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Sermon for Easter 5
James 1:22-27    Ps. 66:15-19   John 16:23-33

 Did you know Jesus had a younger brother? Do you know much about Jesus’ younger brother James?
 James became a key leader in the early church in Jerusalem. He was a man who listened, he made major decisions, and he was a man of action.
 James suffered for being a Christian, and he stood alongside others who paid the price. He knew the Scriptures.
 Finally, James was rock solid honest. These are all qualities of a good church leader.
 When James wrote a letter to the churches scattered around the Roman Empire, it sounded a lot like the man he was. 

 If the main message of the Letter of James was put on a bumper sticker, it would say, “Act on what you hear!”
 Today’s lesson has this well known verse from James: “Be doers of the Word, and not merely hearers.”
 Hearing, and then doing what we hear, can be two different things. James wants these to match up.
 Have you ever heard of “selective listening”? Selective listening is when we only listen to part of what someone says. Children do this with their parents all the time. Husbands hear only part of what their wives say, and wives hear only part of what their husbands say.

 When God speaks to us, are we listening? Or is it selective listening?
 God didn’t call his Ten Commandments the Ten Suggestions, or the Ten Good Ideas. We are to hear all of them, and then do all of them.
 So, hearing comes first, then doing what God says.

 Let’s listen again to today’s epistle reading from the letter of James, this time from “The Message.”
 “Don’t fool your self into thinking that you are a listener when you are anything but, letting the Word go in one ear and out the other. ACT on what you hear! Those who hear and don’t act are like those who glance in the mirror, walk away, and two minutes later have no idea who they are, or what they look like.”
 “But whoever catches a glimpse of the revealed counsel of God- the free life! –even out of the corner of his eye, and sticks with it, is no distracted scatter-brain but a man or woman of action. That person will find delight and affirmation in the action.
 Anyone who sets himself up as ‘religious’ by talking a good game is self-deceived. This kind of religion is hot air and only hot air. Real religion, the kind that passes muster before God the Father, is this: Reach out to the homeless and loveless in their plight, and guard against corruption from the godless world.”

 The church gathers to hear God’s word, and then the church scatters to do God’s word among the homeless and the lonely and the hungry.

 James says, “Suppose you see a brother or sister who has no food or clothing. And you say ‘Good-bye and have a good day. Stay warm and eat well’- but then you don’t give that person any food or clothing. What good does that do? So you see, faith by itself isn’t enough. Unless it produces good deeds, it is dead and useless.” 
 Hear God’s word, and do God’s word.
 Can we be like that? Can we get better at hearing, and then doing God’s word?
 We all learn by doing. Here’s a simple example:
 Suppose you were teaching your child how to clean fish. You explain how, and then you show her how. Then she tries it herself. The first few times, it might be a mess. You might need a band-aid or two.

 But once she gets the hang of having a very sharp knife, how to hold the fish, where to start the cut, and how to slice around the bones, pretty soon you’ll have some very nice fish fillets for the fry pan.

 The same goes for living by rules. Once you learn certain rules, it gets easier, just like filleting fish. 

 For instance, it’s not easy to learn all the rules to get a driver’s license. When you drive a car, you follow dozens of rules, every time you are on the road. But after a while, you just drive around without having to think about them. It’s just normal to do it that way.
 Why should it be any different with God’s rules? After a while, obeying the Ten Commandments is no more difficult than driving around town and stopping at stop signs. 

 This can even be true for prayer. Can we actually get better at praying as we go along? Why not? Once we understand that prayer is simply talking to God, it becomes a daily habit of the soul. It gets easier. And it gets better.
 Jesus often teaches about prayer. In today’s gospel, Jesus teaches at the Last Supper that when we are used to doing God’s will, prayer for the right things becomes easy.

 Here’s how Jesus puts it: 

 “If you ask anything of the Father in my name, it will be given to you.”

 “In my name,” is short for, “in tune with who God really is.”
 Prayers are answered when we pray in line with Jesus’ character, his mercy, his power to heal, and his love. Then what we ask will be given. 

 But, if our prayer is selfish or doesn’t put God at the center, then it’s not a very good prayer, is it? It’s not “in His name.” God hears and answers prayer “in His name.”
 Hearing God’s word and doing God’s will surely lead to growing in God. James says this about the results of working God’s way: “God’s wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial, and without hypocrisy.” 
 Finally, James says, “If you look carefully into the perfect law that sets you free, and if you do what it says and don’t forget what you have heard, then God will bless you for doing it.”
