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According to Jewish legend,  
the prophet Elijah  
returns once each generation,  
disguised as a poor, oppressed person,  
arriving at the doors of Jewish homes.  
How Elijah is treated  
determines whether humanity has improved enough  
to expect the coming of the Messiah. 
 
And so, to this day, a place is left for Elijah at the Seder table.   
And a cup of wine is poured for him. 
And through this story,  
rabbis have taught their congregations an essential lesson:  
any poor or homeless person might be Elijah. 
 
We Christians have a similar tradition.  
In the New Testament, the Book of Hebrews tells us  
“Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers,  
for by doing that, some have entertained angels without knowing it.” 
Or, as one monk put it,  
“You’ve got to take care of the poor.  
You never know which one of them might be HIM.”   
 
But there’s another tale the rabbis tell about Elijah.  
And in this story, a pious and wealthy Jew goes to his rabbi and says  
“For 40 years I have opened the door for Elijah every Seder night  
waiting for him to come, but he never does.  
Why not?”  
 
The rabbi answered,  
“In your neighborhood there lives a very poor family.  
Call on them and tell them that you and your family  
would like to celebrate the next Passover in their house,  
and for this purpose  



provide them with everything necessary for the eight Passover days.  
Then on the Seder night Elijah will certainly come.”  
 
The man did as the rabbi told him,  
but after Passover he came to the rabbi  
and complained that again he had waited in vain to see Elijah.  
 
But the wise old rabbi just shook his head.  
“I know very well that Elijah came on the Seder night  
to the house of your poor neighbor,” the rabbi said.  
“But of course you could not see him.”  
And the rabbi held a mirror before the face of the man  
and said, “Look, this was Elijah’s face that night.” 
 
Dear friends, if you have a mirror with you,  
I invite you to pull it out now,  
and look into it.  
Look at the face of Elijah.  
Or, to put it in more Christian terms,  
look at the face of Christ.  
Because that is what we are.  
 
We are the hands and feet and face of Christ to the world.  
And if we believe that Christ upholds the cause  
of the orphan, the widow, and the stranger,  
then we are obligated to do the same.  
 
 
In this morning’s reading from the letter from John,  
John writes,  
“How does God’s love abide in anyone  
who has the world’s goods  
and sees a brother or a sister in need,  
and yet refuses to help?  
Little children, let us love,  
not in word or speech,  
but in truth and action.” 
 
John is pretty hard on Christians  
who say they have the love of Jesus in their hearts  



but don’t share their material goods with those in need.  
 
He doesn’t speak of the masses of those living in poverty, 
which can be utterly overwhelming.  
Instead he speaks of a brother or a sister,  
the one in need  
who is before us at that moment.  
If we close our hearts to the person before us,  
we close our hearts to God. 
 
Here at St. James  
we know a thing or two about opening our hearts  
to the brother and sister before us.  
 
When the principal at Wilmore-Davis called me last week 
to say one of their students wasn’t getting enough to eat, 
because that child’s mother is bedridden, 
and extended family members simply haven’t stepped up 
to ensure that their basic needs are being met, 
she asked if the people of St. James might lend a hand. 
And now we have a team of people 
regularly delivering meals to that little girl, 
and to her dying mother.  
 
When I told you last December that I hoped we could  
provide Christmas to some needy families in the neighborhood, 
I never expected us to wind up shopping for 24 children. 
But we did it.  
And I daresay ALL our Christmases were merrier for the effort. 
 
When we were first invited last year 
to serve dinner to the homeless at St. Clare’s, 
I know there was more than a little anxiety at the prospect. 
Would it be safe?  
Would they try to take advantage of us? 
Would we be out of place?  
But now, if you ask any of the folks who have served there, 
I think they would tell you that is exactly where we belong. 
In fact, being there makes life better when we’re HERE.  
 



 
 
It is as if God abides in us here and there.  
 
How can you claim to receive the love of God in your life, 
 John asks us,  
if you do not show love in your actions?  
 
My friends, believing in Christ  
means believing that Christ saves us  
by making us like himself.  
Faith and love come bound together in a single package. 
 
Some say that faith alone is all that is required for salvation.  
But I’m here to tell you that faith is NEVER alone.  
When God puts faith in our hearts,  
God creates active love.  
Faith and love together.  
We cannot receive one without the other.  
 
The good news here is that when we act lovingly –  
to the homeless, to the hungry, to the poor,  
to our brother, our sister, our neighbor, 
our fellow parishioner –  
when we act lovingly, 
we can be assured that nothing less than the love of God in Jesus Christ  
is pulsing through our hearts and hands.  
 
When we act with love, we are one with Christ.  
We abide in Christ, John tells us, and Christ abides in us.  
 
Or as our gospel lesson puts it,  
“I am the good shepherd. I know my own, and my own know me.”  
 
 
Love is more than merely understanding the problem of poverty.  
It is more than simply having compassion,   
More than just talking a good line.  
Love means actually doing something  



about the needs of your brother or sister.  
Love takes what you have in your own life  
and goes to work with it. 
 
We belong to, and we recognize the voice of the still-speaking God. 
Listen! Listen. 
Who is God calling us to enfold in love today?  
 
Amen. 


