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This summer a number of our families did a very brave thing – they hosted some teenagers from Beijing for about two and a half weeks.  Obviously there’s a lot of work involved in being a host family, and there’s also the expense of feeding and transporting those kids back and forth to their activities.  Then there’s the burden of being on your best behavior for 18 days so these kids get a positive impression of what Americans are like.  But our host families weren’t just representing America; they were representing Jesus.  And it made me think – if we were to host some kids from a different country at our house for a year, when they went home would they have seen from us what an authentic Christian family looks like?  After all, you might be able to fake your faith for a week or so, but there’s no way you could fake it for a year.  In a year’s time our guests would have seen us in pretty much every situation – tired, hungry, surprised, bored, angry, confused, and overwhelmed.  They would know if we really believed what we said we believed, or if we were just giving lip service to our Christian faith.  

The letter of James is a treatise on authentic Christianity.  And authentic Christianity, he tells us, is about far more than whether or not we go to church.  During World War 2 the Ten Boom family risked their lives to provide a hiding place for their Jewish neighbors who were being hunted down by the Nazis.  The young Ten Boom girls noticed that many of the people they went to church with on Sundays not only refused to help their Jewish neighbors but even helped the Nazis track them down.  When they asked their father about this, when they wondered aloud how Christians could do such a thing, the elder Mr. Ten Boom replied, “Just because a mouse is in the cookie jar doesn’t make it a cookie.”  And the same is true for any of us – just because we’re in church doesn’t make us an authentic Christian.  

James, you might recall, was the brother of Jesus.  He didn’t grow up believing that Jesus was the Messiah; in fact he thought his brother was crazy.  But when Jesus appeared to James in person after James watched his crucifixion, James became a believer and a follower.  And it’s likely James was very familiar with Jesus’ words in Jesus most famous sermon, the Sermon on the Mount.  Here’s what James’ brother Jesus said about someone who is a fake vs. someone who is an authentic follower: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.  Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name and in your name drive out demons and in your name perform many miracles?’  Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you.  Away from me, evildoers!’” (Matthew 7:21-23)  

Authenticity matters, Jesus tells us.  Think of it this way – when you go to the airport, what’s one of the first things you do?  You go through security.  A security guard examines your ID and he or she examines your boarding pass.  What happens if either or both of those are fake?  You don’t get in, do you?  You’re ID has to be authentic to get past the checkpoint.  And that’s what Jesus is telling us – if we want to get into the kingdom, our faith has to be authentic.  It’s got to be genuine.  Our faith has to work; it can’t be just for show.

And that’s what James is writing about in this letter– an authentic faith, a faith that works.  So let’s imagine that for the next year you’re going to have some out of town guests staying with you, people you’ve never met before, people who are going to base what they know about authentic Christianity on what they see in your home.  What do you hope they would see?  What do you hope they would tell their families about when they go back home?  Let’s take a look at what James says about authentic Christianity in the last part of James 1 and let’s ask ourselves if his description of a faith that works would be an accurate description of our own faith.

Authentic Faith Listens Enthusiastically
Let’s read our text for the morning and then we’ll break it down a bit.  Here’s what James writes to the early church and to us in James 1:19-27:  
My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this.  Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, because human anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires.  Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you.

Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves.  Do what it says.  Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like someone who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.  But whoever looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what they have heard, but doing it – they will be blessed in what they do.

Those who consider themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein on their tongues, deceive themselves and their religion is worthless.  Religion that our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world. (James 1:19-27)  

So an authentic Christian, James tells us, is a person who is quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry.  In other words, authentic faith listens enthusiastically.  
So here’s the first question for the morning – if you had guests stay at your house for a year, would they be able to say at the end of their visit that you as a family listen to each other enthusiastically?  Most of us are more enthusiastic about talking than about listening.  Have you ever done this – you’re listening to a friend tell a story, and 30 seconds into his story you are reminded of a story you want to tell.  You can’t wait for him to finish his story so you get to tell yours.  In fact, while he’s telling his story, you’re rehearsing your story in your head.  Your friend might be at a serious point in his story, but you’re smiling because you just got to a funny point in the story you’re rehearsing, and your friend is wondering why in the world you’re smiling when he’s telling you something so serious.  That’s not what it means to listen enthusiastically.
Steven Covey says it a little differently from James, but I think the point is quite similar.  In his book “The Seven Habits Of Highly Effective People,” Covey puts the principle this way – seek first to understand, then to be understood.  Or here’s how Dr. Phil puts it in his book “Family First” – “You have to listen to be heard.”  That’s true with parents and kids, it’s true with husbands and wives, it’s true in church, it’s true in business and it’s true in politics.  You have to listen to be heard.  Seek first to understand, then to be understood.  
And that attitude, James says, is a hallmark of authentic faith.  We as followers of Jesus should be known as enthusiastic listeners.  Our neighbors should know that we are eager to hear them out, that we are anxious to hear about their lives and their opinions and their questions.  Our families should know that we genuinely want to hear about their day, about their interests, about their plans, and about their musings.  Most people, social scientists tell us, aren’t very good at listening.  They tell us we typically only remember about 25% of any conversation we have with another person.  But if we are committed to being “quick to listen,” as James tells us to, we can do much better than that.  
At sometime in your life you’ve probably taken a communications class.  In that class they talked about non-verbal communication; experts tell us that up to 93% of the messages we communicate are communicated not with our words but with our gestures and our facial expressions and our tone.  So if we want to become good listeners, the application is pretty straightforward isn’t it?  To be an enthusiastic listener means we have to look at the person who’s talking.  We have to pay attention not only to their words but to all the nonverbal clues they’re giving us – how loud they’re talking, how fast they’re talking, their body language, their gestures.  

If you’ve taken a communications class you’ve learned about something called active listening.  Of if you’ve ever ready a book on improving your marriage, you’ve surely read about active listening, about how to listen better to your spouse.  And when you read what the experts tell us about active listening, you realize that all the things they describe are things we do naturally when we really want to hear what the other person has to say.  For example, the experts tell us to lean forward when we’re listening, to use our own body language to communicate to the other person that you really want to hear what they’re saying.  And isn’t that something that you just naturally do when you are interested in a conversation?  Imagine your child has just had surgery and he’s in the recovery room.  You ask him how he’s feeling, and when he gives his response what do you do?  You lean forward, you move in as close as you can, you watch his lips to make sure you don’t miss a word.  And you do something else quite naturally that the experts in listening tell us to do – you ask him a clarifying question to make sure you heard him and to let him know that you heard him.  “Did you say that you’re cold and would like a blanket?”  And your child nods his head yes, relieved to know that you heard him correctly.  That’s active listening; that’s enthusiastic listening.  And according to James, that’s how an authentic Christian lives his life.  A person of authentic faith is quick to listen, and slow to speak.
How do we determine something’s value in our society?  It’s by how much we pay for it, right?  It’s simple math – if you paid $40,000 for a new car and I paid $15,000 for a new car, your car is more valuable than my car.  In the job market our value is tied to how much someone pays us to do what we do.  So how can we show people that they are valuable to us, that they matter to us?  We do it by paying them attention.  When your three year old is pulling on your pants and you get down and look him in the eyes and listen enthusiastically to what he has to say, you are paying attention to your little guy and letting him know that he matters.  When Grandma is at a family gathering and she’s sitting on the couch while everyone is milling around and you go sit down next to her and look her in the eyes and ask about her life and you lean forward and listen carefully to every word she says, you’re paying her attention and letting her know that you care.  And that, James says, is what a person of authentic faith looks like.  His faith makes a difference in how he listens to people, in how he shows people that he cares.  A person of authentic faith listens enthusiastically.
Authentic Faith Reads Responsively
Secondly, a person of authentic faith reads responsively.  “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves.  Do what it says,” is how James puts it.

 Our system of government is based on a document we call the Constitution.  As Americans we care a great deal about the Constitution.  If a legislative body passes a new law – like a national health care law, for example – the first question that’s asked is, “Is it constitutional?”  If we think it’s not, we will bring a lawsuit challenging the law’s constitutionality.  We take the issue to a judge, because the judge is trained in the Constitution.  That’s his job, to study the Constitution and to understand the Constitution and to apply the Constitution.  But imagine this.  Imagine that we challenged a law in court, and the court determined that the law was clearly unconstitutional … and then did nothing about it.  Imagine he simply said, “Next case.”  You would be outraged.  You would question whether that judge was a real judge, because after all his job is to not just to understand the Constitution but to apply the Constitution.
As Christians we base our lives on a document – we call it the Bible.  We spend a fair bit of time reading it.  In fact, we study it, both on our own and in groups.  Every Sunday we gather to hear a pastor teach us about it.  Some of us even memorize parts of it.  But the point, James tells us, is not just to read the Bible; the point is to respond to it.  The goal of reading the Bible is not simply to gain information; the goal is to experience transformation.  And when we don’t put what we read into practice, it’s perfectly natural for our friends and neighbors to question the authenticity of our faith.  In fact, it’s one of the big criticisms people have of us.  Just like we’d be outraged at a judge who studied the Constitution but didn’t actually apply it, so our friends are rightfully outraged when we invest so much time reading the Bible but don’t actually apply it.
Now to be fair, we also get criticized when we do apply what we read.  For example, when we tell people that sex is meant for marriage, that according to the Bible sex is meant for a man and a woman in the context of a marriage relationship, well, we get criticized for being narrow-minded.  And that’s OK.  But here’s what’s not OK – what’s not OK is for us to read what the Bible says about sex and then for us to pay no attention to it, for us to go out and live as if we don’t really care what the Bible says.  What’s not OK is for us to pick and choose what we’re going to take seriously.  We don’t get to read through the Bible like we’re on a trip to Hometown Buffet, where we get to pick and choose what we like and what we don’t like.

I was watching an interview with a presidential candidate recently, and he was asked about his faith.  It turns out he has a background in one faith and his wife has a background in another faith, so he was asked how that works and if he’s really serious about his faith.  And his response was that his faith is a “heterogeneous” faith, that there’s room in his faith for a variety of beliefs and values.  And my thought was, “This guy’s faith isn’t authentic. He wants to pick and choose what he believes and what he values and how he’s going to live.  You don’t get to do that.  This isn’t a cafeteria.”  And we don’t get to do that with our faith; we don’t get to do that with the teachings of the Bible.  If we have an authentic faith, we are going to read the Bible responsively, we’re going to put into practice everything we read, everything the Bible says we’re supposed to do.
James uses a funny illustration to make his point – at least it’s always struck me funny because I can so relate to it.  He says, “Anyone who listens to the Word and then doesn’t do what it says is like a person who looks in a mirror and then walks away and forgets what he just saw.”  You get up in the morning and your hair looks like a scarecrow.  But before you brush it you get busy with the rest of your routine, or something comes on TV that catches your attention, and before you know it you’ve walked out the door looking like a goof.  I typically shave in the car while I’m driving, and sometimes I forget to look in the mirror when I get where I’m going to check my work.  I just feel my face and if it feels like I got everything, that’s good.  Then I’ll go home and give Brenda a hug and she’ll say, “Ow.”  “What’s the matter?” I ask.  “You just poked me in the eye with that hair on your face.”  And the point is made – use a mirror, and when you see a problem, fix it.

I hope that all of us who follow Jesus spend some time every week reading the Bible.  As I’ve mentioned before, this February we are going to join in a national spiritual growth campaign called “40 Days In The Word,” and we are going to learn a great deal about how to be better students of the Bible.  But learning the Bible is not the only goal.  Our motto for that series will be this – “Love the Word, learn the Word, live the Word.”  And that is always the point, to live the Word, to read the Bible responsively, to put into practice all of the principles and values God has revealed to us in this book.  And notice the promise James has for us when we do that: “But whoever looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues in it – not forgetting what they have heard, but doing it – they will be blessed in what they do.” (James 1:25)  If we want to experience genuine freedom and authentic blessing, we will read the Bible responsively; we will do everything the Bible says to do.
Authentic Faith Loves Sacrificially
Third, a person of authentic faith loves sacrificially.  James says it this way: “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress …” (James 1:27)  
In a way that’s kind of a curious description of authentic religion, isn’t it – to look after orphans and widows in their distress.  Why those two groups?  The answer is probably this – those two groups of people can’t pay you back, and they can’t hurt you.  In other words, you don’t get any tangible benefit from helping them, and you don’t suffer any loss if you don’t.  When you help these folks, you are doing it out of pure love.  
And you are doing it for people who typically have no one else to help them.  They represent all those people in our society who have no voice and no safety net.

I was listening to a podcast by author Tony Campolo, and in this segment he was talking about a problem I hadn’t heard much about before, the problem of elder abuse.  Dr. Campolo pointed out that there are 2 million cases each year in the United States of elder abuse, and he went on to say that in 70% of those cases the people guilty of the abuse are family members.  Sometimes it’s physical abuse.  Often it’s stealing money from the elderly.  And what can they do?  They can’t defend themselves and they can’t fight back.  

And James says, “Do you want to know what authentic faith looks like, what an authentic Christian looks like?  He’s the one who looks after the orphans and the widows and the elderly in their distress.  He’s the one who cares for the needs of those who can’t care for themselves and who can’t speak up for themselves.  He’s the one who looks out for those that other people take advantage of.  It’s a sacrifice.  He’s not going to make any money for his efforts.  He’s not going to get a medal of honor.  But that’s what it means to follow Jesus.  That’s an authentic faith.”

Authentic Faith Lives Purely
And here’s a fourth evidence of an authentic faith – authentic faith lives purely.  Back in verse 21 James said this: “Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you.”  And then James ends chapter 1 like this: “Religion that is pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.” (James 1:27)  
Many of us have shirts or hats or stickers that say this – “not of this world.”  I love those shirts.  I love that they say something without being “in your face.”  That phrase communicates a truth about who we are as followers of Jesus, but it does so in an understated way.  As followers of Jesus, we are not of this world.  This is not our home.  We get our values and our priorities and our marching orders from somewhere else, from someone else.  But even though we are not of this world, we still live in this world.  And the trick is to live in this world without becoming polluted by the world, without conforming to the world, without becoming just like the world.  
So is that possible?  Is it possible to live in the world and still be not of the world?  Or do we have to physically remove ourselves from the world?  Do we need to retreat to the monastery?  Should we only watch Christian television and only listen to Christian radio and only shop at Christian stores that sell “not of this world” gear?  No, of course not.  Jesus sent us into the world, just as the Father sent him into the world.  Removing ourselves from the world is not an option.  And the truth is that it is possible to live in the world and keep yourself from being polluted by it.

Many of you will remember the illustration we heard from Pastor Rick Warren some time ago.  Rick likes to eat fish, he said, fish from the ocean.  What kind of water is ocean water?  It’s salt water.  But what does Rick do when he eats fish?  He salts it.  Fish, he points out, can swim in salt water without becoming salty.  And we can live in the world without becoming polluted by it.  In fact, that’s how people can tell that we’re the real thing; that’s how they can tell that our faith is authentic.  When they see that we can live in the same environment as they do and still maintain our integrity and our values and our character, then they’ll know that ours is a faith that works.

We may not have any foreign exchange students living with us who can give us any feedback on how authentically we are living out our faith.  But none of us live completely alone.  We all have either family or close friends who share our lives and often our kitchens with us, and they are in a better position than anyone to give us some feedback on how well we’re doing.  So if you dare, let me challenge you this week to ask those people, “So how am I doing? How would you rate me in these four areas – listening enthusiastically, reading the Bible responsively, loving sacrificially, and living purely?”  Ask them to hold up a mirror to your life, to point out those rogue hairs on your face, to let you know about the hair that needs brushing and the values that need straightening.  Let’s be honest with each other, and let’s do it in a loving and gracious way, so that when we venture out into the world, our neighbors and friends will be able to see in us what authentic faith really looks like.
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