
Meditation 1:  “Doing Trumps Saying” 

Scripture Lesson 1:  James 1:17-27 
17Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift, is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with 

whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. 18In fulfillment of his own purpose he gave us birth by the 

word of truth, so that we would become a kind of first fruits of his creatures. 
19You must understand this, my beloved: let everyone be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20for your 

anger does not produce God’s righteousness. 21Therefore rid yourselves of all sordidness and rank growth of 

wickedness, and welcome with meekness the implanted word that has the power to save your souls. 22But be doers 

of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. 23For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, 

they are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; 24for they look at themselves and, on going away, 

immediately forget what they were like. 25But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and 

persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act—they will be blessed in their doing. 26If any think they 

are religious, and do not bridle their tongues but deceive their hearts, their religion is worthless. 27Religion that is 

pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep 

oneself unstained by the world. 

 

It’s been awhile, but I thought it was time to share a one-sentence sermon.  

Never heard of a one-sentence sermon?  Not surprising, for I made it up – but I 

think you get the idea of what I’m talking about.  A one-sentence sermon is one of 

those terminological jewels that centers on the main thrust of a scripture passage 

with very few words.  Please hear me, though – it’s not about shortening up the 

sermon (although I daresay there are many who would smile at this thought!), and 

it is not about stunning eloquence of a charismatic or poetic nature.  No, a 

significant one-sentence sermon is one that hits the message of scripture home 

directly, succinctly, and clearly; it is a very short way of saying something 

powerful. 

So here it is, a one-sentence prayer that highlights a central and essential 

point of James 1:17-27, a sentence I discovered in a preaching journal recently, 

and likely a sentence you’ve heard before as a quote worthy of a bumper sticker 

or refrigerator magnet: 

WHEN YOU PRAY, MOVE YOUR FEET. 

Kind of says it all, doesn’t it?  In case it doesn’t, allow me to comment on its 

meaning in the manner and style of our passage from James. 

Here’s the much-more-than-one-sentence James uses to make his point:  

“……be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive themselves. 23For if 

any are hearers of the word and not doers, they are like those who look at 

themselves in a mirror; 24for they look at themselves and, on going away, 

immediately forget what they were like. 25But those who look into the perfect law, 

the law of liberty, and persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who 

act—they will be blessed in their doing.” 



In other words – WHEN YOU PRAY, MOVE YOUR FEET.  Speak words to 

God, and listen for the voice of God towards you, and FOLLOW WHERE THEY 

LEAD.  It’s not about particular actions or levels of productive effort, so much as 

a willingness to let God lead the journey of life – knowing that any journey 

requires stepping forward toward a destination.  For the Christian, the stepping 

forward is towards Jesus, towards God, who has made clear the steps that bring 

us closer to him.  Prayer, worship, confession, repentance, praise – yes, indeed 

these things focused on the orientation of the soul, but more than these things, 

for these things cannot help but orient the soul as God desires, towards outreach 

and compassion, towards justice and generosity, towards humility and self-

lessness, towards grace and kindness offered to others.  Profession of belief in 

Christ is empty without a willingness to live out that belief as revealed by Jesus. 

How needed this message is for us today.  It is sorely needed because so 

very much of the Christian world is immersed in believing the right things rather 

than living the life that belief is supposed to foster.   

I remember back in college when I went around to various campus ministries 

seeing what they were all about.  Campus Crusade, Intervarsity Fellowship, 

Navigators – I was what might be called a regular at their gatherings.  I was more 

of an observer than participant, in that I spent my effort checking out their style 

of worship, the kind of music they shared, the fellowship aimed at younger people 

getting together and having fun, doing all of these functions while talking about 

Jesus.  That was just it; I noticed after a couple of years of going to everything I 

could that what they spent almost all of their time on was talking about Jesus, 

talking about belief, talking about God, talking about faith.  I noticed, however, a 

very disturbing gap between what they talked about and what they actually did 

with their daily lives; those same individuals talking up Jesus at the revival were 

the ones making all sorts of poor choices elsewhere.  Now, I know, I know, ours is 

not to judge, lest we be judged.  But ours is to observe, and to do so with self-

scrutiny as well – and it was obvious to me that profession of Jesus as Lord and 

Savior was a far cry from living a life following the one professed. 

“Be doers of the word,” says James, “and not merely hearers who deceive 

themselves.”  When you pray, move your feet.  Do more than talk the faith; live 

the faith.  State what’s true, then follow where that truth leads.  Talk is cheap; 

action determines substance.  Listen to the one who says “follow me.”  And then, 

follow. 

 



 

 

 

Meditation 2:  “The Source of Impurity” 

Scripture Lesson 2:  Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23 
Now when the Pharisees and some of the scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered around him, 2they noticed 

that some of his disciples were eating with defiled hands, that is, without washing them. 3(For the Pharisees, and 

all the Jews, do not eat unless they thoroughly wash their hands, thus observing the tradition of the elders; 4and 

they do not eat anything from the market unless they wash it; and there are also many other traditions that they 

observe, the washing of cups, pots, and bronze kettles.) 5So the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, “Why do your 

disciples not live according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” 6He said to them, “Isaiah 

prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written, 

‘This people honors me with their lips, 

but their hearts are far from me; 
7in vain do they worship me, 

teaching human precepts as doctrines.’ 
8You abandon the commandment of God and hold to human tradition.” 
9Then he said to them, “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to keep your 

tradition! 10For Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your mother’; and, ‘Whoever speaks evil of father or mother 

must surely die.’ 11But you say that if anyone tells father or mother, ‘Whatever support you might have had from 

me is Corban’ (that is, an offering to God)— 12then you no longer permit doing anything for a father or 

mother, 13thus making void the word of God through your tradition that you have handed on. And you do many 

things like this.” 
14Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, and understand: 15there is nothing 

outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what defile.” 
17When he had left the crowd and entered the house, his disciples asked him about the parable. 18He said to them, 

“Then do you also fail to understand? Do you not see that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot 

defile, 19since it enters, not the heart but the stomach, and goes out into the sewer?” (Thus he declared all foods 

clean.) 20And he said, “It is what comes out of a person that defiles. 21For it is from within, from the human heart, 

that evil intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, 22adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, 

slander, pride, folly. 23All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.”  

 

Once upon a time, there was a contractor who had been building homes for 

thirty years who wanted to retire.  He was employed by a very large home building 

company which had treated him well, although he struggled more and more over 

keeping up with advancing technologies and changes in building codes meant to 

make homes safer, more efficient, and more appealing to the general public.  To 

put it bluntly, he was sick and tired of the business, and was ready to settle down 

within the ranks of those who could choose the hour they got up and how they 

spent the rest of their days.  He put in for retirement and awaited the reply; he 

received that reply from the head office a week later, and upon reading the 

letter, he learned that his request would be granted -- after he completed 

building one last house.  The man held the letter in his hand, incensed that they 

would do this to him – he had built hundreds of houses, he had been good to this 



company, he had done all he was asked, and for thirty years at that!  Resentfully, 

but realizing he had little choice, he replied to the home office, agreeing to the 

terms of the retirement arrangement.  He then very reluctantly began building his 

final home. 

Out of his reluctance, he found motivation to do things differently.  He cut 

corners where he could; he purchased cheaper but lesser quality materials; he 

slapped things together where he would have been quite meticulous in the past.  

He rushed the job, so eager was he for his retirement status – and in that rush 

produced a compromised structure.  Nonetheless, one day he was able to proclaim 

the home finished, and he called the main office to let them know the task was 

done – whereupon the president of the company got on the phone personally, to 

congratulate him for thirty years of good work – and let him know the house he 

had just built was his retirement gift from the company.  As the man hung up the 

phone, he couldn’t help but say out loud – “if I had only known, the house was for 

me………I would have done things very differently.” 

That parable, which I have shared before, has always been one of my 

favorites for capturing the importance of heart over function – a key element 

Jesus teaches about regularly, as he does in this passage.  Heart over function 

could be put into more contemporary terms, such as mission as motivation, or form 

following function, or passion guiding productivity, but whatever the terms, it is 

clear Jesus is speaking to the issue of our primary motivations for what we do and 

how we live.  And he is pointing out the very common human tendency to get things 

backwards. 

In this scriptural scenario, the pharisees and scribes – the religious leaders 

of the day – complain that the followers of Jesus haven’t washed their hands 

before eating, which is against Jewish tradition, or even law.  That’s when Jesus 

basically “lets them have it.”: 
9”…he said to them, “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in 

order to keep your tradition! 10For Moses said, ‘Honor your father and your 

mother’; and, ‘Whoever speaks evil of father or mother must surely die.’ 11But you 

say that if anyone tells father or mother, ‘Whatever support you might have had 

from me is Corban’ (that is, an offering to God)— 12then you no longer permit doing 

anything for a father or mother, 13thus making void the word of God through your 

tradition that you have handed on. And you do many things like this.” 



14Then he called the crowd again and said to them, “Listen to me, all of you, and 

understand: 15there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the 

things that come out are what defile.” 

I think Jesus could have gotten directly to the point if he asked one simple 

question of those pharisees and scribes; namely, “what’s the motivation for your 

criticism?”  Here, as elsewhere in scripture, the religious leaders are silent as an 

honest response would reveal their hypocrisy, which Jesus pointed out by example.  

And the source of our motivation is defined as our heart, the center of our being, 

the focus of our soul. 

“What’s the motivation for your criticism?”  It is a question of the purity of 

our intentions, the alignment of our efforts, if we identify with the first part of 

that question, “What’s your motivation?”  Such a simple question, such an essential 

question, to our faith, for it is here that we so very often get it wrong.  As Jesus 

implies, we settle for tradition itself rather than what that tradition is trying to 

lead us toward, which is beyond yet includes itself.  It is worshiping the church 

rather than the One the church points towards. 

One analogy I’ve always liked is the one using music, and it goes like this:  

there’s a great difference between playing notes and playing a song; the notes 

are auditory productions toned to frequencies and vibrations, particular tones 

for particular sounds.  Combining them mechanically is nothing more than a 

production of patterns on the auditory scale.  But playing a song is vastly 

different, for a song implies a deeper complexity – melody and message, 

emitting tone to reflect emotion, garnering for a response of a heart that’s 

been meaningfully touched.  One takes skill alone; the other takes skill and 

heart, with heart leading skill.  Just as there is a vast difference between the 

two, between playing notes and sharing a song, there is a vast difference 

between talking the faith, and living the faith. 

Mary Ann Tolbert, in her book Sowing the Gospel, says that “if the heart 

is God’s ground, nothing else is required; and if the heart is not God’s ground, 

nothing else will suffice.”  

From within the heart come all manner of things that defile a person; but 

more important is the understanding that it is from within the heart come all 

manner of things that justify us before God.  The heart centered in Christ 

leads the way. 

 

 



 


