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Sermon:  James 2:1-5,8-10,14-18 (Works)
Geoffrey Rowell is an Anglican cleric, the 3rd Bishop of Gibraltar.  He writes of a chapel near Cologne, Germany, dedicated to Edith Stein – a Jewish Carmelite nun who died in a gas chamber at Auschwitz in 1942.  The chapel, octagonal in shape, has a large bronze crucifix at the east end, set against terracotta reliefs of soldiers and crowd crucifying Christ.  Mary, the other women and the beloved disciple are caught up in all this.  The altar of the chapel is blood-red marble; the same as the sanctuary floor.  The Ambry, the place of the reserved Sacrament, has a door with an iron prison-like grill.  Lighting comes via ducts like those from which the red poison gas poured into the death chambers.  High in the dome are outlines of angels, swinging censers from which red smoke rises.  As though the lethal gas has been transfigured into incense, arising to heaven.
Imagine worshipping in this chapel tomorrow, Holy Cross Day.  Think how it would invade your senses.  The cold, smooth finish of the marble.  The echoing of sound.  The Body and Blood of Christ, captive behind an iron gate.  Poisoned incense.  The crucifix.  Mary.  The angels.  A place where words feel sacrilegious.

This was our world, 1942.  Repeated in the killing fields of Cambodia, where Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge starved, tortured and killed without mercy.  A tree bears the notice:  “Killing tree against which executioners beat children.”  A sign warns those tortured not to cry out when being lashed or electrocuted.  This was our world, 1977.
Repeated again in Darfur.  Unspeakable treatment of women and children.  I googled Darfur, torture.  I cannot speak of what I found.  This was our world, just a couple of years ago.  This is our world.
Elie Wiesel was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986.  He wrote a short book called, Night.  It speaks of his experience as a teenager, who with his father was captive in the concentration camps of Auschwitz and Buchenwald.  Here is some of his story:
They called him Moshe the Beadle, as though he had never had a surname in his life.  He was a man of all work at a Hasidic synagogue.  The Jews of Sighet – that little town in Transylvania where I spent my childhood – were very fond of him.  He was very poor and lived humbly.  Generally my fellow townspeople, though they would help the poor, were not particularly fond of them.  Moshe the Beadle was the exception.  Nobody ever felt embarrassed by him.  Nobody ever felt encumbered by his presence.  He was a past master in the art of making himself insignificant, of seeming invisible.
Physically he was as awkward as a clown.  He made people smile, with his waiflike timidity.  I loved his great, dreaming eyes, their gaze lost in the distance.  He spoke little.  He used to sing, or rather, to chant.

Wiesel goes on to tell how Moshe the Beadle came to be his teacher, talking with him for long hours of the revelations and the mysteries of the cabbala.  Studying the Zohar with him, the books holding the secrets of Jewish mysticism.  Then, one day, Moshe the Beadle was expelled from Sighet, along with all the other foreign Jews.  Taken by Hungarian police and crammed into cattle-car trains.

Months passed, life returned to normal.  Then one day, Wiesel saw Moshe the Beadle.  Sitting on a bench near the door of the synagogue.  This is how Wiesel relates Moshe’s story.
The train full of deportees had crossed the Hungarian frontier and on Polish territory had been taken in charge by the Gestapo.  There it had stopped.  The Jews had to get out and climb into trucks.  The trucks drove toward a forest.  The Jews were made to get out.  They were made to dig huge graves.  And when they had finished their work, the Gestapo began theirs.  Without passion, without haste, they slaughtered their prisoners.  Each one had to go up to the hole and present his neck.  Babies were thrown into the air and the machine gunners used them as targets . . . How had Moshe the Beadle escaped?  Miraculously.  He was wounded in the leg and taken for dead.
Back in Sighet, Moshe went from Jewish house to Jewish house.  He told the story of Malka, the young girl who had taken three days to die.  And of Tobias, the tailor, who had begged to be killed before his sons.  Wiesel writes:
Moshe had changed.  There was no longer any joy in his eyes.  He no longer sang.  He no longer talked to me of God or of the cabbala, but only of what he had seen.  People refused not only to believe his stories, but even to listen to them . . . I did not believe him myself.

This was our world, 1942.  It changed for Wiesel two years later.  In his words:
The Oberkapo of the 52nd cable unit was a Dutchman, a giant, well over six feet.  Seven hundred prisoners worked under his orders, and they all loved him like a brother.  No one had ever received a blow at his hands, nor an insult from his lips.

He had a young boy under him, a pipel, as they were called – a child with a refined and beautiful face.

One day, the electric power station at Buna was blown up.  The Gestapo, summoned to the spot, suspected sabotage.  They found a trail.  It eventually led to the Dutch Oberkapo.  And there, after a search, they found an important stock of arms.  He was arrested immediately, tortured for weeks, and transferred to Auschwitz.
But his little servant had been left behind in the camp in prison.  Also put to torture, he too would not speak.  The SS sentenced him to death, with two other prisoners.

The SS seemed more preoccupied, more disturbed than usual.  To hang a young boy in front of thousands of spectators was no light matter . . . This time the Lagerkapo refused to act as executioner.  Three SS replaced him.  The three victims mounted together onto the chairs.  The three necks were placed at the same moment with the nooses . . . “Where is God? Where is He?” someone behind me asked.

At a sign from the head of the camp, the three chairs tipped over . . . Then the march past began.  The two adults were no longer alive.  Their tongues hung swollen, blue-tinged.  But the third rope was still moving; being so light, the child was still alive.

For more than half an hour he stayed there, struggling between life and death, dying in slow agony under our eyes.  And we had to look him full in the face.  He was still alive when I passed in front of him.  His tongue was still red, his eyes were not yet glazed.

Behind me, I heard the same man asking: “Where is God now?”  And I heard a voice within me answer him:  “Where is He? Here He is – He is hanging here on this gallows.”

There is more, too much more.  The train to Buchenwald took 10 days and nights.  They were given no bread; they lived on snow.  At each stop, the dead were unloaded, left unburied in the snow in Poland.  At one stop, a workman took a piece of bread and threw it into a wagon.  Men threw themselves on top of each other, stamping on each other, tearing at each other, biting each other.  An old man pulled away, hiding a piece of bread under his shirt.  He was attacked by his son.
“Meir, Meir, my boy! Don’t you recognize me? I’m your father . . . you’re hurting me . . . you’re killing your father!  I’ve got some bread . . . for you too . . . for you too.”

Our Epistle today says, “For judgment will be without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment.  What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works?  Can faith save you?  If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,’ and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that?  So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.”
It makes me think of the German Church, during all this.  Weekly Sunday worship continued.  Candles lit, Psalms recited, the Gospel preached.  The Body and Blood offered and received.  The churches in Germany mostly gave loyal acquiescence in political decisions and prayerful support of the troops.  Bonhoeffer rejected this as hypocritical evasion of responsibility for the violence and bloodshed of both war and death camps.  He established an underground seminary, preaching in support of the Jews.  Despite being a pacifist, Dietrich Bonhoeffer participated in a conspiracy to kill Hitler.  It failed, and he was hung on April 9th, 1945.
You see, this too is our world.  A world where unthinkable cruelty and suffering continue unabated.  Yet a world where, through the witness of God, through the power of the Holy Spirit, we are able to resist, to fight for those who continue to be hungry, thirsty, naked, sick, imprisoned.  Just like the Jews in the Nazi concentration camps.

It is not “simply” James, the brother of Jesus, that speaks to us of the need for works.  That faith without works is pointless, is mere illusion and self-deception.  It is Jesus who tells us this, in the parable of the sheep and the goats.
Last week we had a young man come forward to celebrate his first year of sobriety.  In many ways, recovery is a concrete example of the intersection of faith and works.  There is the recognition of death in drinking – damage to relationships, to job performance, to health.  There is repentance, along with an understanding of one’s inability to quit.  Seeing the need of a higher power, a savior.  Confessing a need for help.  Faith.  Then comes the next part.  Daily deciding not to drink.  Suffering withdrawal.  A repeated act of will.  Works.  As it has been said, “Man without God cannot; God without man will not.”
In August 1944, Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote:
“The church is the church only when it exists for others . . . The church must share in the secular problems of ordinary human life, not dominating, but helping and serving.  It must tell people of every calling what it means to live in Christ, to exist for others . . . It must not underestimate the importance of human example (which has its origin in the humanity of Jesus and is so important in Paul’s teachings); it is not abstract argument, but example, that gives its word emphasis and power.”
Let us all remember this.  What we do matters far more than what we say, even when what we say is important.  The teaching of Jesus is unparalleled.  But it is his death on the Cross that brings humanity to God.
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