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Based on James 2:1-20 and Matt 25:1-13 

 Did you ever do something really silly?  Well, this week, on Monday, I selected 

the title for this sermon - “Strawberries and reconciliation” - with the understanding that 

the words would make sense by today.  Well, I don’t think that worked out very well.  But 

it’s always good to reach beyond your grasp.  Besides, I have a few minutes left. 

 I almost want to apologize for our scripture readings this week.  Last week we 

narrowly avoided dealing with the thorny issue of the Holy Trinity.  Instead of delving 

into a discussion of the trinity - since last week was in fact Trinity Sunday - we celebrated 

the life, faith, and love that we have experienced over the last 92 years in our church 

building.  But - I hope you realize - if we had not done that last week I would have 

instead dragged us all through some fairly deep theological mud around understandings 

of the Trinity.  And that mud is deep because the trinity is a theological issue that has 

been discussed and debated for well over 1000 years. 

 But we did not escape a theological discussion.  Because this week, our reading 

from James invites us to consider the relationship between our faith and our works - 

another deeply theological topic that has been discussed and debated for well over 1000 

years. 

 The tension between faith and works boils down to one thing - in classic Christian 

terminology - what do we need to do to be saved?  And - classically speaking - there were 

2 answers.  One answer was that in order to be saved we need to have faith in Jesus.  The 

other answer was that in order to be saved, we need to do the right things. 

 The topic has remained a live issue for all these years for a number of reasons, but 

one reason is that scripture supports it.  St. Paul is famous for supporting the “faith” 

perspective.  In Romans St. Paul says, “For we hold that a person is justified by faith 
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apart from works”.   Meanwhile, James says, “Faith without works is dead”.   In other 1 2

words, we have good reason to be confused on this topic. 

 But, I choose the text from James this week because James does not simply talk 

about faith and works as if they are distinct items anyway.  James somehow imagines that 

faith and works are inter-related.  James hammers away on the relationship between faith 

and works, but it is interesting that what he talks about in many ways just boils down to 

personal relationships - or, to be more pointed - to the quality of our personal 

relationships.  I find the book of James nicely summarized in Eugene Peterson's 

introduction to the book of James which is found in the version of the bible called “The 

Message”.   

 Peterson has this to say, “When Christian believers gather in churches, everything 

that can go wrong sooner or later does.  Outsiders, on observing this, conclude that there 

is nothing to this religion business except, perhaps, business - and dishonest business at 

that.  Insiders see it differently.  Just as a hospital collects the sick under one roof and 

labels them as such, the church collects sinners.  Many of the people outside the hospital 

are every bit as sick as the ones inside, but their illnesses are either undiagnosed or 

disguised.  It's similar with sinners outside the church.  So, Christian churches are not, as 

a rule, model communities of good behaviour.  They are, rather, places where human 

misbehaviour is brought out in the open, faced, and dealt with.”  3

 So according to James - or at least according to Eugene Peterson - churches can 

be places that - rather than being perfect - are places where we can be human, where we 

can be ourselves, where we can allow others to be themselves.  Places where we can 

connect with ourselves with others, and with the divine.  Places where we can build and 

rebuild relationships.  Churches are places where - God willing - relationships are 

considered important. 

 So - back to faith and works.  Is the quality of our relationships an issue of our 
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faith?  Or it is an issue of our works?  Or is the quality of our relationships simply an 

indication of whether or not we believe in the kingdom of God on earth? 

!
 Summer is practically upon us.  And summer means many things to each of us.  It 

might mean time at a cottage.  It might mean time off work.  It might mean travels and 

new sights.  It is also a time when - at least in the recent past - many of us take a break 

from coming to this church.  Now don't worry, I'm not going to try to guilt you into 

coming to church when you don't want to.  I just want to recognize the fact that many of 

us are absent over the summer.  After the brutal winter we just had I certainly understand 

that people want to take time to be away, to be outside, to rejuvenate themselves, or 

whatever.  Our summers are short and our summers are precious.  How should we 

prepare for that time of separation?  And how should we best prepare to return as 

“church” in September? 

 In our gospel today, some of the people with lamps had brought enough oil with 

them to cover all contingencies.  While others had only brought the amount of oil that 

they had expected to use.  Some had brought the bare minimum, while others brought 

with abundance.  So perhaps the question we should be asking today is, what is our oil? 

What is your oil?  What is it that each of us brings in abundance to this community 

project we call “church”?  Or perhaps a simpler question would be, “what are you 

looking forward to in our church community in September?” 

!
[discussion - what are you looking forward to in Sept at our church?] 

!
 As we prepare to move out of our building, remember that our church will 

continue.  And the oil in our lamps that will keep our church alive, vibrant, and exciting 

will be based in large measure on the quality of our relationships. 

 If we focus on the quality of our relationships, we will find reconciliation.  We 

will find new life.  New life that is fresh, juicy, sweet, and refreshing.  New life that is 

like a strawberry.  There.  We made it.  We made it to the connection between 
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strawberries and reconciliation.  And that connection is new life, fresh, sweet, and 

refreshing. 

 Thanks be to God. 

Amen. 
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