keeping people trapped in poverty?  How do we help those in distress in our own community and, in particular, those who seem to be in that situation because of their bad choices and bad decisions that they make over and over again?  Is James calling us to ease the suffering of the poor and needy or is he calling us to unravel the systems that have put them in that place to begin with?


What is the proper use of our action, fueled by our faith?  


There is one part of this morning’s passage that I do think is worthy of some prayerful and special attention and that is verses 23, 24 and 25:  “For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; for they look at themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they are like.  But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be blessed in their doing.”


James offers a crucial and critical reminder that we are called not just to do, not just to scurry around putting out little brush fires of distress.  We are called to remember who we are and to whom we belong—and to persevere in our faith and in our action, in our believing and in our doing.  That is how we are blessed in our doing, that is how our faith is connected to our response to the world:  “But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be blessed in their doing.”


We cannot know how to act, how to respond to those in distress, without grounding ourselves firmly in our faith and in our connection to God.  This doesn’t mean that every action out of faith will be a success or that every effort of care will lead to a better world—don’t forget the central use of the word “persevere’—but our action must be linked to our faith, our action must be motivated and informed by our faith. 


That much, it seems to me, is obvious.  So, as God’s faithful people gathered together in this holy and sacred place, opening our ears and our hearts for the sounds of God’s voice—may we hear, may we believe, may we become yet more grounded in our faith that we may respond to this world and not be overwhelmed by all of the care that is needed.  Through our faith in God, may we persevere in our doing rather than being consumed by what the world would have us do.  


Praise be to God who sets us free.  Amen.

