‘Brothers and Sisters, do you really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ?’

So asks the writer of James in our first reading.  

A friend of mine was training to be a minister, when an elderly priest came to lead their Holy Week retreat. He sat the ordinands down in a circle and asked them, ‘Tell me, what do you actually believe?’ One or two began to answer and the wise old priest let them talk and debate for a while. Then he asked again. ‘But what do you really believe? For he said, ‘we only really believe that which we allow to change our life.’That’s what faith is, a belief that we allow to transform how we live...
  For example. I believe that Everest is the world’s highest mountain, but that doesn’t really affect my life in any way.  I also believe that my wife loves me, and that belief, that act of faith, has shaped and transformed my whole adult life.

What do you believe in? How would you answer that question? In a nutshell, what do you truly believe, deep down, about God, yourself and the world we find ourselves in? The writer of James would say, ‘If you want to know what someone believes look at how they live. How they behave, how they respond to people and challenges big and small, how they use their money and so on.  I believe that God speaks to us personally through his word in the bible, that’s why we say ‘This is the Word of the Lord’. I believe and know that he can speak directly to my heart and mind through his word today and that that faith has continued to change and shape my life.

So what was in that passage from James for us today?

Two things spoke directly to me. 

Firstly: Faith and Action need to come together.  ‘It’s no good seeing someone in the church hungry or in need,’ he says, and just saying, ‘Go in peace and eat your fill’ yet leaving them with nothing.  That would be crazy, but it’s easy to do. For example, in this country people don’t often come to church starving but they may come lonely, isolated, needing someone to talk to. If you go to coffee do you first look out for anyone new or on their own and go to join them? Or do you go and join your own familiar friends. In my last church I remember asking some regulars why they hadn’t gone to speak with a new couple who were standing alone over coffee. ‘We thought they wanted to be by themselves’ came the reply, as if anyone would stay behind for coffee hoping they’d be left on their own! Another time they said, ‘We thought they were just a wedding couple’ as if they aren’t real people with needs too! People are so often hungry for simple human contact and as a church we can leave them to starve. The writer of James says this is not just a question of behaviour, but about belief.
‘Brothers and Sisters,’ he says ‘do you with your acts of favouritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ?’ Do you show the rich person the best seats and show the poor visitor the door?’
Who are the ones we naturally welcome to church and feel comfortable with? Who are the ones we secretly feel might be better off outside? James pulls us up short, for all are VIP’s in the house of the Lord, he says, whether in fur coat or overalls, push chair or wheelchair, speaking English or Japanese tourist. Everyone here is a distinguished guest. Belief in Jesus must do away with any sense of one person being more important than another on grounds of wealth or worldly status. On the contrary, says James, ‘Has God not chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith?’

And that’s the second way God spoke to me through this passage. Expect to be blessed through the faithful poor, for their faith is hard forged in the fires of adversity.

I’ll finish with a story. (Frederica) 

I was visiting an old lady this week in hospital, on an Alzheimer’s assessment ward.

Poor in every way, no money, no privacy, no real sense of what’s going on, not even her glasses enabling her to read.

We talked for some time and then I held her hands to pray with her. As I finished she suddenly took my hands to her lips and kissed them. She had asked about the children and knew that was the day our Sam was leaving home and flying out to Kenya.  Perhaps she sensed how much I missed him. 

She held my hands and prayed for him so simply, beautifully and fervently. 

It was an act of blessing I shall never forget. 

‘Brothers and Sisters, do you really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ?’

If so, says James, let faith and action sing together. See God in all people and expect to find blessing through those who have nothing. For theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Amen.

