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The Most Amazing Mirror in the World

##

BIBLE
LAW OF GOD 

##

SUMMARY

Most people look at themselves in a mirror more than 20 times a day. The apostle James has something to say about this habit.

AT A GLANCE
The apostle James uses a a mirror as a metaphor in Chapter 1. What type of mirror did he have in mind? We know that mirrors come in all shapes and sizes and have many uses. Natural mirrors exist, too, like the incredible Salar de Uyuni in Bolivia. Yet, James makes a strong case for a different mirror, perhaps more powerful than any other. He calls it a “perfect” mirror, and for good reason.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Truly Kosher,” September 2, 2012. 

In the middle of today’s second reading, the apostle James makes an interesting and perceptive comparison. The points of reference are two types of people. James says: “For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; for they look at themselves and, on going away, immediately forget what they were like. 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” (vv. 23-25).
The operative word in this reading is “mirror.” And since James pins his point on this word, hoping we will understand the metaphor, let’s start there.
Studies show that people check the mirror upwards of 40 times a day. For some, looking in a mirror is simply a matter of gathering data; for others, it’s to confirm the worst. To this end, we can always find a mirror, and perhaps that’s why we take mirrors for granted. We use them for practical purposes and for décor. When driving, good drivers check their side mirrors and rearview mirrors for safety reasons. We use mirrors to reflect light. And we use mirrors before going on a date to see how we look. 
Our mirrors might be full-frame, wall-mounted, self-supported or full-length. They might be square, rectangular, oval, circular or trapezoid. 
We don’t think much about the technology of mirrors, no more than we think about plastic wrap, toothpaste or floss. They just are. I floss, therefore I am.
But what about the mirror that the apostle James used 2,000 years ago? It certainly was not a piece of glass coated with silver nitrate. James might have been aware that the Romans were experimenting with the use of glass in the first century, but his mirror was probably a piece of polished bronze or copper. Whatever it was, there’s no doubt that his readers knew what a mirror was. 
Mirrors had been around long before James wrote his letter to the Christians of the diaspora. Artifacts dating to 6,000 B.C. tell us that the early communities used polished stones as mirrors before going to their equivalent of Walmart.
We need to go no further than the Bible to understand the use and history of mirrors. In the book of Job, perhaps the earliest of the biblical texts, we read, “Can you, like him, spread out the skies, unyielding as a cast mirror?” (Job 37:18). The women of the Exodus had mirrors, and on one occasion donated them for the making of a bronze bowl for tabernacle worship (see Exodus 38:8). The prophet Isaiah, writing in the sixth century B.C., refers to “mirrors, and the linen garments and tiaras and shawls” (Isaiah 3:23). And the apostle Paul refers to a mirror in his famous essay on love in 1 Corinthians 13: “For now we see in a mirror dimly …” (v. 12).
The simplest mirror is water, as Narcissus in Greek mythology discovered. Nature lovers are thrilled when, in the early morning hours, they come across a woodland pond or alpine lake that is as still as glass, reflecting the pines and mountains above the clear water. What would you do if you stumbled on a scene like this? You’d whip out your smartphone, take a photo and post it on Instagram. That’s what you would do. It’s that spectacular!
The largest natural mirror is Salar de Uyuni. At 4,000 square miles, it is the world’s largest salt flat, about 100 times bigger than the Bonneville Salt Flats of Utah. And when water from the mountains floods this plain, the sky seems to join the earth in an impression of infinity. It’s one of the most remarkable scenes in the world. Put some images of Salar de Uyuni on the screen, or, if this is not possible, invite the congregation to whip out their smartphones and look at the images.
While they are admiring these remarkable photos, you can deliver the punchline: “The Salar de Uyuni is spectacular, no doubt. But the mirror described in today’s reading is even more amazing. Let’s take a look.”

The Amazing Mirror
The most amazing mirror is the word of God. But why is it so incredible?
It’s amazing because it’s perfect. 
The apostle James calls it “perfect” (Greek τέλειον/teleion), and according to the 20th-century Scottish divine, William Barclay, it’s perfect in at least three ways: 
1. It is God’s law. Humans may pass bad laws, and we can all think of a few. This amazing “mirror,” however, is the “perfect law” because it comes from God. 
2. It cannot be bettered. This law comes from God! Who would be so silly as to write another law that supersedes the law of God? This is as good as it gets, and it can’t get better. In fact, it is the law of “liberty” or freedom. Following this law, one is truly free. And liberty is what we all want, is it not?
3. It is directed toward an end. That’s the meaning of τέλειον. A jar designed to hold a pint of milk is perfect insofar as it holds the milk! No cracks or leaks. God’s law is perfect because its goal, end or purpose is to fashion vessels of perfection who are what they are designed to be (the imago Dei) and who do what they are designed to do (reflect the gloria Dei), put God on display. 
But if you look into this amazing mirror and walk away, that’s not going to happen, is it? 
It’s amazing because it’s a mirror that makes us talk. 
Have you noticed this? We tend to talk to mirrors, or to our doppelganger in the mirror. Happens all the time: You get up in the morning. You have sleep lines etched in your face like you slept all night on a waffle iron. Your hair looks like it has been supercharged with 500 volts of electricity. And those bags under your eyes look like they’ve just come off the baggage claim at LAX. You stand in front of the mirror and take a look. “Oh, my goodness! That can’t be right!”
Yes, we talk to mirrors. The wicked witch says, “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?” And the mirror is, like: “Have you seen yourself this morning?”
“The Andy Griffith Show” is a sitcom that has been in reruns for 60 years and is still going strong. In season 3, episode 9, Floyd the barber tries to enlist Andy’s help in a deception. According to one source, “Floyd has pretended to be a rich man in letters to his female pen pal, who then suddenly decides to visit. Andy hastily arranges a deception so that Floyd can continue the ruse.”
When Floyd tells Andy about his problem, Andy is in the barber chair and Floyd is brandishing a razor. He is upset, mostly at himself. Three times in this particular scene he dashes to a mirror on the wall and shouts: “Floyd Lawson, you are nothing but a liar, a cheat and a scoundrel! I hate you!” 
But then he and Andy hatch a scheme to continue the deception, even after the woman appears in town. It turns out badly, and Floyd yells at the mirror again. (See Sources below for the YouTube reference and pertinent scenes.)
Like Floyd, we often see ourselves in the “perfect law” of God, and perhaps we yell and stomp about for a while. Sadly, too often we then turn away and, like Floyd and Andy, try to carry out our devious schemes. And like the barber of Mayberry, we fail miserably.
It’s amazing because we must lean into the mirror to see better. 
As the late, great Yogi Berra, catcher and then manager of the New York Yankees, used to say: “You can see a lot by looking.” Yes, you can. That’s why we often lean toward the mirror to get a better look at ourselves. The meaning of παρακύψας (“having looked intently,” v. 25) is similar. The word doesn’t refer to a casual glance. Instead, it implies bending over, or stooping, to get a better, perhaps the best look. Here are a couple of verses where the same word is used:
· “But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he went home, amazed at what had happened” (Luke 24:12). 
· “He bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in” (John 20:5). 
True practitioners of God’s word are those who humble themselves, who are on their knees in an attitude of contrition and repentance, who bend to the will of God and are obedient.
Finally, it’s an amazing mirror because it’s a two-way mirror, and God is on the other side! 
God knows the thoughts and intents of the heart.
· “And God, who knows the human heart …” (Acts 15:8).
· “But the LORD said to Samuel, ‘Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, … for the LORD does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart.’” (1 Samuel 16:7).
· “Would not God discover this? For he knows the secrets of the heart” (Psalm 44:21).
And then there is this telling passage in Jeremiah: “The heart is devious above all else; it is perverse — who can understand it?” The answer comes quickly: “I the LORD test the mind and search the heart, to give to all according to their ways, according to the fruit of their doings” (17:9-10). 
The word of God is perfect because when we stand before the “perfect law” of God, we’re really standing before God himself, who sees us as through a two-way mirror, and God sees all. 

To look in the mirror is a good thing, but only if we then take action according to the data the mirror has furnished. Otherwise, looking in the mirror is a waste of time. And, as in real life, it’s pretty obvious to others when you go out into the world without taking care of personal hygiene. It’s not pretty.
A Christian who avoids the mirror of God’s word is not a pretty sight, either. In fact, it’s rather ugly, and we have seen a lot of ugly Christians in the news these days. 
We become better versions of ourselves and the world becomes a better place when we look into God’s mirror — the perfect law — and act on what we see. James alludes to looking in the mirror when he applauds those who are able to bridle the tongue. He refers to acting on what we see when he argues that a Christian who takes care of orphans and widows in distress is a practitioner of “true religion.”
This is our call to action: let us look into the mirror, and let us act on what we see. When we do, we will be better for it, and so will our neighborhoods, communities and our part of the world. Like Salar de Uyuni, where heaven meets earth in the water’s reflection, God’s word is a mirror that elevates us to the “thin space” twixt heaven and earth, where mortals like us experience what James calls a beatific condition: “They will be blessed in their doing” (v. 25).
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
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Barclay, William. “The true law (James 1:25).” studylight.org. Retrieved January 30, 2021.
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“Origins of mirrors and mirror history.” Mirrorhistory.com (n.d.). Retrieved January 30, 2021.
Otieno, Sophy Owuor. “Where can you see the “world’s largest mirror”? worldatlas.com, April 24, 2019. Retrieved January 31, 2021.
Scott, Jordan. “The many uses of mirrors.” info.glass.com, March 9, 2020. Retrieved January 29, 2021.
“Sin at the 30th magnitude.” Homiletics, homileticsonline.com, September 16, 2001. Retrieved January 31, 2021. 
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THE OTHER TEXTS
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Song of Solomon 2:8-13
What Does the Text Say?
A hilarious cartoon, based on Song of Songs/Song of Solomon chapters 4 and 7, appeared decades ago in the Wittenburg Door magazine, titled “The Song of Solomon Illustrated (for our literalist friends).” It depicts the beloved woman quite literally as having such “lovely” features as a stone-tower neck, flock-of-goats hair and twin fawns in the “chestal” area. The point is that Song, like much biblical poetry, is to be interpreted figuratively.
Yet how far should Song’s metaphors be pressed? Various Jewish and Christian interpreters have made Song into a full-fledged allegory of God’s love for Israel or Christ’s love for the church. This may partially explain why the book was originally accepted into the canon of the Old Testament. But it overlooks the greater likelihood that Song is love poetry, at least in large measure.
Psalm 45:1-2, 6-9 (a “love song” — see the title) is associated with this text in the lectionary. Psalm 45 is addressed to God’s anointed king over Israel, on the occasion of a royal wedding (see below).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
How is Song 2 (the whole chapter) to be understood? This passage is from the woman’s perspective. Most American readers wouldn’t find the poetry to be explicitly sexual, though it has been interpreted that way; it is certainly erotic. The woman’s beloved is like a strong, young gazelle or young stag (see vv. 9 and 17). He invites her tenderly to arise and come away with him into the springtime of their lives together. The foxes (amorous distractions?) that might spoil their vineyard are to be caught.
Even though Song itself should be interpreted as erotic love poetry rather than allegory, there are undeniable parallels in Scripture comparing love between a man and a woman to that of God/Israel and Christ/church. In that light, it is still legitimate to use the texts analogically, though not allegorically (among others who have discovered this possibility, see Robert W. Jenson’s Interpretation-series commentary on Song of Songs). “My beloved is mine and I am his; he pastures his flock among the lilies” (Song 2:16).

Psalm 45:1-2, 6-9
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 45 is one of many biblical reminders that the text considered sacred Scripture is derived from a variety of sources and historical circumstances that were often quite specific and far removed from the Bible’s modern context. The reading is from an ode for a royal wedding, an occasion for which neither Christians nor Jews would have frequent recourse, with non-royal American Christians having even less. Today’s reading extracts from an otherwise remote text its most generic verses.
The psalm begins with the psalmist’s self-reflective (and somewhat self-promoting) statement that his heart is overflowing with a “goodly theme” (v. 1), that theme being, first, the king’s beauty (vv. 2-3) and, second, the king’s chivalry (vv. 4-5), defined in the terms of defending the truth and the right (v. 4).
The psalm appears to take an abrupt turn in verse 6 away from the earthly king and toward the divine king. Although such a move is possible, it is unlikely, given both the immediately surrounding verses as well as the rest of the psalm, which is focused entirely on the king and those around him. A more likely translation of verse 6 is found in the NRSV footnote indicating that the translation, “Your throne, O God, endures forever,” can also be rendered “Your throne is a throne of God,” referring not to God’s throne but to the king’s, which the New International Reader’s Version more closely captures with, “Your throne is the very throne of God,” explained in the next lines as enduring “forever and ever.”
The king’s reign, symbolized with the literary device of synecdoche (in which “throne” and “royal scepter” refer to the entirety of the king’s rule, v. 6), is characterized by equity and righteousness, traditional attributes of Israel’s kings. Failure to live up to those standards was unflinchingly condemned, not only by Israel’s prophets but also by the anonymous compilers of the Deuteronomistic History (Deuteronomy–2 Kings; see, for example, 1 Kings 15:26, 16:25 and many other passages). In the concluding verses of today’s reading, that idea is expressed as prosperity flowing from righteousness (vv. 7b-9).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A sensitive interpreter of this text will take care not to fall into the trap of “God rewards the righteous and punishes the wicked,” a brand of theology that permeates the Old Testament and much religious thinking but is challenged, repeatedly, both by the Bible itself (Job and Ecclesiastes in the Old Testament, and especially in John 9 in the New Testament) and by hard experience. Although the king’s luxurious apparel and companionable prosperity are said to derive from his righteous reign (“Therefore,” v. 7b), a materialistic “name it and claim it” interpretation would be fatal to a proper understanding of this passage (a second trap to avoid). People, including leaders, can do the right thing and still suffer calumny, relative material deprivation, ostracism and self-doubt. This particular unnamed king, on this particular unnamed occasion, might be basking in all the finer things in life, but the really important things  are equity and righteousness.
Invite the congregation to join with you in creating an environment in which one’s soul longs for God and one’s heart sings for joy!

Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23
What Does the Text Say?
As this story opens, Jesus is once again attracting a crowd. In this instance, a portion of those gathering around him are religious leaders: “the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem” (v. 1). While they are with Jesus, “they noticed that some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, without washing them” (v. 2). From their perspective, Jesus’ disciples are dishonoring not only their traditions, but also God.
It seems that the first readers of Mark’s gospel don’t understand why the behavior of Jesus’ disciples is problematic. Therefore, Mark provides the necessary background information: Both Pharisees and orthodox Jews “do not eat unless they thoroughly wash their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders” (v. 3). Mark also describes other traditions that are expected to be honored by Jews (v. 4).
After he offers this clarification, Mark immediately returns to the story’s chief focus: the unconventional conduct of Jesus’ disciples, which the Pharisees and scribes question (v. 5). Responding to their concern, Jesus rebuffs them by quoting Isaiah 29:13 (vv. 6-7). They are “hypocrites” because they “abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition” (v. 8). In short, they supersede God’s law by elevating their traditions above it.
After reprimanding the religious leaders, Jesus turns to the crowd to instruct them about real defilement. Contrary to what the traditions of the elders imply, the source of defilement is not external, but internal, because “there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what defile” (v. 15). In other words, unwashed hands don’t carry defiling agents into a person. Impurity is caused not by what goes into a person, “[f]or it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come” (v. 21a). After Jesus identifies behaviors that defile and reflect evil intentions, he unequivocally declares, “All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person,” not unwashed hands (v. 23).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Have You Washed Your Hands? At first blush, it would seem to the casual reader that in this case the Pharisees have it right and Jesus has it wrong. First, what the Pharisees have right: The Pharisees “noticed that some of his [Jesus’] disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, without washing them.” They understood the importance of washing one’s hands.
Second, what Jesus had wrong — or so it would seem: “There is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what defile.” In terms of basic pathology, we know that this simply isn’t true. Airborne viruses and bacteria introduced by our hands to our mouth or eyes can introduce disease from “outside a person” and “defile” our insides. In other words, apart from diseases that may be genetically inherited, disease visits us through the germs we inhale, bodily fluids we exchange with someone else, the smoke we breathe, the toxins we ingest and so on.
After jolting your audience with the suggestion that Jesus is clueless about cleanliness, make mention of the fact that the most effective way to avoid colds and flu is to rigorously wash one’s hands. Note the signs in public restrooms, particularly in restaurants, reminding that employees are required by state law to wash their hands after using the bathroom. Recall that before eating supper, your mother always asked you if you had washed your hands. And when you said, “Yes,” she followed that up with a second question: “With soap?”
Now you can move to unpack what Jesus is really saying: The Pharisees thought that if their hands were clean, i.e., if they did everything that tradition and the Mosiac law required, God would consider them righteous. Jesus says it isn’t a question of the hand but of the heart. If one’s heart is pure, then one’s hands will be pure also. What defiles is that which comes from within us, from our hearts, from our very essence and nature.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

According to some surveys, British women stare in the mirror around 38 times every day and men 18 times a day. Studies show women are much more critical of their appearance than men and much less likely to admire what they see in the mirror.
Some research suggests up to eight out of 10 women are dissatisfied with their reflection. In the latest study, psychologists set out to establish to what extent mirrors were a trigger for anxiety and stress in patients with body dysmorphic disorder (BDD). The condition, which affects around 600,000 people in the U.K., is characterized by excessive worry about one or more parts of the body, even if it appears perfectly normal.
Kiran, Singh. “How often do you look in the mirror at yourself everyday?” Quora, quora.com, n.d. Retrieved February 2, 2021.

##
	
NASA has reached a milestone in the development of its newest telescope, Roman, set to launch in 2025, with the completion of its primary mirror.
	The Roman Space Telescope, named after the space pioneer and “mother of Hubble,” Nancy Grace Roman, will investigate distant facets of the universe. …
	To look out into the depths of space, Roman needs a large primary mirror 2.4 meters across, which will allow it to capture a field of view 100 times that of Hubble. That primary mirror has now been completed and polished so finely that the average of the bumps on its surface is just 1.2 nanometers tall. …
The mirror is a key part of a telescope as it directs light to science instruments such as Roman’s Wide Field Instrument, essentially a giant camera, and the Coronagraph Instrument, which can spot distant planets by blocking out the glare from nearby stars. To make sure the data is as accurate as possible, the mirror needs to have a near-perfect finish.
	The mirror also needs to withstand the stresses of launch and the space environment, so it is made of special low-expansion glass, which doesn’t expand and contract with temperature changes.
—Georgina Torbet, “Near-perfect mirror ready to be mounted in NASA’s Roman Space Telescope,” digitaltrends.com, 
https://www.digitaltrends.com/news/nasa-roman-telescope-mirror/.
Retrieved March 5, 2021.

##

(We can learn more things about ourselves by looking in the mirror than just whether our hair needs combing …)
	“[In a classic 1974 psychology experiment, researcher] James Laird conducted two experiments on how changes in facial expression can trigger changes in emotion. Participants were asked to contract or relax various facial muscles, causing them to smile or frown without awareness of the nature of their expressions. Participants reported feeling more angry when frowning and happier when smiling. They also reported that cartoons viewed while they were smiling were more humorous than cartoons viewed while they were frowning. Furthermore, participants scored higher on aggression during frown trials than during smile trials, and scored higher on elation, surgency, and social affection factors during smile trials than during frown ones. Laird interpreted these results as ‘indicating that an individual's expressive behavior mediates the quality of his emotional experience.’ In other words, a person's facial expression can act as a cause of an emotional state, rather than an effect; instead of smiling because they feel happy, a person can make themselves feel happy by smiling.”
—Self-perception theory, Wikipedia.org,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-perception_theory.
Retrieved March 5, 2021.

##

Self-awareness can be overdone. Nowhere is this more powerfully described than in the ancient Greek myth of Narcissus, which Ovid relates in Book 3 of his Metamorphoses.
	Narcissus was a young man of extraordinary physical attractiveness. When his mother Liriope gave birth to him, she consulted the seer Tiresias, who predicted that the boy would live a long life only if he never discovered himself. 
	Years later, he was out walking in the woods when the nymph Echo came across him and fell madly in love. Narcissus rejected her, and she never got over it.
	Nemesis, goddess of revenge, decided to punish him. One day when Narcissus was thirsty after hunting, she lured him to a pool. As he leant over to take a drink, he saw his own reflection in the still water. Narcissus had never seen his own reflection before. Imagining it was someone else, he fell deeply in love with his own image. So captivated was he that he could never bring himself to stop gazing into the pool. Eventually he died of starvation, and a gold and white flower sprung up in that place, known forever after as the narcissus.
	His name has also been given to a psychological disorder: narcissism.
—Adapted from “Narcissus (mythology),” Wikipedia.org.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissus_(mythology).
Retrieved March 5, 2021.

##
	
Reflective surfaces made of polished obsidian are the oldest "mirrors" in the archaeological record, dating back as far as 4000 B.C. The first evidence of mirrors as grooming tools dates to the fifth-century B.C., in illustrations of elegant Greeks gazing at hand mirrors (these illustrations are found on antique pottery). These mirrors, made from a polished metal disk attached to a handle, did not contain any glass. The first real glass mirrors in the record are from the third-century A.D., consisting of extremely small (a few square inches) concave or convex metal surfaces with glass coatings. The size and style of these early mirrors leads many archaeologists to believe that they were used as jewelry or amulets rather than for personal grooming. …
	There were several critical issues that posed a challenge to glass mirror production throughout the ages. The most important obstacles were in creating untinted and uncolored glass, making large panes that were uniformly thin and flat, and finding a way to apply molten metal to the glass without inducing thermal cracks and breakage. Techniques of plane glassblowing and silvering were so elusive that successful methods were not reliably developed until around the 12th century A.D. …
—Joukowsky Institute for Archaeology and the Ancient World, Brown University, “The Rise of the Mirror as Commonplace.”
https://www.brown.edu/Departments/Joukowsky_Institute/courses/13things/7306.html.
Retrieved March 5, 2021.

##

Robert Fulghum tells of a seminar he once attended in Greece. On the last day of the conference, the discussion leader walked over to the bright light of an open window and looked out. Then he asked if there were any questions.
	Fulghum laughingly asked him what was the meaning of life. Everyone laughed and got ready to leave. But the leader held up his hand to ask for silence, saying, “I will answer your question.”
	He took his wallet out of his pocket and removed a small, round mirror about the size of a quarter. Then he told this story:
	“When I was a small child during World War II, we were very poor and lived in a remote village. One day on the road, I found the broken pieces of a mirror. A German motorcycle had been wrecked in that place.
	I tried to find all the pieces and put them together, but it was not possible. So I kept the largest piece. This one. And by scratching it on a stone, I made it round.
	I began to play with it as a toy and became fascinated by the fact that I could reflect light into dark places where the sun could never shine. It became a game for me to get light into the most inaccessible places I could find.
	I kept the little mirror, and as I grew up, I would take it out at idle moments and continue the challenge of the game. As I became a man, I grew to understand that this was not just a child’s game, but a metaphor of what I could do with my life. I came to understand that I am not the light or the source of the light. But light — be it truth or understanding or knowledge — is there, and it will only shine in many dark places if I reflect it.
	I am a fragment of a mirror whose whole design and shape I do not know. Nevertheless, with what I have, I can reflect light into the dark places of this world — into the dark places of human hearts — and change some things in some people. Perhaps others seeing it happen will do likewise. This is what I am about. This is the meaning of my life.”
—Adapted from Robert Fulghum, It Was On Fire When I Lay Down On It, (Random House, 2010).

##

I’m standing in the center of a store on Fifth Avenue, in Manhattan, looking into a full-length mirror. The store is called Mirror. It sells only mirrors. Actually, only this one type of mirror.
	Mirror looks just like any other mirror, until it powers on. Suddenly, my reflection is not alone. It’s joined by an enthusiastic woman in yellow leggings and a yellow sports bra, superimposed on the mirror like a Snapchat filter. She immediately starts telling me to do jumping jacks.
	This is supposed to happen; people pay for this to happen. The woman is a real fitness instructor leading a cardio class. The point is to mirror her movements while keeping an eye on my form. …
	Working out in a Mirror exists somewhere in that liminal space of virtual reality and watching yourself through your phone’s camera — mostly real, but somehow not quite. It’s immediately absorbing. Mirroring another person’s movements takes some concentration. So does monitoring your own form and attending to any anxieties about disappointing your mirror image by failing to keep up. The overall effect was a sort of “mindfulness. …”
	Even so, it’s easy to feel a little unsettled by the Mirror, if not outright view it as dystopian. There’s something sinister about the idea of looking too long in a mirror, an act associated with vanity and self-obsession. The New York Times called the Mirror “the most narcissistic exercise equipment ever.”
—James Hamblin, “The Fitness Trend That Is a Mirror,” The Atlantic, January 9, 2020.
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2020/01/mirror-mirror-workout-wall/604699/.
Retrieved March 5, 2021.

COMMENTARY
James 1:17-27
Scholars are generally uneasy about using James' theology to back up any great debates. The letter is at first glance somewhat light on pronouncements of Christ, while heavy on the merits of deeds and ethical applications of the gospel. But while this focus led Martin Luther to dismiss the epistles as "so much straw," it might also be noted that Jesus himself embodied the messianic theology of salvation. He did not compose theological treatises.
If James is reticent in his Christological descriptions, he nevertheless exalts the power and glory of God beautifully through his imagery of "the Father of lights" (v. 17). James testifies to the sustaining, unwavering nature of a God whose love remains constant, a love that no human suffering can obscure. In verses 17-18, James reminds readers that all good gifts come from God, beginning with the gift of birth-life itself and including our life-birth "by the word of truth." Our life from God is more than physical creation (birth-life); we receive regenerative birth (life-birth) from "the word of truth." We are the first fruits, as James will elaborate, and we in turn must bear the fruit that reveals God's work, and Word, in us.
Beginning in verse 19, James' text takes up the imperative, making clear the force with which Christians are urged to adhere to the behaviors he now sets forth. Instead of the NRSV's pleading tone, "You must understand," a more direct, authoritative tone might better reflect James' point: "Know this!"
Using one of his favorite techniques, James stands contrasting behaviors and their outcomes side by side. Christians must be quick to listen/slow to anger (v. 19). Christians must not imagine that human anger brings about God's righteousness (v. 20). Then in verse 21, James incorporates a gardening image to animate his directives. To begin planting paradise here on Earth, believers must get rid of sordidness and root out the rank (under)growth of brambly wickedness that thrives and threatens us. Only then can the "implanted word" take root, flourish, and "save your souls."
In verses 22-25, James again returns to his familiar technique of contrasting words. Now he uses the distinction between "doers" and "hearers" to express a basic difference between the genuine and the "deceived." Doers, according to James, will be blessed, while deceivers/deceived will never know who they are or where they are going (v. 24). What doers achieve and hearers miss is nothing less than "the power to save your souls" (v. 21) — which is the Word's ultimate purpose.
James concludes by declaring that all those who fail to follow the mandate outlined in verses 19-21 are deceived in their hearts. What these deceived ones call being "religious" is in fact "worthless" — that is, fruitless, for they will fail as God's first fruits to bring about any harvest of fruits of their own.

CHILDREN’S SERMON
James 1:17-27
Have the children look at themselves in a full-length mirror. Then have them close their eyes and tell what they saw. Ask them about their hair or what they are wearing. Read the words of James about doers and hearers of the Word. Talk with the children about times they heard what they were supposed to do and did not do it. Remind them that God wants us to hear and do. People who only hear but don't do are like those who looked in the mirror and then forgot what they saw. If they saw something in their teeth, what would they do? If they saw their hair was messed up, what would they do? If they saw that their clothes didn't match, what would they do? Should we act as mirrors for others?

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: Jesus Christ is our light, our vision and our sight. Our Lord is the way we are called to see life.
People: Until God’s kingdom comes, there will be darkness and with it blindness; but Christ’s victory is light for all his people.
Leader: We have come to worship to receive that light for ourselves, that we might be filled with the light of Christ.
People: Let us worship the true light, Jesus Christ our Lord.

Prayers — General
Lord, when was the last time we stood on tiptoes, stretching to see over the horizon, stretching to see tomorrow, stretching to see the cutting edge of life? Many times we are complacent and view life from the easy chair. We are sometimes content to let life come to us, taking whatever comes.
Lord, shock us out of the easy chair. Holy Spirit, get us up on our tiptoes again; put us on frontiers of your revelation. As seekers, help us affirm our faith. As witnesses, help us speak to others about Jesus Christ. As disciples, help us to follow faithfully. As servants, help us to serve. As your children, let us share eternity. 
God, we thank you for tiptoe experiences. Amen

Benedictions — General
May the light of our Lord Jesus Christ shine brightly in your heart and on your face so that you reflect the glory of God and the Good News of the gospel to everyone you encounter. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O Wondrous Sight! O Vision Fair
I Sing the Mighty Power of God
Forth in Thy Name, O Lord

Worship and Praise 
Open Space (Housefires)
They'll Know We Are Christians by Our Love
You Stand Alone (Sovereign Grace)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fourteenth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle B
Song of Solomon 2:8-13
Psalm 45:1-2, 6-9
James 1:17-27
Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23
