
I. 

Be patient, so James implores us in the 5th chapter of his epistle. 
“Be patient, therefore, beloved, until the coming of the Lord.” 
Patience. These days, it doesn’t seem such a virtue. Why do I need 
patience when I have my iPhone right here? Siri, when does the 
number 15 come? Siri, send an Uber. Now, I am a parent, so I am a 
proponent of patience on a long car trip. “Have Patience, Have 
Patience, Don’t be in such a hurry.” Do you know that jingle? It is 
not really a song about patience at all. It just wants the kids to stop 
complaining. And it guilts them into it. “God is patient with you.” 
“Others wait for you :)” The song has the lowest possible 
understanding of patience. A guilt induced waiting without 
complaining out loud. A technique often suggested to children is 
looking at clouds to see if they can see any animals. That one looks 
like a unicorn! The advice is basically, “distract yourself.” It is advise 
that we have taken as a culture. I learned this week from Al Roker 
that none of the top ten grossing movies of 2016 are set in reality. 
From Finding Dora to Batman vs. Superman, this years movies 
invited us to look into the clouds and imagine animals. With the 
world the way it is, it seems we would rather  immerse ourselves in 
imaginary ones! Patience as escapism. A fine, but meager form of 
patience. There are more serious problems with patience as well. 
Patience is sometimes used a silencer, a way of telling victims to 
keep quiet. Grin and bear it. And patience is sometimes used to 
keep a crooked status quo. The liberal clergy of Birmingham 
Alabama, including both Episcopal Bishops, wrote to Martin Luther 
King suggesting he back off, essentially counseling patience on 
the way towards civil rights. King’s brilliant response speaks to a 
“legitimate and unavoidable impatience.”  

For all of these reasons, James’ instruction to “Be patient” seems 
inappropriate. However, I will attempt, in the next 7 minutes, to 
show why it might be important advice to us. I’ll start by giving 
context, showing that James is the biggest fan of ethical action in 
the New Testament and he still advises patience. I’ll conclude by 
trying to show the great the virtue of patience when it moves us 
and our communities towards the ends of wholeness and 
flourishing. 

II. 

James is the biggest fan of ethical action in the New Testament 
and he still advises patience. Let’s try to understand the context. 
James is a short book near the end of the New Testament. 
Traditionally, James was identified as the brother of the Lord, who 
became a strong leader after the resurrection. Probably James was 
written by a Greek speaking Jewish Christian who chose to identify 
with an authoritative James. What makes James stand out in the 
New Testament is that in James holiness comes from ethical 
conduct. The most famous quote from James is “faith without 
works is dead.” James held the church to a very high standard. “Be 
doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive 
themselves.” For some, including Martin Luther, James’ strong 
ethical message made the book suspect. Paul emphasizes so 
strongly in his letters that we are justified by faith, not works, and 
that everything is a gift of God. For James? You better live your 
faith. What I am getting at is that the person who counsels us to be 
patient has serious ethical credibility. 

The verses that immediately precede ours are about the great 
problems of wealth. “Come now, you rich people, weep and wail 
for the miseries that are coming to you.” and so on. James is 
against favoritism and warns the wealthy that they are not 
impervious to divine justice. James tells us, “If you show partiality, 
you commit sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors.”  

James has wisdom for us. We live in a time of great wealth 
disparity. Trump’s appointee for Commerce secretary has a net 
worth of $2.5 billion and will replace Obama’s current Commerce 
secretary who has a net worth of $2.5 billion. We live in a time 
when the church has a strong desire for ethical action, as it should. 
The wisdom James has for us this morning is “Be Patient.” James is 
not just telling us to distract ourselves. James is not telling those 
who are suffering to merely grin and bear it. James is not telling 
ethical actors to slow down. 

III. 

I propose that James is saying that almost anything worthy of our 
best efforts will require steadfastness, that little truly valuable can 
be had without endurance, that acknowledgment of what is real 
brings strength, that acknowledgement of our limits brings 
wisdom. James is saying that patience of that sort is a virtue. If we 
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have in mind the ends of human wholeness and flourishing, then 
patience is a virtue. 

James offers a vision of community in which the rich are not 
favored. That is human flourishing. James offers a vision of 
individual life in which we live wholly and for the other. That is 
wholeness. Here’s the problem. Our country, our city, our church 
does favor the rich. Our individual lives are often not whole or lived 
for the other. And because of human nature, we can not just decide 
to make it different and the next day it is different. Starting today 
my faith will always be evident in my works. Not so easy. Living a 
whole life is hard. Heck, keeping up with family obligations, work 
commitments, holiday bake sales, strange relatives coming into 
town, the challenges of committed relationship, the burden of ill 
health, the time already committed to doing the things we really 
enjoy, (shall I go on?), all of it makes life full enough that for many, 
accomplishing each days tasks and finding some peace and 
enjoyment along the way is enough. It is when we really see the 
messiness of life and the real challenge of amending our ways that 
James’ call to patience doesn’t seem like a cop out but rather an 
encouragement. 

You see, James’ call to patience assumes that we as individuals 
and as a community have much grander plans. We have an end in 
mind. Flourishing individual lives and just community life. Thanks 
God for setting us at a task of such importance. But it will take 
patience. I ran one marathon in my life. One is plenty for me. The 
first day of my training plan had me run only 2 miles. Patience 
because my eyes were set on a goal. 

Patience is a disposition, a character state, that is necessary for 
leading a flourishing, whole, joyful life that promotes justice. So, 
three ways we all might be patient.   

First, part of patience is seeking steadfastness and endurance. 
Keep at it. One foot in front of the other. Wake up every day with 
your goals in mind. 

Second, part of patience is acknowledging our limits. When we 
acknowledge what is real in a situation, then we are less likely to 
run from reality and create illusions to keep us distracted. As 
Donald Gray put it, “Patience knows what is hopeless but it is 
nonetheless hopeful. Patience lives intentionally toward the future 

but it does not reject the past. Patience stands at the intersection 
between the factual and the possible, the past and the future, 
holding both together in delicate balance.” 

Third, part of patience is passion and purpose. Donald Gray again, 
“Patience is wholeheartedly committed to the task it has 
undertaken, it earnestly wills to realize the values that have seized 
its interest.” 

Our end is flourishing life for each of us individually and for our 
communities. To get there we will need to be patient. So, be 
steadfast and have endurance. Acknowledge your limits. And be 
full of patience and purpose. “Be patient, therefore, beloved, until 
the coming of the Lord.” 
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