The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 21, Year B


The Text: James 5:13-20
A young mother was alone with her three children on a remote farm in central California. The three children had been swimming in their pool, when the mother suddenly noticed that the two-and-a-half-year-old was at the bottom of the pool. She got the child out as quickly as she could, and just then a neighbouring farmer came by. He immediately began the tedious and fearful process of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to try to save the child. After several minutes, life stirred in the little one and after a later examination, medical staff gave the good news that there had been no brain damage. Can you imagine their relief!! 

In the following days, people who heard of the news said to the child’s parents: “You sure were lucky! You should thank your lucky stars!” But the father told his pastor: “When people would say that to me, I replied: ‘It wasn’t luck at all. My wife and daughter were on their knees praying while our friend was working on my son.’” He concluded: “What a wonderful opportunity I had for witnessing to Christ again and again as my friends spoke to me about my son being saved.”

Of course we know that it is not so-called ‘lucky stars’ that help us. Imagine if our life really was shaped by luck and random chance! There would be no peace, confidence, or security for us. But the Almighty Creator has invited us to call him our Heavenly Father, and he promises to hear us for Jesus’ sake. This is what Jesus was teaching with the parable of the unjust judge in Luke’s Gospel. The woman wore out the unjust judge, day and night, coming to him and begging for his help. In the end he caved in and granted the woman’s request. Jesus was teaching us: how much more will God our Heavenly Father delight in the prayers of his children and hear us for Jesus’ sake!

What a wonderful encouragement for us to pray. Yet often we don’t. Perhaps we are uncomfortable with the thought or don’t know what to say or where to begin. So through James God gives his church some simple pastoral advice on a very practical level—living as a Christian means we will pray: “Is anyone of you afflicted or in trouble? That person should pray. Is anyone cheerful? That one should sing songs of praise.” In this James shows us what prayer really is: asking God for the things we need, and praising and thanking him for the blessings he gives us. It’s quite simple isn’t it? Not complex or complicated which is what we sometimes make prayer out to be. 

It would seem today that by encouraging us to pray that James is stating the obvious. But we do need reminding don’t we? How often do we say “I’ll pray for you” but we don’t actually do it? How often do we intend to pray and the day slips by? Yet to be a praying Christian does not simply mean to pray occasionally but to pray continually. No one can live by taking a breath once every few weeks. A person cannot read by a light that flickers on and off. A ship cannot sail with only an occasional puff of wind. So also a Christian cannot maintain spiritual life and health by praying only once in a while. How often do we encourage a fellow Christian: “I’ll keep you in my prayers”—

but do we? Today James says, in effect: don’t just say you will pray for others—pray for others. 

Prayer each day is important because it keeps communication with God alive on a daily basis. But prayer means we will not just pray for ourselves, but also for others―so prayer also keeps our relationship with our brothers and sisters in the church alive on a daily basis. So often it is said that our faith is a private matter between us and God. But it is never only a private matter between us and God. 

Faith always has a communal side. In our baptism we were united to Christ and his death and resurrection and became God’s own child. Together then each of us are his children; his family. What we say and do or what we don’t say or do impacts the whole body. We have been spiritually gifted to serve each other. James shows us today what the Christian church should look like: we are called to display a profound level of compassion for our brothers and sisters in Christ. We are to be involved in each other's lives, helping each other in our physical and spiritual journeys. We are not only to confess our sins to God but also to one another, because our sins affect our relationship with one another. And so we also all have the privilege and joy of announcing God’s grace to each other. If one member is sick, the whole congregation is weaker. And so an essential aspect of Christian community is that we ask for help. For many of us though, it is often harder to ask for or receive help than it is to give it. Pride gets in the way. But we hear today that anyone who is afflicted should feel confident to ask for help from their neighbours, and the elders (the overseers of the church; the pastors) will pray on their behalf. 

Prayer is simply speaking, talking, and having a conversation with God. Yet often it doesn’t seem that way, does it? Perhaps that’s because prayer does not originate with us, but with God and his word. Remember Jesus’ disciples asked him: “Lord, teach us to pray”―and then Jesus gave his church the Lord’s Prayer. None of us would have been able to think up the Lord’s Prayer ourselves. That’s why we call it the Lord’s Prayer! The Lord’s Prayer is the perfect example that we need Jesus to give us his word to lead our prayers. Through God’s word Jesus and the Holy Spirit lead us to learn more about who God is and what he is like, how he works and what he does. We learn more about ourselves and what we are like too―and how much we need God’s grace in our lives each day. 

All of this shapes our prayers for what we need according to God’s will and what we can thank and praise him for as his will is done in our lives. So someone who does not have a vibrant devotional life in God’s word each day will not have a vibrant and fulfilling prayer life. When we commit to a daily devotional life in God’s word Jesus continues to teach us to pray and our prayer life flourishes. The Psalms, the hymn book of Israel which has continued to be used in the Christian church of all times and places, are an excellent place to start. God gives us the very words there for lament, sorrow, pain, fear, confession, longing, joy, hope, praise and thanksgiving. What a treasure trove God gives us there for which we can base our prayer life on!

A few weeks ago the key message from James was “Do not just be hearers of the word, but doers of it.” Here today, James shows us not just what to agree with, but what to do. His very practical pastoral advice is: “Is anyone of you afflicted or in trouble? That person should pray. Is anyone cheerful? That one should sing songs of praise. Is anyone among you sick? That person should call for the elders of the church to pray over him...”

The good news implicit in our text is that we are to pray in trouble and give praise in times of joy because God has ears to hear us. He delights in our prayers. James says that the prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective, but this isn’t because of the words we use or the way we pray or the frequency of our praying, or how well we match up to God's commandments...it is simply because our Heavenly Father hears us when we pray for Jesus’ sake.

Prayer as a Christian baptised into the life of the Triune God shows us that the Christian at prayer is the Christian in community with others. Because, even though sinful, undeserving, and once enemies and hostile to God, Jesus reconciled us to his Father and he is the one who makes prayer with his Father possible for us―because that is the family relationship he has brought us into. His Father hears you when you pray because of Jesus’ shed blood. As we pray to our Heavenly Father, through Jesus, in the power of the Holy Spirit the God of the universe promises us an audience with him, for Jesus’ sake. This leads us beyond self-focus as we pray for ourselves and for each other.

Praying for one another is consistent with the whole Epistle of James which primarily addresses the community rather than the individual. A.K Adam, Tutor in the New Testament at St Stephen’s House, Oxford University England, has excellent commentary on this:

The preceding chapters in the Epistle of James have described the ideal of a congregation that lives cooperatively, harmoniously, in concord with heaven's peaceable grace -- and that repudiates wrangling, privilege, and domination.

James…ends the epistle with the verses from today's lesson, an apparently somewhat miscellaneous array of exhortations.

These verses describe some of the goings-on one might expect to observe in the sort of community James has in mind…we do well to read these…as a description of what the ideal congregation behaves like. A harmonious, mutually-concerned congregation will evince the sort of relationships James endorses here.

A congregation under the influence of James would be committed to sharing each other's burdens and joys. In previous chapters, James envisions a community where class and poverty do not divide disciples; here, he applies the same logic to grief and illness and sin. If one member is sick, the whole congregation is weaker. Anyone who is afflicted should feel confident to ask for help from their neighbours, and the congregation's leaders will pray on their behalf…in the name of the Lord.

We can dare to pray for God to constantly transform us individually and as a congregation together, through the Word and Holy Spirit, to grow in service in love, forgiveness and grace because that is the very reason that Christ went to the Cross, for each one of us, and for all of us together. So let’s do pray for this, because as the Holy Spirit leads you through the Bible, God our Father hears our prayers for Jesus’ sake. It is just as the Hymn goes: “What a privilege to carry everything to God in prayer!” Amen.

