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“Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans 

and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.” 
James 1:27 

 
It is impossible for me to read those words from the Letter of James and not think 
of Ms. Lena Cooper. Ms. Lena is in her mid-eighties now, and has been a 
member of Vandalia Presbyterian Church in Greensboro, North Carolina for well 
over thirty years, long enough that, when a new pastor was called several years 
ago and I asked her how they were getting along, she could say, “Chris, I was 
here long before he arrived and I will be here long after he is gone.” In addition to 
being somewhat opinionated and strong-willed, Ms. Lena has been one of my 
most important teachers in the art of Christian living. Ms. Lena, whose own 
children lived only into their twenties and had to be cared for as if they were 
infants for all of those years. Ms. Lena, who showed up every Tuesday morning, 
rain or shine, to sharpen the pencils in the pew racks. Ms. Lena, who loved and 
knew the name of every child of that congregation, some of whom were well into 
their 40’s. Ms. Lena, who delivered Meals On Wheels and sorted food and 
clothing at the Urban Ministry Center, and delivered summer lunches to children 
in housing projects. Ms. Lena, who never missed a church workday, a bake sale, 
a car wash, or a fellowship dinner. One year, when I was the youth 
representative on the Elder Nominating Committee, Ms. Lena’s name came up 
as someone who would be perfect for the role. Despite the warning from longtime 
members that she would never accept such a position, I was appointed as the 
committee member to ask her if she would consider serving as an elder. I will 
never forget her response, “God did not give me the gifts for that. I’m doing what 
I can to serve God and this church with the ones I have. So I have to say no 
again to being an elder. I would rather do the small things than the big ones.” 
Small things, like feeding the hungry and caring for the sick and spreading 
compassion wherever she went. 
 
The letter of James, an often-disregarded little book toward the end of the New 
Testament, was written to a Christian community that had forgotten the centrality 
of these small things. James writes his letter to churches and Christians who 
have become obsessed with orthodoxy and bogged down in dogma. The 
problem is that their passion for outward shows of religious purity has created a 
kind of spiritual self-importance. James describes how church members welcome 
wealthy guests with great formality and give them the best seats in the sanctuary, 
while the poor are disregarded and made to stand in the back. The letter of 



James is an in-your-face reminder that ours is a faith that demands practical acts 
of love and justice, not just airtight theories and eloquent proclamation. The 
Christians to whom James writes are forgetting to live out the truths that they 
spend so much time espousing and defending. Here then, is a practical primer 
for Christian living.  
 
To make his point most vividly, James sets up a sharp distinction between those 
who hear the word of God, and those who do it. To illustrate the difference, he 
uses an interesting metaphor; he compares our Christian lives to the act of 
looking into a mirror. If all you do is hear the word, he explains, you are like 
someone who looks into a mirror and then walk away and immediately forgets his 
own appearance. However, those who do the word will remember what they look 
like long after they have left the mirror behind. In other words, being doers of the 
word gives us a way to remember who we are. We can come to worship service 
each week and sing hymns and pray prayers and be hearers of the word for an 
entire hour, but unless we walk out those doors and become doers of the word 
as well, we will forget who we are.  The purpose of the practice is that it protects 
against forgetfulness. 
 
The command to remember who we are is an unceasing obligation for people of 
faith. One could say that the entire book of Deuteronomy consists of Moses, the 
great liberator of the Israelites, warning his people of the dangers of 
forgetfulness. The people are poised to enter the Promised Land, a land flowing 
with milk and honey and so entirely different from the dry and barren deserts they 
have wandered for forty years. But before they cross over to the other side, 
Moses pauses and spends thirty-four chapters giving instructions on how to live 
in this new land. Walter Brueggemann compares it to dropping your child off at 
college, and goes on to say that the metaphor is particularly apt since no one 
seemed to be listening anyway.i But the speech is the same: remember who you 
are when you enter this new land. As Moses says in the fourth chapter, “just as 
the Lord my God has charged me, I now tech you statutes and ordinances for 
you to observe in the land that you are about to enter and occupy” At the center 
of those statutes is the command to remember.  
 
How are we to remember? I believe that James and Moses would agree that the 
best way to remember who we are is to remember the needs of others. Time 
after time in the book of Deuteronomy, Moses commands the people to 
remember the orphan, the alien, and the widow—those people who were easiest 
to forget in his time and place. Moses and James know that when we see 
another human being in need, and we respond, we are in touch with the very 
core of our faith. Later, James asks his readers: what good it is if a brother or 
sister is poor, or sick, or hungry and you walk by them and simply say, “Go in 
peace, keep warm, and eat your fill” and do not give them what they need to 
survive. The question is: what good is your faith if it makes no difference in the 
world?  
 



I remember the story of a men’s bible study that was meeting early on Saturday 
morning over breakfast in a church basement. They were studying the Gospel of 
Luke and that week’s passage was the Parable of the Good Samaritan. After 
they read about how the priest and the Levite passed by a neighbor in need 
without paying any attention and how the Samaritan stopped and went out of his 
way to care for the man who had been beaten and left for dead, one of the men 
observed: “the teachings of Jesus are so hard to understand in our world today. 
Everything is so different now.” The room grew silent as men sipped coffee and 
folded napkins. Finally, another man spoke up: “Pete, you know that is just not 
true. It is not hard to understand the teachings of Jesus now. It is hard to live 
them out.” How true. 
 
And yet our brother James is absolutely adamant that the way to be Christian is 
to become doers of the word. In fact, he goes further than that. Did you notice the 
curious way that James puts it in verse twenty-five? He says that those who are 
not merely hearers but who also act will be “blessed in their doing.” That is, God 
does not bless us for acts of love and justice in the world. We are blessed by 
these acts themselves. How many of you have been blessed by living out your 
faith in the world? I am sure that you could all tell stories of the blessings that 
come simply by putting into practice what you profess to believe. I think of the 
countless ways that members of this congregation are involved in ministries of 
compassion and justice all over this city. A quick glance at our Mission bulletin 
board at any given time will reveal these commitments to others: Adopt-a-
Grandparent, Six Star Refugee Partnership, the Atlanta Food Bank, Common 
Ground, Habitat for Humanity, Meals on Wheels, Threads, Our House, Clifton 
Sanctuary Ministries, the shelters at Druid Hills and Shearith Israel, and so many 
more. Indeed, we are blessed with many opportunities to serve in this 
congregation. Many opportunities to be reminded of who we are in the world. 
Many opportunities to be doers and not merely hears of the word. Many 
opportunities to truly be the church. 
 
In one of his most memorable sermons, the great preacher Fred Craddock once 
explained, “Two things are absolutely essential to the church: Jesus Christ and 
human need. In that place where the church dwells are the rich and the poor, the 
haves and the have nots, the powerful and the powerless. There are those who 
are educated and those who are ignorant. There are those who believe and 
those who don’t believe. There are the high and the mighty and the lowly who 
nobody knows. In between is the Church of Jesus Christ. The church is called to 
help both the haves and the have nots, the powerful and the powerless. The 
church is to be the gospel for all these people. As long as you have Christ and as 
long as you have needs, you have the church.”ii  
That’s why there is a church—to meet human need: needs like food and shelter 
and clothing, also needs of the human spirit, like encouragement and hope and 
love. The church is here for us to put our faith into practice; to do what we 
believe: to become what we hope for. �� 
 



In just a moment, we will have an opportunity to do just that. Because today, a 
feast has been prepared for us. And at this table we will be able to show in action 
what we believe to be true. We will have a chance to catch a glimpse of what the 
kingdom truly is: a table long enough and large enough for everyone to have a 
seat.  Remember that Jesus told his disciples to eat the bread and drink the cup 
“in remembrance of him”. That is, remember who you are and go live out this 
message in the world. 
 
You know, in our denomination and others like it in the United States there has 
been lots of talk recently about purity and what is means to be pure before God. 
The battle lines have been clearly drawn around issues of sexuality and orthodox 
belief. Still, I have to say that for me, James’ definition of pure religion is as good 
as any. Pure religion is to care for orphan and widows and to show the world how 
to live out the word of God. Pure religion is in the doing.  
 
A right answer has never packed boxes with cans at the food bank or welcomed 
a new visitor to church. A right answer has never cooked food for a family in a 
time of need, nailed siding onto another person’s house or sat for hours with a 
lonely person. It has never spent a night at the homeless shelter. Right answers 
have never even sorted clothing or written a check to the Red Cross. It seems 
that James must be right, right answers alone can’t make us followers of Christ. 
It’s going to take more than that. 
 
This July 4th holiday weekend comes at a time when, according to a recent AP 
Poll, only 17% of us believe that our nation is on the right track.iii So, in addition 
to our fireworks and hamburgers, and ice cream, many of us are in need of some 
hope on this Independence Day weekend. I found mine in returning to the words 
of Abraham Lincoln. This weekend, I reread his Second Inaugural Address and 
was struck by the timeliness of his final words, as well as their appropriateness 
for this sermon. At a time of crisis and division in our country, Lincoln called 
Americans to remember what is the true greatness of this nation: “With malice 
toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see 
the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation's 
wounds, to care for those who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and 
his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace 
among ourselves and with all nations.”iv Charity for all, care for orphans and 
widows, a just and lasting peace. It is a description of our nation at its best, and a 
depiction of our faith at its purest.  
 
Preach the gospel at all times, use words if necessary, St. Francis reminded his 
Christian community. Faith without works is dead, James insisted. Truly, I tell 
you, just as you did it to one of these least of these who are members of my 
family, you did it to me.” Doing the word, living it out, now that is pure religion. 
 
The service had just ended and the preacher was standing at the back of the 
sanctuary greeting members and visitors. When my turn finally came, I shook the 



preacher’s hand and told her what a wonderful sermon she had preached. With a 
smile on her face and great urgency in her voice, she responded, “that remains 
to be seen.”  
                                                 
i Walter Brueggemann, “Just Like You…Forgiven!” presented at PC(USA) Ministers’ 
Sabbath Conference in Snowbird, Utah, May 30, 2005. 
ii Fred B. Craddock, The Cherry Log Sermons. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press), 2001. Pages 87-88. 
iii  Tom Raum, Associated Press. “Majority think U.S. headed in wrong direction.” June 
20, 2008. 
iv This well-known address can be found online at www.bartleby.com/124/pres32.html 


