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James 5:13-20 

Wholeness 
 

Are any among you suffering? They should pray. Are any cheerful? They should sing 

songs of praise. Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and have 

them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord. The prayer of faith will 

save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up; and anyone who has committed sins will be 

forgiven. Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you may 

be healed. The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective. Elijah was a human being like 

us, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not 

rain on the earth.  Then he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain and the earth yielded its 

harvest. 

My brothers and sisters, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and is brought back by 

another, you should know that whoever brings back a sinner from wandering will save the 

sinner’s soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins. 

The Word of the Lord 

When I was a teenager in youth group our leaders would tell us that we should have the kind of 

faith that moves mountains, that anything was possible if we had enough faith and prayed. I 

can remember driving along the coast of Ireland in the back of my parent’s car, looking up at 

the mountains, and praying.  I guess as a teenager, and even a young adult I was a bit of a 

literalist, it is how I was taught to read. The mountains never did move, which was probably for 

the best.  I can only imagine the disastrous effects for the surrounding area if I had succeeded.  

This story sounds a little ridiculous, but we were told if we only have enough faith, if we are 



only righteous enough, that our prayers can achieve the impossible. Now don’t get me wrong, 

there have been many times throughout my life where I would say I have seen prayers 

answered, but often praying for the impossible has left me disappointed. And I wonder is that 

just me? Or have you experienced something similar?  We have watched loved ones get sicker, 

despite our prayers, and as for suffering, look at the last eighteen months, we have been 

faithful in prayer, and yet the weight of it all is something we have yet to process.  Life is hard, 

and the picture that James seems to paint, feels far too idealized for me.  Just pray, and all will 

be well. And that’s why I am preaching today – when Mary Sellers and I where finalizing the 

preaching schedule, I choose today, because something about this text makes me feel uneasy.  

And when a text makes us feel uneasy, we can choose to ignore it, or we can choose to wrestle 

with it in the faith, that through our wrestling, God will speak.   

 So I invite you to go with me on this journey, of digging a little deeper into this text, to 

discover what treasure is there.  I invite you to dig a little deeper into our own context to see 

how our own stories and histories shape how we read texts like this one.  I hope that you’ll stick 

with me on this journey! 

 Let’s take a look back at the text.  Are any among you suffering? James asks. They 

should pray. Are any cheerful? They should sing songs of praise. Are any among you sick? They 

should call for the elders of the church and have them pray over them, anointing them with oil 

in the name of the Lord. The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up; 

and anyone who has committed sins will be forgiven. 

 James here seems to echo a similar sentiment to many of the New Testament writers, 

that it is appropriate for us to pray in all circumstances.  And I am with James on this point.  



Prayer unlockes for us connection to God, to ourselves, and even to one another in whatever 

circumstances we find ourselves. Prayer isn’t always our first instinct, especially in a society that 

is obsessed with being productive, but prayer is a practice that has the potential to make us 

more whole. 

 It is also worth noting that while the word “sick” comes up twice in verses 14 and 15, 

our English translation has robbed us of some of the richness and ambiguity of the words James 

chose.  James actually uses two different words. Both can mean physically weak or sick. But 

these words have other connotations too, to be weak, to be powerless, to be poor, to be 

weary.  So broadly speaking we might read this text as saying if we are weary, if we are lacking 

in anything, be it physical or otherwise, we should pray for one another, and God will make us 

whole.  Perhaps there is something about the practice of prayer itself that has a healing effect.  

Perhaps prayer is a means through which God calls us to and graces us with wholeness.  

 Let us think too, of those who were sick, or weak, or poor in the first centaury middle 

east.  Sickness and physical weakness often carried with them the sentence of becoming a 

social outcast.  We remember the story of Jesus and the lepers, lepers we cast out, to live apart 

from the rest of society and had to be declared both physically and ceremoniously clean in 

order to renter society.  And we can think too to the many disabled people that Jesus came 

across who were relegated to begging on the streets.  Sickness or physical weakness and sin 

have been conflated far too many times, which have left many throughout the centuries, and 

indeed many today, feeling isolated and marginalized. We need only look back a few decades to 

the AIDS crisis to see the harm and isolation that people suffer when God’s people choose to 

conflate sickness and sin. When we do this we respond to people’s woundedness with 



judgement rather than with compassion and care. Indeed there are times when we can respond 

to our own weakness and woundedness with judgment rather than gentle care.  Sickness does 

not indicate any moral failing. The moral failing comes when we refuse to care for those who 

need care. And I think that’s what James is getting at here; instead of casting out those on the 

margins who are sick, or weary, or weak, James suggests a radical welcoming in, a welcome so 

intimate we practice touching and anointing the one who is sick, and weak, and weary and cast 

out. When the cultural expectation may have been shun, James calls us instead to welcome and 

to bless. 

 The fact is that after 18 months of quarantining, and masking, and distancing, all of 

which are good and necessary things, I think we are all a little weary, we are all a little poor in 

spirit, we have all felt disconnected and cast out, we are all in need of healing.  And James has 

some practical advice for us.  As we have discovered in recent weeks James’s is concerned with 

how our faith informs the way we act and live in the world.  So to us James says, pray for one 

another.  Pray for one another as people with bodies, and souls, and minds, all of which 

deserve welcome and care in their frailty. Pray for one another with compassion, for we are all 

weak and weary at times.  And perhaps this practice of prayer will soften our hearts to one 

another, perhaps it will more fully humanize one another, and perhaps that recognition will 

make each one of us, and even the world more whole.  

 Along with prayer James offers us another spiritual practice, namely, confession. When 

we confess our sins and pray for one another, healing and wholeness comes. Confession is a 

word that can make us uncomfortable, because it requires of us the courageous vulnerability to 

tell the truth about ourselves. Confession or “the ability to hold something we have done or 



failed to do up against who we want to be” Brene Brown says “is incredibly adaptive, its 

uncomfortable, but it is adaptive” I would change a couple of the words. This is how I would put 

it: Confession, or the ability to hold something we have done or failed to do up against who we 

are created and called to be, is uncomfortable, but it is healing.  

One of the things I appreciate about the way Brene Brown speaks is that she makes the 

distinction between shame and guilt.  Guilt says, what I did was wrong.  Shame says I am wrong.  

Guilt leads us to confession and repentance which in turn leads to wholeness. Shame leads us 

to self-destructive spirals that fail to recognize our belovedness before God.  And when we 

confess together, we are able to choose the path of restoration rather than self-destruction.  

And to confess or to talk about our weakness in community is to know that we are not alone.  

And to know we are not alone is what all our souls need. 

 And that is the good news of the gospel, isn’t it?  That in Jesus Christ, God declared to all 

creation, “you are not alone.” In your suffering, you are not alone.  In your weakness you are 

not alone, even in death, you are not alone.  The cross shouts through all time and space that 

God is in solidarity with the weak, the broken, and the lonely.  Perhaps prayer and confession 

are ways God has given us to join that Divine cry of “You are not alone!” and in joining that cry 

we find healing and wholeness. 

 What might our world look like if we truly embraced these sacred practices of 

confession, and lifting those we might consider “other” before God? It is tempting in our 

culture to get on our moral high horse no matter which side of ideological and political divides 

we find ourselves.  But I wonder if we might be a kinder world, a kinder nation, a kinder 

community, and kinder people, and in turn people who are more whole, if we practiced 



confession more authentically and prayed for one another more fervently.  In doing so we 

would recognize our own weakness and have compassion upon the weakness of one another. 

Perhaps this is the kind of healing and wholeness we need.  A healing and wholeness that 

allows us to live together well, and to love more fully.  

What if we were to recognize that our wholeness is inextricably linked to our neighbor’s 

wholeness.  What if we recognized that as one writer puts it “we cannot be well alone” These 

practices of confession and prayer are practical ways to care for one another in our weakness 

and weariness, and they are practices through which God in God’s grace offers us as individuals 

and as a community healing and wholeness.  My prayer is that as we leave this place, we would 

do so speaking truth, praying for one another, and choosing to receive God’s gift of wholeness 

for ourselves, for each other, and for the world. Amen. 


