
Care for the widows and the orphans       Anne-Marie Jeffery 

James 1: 17-27          September 2, 2018 

 

So I have some questions I want you to ponder today.  What do you need to do to grow or deepen 
your faith in God? How do you get closer to God? (wait for responses) There are many ways to know 
God, but I am fascinated by what we hear in the letter from James - Religion 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. 

“Religion is to care for the orphans and widows.”  I think this caught my attention because my growth 
in faith did not start with caring for widows and orphans or any kind of outreach to those in need. My 
faith really started to grow through worship, prayer and bible study.  I was going to the Church of 
Ascension in Gaithersburg, MD and was in my late 20’s.  

There were two priests at the church at that time. The rector mostly preached about social justice 
issues – standing up for those who had no voice and feeding the poor. The assistant priest preached 
about God’s love and how God’s love guided here each and every moment of the day. Her sermons 
were the ones what spoke to me more than his.   

As time went on and my faith continued to grow through classes, a retreat and lots of prayer and 
reflection, I felt a call to the priesthood.  When I got to seminary, I realized I could not leave the other 
part of growth in faith out.  This is the part that we hear about in the letter of James – the part where 
we care for the other – the widows, the orphans, the powerless, the ones that most don’t see, those 
in trouble and those on the sidelines of life.  

In my seminarian internship and in my first call as a priest, reaching out to the those in need became 
my focus and that deepened my faith in a whole other way.  I came in contact with folks who 
understood the gospel in a different way that I did, because every day, they were literally dependent 
on God for their life. They knew they needed God since everything else has been stripped away. All 
the things that many of us rely on, our jobs, our health, our homes and our financial stability was 
gone. In the aftermath, they came to rely on God.   

And so when I hear the words from James that in serving the orphans and widows, the powerless 
and the broken, and those we would rather ignore, we find true religion, I understand. All that we do 
in this place – our prayers, our hymns, our receiving the Body and Blood of Christ, must bear fruit in 
the outside world.   

This is how Jesus showed us how to live.  Jesus prayed and taught, but he also went out into the 
world often to those no one else saw and to those who were at the bottom of society. Being with 
those in need or who have been hurt or who are powerless is part of how we deepen our faith lives. 

Of course, we can go the other way where all we do is serve the orphans and widows, the powerless 
and the broken, and forget about nurturing our faith with prayer, worship and scripture. I also don’t 
think it matters which way you start. Some people begin to deepen their faith with helping others and 
then finds that leads them to prayer, scripture and worship.  Others start with the prayer scripture 
and worship and then are called go out into the world. I think the reminder James has for us is that 
the caring for widows and orphans or rather the least of these in our world is an essential part of our 
religion.  



Going back to the question in the beginning of how do you nurture your faith.  Think about what 
came to your mind when it comes to how you nurture your faith.  As you take inventory, if you don’t 
have some part of your life where you help others, think about how you can include it. And in the 
same way, if you are missing prayer, scripture reading and worship, think about how you will do that 
as well.   

Last week I handed out Bishop Curry’s Way of Love hand out. It included many ways to deepen 
one’s faith. If you didn’t get one, we have more, and if you have one, go home and take another look.  
Nurturing our faith is ongoing work. We are never done with that work. As followers of Jesus we are 
never finished bearing the way of love – as we invite the Sprit in our lives to sustain us and send us 
out into the world. 

 

 


