B. 22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time #2                                                                 Jas 1: 17-18, 21-22, 27

Background

The author  recognizes both the grace of God and the responsibility of the individual to cooperate with that grace. For him, religion is as religion does. A person can both hear and mouth the “Word” all he or she wants, but it does not a Christian make. It is what a person does with the Word’s power that determines true faith from pseudo-religion.

Text 

v. 17all good giving and every perfect gift is from above: Only good things come from God. He is not the source of sin, evil, or even temptation. The evil humans do comes from both the evil within them and the evil around or outside of them.

From the Father of lights: This takes us back to creation when God created the stars, especially the really big ones, the sun and moon. It makes us think of God as light and the comparison of good with light and evil with darkness.

No alteration or shadow caused by change: “Shadow” can refer to eclipses as well as clouds darkening the earth by intervening with the lights. This is an allusion to sin as darkness. God never changes. Nothing he does interferes with his light. That is the doing of Evil and people who cooperate with Evil. If God gives only good and never changes, he is not the one responsible for evil. ( In some, even Jewish, circles God was thought to send both good and evil.) The sun and moon may change, or appear to, but not God who created them and us. Humans may waver or change. They should not blame God for it .

v. 18 he willed to give us birth: We did not come into existence by chance, but by choice, God’s. “Us” could mean humanity in general, but probably means the same thing as John 1:13, referring to the new creation, the redemptive order, “children of God.”

By the word of truth: Genesis tells us God created by his “word.” In the OT God’s Word (the Torah) is frequently called “true.” In the NT, however, the “word of truth” means the gospel (2Cor 6:7; Eph 1:18; Col 1:5; 2Tim 2:15; 1Pt 1:25; even though all these were probably written after James). The whole phrase “he willed to give us birth by the word of truth” makes “gospel” the primary referent.

A kind of first fruits of his creatures: We have already been told that God created us (whether humanity or Christianity, or both) on purpose. Now he tells us the purpose. The OT background is that of the “first  fruits” – of people, animals and plants – which belonged to God and were either redeemed or offered to him. This picture, both as the first ripe fruit which promises the coming full harvest and as the special possession of God  (often also thought of as the best of the harvest as well) is frequently cited in the NT to express and explain God’s purpose in establishing the Church.

vv. 19-21a:Although not in the liturgical text, these verses move easily from God’s word to human words. Rather than arguing and debating, Christians should listen. While anger is a legitimate emotional reaction to injustice, speaking intemperately in anger does not produce justice. “Righteous indignation” does not bring about God’s justice.Christians need to be careful, lest in their  reaction to injustice they become guilty of injustice themselves.

v. 21b humbly welcome the word that has been planted in you: Since this word is already “implanted” the author cannot mean the initial act of faith whereby one converts.  It means to nurture, by obeying, the word (the gospel) already within the Christian from the time of conversion or Baptism.

And is able to save your soul: The author knows that it is the word, belief in the word, “receiving it in meekness,” which brings salvation, not any “works” of the Christian unaided by this word. The word translated here as “soul” (Gk psyche) really means self and is not meant to be a contrast with “body.”

v. 22 be doers…not hearers only: This verse summarizes the whole epistle. It is not enough to know what the gospel contains or to simply hear the words proclaimed. One must put the teaching into practice. This clarifies what the author said in v. 21b about “humbly welcome the word.” It is strikingly similar to Rom 2:13.

Deluding yourselves: To hear and not practice is to deceive oneself as to one’s salvation.

vv. 23 –25: (Omitted in the liturgical text) The “word” is compared to a mirror ( of polished copper or bronze, less often silver)  which presents the ideal image of a Christian and at the same time reveals the hearer’s flaws. If one walks away and forgets what he or she saw – flaws and all – i.e., fails to remedy the situation – one is merely a hearer, and not a doer of the word. However, one who acts on this revelation will be blessed.

v. 26 If anyone thinks he is religious: The author does not spell out the particular practices he has in mind whereby a person would consider him or herself “pious.” Undoubtedly, they would include the traditional Jewish ones of prayer, fasting and almsgiving. Possibly, he also means the keeping of the ritual laws of Judaism.

And does not bridle his tongue: The author is giving but one example of what he means by a “hearer” vs. a “doer” of the word. Why he singles out this particular vice is not clear, though it is a very common one, perhaps a major fault among those to whom he was writing. (Ps 15 gives “sins of the tongue” a similar priority.)

But deceives his heart: “Heart” means the inner self. This repeats the same idea in v. 22.

His religion is vain: Religion which does not have ethical results, particularly in this case, control of the tongue, is totally useless before God. Such “faith” is dead, in no way salvific. The Prophets and Jesus make the same point.

v. 27 Religion…is this: True religion is described as “pure and undefiled before God." The author clearly is using these terms in their ethical sense, not their cultic sense. He goes on to focus on two elements of true piety that illustrate the “doing” of the word:

1.to care for orphans and widows: This was commanded in the OT as well. True piety helps the helpless.

2.to keep oneself unstained by the world: The “world” is used here in the moral sense of that which is opposition to God. True piety keeps free from the evil influences in the surrounding culture.

Reflection

God’s grace is certainly invisible as such. Whether that grace is effective or not, however, becomes quite visible. It is not possible to receive grace (or “the word” as James puts it) and the effect not be seen. Jesus says as much in his discourse with Nicodemus in John’s Gospel. You might not know where the wind comes from or where it is going, but you sure do know that it’s blowing!

Apparently, from the beginning of Christianity people have been claiming to be Christians with out producing any evidence for it. James is saying that talking the talk is not the same as walking the walk. He is not satisfied with merely claiming to be made righteous, but wants it to be shown by righteous behavior.

Religion is not merely a matter of cultic practices, pious ritual, and proper statements about God, Christ and his Church. It is all that, but much more. Absent that “much more,” a life full of good deeds, there is no true religion. Much of what passes for religion, then and now, is pseudo-religion, hypocrisy, sham. Even though Jesus, in the long tradition of the OT prophets, made that clear time and again, the old forms of pseudo-religion - idolatry, really -– have persisted and have infected Christianity to this day.

All the more reason for us to continue to be on the lookout for signs in our own lives of drifting away from the essential gospel and substituting it for an obsessive concern for orthodoxy or compulsive practices of external piety. Being rigid in thought or ritualistic in practice are not signs of “humbly welcoming the word that has been planted” in us by Christ.

James’ point is both surprising and disturbing, at least to some. Surprising, because James himself was known for his pious (Jewish) practices and his orthodoxy, and strict adherence to any ritual laws (of Judaism) that did not contradict Christianity. Disturbing, because James was right in line with the teaching of Jesus about the degrees of importance of all laws. Some laws are just higher, more important, than others. Charity, works of compassion and mercy outrank petty pieties and even strict orthodoxy. If we find ourselves disturbed by James’ points made here then we are good candidates for being guilty of mistaking the peripheral for the central.

 The only one who can test a person’s sincerity of faith is the Lord himself, but he has given us some guidelines to apply to ourselves. It is possible, surprising at it may seem at first, for a person to say few or no rosaries, to pray few or no novenas, to never make the Stations of the Cross or go to Benediction and still be a truly “pious” person. For Christ “piety” is not measured by the quantity of words we ceremoniously throw at Gods throne (or at Mary), but by the quality of our charity towards others. It is possible to flunk a test in orthodox doctrine and yet still be a sterling Christian. It is possible to be lax in liturgical correctness and still be an authentic worshipper of the Lord.

Now James is not condemning pious practices, orthodoxy, or liturgical propriety, far from it. He is cautioning us against substituting them for the only true criterion for authentic faith, charity. Paul makes the same point in 1Cor13. Religion is as religion does. In Christ’s terms, a “religious” or “very religious person” is defined by his/her charity; other things, no matter how good they might be, cannot substitute for that.

Key Notions

1. Religion is as religion does.

2. We are saved by grace, but proof of that is found in cooperating with grace by doing good works.

Food For Thought

1. James vs. Paul: The law for James is primarily ethical commandment. He shows no interest in the ceremonial practices commanded by the old law. He is very much in tune with Matthew's understanding of Jesus bringing a new interpretation to the old law, as well as correcting misunderstandings of that law. There are many parallels between James and the Synoptic Gospels, especially Matthew's Sermon on the Mount. This is not to say that James had copies of these works before him. Rather he shared the oral tradition of Jesus’ teaching circulating among the early Christians. As 'brother of the Lord' he very probably had a lot of first hand information that even the evangelists did not. His work is thoroughly Christian, despite what Luther and many after him might claim. 

James assumed the validity of the old law as Jesus re-interpreted it. However, he is not a legalist.

He never claims that the essence of Christianity is anything other than the free acceptance of the grace of God offered in Christ. However, he has seen too many people professing to be Christians, but lacking the behavior that would show it. Without the life or lifestyle to back it up, the claim is empty. Grace that has no outward result is no grace at all. 

The complaint of some that James believes one is saved by good works has no basis in what James actually has written. James is not in opposition to Paul. In James, works are moral deeds, especially acts of charity, the type of things Paul would recommend people to do, since they flow naturally from true faith. When Paul condemns work of the law as salvific, he is referring to ceremonial rites, not moral prescriptions. Paul and James use the term - works- in (legitimately) different senses. Paul does not say one should do no good works. His point is that we do good works not in order to be saved, but because we have already been saved. We do charity out of gratitude for what God has done for us in Christ. James would not disagree. 

As with “works” the two also use the term “justice or “righteousness” (Gk diaiosyne) in different senses. (Actually, Paul uses the one term in both senses .) Paul has a forensic meaning: “declare to be just or righteous” or “declare not guilty.” James' usage is closer to the LXX sense, “to show to be righteous.” The person who is righteous shows the fact by his/her works of righteousness. 

The two also use the term “faith” in different ways. Although James is aware that “faith” is trust in God and uses it as Paul does, he also uses the term in a way similar to the Pastoral Epistles' usage as intellectual assent to doctrines. Yet, James is at pains to say that intellectual assent is not enough. 

We should not fault James for using terms in legitimate ways just because he doesn't use them the same way Paul does. James was at the Council of Jerusalem. He helped swing the vote in Paul's favor. It seems Luther had a bigger problem with James than either James or Paul had with each other. 

In summary, then, James believes that through a gracious act of God one becomes a Christian. This involves a faith commitment, expressed through appropriate moral action as taught by Christ. 
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