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      A crisis, such as a pandemic, always leaves us changed for good or ill and, in the process, tests the values and priorities of the heart.  For the Christian, a question always haunts:  am I living in tune with the superficial herd spirit of the times or with the spirit of the divine depths, known as ‘wisdom’?  To help glimpse an answer, the letter of James should be read and so should Joel Huffstetler’s reflections on it. Accessible, gracefully provocative and drenched in the reckless mercy of God, these meditations help us imagine what a true ambassador for Jesus Christ might say and do, how they might listen and how they might love.

      
        
        Mark Oakley

        Dean, St. John’s College, University of Cambridge
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      Practical Faith and Active Love:  Meditations on the Epistle of James is a ‘game plan for life.’ Joel Huffstetler has a passion for God, teaching, and also a love of Sport. These meditations on the wisdom of James reflect this. Fr. Joel emphasizes the practical teachings of James and their relevance for twenty-first century living.

      As Athletic Director at The University of Tennessee, I had the privilege of working with Coach Pat Summitt for three decades.  I have often been asked what made her a great coach and I always answer that she was a great teacher and understood the importance of relationships and communication.

      Fr. Joel and Pat both share these characteristics.  He is also a great teacher and communicator, and in this book he guides us through the Epistle of James with the touch of a seasoned pastor.

      
        
        Joan Cronan, Athletic Director Emeritus

        University of Tennessee
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      These short and elegant meditations on an often overlooked part of the New Testament by a first rate scholar priest offer much food for thought as we try to relate the Bible to our own often troubled world. Drawing on an extensive pastoral ministry as well as modern scholarship, Fr. Huffstetler succeeds in offering comfort, challenge and resources for the Christian life.

      
        
        The Revd Canon Professor Mark D. Chapman

        Professor of the History of Modern Theology, University of Oxford
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      “There is nothing in the Epistle of James that is not directly relevant to our lives.” So writes Joel Huffstetler in one of his probing meditations that comprise this commendable book. Several times, we are reminded that James is not only a moral theologian but also a practical theologian—an early Christian writer, possibly Jesus’s own brother, who has given us the only New Testament writing that can rightly be called “wisdom literature.” Like the Old Testament book of Proverbs or other Jewish writings such as Ecclesiasticus, also known as the Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach, and the Wisdom of Solomon, the Epistle of James consists mostly of sayings and proverbs, or short snippets of reflection on topics like riches and poverty, speech and anger, faith and works, patience and hope. From start to finish, these teachings of James resonate with our own—with everyone’s—life experience. This is what makes them eminently—and profoundly—practical. They embody universal wisdom, especially that which comes to us through the Hebrew Scriptures and other Jewish writings from antiquity.

      Wisdom teachings are typically succinct, direct, and forthright. They offer simple, insightful advice, but not because of some “know-it-all” arrogance, but because they grow out of life’s experiences—out of a life deeply lived. They stem from people who have experienced the ups and downs of life, but who have taken the time to reflect on these experiences—and to learn from them. They are lessons about life that are drawn from life. But more than simply offering advice, James’s teachings, like those of his wise predecessors, have an ethical dimension. They have an inescapable moral goal—the shaping of our lives in a direction toward what is good and beneficial, what is ultimately constructive and uplifting, in short, what is fully human. This is what Huffstetler means when he reminds us that James is a moral theologian—and a preacher.

      These meditations on James grow out of deep, extensive pastoral experience in which the Bible is regarded and experienced as singularly formative in shaping the life of faith and the Christian communities in which such lives are nourished. In constructing these meditations, Huffstetler has drawn on a wide variety of scholarly voices drawn from the vast commentary tradition on the Epistle of James. Especially striking is the rich diversity of these voices, both women and men, scholars from many different church traditions, but other literary voices as well. Rather than simply stringing these commentary voices together and abjectly yielding to their expertise, Huffstetler has interwoven them with his own experienced voice as a reflective pastor. What emerges are brief but insightful meditations that exemplify the irresistible appeal of Scripture as believers and their communities deal with life’s crises.

      The social and political upheaval of 2020, compounded by a pandemic that has profoundly altered our routine patterns of life, provides the broader context in which these meditations have been prepared and delivered. As we all have sought markers to guide us through this fog of uncertainty, Huffstetler shows, once again, the value of Holy Scripture and such classics as The Book of Common Prayer in nurturing our souls even as we try to preserve our physical health.

      
        
        Carl R. Holladay

        Charles Howard Candler Professor Emeritus of New Testament

        Candler School of Theology

        Emory University
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      It has long been my contention that the Epistle of James is the most practical book of the Bible. A relatively brief document by biblical standards, James’s ‘epistle’ is a collection of tried and true wisdom sayings both thoroughly Jewish and at the same time reflective of the Greco-Roman moralists. For years I have had the desire to work through the contents of the epistle systematically and then offer a series of practical reflections on this most practical of books. With the temporary suspension of in-person worship in 2020 due to safety protocols in response to COVID-19, the opportunity presented itself. The meditations that follow are revised versions of a series of informal reflections offered in the context of Noonday Prayer services which were live-streamed on Facebook.

      This book is not a comprehensive commentary on the epistle. A gracious plenty of commentaries is already available. Instead, this series of meditations first offered in the context of worship, and now in print, seeks to remind interested readers of the timeless wisdom contained within the Epistle of James. The backdrop to this particular set of reflections is the COVID-19 pandemic, and the social protests first prompted by the deaths of Ahmaud Arbery and George Floyd—protests which continue to this day. The contents of James are relevant to any time, place, and circumstance, and the pastoral reflections on the epistle offered in this book will continue to apply going forward.

      We cannot know for sure the identity of James. The attribution of the epistle to James the brother of Jesus is both a widespread and defensible assertion but cannot be proven. This treatment allows for the possibility that the epistle does go back to that James. The Epistle of James is a ‘letter’ in name only. The author has made use of the literary form in order to convey his collection of wisdom material in an accessible way. No firm date can be attached to the letter. In introductory comments regarding the document, Sophie Laws notes: “The very general nature of its contents makes it difficult to attach it positively to a specific time and place.”1 That said, the author’s intended audience does seem to be a specific congregation. As Laws puts it: “The author presupposes a real audience.”2

      James’s familiarity with wisdom literature both Jewish and Greco-Roman is impressive. Drawing widely from the literary resources available to him, James uses his letter to promulgate universally recognized virtues and to caution against universally recognized vices. Though the document contains only two specific references to Jesus by name (1:1; 2:1), there are distinct echoes of the Jesus tradition—including the Sermon on the Mount—throughout the letter.

      Readers familiar with the wisdom texts of the Old Testament and the Apocrypha will find in James a continuation of the wisdom tradition into the Christian era. Carl Holladay notes that James is “…the one New Testament writing that can rightly be called Christian Wisdom literature.”3 In summarizing the scope and aim of the Epistle of James and its continuing relevance to contemporary church life, Luke Timothy Johnson states: “James claims neither novelty nor depth. But no reader can mistake its lively voice or moral passion. Traditional teaching is given vibrancy in this exhortation to practical faith and active love.”4

      
        
        Joel W. Huffstetler

        Rector, St. Luke’s Episcopal Church

        Cleveland, Tennessee

        23 December 2020
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      Before I met Fr. Joel Huffstetler in person, I knew him to be a writer. While browsing at Accent On Books, an independent bookstore in Asheville, North Carolina, several years ago, I discovered Fr. Joel’s very helpful guide on the Windsor Report. Here was a parish priest with the additional discipline of teaching and writing for publication. Fr. Joel had my personal admiration long before I had the pleasure to know him as a colleague in East Tennessee.

      On each of my visits to St. Luke’s, Cleveland, I always depart with a deep sense that St. Luke’s is a teaching parish, with a teaching priest who invites the parish community to go deep—into Scripture, into prayer, into embodying the Faith.

      I am writing this on January 1, 2021, with the very difficult Plague year 2020 just past. In March, traditional parish church life for all of us was wildly disrupted. How do we stay connected if we cannot physically gather in person? Now, we know we have learned new ways of using technology to remain a body of believers. And as Fr. Joel quotes me in these meditations as saying, we all returned to what we do best.

      Fr. Joel possesses many gifts and there are many things he does well. But at his best, I believe him to be a teacher and a writer. He is gifted in communicating the Gospel in practical and clear and effective ways. So, it is not surprising to me that he gave the parish church in Cleveland such a good gift with these practical and wise teachings on the Epistle of James.

      In reading these meditations on the wisdom of James, I was reminded of Fr. James Otis Sargent Huntington, who helped found the Order of the Holy Cross in the late 1800s. He once said, “Love must act as light must shine forth and fire must burn.” For Huntington, his life as a monk was integrated in prayer and action.

      We know that it is Divine Grace that restores us to God, not our imperfect works. Yet, our response to that Divine Grace does act and shine and burn. Fr. Joel, through careful reading of commentators and his own pastoral reflections, shows how James invites us to practical action in response to Divine Grace.

      My prayer for 2021 and beyond is that these meditations on the Epistle of James will find a wide readership, and I believe they will. Just as Fr. Joel suggests the genius of James is how practical it is, how it reads “as if we are sitting with a pastor from the ancient church and receiving instruction” so also with these meditations. As reader, you are sitting with a scholar pastor and his parish church, receiving instruction on the enduring wisdom of the Faith given to us through the Crucified and Risen Christ.

      
        
        The Right Rev. Brian L. Cole

        Bishop of East Tennessee

        The Feast of the Holy Name of Our Lord Jesus Christ
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      1James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, To the twelve tribes in the Dispersion: Greetings. 2My brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of any kind, consider it nothing but joy, 3because you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance; 4and let endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in nothing.

      

      The Letter of James fits into a genre known as wisdom literature. Proverbs is the great example of a wisdom text in the Hebrew Scriptures. And in the Apocrypha, dating from the inter-testamental period, is a wisdom text called Ecclesiasticus, sometimes referred to as Sirach. The Epistle of James carries forward the wisdom tradition into the Christian era.

      James has a conversational tone. In reading through James, it is as if we are sitting with a pastor from the ancient church and receiving instruction regarding the practical aspects of faith. It is practical. Every line in James can be put to practical use in daily living, and the wisdom contained in James is just as relevant and useful to us as it was in the first century.

      In 1:2-4 James mentions “trials” and “testing.” In 1:2 we read: “…whenever you face trials of any kind….” James’s wording here is intentional. “Trials” is in the plural. We all face different kinds of trials in life, different levels of testing. In referencing trials of “any kind” James asserts that whatever testing we endure, the journey through such times can lead us into a deeper maturity in the faith. For James, times of trial, times of testing, are a matter of when, not if, and when we face these inevitable times of testing James would have us draw on our faith for both wisdom and strength. Our faith is meant to help us put times of trial in perspective. It is our faith that gives us the will and the resources to move through such times, to face up to them without being overwhelmed.

      Then in 1:3: “…the testing of your faith produces endurance….” The Greek for “endurance” has an active sense and does not connote mere passivity. To endure is actively to take on times of trial and testing. In commenting on the meaning of the word here in its context, Sophie Laws writes that endurance indicates: “…an active steadfastness in, [rather] than passive submission to, circumstances.”1 Endurance carries with it a connotation of active steadfastness, not passivity—merely holding on tight and riding it out.

      The Epistle of James was written to help us deal with, make sense of, and learn from our trials, our times of testing. Of course, the path leading towards endurance is a journey. There will be successes and setbacks along the way. It is a lifetime’s journey to grow more and more into maturity as people of faith. To be sure, endurance can be a gradual and, indeed, a painful acquisition. The journey into spiritual maturity, the winding path that leads us into deeper faith can be achingly gradual and deeply painful—and yet….

      In this moment in our history there is much pain, anger, frustration, and uncertainty. We are experiencing a collective fatigue in our culture. There is a weariness that comes with this season of trials. We are in the midst of a time of testing in our lives as individuals, as people of faith, and as a nation. Indeed, we are experiencing a time of trials the likes of which few of us middle-aged and younger have ever seen. We have a public health crisis to deal with, as well as protests calling for significant and lasting social change. Without doubt, we are in a time of testing, a season of trials.

      In the biblical tradition, there is a history of framing times of trial, times of testing, in terms of a refining fire. In his commentary on James, Peter H. Davids writes: “The process of testing faith is like the tempering of steel: the heat, rather than destroying the steel, makes it stronger.”2 James readily acknowledges and in no way seeks to minimize the potential severity of trials. There will be times when we are sorely tested. James offers us wisdom to meet such times with faith, with perseverance, and with hope that we will emerge stronger, more mature, and more compassionate. However gradual and painful the journey, ultimately we are meant to come through our trials stronger for them.

      James 1:3-4 reads: “…you know that the testing of your faith produces endurance; and let endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in nothing.” Many of us, surely most of us, are longing for a calmer, more peaceful time. But peace with justice. Numerous times over the last number of weeks I have thought how wonderful ‘normal’ would seem right now. Currently, there is nothing boring to me about normal! And yet, upon reflection, we know that, in reality, it is in times of struggle, times of challenge—it is in times when we are pushed out of our comfort zones that we grow in endurance and maturity and are edged forward in our faith journey. The maturity that James imagines comes in large part from what we learn from setbacks experienced in the midst of times of trial. It takes time and patience to get through these periods. It takes time to gain perspective, and yet, with the benefit of sufficient time and its accompanying hindsight, we recognize that it is through times of testing that we are pushed forward in the journey to maturity.

      This is a momentous time in our lives. We are living in a time of challenge on numerous important fronts and, to be sure, we are in the midst of a much needed season of substantive social change. There is no question that we are living in and through a period that history will come to see as a season of lastingly significant change in our culture. For many, what we are experiencing is unsettling on numerous fronts. And yet, this can also be a time of hope, trusting that, having experienced this season, over time we as a culture, we as a church, and we as individuals will emerge the better for it.

      James did not write his letter in a spiritual vacuum. James knew full well the reality of trials. He knew full well what it means to be tested. The Epistle of James was written in the first century out of a Jewish religious and cultural milieu. James had lived his entire life amidst the reality of an occupying foreign power, Rome. He had experienced the push/pull of the Judaism he had known evolving into a new expression of faith which would come to be called Christianity. Just imagine the challenge of wanting to be true to one’s Jewish heritage and yet coming to understand that the Messiah has come, history has turned, in the person of Jesus.

      Though we cannot prove it—no one can prove it—tradition holds that our author, James, is St. James of Jerusalem, the brother of Jesus. This James came to be in a position of leadership over the church in Jerusalem. So, if in fact our author is Jesus’s brother, then James knew all too well the trials that Jesus had experienced—betrayal, arrest, mock trial, and crucifixion. The Epistle of James is not written in a spiritual vacuum. Our author speaks to the issues of trials and testing, endurance and the journey to maturity, with integrity, and from a deep well of experience.

      In 1:4 we read: “…and let endurance have its full effect, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking in nothing.” One of the leading scholars on the Epistle of James is Ralph Martin, and in his commentary he writes that maturity and completeness are meant to lead us to: “…the coherence of faith and works, i.e., in conduct.”3 James will go on to say in 1:22: “But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers….”

      James writes squarely in the tradition of wisdom literature. The Epistle of James is full of ancient, time-tested, practical spiritual counsel that equips us to meet the moment that is now. Luke Timothy Johnson, one of the great Bible scholars of our time, writes in introducing the epistle: “James exhorts his readers to action consonant with conviction.”4 Johnson goes on to say that the exhortation that James offers us is to: “…practical faith and active love.”5 Amen.
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