In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.

This past Tuesday the stewardship council hosted an incredibly involved conversation on the New Testament understanding of stewardship.  Participants brought to the table passages from the scripture that intrigued them; there were views shared about the different aspects of the New Testament society; different roles and positions were discussed; and there existed an earnest desire to discern how God is speaking to us today. I must say that I am truly encouraged by this testament of faith at Calvary Church for it tells me that we at Calvary Church by the sea are not willing to take our traditional theological narrative for granted.  We want to know more and better.
I also feel I surprised some by making bold statements, such as, “3/4th of the New Testament is about money.” And if that was not enough, solely under the influence of Holy Spirit, I went as far as saying that “money is not an economic issue it is a theological one”.  
Well, God in God’s own humor must have known that when I sit down this Saturday to write this sermon, I will be confronted with the honesty and the directness of the letter of James. It is this very straight forward theology of money that convinced the Reformer Martin Luther that James was an Epistle that had no place in the New Testament canon.  Well, Martin Luther’s concern was that it contradicted Paul’s theology of salvation through faith alone.  
My concern today is that how do I begin to do justice to this letter when such great leaders such as Martin Luther have been so public in their dislike of this truly radical piece of New Testament writing.  

So if it is at all possible, let us take a fresh look at this letter and what it purports to do.  Is James arguing that Faith is not important? Is he even suggesting that salvation does not come through Faith but through works?  Based on verse 6 of the first chapter where he clearly emphasizes the importance of having deep faith as prerequisite to receiving what is asked, I am convinced that James has no doubt that salvation is in the final analysis not possible without faith. In fact, no spiritual, moral, or religious life is possible without faith. 
What I find interesting is that his words require a deeper engagement than perhaps Luther afforded him.  Perhaps Luther saw James strengthening the Roman Catholic practice of Luther’s time which sought to sell indulgences. The practice at the time was that people would give to the church in charity so that their souls may have a passage to heaven. In such a context Luther’s dislike of James is understandable.  

However, is James really saying that by giving to the church in charity one can ensure a place in heaven; OR is he speaking from a totally different context and addressing a totally different issue?  I believe that James’ concern is an audience that uses the language of faith in defense of its lack of commitment to justice.  Verses 14-17 which suggest that faith without works is dead seem to make that point quite clear.  

In a way James’ audience is doing exactly what Jesus’ audience was doing last week. They were also using the language of faith to continue a tradition that they wanted to hold as sacred; not because it was from God but because it allowed them to pat themselves on the back for the actions that they had themselves reasoned as sacred.  
Isn’t that interesting, in one case it is the existence of action, and in the other, it is the lack of action that amounts to a language and a conception of self righteousness that both Jesus and James find absolutely unacceptable.  
While we could debate today those actions that we have reasoned as sacred and those inactions that demonstrate our lack of willingness to justice, I feel perhaps a more pertinent and engaging question for us today is, in what ways are we translating our own self righteousness in our language of faith today? What is the nature of our faith language today? How are we patting our own backs today? 

I cannot answer these questions today for all or even any one of us much less for myself.  What I can do however is highlight the fact that during the depression years of the 30s and the war years of the 40s the church in America – most, if not all denominations – committed close to 50 percent of their parish budget to mission and outreach abroad.  Today when we are blessed a lot more in material, a church spending 10-15% of its budget in mission and outreach is considered a mission minded church!  But that’s just the number side of the story; it is important to share the saddest aspect of our self absorption. 

Today when my parents travel around the United States of America, they continue to find and visit Americans who served as long term missionaries in India and Pakistan during their prime years. The sad part is that my generation today will never have the luxury of experiencing this vastness of the body of Christ. Even more sad is the insistence on ALL sides of the Anglican Communion to severe a bond that has the potential of leading us ALL out of our self absorptions.
So how does one address a mindset similar to that of Jesus and James’ audience that seeks to continuously be more and more exclusive? One way could certainly be the approach that James takes, which is, that, we be absolutely direct and honest with our development of a faith language that keeps us self absorbed. 
The other is the approach that Jesus took when he confronted self righteousness and an exclusive faith language. Jesus, according to Mark, from such a location of exclusive claims, set out and went to a territory that was exclusively non-Jewish, that is, the land of Tyre.  In other words, to confront this exclusive self righteous religious language of his own people he left his own comfort zone and went to a territory where according to the geo-political situation of the day, he, as a Jew expected to find extreme opposition to his religious identity.  

However, to prove how wrong these exclusive claims were, a gentile woman not only accepts Jesus the Jew by bowing down at his feet but also seeks healing from him. She remains adamant even when Jesus rubs it in that she is not one of those self absorbed self righteous Jews who consider it their birth rite to be called the children of God!
The message for those who challenged Jesus last week is forcefully clear this week, salvation awaits those who are able to think beyond their own faith language especially the one that seeks to affirm their own self absorbed spirituality.           

Yes friends it is a tough message. And there should be no shame in accepting that the language needed to lead us away from such complacency also needs to be tough, just like that of James and like that of Jesus.

May God the maker of ALL, grant us the wisdom, the language and the action that calls into question the injustices of our faith language today. Amen.   
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