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This life we share together called Church is not easy. It can be beautiful and heartwarming at
times for sure. We also know that it can be challenging, hard, heartbreaking, conflicted, and
disappointing at others. The reason for this is because this life we share together is made up of
us, of you and me, sinful, broken, imperfect people made in God’s image but sometimes very
forgetful of who we are. We are prone to want to justify ourselves and our position in the
Christian community over and against others, and to judging other members of the community.
And yet, we are called and gathered by the one Spirit of Christ to share life together and in so
doing to become together a living witness to the beloved community of God’s Kingdom. All of
this requires what Bonhoeffer refers to as “ministry” or how we minister to and with one another
so that we might be a holy people.

This morning we encounter a familiar reading from the epistle of James about ministry. The
letter is written to a community of Christians to help them understand how it was that they were
to be in the world but not of the world and how to maintain their distinct identity as God’s holy
people whose life together is a living witness to the Kingdom of God. To these early Christians
James praises the importance of Christian ministry by encouraging them and us to be doers of
the word and not hearers only. That is, to take what they have heard and learned from Jesus and
to live it out together in ways that point to the faith that lies within us.

Now over the years some have been uncomfortable with James’ message. Martin Luther called it
an “epistle of straw” precisely because of James emphasis on the active side of Christian faith.
Luther thought that James” emphasis on an active faith overstressed human effort and good
works at the expense of God’s free gift of grace. He was afraid that we might find in James a
friend of works righteousness or the idea that we can somehow earn our salvation by our own
efforts through good works.

Maybe some have found such an argument in James, but I think James would say that the
opposite extreme is also equally dangerous, that being the idea that somehow whatever is going
on in our hearts between me and Jesus is enough, that faith does not have to bear fruit, that it
does not have to be manifest in a shared life of Christian ministry so long as “my heart is right
with God”. And so, James would remind us that we can so overemphasize the inner life of the
spirit that we neglect the truth that Christ has called us to be fully engaged in ministry. The
Christian life is both and. It entails both the life of the spirit, an unwavering faith and trust in



God for our salvation, and a life of ministry, a living and active faith. Life with Jesus is comprised
of both heart and deed, spirit and ministry.

So today I want us to do what we are so often not inclined to do. I want us to hold in creative
tension two things that are often pitted against one another. I want us to recognize that salvation
is the entire work of God, it is a gift of grace, and we are called and empowered by that same
grace to respond by engaging in ministry, living not only as hearers of God’s word but also being
a people who together do God’s word each and every day.

The faithful way forward is found in recognizing that ministry done in the name of the Lord is
one of the gracious things God gives us to do. If our service to Christ is something we do only in
order to get something else, that approach will lead to frustration and despair. If it is something
we do in order to try and measure up — well, we never will. But, if our ministry, whether it be a
ministry of presence, or service, or singing, or teaching, or healing, or administration, our
counseling, or pastoring, or whatever shape it takes, if our ministry grows out of a life of abiding
in Christ then it becomes life-giving not only for us but also for the Church and the world. That
work for God and God’s kingdom, that kind of ministry gives us life, fills us with joy and
meaning and a sense of purpose, and builds us up. We all are called to and need to be engaged in
the kind of ministry that connects our passion and our gifts with the world’s greatest needs. That
is what it means to be doers of the word.

We place our trust and faith first in God’s saving work in Jesus Christ and then we ask, where, O
God, can we join you in that work? Where can we give ourselves to something greater than the
bottom line? Where can we take up the cross and follow Jesus? We all have a role to play, we all
have meaningful work to do; God calls all people to serve, to give, to share in the ministry of
Christ.

In this week’s chapter from Life Together, Bonhoeffer writes specifically about the shared
ministry to which we are all called as followers of Christ. This ministry, this doing of the word
takes a very particular shape for Bonhoeffer and our attention and commitment to this shared
ministry is in part what defines us as a Kingdom people. I'm not going to attempt to cover
everything that Bonhoeffer writes about, but I do want to touch on a few of the surprising ways
Bonhoeffer calls us to be doers of the word engaged in shared ministry.

Because when we think of ministry we typically think of the ways we serve others or the Church,
but Bonhoeffer has something very different and, in fact, foundational in mind when he writes

about the shared ministry that must define our life together as Church.

First, as doers of the word who share life together Bonhoeffer urges us to be diligent in our



ministry of “holding our tongue”. He writes, “Often we combat our evil thoughts most
effectively if we absolutely refuse to allow them to be expressed in words.” (91) This is what
James is pointing to when he calls the early Christians to “bridle” their tongues. Or Paul, when
he urges, “Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up...so
that your words may give grace to those who hear.” (Ephesians 4:29) “In a Christian community
everything depends upon whether each individual is an indispensable link in a chain.” We all
matter to God and all are necessary for the body to be able to function and carry out its mission.

When we hold our tongue, when we say only those things that build one another up we very
quickly come to see the value in others; that they too are made in God’s image and are vital to our
common ministry of being the body of Christ together. We hold our tongue, saying only those
things that build up and edify. And Christ is our example for this. His words to his disciples
were at times pointed and hard for them to hear, but they were spoken in love always with the
purpose of drawing them deeper into relationship and equipping and edifying them for their
mission. This, Bonhoeffer says, is the first ministry to which we are called in our life together.

Related to this is what Bonhoeffer calls the “ministry of listening.” He writes, “The first service
that one owes to others in fellowship consists in listening to them. Just as love for God begins
with listening to God’s Word, so the beginning of love for our brothers and sisters is learning to
listen to them.”(97) This is so hard because we want to do something, to fix the problem, to be
productive. But quite often all the other person needs and wants is for someone to listen. This
should be so obvious for us because even James, in his call for us to be doers of the Word,
assumes that we have first listened to the Word in order to know what it is that we are to do.
Bonhoeffer puts it this way in, what I believe is, one of the best sections of Life Together. “...He
who can no longer listen to his brother or sister will no longer be listening to God; he will be
doing nothing but prattle in the presence of God too. This is the beginning of the death of the
spiritual life, and in the end there is nothing left but spiritual chatter and clerical condescension
arrayed in pious words... Anyone who thinks that his or her time is too valuable to spend
keeping quiet will eventually have no time for God and their fellow disciples, but only for
themselves and their own follies.”(98)

Ouch! That’s close to home. We only know what to say in ministering to others because we have
first invested time in the ministry of listening to God and others. If our speaking is not
accompanied by “...worthy listening, how can it really be the right word for the other
person?”(104) Those who faithfully do God’s word do so because they have first invested time in
listening to God’s word. Remember from last Sunday? Mary sitting at the feet of Jesus, we are
told, chose the better part. Not because active service is wrong. No James urges us to have an
active faith. Mary chose the better part which involves investing time in listening before we act
so that our words and actions flow from a life of intimate fellowship with the one whom we



follow and serve. So, holding our tongue and listening, two ways we are to be doers of the word
engaged in ministry that builds up our life together.

Now Bonbhoeffer also highlights the ministries of meekness, bearing, authority and helpfulness
before turning his attention to the ministry of proclamation. By proclamation he does not mean
what I am doing now. He’s not talking about preaching but rather “...one person bearing
witness in human words to another person, speaking to them the whole consolation, admonition,
kindness, and challenge of God.”(103-104) The ministry of proclamation is what Wesley
referred to as holy conferencing. It’s what happened in the class meetings, the Wesleyan small
groups. Itisa “...ministry of mercy and an offer of genuine fellowship.”(107) The ministry of
proclamation happens when we listen attentively to the Word of God and the needs and
concerns of our brother or sister, and then because we have listened carefully we can in humility
speak the truth in love offering encouragement, support, and accountability. Proclamation is the
“how is it with your soul” conversation. It’s not easy and we must approach this ministry with a
spirit of humility and trust, but it is critical to our growth in grace. We all need holy friends who
we can invite to speak God’s truth to us even if at times that truth is hard to hear. This is why I
think every one of us needs a community group, a small group with whom we meet regularly.
And if you want to make that connection speak with me or one of our pastors and we will help
you find a place where listening and proclamation can become a regular part of your spiritual

rhythm.

“Be doers of the word and not only hearers....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.”(James 1:22, 25) We are all called to the ministries of holding our tongue, of
listening, and proclaiming through which we build one another up, through which we become
the body of Christ. These are foundational ministries. They are the pattern and the rhythm of
our life together. Without them we are merely being busy with religious activity. But when they
are present, a daily part of our life together, then we become doers of the Word, an alternative
community, a holy people whose life together is like heaven on earth.



