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Sometimes I come to this moment and I feel I am standing here with an old friend: the familiar passage that has lived in the back of my mind or the center of my heart day in and day out. And at other times, like today, I come to this time with a passage that startles me as if I’d never seen it before; something that feels like a fresh, new gift and challenge. There are parts of the book of James that leave me feeling at odds with the writer and in agreement with Martin Luther who referred to the book as “an epistle of straw.” If Luther had his way, this book would have been removed from the Bible. James 2:26 says, “For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is also dead.”  But Martin Luther wrote, “A person is justified and saved not by works or laws but by the Word of God … and by faith.”
Ron Allan wrote that there is “Half a foot between knowledge and wisdom”: And Casey Sigmon further stated, “that’s the short and oh so very long of the situation in James. There is a gap between knowledge (knowing in my mind ideas about God) and wisdom (living and acting from the soul what I know of and about God in my mind). It was a critical gap in James’ religious community nearly two thousand years ago. And it is a critical gap now in so many of our religious communities” (Casey Thornburgh Sigmon, Working Preacher). 
In his book, Contemplation in a World of Action, Thomas Merton wrote, “The one who attempts to act and do for others or for the world without deepening their own self-understanding, freedom, integrity, and capacity to love, will not have anything to give others. That one will communicate to them nothing but the contagion of their own obsessions, aggressiveness, ego centered apparitions, delusions about ends and means, doctrinaire prejudices and ideas. There's nothing more tragic in the world than the misuse of power and action to which they are driven by their own Faustian misunderstanding and misapprehensions.” 
The thing is, if we dared ask the questions that the Psalmist asked: ”O Lord, who may abide in your tent? Who may dwell on your holy hill?”, and we received the same answer, “Those who walk blamelessly,” I think itt would paralyze us. It is only five verses of scripture but this Psalm is packed with verbs that emphasize that gap between what we know of God and acting from what we know of God. We know the rightness of every single line: speak truth, do no evil, heap no shame, and honor those who love God! That means loving those who love God even if they call God Great Spirit or Allah. And  it would surely ask for some kind of intervention with regard to truth and politics. 
As human beings we seem most often to pray for and wait for God to do what is good for us. As Merton suggests, we operate from what we know to be true and from what resonates with our experience. But today’s professor of scripture suggests we remember the safety instructions from British Rail: “Mind the Gap,” which over there means, be careful of the gap between the train and the platform. Here, today, it means: be careful of the gap between knowledge and wisdom; between judgment and compassion; between our ideas of God and doing God’s will through active discernment and soul searching. 

I’d like to share a poem Naomi Shihab Nye It is titled, “Kindness”: 
Before you know what
kindness really is
you must lose things,
feel the future dissolve in a
moment
like salt in a weakened broth.
What you held in your hand,
what you counted and carefully
saved,
all this must go so you know
how desolate the landscape
can be
between the regions of
kindness.

In desolate regions of these post-pandemic years, with the fast pace of life, loss of trust and safety, and so many changes on tap the will to “do no evil” and “heap no shame” can disappear like vapor. 
With Luther already on my mind, I’ve been thinking further about the Reformation. For Henry VIII, the Reformation was an opportunity to get a divorce and to absorb the wealth and land holdings of the Catholic church in Britain (personal privilege and political gain). Henry’s daughter Mary was Catholic and tried to reverse her father’s actions out of faith, however in doing so, she became known as ‘Bloody Mary.’ She was the target of a letter written by John Knox, titled, “The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women.” Knox was John Calvin’s Scottish protégé. He considered himself to be a Watchman of the faith and wrote in the tradition of the Old Testament prophets. His written attack on Mary Tudor was so effective he had to exile himself to Europe for a time for safety (religious reform as battleground).
On our first pilgrimage to Scotland, we saw chapels in some of the colleges in St. Andrews where the niches on the walls have been purposefully left empty as evidence of the destruction of the Reformers. When visiting the castle in St. Andrews, we heard of the captivity and torture of Protestants. From a high point on one of the outer walls, they pointed out the site of the murder of a priest in retaliation. One of our group turned to me and said, “I thought we were the good guys.” 
It took great courage to critique the Catholic church; we owe Luther and Calvin a debt for their more expansive vision of what the church could be. Each one gifted us with theological wisdom but neither one holds all the answers. I be-labor this because the history shows, as described by Merton, obsession, aggression, ego-centered delusions and prejudice and because it has been said that we are in the midst of another reformation and hopefully we can do better. 
The church, in my lifetime enjoyed great feelings of success that came with the post WW II Baby Boom. We had long cradle rolls, developed a lot of curricula, and expanded our buildings. Worship, hymnary, and Sunday School seemed to project the very embodiment of the church John Calvin envisioned. But from that pinnacle, we ignored the emotional and relational costs of the military, industrial complex growing around us. We allowed ourselves to believe wars fought on foreign soil were necessary but would take no toll on us. And we accepted social, economic, and racial divisions as norms. Far from minding the gap between knowledge and wisdom we find ourselves squeezed into gap between the train filled with generations beyond the Boom and our own religious platform.
Luther became so focused and appalled by James’ belief that “faith without works is dead,” that he lost sight of the other truth, “the body without the spirit is dead.” As one theologian asked, “What is it that keeps us from doing God’s word and desiring what God desires? Answering this question with honesty is how we get at what’s really at stake for ourselves and those around us as we seek to follow Jesus, and not merely to know about him.”
Which brings us to another poetry break.
In his book, Hearticulations, Jeff Brown wrote this:
“It has to end, you know. The self-hatred. The collective shaming. The disdain for the other. The emotional armor. The buried pain. The displaced humans. The misplaced kindness. The repressed trauma. The fake positivity. The meaningless materialism. The forgotten heart. 
It has to begin, you know. The self-love. The collective healing. The love for other. The emotional release. The liberated pain. The welcomed humans. The perpetual kindness. The honored story. The authentic feeling. The meaningful purpose. The open heart. 
It's time.
None of us chose to live in this time of Reformation. It chose us. The seeds for this time were planted long, long ago and as recently as the end of that Baby Boom. We have (quite blindly) been doing church in the way we think Calvin intended (there’s a loaded statement for you to pray over)). But Wisdom is calling out to us and showing us new and more expansive ways to be church than previously imagined. We may have missed some earlier sacred turn signals but it’s okay because there is really no such thing as being left behind! God will use all of it, the small alterations; the shifts we’ve already made; the intentional change when David retired in 2018; and the sudden resignation and abandonment of January 2022. God is still redeeming and God is still creating. So, now we are Frodo now; on a mission together that will take all the heart and soul we’ve got. If you prefer, we are Harry Potter. Or we are Leia, Luke, or Han now Finn, Rey, and Poe. And here’s one more shocker: Scott and I along with Dix and Mike are probably your last Boomer pastors. God’s mission doesn’t always look the same from one generation to the next yet that mission is always vital and life-giving, constantly inviting the commitment of our hearts. 
 In his book, Conscience of a Christian Monk, Thomas Merton wrote, “If I love God, I've got to love God with my heart. If I love God with my heart I've got to have a heart, I've got to have it in my possession to give. One of the most difficult things in life today is to gain possession of one's heart in order to be able to give it. We don't have a heart to give. We have been deprived of these things, and the first step in the spiritual life is to get back what we have to give” 
Both of our scriptures for today speak to the ways of wisdom and serving God as both learners and doers. It might mean volunteering at Loaves and Fishes or Jeremiah Project or it could mean that heart awareness of love and service throughout the day; it is the awareness that it’s time and critical that the work of wisdom and love expands. That we: 
Practice self-love, collective healing, love for others, emotional release, liberate pain, welcome humans, be  perpetually kind, honor stories, live authentic feelings, have meaningful purposes, and open hearts. It’s time! 
Thanks be to God. Amen. 

