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Walking the Line, Or

How to Be Religious without Making Others Lose Their Religion
James 1:17-27

I’m sure that some of you have read the book from several years back that was written by Robert Fulgham—a book called Everything I Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten.  In that collection of essays, Fulgham points out that what he first learned about sharing, playing well with others, and a few other common-sense things in kindergarten, still apply in any and all areas of life.  His book humorously reminds his readers of what they already know.
For many, the Book of James reads the same way.  It’s filled with a bunch of pithy sayings that are little more than pious truisms that almost everybody alive has heard a million times.  There’s nothing real original here, but rather a collection of the wisdom of the ages, albeit Christianized for the occasion.

That’s part of the reason that many folks don’t like the Book of James.  They say it sounds too much like their mother or Sunday School teacher telling them for the zillionth time what they already know.  I can see the look on my daughters’ faces when I remind them of something yet again.  “Don’t forget your best manners, girls.”  They stop what they are doing, look at me with “the look,” and without any words they remind me that I am telling them something they already know.

That’s the way the Book of James seems to many people.  I mean, do we really need the Bible to remind us of these things from our reading today?  “Every good gift is from heaven;” “be swift to listen, slow to speak;” “lay aside wickedness;” “be doers of the word and not hearers only.”  We know all that, don’t we?  You don’t even have to spend time in church to know that stuff.  So why spend any time dealing with what we already know?
That would be a good question—perhaps even a great one—if knowing something was all that Christianity is about.  But, as James reminds us of what we know but may have forgotten or dismissed, Christianity isn’t interested in information as much as it is in transformation—of individuals and churches and denominations and even the world.  Those of you who have taken part in Disciple Bible Study know that—for in Disciple you study the Word not just to get information, but to be transformed into a disciple of the Lord Jesus Christ.

What James is concerned with, really, isn’t that we know the information.  He wants us recognize that there are people outside the church (or perhaps newcomers to the church) who want to know what difference the stuff we believe makes for our lives.  In other words, James wants us to consider what the stuff of Christianity will look like on the streets, in our offices—in all of our relationships—if it were put into practice by those of us who hear and believe.  This is a letter that encourages you and me to live as Christians in the world so that others will see what difference the gospel makes.
Unfortunately, some of us in the church have done a terrible job of bearing witness to this difference.  And, though there is a lot of room in between, there are usually two extremes of how we corrupt the gospel by the living of our lives.
Some in the church want to leave no doubt to the broader world that they are religious in every sense of the word.  My friend John Peterson, a pastor in Staunton, describes them well when he writes of these “very-religious” folks, people who are perhaps more religious than God:  “They read only religious books, listen only to religious music, have only religious friends and take only religious classes.  In conversation they will talk only God-talk.  They won’t wrestle with hard questions of faith and life, because they have all the answers….They know religion’s rules and have their Bibles at the ready as a divine rule book to answer any question that may arise on any subject.  If you don’t agree with them, they simply shake their heads, smile and say, ‘I’ll pray for you.’  Their confidence in salvation is wrapped up as much in being very religious as it is in the redeeming work of Christ in whom they express belief.  Religion is a substitute for faith and a dodge for faithfulness.  They need only talk the God-talk and act very religious and they’ll be okay.”

Have you ever met somebody like that?  When I was a student at Bethel College, we had a group on campus known as the God Squad.  They didn’t call themselves that, but everyone else on campus did.  In their overzealous and misguided attempts at converting the campus and showing their superior version of Christianity to the rest of us, they did more to set back the faith on campus than to promote it.  If that was what it meant to be Christian, most folks wanted nothing to do with it.  One of the religion professors there—Dr. Waddle—once remarked about the God Squad to me with more sadness than humor, saying that they were too religious for their own good—or anybody else’s.”
But the other extreme is just as bad.  There are plenty of us in the church who have a strong grasp of what Christians believe about the way of life Jesus invites us to live, but who have failed to translate that into any noticeable difference in our lives.

As an English major in college, I had to take several classes in English literature, and I particularly enjoyed studying the writings of Jonathan Swift, the great satirical writer who always had bitingly sarcastic words for his government, as well as for the church of his day.  In response to political posturing in England at the time, he wrote a classic essay called “Against Abolishing Christianity in England,” in which he pointed out that there was no need to consider getting rid of the church because it only practiced a nominal Christianity, having traded its birthright for a bowl of pottage.

In the essay he mused that if the church were to be closed, there would be no preachers, and, if there were no preachers, who would the wits of the day make fun of?  He went on to say that what preachers do is to spend one day out of the week talking against what everybody is doing the other six days of the week.  In other words, the preacher was preaching words that people heard in worship, only to ignore them when they walked out the door.

That seems to be the particular danger to us in the Presbyterian Church in our country today.  We tend to feel at home in the American culture, and we find it easier to get along if we go along.  So, even though we may know everything Jesus ever said about forgiveness, we are as likely to hold onto a grudge as anybody else.
Or, we may know that Christianity calls us to put the kingdom of God above all earthly kingdoms, and yet our lives will display a blatant nationalism at the expense of those outside our borders.
Two extremes—those who are so religious that they shut everyone not like them out, and those who blend in so well that there is little evidence of a life commitment to the way of Jesus Christ.  Most of us fall somewhere within these extremes, and James has a word for us there.

James, you see, boiled Christianity down to a very practical core:  If you want to be truly religious, then care for the widows and the poor and the orphans in their distress.  That’s James concern—what our religion looks like in the midst of a broken and fearful world.  As important as it is that we be here—and that we know the things that make for the Christian way—it is imperative that we perform this word in the real places of our lives where the broken are longing to be made whole.

James didn’t give us an easy prescription, did he?  If he’d asked us to recite our memory verses or to tell how many disciples Jesus had or to show our Sunday School perfect attendance pins, then we might pass the test.  But this is a much more difficult test than that, for Christianity can’t be memorized.  It’s not a bunch of right answers that have been passed down from generation to generation.  No, Christianity is a way of life that stems from the answer we give to Christ’s call to follow him.  It’s a way of life that calls us to love the unlovable, to serve the lowest of the low, and to offer grace to all people.

In worship, we gather around the Word to be transformed into a people who get swept up into the way of the One who goes before us.  The hope, you see, is not that we will simply hear it, but that we will be spurred to live in this world that God loves.  That’s why, when we get to the end of the service today, we will go as those people that God is sending to be doers of this Word that we have heard.
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� I am thankful for John Peterson’s helpful paper prepared on this text for the 2006 annual meeting of Lectio Jublilate which met in Atlanta, GA.





