
A WORKING FAITH

Psalm 146 / James 2:14-17

Martin Luther did not have anything good to say about the Epistle of
James. For him, it was nothing but “straw,” which was fine for cows and
horses, but should not have been included in the Bible because it does not
mention Jesus. James’s assertion that “faith by itself, if it has no works, is
dead” were fighting words for the German renegade Augustinian monk.
After all, he fully subscribed to Paul’s doctrine of salvation by grace through
faith, which the Reformers later turned into the four “Solas,” or the four
“Alones”: Faith alone, grace alone, scripture alone, Christ alone. On one
level this never made much sense to me because one “Alone” is competing
with three other “Alones” … but I digress. To the point, emphasizing “works”
over “faith” was anathema for Luther.

Luckily, the folks who put the canon together had more sense than the
grumpy German pastor/theologian. Perhaps, they included James in the
Bible because they paid close attention to the Psalms, and even closer
attention to what Jesus had to say about the matter—namely that faith, if it
has no meat on it, if it is not embodied, is just another excuse not to take
care of our neighbors.

James is pretty clear about this and he does not mince words: “If a brother
or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and somebody says to them, ‘Go in
peace! Keep warm and eat your fill,’ and yet does not supply their bodily
needs, what is the good of that?” This sounds a lot like Jesus who wanted
his disciples to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and take care of the
orphans, widows and strangers because “whenever you do this to one of
the least of these, you do it unto me.”

The fact that faith and works, or works and faith, go together like hand in
glove was not something new that James introduced into the conversation.
Like Paul, the author was very familiar with the Hebrew tradition and
Hebrew texts, especially with the Psalms. As we read in Psalm 146 today,
the praise of God cannot be separated from works. Indeed, the praise of



God consists of “executing justice for the oppressed, giving food to the
hungry, setting prisoners free, opening the eyes of the blind, lifting those
bowed down, watching over the strangers, and upholding the orphans and
the widows.” Ultimately, God’s call to care for those without power and
without voice is proclaimed in Isaiah’s great prophecies and repeated in
Jesus’s first public appearance in his hometown synagogue in Luke’s
gospel.

The German Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant put it this way:
concepts (like faith) without precepts (like works) are empty. And precepts
without concepts are blind. Or, to speak with the author of the Epistle, faith
without works is empty, and works without faith are blind. It’s a bit like the
moment before a heavyweight boxing match begins when the ring
announcer introduces the fighters. ”In the one corner, the undefeated
champion of the faith—the apostle Paul as interpreted by Martin Luther. In
the other corner, the challenger—James who is stepping into the ring on a
wing and a prayer.” On whom would we place our bets?

But as we have already seen, the issue of faith and works does not have to
be, indeed cannot ever be, an either/or proposition. For the Psalmist, for
the prophet Isaiah, for Jesus, and for James, it is always a both/and
proposition. One cannot live without the other. What we believe informs
how we live our lives, and the way we live our lives reflects what we
believe.

When I visited my mother about ten days ago, Renita and I were walking
around the old town of Nuremberg when we discovered a new museum in
a city full of museums. This one was adjacent to one of the oldest Lutheran
churches. It was a Bible museum. I looked at the opening announcement
for a moment and I thought: “The Bible does not belong in a museum. It is
the living word of God which needs to be in the hands and the hearts of
God’s people.” It’s the same with “faith.” While “my” faith or “our” faith is
certainly personal, it can never be private. Our faith is lived out every day of
our lives. We cannot lock it inside, we need to embody it in action. In
James’s parlance, if we keep “our” faith to “ourselves,” we leave out the



other part of the equation: the “works” part. The part where we love our
neighbors by providing for their needs as we pray for them. For prayers
without concrete actions are empty, and actions done without prayer are
blind.

The hard thing about this is where to begin. I don’t know about you, but I
am currently simply overwhelmed by the needs of this world. People dying
of Covid and hospital workers suffering from exhaustion in their care of
patients. I see people who lost everything in the flood waters of Ida or the
Caldor Fire in California. I hang on by my fingernails as I watch Afghan
parents handing over their children to soldiers in the hope of a better life.
And I pray and I pray and I pray, for equity and for peace, for things to be
as God created them to be and not as they are. My heart breaks. But what
can I do?

The Psalmist shows me the way through my dilemma. I don’t have to do it
all. I just have to do something. Start with a small thing. But I must exercise
my faith by putting it into practice. Without putting my faith into practice, my
faith will atrophy like my muscles if I don’t work out or have been confined
to my bed for weeks. I need a working faith, not a faith that just works for
me. I need to find a way of life which honors God by honoring God’s good
creation. As the Psalmist says, working for justice, advocating for the
oppressed, feeding hungry people, clothing naked people, lifting up those
bowed down, watching over the stranger and taking care of the voiceless
and the powerless is not something we do out of the goodness of our own
hearts. It is something we do as we live out our life of faith which gives
praise, honor, and glory to God.

So, “Praise the LORD! Praise the LORD, O our souls! We will praise the
LORD as long as we shall live. We will sing praises to our God all our life
long. We will praise the One who keeps faith—forever.”

May it be so, for you, and for me. Amen.


