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+ In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

Who here has ever taken a selfie with their mobile phone? The phones today are 

something we could not have imagined twenty years ago. A phone with a camera! 

And not only a camera, but a video recorder. It would have seemed the stuff of 

Star Trek not that long ago. Today’s smart phones have a quality of camera and 

recording that used to belong to the most expensive of camera equipment. Last 

year when we couldn’t come to church for three months it was David’s iphone 

which recorded services week after week. Without this technology at hand very 

few churches would have been equipped to provide online ministry in such a 

short space of time.  

Selfies are photos taken of oneself with the view reversed so that it is like a 

mirror. This idea would seem very strange to former generations who may have 

thought that taking photos of other people would be better, to have memories of 

family and friends. Clearly there was some demand for self-photography, 

however as the phenomenon of selfies indicates. For those who traverse the 

shallow halls of social media selfies prevail. You can even buy ‘selfie sticks’ so you 

can hold the phone at a bit of a distance and take in some background to enhance 

your image and location. 

Who knows what an influencer is? I’m not talking about the current name of the 

Pentecostal church in Paradise known as ‘Influencers.’ An influencer belongs 

again to the halls of social media. She or he (or they, to use a current term which 

de-identifies the gender of a person), may be identified set up in public places 

with a phone on selfie mode, usually held up by a stick or stand, wearing hair 

styles, heavy makeup and clothing fit for a wedding or other grand social event. 

Sometimes items such as a cup of coffee or fancy cake is strategically placed for 

the photography. The tag of the influencer includes the location or event, 

intended to popularise it over social media, the success of which is indicated in 

the likes and comments attached to the post. Sometimes influencers promote a 
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diet, a clothing brand and style, a way of life. Companies sometimes engage 

successful influencers to promote products and the influencer can earn a lot of 

money. Successful South Australian influencer Kaylah Istines use her online 

popularity to establish a huge fitness business worth millions of dollars which 

she’s since sold to a US company. 

If we take ourselves to the bible readings for today, we can begin to measure the 

trend of selfies and influencers to the scope of teaching on Christian life, 

community and action. I think there are a very large number of selfies on my 

phone. It’s not that I think taking selfies is a bad thing or having an online 

presence is a bad thing. Sometimes powerful memories are formed in the selfie 

and empowerment of self happens. Sometimes social influencers encourage 

people to look aside of the mainstream and question things for themselves to 

make positive changes. Other times the trend is inward looking and encourages 

conformity to norms which are fluid and short-lived. 

The bible teaches the long term approach to a life of faith in God, including 

navigating the troubled times and the joys along the way. The portion of the 

letter for today and the gospel reading sets out a way of Christian living in which 

the word of God reaches deeper than the superficial hearing and the simplistic 

reference to rules.  

The Letter of James is not attributed to Paul. Traditionally James the brother of 

Jesus was considered author of the letter, however this cannot be confirmed. The 

letter teaches and encourages the emerging churches where it was read and 

shared. It is faithful to Jewish teaching and to the transition where Jew and 

gentile both came together to worship and be in community on account of Jesus. 

When the letter was read in the gathering of faithful it was intended to inspire 

action. The members were not expected to be passive hearers of the word, but to 

follow that hearing with pastoral action. ‘Be doers of the word, and not merely 

hearers who deceive themselves,’ the text encourages.  
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I think in churches today the expectation is that we will hear but not always do 

the word of the Lord. Isn’t that what we pay clergy for – to do the actions on our 

behalf? But if we just hear and don’t do it is like we are taking a selfie, a two-

dimensional snapshot of a passive moment. The letter relates passive hearing to 

looking in a mirror. The image is flat and shallow, and we cannot see what is 

happening on the inside. The word of God is living and multi-dimensional and 

demands far more than a superficial hearing. When we see ourselves in a mirror, 

or a selfie, perhaps we imagine we look like the artificial influencer on social 

media. But our flattened image has no depth until we begin to see and feel the 

wear and tear of pastoral action, the aches and pains, the physical, emotional and 

spiritual cost of caring, loving and giving compassion. The image of the doer of the 

word is not always beautiful. The image might be ruined with running makeup, 

messy hair, dirty clothes, an old, lined face, thickened waistline, a snapshot of a 

person who has walked in the dark spaces, held out a hand to the suffering, 

incurred a personal cost along the way. The way of the cross has few mirrored 

surfaces. 

When we just hear the word in the comfortable space, we have to keep coming 

back to look in the mirror, to check that we are who we think we look like on the 

outside. If we don’t look that way it is easy to lose confidence, realise shockingly 

that the two-dimensional limits of the mirror, the selfie, the social media life has 

no substance and shatters like a rock thrown at glass. What is left when the 

mirror is gone? Who then is the person who must keep coming back to look at the 

image of themselves, to be reminded of who they are? 

The word of the Lord requires action that is self-giving after the way of Jesus. The 

dynamic word moves the faithful hearer to pastoral caring, social justice. Who 

cannot be so moved when we recall Jesus acting on our behalf, showing us the 

way? Each time we meet in community, and we share the eucharist we do it to 

remember Jesus. The words of the Lord’s Supper must never be passively heard 
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because the supper was earned at such a cost to God. Maybe after hearing 

scripture read in church the passage should be concluded with ‘Live the word of 

the Lord’ instead of ‘Hear the word of the Lord.’ 

It is the pedantic following of rules to the neglect of care and justice that incur 

Jesus’ condemnation of the Pharisees. These Jews are responding to the word in a 

selfish and passive way, looking out for the two-dimensional details of rule 

keeping that are concerned with appearances rather than action. The Pharisees 

are leaders of the Jews who have the capacity to make decisions to effect justice 

for the poor and needy. Instead, Jesus witnesses the critique of disciples who 

have not washed their hands before they eat. These disciples do have dirty hands, 

the hands of those who have walked alongside Jesus, lifted up the suffering and 

fed the hungry. Their superficial image of dirtiness belies the inner strength and 

confidence that comes with hearing and doing the word of their Lord.  

The inward digestion of the word, which gives energy for action, is a carbohydrate 

of Christian life. The shallow impulses of hearing without action give rise to 

unbridled anger and ill-discipline, in behaviours which are self-concerned and 

harmful to others. This is condemned by Jesus and reiterated by James. Put aside 

all behaviour that does not lead to life. Be slow to anger – what good is it to lash 

out just because we cannot see properly when we only look in a mirror of false 

reflection? The end result of malice and uncontrolled anger is witnessed in the 

scenes outside the Kabul airport and in the suicide bombing of innocents. As 

James says, the implanted word has the power to save souls, not destroy them. 

Hear then, the word of the Lord. Hear with the dynamic impulse to act on the 

word, to care what happens to other people and be prepared to do something 

about it. Be moved by the need do justice to those who suffer and be inspired 

that Jesus wants you to do it. Live the word of the Lord with an inner joy that 

needs no mirror, no selfie image, no social media influence, and say thanks be to 

God. 


