
 

 

Living Well — Loving Well  
Instruction in Christian Practice 

 
Yesterday’s lectionary readings started us on a five-week review of the letter of James. Each Sunday 
in September will feature a portion of it. In his children’s message, yesterday, Pastor Eric made a joke 
about James being a favorite of Lutheran Christians — NOT. Usually, us Lutheran-types groan when 
we get to this section of the lectionary. We don’t really know what to do with it, what to make of it, how 
to appreciate it. Martin Luther is reported to have called the letter of James an “epistle of straw” 
because it mentions Jesus Christ only twice, and neither time references his death and resurrection 
which, for Luther, was the heart of Scripture and central to Christian interpretation of it. Oh yes, 
there’s also that pesky verse that says faith without works is dead, and Lutherans are so afraid of 
treading into works righteousness that we want to dismiss the whole letter!  
 
I think this is a good time for us to look at it with different eyes. Seminarian Liza Hawkins pointed out 
in her sermon yesterday that many of us are walking around with hearts hardened by so many crises 
swirling in our lives, politics, culture, and climate. Pastor Eric and I certainly fit that assessment; we’re 
short on patience and grace these days, jumping instead to irritability and judgment. That makes 
misery for everyone around.  
 
James’ letter offers us guidance in shaping our lives differently. The whole thing is woven with themes 
of joy, wisdom, creation, word, first fruits, faith, blessing, growth, endurance. It “gives powerful 
encouragement for responsible Christian action amid the complex realities of daily life”1 while also 
reminding us that the power for such living comes to us through the faith of our Lord, Jesus Christ.  
The letter begins and ends with the theme of the power of prayer (1:5-6 and 5:13-20) and trusting in 
God’s generous and ungrudging heart.  
 
Here’s a quick preview of the instruction we’ll hear in the next four weeks: 

- Loving neighbor as self by showing no partiality between persons 

- Using great care in how we speak — speech to bless and not harm 

- Avoiding envy and selfish ambition by gentleness born of wisdom — preventing disputes and 
conflicts 

- Praying for one another constantly for healing, forgiveness, and life lived well in community 
All of these instructions, when put into practice, make for a kind-hearted community, for people living 
well and loving well.  
 
It’s true that some of the language in the text sounds harsh at times. I think the harshness reflects the 
writer’s great love for the communities to whom the letter is addressed. The writer seems to care 
deeply that these beloved people enjoy a life together that is filled with grace and joy. Christians are 
urged to be “doers of the word and not merely hearers” (1:23), because by doing so the Christian 
community is built up in love of God and love of neighbor. It is my belief that this letter was retained 
and included in the Bible for Christian communities everywhere and at all times, to be reminded of its 
instruction and encouragement. We all need these reminders.  
 
Yesterday’s children’s message was framed with an image of an infinity loop. Pastor Eric talked about 
our going out in love to do acts of love, then returning to the source of love each Sunday to be 
renewed in love by the Word. Years ago a parishioner challenged him, saying, “Pastor, you always 

 
1 Lutheran Study Bible, Augsburg Fortress © 2009, p. 1992.  



 

 

tell us to love one another, but you never tell us how.” Let’s commit to each other to return to our 
source of love each Sunday in September and let James offer us instruction in how to be doers of 
what we hear, along with the reminder that the power of such love comes for our hearing and 
receiving the “implanted word” (1:21).  
 
See you on Sunday! 
Pastor Pauline 
 
 
 
 


