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Introduction to the Morning Lesson

In my sermons o far this Septembe we®e been looking a the New T esament@book of
James and we have dready seen JamesCpracticality. He waslessinterested in faith asaway of
thinking than faith asaway of living. So two weeks ago my sermon was called Qust Do 1t.OLike the
old Nike shoe advertisement, we need to do what Jesuswantsusto do. For James being aChridian
isal aout how we Lve.

My sermon lagt Sunday was cadlled Qust the Facts, Ma@m.Ol tried to expresswhat James
meant when hewrote, famoudy asit turnsout, that Qaith without worksisdead.O(James2.17) If
wewere put on tria for being Chrigiansand the facts presented by the prosecution were not
enough to convict us can wetruthfully claim to befollowers of Jesus? James would say oObecause
Chrigian faith isabout how we live. James dways pointsto thefactua and practicd.

But who wasthis James?A traditiond answve sayshe was one of, probably the oldest of, the
brothers of Jeus In three places the gogpes mention the brothersor sstersof our Lord.1 But one of
the problemswith the traditiona answer aout who wrote the book of Jamesisthat accordingto
Catholic teaching Jesus didn®have any physcd brothersor Ssters. Thisviewpoint arisesfrom the
Caholic beief that M ary remained avirgin not only in cancalving Jesusbut throughout her life
Thisrequiresthat New Testament referencesto JesusQiiblingsberead asreferring to cousnsor to
sepbrothersor sepsgersfathered by Josgph in another, unmentioned marriage.2

We arenot congraned by Catholic teaching, of course, but who wrote Jamesremainsa
complicaed subject.3 Thediscusson of authorship goes on for many pagesin most commentariest
and mogt but not dl New Testament scholarsdo fed that Jameswas written by JesusCactual
brother. It gopearsthat Jameswasnot adisciple of hisbig brother during JesusCearthly lifetime but
becane adisciple after the Lord@crucifixion and resurrection. James o became amgor leader in
the Chrigian churchin Jerusdem and was probably soned to death aout AD 62 for bang a

1 seMathew 12.46-47, Mark 6.3, Luke 8.19-20.

2 BruceM. Metzger and Michadl D. Coogan, eds, 7he Oxford Companion to the Bible (New York: Oxford Univergty
Press 1993) 95.

3 | found themogt thorough discussion in Luke Timothy Johnson@Anchor Bible commentary. Johnson condudes
that themogt likdy author wasJames thebrother of the Lord. But hiscavest ishdpful: O hese argumentsdo not provethat
James of Jrusdem, the@rother of the Lord,Gvrotetheletter. Such proof isunavailable, for thes mplereason that, even if
early, the document could gill have besn penned by some other Games@han the onewho became famousin thetradition.
But theargumentsdo tend grongy toward the conduson that Jamesisavery early writing from aPdeginian Jewish
Chrigtian source. And Jamesthe Brother of the Lord isaressonable candidate. A letter from zhis Jamesto @hetwevetribesin
the dispers onCGaooordswell with thefairest reading of our earliest sourcesand the slf-presentation of the compostion itsdf.O
Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter of James, T he Anchor Bible (N ew York: Doubleday, 1995) 121.

4 The discussion takesup morethan 130 pagesin thefour James commentariesin by own library and &t least two
dozen additiond pagesin variousNew T esament reference works dictionaries and introductions
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follower of Chrigt.>

But in dl of thisthe thing that interested me the mos wasthat in many ways James soundsa
lot like the reformer John Calvin, thefather of Presbyterianism.6 For Cavin, one of the most
brilliant theologianswho ever lived, wasnever interested in theology for theology@sake. Theology
hasto make adifferencein how we live and, of caursg, that isJamesQprimary cancern. You say that
you bdievein God and have fath in Jesus James says Chow melOCalvin saysthe samething.

John Buchanan, the pagtor of Fourth Presbyterian Church in Chicayo, recently made this
point a aconferenceof pastors Hereminded them that in Cavin@timeN the mid-1500sN that
mogt everyone thought that Chrigian faith waslived best by therdigious priets monks and nuns
But lay people had adifficut perhgpsimpossble time living fathfully. Thisattitude ill lingers |
can® count how many times | ®e been asked to pray in agroup by someone suggesting that being a
minister | have aMetter connection.OBut the Reformation in generd and John Calvin in particuar
taught otherwise. What clergy do isno more holy than what homemakers, laborers physcians
police, and teachersdo.” That was Buchaenan®@point. Or farmersand shopkeepers, managersand
progranmers sudentsand peoplewho areretired. | an not more holy than you because beng a
Chrigian isnot about who weare or our job. It isabout how we live. Jamesmakesthat point again
and again and again.

And, to finaly cometo the morning lesson, James saysit isnot just about how we live or what
wedo. It isaso about what we say or don®say. Jameswas very concaned about what comes out of
our mouths What we say can blessor it can curse Whether we are clergy or laity what we say
makes a difference Let@read today@text in chapter 3.

James3.1-12 (NRSV)

Not many of you should become teachers, my brothersand ssers for you know that we who
teachwill bejudged with greater grictness For dl of usmake many misgakes Anyonewho makes
no migakesin geaking isperfect, ableto keep the whole body in check with abridle. If weput bits
into the mouths of horsesto make them obey us we guide their whole bodies. Or look at ships
though they are 0 large that it takessrong windsto drive them, yet they are guided by avery andl
rudder wherever thewill of the pilot directs So aso the tongueisasmdl member, yet it boasts of
gedt exploits

How great aforest isset ablaze by asmdl fire! And thetongueisafire Thetongueisplaced
among our membersasaworld of iniquity; it gansthe whole body, setson fire the cycle of nature,
and isitsdf set on fireby hdl. For every species of beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be
tamed and has been tamed by the human species but no one can tamethetongueN arestlessevil,

5 Catholic scholar Raymond Brown appearsto avoid commenting on whether Jameswasafull physical sibling of
Jesus NonethdessBrown dtesargumentspro and con for Jamesbeing the Games of JerusdlenOwho wasmartyred in AD 62.
Brown a0 appearsto favor that thesophigicated Greek of theleter makesit unlikely to havebeen written personaly by a
Qiillager from Nazareth,Othat is Jamesthe brother of Jesus Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New
York: Doubleday, 1997) 741. H owever, Johnson arguesthat the Question of languageOisnot asdecisively againg Jamesas
Brown suggests SeeJohnson, 116-118.

6 Johnson, 142-144.
7 Jary L. Van Marter, A Weekday Faith,OPresbyterians Today 96.7 (2006): 13.
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full of deadly poison. With it we blessthe Lord and Father, and with it we curse those who are
madein thelikeness of God. From the same mouth come blessng and curang. My brothersand
gders thisought not to be so. Does a oring pour forth from the same opening bath fresh and
brackish water?Can afigtree, my brothersand sgters yidd olives or agrgpevinefigs?No more can
At water yidd fresh.

ONE: The tongue’s contradiction

Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me! With these brave little lines
countlesskidswad off the taunts of other kids. | chented thisat my best friend Donny when he
cdled menames | would guessthat you chanted it too. How many generations of parents have
passed on thislittle ditty or something likeit, hopingit will protect their children from harm done
by human geech?

Yet we know the ditty lies. If wordsdid not have the power to hurt, wewould not need a
chent to protect oursalves. But wordsdo hurt. Psychology teacheswhat common experiencedready
knows Wordswound and even cripple N words spoken that cannot be retrieved, wordswithheld
from otherswho ache to hear them, even wordsimputed to the mindsof othersin the imagination.
Words can and do hurt.8 When Jamestalks about how little thingsN abridle or arudder N can
control suchlargethingsN ahorse or aship N we have no trouble underganding that the tongue,
dthough very amdl, can cause such huge effects The tongue accomplishesfar morethan itssze
semsto make possble. JamesCGroncludes pessmigticaly that while wecan tamedl other ecies
0 one can tame the tongue.O

Last week | read asermon on thistext that talked about alittle boy@remembranceof grade
school. On firg grade, Mr. Lohr ssid my purple teepee wasn®redistic enough, that purple wasno
color for atent, that purple wasa color for people who died, that my drawing waan®good enough
to hang with the others | waked back to my seat counting the swishes of my baggy carduroy
trousersOThen the boy took ablack crayon and wiped out what he had drawn.

But he also remembered another teacher. On second grade, Mr. Bartasaid, @raw anything.O
Hedidn®carewhat. | left my paper blank and when he came around to my desk, my heart best like
atom-tom while he touched my head with hisbig hand and in asoft voice said, 'he snowfdl. How
clean and white and beautiful.® Thetongue can curse. Thetongue can bless And it doen®just
happen with kids

Quite afew years ago some people a the church | was serving became upset with me. | met
with them to seeif wecould work through our differences. That meeting didn®go very wel and
afterwardsawoman got quiteliterdly in my face. She came <0 close that the gittlefrom her angry
words prayed my faceand she said, “You have never preached the Gospel!”

| am not avery holy man. At least not asholy as| want to be, or could be, or should be or
perhgps even gopear to be. But | can honestly tell you that the only thing I have ever wanted
srioudy todoin my lifeisto preachthe Gogpd. | have never clamed to do it wdl. | only clam
that it isdl | have ever wanted to do.

8 Walter Brugggemann, CharlesB. Cousar, Beverly R. Gaventa, James D. Newsome, 7exts For Preaching, Year B
(Louisiille KY: Westminger/John Knox, 1993) 509.

9 AlexGondola, (Tipson Tamingthe T ongueOLectionary Homiletics 17.5 (2006): 63.
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So | don®have wordsto expresswhat the words of that woman did to me. For if shewas
right, then my lifewasalie And if shewaswrong, apart of my soul was set afireand yearslater it
can gill burn. | haveforgiven her. | keep forgiving her. But don®ever doubt Jameswhen he saysthat
the tongueis Otsdf st on fireby hell.O

My point isnot that woman. My point isJamesCpoint. The very same gift of gpeech that
enableshuman bangsto prase God ds enablesthem to curse ther fdlow human baengs Qucha
contradiction ought not to happen, but it does. Can we ever learn to bite our tongues?

TWO: Taming the tongue

Can weever tame the tongue@tendencyto hurt and do harm?James ppearspessmidic. If
wejusg read the verses of today@text where James describes common humen experiences and didn®
bother with theres of the book, we might fed he soundsmore like an advicecolumnig than a
writer of sacred scripture. | grew up with Ann Landersand Dear Abby. They offered practicd advice
for practica problemsand | suppose advicecolumnistisN | don®know who they aretoday N ill
offer practica solutions. But Jamesisunlike an advicecolumnig because he offersno solutionsfor
the problem of human speech. H e hasno advicefor quenching the tongue@fiery ways James seems
quite pessmigtic about human gpeech, peech that Smultaneoudy praises God and curses God®
crestures

Preachersbeing who we are, 1@ guessing that most sermons on thistext do offer adviceabout
taming the tongue. Certainly the sesmons| read did that. But | think wemug pay attention to
JemexCpessmiam. If | offered alist of tipsabout taming the tongue, we might be able to do them.
Some of the time, but not dl of thetime. We might even want to do them but ultimately wefind
out that we areincgable to dwayssay theright thingsand never say the wrong things10 Jamesis
right. Thereisno complete taming of the tongue.

Thisiswhy it anazesmeto hear people, perhgpsvery notable people, think back over ther
livesand say, Of | could doiit dl over again, | wouldn®chenge athing.Ol hear that al thetimeand |
dwaysthink can anyone be so monumentally arrogant that they wouldn’t change anything if they could
live their lives again? \Who are they kidding? Themsdves | guess. There are thousands of things|
wauld chengeif | wareto live my life again and mogt of those have to do with things| sad or didn®
sy, with curses gpoken or blessngsnot spoken.

But thelarger truth Jameswantsusto know isthat even when our gpeech curses and does not
bless we till bdongto God. (Wed talk more aout thisnext wesk.) We are dways God@children
and when weknow that, we learn to trust God@forgiveness and seek to forgive othersin turn. Then
our livesbecome ablessng. So Jamesawayspointsback to the practicdities of how we live.
Ultimately our living iseven moreimportant than our gpesking. Wed sng about thisin amoment.

Can the same spring pour forth fresh water and brackish water at the sametime?No, of
course not. So Jamestelsusto do what isright. We areloved by God. Live out that lovein
practical ways Let our livesbe ringsof fresh waer. James agreeswith the Apostle Paul who wrote
Qoveispatient; loveiskind; loveisnot enviousor boagtful or arrogant or rude. It doesnot insst
onitsownway; it isnot irritable or resentful; it doesnot rgoicein wrongdoing, but rgoicesin the
truth. It bearsal things bdievesdl things hopesal things enduresall things Love never endsO(1

10 NewProdamation.com, http://membersnewplodamation.com/commentary, Intemnet, 17 Sep. 2006.
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Corinthians134-89)
Themorewelivein the practicalities of love, the more our tongueswill blessand not curse.
May God hdpsusso to live.



