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Let us pray, 

God of Wisdom and Grace, you speak through your Word read and proclaimed. Prepare 
us now to listen well. Open our ears to your truth. Humble us in your presence, God, so 
nothing will stand in the way of what you will say to us today. Amen. 

Our scripture reading for this morning comes from the book of James, chapter 1, verses 
17 through 27. Listen now for the word of the lord. 

17 Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down 
from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change.  
18 In fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so that we 
would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures.  19 You must understand this, my 
beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20 for your anger 
does not produce God’s righteousness. 21 Therefore rid yourselves of all sordidness and 
rank growth of wickedness, and welcome with meekness the implanted word that has the 
power to save your souls.  22 But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who 
deceive themselves. 23 For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like 
those who look at themselves in a mirror; 24 for they look at themselves and, on going 
away, immediately forget what they were like. 25 But those who look into the perfect 
law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—
they will be blessed in their doing.  26 If any think they are religious, and do not bridle 
their tongues but deceive their hearts, their religion is worthless.  27 Religion that is pure 
and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their 
distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world. 

The word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 

There’s this classic movie technique, or really a group of scenes that you see in many 
movies, especially action movies - called a montage.  

A montage is where, in a movie, a bunch of short clips of scenes are edited together to 
show a longer span of time has past. They often are used to show change over a length of 
time. 

The classic example of a movie montage is in the movie Rocky. The montage shows 
Rocky training and over time we see he gets in better and better shape.  

We see short clips of Rocky running in the streets of Philly, then boxing, then doing 
alternating one arm pushups, and you see him getting stronger and stronger, until that last 
famous clip, where he runs up the steps of the Philadelphia museum of art and raises his 
hands in celebration that, yay, he’s in shape now.  

The whole montage only lasts about 3 minutes, but you feel as though weeks and weeks 
have past. 



Movie montages, especially the Rocky montage, in a very unique way, illustrates the 
difference between knowledge and wisdom.  

You see knowledge is what we know in our mind. Knowledge is given to us through 
books, classes, people, even movies.  

The rocky montage gives us knowledge - it shows you what to do to get into boxing 
shape - running and training consistently over a period of time. 

But wisdom is living and acting on that which we know in our minds, on knowledge.  
Wisdom is earned through experience.  

You see wisdom would be if I followed in Rocky’s footsteps - if I ran and trained 
consistently over a period time and became in Rocky shape.  

I have that wisdom of what it requires to get into shape because I have lived it. 
Experienced it.  

I share this today because at the heart of James’ letter, and specifically our scripture for 
today, is the difference between knowledge and wisdom. And its importance for 
communities of faith. 

Now, we call the book of James a letter, but really the only defining characteristic of a 
letter that we see in the book of James is its opening salutation and greeting. 

James 1:1 reads: James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve 
tribes in the Dispersion: 

Greetings.The rest of the book of James is much closer to the genre of wisdom literature, 
deeply influenced by both Greek philosophy and Jewish law.  

It’s filled with these one liners about morality and faith - some we see in our scripture 
today: v. 19 let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger; and v. 22 But be 
doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves.  

You probably easily recognize both verses.  

As Casey Thornburgh Sigmon writes, “James reads like a collection of sayings and 
teachings for a developing a community of Christ-followers hoping to distinguish 
themselves from the world by how they live together.” 

But at the heart of all these moral words of advice, is a distinction between knowledge 
and wisdom, because there’s all too often a gap between knowledge and wisdom in our 
faith.  

This time knowledge being knowing in our mind ideas about God versus wisdom being 
living and acting from the soul what we know of and about God in our minds.  

It was a gap felt in James’ time as well. And so he writes how we can close that gap.  



How we can live wisely. How we can live wisely together. 

Martin Luther famously pushed aside the book of James: deeming it an epistle of straw 
for its emphasis on works rather than reliance upon faith in God for salvation.  

But while I do believe Luther is right, that we are saved by God’s grace alone - solo 
gratia - James’s letter was canonized, it’s in the bible, for a reason. We are saved by 
God’s grace from death but also for life: and in this life we’re called to live wisely in our 
faith.  

And James wants to show us how.  He shows us that living wisely requires choices: it’s 
choice to listen, to be slow to anger, it’s a choice to be doers of the word and not just 
hearers. And these choices help us to know God with wisdom, through a life lived 
following Christ.  

Because, as James attests at the heart of it all: living in faith is a choice.  

Just as a love between two people that is sustained over decades and decades requires 
choosing that person every day, so does a faith sustained over a lifetime.  

Love may start out a feeling, but it is sustained by choices.  

Faith may start a feeling, but is sustained by choices. By wisdom. 

But take heart: wisdom is not hidden! 

If we truly desire to be wise we have the “Father of lights, with whom there is no 
variation or shadow due to change, to help us find the way. 

God’s unchanging, immovable light guides us. We are drawn to God’s light as a moth to a 
flame. We are drawn to God’s light as on a clear starry night - when the night sky bursts 
with stars brighter than you could have ever imagine and you spend so many hours just 
starring up at their glory that your neck hurts.  

We don’t get to see night skies like that often though. Clouds cover them, city neon lights 
pollute the sky and the stars fade from view. Yet they are still there.  

God’s light is unchanging immovable. Perhaps it’s when we live in that gap between 
knowledge and wisdom that we pollute God’s light.  

When our words don’t match our actions, when we don’t practice what we preach.  But 
even so - God’s light is still there. We need only travel deep into the unknown, a place so 
remote and rural and pure it’s not touched by the pollution of our hypocrisies - that we 
see the stars have shined bright all along. It’s there we find wisdom. And our choices, our 
actions - how we LIVE out God’s word, not merely speak, that draws us to that pure, 
unchanging light. The Father of Lights. 



To live wisely, James tells us, leads us to religion that is pure and defiled before God. The 
clear starry night where the stars of God’s light shine without pollution of our words 
without action.  

What is that religion? But only to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to 
keep oneself unstained by the world. 

In James’s time widows and orphans would have been societies most vulnerable, most 
marginalized. Christ calls us to live wisely and to care for them.  

In Santa Cruz today, among our most vulnerable are the unhoused, the unemployed. 
Christ calls us to care for them.  

In our country: immigrants from our southern border, those who experience racial 
violence and discrimination, those marginalized by their gender identity, their sexual 
identity, and so many others we push to the margins. Christ calls us to care for them.  

To choose to care for them. We have to knowledge of how, we need only the wisdom to 
act. 

In many ways, I find myself wishing faith was a short, easy montage: short clips edited 
together of all the good things I did, all the people I cared for, all in the name of Christ.  

But what is knowledge without wisdom: What is a montage compared to the wisdom of 
living the choices that lead us to that pure religion.  

So be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger. Rid yourselves or all sordidness and 
wickedness, welcome with meekness God’s word, be doers of the word, not just hearers.  

Do these all so that we can do what God wants us to do rather than walk in the ways of 
the world unthinkingly.  

For to be a follower of Christ we must have wisdom to lead us to see that starry night - 
the Father of lights - a pure religion unpolluted. 

May we be wise enough to get there. 

Thanks be to God. Amen.


