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What Good is It?  

James 2: 1-17 

Rev. Barb Certa-Werner, North West District Superintendent  

 

Growing up, it was a family tradition to watch the Sound of Music, which, I believe most people have 

seen. But just in case you have missed this classic, In 1930's Austria, a young woman named Maria is failing 

miserably in her attempts to become a nun. When Navy Captain Georg Von Trapp writes to the convent asking 

for a governess that can handle his seven mischievous children, Maria is given the job. The Captain's wife is 

dead, and he is often away, and runs the household as strictly as he does the ships he sails on. The children are 

unhappy and resentful of the governesses that their father keeps hiring and have managed to run each of 

them off one by one. When Maria arrives, she is initially met with the same hostility, but her kindness, 

understanding, and sense of fun soon draws them to her and brings some much-needed joy into all their lives - 

including the Captain's. Eventually he and Maria find themselves falling in love, even though the Captain is 

already engaged to a Baroness named Elsa and Maria is still a postulant. The romance makes them both start 

questioning the decisions they have made. Their personal conflicts soon become overshadowed, however, by 

world events. Austria is about to come under the control of Germany, and the Captain may soon find himself 

drafted into the German Navy and forced to fight against his own country  

So now that you have a good grasp of the story-line, one of my favorite scenes is when there is a 

thunderstorm and the children run into Maria’s room seeking comfort and safety. Maria tries to divert their 

attention away from the thunderstorm to other more pleasant thoughts.  Eventually they all to sing, “My 

favorite things, “raindrops on roses, whiskers on kittens, bright copper kettles and warm woolen mittens…. 

these are a few of my favorite things.” Once I start singing this in my head, I can’t seem to stop and then it is 

NOT one of my favorite things.  

What are a few of your favorite things? I have a few – right off the top of my head – walks in great 

outdoors, my family, the smell of fresh cut grass, the birds singing in the morning, cuddling in to a warm fluffly 

blanket.  

We all have favorite things, places, and people, which brings us comfort or is comfortable so that when 

we are confronted by things that worry us or bring about fear, it does not overwhelm us. Just as Maria was 

giving the Von Trapp children some tools to use in the future.  

As I prepared for this sermon, I kept going back to favorites and how today’s Epistle lesson from James 

addresses favorites in a different way, a manner of favoritism.  
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The very first sentence in this passage is, “don’t treat people differently from one another”, we are to 

be careful that we are not lured in by riches or the appearance of someone being better than someone else.  

Let’s go back for a moment to the Sound of Music and the political atmosphere in the plot. The time 

frame is when Nazi Germany is taking over Austria, recruiting and drafting men into the Third Reich. 

Historically, this is an extreme example of treating others differently and playing favorites. As we know, 

millions were not the favorite of the Third Reich and were tortured and murdered.  

Our current political and social climate demonstrates our continued struggle with favoritism. We 

struggle with the concepts of inclusivity and inclusion and who do we mean when we say “everyone.”  Even 

when we ask this question about, “who?,” we miss what the Scripture tells us, 8 You will do all right, if you 

obey the most important law[a] in the Scriptures. It is the law that commands us to love others as much as we 

love ourselves. 9 But if you treat some people better than others, you have done wrong, and the Scriptures 

teach that you have sinned. 

We are uncomfortable with people that are not like us. We want people to look, think, and behave like we do.  

In my time living in Superior, Wisconsin, there were a number of people who came to worship, or I 

encountered in my ministry, that struggled with addiction, homelessness, behavioral health/mental illness, 

extreme poverty, and discrimination. It was not easy nor always welcomed, my extensions of care and love.  

I remember one incident in which a young man came to the church and asked to use the shower. He 

had not had access to one for a long time. In my saying “yes,” I knew that he needed this shower, but more 

importantly, he needed to feel safe and accepted. I made sure he had the shower supplies he needed, I made 

a pot of coffee and had some snacks for him. He sat and talked to me for quite a while. He was a schizophrenic 

and had been self-medicating for a while. He was homeless and he was known to act out on his hallucinations. 

He was lonely, scared, and paranoid. He was hungry and dirty. His name was Bryan.  

During my conversation with Bryan, I was surprised, offended, startled and saddened by his life 

experiences, while some he chose, others were forced upon him. He is not societal’s favorite. He is considered 

a problem – or potential problem. He would be considered to a person to avoid, he may hurt you- you don’t 

want to get to close to him. The kind of person you don’t want to make eye contact with. And yet, in all this, 

we are called to “love others as much as we love ourselves.”  

Bryan, sadly, never was able to manage his schizophrenia and his drug addiction. He tragically died at 

the age of 25.  

While this is an extreme case of not being in societal’ s “in” crowd, there are so many subtle ways in 

which we alienate one from another. We spend so much time finding ways in which divide us – wearing a 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=James%202:1-17&version=CEV#fen-CEV-28189a
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mask – not wearing a mask, getting vaccinated – not getting vaccinated – who we vote for – being a 

republican or democrat, immigration policies, border protection, pro-life, pro-choice, and I am sure I am 

missing more things that have led us to not “love each other as much as we love ourselves.”  

While these policies and practices define portions of who we are, we are called to be more than 

these…we are called to be faithful followers of Jesus Christ. The hardest part is really grasping and 

understanding what it means to be a Christian. As I read these verses, 12-13, listen to them as if you had never 

heard them. “Speak and act like people who will be judged by the law that sets us free. 13 Do this, because on 

the day of judgment there will be no pity for those who have not had pity on others. But even in judgment, 

God is merciful.  

A huge portion of our Christian faith is loving others. Let’s pause for a moment and consider these 

words once again. Speak and act like people who will be judged by the law that sets us free. Do this…but even 

in judgement, God is merciful. What does this mean when our tendencies are to gather with people like us to 

the exclusion of others? To reject others because we do not agree with them – politically or socially?  

I recently watched a documentary, Generation 9/11, featuring the stories of the 105 children that were 

born to fathers that died on 9/11/01. These as these children who turn 20 this year.  This documentary on PBS 

is filled with recovery from a global tragedy, finding a way forward in the midst of grief and suffering and the 

love that lives on in the next generation. In one segment, a mom is giving a TED Talk about her husband that 

was two seats away from one of the terrorists. She said, what if, instead of the terrorist seeing her husband as 

the enemy, what if, just what if, he saw her husband as a father, a husband, and I would add, “God’s 

beloved?” What if we looked at the person/read the facebook post/watched the news in a way that 

recognized that the person is the “beloved of God?” How does this change our reaction? How does this 

change how we engage in conversation? Building relationship?  

At this point, you may be thinking, well this is fine and good for church. But I have my opinions, I have 

my beliefs, I have my understandings and I need to take a stand. And I get that. We all have things in which we 

believe are justice issues and that we are not always going to agree with each other. I am not so naïve as to 

believe that we live in a utopia, where we all get along.  

Here is what I do know, believe, and understand, that Scripture calls us to faithfulness in our words and 

our work. We are being challenged to “walk the talk.” What are some ways in which this Scripture comes alive 

in your everyday life? How do we love as God loves? How do we actively live out our faith? 

These are tough questions that each of us must wrestle with as we find our way into faith filled and faithful 

living. I do have some suggestions – some will seem easy and others will be more challenging: 
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1. Commit to reading, praying and discussing Scripture with someone/group each day. One might post on 

Facebook or twitter or on snapchat story a thought, question, or comment about what you read and 

how the “pericope” (a fancy word for a collection of verses) spoke to you. Have a discussion over a 

meal about what you read. Engage in Scripture – don’t just read it like a novel. And if you don’t know 

where to start – I suggest reading the Gospel of Mark.  

2. Plan for ways in which you will provide care and love for our world. A few ideas – if you are able – 

volunteer at a food pantry, homeless shelter, food distribution site. If you are not able to personally 

volunteer, find ways to assist in other ways – like helping to call volunteers about the schedule, or 

sending a note to volunteers expressing your appreciation for their service.  

3. Pray. Embrace prayer as an active part of your faith. Let people know that you are praying for them, for 

the situation, for your pastor, congregation, nation, world. Use this time to share with God how much 

you care and love those that God has placed in your care.  

4. Read the United Methodist Women’s reading program books. The book selections will invite you into a 

different culture and immerse your thoughts and heart into places that you might not have gone 

before. I encourage you to choose books that challenge you to think, love and share faith differently. 

These books have expanded my understanding and love for those that I may not agree with but know 

that we walk together in Christ’s way.  

5. And, when this pandemic allows more freedom in travel – go on a mission trip to serve others. This 

may be a work week in which you work hard – building, repairing, cleaning, and serving others in need. 

This may be a cultural awareness trip in which it is educational and allows for engagement in a culture 

other than your own in which you learn to honor and care for each other. This may be a trip in which 

you go somewhere for the day – to learn and grow in your faith while meeting others not like you, i.e. 

visiting a Jewish synagogue for education and relationship building.  

As you contemplate if any of these challenges are for you, I encourage you to first, go home, take your 

Bible and read James 2: 1-17 everyday for a week. Ask God to help you discern the meaning and direction 

for you. Pray about the implication of this passage for your congregation in which you serve. Then, and 

only then discern, if any of these are avenues that God has asked you to walk.  

May the God of all possibility make it so. Amen.  

 

 

 


