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James 1:17-27

1:17 Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down from
the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change.

1:18 In fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the word of truth, so that we
would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures.

1:19 You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak,
slow to anger;

1:20 for your anger does not produce God's righteousness.

1:21 Therefore rid yourselves of all sordidness and rank growth of wickedness, and
welcome with meekness the implanted word that has the power to save your souls.

1:22 But be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves.

1:23 For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at
themselves in a mirror;

1:24 for they look at themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they were
like.

1:25 But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and persevere, being not
hearers who forget but doers who act--they will be blessed in their doing.

1:26 If any think they are religious, and do not bridle their tongues but deceive their hearts,
their religion is worthless.

1:27 Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans
and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.

The Word of the LORD.
Thanks be to God.

(PLAY HORSE VIDEO FROM YOUTUBE)



Horses unbridled are a powerful force--together they can flee danger, together
they can forge ahead into uncharted territory.

Horses unbridled run because their herd is running--movement and
connection is life. Disconnection and lameness is death.

The bridle was invented about 30,000 years ago so human beings could
harness that powerful capacity to move--to flee or to forge ahead.

Bridles and bits were created for control.
(show bridle and bit picture SPLIT SCREEN)

If a rider depends too heavily on the bit and bridle to lead a horse, the horse
can develop hard mouth--or trouble yielding to the bit. Inexperienced riders
can be overly dependent on the bit and bridle. It’s really not the best way to
build a relationship with a horse. Experienced riders know how to
communicate with a horse with their seat and their legs, their body and their
breath. The bit is really a last resort.

Horses tongues are bridled for control--to make them submit to the human
being that is on their back. Bits and bridles are not about freedom. They are
about control and submission.

(take down bridle and bit picture)

There are other ways to create relationship and safety with a horse. Building
trust with a horse starts on the ground, not on their back. And it is slow. To
build trust with a horse you have to understand that they are listening to you
with their whole bodies. They feel your mood, your movements, your breath.
They read you--because that’s what they have to do to survive.

(show horse building trust picture split screen)

Building trust works best when the horse can sense a person’s confidence and
gentleness all at the same time. Scared people scare horses. If you're scared,
they think they should be scared, too. Your confidence helps a horse feel safe.
Your aggression, however, makes a horse feel scared. You can’t fake it around
a horse. If you are not sure how you are feeling someday, a horse will give you
feedback!



(switch to mama horse and baby picture SPLIT SCREEN)

You start with sweeping confident touches--like a mama horse giving her baby
a bath. Starting on the neck and chest. And really listening to the horse’s body
as you move backwards. When there is shudder or a twitch of the tail go back
to touching where they were comfortable with your touching. Don’t force
anything--listen and move at the speed of trust as adrienne maree brown
would say.

(take down mama horse and baby picture)

When you and your horse have built trust, you both feel more confident with
the riding relationship.

With that kind of relationship, you don’t have to depend on the bit so much.
Riders learn to use leg yields and breath and direction of the body and where
you look. Bridle and bit really are not how you steer a horse--but how you
remind a horse that you can make life difficult for him if he tries to run when
you didn’t ask him to.

Cultivating this kind of relationship with a horse takes practice, patience,
persistence, and--most of all--a deep intuition of the connection that already
exists. You are not building connection with anything around you. That
connection already exists.

The way you practice cultivating the relationship that grows from the
connection is how you help to shape the nature and impact of the connection--
will it be healthy, life-giving, liberating, healing--or will it be harmful,
traumatizing, limiting, diminishing?

The Book of James is full of commentary on the human condition and how
Christ meets us in our most self-destructive learned habits and gives us a way
to rekindle our relationship with our best possibilities.

Bridling our tongues is about protecting us against ourselves and our
tendency to be self-destructive when we don'’t listen and speak in ways that
are guided by the capacity God has implanted in each of us. James talks about
the “implanted word.”



He says, “welcome with meekness the implanted word that has the power to
save your souls.”

Do you know this about yourself--that God’s word is implanted in you--in the
beginning was the word, and the word was with God and the word was God.
Jesus--the logos made flesh, the word alive and moving in the world.

That word is implanted in you--it’s in your DNA--that same word that gave
birth to the universe, that same word that moved and breathed and healed
with perfect compassion--that word is implanted in you. That word is the
deepest, truest part of you--that word is the pathway to the song of your soul.

Do you know that about yourself? Do you know that about every person on
this planet? Do we know our human family this way?

James’ language about bridling our tongues is not a prescription for how to
correct bad behavior, but a description of how we can spot someone who is
truly living from that soul center--that implanted word, that spark of divinity,
that word made flesh.

A bridled tongue is not enforced from the outside, but intuited from the
inside--from the beautiful garden of God’s love implanted in you and me. The
bridled tongue is just a symptom of the wisdom of knowing when to listen,
when to be quiet and listen. And when to speak, when to be courageous and
speak.

We see that gift from above, that gift from God’s effusive love, that shimmering
glimpse of our divinity in the rhythm of listening and speaking that gives voice
to truth, that creates the music of the human story that tells us who we truly
are.

James reminds us that the fruits of letting our lives be led by that implanted
word will not just be words or concepts, but they will be behaviors and habits,
they will be actions and decisions, they will be a way of life that increasingly
defines a community and not just individuals in a community.

But as humanity is so prone to do, when we touch into something as powerful
as a spark of divinity within each of us, the human family has splintered and
broken over this implanted power.



We so often forget to listen. But a more destructive habit is the willful refusal
to listen. And forced silencing so we don’t have to listen. The overdependence
on the bit and the bridle--that indicates a superficial relationship, a lack of
trust, an emotional laziness that projects its fears and insecurities onto others
and finds ways to force them to conform, to submit to control.

Some of the cultures on this planet who have excelled at this silencing are the
same cultures who have churned out reams of treatises on things like the
freedom of the conscience, liberty, democracy, equality, and freedom of
speech. Northern European culture has generated all this talk, all this
language about freedom, but the norms and actions of these cultures are
focused more on enforcing conformity than anything else.

From medieval Scotland came the scold’s bridle. Invented and used widely in
Northern Europe--from Scotland to England to Ireland to Germany.

(show picture of scold’s bridle--NOT SPLIT SCREEN)

It was made to punish, to humiliate, to torture, and to correct. It was also
surely a terrifying deterrent for speaking out against the powers that be.

The scold’s bridle was used mostly on women in Northern Europe. A husband
could request that his wife be given this public punishment if she questioned
him or annoyed him with her talk, with her words. The bridle was extremely
painful and included a bit or metal weight that pressed on the tongue or put
spikes on either side of the tongue to prevent any talking, eating, or

drinking. Women were often paraded around town for hours to make an
example of them to other women.

(take down picture of scold’s bridle)

This form of torture was often used on women who questioned the church or
presumed to have a word from God themselves. It was a common punishment
for women who were labeled as witches or religious dissenters.

It’s no coincidence that women’s talk is called nagging--and it is common
parlance to call a horse a nag who is broken down--with a hard mouth, who is
no good anymore. The truth is both are in relationships where the bit is



overused--where trust and listening were underdeveloped. And the end result
is pain and broken relationship.

This concept of bridling tongues is rife with the human tendency to force and
terrorize to force conformity--especially when it comes to matters of faith.
The church--the church that is our heritage, became a major instrument of
social control, terror, and enforced conformity. The church often did the dirty
work the state did not want to do. And that is part of the culture that our
ancestors in the faith brought to this country--the culture of enforced
conformity.

The scold bridle was adapted to be used as a form of kidnapping, torture, and
enforced captivity for enslaved Africans. Just like Resmaa Menakem points out
in “My Grandmother’s Hands,” everything white colonizers did to Indigenous
people and kidnapped Africans, they learned from what was done to them and
to their families often at the hands of their neighbors and their communities.

The scold bridle is iconography and artifact of a cold hard truth--white
Europeans did not bring Christianity to this country, white Europeans brought
capitalism, control, and enforced conformity to this country.

But James is talking about something categorically antithetical to enforced
conformity and control and capitalism. He is talking about beloved
community--not a space of conformity, commodification, and control, but a
space of solidarity.

The gap between the wealthy and the poor was a problem in James’
community—there were accepted practices in that culture of deferring to the
wealthy and scorning the poor. James rejected these norms and exhorted
Jesus followers to remember their roots—the prophets who challenged the
stark stratification between the wealthy and the impoverished. And Jesus who
listened, interrupted, and spoke truth with utter clarity around the nature of
God’s love in a multifarious world.

James is reminding us that we don’t come from enforced conformity if we
listen to the truth of where we come from-- prophetic voices--the mothers of
creativity and resilience, the sisters of movement and good medicine, the
daughters of innovation and birthing new life out of pain.



James exhorts those with resources to remember that how they use their
resources—their land, their money—how they paid their workers, how they
supported those who were the most vulnerable in society-all should be
expressions of this implanted word from God.

If our actions and behaviors and habits don’t line up with our stated values,
James says, then we are like someone who looks in the mirror and then turns
away and immediately forgets what they saw. In other words, the disconnect
between values and action is a result of not knowing ourselves, of a dangerous
forgetfulness, of a demonic possession that steals our self understanding--we
are captive to not remembering who we really are.

What does it mean to you that the part of you who wants others to conform,
that wants others to be silenced, that fails to listen, that has accepted the
commodification of creation and of all human bodies, including yours--what
does it mean to you that that part of you is false, that that part of you is not a
true expression of your created nature, that you are captive to the very lie that
Jesus came to cast out of our lives and our communities?

James reminded the faithful that economic justice was not a choice, but an
expression of God’s law, implanted in our bodies. Economic justice is an
expression of our created nature.

Economic injustice is an abomination of who God made us to be. Amassing
wealth through the oppression of another is condemned in our scriptures, yes,
but more than that it is a violation of our very humanity--of the way God
created us to be.

James is not making an ethical claim here, he is making an existential one. Our
nature is to live in equilibrium with ourselves, with each other, and with God.
And that equilibrium manifests itself in listening before we talk--and talking
when our silence is deadly.

What happens when we talk when we need to listen first? What happens
when we only listen to disprove or rebut or plot our revenge? What happens
when we listen to corrosive gossip or destructive untruths or emotional abuse
when we need to speak up or speak out or say “no more”?



“In fulfillment of God’s own purpose,” James says, “God gave us birth by the
word of truth, so that we would become a kind of first fruits of God’s
creatures.”

This capacity to reflect on our purpose in the world was part of how God
created us so that we could bear fruit on this awe inspiring planet.

We lost our way when we stopped listening to the true story of our
beginnings. This planet is not ours to extract from and our fellow humans are
not here for our material gain. Our bodies were not made for exploitation and
our purpose in life is not fulfilled in what wealth we generate for ourselves or
for others.

The story of our purpose is a story of mysterious and magnificent connection-
-of roots that go down to the center of the earth where fire meets water meets
ground and together they search for sun and stars by growing together.

We are made to listen and to share--to find ourselves incomplete when we are
not in the company of the stories and truths of others who help us see the
world from some new angle, or to point out what happens when the light or
shadow refracts on a new corner of reality we hadn’t known.

This week the words of the President of the United States brought me to tears-
-in the wake of the horrific bombing in the Kabul airport--he shared his own
experience of his son’s death and the “black hole that is enveloping you” when
a child dies that you know you can’t escape from. But that is not when my
tears came. They came when the President spoke directly to those
responsible for the bombing. “We will not forgive. We will not forget. We will
hunt you down and make you pay.”

Those are the words that made me weep. They are the words of war, of
violence, of broken relationship, of forgotten humanity. They are the words
born of a dangerous forgetfulness that holds the human race

captive. Retaliation is not the same as accountability. Desiring another person
destroyed is not the same as justice. The President’s words so clearly
articulate our collective brokenness. And they burned my eyes, my nasal
passages. They made my breathing shallow and my chest tight--like a noxious
poison that you can’t escape.



All the people who died in the Kabul airport--no matter their nationality were
our brothers and sisters, our mothers and fathers, our friends, our neighbors,
our soul mates. Most of the young marines were Sidney’s age or even younger.
The grief goes way down to that implanted word, that deep place of promise
that God dreamed up for us to come into being. Our grief is for the languishing
of our humanity--for the captivity that we seem to have to collective
destruction.

But that is not the end of the story. The grief we feel is a glimmer of that truth
of connection, of our freedom when we are true to our created nature. If you
feel the sorrow, embrace it. Welcome it home--welcome yourself back home to
the human family.

Thanks be to God.



