
 

  

 

 Several years ago I heard a wonderful sermon from Barbara Brown Taylor at 

Montreat. Taylor is considered one of the best preachers in America, and this day it was 

easy to see why. She was poetic, engaging, challenging, insightful, and full of gospel 

truth. I was so moved I decided to wait in a rather long line to speak with her. Now, you 

have to recognize that speaking with Barbara Brown Taylor for preachers is akin to a 

cellist shaking hands with YoYo Ma, or a Bama fan getting an audience with Nick Saban. 

What do you say? 

 

 I stood in the long line and rehearsed my words. I wanted her to know I was 

engaged with the sermon. I thought I would make sure to use the word “exquisite.” And 

then when she reached out her hand and smiled, and I took her hand, and it all left me, 

and I said, “Um, I enjoyed the sermon.” I could not believe I had waited all that time and 

prepared remarks, and out of my mouth popped the same thing she had heard a million 

times. I saw a look on her face that I interpreted as judgment, like I had wasted all that 

time waiting to get an audience and had wasted it. I walked away, grousing that I had 

never really cared for Barbara Brown Taylor anyway. 

 

 Every time I read James, I think back to that interaction with Taylor. I fear that I 

did the very thing James warns against. I was a hearer of the word. I relished the 

sermon’s structure, the poetry of it, the exquisite delivery – I enjoyed it in other words. I 

learned from it. I analyzed it, envied it, wondered how I might mimic it, but not once did 

I consider what I was going to do because of it, how the shape of my actual living might 

be altered by the word proclaimed in that mountain sanctuary.  

 

 Tom Long says that a good sermon should cause the listener to say to the preacher 

on the way out, “Pastor, I learned something today; I was moved by what you said; and I 

intend to do something about it.” In other words, preaching should teach, and delight 

(inspire), and persuade (motivate).  

 

 James, by all accounts, is a good preacher, at least by Tom Long’s standards. He 

uses simple sentences, beautifully constructed to teach, to delight, to persuade. “Be doers 
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of the Word and not hearers only,” he says. He is so concerned with what we call 

“works,” or what Long might call motivation or persuasion that Martin Luther, the 16th 

century reformer, called it “an epistle of straw.” Luther felt that every book of the Bible 

should have what he called “the golden nugget of the Gospel.” That nugget is the 

affirmation that faith is a gift of God and cannot be earned. Luther said that James, with 

its heavy emphasis on works and its scant mention of even the name of Jesus could be 

burned up, and one would never find the nugget in the rubble. He felt it should not have 

been included in the Bible. 

 

 And it is true that James is full of pithy little sayings, which Luther thought 

demeaned the gospel of Christ, a gospel which is supposed to confound human wisdom. 

James at times sounds like a parent – “clean your room,” “if you don’t have anything nice 

to say don’t say anything at all,” “call me when you get to where you’re going, and you 

better be where you said you were going to be.” 

 

 “Be swift to listen, slow to speak,” James says. “Lay aside filthiness and 

wickedness,” James exhorts. “Bridle your tongue,” James thunders from his long-ago 

pulpit. It makes you wonder if Luther was having flashbacks to a strict upbringing as he 

read James and couldn’t wait to get out of the house. It reminds me of a commercial years 

ago where a man stands in the open doorway of his new house, lights blazing behind him, 

and tells his Mom, “Be sure to tell Dad that I have every light on in the house, the door is 

open, and the air is running cold, and I’m running down the hall to my bedroom.”  

 

 One of the first Bible studies I ever attended was on the book of James. The 

classroom in the church was full. The leader asked us to read the entire five chapters 

before the next session. I remember reading and thinking that James was speaking 

directly to me. The writing is simple, the words hard-hitting, and the message 

unmistakable: It is not enough to have faith, to say all the right things and believe all the 

correct doctrines if your actions in the world do not match up. In fact, James insists that if 

your actions don’t match up, maybe you never had faith to start. 

 

 I showed up for the next class ready to hear more. I found a noticeably thinner 

crowd and a disappointed leader. It seems many had decided James was a bit much for 

them. Like Luther, they had decided that even if it was in the Bible, it was not going to be 

in their Bible. They didn’t want to be reminded to “clean your plate.” 

 

 James makes us uncomfortable, I think, because he follows us out of the sanctuary 

and into the other six days of the week. He’s sitting in the car with us when someone cuts 

us off, waiting to see what we will do. He holds the door for us in the restaurant after 

service, sitting with us to see how we will treat those who serve us, and steals a look at 



the tip. He’s lounging with us in the recliner watching the game when one of our children 

comes in to ask us to play, to see what we say and do. He pours himself a glass of water 

in the corporate boardroom and observes the way we conduct our business. He walks a 

few paces behind us in the school hallways, seeing how we treat our classmates.  

 

 He’s looking over our shoulder as we read on our phone about Haiti and 

Afghanistan and Waverly, earthquakes and wars and floods; he’s there when we hear the 

latest updates on COVID; wondering what to do, how to be, how to respond. 

 

 James is everywhere, it seems. As the old preacher says, “He’s done quit preachin’ 

and gone to meddlin’.” No wonder no one wanted to study him. You’re just asking for it. 

No peace, no privacy, nowhere to go to escape the demands of the faith. 

 

 And yet I wonder if his voice is not precisely the one we need to hear on this 

Sunday, a Sunday that follows a week where it seems the world is, as one of you said to 

me this week, on fire. Each day seems to bring a new horror. A country battered by an 

earthquake wakes up to a hurricane. Speaking of hurricanes, New Orleans is right in the 

line of a big one coming on the anniversary of Katrina. Thirteen Americans and over 100 

Afghans are dead in a terror attack as we desperately try to evacuate after twenty years of 

war. COVID seems to be everywhere and more and more of us have experienced the pain 

and loss it brings to families and communities.  

 

Summer vacationers were leaving Lake Tahoe because the smoke from wildfires 

there is making its historically clean air unfit to breathe. A thousand-year flood hits 

Middle Tennessee only 11 years after the last thousand-year flood hit this area and we are 

left grappling with neighbors who are grieving and having to rebuild yet again.  

 

The question that I have asked myself, and the one I suspect you have as well, is 

not what I should believe about all this, but what should I do. What does this faith I 

profess call for me to act out in the world? And this is precisely the question James poses. 

Far from saying that faith is all about works, as Luther misread him, James early on says 

that every generous act of giving, every perfect gift, does not come from what we are able 

to muster up, but it comes from above, from the one he calls “the Father of lights.”  

 

It is God who has given us the perfect law, the “law of liberty” as he calls it. God 

has given us what Luther calls the golden nugget of the gospel, which is grace. All that 

we do in the world is a response to that grace. James uses the analogy of a mirror. “Given 

the prevalence of mirrors in contemporary Western society and our preoccupation with 

taking advantage of them, this analogy may seem inadequate. If I look into a mirror, it is 

not likely that I will forget what I look like when I step away. Our mirrors are too refined 



for that. But biblical writers note that mirrors in those days did not give an accurate 

image. The image was cloudy or “dim” as Paul says in Corinthians – for now we see in a 

mirror dimly.  

 

James encourages all of us in these uncertain days to not gaze upon the self alone, 

for is we do we do not get an accurate image of what we are to do. Look instead into the 

perfect law of liberty, look into God’s gift from above, and then we will truly see not 

only what we are, by God’s baptismal grace, but what we are to do, what we are 

becoming. 

 

It is true that James rarely mentions Jesus. But he doesn’t really need to. The 

perfect law of liberty is what Christ has brought to us all.  

 

And so the challenge of James as he walks out of this sanctuary with us into the 

other six days of this and every week is, when we are confronted with the crises and 

questions of our day, to look not to our own devices, but to Christ, and when we hear, not 

to be hearers only, but also doers of the word he graciously gives. 

 

“Pastor, that was a wonderful sermon,” one of James’s parishioners said at the door 

after the service. “That remains to be seen,” said James. Amen. 


