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This past winter many of us enjoyed watching the winter Olympics of television, especially seeing a number of Minnesotans. And according to the schedule of the Olympic Committee we can look forward to the Summer Olympics in 2012 hosted in London, England. Though there probably won’t be as many Minnesotans in those games it will still be very exciting. One event that I enjoy watching is the balance beam competition in Women’s gymnastics. This competition features petite young women standing on a wooden beam. They run, leap, jump, spin, do cart wheels, handstands, and all sorts of motions showing strength and flexibility on a beam that is 4 feet off the ground and only 4½ inches wide. Yet they almost never fall off that beam. Most of us don’t have sufficient balance just to stand motionless for a minute without stepping off. Of course those athletes begin their training on a painted line, then move up to a beam that is a few inches off the ground and eventually work their way up. But the end result is this amazing display of balance, doing gymnastic feats on this very narrow beam. 
We often use that analogy when talking about keeping balance in our lives by encouraging one another to stay on the beam. 
Our Scripture readings this morning give us that encouragement concerning our life of faith. They urge us to keep the proper balance between devotion and service. 
The passage from James contains a very provocative question; it asks, can faith alone save you? Inferring that the answer is no. It then proclaims; faith without works is dead. Is James trying to march us down the road of works righteousness, that dreaded practice that proved to be the downfall of the Pharisees so aptly illustrated in the gospel stories? The Apostle Paul surely would chastise James for such instruction.   
James and Paul are actually closer in their practice than this passage seems to indicate. The difference is how they define faith. For Paul “faith” is Christian faith with all the implications of right beliefs and behavior. For James “faith” is the devotion to learning, the spiritual warming of the heart and soul, while “works” is the living out of faith, the display of the fruits of the spirit in righteous behavior. 
What James is saying therefore is devotion, meditation, and basking in the warmth of religious teaching is dead unless it is accompanied by the living out of that faith. The example James uses is that of a hungry neighbor with insufficient clothing. What good does it do your neighbor if in your devotion you give them a warm greeting, a blessing from God, and then walk away from them.  James asserts that a true Christian response to that neighbor would be to offer your blessing and then offer your spare coat, and a meal to fill their stomach as well as a greeting to fill their heart. 
Our gospel reading was the familiar story of Mary and Martha. Jesus comes to the home of these sisters and begins to teach the people gathered there. Mary sits at the feet of Christ to hear the words he shares with those assembled. But Martha is in the kitchen preparing to feed Jesus and the throng of visitors in her home. Martha feels resentful of Mary’s lack of help and asks Jesus to scold Mary and send her to the kitchen. But Jesus replied by saying Mary has picked the better way. 

These are words that we find encourage us to spend time in devotion and meditation so that we know the teachings of our Lord. 
Just a few weeks ago I had the privilege of worshipping with you all and hearing a sermon by J Herbert Nelson the new director of the Presbyterian Washington Office. He spoke of being confronted in a church and told by the members, you are in a position of influence, a place where you can make a difference in the world, you need to do something. He punctuated it with the kindly member who tapped him on the shoulder and she’s talking to you. J Herbert is a powerful preacher and I found his sermon inspirational. But as I sat here that morning I knew I would be standing in this pulpit today. And I knew I wanted to give the encouragement to hear the teaching of James. To remember the sense of balance we need to keep in our lives of faith. 
An important note about Mary and Martha that I heard another preacher recently bring to light, Jesus didn’t chastise Martha for being distracted by her sense of service. Indeed if Jesus were to condemn Martha too harshly she or we may never again get up to serve. And were Jesus to commend Mary too profusely she or we may never move again. 
Living a life of faith can be akin to a gymnastic routine on the balance beam. When we have that right sense of balance we can see and do amazing things, when we don’t have the right sense of balance we fall off the side and crash to the floor. 
We live in difficult times, times that require hard work and dedication to help those in the world who suffer or who are in need. That can be draining work, and I can tell you I have witnessed on a number of occasions persons who have devoted themselves to service who find themselves burned out, with nothing left to give because they have not properly attended to their own spiritual health. 
My knowledge of and appreciation for Westminster Church is that of a serving congregation. You do amazing things here in the field of mission, your pastoral staff has done a magnificent job of leading you to find places of service locally and around the world. You can be proud of the good that you do for countless numbers of neighbors in need. 
What I want to urge you to keep in mind today is to be sure you take the time also to sit at the feet of Christ and listen to the words that will give you life. Hear the words of salvation that you may know you are loved, which is why we go out to show love for others. Hear the words of Christ that you may know you strengthened to do great things in Christ’s name, which is where we find the endurance when the world’s need seems greater than our supply. Hear the words of our Lord that you may know the grandeur of our Creators power, which is our source of hope to go out in service expecting miracles to happen. 
We are privileged as people of faith to see God at work in our world, we are privileged to be the hands and feet of our Lord in doing God’s work. But we are also privileged to have God as our source of strength to do the work to which we are called. 
Accept the challenge of serving God, but don’t do it on your own. Take the time to read God’s Word, to listen for God’s voice, and to take in the love of our Savior. That is where we will find our balance, that is where we will find our strength, that is where we will find our hope. Live a life of balance between devotion and service, and watch the amazing things that will happen on that narrow beam. 
To God be the glory. Amen. 
“A Very Narrow Beam”
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