
Nancy Thomas 

For the past several months, I have been meditating on the book of 
James. I am drawn to the images in this book and to the spirituality 
that integrates the intimacy of prayer with the realm of obedient 
action in our faith communities and our world. I draw from my 
reflections in James this week, covering only a few aspects of this 
rich book.  

As I write this, I am getting ready for Yearly Meeting week (NWYM), 
and for the teaching trip Hal and I will take to Costa Rica, leaving in 
the middle of yearly meeting. We look forward to an unusual year 
with all of our kids and grandchildren here in Oregon, including the 
“Africans.” Our son David with his wife Debby and their four kids 
are Friends missionaries in Rwanda and will be home on furlough; 
our daughter Kristin, son-in-law Jon, and three kids live nearby in 
Springfield, Oregon. Our ministry with the Latin American Doctoral 
Program in Theology (PRODOLA) is semi-virtual and allows us to live 
near family in Oregon, making several short mission trips a year. 
God is good. 
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Sunday 
March 13 Quick to Listen 

BIBLE READING: James 1:19-25; Psalm 1:2-3 
I love the phrase “Be quick to listen!” It’s like, “Hurry up and 
get quiet,” a seeming contradiction. I picture a tabby cat 
crouching in an open field, absolutely still, ears and tail 
pointed, whiskers quivering. Totally alert, quick to listen, 
about to pounce. 

The rest of the passage in James sets this phrase in the 
context of God’s Word and brings together listening to God 
and then acting on what we’ve heard. We see the person who 
looks intently (that’s the quick-to-listen part) and continu-
ously at God’s perfect and liberating law, and then acts ac-
cordingly. The result is a blessed life. First comes listening; 
the action that flows from the receptive stillness brims over 
with integrity and fruitfulness. 

This passage parallels one of my favorite Old Testament 
texts. In the first Psalm we read of the person who delights in 
and continuously meditates on God’s law. The image the 
psalmist presents is that of a tree planted by a stream of mov-
ing waters, in contrast to the alert cat (which is my image, not 
James’s). But the result is the same—blessing and fruitfulness 
as the person lives out in the world what he or she has heard 
in the silence. The spirituality of James integrates contempla-
tion and action. Mary and Martha, the listener and the server, 
combine in one person. 

But our first reaction in any situation, and our first 
endeavor in any given day, should be—Hurry! Get quiet! Be 
quick to listen! Only then will we be ready to pounce on the 
day. 

SONG: Teach Me to Stop and Listen 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, give me a listening heart. 

Then make me ready to do what you say.  
—Nancy Thomas 
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Monday 
March 14 Joyfully Sticking to It  

BIBLE READING: James 1:2; 4:7-11 
We North Americans are anti-suffering. The advertising indus-
try encourages us to prolong youth (or at least its appearance), 
resist all types of pain, and purchase all means of comfort. We 
have a constitutional right to pursue happiness. 

James’s teaching appears in strong contrast. In today’s 
passages, James addresses suffering as a part of life. This 
includes suffering that comes from living genuine Christian 
lives in an unsympathetic environment (as opposed to the 
suffering that results from our sin). James does not promise a 
suffering-free life if only we have enough faith (or money). He 
shows us a way to face suffering, use it, and walk through it. 
Three key words are patience, perseverance, and joy. 

Patience and perseverance imply sticking to a difficult 
task over time, slowly working through circumstances that 
might tempt us to flee (or at least change churches, jobs, or 
spouses). Patience and perseverance do not, however, imply 
resignation and passivity. In other passages James encourages 
us to make a difference in adverse circumstances through 
faith, prayer, and obedient action. Often this takes time. 

The other key concept in facing suffering is not only 
counter-cultural, it runs against common sense. “Consider it 
all joy”? Surely James jokes. But, no. The word “consider” 
implies conscious thought, a decision to choose life 
(Deuteronomy 30:19). And this has to be a decision because 
joy in suffering is not natural. God calls us to participate in 
his own joy as we seek to follow him in difficult circum-
stances, knowing that this type of suffering transforms us. 
Take courage today. Choose life. 

SONG: The Joy of the Lord 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Help me today, Lord, to choose 

life. Whatever hardship I face, teach me to “consider it all joy.” 
—Nancy Thomas 
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Tuesday 
March 15 Purity of Heart 

BIBLE READING: James 3:17-18 
Many Christians would identify “Action!” as the major theme 
of James, thinking of that famous text, “Faith without works is 
dead.” But James goes deeper than this; his theme is a purity 
of heart that leads to the unity of faith and action. James re-
peats the concept of purity. He admonishes Christians who 
are not living Spirit-filled lives (“sinners,” “double-minded”) 
to sorrowful repentance by purifying their hearts. He states 
that the pure religion God accepts reveals itself in attention to 
widows and orphans and in keeping unpolluted from the evil 
in our context. And in our passage today he teaches that the 
wisdom the Spirit gives us is, first of all, pure. 

Purity of heart. This is partly what Jesus was referring to 
when he spoke of having a single eye. James illustrates this 
with one of Jesus’ own metaphors: a tree bears fruit according 
to its kind. What we do and say results from who we are on 
the inside. Related concepts include simplicity, authenticity, 
genuineness, integrity, sincerity. 

I love the story behind the word sincerity. In Spanish 
the word sincera literally means “without wax.” Its Latin roots 
go back to architecture in the Roman Empire. If unscrupulous 
workmen did not use the finest marble in the construction of 
the pillars, small holes and blemishes would appear; these 
were filled in and covered up with wax, thus fooling most 
people. Pillars of the highest quality came to be referred to as 
“sincere pillars,” those without wax, the genuine article. Open 
your heart up to the cleansing, purifying work of the Holy 
Spirit, today and every day. Let your words and actions flow 
from a heart that is pure and sincere. This is wisdom, indeed. 

SONG: Change My Heart, Oh God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Give me, oh God, a pure heart, 

a clean mind, and a life of obedient action.  
—Nancy Thomas 
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Wednesday 
March 16 Taming the Tongue 

BIBLE READING: James 3:1-6 
James’s images of an uncontrolled tongue are so strong I’m 
tempted to see them as exaggeration: a raging forest fire, a 
“world of evil,” a source of personal corruption, more untam-
able than wild animals, “a restless evil, full of deadly poison.” 
Come on, James. You’re pulling my leg. 

Actually, deliberate exaggeration is part of the cultural 
communication style that formed James, and these strong 
images point to truth. We note the context into which James 
wrote, that of immature Christians engaged in tirades of anger, 
hypocrisy, praising God and cursing people on the same day, 
quarrels, slander, boasting, and grumbling. Maybe he wasn’t 
exaggerating after all. How we use words seems to indicate 
better than anything else what’s on the inside and is related to 
purity of heart. 

With another strong image, James writes that “If anyone 
considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein 
on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worth-
less” (1:26). Pondering the image of reining my tongue, I wrote 
a poem that begins: “Thinking of my mouth as a corral/ leaves 
a bad taste,/ and that tight rein sounds painful.” And yet…. 
Again James uses exaggeration and humor to point to truth. 

In contrast to those who would say, “It’s not what you 
say, it’s how you live that counts,” I would counter that what 
we say—and how we say it—are vital aspects of how we live. 
“Sticks and stones may break my bones,” yet far worse is the 
damage caused by an uncontrolled tongue. On the other hand, 
purity of heart leads to words that heal and bless. 

SONG: Search Me, O God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: “Search me, O God, and know 

my heart….See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead 
me in the way everlasting” (Psalm 139:23-24). 

—Nancy Thomas 



93 

Thursday 
March 17 Wisdom from Above 

BIBLE READING: James 3:13-17 
The book of James is the New Testament equivalent of the Old 
Testament book of Proverbs. Both offer practical advice on 
how to live; both emphasize wisdom. Today’s passage is 
central to the book: “Who is wise and understanding among 
you? Let him show it by his good life, by deeds done in the 
humility that comes from wisdom.” Various themes come 
together: an ethically sound life-style and actions that flow 
from inner integrity, characterized by humility and wisdom. 

James uses strong words to define wisdom: pure (first of 
all!), peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full of mercy and 
good fruit, impartial, and sincere. This is obviously no monas-
tic-ethereal-abstract kind of wisdom; every trait mentioned 
has to do with how we relate to other people. James also de-
fines wisdom by saying what it is not. The wisdom the Spirit 
imparts is not double-minded, quick to anger, loose-lipped, 
proud, envious, ambitious, unfair, or oppressive.  

The fruit from this kind of wisdom includes humility, 
which is an honest assessment of ourselves that allows us to 
relate to others in positive and healing ways. It also leads to 
peace and to “a harvest of righteousness.” Just imagine! What 
would a harvest of righteousness look like in your home, in 
your congregation, in your community, in your world? 

Finally, James makes it clear that this wisdom is “from 
above.” But that doesn’t mean out of reach. “If any of you 
lacks wisdom, [that person] should ask God, who gives gener-
ously to all without finding fault, and it will be given 
him” (1:5). What are we waiting for? 

SONG: Be Thou My Wisdom (v. 2 of Be Thou My Vision) 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, give me your wisdom, 

both specifically (for the things I am facing today) and more 
broadly, causing me to become wise in the Spirit. 

—Nancy Thomas 
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Friday 
March 18 Effective Prayer 

BIBLE READING: James 5:13-16 
Some would say that the book of James is all about action, and 
that prayer is passive. In other words, “Don’t just sit there and 
pray, do something!” In reality, prayer is one of the actions 
James encourages us to engage in, along with visiting the 
afflicted and treating the oppressed with justice.  

James tells us to pray for ourselves; in particular, he tells 
us to pray for wisdom and to pray for help in time of trouble, 
the one prayer that seems to come naturally. He also teaches 
us the importance of prayer for others. The book mentions two 
kinds of intercessory prayer: community prayer and personal 
prayer. James tells the sick person to seek out the elders for 
prayer, stating that “the prayer offered in faith will make the 
sick person well.” While this is not always the practice in 
evangelical churches in North America, it’s a staple of faith in 
churches in majority world cultures, be those churches 
Quaker, Baptist, or Pentecostal. James also adds to the 
church’s agenda prayers for forgiveness and inner healing.  

Along with prayers by the faith community, James en-
courages personal intercessory prayer, stating that the effec-
tive prayer of the righteous person accomplishes much. In the 
context of the whole book, we find keys to a prayer ministry 
that effectively partners with what God is doing in the world. 
The “righteous person” has a pure heart before the Lord, seeks 
wisdom from above as she prays, asks in simple faith that God 
hears and answers, unites her prayers to acts of obedience in 
her church and world. Prayer is primal action. The rest fol-
lows. 

SONG: The Lord’s Prayer 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, teach me to pray. Let me 

pray in partnership with you and with your purposes in my 
church, my community, my world. 

—Nancy Thomas 
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Saturday 
March 19 Father of Lights 

BIBLE READING: James 1:16-18 
One of my favorite images of God comes from James and 
undergirds the teaching of the whole book. The image I am 
referring to is that of God as the Father of lights. It looks back 
to the book of Genesis and the first recorded words that God 
spoke, “Let there be light.”  

Our Father, the Creator of all things, is unchangeably 
good and generous by nature. The father image here mysteri-
ously morphs into a mother image as God chooses to give us 
the gift of birth through the word of truth. This Father who is 
also Mother makes us his children. He shines the Light of 
creation and of Jesus, the Light of the World, into our hearts, 
enabling us to live lives worthy of his gifts.  

When my grandson, Peter, was four months old, the 
doctors told us he was blind. But as he grew and developed, it 
became obvious to us that he saw something. He was late in 
language development, but it seems significant that one of his 
first words was “light!” and his first sentence, “light on!” 
pointing to the ceiling light fixture. Peter has always turned 
toward the light. And as our prayers for his physical healing 
continue, we pray especially that Peter, along with all our 
children and grandchildren, will continually turn to the Fa-
ther of Lights. 

Today, let the light of God shine into your heart, illumi-
nating all dark corners, warming the coldness, painting your 
truest dreams with color, opening your eyes to the beauty and 
truth of his word. Then let that light shine through you into 
your world. 

SONG: Immortal, Invisible 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, shine into my heart. Then 

use me to convey your beauty, goodness, wisdom and love to 
my family, my community, my world.  

—Nancy Thomas 


