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WHOM DO WE WELCOME AT OUR DOOR? 
James 2:1-10 (11-13), 14-17 

 
 The little book of James doesn’t play very well to the masses.  It hammers away at us … 
challenging us in ways that may not be very popular right now.  In fact, over the course of its 
journey as part of our Canon, the debate has raged as to whether or not it should have ever been 
included in the Bible.  Leading that assault most notably, Martin Luther.  His claim was that faith is 
understood as trust in God’s steadfast love, and is the only appropriate way for human beings to 
respond to God’s saving initiative.  The bumper sticker on Luther’s carriage would have been: 
Salvation By Faith Alone.  Luther believed that we could get so caught up in all the “doing” … the 
“good works” … that we’d miss the fact that salvation comes only as a free gift of God, received only by 
grace through faith.   
 James 1 states:  

 26If any think they are religious, and do not bridle their tongues but deceive their 
hearts, their religion is worthless. 27Religion 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. 

 Luther didn’t like that.  Luther didn’t like the church telling him what he had to DO in order 
to be saved and James only reinforced this theme for Luther, saying it contradicted the biblical 
doctrine that faith alone is the only necessary means for salvation.   
 I can understand why he was disturbed by its implications. 

 Scholars aren’t even sure who the author of James really is.  Was it one of the two Apostles, 
James, the son of Zebedee or the son of Alphaeus?  Could it possibly be James, the half-brother of 
Jesus?  John Calvin goes with James, son of Alphaeus.  I’m not going to get caught up in all of that, 
though.  Luther and others have their opinions … they are entitled to that.  My heart just kind of tells 
me that whoever James was, he knew what we … as followers of the Way … should be about. 

 
 My mother had a missionary cousin, who I only met once.  We were at a family reunion in 
Scio, Ohio.  I was probably in Jr. High at the time, and Martha Jo had come to visit her family on one 
of her rare trips back to the United States.  As the story goes, years earlier, long before I was born, 
and before she became a missionary, Martha Jo was engaged to a man she loved dearly.  
Unfortunately he died suddenly, I believe it was in a mining accident if I remember correctly.  
Sometime after that … I don’t know how long … Martha Jo became a missionary and off to Latin 
America she went where she spent much of her life ministering to people in the Andes Mountains. 
 Maybe every family should have someone who goes off to pursue a demanding vocation of 
service in response to the call of Christ.  For our family back then, that person was Martha Jo.  For 
the entire world more recently, that person was Mother Teresa. 

    
 Mother Teresa lived her entire adulthood as a nun.  At the age of twelve, she felt the call of 
God in her life.  She knew she had to be a missionary to spread the love of Christ.  At the age of 
eighteen she left her parental home in Macedonia and joined the Sisters of Loreto, an Irish 
community of nuns with missions in India.  After a few months’ training in Dublin she was sent to 
India, where on May 24, 1931, she took her initial vows as a nun.  From 1931 to 1948 Mother Teresa 
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taught at St. Mary’s High School in Calcutta, but the suffering and poverty she glimpsed outside the 
convent walls made such a deep impression on her, that in 1948 she received permission from her 
superiors to leave the convent school and devote herself to working among the poorest of the poor 
in the slums of Calcutta.  There she found Christ ALIVE among some of the most destitute people on the 
face of the earth. 
 It’s easy for us, I believe, to focus on Mother Teresa as some sort of celebrity-saint, an 
unusual and isolated figure, and overlook the visible legacy she left behind: the Missionaries of 
Charity, a vibrant religious community that today numbers thousands of members and associates 
around the world.  These dedicated Christians are active in many places where poverty attacks 
human dignity.  And they work here in the United States as close to us as Miami. 

 
 Alright, so why am I talking about Martha Jo and Mother Teresa?  And why has James been 
the focus of our Lectionary these last few weeks?  Well, I think, more so right now than at any other 
time, especially during this confusing and controversial political season, for much of America and 
the world, the great question is: What’s in this for ME?  HOWEVER, the witness of Mother Teresa 
places before us a very different question: Whom do we WELCOME at our door? 

 Of course, the question is not original to her.  She found it in the Bible, which was one of her 
few possessions.  It’s the kind of question that gets right up in your face, as you read the Letter of 
James: Whom do we WELCOME at OUR door?  And more directly: Whom do I welcome? 

 
 James is addressing a problem in the congregations of his time.   
 When a well-dressed visitor appears at the door, everybody starts falling all over them.  “Here 
… Sit here!  This is the best seat in the house!”  But when people turn up dressed in the latest from 
Goodwill, they don’t get the same treatment … “Here, you better sit here in the back.” … directed to 
the cheap seats.  Nobody brings them coffee or offers them donuts.  And James is pretty clear in 
what he thinks about that: When you do that, he says “…have you not made distinctions among 
yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts?”  Folks, that’s just plain and simple PREJUDICE.  And 
James wonders whether people who act like that really believe in Jesus. 

    
 We can see this happening sometimes in congregations today.  Anybody new who walks 
through our doors is immediately scrutinized.  “Look, another nice young family with kids … 
maybe we’ll fill up the Sunday School yet!  Did you see that car they were driving?  Wow … tithing 
millionaires … we’re gonna wipe out that deficit in our budget for sure now!” 
 Meanwhile, we ignore the real people, the flesh-and-blood people who may be poor in one 
way or another, people who at least are human enough that they fall short of those kinds of fantasy 
standards … People who don’t look like us, act like us, believe like us, have the same values.  All too 
often we complain about those who are NOT PRESENT and OVERLOOK those who ARE. 

 Take some time to read the letter of James on your own, will you?  It’s short … only four or 
five pages in many translations.  The Letter of James is clear and practical.  You’re not going to find 
much there that troubles you because you don’t understand it.  However, you just might find quite 
a bit that indeed troubles you because you DO understand it!   

 BECAUSE ... Let’s face up to it folks … it is very clear in the CHALLENGE it presents to EACH of us. 

 And it is very clear reading today’s passage, that the great question is not: What’s in this for 
ME? but instead: WHOM Do We Welcome At OUR Door?  Who is it that I welcome?  James leaves no 
room for error … THE POOR.  WHY should we welcome them?  Because I’ve got the money to help?  
No.  Because I’m my brothers keeper?  No.  It’s the simple fact that it is the POOR who bless US. 
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 WHY do you think we have a group of people in our church who go down to the Sulzbacher 
Center once a quarter and prepare a meal?  They get blessed. 

 WHY do you think there are more than two dozen women helping Pat Bloebaum with the 
Bag Ladies every month?  They are blessed. 

 WHY do you think we commissioned these ICARE Justice Ministry Team members to do the 
work of Justice in our community and city?  They will be blessed by the poor they help. 

 WHY do many of you bring food to the church or contribute money to help with UCOM?  
Because you know you are blessed. 

 WHY do our young people raise money and go on a Mission Trip every summer?  They come 
home blessed. 

 WHY do we participate in the Salvation Army’s Christmas Stocking program, the Souper Bowl 
of Caring, the Sanctuary on 8th Street, the Alternative Christmas Giving Mission Fair, the LPC Annual 
Turkey Fund, Undie Sunday, Paint the Town, The Good Samaritan Fund, and yes, even the 
Bloodmobile?  WHY?  Because the poor, the needy, the downtrodden … they BLESS us! 

 Whatever forms their poverty and suffering take, the poor have the power to bless us.  We 
need THEM as much as they need US.  Mother Teresa knew this, and she spent a lifetime in the 
Calcutta slums.  Francis of Assisi knew this, and so he went and kissed a leper.  Henri Nouwen knew 
this, and he left the comfort of the academic world to care for mentally handicapped adults.  This is 
a secret of the saints, my friends, but it is written on the pages of scripture for ALL the world to see: 
God has chosen the POOR to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom and it is the POOR who have the 
POWER to BLESS.  Because … whatever you DO for the least of these, you DO for JESUS. (Matthew 
25:45) 

 Who is it YOU welcome?  Whatever else you do, welcome the POOR … the POOR of any sort.  
It is THEY who have the power to bless YOU.  

 
 All too often we fail to do this.  We fail to do this IN CHURCH when we scan the parking lot 
for nice young families and tithing millionaires to come and save us … yet we forget the Christ who 
already sits beside us: that person whose POVERTY may be a matter of money or health or age or 
appearance or intellect or personal problems.  CHRIST comes as our poor neighbor, ready to bless us, 
and all too often we overlook him. 

 Yes, James says we are to welcome the poor of every sort.  It is they who have power to bless 
us.  Yet often we fail to do this.  We fail to do this as a SOCIETY.  We forget that the COUNTRY, the 
WORLD, belongs to THEM just as much as it does to US. 

    
 We are the wealthiest nation in the world … bar none.  And let me tell you … HOW our 
public wealth is spent bears witness against us.   

 Before I say another thing, let me say I am sick of the rhetoric of this campaign … coming 
from BOTH parties.  The blaming and finger pointing has got to STOP!  It’s not … I know that … 

 But it doesn’t matter which party you support:  
 There is always enough money for bombs … never enough money for schools.   
 There is always enough money for jails … never enough money for rehabilitation.   
 Some people’s incomes are rising sharply … yet for countless others the American dream 

has become a nightmare.   
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 Our public stewardship of what God has given us is nothing less than a scandal.  As a nation 
we are drunk with the question: What’s in this for ME?  We FAIL to face the question that MATTERS: 
WHOM Do We Welcome At OUR Door?  Whom do I welcome?  And so we miss the blessing only the 
POOR can give. 

 
 Yes … We are to welcome the poor of every sort.  Yet so often we fail to do this.  We fail to 
do this in our churches … and in our society … and ultimately we fail to do this in the recesses of our 
own souls.  For deep inside each of us a poor person waits.  Whatever our OUTWARD circumstances, 
there is a poor person waiting INSIDE us … this is the human condition. 

 Self-loathing.  Do you know what that is?  Sometimes I feel that.  And I know that often, you 
too, are unable to show compassion toward yourselves.  We’re our own worst critics.  We don’t 
accept and welcome our own poor selves.  James tells us: You do well when you complete the Royal 
Law of the Scriptures: “Love others as you love yourself.” (James 2:8 The Message)  However, there’s no 
way we can love one another unless we truly love OURSELVES … love OURSELVES as GOD loves us.  
We cannot show someone else compassion … unless we allow it for ourselves.  Until we realize and 
accept the great NEED each of us has for God in our lives, then we will be incapable of seeing that need 
in others.   

~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 To close this sermon today … this is what I want you to consider: Do you recognize the need 
for God in your life?  If you do, then simply bow your head.  Now, for a moment, in your heart, ask 
God to help you love yourself … just as you are. 
 Now, I want you to think about the ways Christ comes to you/to us in church?  Whom Do We 
Welcome At Our Door?  How should we respond to the poor of every sort?  And then, who is it that 
YOU welcome?  Not just at church, but in every moment of your life… 
 This IS the ultimate question according to James. 

Amen and Amen. 


