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Indiscriminate Love 
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Andrea Hollingsworth, Ph.D. 

 
Scripture: James 2 
 

Warning against Partiality 

2 My brothers and sisters,[a] do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious 
Lord Jesus Christ?[b] 2 For if a person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into your 
assembly, and if a poor person in dirty clothes also comes in, 3 and if you take notice of the one 
wearing the fine clothes and say, “Have a seat here, please,” while to the one who is poor you 
say, “Stand there,” or, “Sit at my feet,”[c] 4 have you not made distinctions among yourselves, 
and become judges with evil thoughts? 5 Listen, my beloved brothers and sisters.[d] Has not God 
chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has 
promised to those who love him? 6 But you have dishonored the poor. Is it not the rich who 
oppress you? Is it not they who drag you into court? 7 Is it not they who blaspheme the excellent 
name that was invoked over you? 

8 You do well if you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, “You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.” 9 But if you show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted by the law 
as transgressors. 10 For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become 
accountable for all of it. 11 For the one who said, “You shall not commit adultery,” also said, 
“You shall not murder.” Now if you do not commit adultery but if you murder, you have become 
a transgressor of the law. 12 So speak and so act as those who are to be judged by the law of 
liberty. 13 For judgment will be without mercy to anyone who has shown no mercy; mercy 
triumphs over judgment. 

Faith without Works Is Dead 

14 What good is it, my brothers and sisters,[e] if you say you have faith but do not have works? 
Can faith save you? 15 If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, 16 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? 17 So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. 

18 But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show me your faith apart from 
your works, and I by my works will show you my faith. 19 You believe that God is one; you do 
well. Even the demons believe—and shudder. 20 Do you want to be shown, you senseless person, 
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that faith apart from works is barren? 21 Was not our ancestor Abraham justified by works when 
he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 22 You see that faith was active along with his works, and 
faith was brought to completion by the works. 23 Thus the scripture was fulfilled that says, 
“Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness,” and he was called the 
friend of God. 24 You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone. 25 Likewise, 
was not Rahab the prostitute also justified by works when she welcomed the messengers and sent 
them out by another road? 26 For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without 
works is also dead. 

 
Sermon 
 
“What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works?... So 
faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.” (James 2: 14, 17). 
 
God can use all scripture as a mirror for self-reflection. But I challenge you to find a more soul-
interrogating set of verses than the ones here. I’m not a huge fan of Chuck Colson but I do love 
the title of his famous book, How Now Shall We Live? I find myself asking that question a lot in 
general, and especially when I read today’s scripture. If faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead, 
then how now shall we live? How now shall we enact the hope that breathes in us? How now 
shall we bear out the brave trust that sustains us in our hour of grief or fear or shame? 
 
Even a cursory look into the history of Christian theology reveals that a ton of ink has been spilt 
on this question of the relationship between faith and works. (And actually, during the Protestant 
Reformation, lots of blood was also shed over this “faith vs. works” theological debate.) Here’s 
the crux of the issue: Is faith by itself enough for a person to be enfolded into God’s life? In 
some parts of the Bible, it seems that a simple inward trust in Jesus is more than enough for 
living a life with and in God. In Galatians 2:16, for instance, Paul says, “yet we know that a 
person is justified not by the works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ.” But in other 
parts of our scriptures, it seems that the essence and expression of Jesus-following consists in 
acts of love and mercy. Ephesians 2:10, for example, says: “For we are what God has made us, 
created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.” 
This symbiotic relationship between our inward commitments and our outward acts is, I think, 
one of the most profound and beautiful paradoxes in Christian life.  
 
Here’s a perspective not often taken in this discussion. Today’s passage in James, which is one 
of the sections of scripture that treats this issue most directly, basically says that how we relate to 
one another across diverse socio-economic lines is the key to making sense of the relationship 
between faith and works. There is an eminently practical discussion happening here, and it has to 
do with whether and how well the church of Jesus Christ is able to lovingly attend to, and 
welcome, all people. Can people with means and status, and people who don’t have the resources 
to adequately nourish their bodies and the bodies of those dear to them, be one in Christ? Can 
people who seem to have a lot to offer, and people who seem to have little or nothing to offer, be 
one in Christ? Can people whom society applauds and people whom society renders invisible be 
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one in Christ? Will all be welcomed equally? And will those with material needs be cared for? 
These are the questions we need to ask if we want to wonder about the relationship between our 
devotion to God and the work of our hands. 
 
How now shall we live? asks Colson. The answer, according to James: We who are in Christ 
shall live lives of radical, indiscriminate love. Love that shows no partiality when it comes to the 
distinctions and categories that constitute the social hierarchy. That is the message here, just as it 
is the message throughout the Bible—especially in the gospel accounts of Jesus’ life, death, and 
resurrection. When we love indiscriminately, then we live in God, and God lives in us (Matt. 
25:31-46; 1 John 4:12). And when this is the case, there is no longer any dichotomy between 
“faith” and “works” because our actions are expressions of the creed we profess, and the creed 
we profess finds utterance in our actions.1  
 
Here’s the thing, though. The indiscriminate love to which we’re called—the love for which the 
“faith vs. works” dichotomy is utterly foreign – is not “natural.” Loving with the kind of non-
partial love to which Jesus calls us requires overcoming some deep-seated prejudices that are 
inscribed into human nature.  
 
For as long as there have been churches, Christians have struggled to love without prejudice. To 
privilege equally the ones with (as our passage says) gold fingers and fine robes, and bare fingers 
and old clothes.  
 
When I worked at Boston University School of Theology, the dean took the faculty on a tour of 
some historic churches in Boston. In particular, I remember touring Old North Church [show 
photo]. Built in 1723, it’s the oldest standing church in Boston. It played a key role in the 
American Revolutionary war. Currently it’s a mission of the Episcopal Diocese of 
Massachusetts. 
 
I and my colleagues sat in small, cushioned, square enclaves on either side of the main aisle 
[draw attention on pic], many of us craning our necks to listen to the rector talk about the role the 
church played in Paul Revere’s midnight ride, with the three lanterns hung in the steeple to warn 
the patriots about the location of the British army, etc. When it was time for questions, I asked 
about the unique set-up of the pews. The rector instantly sobered, and told us that when the 
congregation was originally founded, those families in Boston with the greatest wealth and 
influence were given the best cushioned enclaves. The higher your socio-economic status, the 
closer to the front altar was your posh little box. On the other end of the spectrum, slaves were 
relegated to an area in the back of the balcony, which is not even visible in this picture. They 
were not even given seats. On Sunday mornings, black men, women, and children stood on a 
crude wooden platform for several hours while the service went on. They were out of sight and 
out of mind, with not even a chance to rest their weary legs. 
 
After the talk, everyone was allowed some time to roam around the church. Together with 
Professor Walter Fluker, an eminent black theologian and scholar of Howard Thurman, I went to 
the back balcony and stood on that platform. Walter and I looked down and mourned silently 
together because of what haunted us there. The aching backs of black slave women. The antsy, 
																																																							
1 This is Martin Luther’s basic point in his treatise, The Freedom of a Christian. 
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exhausted legs of black slave children. The resonant voices of black slave men sending their 
songs through the rafters to Jesus, despite the dehumanizing invisibility. We stood within the 
minutes and hours of inhumanity that were piled like invisible grains of sand on that platform. 
Wrongs that haven’t yet been made right. Each its own ghost. [remove photo] 
 
It’s become distinctly unfashionable for churches to have “seats of honor” that correspond with 
socio-economic status. Can you imagine? “Lawyers and executives and their families – you all 
can sit here in the front row! If you’re hard up, brown skinned, mentally ill, or otherwise socially 
outcast, go ahead and stand back there near the roofline, and don’t make a peep because we don’t 
want to know you’re here.” This isn’t something that goes on anymore. We like to fancy 
ourselves as having moved past those dark and discriminatory days. But have we really entered 
into the promised land of indiscriminate welcome?  
 
Let me come back to this sermon’s “home base” for a minute and remind us that, for James, 
extending esteem, dignity, respect, and love to all people, regardless their social standing, is the 
crucible where our faith in Jesus literally gets “worked out” in actionable love. When we look 
closely at the text, it does seem like the Christians in first-century Jerusalem (James’ audience) 
were having some problems in their relationship to congregants experiencing poverty. They were 
having trouble fully welcoming and honoring those with soiled clothes and unwashed bodies and 
low reputations and concrete needs. Evidently, it had gotten to the point where James had to tell 
them straight up that if they dishonor these folks, if they fail to bear loving witness to their 
humanity by offering concrete resources (like, a meal), then their faith in Jesus is pretty much 
worthless.  
 
How do middle- and upper-class American Christians think about and relate to persons 
experiencing poverty? With a hefty dose of judgyness, it seems. In 2017, a survey by the Kaiser 
Institute and the Washington Post found that 53 percent of white evangelicals are likely to blame 
persons experiencing poverty for their own financial hardship (i.e. those people didn’t put forth 
enough effort, they’re just lazy, it’s their own fault).2 We also know that American Christian 
organizations give a lot of money to organizations that fight poverty, but they like to keep actual 
people dealing with financial instability at arm’s length. The budgets of American religious 
charities, churches, and other nonprofits are calculated in the tens of billions per year. However, 
as Ross Douthat of the New York Times pointed out in an opinion piece a few years ago, 3 
churches are still (as he says) “failing the poor” in that they do not “reach out, integrate, and keep 
[people experiencing poverty] in the pews.” He points to research showing that religious practice 
has plummeted more rapidly among Americans with lowered economic outlooks than it has 
among those with college degrees and a bright economic future. Here’s his punchline: “A church 
that pays out to help the poor, but doesn’t pray with them, looks less like a church … [and more 
like] merely another N.G.O.”4    
 
One of the things that strikes me about the first century Jerusalem Christians, the eighteenth-
century Bostonian Christians, and today’s American Christians is this issue of physical proximity 
to those that society sidelines. Folks with lowered social and economic standing are told, “sit 
																																																							
2 https://www.denverpost.com/2017/08/03/christians-poverty-lack-of-effort-kaiser-poll/  
3 https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/17/opinion/sunday/ross-douthat-do-churches-fail-the-poor.html  
4 https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/17/opinion/sunday/ross-douthat-do-churches-fail-the-poor.html  
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over there,” or “stand in back” or “we’ll give you some money, but don’t come too close.” When 
it comes to the ones we are called to love the most—the ones Jesus was constantly laying hands 
on, and blessing, and healing, and esteeming—the truth is that many of Jesus’ most vocal 
followers will shrink back in dismay, discomfort, apathy, or a vague sense of anxiety or even 
disgust. 
 
This shrinking back isn’t just a Christian problem, though. It’s a human problem. In 2006, two 
neuroscientists at Princeton University5 put volunteers in an fMRI scanner, and showed them 
photographs of people belonging to different social groups. Some of the people in the photos 
were dressed in sharp business attire (the equivalent of the ancient “gold rings and fine clothes” 
parishioner), and others were obviously wrestling with severe destitution (the equivalent of the 
ancient “no-rings and dirty clothes” parishioner). When the volunteers viewed the pictures of 
well-off persons, the area of the brain that signals recognition of another human being was 
activated. This is the medial prefrontal cortex, and it “lights up” when we see another person 
(versus a Coke bottle or a snapping turtle). But when the volunteers viewed the photos of the 
persons dealing with homelessness, as British writer Claudia Hammond puts it, “the medial 
prefrontal cortex failed to do its thing.” She goes on: “Yes, that’s right, the brains of the 
volunteers didn’t register that the shambling guy with the matted hair, the shapeless coat and the 
broken-down boots was another human being. Instead the areas of the brain associated with 
disgust [anterior insula] were activated. A vulnerable person was dehumanized.”6 
 
When I first read that research, I wept. (I was in a coffee shop, so it was a little embarrassing.) 
I’m someone at or near the top of modern American socio-economic scaffolding. Like the 
probable majority of the Princeton undergraduates who participated in that study, I come from a 
context of economic security, educational opportunity, and social privilege when it comes to 
race, culture, and sexual orientation. What would my brain have done in that scanner when I was 
shown the two sets of pictures? I have spent significant periods of my life working and living 
with folks struggling with economic adversity and mental illness. Also, my entire family on my 
biological father’s side struggles with what’s called “severe rural poverty” and its attendant 
problems (addiction, depression, suicide, homelessness, and so on). And so I like to think that 
my brain registers “person,” no matter the person, no matter that person’s appearance. But 
implicit bias affects all of us. And it probably affects me a lot more than it used to, because 
currently, I live in a nice house in a mostly white neighborhood, and I have a Ph.D., and I’m paid 
to prepare lectures and sermons on theology and spirituality; and I’m a full-time mom to a blue-
eyed, blond-haired little boy whose grandma buys him nice outfits and exciting toys. And so 
whenever I do relate to folks experiencing poverty—including my own biological father—there 
are very real physical, cultural, and economic barriers that need to be addressed, and slowly, 
intentionally broken down. I am committed to this work, and it is an expression of my faith in the 
One whose indiscriminate love has broken all barriers.  
 
But still, I wonder. In my prayers and meditations, I approach my privileged self often. The one 
who wants to remain oblivious. With gentleness, I ask her if her eyes are open and soft, and if 
she’s attending to the humanity and the divinity in each and every person. Can she see the 
																																																							
5 Lasana T. Harris and Susan T. Fiske, “Social Groups that Elicit Disgust are Differentially Processed in mPFC,” 
Social Cognitive Affective Neuroscience 2, no. 1 (2007): 45-51. 
6 https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/despising-poor  
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waterfall in the movements of the woman cleaning the public toilet? Can she discern the 
kingfisher wing in her dark hair? Or will she respond like the people in the Princeton brain 
scanner, seeing, instead of beauty and dignity, something less than a person?  
 
What about if you’re sitting here today and you’re someone who often finds themselves on the 
receiving end of discrimination? If you’ve ever received a degrading glance, or a “go sit over 
there,” from someone else on account of your physical appearance, you do not need some 
Princeton researchers to tell you that dehumanization is real and that disgust is its handmaiden. 
You do not need a sermon on implicit bias, because you experience its effects every day. 
 
And so here are some of the questions we’ve arrived at. 
 
How do those of us here today who are middle- or upper-class react, respond to, engage with, 
and see a person who’s experiencing poverty, or a person who’s socially sidelined and 
discriminated against for other reasons? And, from another angle, how do those of us here today 
who are experiencing economic hardship and/or social discrimination engage in this community 
of Jesus-followers? Wherever we happen to land on the world’s false and destructive spectrum of 
human worth, can we see one another as equals, as persons deserving of warm greetings toward 
one another, of getting-to-know-you conversations? Can we sit together in the “seats of honor,” 
and worship our God side by side? Can we share a community meal together, watch our children 
play together? Can we chat about the things that that bind us in the commonality of shared 
human experience – our illnesses and fears, our searches for meaning, our hopes for the future 
(however mundane), our dreams for our children, our love of God, and our efforts to understand 
how best to believe, and to act, in the name and power of our Lord? Can we pray together? 
 
How can we become people who instinctively see and honor the humanity of others? People 
whose brains automatically signal “person” when we see any other person, however hard up or 
well-off? More than “person,” but, as our scriptures teach us, “beloved of God, made in the 
image of God, worthy of wonder, and esteem, and friendship.”  
 
It’s hard work. We are in this together. Thank you for being here. Thank you for being on the 
journey. 
 
Here’s the hopeful part. I believe this because I have experienced it. God’s holy life in us, the life 
that makes us bearers of the divine presence in the world, can overcome the base, unredeemed 
human impulse to discriminate and to show favoritism, to view certain people as less than people 
and others as demi-gods. Jesus shows us the way – he was the one who sought out all different 
kinds of people and put on flagrant display their beauty and blessedness and dignity. And it is 
still Jesus – in our eyes, our hands, our feet, our words – who does this today.  
 
The secret is the phenomenon Paul talked about with such beautifully opaque language in 
Galatians 2:20: “It is I, yet not I who live, but Christ that lives within me.” When this miracle of 
“I, yet not I, but Christ” is being played out in our lives and in our worshipping community, there 
isn’t a conflict between faith and works, because the orientation of our heart and the labor of our 
hands are dual expressions of the wellspring of grace that bubbles at the center of our being. 
When our hearts are brimming over with God’s indiscriminate love, how can this same love not 
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also well up in our gazes and gush from our embraces and seep from our hands? May it be so, 
Lord. In Your Name, may it be so.  
 
 

Make me an Instrument of your Peace (Bruce) 
  
 
 
Benediction 


