
  

 
Sermon for Sunday, September 16, 2018 
 

FIRE SEASON 
Prov. 1:20-33 / Mk. 8:27-30 / James 3:1-10 

 
As this summer draws to a close, we have experienced yet another year of record temperatures. This 
coming week, we will most likely be back in the 90’s. In mid-September. The world this year was 
literally burning. There were fires in Greece, Portugal, Spain, Germany, and Sweden. California 
experienced one of its most devastating fire seasons on record. In Colorado, fires are part of life and 
so they are in the entire Southwest. Park rangers and fire fighters who were interviewed on NPR 
said that fire season used to be more or less confined to a few months of the year. Now, they have 
to contend with fires all year round. 
You may already know this, but according to the U.S. National Park Service, the majority of wild 
fires, as many as 90% or more, are caused by humans. Campfires left unattended, the burning of 
debris, thoughtlessly discarded cigarettes, and intentional acts of arson, are the usual suspects. 
Natural causes of fires such as burning lava or lightning strikes account for only about 7%. The 
remaining 3% is other, I suppose. 
The problem with these often human-caused fires is that once they rage, they are very difficult to 
control, let alone extinguish, because the three elements of what professional fire fighters call the 
“fire triangle”—heat, oxygen, and fuel—shift constantly and unpredictably. The swath of 
devastation these fires leave behind are immense. And some of the damage, as in loss of lives, is 
irreversible. 
I think the writer of the book of James, most likely an influential leader in the early Christian 
Church, must have experienced the havoc fires can wreak first hand. As he prepares to address 
several Christian communities how to handle both their internal and external conduct, he uses 
“destructive fire” as the main metaphor when it comes to how we speak to each other, and how we 
speak to the world as followers of Christ. “All of us make many mistakes,” he tells them. And many 
of our mistakes begin by how we talk to one another. “How great a forest is set ablaze by a small 
fire. And the tongue is a fire. … It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. With it we bless the Lord 
and Father, and with it we curse those who are made in the likeness of God. From the same mouth 
come blessing and curse.”  
In other words, just as we can speak community into existence like God spoke the world into 
existence, with “peaceable and gentle words, willing to yield, full of mercy and without a trace of 
partiality and hypocrisy,” we can tear community down in a hurry with words of “envy and selfish 
ambition, by being boastful and false to the truth, with disorder and wickedness of any kind (James 
3:13-17).” The harvest of life-giving words, James says, is peace. And as followers of Jesus, we are 
called to “make peace.” It is remarkable, how closely James’ understanding of what is means to live 
in and as Christian community aligns with Paul’s communal understanding in the letter to the 
church in Ephesus. 
If James had lived in our day and age, he may not have used “fire” as a metaphor for devastating 
speech. He might have used “social media.” And just like wildfires, with social media it is fire 
season every nanosecond of the year. Like the “tongue,” with which we both bless God and curse 
God’s creatures, we use social media for both good and ill. We use it to speak to each other in 
support groups, to stay in touch with loved ones, overcome isolation and “cry out in the street for 



 
 

 

justice,” as wisdom does in Proverbs. At the same time, we use it to insult each, call each other 
names, post terrible pictures or videos, make incendiary remarks that spread like wild fires, and troll 
each other, like “scoffers who delight in their scoffing and fools who hate knowledge.” Wisdom in 
ancient Israel and Wisdom today—they are one and the same.  
I am noticing more and more how the way we generally talk to each other these days is beginning 
to impact the way I speak. I am horrified about that. And I am ashamed of it. I do not speak very 
kindly when I drive. Often, I speak less than gently to the people closest to me, those whom I love 
the most. I bless God and curse those made in God’s image and likeness, sometimes in the same 
breath. Perhaps that is one of the reasons I do not have any social media accounts. I am having a 
hard enough time to keep in check what actually and physically comes out of my mouth. 
James urges us, the Christian community, to consider how important it is what we say, and often 
not say, to each other, and to monitor the tone in which we do that. Last week, Mark focused on 
James’ call to us to “walk the walk,” and this week, in the same letter James admonishes us to pay 
attention how we “talk the talk.” Never one without the other. The cliff notes of his, or her, letter 
might read something like this: Part One—Guidelines for Life in the Church. 1. “Do” what you 
know. 2. Relate without favoritism. 3. Act on what you believe. 4. Discipline the way you speak. 5. 
Trust only God’s Wisdom.  Part Two—Guidelines for Life beyond the Church. 1. Live peaceably 
with all. 2. Live humbly before God. 3. Deal honestly with all. Part Three—To Summarize: 1. Wait 
patiently for the Lord. 2. Practice congregational care. Ancient Wisdom and Wisdom today—still 
one and the same. 
It is important to James, and it is important for us, to remember that we cannot separate who we are 
in Christian community from who we are when we live in other communities—our families, our 
work environment, as citizens of our country and as global citizens. The ways in which we “talk the 
Christian talk” and the ways we “walk the Christian walk” are inseparably intertwined. As much as 
we might be tempted to compartmentalize who we are as God’s children from who we are as 
citizens of the world, we cannot because once we are baptized children of God, we are baptized no 
matter our circumstances or location. We need to strive to bless God and bless others, all and 
without exception made in God’s image, all carrying the divine spark within. 
In light of James’ remarks, I have read Jesus’ question to the disciples from a different angle than 
before. “Who do the people say that I am?” he asks them. Well, the people are all over the place 
with their opinions about Jesus. “John the Baptist, Elijah, one of the prophets,” they say. “But who 
do you say that I am?” he asks the disciples. Peter, as usual, blurts out without thinking what fire he 
might be starting: “You are the Messiah.” For which he earns Jesus’ stern rebuke not to tell 
anybody. “Think before you speak,” Jesus seems to say. “Don’t say anything stupid and by doing 
that start something not really knowing what it is you are starting. If you don’t know what to say, 
just don’t.” 
Wisdom, Jesus and James are in agreement. As members of the Christian community we have no 
business starting fires through speaking to each other carelessly and less than kindly. Rather, we 
ought to be on the side of the first responders whose job it is to put those fires out and to make 
peace. In the end, as the apostle Paul reminds us, “God is not mocked, for we only reap what we 
sow (Gal. 6:7).” The choice is entirely ours. 
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