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New Jerusalem Lutheran Church Cindy Baskin
September 9, 2018 –  Proper 18-B
Texts: Isaiah 35:4-7a; James 2:1-10 [11-13], 14-17; Mark 8:24-37

Theme: Belief, Faith, and Playing Favorites
Scripture: My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our

glorious Lord Jesus Christ? (James 2:1)

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

As people drove into the parking lot that Sunday morning for worship, they noticed a very dirty-
looking, disheveled man leaning up against the side of the church building. He had a crumpled
hat, pulled down over his head and brow. As people moved from their cars into the church, they
cast side-longed glances at the man. Perhaps he was drunk? Maybe on drugs. Some took a
slightly longer path into the church, walking on the opposite side of the parking lot. There were
curious questions, negative comments – maybe someone should call the police to remove him.
No one approached the man, leaving him to lean against the church alone. The worship service
began as usual with the processional hymn. The congregation stood and sang joyfully; the choir
processed to its place; all took their seats and began to look around for the pastor. But at that
moment the church doors creaked open with a groan and the bum from outside began staggering
down the center aisle. Shocked eyes – some filled with consternation and others with contempt –
turned upon the man who stumbled up the steps and into the pulpit. Imagine the congregation’s
surprise, when the bum removed his hat, and they saw their beloved pastor standing there. No
other sermon was needed that day!

Today’s reading from the letter of James’ begins with the words, “My brothers and sisters, do
you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ?” (James 2:1).
The reading ends with the oft-quoted: “so faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead” (James
2:17). The epistle of James, if you read it through in one sitting, is scarcely a letter. It’s rather a
collection of moral maxims; there are over 100 imperatives in this short, 5 chapter letter. For
example, last week we read from the first chapter of James: “Let everyone be quick to listen,
slow to speak, slow to anger” (1:19); and “Be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who
deceive themselves” (James 1:22). 

In today’s reading, James challenges us with the question: “Do you with your acts of favoritism
really believe in our Lord Jesus Christ?” (2:1)  It’s a rhetorical question; it’s as if James is
assuming that if you or I display acts of favoritism in the church, then we do not, in fact, believe
in our Lord Jesus Christ. This one verse raises two question, the first of which is: what does it
mean “to believe in Christ?”

I once asked this question in a group that was studying the Gospel of John (“belief” in Jesus is a
major theme in John’s gospel). Different people mentioned different things: living a transformed
life; experiencing God’s peace and joy; knowing Jesus in a personal, relational way. But I don’t
think anyone mentioned what James says in today’s reading: that believing means not showing
acts of favoritism; that believing means allowing Jesus to turn our natural, commonplace social
values upside-down to create a world in which the poor are honored and in which the believer
serves God by serving those in need. For James, it’s the difference between having a “living”
faith that works, or a dead faith.
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Imagine that you are given a rather curious assignment. Stretched out before you is a human body
– it is motionless and speechless. Your task is to determine if it is alive or dead. How would you
go about it? You might check for a pulse. Another way would be to check for breathing. While it
is possible for a person to hold his breath for a time, sooner or later if there is life in the body it
will breathe. The same is true in the spiritual life: if there is life (belief) in the body, it will be
demonstrated through spiritual breathing. For James, the spiritual breath of the Christian is good
works: “Just as the body is dead when there is no spirit [lit. breath] in it, so faith is dead if it is
not the kind that results in good deeds” (James 2:26). Living faith evidences itself by caring for
the poor and one another.

Now I know many of you are aware that the Epistle of James was NOT one of Martin Luther’s
favorite books in the bible. A cardinal doctrine of the Reformation derives from St. Paul‘s words
that we are saved “by grace through faith” and “not by works lest anyone should boast”
(Ephesians 2:8-9). And yet we hear St. James emphasizing the importance of good works in his
letter. But there is probably less of a conflict between St. James and St. Paul than we might
assume at first glance. For Paul, faith is the deep personal relationship of trust in Christ in which
the believer receives God’s grace – faith is a living relationship in which the believer is re-
created and empowered to live the Christian life as described by Paul in Romans 5-8. Paul would
not have accepted the notion that faith is mere intellectual belief which excuses a person from
action and responsibility. For James, belief becomes faith only when it produces action – sincere
belief becomes faith when accompanied and validated by good works. In other words, the foci of
James and Paul are slightly different, but Paul would surely agree that what matters is “faith
being worked out by love” (Galatians 5:6). James is not debating the theological grounds for
salvation but advocating for a “true religion,” which he understands as effective action for others
in the world.

The second question with which James particularly challenges his readers in this morning’s
lesson is whether or not the Christian assembly shows favoritism to the rich as over against the
poor. In every congregation I have served a question has arisen as to whether or not the clergy
should know how much individuals in the congregation actually give (pledge) financially to their
church? Those who argue “yes” recognize that there are good reasons for pastors to have this
information because what happens with a family’s giving is often an indication of pastoral issues
at home (loss of a job, a medical crisis, marital problems, etc.) and thus having this information
allows the pastor to be a pastor and reach out. Others argue “no” for the same reasons James
gives. In the contemporary church, laden with salaries to pay, buildings to maintain, and
programs to fund, it’s terribly easy to court those with financial resources and all too easy to be
swayed or influenced by those who give more as over against those who are able to give only a
little. For James’ showing such deference to the wealthy probably means we’re trusting in the
rich and powerful rather than in trusting Jesus to provide for our needs – in other words, it may
be an indication that we don’t really believe.

But there are many ways to show favoritism to others than just bowing to the rich. We should all
ask ourselves whom we tend to favor – who are the people with whom we are the most
comfortable and therefore to whom we are the most likely to attend? What leads you and me to
attend to one person more than another? – one’s cultural background? racial identity? educational
level? theological position? These are important questions to ask ourselves, particularly on a day
when we as a congregation seek to live into, “GODS WORK. OUR HANDS.
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A final story: The Rev. Dr. Fred Craddock shares the story of a small mission church he pastored
early in his ministry in Appalachia. The congregation had a wonderful custom in which they
would baptize new members on Easter Sunday at sundown in the shallow waters of a nearby
lake. Craddock would wade out onto a sandbar with the candidates for baptism while the little
congregation met around a fire and sang hymns. They had also built booths for changing and
when the baptisms were completed they met around the fire to warm themselves. Once everyone
was together, they had a custom in which they would introduce themselves, sharing what they did
and where they lived. Then one of the church elders would slowly work around the circle, having
every member of the congregation give his or her name and then address the newly baptized by
saying something like: 

“My name is ____, if you ever need somebody to do washing and ironing . . ..” 
“My name is ____, if you ever need somebody to chop wood . . ..” 
“My name is ____, if you ever need anybody to baby-sit . . .” 
“My name is ____, if you ever need anybody to repair your house for you . . .” 
“My name is ____, if you ever need a car to go to town . . .” 

Once everyone was finished, they would eat a huge meal and then a banjo or fiddle would be
brought out and a square dance would begin. When darkness had fallen and a chill was in the air,
Percy Miller, in his bibbed overalls, would stand up and say, “It’s time to go,” and then with his
big shoe kick sand over the dying fire. Craddock shares that after his first experience of
welcoming new members in this way he noticed Percy standing still behind the dying fire and
then saying: “Craddock, folks don’t ever get closer than this.” Craddock has written: “In that
little community, they have a name for that kind of experience . . . They call that church.” In the
words of James, it’s called “faith” –  “living faith.”
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