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Introduction to the Epistle Lesson

We come today to the last in this sermon series from the book of James. If you have hung in
there with James you know that he was passionate about Christian faith and powerfully blunt about
showing it. “Do you have faith in Jesus Christ?” he might ask. “Then show me by how you live.”

The last verses of this book contain a series of individual exhortations about the way
Christians are to live together. It is almost like he is talking to a specific congregation, almost like
his walking in here this morning and saying, “Okay, PCIS-people, listen up! Here’s what you need
to do.”

Prayer is particularly important in James’ congregational to-do list. We are to pray for each
other, especially for the sick, because there is great power in prayer. But prayer is more than asking
for healing. It is really one part of how we care for each other both physically and spiritually. If
someone is ill, we care about that. But if someone is struggling spiritually or morally we care about
that too, not judgmentally but redemptively, so that we may remain in fellowship with each other.

The point here is about the spirit of a congregation. How do we live with each other or, to
use the words of my sermon title, how do we stick together as Christian sisters and brothers because
we belong to and need each other? Let’s listen to James now from chapter 5.

James 5.13-20 (NRSV)

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.

Introduction to the Gogpd Leson

As I worked on the James passage my attention was also drawn to the gospel lection paired
with it. As you know, the lectionary assigns four texts to each Sunday: an Old Testament reading, a
psalm, a New Testament epistle reading, and a gospel reading. The lectionary pairs the text from
James that we just read with a passage from Mark’s Gospel. In other words, the authors of the
lectionary saw a useful connection between what James and Mark were saying.

The Mark text presents a collection of Jesus’ sayings against those who cause others to sin.
Like the book of James, the gospel text is blunt about asking if following Christ is at the center of
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our lives or merely a matter of taste and convenience?! If Christ isn’t the center, the gospel warns
that such is not pleasing to God. But the text does more than warn. It also invites us into Christian
community where we find our peace. I think that’s why the lectionary pairs James and Mark. Both
texts are talking about how we stick together as people who belong to Christ and, therefore, to each
other. So let’s turn now to Mark 9.

Mark 9.38-50 (NRSV)

John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried
to stop him, because he was not following us.” But Jesus said, “Do not stop him; for no one who
does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me. Whoever is not
against us is for us. For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear
the name of Christ will by no means lose the reward.

“If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me, it
would be better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck and you were thrown into
the sea. If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than
to have two hands and to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire.2 And if your foot causes you to
stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame than to have two feet and to be thrown into
hell. And if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of
God with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown into hell, where their worm never dies,
and the fire is never quenched.

“For everyone will be salted with fire. Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, how can you
season it? Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.”

ONE: Don®be astumbling block

I’'m going to focus mostly on the gospel text today but James and Mark are really just two
different views of the same thing; sticking together as a community of Christian disciples. That
means, first, that we should not be a stumbling block for others.

William Willimon, the former chaplain of the Duke University Chapel, preached a sermon
once where he talked about watching religious television. He admitted he kind of got hooked on it
for awhile. One show he liked was from a church called the Christian Faith Center somewhere in
North Carolina. Willimon said they have a Lucite pulpit, two large wing chairs behind it, and plastic
plants. A husband and wife pastor team energetically engaged in what Willimon called “tag team
preaching.” The man preaches for awhile and, as his voice flags, he tags his wife and she begins to
preach. They can carry on a long time that way!

Willimon’s favorite sermon was one on the “Ideal Husband.” The wife preacher said, “A good
wife is like an Eveready battery — ever ready! Wives, you want a new lamp for the living room? You
be ever ready and your man will get you that new lamp!”

Then she went into some detail about what an effective husband her man had been, as he sat
in the wing chair behind her Lucite pulpit shouting “Amen! You got that right, sister!” to all of her

1 Pheme Perkins, “The Gospel of Mark,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. VIII (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995) 641.

2 9.44 and 9.46 were late textual additions and are not included in the NRSV or most modern translations. In the
KJV the verses are both the same: “Where “Their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched.”
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marital accolades.

Willimon concluded that at Christian Faith Center they did church a bit differently than he
did at Duke Chapel. Differently, too, than here at the Presbyterian Church in Sudbury.

But one day, Willimon happened to mention to a man who was working on his car that he
had watched the Christian Faith Center on more than one occasion. The mechanic put down his
wrench and said, with infinite seriousness, “Those two preachers have taught me how to be a good
father.”3

I imagine that none of you would be very happy attending the Christian Life Center even if it
were located across the street. I also imagine that all of the members there — and I'm guessing that
there are hundreds if not thousands more of them — would not think much of me or our worship
services. “They are not like us,” we might say, and they would say the same about us. “Jesus, we saw
some people preaching in your name, and we ridiculed them because they said some mighty strange
things. They are not like us.”

Jesus says, “Quit worrying about that. Quit trying to control who is or isn’t on my side.
That’s a stumbling block. What you do, where you go, what you think, that’s what you need to
worry about.” In other words, we need to worry less about others’ sins and more about our own.

You see, the Christian tradition has rarely if ever interpreted the amputation verses literally,
but is not difficult to conceive of practical analogies which perhaps hit home.

* Ifyour TV causes you to sin, turn it off ...

* Ifyour addiction to email causes you to sin, turn your computer off ...
* Ifyour magazine subscription causes you to sin, cancel it ...

* Ifyour bank account causes you to sin, give it away ...

* Ifyour power and influence cause you to sin, resign your position ...

In other words, if our hand causes us to stumble, that is, if what we do is sinful, or if our foot causes
us to stumble, that is, if where we go is sinful, or if our eye causes us to stumble, that is, if what we
see or think upon is sinful, then we need to take drastic action. Inaction leads to damnation. It leads
to hell. James never put it quite that way but he would agree. How we care for each other and how
we treat others is serious and we need to pay attention.

I don’t want to die and go to heaven and stand before the Lord and have him ask me why I
didn’t take his teaching or James’ teaching seriously. Why was I a stumbling block to others and
why did I let my actions, or goings and comings, or thoughts and words lead me into sinning? I don’t
want the Lord to ask me that because if the Lord asks me that and even if 'm standing in the
middle of heaven, it’s still going to feel like hell.

Being in the community of faith means caring for each other so we don’t cause others or
ourselves to stumble.

TWO: Be salty

Sticking together in a community of faith also means something more. Avoiding stumbling
blocks is the negative side. The positive side was expressed by Jesus when he said, “Have salt in
yourselves, and be at peace with one another.” Our Lord tells us to be salty together because in that

3 William H. Willimon, “Not One of Us,” Pulpir Resource25.31 (1997): 52-53.
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day sharing salt together meant eating together and that was an abiding sign of fellowship and peace.
If we care for others we will be in fellowship and at peace with them.

Jesus asked what good is salt if it loses its saltiness. We know that salt cannot lose its chemical
properties but it can become stale and tasteless. Taste is salt’s test and if salt doesn’t taste salty it’s
worthless. So if disciples no longer act like disciples, then they are not good for anything. True
disciples of Jesus are open to others in fellowship.

Philip Hallie, late professor of philosophy and humanities at Wesleyan University in
Middletown, Connecticut, studied the Holocaust and the Nazi concentration camps. He wanted to
know how people could do those things to other people. How could human beings conceive and
conduct such monstrous evil? The questions drove Hallie to despair. He wrote: “Reading about the
damned I was damned myself, as damned as the murderers, and as damned as their forgotten victims.
Somehow over the years I had dug myself into Hell, and I had forgotten redemption.”

One night he was reading about how Jews were hunted down in France during the war. There
was this one place, however, a little French Protestant village called Le Chambon, where not only
did the villagers refuse to cooperate with the Nazis but they hid Jews and smuggled them into
Switzerland, even risking their own lives and the lives of their families. As he read about this, Hallie
became aware, he says, of “a strange sensation on my cheeks” and he lifted his hand to his face and
realized that he was weeping. For a moment he wondered if he was losing his sanity but finally
decided he would have to go to Le Chambon to interview anyone who remembered what had
happened during the war.

What happened was that the villagers, through study of the scriptures and their worship
together, had decided that their village was ever to be a place of fellowship and hospitality. The way
they accomplished that was simplicity itself. Years after the war a woman of the village of Le
Chambon explained to Hallie how it had been done.

“A German woman knocked at my door. It was evening, she said she was a German Jew,
coming from northern France, that she was in danger, and that she had heard that in Le Chambon
somebody could help her. Could she come into my house? I said, ‘Naturally, come in, and come
in.

It happened that simply. “Naturally,” she said — at the potential cost of her life, her family’s
lives, perhaps even the whole village’s life. “Naturally, come in, and come in.”

The journey to Le Chambon changed Philip Hallie. At the conclusion of his study he wrote:
“I know what I want to have the power to be. I know that I want to have a door in the depths of my
being, a door that is not locked against the face of all other human beings. I know that I want to be

>

able to say, from those depths, ‘Naturally, come in, and come in.”

Concluson

What Hallie wanted, of course, was a heart made for fellowship and hospitality and that is the
heart of a true disciple of Jesus Christ. It is what James meant when he talked about caring for one
another in prayer and in other ways. It’s what Jesus meant when he said to be salty and at peace
with one another. “Naturally, come in, and come in.” It is the radical openness to others that comes

4 Philip Hallie, Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed: The Story of the Village of Le Chambon and How Goodness Happened There
(New York: Harper & Row, 1979) 2, 120, 287.
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from the Spirit of Christ.

A prayer was carved into the stone above the doorway of a church in London.

O God, make the door of this house wide enough
to receive all who need human love and fellowship;
narrow enough to shut out all envy, pride, and strife.

Make its threshold smooth enough to be no stumbling-block
to children, nor to straying feet, but rugged and strong enough
to turn back the tempter’s power.

O God, make the door of this house the gate
to thine eternal kingdom.

That is Christ’s prayer for you and me and for this church: that in what we do and where we go and
what we think and say, we may be a place of hospitality and peace. May we stick together, not to
hide ourselves from the world but to welcome all here. May our experience of Christ here help us
proclaim clearly in word and deed, “Naturally, come in, and come in.”



