The Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Text:  James 3:13—4:3,7-8a
September 20, 2009
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your word is truth.  

I am beginning here with an anecdote from the contemporary secular music scene…something I am totally ignorant about.  Have any of you ever heard of Paddy McAloon?  Back in the late 1980’s, I understand, he was the leader of the British cult pop band called Prefab Sprout.  Some music critics likened him to such greats as Cole Porter and Paul McCartney.
But for the past 17 years Paddy McAloon and his band had been pretty much out of circulation.  Back in 1992 they had submitted an album to Sony, their recording label….an album that was rejected by Sony because they didn’t think the world was ready for a concept album with references to God.  McAloon said of that rejection:  “I’d put everything I had into [that album].  I smiled, but was hurt.”
That album, Let’s Change the World with Music, was finally just released a few weeks ago.  McAloon commented:  

Whatever era we’re born, we think we have the definitive model of the way the universe is and our place in it.  In the 19th century, they thought it was a mechanistic universe.  The 
analogy now is a computer.  And I just think it’s all wrong.  Bob Dylan believes in God, and Richard Dawkins [the atheist] is never going to win an argument against Bob Dylan, cause you need a poet to discuss these things.  So let’s just say I’m with Bob.”

I share that story with you to illustrate one of the themes of our Second Reading this morning – from the section that the lectionary folks left out:  the world is not always friendly to believers.  How does James say it in our Second Reading?  Pretty sternly, I’m afraid:  Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God?  Maybe the lectionary folks were offended by the harshness of James’ words, and that’s why they left this section out.
The church, from its side, has always tried to be open to the world.  What did we say several months ago:  we Christians are in the world, but not of the world.  Although a seminary classmate of mine – Will Willimon, former dean of the chapel at Duke University and now a Methodist bishop in Alabama – Will once commented, “Some of our churches, in leaning over to speak to the modern world, fell in.”
I think that’s one of the things that happened to the church back in the 1960’s, that decade of upheaval.  In 1966, the World Council of Churches selected as its theme this phrase:  The world must set the agenda for the church.  I’m not so sure that James would agree with that.

Nor did everybody else in the church at the time.  At the invitation of two Lutherans – Peter Berger and Richard John Neuhaus – an ecumenical group of theologians came together in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1975, and they issued the Hartford Declaration.  A couple of my own Lutheran teachers were present there and signed it:  George Forell, who was the Director of the School of Religion at the University of Iowa, and earlier had been my advisor there; and George Lindbeck, who was my teacher of theology at Yale Divinity School.  Another name you may be familiar with from that era was William Sloane Coffin, Yale University chaplain.  He signed it as well.

What the Hartford Declaration did was to lift up 13 themes which, they said are superficially attractive, but upon closer examination we find these themes false and debilitating to the Church’s life and work.
And one of the themes that they felt to be “false and debilitating” was that World Council of Churches theme, The world must set the agenda for the Church.  And here’s what they said about that:

[Yes] the Church must denounce oppressors, help liberate the oppressed and seek to heal human misery.  [And] sometimes the Church’s mission coincides with the world’s programs.  But the norms for the Church’s activity derive from its own perception of God’s will for the world.
The Swiss theologian, Karl Barth, would agree with that.  Especially his famous statement about our need to enter into “the strange, new world within the Bible,”…..that we should interpret our world from the biblical viewpoint, from God’s point of view, rather than interpret the Bible from the world’s point of view.
James would likewise agree with that statement.  Our Second Reading from James is all about wisdom.  He contrasts the wisdom of the world with the wisdom of God.  And he uses these spatial images.  Which wisdom should we listen to, James asks?  The wisdom of the world, which comes from below?  Or the wisdom of God, which comes from above?

Well, there’s no question, is there, in which basket James puts all of his eggs?  Here are the words he uses to describe the wisdom of the world, the wisdom from below:  envy, selfish ambition, disorder, wickedness.  And he uses these words to describe the wisdom from above, the wisdom from God:  pure, peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits.
James is really telling us that the Christian faith is a revealed faith.  If there is any wisdom from above, from God, then God has to reveal it to us.  And that is exactly what God did.  God revealed his wisdom to us…..in his Son, in Jesus Christ!  
Look at those words again:  pure, peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits.  Who else could that describe but Jesus Christ!?!

James’ opening question to us this morning is:  Who is wise and understanding among you?  And the primary and ultimate answer to that question is simple:  Jesus Christ!
Now, of course, James doesn’t leave it there.  If you and I are to be wise in the world, then we must have the heart and mind of Jesus inside us.  And again, James uses spatial imagery here.  Not above and below, but this time, from within to without.
James writes:  Show by your good life that your works are done with gentleness born of wisdom.  In other words, James is saying:  wisdom is not something you have….wise is not so much something you are….it is something you do!  Yes, of course, the wisdom from above is pure, peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits.  And that’s what you and I are to do:  to do purity, to make peace, to act gently, to yield, to do acts of mercy, to do good works.

Remember a few weeks back when we heard James say, “Faith without works is dead”?  Can’t you almost imagine James saying to us this morning:  “Wisdom without works is dead wisdom.”

Now some folks believe that James’ letter – which is all about an emphasis upon doing good works – was  written to counteract the Apostle Paul.  Paul – do you remember? – was not a big fan of good works.  Here’s his classic statement from Ephesians:
For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God – not the result of works, so that no one may boast.  [Ephesians 2:8-9]

Although…..that may be too harsh to say that Paul was not a fan of good works.  After all, here is his very next sentence from that Ephesians passage:  For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.

I don’t think James and Paul are all that far apart on that issue.  They are certainly of one mind when it comes to the wisdom of God, and what that wisdom consists of.  Remember what Paul wrote to the Corinthians about that wisdom of God?  God’s wisdom is the cross, Paul wrote!  The world’s wisdom, Paul continues, thinks that that is just foolishness….but the cross is the wisdom of God!
Oh, my goodness, people, we’re back there once again, aren’t we?  Back to the cross.  For how many weeks in a row now have we been driven back to the cross?  But the cross is the very wisdom of God that James is talking about.  Those words again:  pure, peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits.  Those words point to the cross, don’t they?

And that points us now in the direction of our Gospel today, where once again Jesus speaks of his death on the cross.  That’s the wisdom of God, the wisdom from above.

And the wisdom of the world?  The wisdom from below?  We hear that from the mouths of the disciples, in their argument about which of them is greatest in the Kingdom of God!  Déjà vu James!  Remember James’ words describing the wisdom of the world?  Envy…..selfish ambition!  Doesn’t that fit these disciples?

And how does Jesus respond to that?  Jesus does a “show and tell.”  He takes a child and places this child in their midst.  And Jesus says, Whoever welcomes one such child in my name, welcomes me.
Not wealth, not power, not position, not authority.  No, a child is the wisdom of God.  Not something high and exalted; no, something humble and lowly.  A child.  That is the wisdom of God.

We will let Charles Wesley, the great Methodist hymnwriter, have the last word today.  He wrote a hymn entitled, “Gentle Jesus, Meek and Mild.”  

Gentle Jesus, meek and mild,

Look upon a little child;

Pity my simplicity,

Suffer me to come to thee.

Lamb of God, I look to Thee;

Thou shalt my Example be;

Thou art gentle, meek, and mild;

Thou wast once a little child.

Loving Jesus, gentle Lamb, 

In Thy gracious hands I am;

Make me, Savior, what Thou art,

Live Thyself within my heart.
