
The Methodist Church doesn’t often feature in the national news – but it did two months 
ago, and that, as many of you will know, was because of the Methodist Conference deciding 
that there was a place within the Church for the view that marriage can be between people 
of the same sex. But the Conference was not saying that this view should replace the 
traditional view that it can only be between a woman and a man, but that there is room in 
the Church for both views. And it will be for each local Church Council to decide whether 
same-sex marriages can take place in its building, and for each minister to decide whether 
she or he will conduct such marriages. 

This decision highlights a more general sense that we need within the Church to learn to live 
with contradictory convictions; to be more inclusive; to affirm that “all are welcome in this 
place” as it says in the chorus of hymn 409 in “Singing the Faith”.  

Some of you may want to call the Church “wishy-washy” for taking this line; I would rather 
call it “inclusive”. I think the Christian Church has tried and sometimes still tries far too hard 
to regulate just what people believe. It has given the impression that you’re not a real 
Christian unless you believe in doctrines like the Trinity or substitutionary atonement, or if 
you’re troubled by doubts about whether God exists.  

By contrast, in the reading from the Epistle of James which is appointed for today and which 
we’ve just heard, the thing that comes over as most important in our lives is not what we 
believe but how we behave – in other words, what we do. In that reading, James says: “Be 
doers of the word, and not merely hearers” (James 1:22), and “Religion that is pure and 
undefiled before God is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep 
oneself unstained by the world” (James 1:27). 

Today is the first of five Sundays in a row when the readings from the epistles that are 
appointed to be read in churches are from this Epistle of James. Tradition says that this 
James was Jesus’ brother, who became the leader of the Christians in Jerusalem within a 
few years of Jesus’ death; and I wouldn’t be surprised if he was the author of this letter, and 
if he wrote it before Paul came on the scene. And whereas much of what Paul wrote was 
about what people should believe about things like Jesus’s relationship to God and his place 
in God’s plan of salvation, the whole of James’s letter is taken up with the theme of today’s 
reading - what we Christians should do, how we should live. 

And the things James emphasizes that we should do are not religious rituals but things that 
follow from the commandment “You shall love your neighbour as yourself” (James 2:8) 
which he quotes in the epistle reading for next week. The words of Jesus about washing in 
today’s Gospel reading that we heard earlier point in the same direction. The kind of 
washing that Jesus was dismissing as unimportant was not washing for hygienic reasons: it 
was part of the obsession with ritual purity that had grown up in Judaism.  

What mattered far more to Jesus than these religious rituals was that we should not be 
ruled by feelings that lead us to do unloving things to other people, and he gave a long list of 
these feelings and actions: “”fornication, theft, murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, 
deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly” (Matthew 7:21, 22).  

And, of course, it’s not only in today’s gospel reading that Jesus implied that religion was 
about what you do. He himself commanded us to love our neighbours as ourselves – a 
commandment that’s reinforced by the parable of the sheep and the goats, in which we’re 
told that the value of our lives will be judged by whether we have done what we can to 
meet the needs of the hungry, the thirsty, the strangers, the naked, the sick and the 
imprisoned. 



So maybe we shouldn’t worry too much if we find it difficult to believe in doctrines like the 
Trinity or the Atonement, or even if we’re sometimes troubled by doubts about the very 
existence of God. Something which I find it helpful to go back to at such times is a poem 
called “Faith” by Geoffrey Studdart-Kennedy, the first World War chaplain whom the troops 
nicknamed “Woodbine Willie”. He wrote:  

   How do I know that God is good? I don’t.                How can you prove a victory 
before                
   I gamble like a man. I bet my life                              It’s won? How can you prove a man who 

leads                
   Upon one side in life’s great war. I must …              To be a leader worth the following 
   How is it proved? It isn’t proved, you fool …           Unless you follow … 

The Church is not just for those who are certain that beyond and at the heart of the 
universe is a loving God. It’s for all who bet their lives on the assumption that there is such a 
God – all who try to live as if this were true by following the teaching and example of Jesus 
as their leader. As a Jesuit called William Johnston wrote in the Roman Catholic magazine 
The Tablet a few years ago, ”Instead of looking at Christianity as a collection of dogmas and 
doctrines … we can look at Christianity as the following of Jesus Christ.” Johnston then 
quoted from Mark’s gospel where the two fishermen Simon and Andrew heard Jesus say to 
them “‘Follow me’ … and immediately they left their nets and followed him” (Mark 1:17, 18) 
– followed him without having any of the dogmas and doctrines of the Church to enlighten 
or - dare I say? - to confuse them.  Sixty-five years as a preacher have left me sharing 
Johnston’s unease about the use of doctrinal statements like the Nicene Creed to define the 
Christian faith. What I suggest we need most of all to ask ourselves is not “Do I believe in 
what’s in the Christian creeds” but “How well does the way I behave measure up to the 
command of Jesus to love God and my neighbour?” 

And we love God when we love our neighbours – that too we learn from the parable of the 
sheep and the goats, in which the king says to those who have been loving to those in need 
that “Anything you did for one of my brothers [and sisters] here … you did for me” 
(Matthew 25:40). May God help us to be doers of this word – to be loving servants to our 
neighbours worldwide, and to be glad to do so in collaboration even with people whose 
convictions conflict with our own. Amen. 

Let us pray.  O Lord and master of us all, whate’er our name and sign, we own thy sway, we 
hear thy call, we test our lives by thine.  
Our friend, our brother, and our Lord, what may our service be? Not name, nor form, nor 
ritual word, but simply following thee. 
We faintly hear, we dimly see, in differing phrase we pray; but, dim or clear, we own in thee 
the Light, the Truth, the Way. Amen (H & P 717, vv.1, 7, 8). 

 

 


