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Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in on the “discussion.”  I hope that we 
are all doing well. Below are notes that I prepared for the August 9 class. As members know, in 
class I would convert a number of the statements in the notes into questions for class discussion. 
I guess these notes should best be understood as points that I would hope to raise in discussion. 
I would welcome any response, or as I asked at the beginning of each class during my teaching 
days at Centre, “Questions, comments, arguments?”   
 
The scripture selection is James 1:19-27.  The key verse is James 1:22: “But, be doers of the 
word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves.” The lesson writer asks if we would act 
to help others in threatening situations, the subject of a TV show titled What Would You Do?  
She concludes, “First, we need to learn what is right, and then we must do what is right in order 
to live wisely.” I would suggest that the emphasis here is on discernment and then choosing the 
Path of Wisdom, the path that would lead us to offer help, even at some risk to our own safety. 
The lesson writer also cautions that we must avoid the prejudice underlying the Victorian 
concept of “deserving poor” and work to ensure the dignity and self-reliance of those we help. 
Finally, in discussing James’ admonition that we must be slow to anger, she suggests identifying 
what we have in common with persons or groups with whom we disagree on particular issues. 
Recognizing the basis of our social location -- race, class, level of education, political party, 
gender identification and orientation, and faith stances -- we must reach out to others, seeking 
common ground, shared concerns, and aspirations,    
 
While searching this week for help in understanding the Epistle of James, I turned, as I often do, 
to Marcus Borg. Finding little in my personal Borg collection, I turned to the internet. Whoa! I 
found an interview in which Borg mentioned that he had written a novel about a woman, Kate 
Riley, who had done her PhD dissertation on James, and that he was working on a second novel 
in which Riley taught a seminar about James!  Hard to imagine those as page-turners! They do, 
however, indicate that Borg took James’ epistle seriously. Somewhat surprisingly, Borg also 
said in the interview that he doubted that the writer of the epistle was the brother of Jesus and 
that he sees the epistle as a teaching document with little “pure doctrine,” or explication of a 
belief system. Borg goes on to say that perhaps the most outstanding thing about the epistle is 
that it contains “probably the most severe indictment of wealth in the New Testament.” (But see 
last week’s discussion of vv. 9-11 on the matter of riches). Borg insists that Christianity is quite 
radical about social and economic justice.      
 
Interestingly, I found in the Interpreter’s Bible in our library commentary suggesting that the 
epistle could be the basis of a “sermon against Jewish-Christian intolerance.” Although the 
commentary writer, Burton Easton, is referring to ethical beliefs shared between the Jewish 
Wisdom writings and teachings of Jesus, his exegesis of vv. 17 - 21 yields the following 
example (a good one I think) of theology that could be useful in conversations among Jews, 
Muslims, and Christians to seek common ground in understanding the nature of God and his 
intentions for his Creation. as suggested by scholar Luke Timothy Johnson (see last week’s 
Notes).  
 
In v. 19, James admonishes the reader to keep his anger under control, “for your anger does not 
produce God’s righteousness.” God is sovereign.  We must submit all emotions to him -- as 



emotions are given to us as an aspect of our free will, we must ensure that our exercise of them 
is pleasing to God. Easton explains that the anger of man does not work God’s righteousness 
because while God is righteous --just, unchanging, impartial in judging -- man’s anger is usually 
invoked by a clash of wills, a conflict of selfish interests, a struggle for power. To be “little 
Gods,” in the words of C.S. Lewis, is to be righteous -- to do justice, to be impartial, and, I 
would add, to love that which God loves, i.e., his Creation and everyone in it. I think it not 
difficult to see how this theology of God’s righteousness and justice could be useful in 
discussions among the three religions in the Abrahamic tradition. Rev. Sandy Lacey once 
pointed out to a Sunday School class that the two key concepts in the Bible are righteousness 
and justice. In Old Town Jacksonville, Florida, there is a small but impressive museum honoring 
the more than 27,000 non-Jews who are recognized by the State of Israel as “Righteous Among 
the Nations” for risking their lives to save Jews during the Holocaust. The concept of 
righteousness in that case is, I think, constance, reliability, and humanity, as Shirley Guthrie in 
Christian Doctrine discusses humanity as living in harmony with man and God in community 
and ensuring by our love and caring that others are not prevented from doing so by their social 
or economic circumstances.    
 
I think that there is really little new to Presbyterians in the admonition to be doers, not only 
hearers, of the word. Easton explains that It is not enough to receive, or to hear the word; one 
must listen to it. I think that Easton means listen as Jesus meant when he said, “Let all who have 
ears, listen.” That is, we must discern the will of God, seek the Path of Wisdom. Easton states 
that James’ admonition that we must not be “merely hearers who deceive themselves” means 
that, as God’s revelation of righteousness shows us how far we fall short, we must aways look 
into the mirror and see our true nature. The mirror imagery in vv. 23-24 means that “ceaseless 
self-criticism is a lifelong duty that must bring forth its fruit of good works.” Self-criticism, I 
think, means that, knowing how far we fall short, we must seek to discern God’s will and act on 
what we learn -- that God intends man to live and serve in a community of justice. I believe that 
James, who introduced himself as “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ,” and 
influenced and often inspired by Jesus’ teachings, knew that the blessing (“they will be blessed 
in their doing” - v. 25) would be life with God, free from anxiety, fear, conflict -- for oneself and 
for all.   
 
Were James to view the hurt of racism and discrimination against those on the margins of 
society in America and the world today, I think that he might challenge us to do something more 
than only regret it. I believe that he would admonish us to look critically and honestly at 
ourselves; at our history; at our political, economic, and social institutions, compare those to 
God’s righteousness, and act decisively and continually.   
 
The prayer is: “Saving God, help us to see the difference between our beliefs and our actions. 
Amen.” 


