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Living Faith through Loving Works
Grace, peace, and mercy to you in the name of the risen Christ. Amen

The lectionary readings for the month of September include readings from the Letter of James. This Epistle is as difficult to hear today as it would have been at the end of the first century because it challenges our behaviors as Christians. James is not writing about how to become a Christian, but rather how to act like one. In the reading for today, James begins with a difficult question: “Do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ?” The reading concludes with a difficult observation which is the heart of the matter – faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.


While preaching during the first worship service the evening after I was ordained, I noticed a group of say, ten to twelve men, sitting together. There was nothing about their clothing or manner or physical appearance that set them apart – it’s just that there were so many men sitting together. Then, during the distribution of Holy Communion, I noticed that none of the men came forward. Two weeks later, when I preached and presided once again at the Saturday evening worship service, I noticed the group’s presence. They participated fully in the worship service except they remained seated during communion. I wanted to know more about this group so that evening, I went to the door closest to where they were sitting to greet them on their way out.


I learned that they were from the Adams Rescue Mission, located a few miles east on Route 30. They came to worship at St. James partly by choice and partly because of the requirement of living at the mission. This group could have worshipped at another church but they enjoyed the Lutheran worship service on Saturday evening. They felt welcome at St. James which I thought was odd because I did not see folks greet them before or after worship. Some of the men invited me to visit the mission, to see where they lived and the jobs they had in the recycling business that the mission operated for the community.


That week I called the mission and talked with Bruce, the Executive Director and pastor. We arranged for a visit which turned out to be a grand tour of the facility. Some of the guys recognized me and came right over to greet me. I felt way overdressed in my clerical blouse, skirt and high heels. I remember thinking that I should have given this visit more thought and dressed down. Soon, it became obvious to me that my attire didn’t matter. The men at the mission were just glad that I took them up on their invitation and visited their home, which became the first of many visits and ministries to the mission.


There was one thing that Bruce said to me that has stayed with me ever since that first visit. I asked about the “requirement” that the men attend a worship service at a local church. Bruce, in his gentle way, began his response. “You cannot feed a hungry soul without first feeding a hungry belly and offering a warm place to sleep.” Newcomers are offered a good meal; then, they are given a bed. Physical needs are satisfied first. Then, they talk about a faith relationship with Jesus Christ. Bruce reminded me of a biblical truth that is brought right to the forefront in the Letter of James. Listen to this interpretative translation by Eugene Peterson:

Dear friends, do you think you’ll get anywhere in this if you learn all the right words but never do anything? Does merely talking about faith indicate that a person really has it? For instance, if you come upon an old friend dressed in rags and half-starved and say, "Good morning, friend. Be clothed in Christ. Be filled with the Holy Spirit!" and walk off without providing so much as a coat or a cup of soup...where does that get you? Isn’t it obvious that God-talk without God-acts is outrageous nonsense?

Peterson links our call to "Have Faith" with the call to “Bear Fruit,” looking for the evidence of faith at work in and through us. If we say we "Have Faith," can it be seen in us? 


The first distinguishing mark of faith at work in our lives is showing love.


James refers to the section of Matthew’s Gospel when Jesus was asked by a lawyer, in front of a group of Pharisees, which commandment in the law was the greatest. (Matthew 22:34-40) They wanted to know what matters the most after hearing Jesus’ parables, his response to paying taxes, and the question about the Resurrection. Jesus gathered up all of his teaching and ministry and gave them a response that they would never forget:


“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind…You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”


In Luke’s Gospel, the Evangelist pursues the matter further explaining that the lawyer wants to justify himself. He wants to be told that he is doing the right things that show love toward his neighbor, so he asks Jesus, “Who is my neighbor?” (Luke 10:28) Well, he gets an earful when Jesus launches into the parable of the Good Samaritan to illustrate the expression of loving acts.


In our Gospel text today, Mark tells us about two healing miracles. The first story is about a woman who is persistent in her quest for Jesus’ miraculous healing power to get rid of the unclean spirit in her daughter. What if Jesus had entered the house and escaped being noticed? He would have had his quiet time. What if the Syrophoenician woman had not come back at Jesus with her witty reply? He would have missed an opportunity to share the gift of God’s salvation with those of non-Jewish descent. What if friends of the deaf man had not brought him to Jesus? What if Jesus had refused to open his ears and release his tongue? There would not be these miracle stories to reveal the active presence of Jesus in our lives.


Loving works are an expression of our faith.


“Jesus,” we say, “I do works of faith. I teach Sunday School. I serve on the congregation council. I help with community fundraising events. There are many in my congregation who do not do any of these things. What about them, are they real Christians? And Jesus responds:


“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind…You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”


“But Jesus,” we say, “I see people shopping on Sundays – the Sabbath Day. I serve at a soup kitchen. I see people who just come to worship and they don’t do anything else at the church. Are they real Christians?” And Jesus responds:

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind…You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

“Oh come on now, Jesus.” we say, “What about bigger issues such as the church’s social statements on controversial issues such as abortion, human sexuality, the death penalty and the environment? Don’t we need to know where people really stand if we are to know that they are real Christians?” And Jesus gives us this answer:

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind…You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

It’s as simple and also as complicated as that. Now before I go on, I don’t want to diminish the significance of the church’s statements on key issues that unfortunately divide us into differing arenas. These are topics that we must wrestle with in contemporary society. It’s not that these issues don’t matter – the truth is, they do matter, but they’re not at the center. Jesus is clear about Christian discipleship – loving God with heart, soul and mind. That’s it – no judgment. Simply spoken, Christ is present at the center of our lives; us living out Christ-like love.


The second question is can that love be seen or demonstrated in service?

James says, in the verses that follow our appointed reading, “Someone will say, ‘You have faith and I have works.’ Show me your faith apart from your works, and I by my works will show you my faith.” (2:18) Faith, without works, is dead.

There was a monk in the 1500’s who took on this question of works and faith. The Roman Church taught that the way to salvation was by works; having enough faith was equated to a quantity of works. Along came Martin Luther who took this concept and turned it upside-down and inside-out, searching and finding the answer in Romans, that we are saved by grace through faith. However, there are still have folks today who believe that certain works justify faith and therefore, God’s gift of salvation. 

What about us? Do our works show a different faith? Do we do works of loving service – an expression of our faith? What would our faith community be like if everyone lived out their faith in active service in the name of Christ? We wouldn’t have to wonder who we should or could ask to teach Sunday School – the list of volunteers would be known and willing to serve. We wouldn’t have to wonder who would join the choir – those with musical gifts would gladly offer their talents in service to the Lord. We wouldn’t have to wonder who would cook and serve meals and offer an understanding ear to homeless families – willing servants would step forward and say, “You bet I will.” We wouldn’t have to wonder because faithful servants would be living out the love of Christ in works and deed. 

As I speak these words some of you may be thinking, well, I’ve already served my time and others may be thinking, I’m way too busy to do anything more at the church. But the reality is that we have homebound members who share moving stories with me about the prayers they offer each day, for each of you, calling you by name as they go through the church directory. They can no longer do physical things, but they pray, and pray fervently for you, many who they do not know except by name.


Living our faith as active disciples is two-fold – showing no partiality and offering our service in loving works to help all people. A living faith is expressed through loving works. A living faith is a transforming faith that removes all barriers and opens our ears and eyes to hear the good news and to see the needs of God’s children – no matter what they look like or where they fit into society. A living faith shows no partiality so that all may be welcome to share in Christ’s fellowship in worship, in learning, and above all, at the Lord’s Table where all are forgiven, fed, and promised God’s gracious gift of salvation. Let it be so. Amen.

The Rev. Lois K. Van Orden, Pastor

St. Paul’s Lutheran Church, Dillsburg, PA

September 6, 2009
Time after Pentecost – Lectionary 23

Isaiah 35:4-7a

Words of hope to the exiles in Babylon.

Psalm 145

I will praise the Lord as long as I live.

James 2:1-10 [11-13] 14-17
Warning against partiality; Faith without Works is Dead

Mark 7:24-37

The Syrophoenician Woman’s Faith; Jesus Cures a Deaf Man

Tending to Spiritual Hearts
Grace, peace, and mercy to you in the name of the risen Christ. Amen

Last week we left Jesus and his disciples on the shores of Galilee with a teaching that was difficult for many of his followers. Some chose to leave. Peter’s words of confession, spoken on behalf of the twelve, kept the inner circle of followers close to Jesus. Peter spoke the truth, that Jesus has the words of eternal life. This week we return to Mark’s Gospel picking up where things ended last week – in Galilee. The teachings this week are no less difficult. In fact, word seems to be getting around that Jesus is teaching some pretty amazing, yet difficult things and his acts of healing and feeding are truly miraculous. His teachings and miracles are drawing so much attention that some Pharisees and scribes come from Jerusalem. It’s like sending prominent politicians from Washington D.C. to a small town like Dillsburg to find out what is really going on.

The Pharisees traveled from Jerusalem to Galilee to verify his acts of healing, of restoring people to life and mysterious deeds like feeding the 5,000 and walking on water. Their intentions for this trip are not to welcome Jesus into the inner circle of law-abiding Jewish elite. No, their intentions are to catch Jesus in a blasphemous act so that they may proceed with an arrest and perhaps even punishment by death. Jesus was a threat to the religious status quo. So when the Pharisaic visitors observed that some of Jesus’ disciples did not wash their hands before eating, they were confident their trip was worth the catch. The Pharisees challenged Jesus on this ritual defilement only to experience what Jesus does so well, and that is turning accusations back on the accusers. He takes three aspects of the law to point out where things have gone wrong since the days in the Sinai when God lovingly handed the law to Moses.


First Jesus addresses hand washing before eating, a ritual cleansing practiced by the Jews – especially the religious leaders. Using a prophecy from the book of Isaiah, Jesus points out their hypocritical ways. Sure you can follow all the laws to the letter and give the outward appearance that you are in a right relationship with God. But where is your heart when you worship God? Are your liturgical actions offered in love toward God? 


Second, Jesus addresses the Corban vow – verses 9-13 which are omitted from our lectionary reading. Corban was a special gift to God, usually money or property. Jesus is condemning abuse of this practice as a pious excuse for neglecting obligations to one’s parents. For example, if money or property were pledged to the church and then later, the family member learned that parents were in need, the Pharisees would not allow the family member to reduce their pledge of support to help ailing parents. The Pharisees held the people to the strict letter of the law for their own gain rather than seeking a right action from within their hearts.


Third, Jesus solves the question of ritually unclean food. In this section, Jesus is speaking to the crowd and then to his disciples. Jesus is talking about non-kosher food which is an important topic for the early Gentile church to which Mark is writing. The food that goes into a person does not defile the person. “It is what comes out of a person that defiles…it is from the human heart that evil intentions come…” (verses 20-21) 


This idea of what goes in through the mouth does not defile but the evil intentions that come out of the heart are what defile reminds me of a friend who funeral I attended this past week. Dorothy was one of the most gracious people I know. She was always giving to others through gifts of photography, money, and Civil War memorabilia. With her passing I will continue to treasure the photographs she gave me reflecting her fascination with stained glass windows and icons and her gift of a small Bible from a soldier found on the Civil War battlefield at Gettysburg.


But the thing that interested me most about Dorothy was her knowledge of physical cleansing – both externally and internally. She was a self-taught expert about things that go into our bodies and defile. Dorothy knew much about herbs and blender concoctions that cleansed the digestive system. She was disciplined about fasting and using home remedies to purge her body of toxins that defiled her digestive tract. Dorothy also suffered from intense migraines so she followed a repulsive sounding regimen of flushing her sinus cavities with a kit that she purchased on-line. She preached the value of drinking eight to ten glasses of water a day to maintain a youthful and clear complexion, which she regarded essential for her advancing years. Dorothy believed “you are what you eat” so I can hear her challenging Jesus’ teaching, with care and reverence, that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile.


What was going on in Jesus’ first century world that was so different from our culture resulting in yet another nasty encounter with the Pharisees?


Jesus’ century was a different time, place and culture. The statutes practiced by the Jews were embraced as life-giving blessings. The “law” itself is a sign of God’s presence and even shares God’s attributes: life-giving power, wisdom and understanding. To understand this concept let’s briefly look at the first reading from Deuteronomy.

The book of Deuteronomy, which literally means “second law,” consists of a series of speeches given by Moses to the generation of Israelites who are about to enter the Promised Land. In the verses we read today, Moses tells the people to observe the statutes diligently for other nations will observe the behavior of the Israelites and see them as a wise and discerning nation. The law connects the people with God who is in the midst of the people. God’s nearness and righteousness are closely connected to the law’s nearness and righteousness. The verses we read are clear: obeying the law gives life. The verses missing from our reading make the point that there is death to those who do not follow God. Somewhere along the line the Pharisees became consumed with getting “human traditions” right causing them to neglect core issues of mercy. They lost sight of the close connection between the life-giving law and the life-giving God.


In our 21st century world, we don’t follow all of the ritual laws of Jesus’ first century world, but we do experience contemporary ideas of defilement. There is a lot of advertising and talk about taking care of our bodies because people ingest and inject many things that defile their bodies. Weight gain, lack of exercise, depression, and obsessions about aging reflect indulgences of external things such as food, alcohol or drugs to cover up or to escape what is really going on inside the heart. The television and internet media surround us with the triteness of twenty-four hour news, the depersonalization of certain internet sites, and the crassness of reality shows adding to whatever burdens are already weighing down human hearts. The issue of our contemporary world is not ritual defilement but rather, the guilt and shame associated with our own indulgences.


Guilt and shame weigh down our spirits so how do we take care of our spirits – our spiritual hearts? I read much literature that discusses the void in people’s spiritual lives and how folks try to fill the void with empty and destructive activities such as incessant shopping, internet surfing, or gambling. These things don’t move through the physical plumbing and out into the sewer. Rather, they flatten us, desensitizing our very beings, skewing our perspective of the world and therefore, deforming the very hearts from which evil intentions come. Nurturing our spirits is as necessary as monitoring what goes into our mouths. 


Nurturing our spirits may seem cliché for us sitting in these pews. We are recipients of God’s gracious gifts by coming to worship and experiencing God’s grace in the Confession and Forgiveness of Sin, in hearing the Word and in sharing the body and blood of Christ in Holy Communion. However, if our hearts are not into the worship, or if we have not truly confessed what is ailing us, and if receiving the body and blood of Christ is done with empty actions, we are not nurturing our spirits. We are fulfilling the demands of law with as much empty promise as the Pharisees. 


The good news is that God is always present, drawing us closer through the work of the Holy Spirit. God is the giver of all good things. Every generous act of giving is from above as the letter of James tells us. God is the Giver because God is the Creator – the one who brought light into being. There are no shadows or dark side to God. God is Light. God is the giver who conveys life. 


When we open ourselves to being drawn closer and closer to the presence of God, we experience spiritual nourishment. There are many different spiritual exercises to experience God’s presence: listening to music, a quiet walk in the woods, reading scripture, contemplative prayer and meditation.


There’s a little book that one of our Bible study participants gave to us that talks about the art of “practicing the presence of God.”
 The book is a collection of spiritual insights by brother Lawrence, a servant in a monastery over 300 years ago. Brother Lawrence emphasized that the time he spent in communion with the Lord should be the same, whether he was bustling around in the kitchen or on his knees in prayer. He learned to cultivate the deep presence of God so thoroughly in his own heart that he was able to joyfully exclaim, “I am doing now what I will do for all eternity. I am blessing God, praising God, adoring God, and loving God with my whole heart.” (back cover of book)


And that is what Jesus is exhorting his followers to do – yes, to follow the law and cherish its teachings and the blessings of being connected with the life-giving God, and also, to do all acts with kindness and mercy living out the love that God first gave in the law and later in the life of God’s only son, Jesus, the source of eternal life. Let it be so and thanks be to God. Amen

The Rev. Lois K. Van Orden, Pastor

St. Paul’s Lutheran Church, Dillsburg, PA

August 30, 2009

Time after Pentecost – Lectionary 22

Deuteronomy 4:1-2, 6-9
Moses commands the people to obey the law and to teach the law to their children.

Psalm 15

Lord, who may dwell in your tabernacle?

James 1:17-27

Christians are encouraged to listen carefully and to act on what they hear.

Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23
For Jesus, the observance of religious practices cannot become a substitute for godly 




works or deeds that spring from a faithful heart.

Lines Divide; Circles Unite
Grace, peace, and mercy to you in the name of the risen Christ. Amen

This is it folks – the final week and the ultimate question – “Do you also wish to go away?” (verse 67) Let’s take a moment for a quick recap of the lectionary readings from chapter 6 of John’s Gospel. 


Jesus had just finished one of his more obscure teachings. He said several things which confused some and upset others. Up to this point in the chapter, those challenging Jesus’ teachings were the Jews. He said, “I am the bread of life.” Some objected to this language because he was comparing himself to Moses who gave the Israelites Manna, or bread, in the wilderness. Jesus goes deeper into his teaching and declares, “I am the bread that came down from heaven.” Red flags go up all over the place. The crowd knew who Jesus was – the son of Mary and Joseph from Nazareth (verse 42). Jesus wasn’t some modern day Elijah sent from heaven back down to earth. Then, Jesus confuses folks in the crowd because he said that everyone must eat his flesh and drink his blood, otherwise they would die. This invitation to join with Jesus spiritually is taken literally by the crowd – it sounded too cannibalistic.


So we can understand the action of many of Jesus’ disciples in verse 66 of this chapter: “Because of this many of his disciples turned back and no longer went about with him.” They turned back. They quit following. Most likely, there’s not a single reason for their turning back. It’s probably a combination of issues as we just identified. His teaching confused some. His images offended others. But primarily, I think it was his claim to be the new source of life, his claim to be greater than Moses, a new Manna. Either way, they weren't buying it and they left. Just like that. One day they were disciples and the next they were not. Some may identify these folks as “backsliders.” I see Jesus’ question, “Do you also wish to go away?” as a difficult choice – make a decision – are you with me and all my teachings or not?


We are faced with difficult decisions all of the time. We make some decisions easily because we adhere to teachings that guide and direct our ethnics and religious beliefs. Other decisions are not quite so easily defined. The question at hand is polarizing. There are ethical, social, political, and economical considerations. So, we must engage in healthy discussion, do some research on our own, listen to what others say and think it over. In the church, we turn to the Holy Scriptures and we pray for guidance. We engage in theological conversation – relying on scripture and confessional documents. There are issues that may require years to discern – that is, to understand something that is not immediately obvious. In the meantime, we struggle with our fears of what may come from changing the status quo – that is, a change in the equilibrium where we are living comfortably. 

The dragon on the shores of Capernaum was these new teachings of Jesus. Its hot breath hovered over the crowd, pressing them to pay attention to what was being said, to open their eyes and ears and minds to Jesus’ new way of life. There’s been a dragon hovering on the shores of the ELCA, challenging the status quo, challenging us to accept people who are different from the norm and who live a lifestyle different from scriptural norms. The decision of the 2005 Churchwide Assembly was to postpone a decision on a social statement on human sexuality and to allow time for further discernment on ministerial practices for rostered persons living in same sex relationships. It’s been a polarizing issue. It’s been a heated issue. It’s plagued the unity of other Christian denominations. It’s challenged people to radically think about human relationships and the children of God. 

So here we are, the weekend following the two-thirds vote of the 2009 Churchwide Assembly in which the ELCA Social Statement on Human Sexuality was adopted. Congregations are asked to continue the study of sexuality, to assist members to welcome people who are gay and lesbians, to encourage comprehensive sex education programs in public schools, to support the church’s work to combat HIV/AIDS and to take the “spirit of this statement” into all appropriate activities. (News release 8/20/2009, 09-CWA-28-CA) But this was just the beginning of a series of actions that led to the majority vote on Friday that opens ministry to partnered gay and lesbian Lutherans. This action changes the church’s policy which previously allowed gays and lesbians into the ordained ministry only if they remained celibate. This change in ministerial practices, however, does not require individual congregations to call a pastor in a partnered same sex relationship. This change opens the door for congregations who wish to call a pastor living in a same sex relationship. This issue remains a polarizing one. It continues with heated debate. 

I remember the civil rights violence of the 1960’s. After hearing the disturbing news that African Americans were rioting in the city of Pittsburgh and then learning that the riots had spread to nearby towns in our western Pennsylvania home, my mother was convinced that it was the end of the world. That somehow, as a nation, we would never recover from such division. But the pastor of our church located in one of these towns that suffered greatly from the riots, encouraged us to remain faithful to Jesus Christ and to recognize that out of such division could grow unimaginable forms of unity.

Somewhere along the line the church began to see an increase in the divorce rate of pastors which mirrored society. The little congregation where I grew up faced the challenge of calling a divorced pastor. The people were filled with questions about his leadership. [Would he prey on women in the congregation? What example would he be for the youth? etc.] But, with prayer and engaging conversation with the pastoral candidate, he was called and you know, much to everyone’s amazement, the little church flourished and enjoyed a period of growth.

Then came the women’s rights movement of the late ‘60’s/early ‘70’s. My grandmother, whose views were far ahead of her time, advocated equal opportunity and pay for women. Other women, including my mother insisted that these radical views were the beginning of the end of core family life. My father, wedged in between the views of his mother and his wife, was optimistic that everything would work out for the best. All in all, society seems to have weathered this storm.

History continues with radical changes that seem like the end of the world, the degradation of family life and diminished Christian influence. Yet, with each storm, Jesus is in our midst, walking on the water and commanding the wind to stand still, bringing the church safely to shore (John 6:16-21).

Our church leaders are encouraging us to remain open to the guidance of the Holy Spirit and to pray for a unified church, rather than a divided church. No matter which side of the line in the sand you’re standing on, and maybe you’re standing on the dividing line, there is Jesus’ question of law, “Do you also wish to go away?” And, there is Peter’s response of grace, “Lord, to whom can we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe and know that you are the Holy One of God.” (verses 68-69)

Peter, “crazy Peter” who puts on his clothes and jumps out of the boat because he wants to walk on water like Jesus, who gets so excited about seeing Jesus with Moses and Elijah that he wants to build shelters and remain on the mountaintop, who says, “No way Lord. I’ll never deny you” and yet, after the cock crows three times, he realizes he fulfilled Jesus’ prophecy…, Peter is the one who speaks words of truth that Jesus has the words of eternal life. 

The disciples who choose to leave Jesus do so because his teaching is difficult. The Fourth Evangelist doesn’t tell us that they stomp off in anger, threatening Jesus. However, their grumbling leads to their departure. Maybe after they went away and thought for a while, the Holy Spirit worked in and through them, helping them to realize that Jesus is indeed the source of eternal life, and so they return to abide with him. Perhaps, not – we just don’t know. Their days are uncertain.

What we do know is that Peter’s confession marks the twelve as the disciples who remain with Jesus. They stay with him. They abide in him. They believe that Jesus is the source of eternal life and comes from the Father in heaven. Peter’s confession invites us to stay inside the circle with the cross of Christ at the center. We are asked to do the same. In this time of uncertainty, we are asked to weather the storm with patience, not to draw lines that divide but to create circles that unite, confident that Jesus is at the center commanding all the demons of the world to obey him, guiding the church to a new place, bringing us together in a new way, with unimaginable possibilities. Sure, we can go away because this new action is difficult. Or, we can remain with Jesus, the Bread of Life, the source of eternal life, the Holy One of God.

The Rev. Lois K. Van Orden, Pastor

St. Paul’s Lutheran Church, Dillsburg, PA

August 23, 2009

Time after Pentecost – Lectionary 21

Joshua 24:1-2a, 14-18
Joshua calls upon the people to respond to God’s covenant: choose who you will worship

Psalm 34:15-22

The eyes of the Lord are upon the righteous

Ephesians 6:10-20
Put on the whole armor of God so that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the 




devil. (vs 11)

John 6:56-69

The Words of Eternal Life.
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