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MY MOTHER’S THEOLOGY 
James 1:17-27 

 
 Let’s take a deep breath today.  For the last six weeks, I’ve been piling it on pretty heavy.  A 
little brevity, playfulness … that’s where we’ll start the sermon today.  But you’re still going to be 
challenged! 

� 
 As I’ve said on several occasions, my Mother is one of the greatest theologians I know.  Often 
her words come back to me when I’m in a fix, as I’ve dealt with my own kids over the years, when 
I’ve needed some guidance in my marriage.  “A marriage is not a 50/50 proposition.  You’re 
supposed to give 100%!” is what she’d say. 
 While I was on sabbatical, my brothers and I were sitting around one afternoon talking 
about all the “pithy” sayings Mom used on us growing up ... things that we’ve caught ourselves 
saying to our own children.  Sure, Dad has his sayings, too.  A few of his favorites were: “If a job’s 
worth doing, it’s worth doing right.”  “You can’t make a fur coat out of a sows ear.”  And, “You could 
break an anvil if you played with it.”  You’ve probably heard those.   
 And of course, the Four Lucarelli Boys would say things to each other, like: “I don’t know what 
makes you so dumb but it really works!” Or, “If brains were dynamite, you couldn’t blow your nose.”   
 But it was Mom who regularly used those little adages … those little snippets of folk wisdom 
… to get her point across.  After all, she was raising four boys!  Something had to make an impact 
on us!  I call them her “Mom-ologies.” 
 As Sam, Ron and I talked, we recalled quite a few of her great ones.  I’m sure you can just 
imagine the circumstances that warranted her pontificating ... statements like: 
 “If everyone else jumped off a bridge, would you do it too?” 
 “I don’t care what so-in-so’s parents say, in OUR house you follow OUR rules.” 
 “We can talk about the rules … when you start paying rent.” 
 “It’s all fun and games until someone pokes an eye out.” 
 “All that laughing is going to turn into crying!” 
 “I’ll give you something to cry about” 
 “You’d forget your head if it wasn’t screwed on.” 
 “Clean up your room!  You don’t live in a barn!” 
 “I wasn’t born yesterday, you know.” 
 “Are you proud of yourself, now?” 
 “Money doesn’t grow on trees!” 
 “If you keep making that face, it’s gonna freeze that way.” 
 “If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.” 
 Here’s kind of an eating theme... 
 “Don’t talk with your mouth full.” 
 “Finish your meal—don’t you know there are children starving in China!”  When I would say, 
“Well, why don’t we just put it in a box and send it to China?”  She’s say, “Don’t you use that tone 
with me, young man!” 
 Going with that eating theme: “Would you eat like that when you’re out on a date with a 
girl?” 



 

Page 2 

 This is a good one: “Look at me when I’m talking to you!” 
 Then there’s the trifecta: “Don’t make me come in there.” 
   “I’m coming in there right now!!” 
   “Don’t make me come in there again!” 
 How about: “Stop fighting or I’ll turn this car right around.” 
 Or, “Why? Because I SAID SO, that’s why!” 
 “WHO do you think you ARE?” 
 The guilt-laden: “Is that too much to ask?”  
 The ever-feared: “Just wait until your father gets home.” 
 And of course: “Someday I hope you have children just like you!” 
 Oh, yeah, and finally: “Don’t believe everything you hear.” 

W W W W 
 What prompted me to think about Mom-ologies was our lectionary passage for this Sunday 
from the Letter of James.  I quoted part of it a couple of weeks ago in my sermon, but decided I 
needed to focus a little more on it today.  The one verse in the passage that kind of reminded me of 
my Mother’s sayings was, “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves.  Do what it 
says.”  (James 1:22 Today’s New International Version) 
 Though it’s not quite the same, it reminded me of one other thing my Mom would say to us.  
It goes: “Don’t do as I do … do as I say.”  I heard that a lot when I was growing up.  “Don’t do as I do … 
do as I say.”   
 I’ve thought a lot about that.  In some ways I think that was an indictment of her self, but I 
honestly can’t remember my Mother doing anything that was contradictory to what she said.  She 
has always lived a very uncorrupted, wholesome kind of life.  Mom never drank or smoked.  She 
always displayed love to every one.  My friends all called her “Mom”!  She forgave Dad regularly.  She 
was in church with the four boys every Sunday.  She helped with VBS.  Brought food to people in the 
church who were having a tough time.  “Don’t do as I do … do as I say.”  Those words just didn’t 
quite fit Mom.  By her EXAMPLE ... she was making a much more dramatic statement: “Terry, as you go 
through life, make your WORDS and your ACTIONS one and the same.”   Putting that in terms of our 
FAITH … BE who you’re called to BE … a child of God, a follower of the Way, a disciple of the Lord 
Jesus Christ.  Or, as some would say, “If you don’t walk the walk, then don’t talk the talk.” 

� 
 We all have this tendency to say one thing and do another, to have good intentions, maybe, 
but not follow through.  When that happens, there’s “a disconnect” that undercuts the integrity of 
our Christian witness.  Let’s be real here … Why should other people take us seriously when we talk 
about things like love and forgiveness, if we’re not actually willing to love our neighbor and forgive 
those who’ve hurt us in some way?  Until we DO … what we SAY … it’s ONLY TALK.  But when our 
WORDS and ACTIONS become one and the same … others will take notice!  And they will KNOW we are 
serious about WHAT we believe. 

W W W W 
 I got an email from a friend this week.  Sue’s a minister up in Akron and she’s been reading 
my sermons on faith as they’ve been posted the last few weeks.  She wrote to me: “Terry, I like what 
you’ve been doing with the Stages of Faith Development, but you needed to say something else.  Faith is 
NOT a proclamation, but a WAY of life.  Our testimony is LIVING the living Word.”   

 I think James really got it right in his little book … he knew how much more important 
walking the walk was to talking the talk!  Listen to his words again this morning, but this time from 
Eugene Peterson’s The Message: 
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 Dear friends, do you think you’ll get anywhere in this if you learn all the right words 
but never do anything? Does merely talking about faith indicate that a person really has it? 
For instance, you come upon an old friend dressed in rags and half-starved and say, “Good 
morning, friend! Be clothed in Christ! Be filled with the Holy Spirit!” and walk off without 
providing so much as a coat or a cup of soup—where does that get you? Isn’t it obvious 
that God-talk without God-acts is outrageous nonsense? 
 (And) Don’t fool yourself into thinking that you are a listener when you are 
anything but ... letting the Word go in one ear and out the other. ACT on what you HEAR! 
 (James 2:14-17; 22) 

 Mom always said, “Don’t do as I do … do as I say.”  The key to what Mom was saying is that 
little word, “Do.”  The good news for YOU and for ME is that we really don’t have to be able to 
articulate our faith in eloquent words.  We don’t have to know all the right theological terms … all 
that “God-talk!”  Just DOING it is ENOUGH, because, in the final analysis, it’s not what YOU SAY that’s 
all that important … but what YOU DO.  Because … what YOU DO speaks volumes about what YOU 
BELIEVE. 

 St. Francis of Assisi put it best when he said, “Preach at all times; if necessary, use words.” 
� 

 When it comes to finding a perfect blend between WORD and ACTIONS, you can’t do any 
better than turning to the life of Jesus.  He said a lot, but it’s his actions that speak the loudest: 
 Like the time a woman who’d been caught in adultery was brought before him condemned 
to die.  The elders wanted to know what he thought.  But, instead of arguing with them, he doodled 
in the sand for a bit, and then said, “Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone 
at her.”  And when all those men had slithered away, convicted of their own guilt, Jesus turned to 
the woman and said, “Neither do I condemn you.  Go now and leave your life of sin.”  (John 8:3-11) 

 Or, the time a blind man called out to Jesus, “Jesus, son of David, have mercy on me!”  Jesus 
asked, “What do you want me to do for you?”  And the blind man said, “Rabboni, that I may see 
again.”  And Jesus said simply, “Go your way.  Your faith has made you well.”  And immediately, the 
man’s eyes were opened, and he could see.  (Mark 10:46-52) 

 One of my favorite stories of Jesus comes on the night he met with his disciples in the Upper 
Room.  Without saying a word, he poured water into a basin and put a towel around his neck and, 
one by one, knelt before each of the disciples and washed their feet.  To this day, there’s never been 
a more powerful symbol of what it means to be a servant to others in the name of Jesus Christ than 
foot washing. 

 Then, of course, there’s the Last Supper itself.  This is where Jesus took an ordinary loaf of 
bread, gave thanks to God, broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, “This is my body which is given 
for you.”  And, after supper, taking a common cup, giving thanks to God and passing it his disciples, 
saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you.”  (1 Corinthians 11:23-
25) 

� 
 Jesus was one whose WORDS and ACTIONS were one and the same, and, though we may 
never achieve the perfection he did, we can try.  “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive 
yourselves.  DO what it says.”  

 Here’s the Mom-ology that has had the biggest impact on me.  Like I related before, it really 
wasn’t anything she SAID: “Terry, as you go through life, make your WORDS and your ACTIONS one and 
the same.”   
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 And here’s the CHALLENGE I promised you in the opening paragraph of this sermon:  
 Are you making a difference in your world?   
 Does your life matter?   
 Does your relationship with the Lord have any effect on those who live with you, work with 
you, or go to school with you?   
 Are you just TALKING IT or are you WALKING IT?   

 You CAN start making a difference TODAY…  
 Take what you know about the LOVE of God and the GRACE of our Lord Jesus Christ … however 
MUCH or however LITTLE that may be … and PUT it into ACTION.   

Amen and Amen. 


