THEME 11:
COHERENCE BETWEEN FAITH AND LIFE
TEXT:
JAMES

BIBLICAL KEY
1. HISTORICAL LEVEL
The Letter of James is one of the great enigmas of the New Testament. It was already so for the Church of the 2nd century, which in general refused to accept it as canonical. Here are some data regarding it.

1.1. The Author of the Work
In the opening verse, the author designates himself as "James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ." Now, from the NT, we know at least three persons named James (Iákobos): 1) James, "the Greater" (executed around 43 AD acc. to Acts 12:2), one of the Twelve, the son of Zebedee and brother of John; 2) James, the son of Alphaeus, also one of the Twelve (sometimes, incorrectly, called "the Less"); 3) James, "the Less," not one of the Twelve, the "brother of the Lord." It does not seem likely that the author of this letter was a member of the college of the Twelve, otherwise, in writing to the "twelve tribes of the Dispersion." he would surely have mentioned his title as an apostle --a father of the new people of God built on the foundation of the twelve patriarchs.

The dilemma should therefore be stated in terms of authorship by the "brother of the Lord," or by someone using a pseudonym. And we should admit from the outset that at present there is no agreement on this point.

1.1.1. What do we know of the "brother of the Lord"?
Gospel tradition knows of a "James" among the relatives of Jesus, on his mother Mary's side (Mk 6:3; Mt 13:55; cf. Mk 3:31). These relatives of Jesus did not form part of the group of his followers, since they did not believe in him (Jn 7:5; cf. Mk 3:21 f, 31 f.).

But after the resurrection, this James received an apparition of the glorified Christ and became incorporated into the Church (1 Cor 15:7), in which he soon came to fulfill a leadership role, at least in Jerusalem (cf. Gal 1:19, 2:9; Acts 12:17, 15:13, 21:18).

From his Jewish-Christian church of Jerusalem, of which he became the main leader --perhaps by natural kinship, perhaps by an agreement made at the "Council of Jerusalem" (cf. Gal 2:9), James also seems to have felt responsible for the Jewish-Christian communities outside Palestine, which, in his opinion, should continue observing Jewish law, since their faith neither separated them from their descent from Abraham nor exempted them from adhering to the provisions of the Old Covenant. Hence James sent "visitors" to the Jewish Christians of Antioch (Gal 2:12). He was concerned that Paul might be weaning the Jewish Christians of the Diaspora from the Mosaic Law (Acts 21:21 f.) and he did what he could to see to it that conditions be created allowing the Jewish Christians of the Diaspora to keep practicing the Law (Acts 15:20 f.).

According to an ancient ecclesiastical account, strongly touched by legend, Eusebius (citing Hegesippus) tells us that James was held in high esteem in Jerusalem, not only by Jewish Christians, but also by pious non-Christian Jews, and that he was called "the Just" or "the Righteous." He aroused the envy of Ananus II, who. taking advantage of the interregnum between the death of Festus in 62 AD and the arrival of his successor Albinus, had him thrown from the battlement of the Temple, stoned and beaten to death.

1.1.2. Could the "brother of the Lord" be the author of this letter?
The Jewish character of the Letter of James is beyond doubt: its references to the Law are constant, and his concern for the Jewish Christians of the Diaspora is clear from the initial dedication: the twelve tribes of the dispersion.  This thrust is so marked that some have deemed Jas to be a purely Jewish text, later "Christianized" by means of a number of interpolations.

Currently, this view is untenable, since Jas is full of elements from Christian tradition, some of them quite primitive. Not too long ago, J.A.T. Robinson proposed that Jas might be the oldest book in the NT. The very core of the letter turns around a typically ecclesial problem: the distress that Paul's preaching could and did arouse in certain Jewish-Christian settings.

In Jas we encounter the contraposition of James/Paul, which is well known in NT history, as we have seen above, and it seems to belong to belong to an epoch in which Jewish-Christian communities had a weighty influence in the Church. Jas has not the least mention of the destruction of the temple and he seems not to have known the letters of Paul, with whose exhortations he could have obviated unilateral or abusive interpretations. All of this seems to lead to the conclusion that we are dealing with a very early document which squares much better with the period in which "the brother of the Lord" lived and with the characteristic concerns of his time, than with the last years of the first century.

1.1.3. Difficulties regarding authenticity
The greatest difficulty is the language and style of the letter. Although Jas has enough Semitisms, above all in phraseology, parallelisms, etc., to show that he thinks as a Jew, he nevertheless writes in an elegant and hypercorrect Koiné. Would the "brother of the Lord," who supposedly never left Palestine, have been able to write such a perfect composition in Greek? Here we must bear in mind that Greek was not unknown in Palestine, that the best-educated people spoke it since Seleucid times, and that we know nothing of the linguistic attainments of James. Moreover, since the letter is addressed to persons well established in the Hellenistic world, it would be normal for the author to be concerned with sending them a writing that would seem familiar to them, either by using his own best Greek or by availing himself of the help of a Greek-speaking collaborator.

It has also been object that the absence of charismatic elements and the notable presence of the institutionalization of the Church suggest a period later than the year 62. But we should recall that the institutional dimension prevailed in Jerusalem from the outset, as opposed to Antioch and the Pauline world, where the charismatic dimension was in higher relief. Moreover, a certain worldliness in the Church --against which this letter argues-- could have arisen in the sixties (a worldliness which nevertheless coexisted with an expectation of the imminence of the parousia, as explicitly stated in Jas 5:8 f.).

Another possible objection is that the author does not claim the title of "brother of the Lord," which could perhaps have corroborated his authority. But in this regard we should not forget that natural kinship with Jesus was not always a title to glory in primitive Christianity. Jn 7:5 expressly states that the relatives of Jesus did not believe in him, and Mk 3:21,31-35 may contain an implicit invective against the authority which the family of Jesus had begun to acquire in the Church.

1.2. Addressees of this letter
1.2.1. "The twelve tribes of the Dispersion"
In principle, this designation indicates that it refers to the Jewish-Christian churches outside Palestine, although we cannot conclude a priori that it excludes Gentile-Christian churches that understood themselves as the true Israel (cf. Phil 3:3: "For it is we who are the circumcision") and understood their existence in this world as that of "strangers and pilgrims" (cf. 1 Pt 2:11).

This second theoretical possibility, however, is unlikely, given the contents of the letter, which --as we have indicated-- some have considered to be an originally Jewish, not Christian, writing. References to the Law are constant; examples are drawn from the OT; and the central chain of reasoning gravitates around the interpretation of Gen 15 and 22: the justification of Abraham through faith or through works. On one occasion the assembly of the community is referred to as "synagogé" (Jas 2:2).

1.2.2. But the addressees are Christians
Not only do we find mentions of the Lord Jesus Christ (1:1 and 2:1) or of the "Lord of glory" 2:1; cf. 1 Cor 2:8), but a whole heap of primitive Christian parenesis, especially close to the Sermon on the Mount and to the Pauline tradition.

Moreover, the polemic regarding the faith/works contraposition is not understood without a certain knowledge of the Pauline doctrine of justification, as lived within primitive Christianity.

The eschatological language of Jas 5:7-10 is typically Christian; likewise the designation of the community as "ekklesía" (5:14) or the references to conversion and baptism in 1:18-21.

1.2.3. Where were the addressees located?
Obviously, the letter is written to more than just a community. The mention of the "twelve tribes of the Dispersion" makes us think of a group of Jewish-Christian communities of the Diaspora. Thus the letter should be understood as something like an encyclical. We do not know the measure in which James may have felt responsible for Jewish Christianity of the Diaspora or the measure in which they regarded James as an authority. It seems likely that James believed he had some of this kind of authority over those communities to which the "provisos of James" (Acts 15:20,29) were addressed, namely, Antioch, Syria and Cilicia (Acts 15:23).

Curiously enough, the letter we are concerned with has a special kinship with a series of writings that arose in this same zone: Mt, the Didache, the Kerygmata Pétrou. The prohibition of swearing by oath is only found in Mt 5:34, Jas 5:12 and KgPt Hom 3:55. The anointing with oil is found in  Jas 5:14, the Didache 100 and, at least by allusion, in KgPt Recogn. 1:45. The manifold contacts between Jas and Q point in the same direction.

1. Occasion and purpose of the letter
1.3.1. Overall purpose
From a reading of the letter we can conclude that James proposed to offer a group of Jewish-Christian communities a series of exhortations aimed at giving concrete form to the faith they professed, seeing to it that this should not remain on the level of mere ideas, unconnected with daily life, particularly in times of temptation or tribulation (1:2,12 f.).

The lack of systematic order we find in Jas is precisely the palpable consequence of the fact that it does not deal with a rigorous theological thesis, but rather with showing, by means of a series of examples, the way that Christian faith can be verified in the habitual behavior of believers.

1.3.2. But there is a specific circumstantial concern
Within the aforesaid lack of system, we encounter one exception: Jas 2:14-26 amply develops a theological-moral theme that can serve as a basis for a heap of disparate and scattered recommendations. In this passage the author strives to show that true faith should be manifested in holiness of life.

The curious thing is that the reasoning of the author does not seem to be purely objective or autonomous, but rather that it is unmistakably related to some sort of "Paulinism." It is surprising to find Jas citing the same OT text as Gal 3:6 and Rom 4:3: "Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness" (Gen 15:6). But even more surprising is the commentary of Jas 2:24: "You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone," a commentary quite different from that of Paul: "No one will be justified by the works of the Law" (Gal 2:16; cf. Rom 3:20, 3:28, 4:5).

Of course we must bear in mind that the James/Paul contradiction is not total. James does not deny justification by faith, but "by faith alone," while Paul does not deny works, but "the works of the law." moreover, it is also curious that the works Jas mentions are always works of fraternal charity, and not the works of Jewish law, while Paul understands the newness of Christianity vis à vis Judaism in terms of "faith that works through love" (Gal 5:6).

It is undeniable that both Gal (and Rom) and James are polemic writings, with partial and slanted statements. The question is: Who is engaged in polemics with whom? Almost certainly, one writings is not written against another writing, but rather, each writing is directed against a determined group of the faithful who are running the risk of one-sidedness. In any case, we should bear in mind that the faith/works alternative is completely alien to Judaism and that it can only have originated in a Pauline setting. Hence. we would have to consider Jas as an expression of a reaction against a sort of biased and badly interpreted kind of Paulinism, which also leads the author to a somewhat one-sided statement. But in general, Jas tends to a balances, non-exclusive synthesis of faith and works.

1.3.3. When did this polemic take place?
The letter of James seems to be the product of an age when the confrontation between Gentile and Jewish Christianity was at the boil and was giving rise to all sorts of excesses and exaggerations, a time on which some light is thrown both by Galatians and by a series of traditions preserved in Acts. Perhaps Jas arose a little after Rom, around the year 60 (Mussner). But it does not seem that James directly knew the letters of Paul, in which case he could have used them to argue persuasively and tellingly against the excesses that he wanted to combat. He is not in combat with Paulinism, but with "Pseudo-Paulinism."

After the death of James (in the year 62), or at least after the destruction of Jerusalem (in the year 70), there was no significant Jewish-Christianity within the orthodox Church outside Palestine that could be seriously identified with "the twelve tribes of the Dispersion." Jas does not make the slightest reference to the lamentable situation of the few survivors of the catastrophe in Palestine and in the East. The defenders of a late date for the letter must seek in vain for a concrete and well-known situation to demand or justify their thesis.

2. LITERARY LEVEL
2.1. The Genre
The outline of the writing is close to the epistolary genre. It has a conventional heading (sender, addressee, greeting), lightly touched by a distinctively Christian note ("servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ"). The salutation is the ordinary profane one ("greetings" "chaírein"), instead of the one coined by Paul ("grace and peace"). The second person is used throughout the letter, which is a sign of nearness and removes it from the dryness of a treatise. But there is no sign of a close relationship between the author and the addressees, which is normal enough, given the "encyclical" character already noted in the heading. Still, the reader misses a cordial farewell at the end.

But within the epistolary genre, we should call attention to the distinctive traits of a sapiential parenesis: a series of exhortations full of the wisdom of a life made fruitful by Christian motivation. The author is a good teacher, sure in his use of examples, comparisons, images, etc. Because of the parenetic character of the writing, there is an abundance of verbs in volitive moods, both imperative and subjunctive.

2.2. Structure
As usually happens in hortatory writings, it is hard to find a coherent scheme in Jas: themes follow themes without much logic, sometimes held together only by catchwords. The writing seems to be an heir to the prophetic activity of Syro-Palestinian Jewish Christianity, to which we also very likely owe the elaboration of the logía (Q) as sayings of the Lord, the apocalyptic discourses and words of evangelical radicalism found in the Synoptics, and the community rules of the Didache and of Mt 18 (Köster).

Despite this relative lack of system, we can detect the following outline:

a. Epistolary opening (1:1): sender, addressees, greeting.

b. Prologue (1:2-18), which is a little treatise on tribulations and temptations and their meaning. We can call it a prologue because it hints at certain themes that will be elaborated on later, such as the poor and the rich, the need for wisdom, the urgent need to overcome inconstancy, etc.

c. The Body of the Letter (1:19-5:6), in which the different themes succeed each other somewhat haphazardly, united or separated by catchwords and vocatives.

* 1:19-27: Be doers of the Word, not just hearers.

* 2:1-13: Against slighting the poor and favoring the rich at the liturgical assembly, which would be a sign of great worldliness and be contrary to true faith in Jesus Christ.

* 2:14-26: The only strictly doctrinal passage in Jas, which amounts to a clear polemic against and ill-understood Paulinism.

* 3:1-12: against sins of the tongue and pretensions of wisdom (against false teachers in the communities?).

* 3:13-18: False wisdom vs. true wisdom. Their signs: contentiousness vs. meekness.

* 4:1-12:  Pathetic description of the state of the communities addressed. Probably in rather hyperbolic language.

* 4:13-5:6: Strong invective against the rich for their self-sufficiency and lack of mercy.

d. Conclusion (5:7-20): An exhortation to endure patiently until the parousia. Some particular indications, such as prayer for the sick and confession of sins to one another.

2.3. Literary contacts
It is not possible to single out any direct contact between Jas and other NT writings, but their kinship in contents is undeniable.

Above all, the Pauline theme of justification resounds in Jas, with the same OT quotes used in Gal and Rom, and with comments on them using the same Pauline terms. But the absence in James of Pauline texts that would have corroborated his theses show that the author did not know these writings directly, but rather only the abusive echo of the preaching that preceded them.

The NT Book that resonates most with Jas is the Gospel according to Matthew, especially chs. 5-7, that is, the Sermon on the Mount (as well as with the parallel passages from Luke's Sermon on the Plain). But the formulation of some of these same contents is almost always different, and they are used in different contexts, which may be taken as a sign that Jas did not know Mt directly, but probably did know the Q source, or simply the preaching which would in time be crystallized in Q. As many as 25 parallels have been detected between Jas and Mt 5-7, as well as other outside these chapters: between Jas 3:1 f. and Mt 23:8, Jas 5:19 f and My 18:12,15 f., etc. Typical common themes are the prohibition of oaths (Jas 5:12), the lifting up of the humble (4:10), the demand for works together with faith (2:14 ff.), the promise to peacemakers (3:18), the impossibility of loving God and the world (4:4), etc. In many cases Jas seems to be making an updated little meditation on the words of Jesus.

It goes without saying that Jas is notably familiar with the OT, from which he not only cites texts (always from the LXX), but also imitates the style of certain sapiential books (Proverbs, Sirach, Wisdom).

2.4. Vocabulary and style
One of the characteristics of Jas is its stylistic correctness and elegance. It is the purest Greek in the NT. This very fact has led some to deny that it could have been written by "the brother of the Lord" (cf. above).

The author has a rich vocabulary: not a specialist's language, but the language of educated koiné speech in general. He uses 31 terms that appear nowhere else in the NT, most of which are compound terms, 15 of which appear in the LXX.

Especially frequent are the words "works" (15 times), "law" (10 times), "faith" (16 times), "brother" (19 times) and the Greek prohibitive particle "me" (25 times), a sign of the parenetic character of the writing.

The author also frequently turns his hand to rhetorical devices, such as direct addresses to his readers ("listen" 2:5, "understand" 1:19, "my beloved brethren" 1:16,19, 2:5,14); rhetorical questions (2:6 f.,14,17; 3:11 f.; 4:1,5); personification (1:15; 2:13; 4:1; 5:4); the vocative of reproof (2:20; 4:4; 4:8) and statements of the real or imagined objection of an opponent (1:13; 2:8,18). The result is a very lively and incisive style.

The Semitic cultural background of the author is seen in his abundant biblicisms, such as "in all his ways" (1:8), "in his goings" (1:11), "doers of the word" (1:22), "a doer of the work" (1:25), "a doer of the law" (4:11), "those making peace" (3:18). Likewise from his Semitic background is the frequent use of parallelism, often antithetical (cf. 1:9; 3:9), sometimes synonymous (1:13; 5:4). A Semitic influence is also noted in the frequent substitution of the syntactic by the paratactic, above all in a conditional sense (cf. 1:25; 2:18) or a concessive sense (3:5a). Occasionally we find a "kaí" used as a "wau" of the apodosis (4:15b). What we have here, then, is the educated Greek koiné used by a Jew.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
3.1. Jac is a christian letter
The old Lutheran accusation that Jas does not preach Christ no longer holds water. Today, the question posed is: What do we mean by "preaching Christ"? It would be a prejudgment to suppose that it only means speaking of the death, resurrection and parousia, or of establishing justification by faith as the center of the Gospel, scorning or rejecting anything that does not expressly state that position. Oddly enough, the oldest stratum of the Gospels (Q) deals with none of these themes, but concentrates, rather, on preserving the ethical teachings of Jesus. "At least half of Jesus' preaching deals with ethical materials: practical and concrete teachings, positive demands, imperatives, exhortations. This occurs just as well in Jas. Making Jesus' ethics one's own, continuing to communicate them to the Church and making them resonate within it, surely add up to preaching Christ. And no other NT writer has done this better than James" (F. Mussner)

Moreover the ethics expressed in Jas are not distinct from those of Jesus, nor does Jas take a step backward in the direction of rabbinical casuistry. As in Jesus, so on Jas, ethics boil down to this: helping one's neighbor, forgiving, being patient, with an eschatological orientation to one's life. Really, we could say that listening to James is listening to Jesus. We have already mentioned the manifold connections between Jas and the Sermon on the Mount, which concludes with a call --constantly echoed in Jas-- to put into practice the words one has heard (compare Mt 7:24-27 with Jas 1:22-25).

3.2. Orthodoxy is proved in orthopraxis
Jas relies on the fact that his readers are "hearers of the word" (1:22) and he by no means denies that they have been justified by faith. But he does insist --against any kind of uncommitted, discarnate or evasive Christianity-- that listening to the word is tested and proved in a "law," which is certainly not the OT law in its casuistic complexity, but rather "freedom's perfect law" (1:25), the gospel demand for a response to the word that has been heard. Christians who have been regenerated by receiving the word are enabled to live it. Due to this enablement that they have received, ethics are no longer a burden, but are rather a spontaneous fulfillment demanded by the "new creation" that has arisen in the believer. Because of this spontaneous inclination to follow the ways of the love of Jesus, we can speak of a law "of freedom." St. Paul teaches that "you were called to freedom...but through love become slaves to one another" (Gal 5:13). And again: "For whoever was called in the Lord as a slave is a freed person belonging to the Lord, just as whoever was free when called is a slave of Christ" (1 Cor 7:22; cf. Jas 1:9 f.), and should "fulfill the law of Christ" (Gal 6:2). Jas could have used the same terminology as Paul, if it were not for the polemic he was engaged in.

Jas seems to be equally opposed to a Christianity of mere confession of faith or of wordy prayer. Probably, given the context, the correct translation of Jas 1:26 would be: "If any think they are religious because they do not bridle their tongues [they are always reciting prayers!], their religion is worthless." The author goes on to give a "receipt" for pure religion: "to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world."

3.3. Works and faith
This is the central theme of the letter, often brought up during the Protestant Reformation and frequently misinterpreted in later history. In Jas as in Gal, the setting is polemical, preventing the authors from presenting a complete formulation of the theological problem involved. Paul denied --against Judaizing self-sufficiency-- that the practice of the Jewish law could win justification for anybody. James denied --against an evasive kind of Christianity-- that for Christians already justified by faith, the kind of conduct they adopted could be irrelevant.  Paul stated that the important thing for a Christian is :faith that works through love" (Gal 5:6) and viewed it as absurd that those who have died to sin should continue living in sin (Rom 6:2). James cannot allow Christians to view themselves as justified, if they fail to prove this justification in everyday life, that if, if they dispense themselves from the practice of mercy (Jas 2:13,15), if they judge and condemn their brethren (4:11), if they are led astray by ambition (4:2), etc.

In reality, Paul never belittled good works; rather, he insisted that they should follow upon justification. And the Letter of James does not ask for works that lead to justification or take the place of faith; rather, it asks for works which show that justification through faith has already taken place. Paul does not hold that there is any room in a Christian for faith without its corresponding works, and James does not countenance works detached from faith, since such would not be Christian works.

For both James and Paul, sinful human beings trust in the mercy of God (faith) and are generously rehabilitated (justified) by the compassionate God, and from these rehabilitated (sanctified) human beings one has a right to expect holy works, lest their behavior be a contradiction. The best synthesis of this teaching is found in a Deutero-Pauline writing: "God brought us to life with Christ when we were dead in sin... It is owing to his favor that salvation is yours through faith...to lead the life of good deeds which God prepared for us in advance" (Eph 2:5-10). This is the serene synthesis latent in Paul and James, who could not, however, formulate it because of the polemic surroundings in which they moved.

3.4. Poor and rich in the community
After the Third Gospel, the :Letter of James is the NT writing that shows the harshest attitude toward the rich. "Is it not the rich who oppress you? Is it not they who drag you into court? Is it not they who blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked over you? (2:6-7), who keep back by fraud the wages of the laborers who work in their fields (5:4), who envy and covet and engage in conflicts and murder (!) in order to obtain what they crave (4:2), who condemned and murdered the righteous one ?(5:6).

The author is unsparing the his threats against these powerful people: they have fattened their hearts for the day of slaughter (5:5); they can weep and wail for the miseries that are coming to them (5:1), for the judgment of the Lord will not delay (5:8). They trust in a deceitful security (4:13 f.), like the fool in the gospel (cf. Lk 12:16-21), without knowing what tomorrow may bring.

Against this unfeeling selfishness, Christian justification demands the practice of mercy toward our needy brothers and sisters (2:14). Of course, Jas is not proposing some broad-scope social reform. Like Paul (cf. Letter to Philemon), he must have been aware that in the eyes of the Roman Empire Christianity was irrelevant.  Besides, the expectation of the imminence of parousia left little time for elaborating long-term plans for social reform. Still, even if certain ideals could not be implemented on the level of the empire, they must at least be set in motion within the Christian community.

James' protest is not directed solely against the rich, but also against the poor who adulate the rich or resign themselves to the prevailing social inequalities (2:2-4). Favoritisms are a sin against the Decalogue (always reaffirmed by both James and Paul). These favoritisms and cause some of the poor to be exploited not only by the rich, but also by others of the poor. These poor who show favoritism are also threatened with the severity of the judgment (2:13).

3.5. Prayer and the power of prayer
This theme is not dealt with extensively in the letter, but the fact that it is mentioned repeatedly indicates that the author regards it as important.  He thinks exclusively of the prayer of petition (using the Greek verb aiteîn 5 times). Regarding the power of prayer he recalls the example of Elijah, at whose prayer the rain stopped for three years and then started (Jas 5:17 f.). This same power is manifested in the forgiveness of sins of a person prayed for (5:16) and in the healing of the sick (5:15). The counsels of Jas on prayer resonate with gospel sayings relating to the confidence with which we should pray (Jas 1:6 f., cf. Mk 11:24 and Lk 11:9 f). Recourse should be had to God in all the circumstances of life. Hence, the sorrowing are asked to pray and the cheerful are asked to sing songs of praise (5:13). Jas sets us on guard against poorly made and selfish prayer, which God does not hear (4:3).

3.6. The "sacramentology" of jas
In this letter we do not find any explicit mention of the two great sacraments of the Church: Baptism and the Lord's Supper. The assembly of the community (in which there make have been the 'breaking of the bread') is mentioned in Jas 2:2.  "The implanted word that has the power to save your souls" (1:21), is very likely a designation for baptismal catechesis, or perhaps the very formula of baptism. But the distinctive characteristic of Jas is the mention of the anointing of the sick and of the confession of sins.

3.6.1. The anointing of the sick
As regards the anointing of the sick, we should to note: that it does not seem to require a grave illness in order to practice the rite; that it belongs to the Elders of the community to practice it; that it is accompanied by prayer; and most importantly, that it is the Lord who heals and saves the sick person (5:14 f.). Thus any hint of magical power is removed, and the main stress is on faith.

In the religious context of Jas, as we know from a series of apocrypha, the notion of the "oil of life" was quite widespread. It was believed that in paradise there had existed, alongside the tree of life, an olive tree, whose oil eased the dying Adam's pains (Life of Adam, 36), and that supernatural properties were attributed to this oil, over and above its regular medicinal properties (cf. Lk 10:34). No doubt this whole background could have influenced Jas, but the determining factor must have come from the recollection transmitted to us in Mk 6:13, according to which the Twelve, sent out by Jesus, "anointed with oil many who were sick and cured them." Just as they had done this with the power of Jesus, so others were now doing the same by calling on the name of the Lord. The succession of the verbs "save," "raise up" and "forgive" point to an integral healing of the persons prayed for and anointed, restoring them not only to health, but also to peace with God.

3.6.2. The confession of sins
The mutual confession of sins (5:16) is another original trait of Jas within the NT. The grammatical connection of this verse with the preceding one leads us to suppose that the persons anointed and prayed over by the Elders confessed their sins before them. The public or private confession of sins was normal in Judaism. For example, we read in Proverbs 28:13: "No one who conceals transgressions will prosper, but one who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy." In the Rule of Qumran (1QS I, 23) and in the ministry of the Baptist (Mk 1:5), we are informed that those converted confessed their sins. Something similar must have occurred in the missionary activity of the Lukan church (Acts 19:18). What is new about Jas is the fact that this practice is continued in the everyday life of the church. Just as Christians pray for one another, they should also confess their sins to one another. In relation with this confession there is no mention of the Elders as its special receivers. In Jas 5:16, we cannot find the future sacrament already present, but there is indeed a forward step toward it. In any case, the passage offers a precious example of the community closeness in which James wants the experience of faith to be lived.


AUXILIARY DOCUMENTATION

1. JAMES THE BROTHER OF THE LORD, ACCORDING TO HEGESIPPUS
(as cited by Eusebius).
"So for his excessive righteousness, James was called the Just and Oblias, that is in Greek 'Rampart of the people and righteousness,' as the prophets declare concerning him" (HE II, 23.7).

"They fathered, therefore, before Saint James and said...'Go up upon the pinnacle of the temple so that you may be seen quite clearly on high and all the people may hear your words'" (HE II, 23.11)." "So they went up and threw down the Just, and they said to one another, 'Let us stone James the Just,' and they began to stone him since the fall had not killed him... And while they were thus stoning him one of the priests of the sons of Rechab, the sons of Rechabim, to whom the prophet Jeremiah bore witness, cried out saying, 'Stop! what are you doing? The Just is praying for you.' Ana a certain man among them, one of the laundrymen, took the club with which he used to beat out the clothes, and hit the Just on the head, and so he suffered martyrdom" (HE II, 23.16-18).

2. LUTHER AND THE LETTER OF JAMES:

CHANGING ATTITUDES
When James and the Apostle [Paul] say that man is justified by works, they are combating the false understanding of those who thought that faith without its works was sufficient. But the Apostle does not say that faith justifies without its own works, but rather that it does so without the works of the law. Hence, justification requires not the works of the law, but rather a living faith that carries out its works" (Course on the Letter to the Romans, 1515-16).

"In this you may recognize what is a correct Christian teaching or preaching. If one wishes to preach the gospel, he must above all be concerned with the resurrection of Christ. Whoever does not preach it is not an apostle, since this is the fundamental article of our faith, and the books that preach and deal with it the most are the richest and most appreciable. Hence one can clearly note that the Letter of James is not a truly apostolic letter, for in it there is not a single letter on these matters (Homily on 1 Pt, 1522)

"We will exclude the Letter of James from this conversation, since it is worthless, it contains not a syllable on Christ. It only names Christ at the beginning. I deem that it was composed by a Jew who had perhaps heard of Christ but did not communicate with him. And because he heard that Christians were so concerned with faith in Christ, he thought: Sir, you have to meet with them and judge negatively the works that he [sic] carries out. Regarding the passion and resurrection of Christ --which constituted the teaching of all the apostles-- he says not a word. Moreover, in this letter we find no order or method; first he speaks of clothing, then of wrath, always jumping from one subject to another. He offers a comparison: as the body does not live without the soul, so faith is nothing without works. O Mary, Mother of God! What a poor simile! He compares faith with the body, when he should in fact compare it with the soul" (Tischreden, ca. 1542).

As for the canonicity of Jas, for Luther 'canonical' is identified with 'apostolic,' and this is not an historical concept or one of authenticity, but rather a 'kerygmatic' one, in the sense of 'preaching Christ or dealing with him.' "The right criterion for valuing books (biblical or no-biblical) is to consider whether they deal with Christ or do not. What does not teach Christ is not apostolic, even if Peter or Paul teach it. And on the contrary, what preaches Christ is apostolic, even if it is done by Judas, Annas, Pilate or Herod." Hence, comparing the Letter of James with the Gospel according to John, the letters of Paul and 1 Pt, Luther roundly states that "for this reason, the Letter of James is really an anti-epistle, since it contains no sort of gospel in it" (Septemberbibel, 1522).


CLARETIAN KEY

THE CREDIBILITY OF OUR ANNOUNCEMENT
"Therefore the following of Christ as set forth in the gospel is our supreme rule" (CC 4). The coherence between what we proclaim and what we live is a natural demand for disciples of Jesus, sent to proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom. The Gospels as well as the other NT writings insist on this. In his little work, the "Explanation of the Dove," our Fr. Founder, encouraging the laity to progress on the way of holiness, invites them to love God and say: "I will love God not only in word, but also in deed and in truth" (SSW, p. 108). The chapters of his Autobiography that Claret devotes to "Virtues I consider essential for an effective ministry" (Aut 340-453) are a clear call to a coherence of life that will lend credibility to the Word we announce.

The Letter of James strikes the heart of the missionary as an invitation to holiness of life, to assume in his own life the Word that he proclaims with his lips. This is what the Constitutions ask of us when they state: "Our missionaries, hungering for holiness, should strive to grow fully mature with the fullness of Christ himself, so as to be more effective in communicating the grace of the gospel to others" (CC 51). This entails an a demand to recover in our life "those forms of thinking and acting that...correspond to the gospel radicalism that we profess" (SW 13). Hence the Letter of James invites us at the same time to trust docilely in the action of the Spirit of the Lord, the only One who can really bring about the transformation of our lives and make us credible witness of the Kingdom.


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. With words and works.  If evangelizing is not fundamentally preaching a doctrine but relating and event, it seems logical that in order to evangelize words alone are not enough; some sort of co-proof is necessary. We listen to what Congar said toward the end of his life: "I have come to understand, above all since I have been ill and need the constant care of my brothers...that everything we may preach and say, however sublime it may be, is worthless unless it is backed up by practice, by real, concrete acts of service and of love. I believe that I have lacked this somewhat during my life; I was a bit too intellectual." Don't you believe that this is transforming the world, that this is the coming of Jesus and his Kingdom "with words and with deeds"? What feeling do you have regarding your service of the Word, in contrast with your own works?

2. The Nicodemus syndrome. Our pastoral action should invite people to a life of faith that is not based on power, that does not control intellectual, cultural and social reality. In this life of faith, the important thing is, in the first place, to live in a praying and confessing community. As Rahner used to say: "The Christian of the future will either be a mystic or will not exist at all." In some places of our world the social pressure of unbelieving, agnostic and indifferent sectors will grow ever more intense. Hence a community made up of believers must pray assiduously, participate in worship and the sacraments, be unafraid of confessing their faith in public and bearing witness in their working and social life. It will also be important to live in a mission-minded community. The Christian faith is not church-centered, but rather God- and Christ-centered. It has to be publicly perceptible. The Church should be silent only where it is silenced. We have to react against the "Nicodemus syndrome." We cannot take refuge in an introverted and intransitive religiosity, in movements with no missionary thrust, with no commitment to transforming society according to the heart of God. How would we let our light shine before men?

3. Without giving up the word. What should a servant of the new covenant be like? He should himself be evangelized, he should evangelize by community witness and he should evangelize by the word. It is not enough for people just to want to see us, they must also want to hear us, as they liked to see and hear the Master (Mk 3:8). Through words and deeds we can become a leaven. Not from within, but from without. Louis Evely used to say ironically: "We entrust a child to a catholic nursery, to a good catholic school and a catholic university. Then we will do our best to have him join a catholic union, a catholic business, a catholic circle and a catholic sports club. And after he has died in a catholic hospital, at the hands of a catholic doctor, that great 'salt of the earth' will have salted nothing, and that great 'leaven' will have been carefully kept clear of any loaf." If we protect ourselves within confessional enclaves, what possibility will we have to evangelize? We repeat: What should a servant of the new covenant be like?

4. Let us allow James to do the questioning:
* When you discriminate against the poor, aren't you acting with partiality and becoming like judges handing down corrupt decisions?

* Didn't God choose those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom he promised those who love him?

* Aren't the rich the ones who exploit you, who hale youn into the courts and who blaspheme the noble name which has made you God's own?

* My brothers, what good is it to profess faith without practicing it? Is faith without works going to save anyone?

* Where do the conflicts and disputes among you originate?

* Don't you know that friendship with the world is enmity with God?

* Who are you to judge your neighbor?

* Do you know what will become of you tomorrow?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Fraternal charity. In your community, how are the revision of life, fraternal correction and mutual help practiced? Do you believe that fraternal charity with the elderly and infirm is exercised in a special way?

2. Attitude regarding others. Are we inclined to spread discord, to argue or to grumble? Do we easily set ourselves up as judges of our own brothers? Do I always defend my own against any attack, justified or unjustified?

3. Christian witness.  Could we invite anyone to observe our life and what it might imply for coherence with our words? Are we unaware that for some people we are "the" Church? What sort of Church do we represent?

4. Presence of the poor in our life. Forgetting the reaction of the gallery for the moment, do we lead a life of sincere commitment to the poor? Are they really the privileged recipients of our apostolic ministry and of our fraternal company? And what about my free time, my hobbies, my vacations, my trips and my expenses? Are the consistent with my commitment to the poor?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading the Word of God: Jas 2:14-26.

3. Dialogue on theme 11 in its different keys.

$ Keep in mind the questions formulated within the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys.
4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5. Closing Song.
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