Mirror Image
Being in my 50’s I grew up in the segregated south. My neighborhood was all-white while the African-American families lived literally on the other side of the railroad tracks that we passed on the way to my grandmother’s house. Although the landmark Supreme Court case Brown vs. The Board of Education had called for an end to segregation in our schools over a decade earlier, I did not have any African Americans in my class until I was in high school. I am sure they were afraid to come, and we didn’t have forced busing in Beaumont. I remember the signs in the local restaurants: “We reserve the right to refuse service to anyone”—meaning blacks. No one in my family seemed to have a problem with this system, which I am ashamed to admit; no one seemed to realize how abhorrent such discrimination is to God. 

How upset He must have been when He saw that the churches were equally guilty of prejudice against those made in the very image of the God they claimed to worship! My Southern Baptist church, as well as the churches of other denominations where I visited with friends, were all white. I remember when an African-American man tried to become a member of the First Baptist Church of Beaumont. (This was not my church but everyone in town knew the story.) Instead of welcoming him without question as they did everyone else, they forced him to submit to an inquisition concerning his motives for coming. Come on in, white people, if you are motivated by finding business contacts or a place of power in the city. But if you are black, you can only come with pure motives. 
Even as a little girl, I sensed there was something wrong, especially because of what I heard about God at church. Later I wondered why no one at church saw that this was contrary to the heart of God. Then, I realized that they saw it but deliberately ignored it. James is very clear that we must apply what God’s word says. 

Although your lesson this week focused on the problems of prejudice and favoritism, the central theme of this section of the book, and maybe the entire book, is found in James 1:22-25. Let’s review it from last week. 
James 1:22-25: 

“But be sure you live out the message and do not merely listen to it and so deceive yourselves. For if someone merely listens to the message and does not live it out, he is like someone who gazes at his own face in a mirror. For he gazes at himself and then goes out and immediately forgets what sort of person he was. But the one who peers into the perfect law of liberty and fixes his attention there, and does not become a forgetful listener but one who lives it out – he will be blessed in what he does.”

James’ theme deals with God’s people living out the very character of God, living in His image. He compares God’s word to a mirror. When we look into it, we see what kind of people we really are. It reveals the ugliness that we have in our character and our lives. It shows us how far we are from the perfection of God, which we also see in His word. It exposes our self-centered hearts that drive our lives and our actions. It discloses how God wants us to live and where we are falling short of that. James calls us to align the image we see of ourselves to the image of God. 
James calls you and me to spend time looking in God’s mirror to see ourselves as we really are, fix what we see, & receive blessing.
Notice James 1:25:
But the one who peers into the perfect law of liberty and fixes his attention there, and does not become a forgetful listener but one who lives it out – he will be blessed in what he does.”
We are called to really peer into God’s word, to fix our attention there, and to live out what we see. Then, God promises to bless what we do. This is our purpose for this Bible study as we come together to study God’s word week after week. We are not doing this for information but for life-change. We want God to make us the best women that we can be. 
I didn’t speak last week when you looked at these verses. I told some of you that it was good that I wasn’t doing a lecture because I would have felt obligated to come without changing what I saw in my mirror at home—a visual of the lesson. Just thinking about doing that was a scary thought, especially when you are my age! And of course, being a Texas girl, I haven’t gone anywhere without my makeup or my hair fixed since I was 13! But then, yesterday, I realized that you could see me in a “come as you are” natural state by picture so I took a shot of myself. If I didn’t look in the mirror each morning and do something about it, this is what you would see. 
When we women actually see the truth about ourselves in a mirror, we usually do something about it. We try to overcome our natural look by covering up the lines, dark spots, and blemishes. We comb our hair and straighten our clothes. We don’t simply ignore what we see; we do act. That means that James’ illustration is as easy to understand today as it was to his original audience. God’s word is that mirror that shows us how to fix what is wrong in our lives.
How many times have I gone to the mirror only to find that I have mascara under my eyes or food sticking out of my teeth or something worse under my nose? And if I had been around other people, you can be sure they saw it. You can be sure that others see our spiritual problems also. We may think that we look pretty good, but others know better. 

James calls us to really peer into the word of God and fix what we see. The problem is that we are pretty happy with the way we are. Instead of comparing ourselves to God’s character that we see in His mirror, we compare ourselves to people around us, especially those whom we see as not doing as well as we are. Instead of looking in the mirror to see what we really look like, we look at others and think we look okay.
Now, there are some of you who have been so defeated by life and by other people that you fear looking in God’s mirror because you only focus on the negatives about yourself. You see that God calls us to perfection, but you don’t see that He understands that we are merely dust and will fail. You don’t grab onto His love and grace and ask Him for the power to change; instead, you focus on our own abilities rather than on His greatness. You focus on past failures and sins rather than on God’s grace and power.
In either case, whether we are content because we focus on others who are worse or whether we focus on our own shortcomings and failures instead of seeing how God can change us, we fail to apply the message of the mirror. Either way is wrong. Looking in the mirror not only shows us what is wrong with us, it shows us how great and loving our God is. 
God has given us this mirror out of love so that our lives will be in line with His kingdom, the very best place that we could hope to be. Don’t avoid the mirror either because of your contentment with your life as it is or because of failing to grasp the truths of God’s love and grace. 
These verses about the mirror serve as the central message of this section of the book. The verses around them give you signs that you looked in the mirror and ignored it. In other words, you look like that picture of me—in a spiritual way. 
In James 1:19-20 we see the first sign: 

“Understand this, my dear brothers and sisters!  Let every person be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger. For human anger does not accomplish God’s righteousness.”

And then in James 1:26: 

“If someone thinks he is religious yet does not bridle his tongue, and so deceives his heart, his religion is futile.”

The first sign is
· Rash & angry words.
We have all spoken rashly and angrily, but how much do they characterize our lives? They signify that we are ignoring the mirror. James will come back to this topic later. Personally, I would rather talk about something that doesn’t hit me so close to home, but James doesn’t allow that option. 
What else signifies a failure to fix what we see in the mirror? 
We see it in James 1:27: 

“Pure and undefiled religion before God the Father is this: to care for orphans and widows in their misfortune and to keep oneself unstained by the world.”

A second sign that we are ignoring the mirror is--
· Inaction on behalf of the helpless. 

In James’ day, two of the most helpless groups were widows and orphans. They had no way to care for themselves and depended upon others to come to their aid. We should still care for those groups today with extra concern and care. The number of orphans worldwide is staggering. The current estimate is that there are fifteen million children under eighteen who have been orphaned worldwide due to AIDS—more than twelve million of those in sub-Sahara Africa. In Asia the number of those orphaned for any reason is over seventy-three million.

When thinking of those who are helpless in our country, many single moms belong on this list, those who are left without money or ability to raise children on their own; they are essentially the widows of our day. One in every five families in Dallas County is headed by a woman with children and no husband present. Twenty-eight percent of such families nationwide live in poverty. 

James calls us to actually do something for such groups of people, not simply have compassion. This is one reason I was excited about this opportunity to build a home for Habitat for Humanity. We get to put feet to our faith. We get to act out the love and compassion of God for those who need our help. 
James 1:27 also gives us a third sign that we are ignoring the mirror:
· Thinking & acting like the world 

James says that the world’s thinking stains us. The Greek word that my Bible translates “unstained” is also translated “unspotted”, “not polluted”, “not corrupted”, and “untouched”. It literally means “not stained or soiled”. 
If we find ourselves agreeing with all that we hear the culture say and letting the opinions of others determine how we live instead of letting God’s mirror show us, we are being polluted instead of keeping ourselves unstained.

Were you in town Saturday when we had that terrible dust storm blow through the Metroplex? I don’t know if you got out in it, but it was as bad as any dust storm that I saw in West Texas, which has them frequently. I went out to go workout—yes, I am still doing that so far—and on the way, I reached a high place in the road where I can normally see pretty far ahead; I was amazed at how little I could see through the dust.  It obscured the sun, the sky, and my vision of the road and buildings ahead of me. Since Saturday the dust that I breathed has constricted my throat. Yesterday morning I could hardly talk. If I were to breathe this every day, I would be affected long-term by it.
The world affects us similarly to the way that the dust storm affected both my vision and my body. It pollutes us, obscuring our vision of God and the world around us. We are unable to see Him or His message clearly. We act like those around us rather than aligning ourselves with God and His character. 
Years ago when I was away from God and ignoring His word, more and more I began to think like everyone else; more and more I began to allow things into my life that were not worthy of God or of one of His image-bearers. I was polluted and you could see it in my actions and my thinking. 
We are to look in God’s mirror and fix what we see. If we are speaking with rash and angry words, if we are not acting on behalf of the helpless, if we are thinking and acting like the world, we know that we are ignoring what we have seen in the mirror. 

The final sign in this part of the book that shows us that we are ignoring God’s mirror is the one you studied this week in James 2:1-9:
· Prejudice/favoritism 

‘My brothers and sisters, do not show prejudice if you possess faith in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ.  For if someone comes into your assembly  wearing a gold ring and fine clothing, and a poor person enters in filthy clothes, do you pay attention to the one who is finely dressed and say, “You sit here in a good place,” and to the poor person, “You stand over there,” or “Sit on the floor”?  If so, have you not made distinctions among yourselves and become judges with evil motives?  Listen, my dear brothers and sisters! Did not God choose the poor in the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom that he promised to those who love him? But you have dishonored the poor! Are not the rich oppressing you and dragging you into the courts? Do they not blaspheme the good name of the one you belong to? But if you fulfill the royal law as expressed in this scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well. But if you show prejudice, you are committing sin and are convicted by the law as violators.”
God abhors it when we show prejudice or favoritism, especially in the church. We are to treat everyone with the same respect and honor. Each person is made in the image of God and as such, is just as valuable and worthy as everyone else. 

The people of James day were favoring the rich, but we can show favoritism to the poor as well. When we fail to call the poor to change their actions in the way we do other groups, we show favoritism to them. God calls us all to look in the mirror and fix what we see. 

I wonder if we all have our groups of favorites—those whom we treat better than others. Maybe we divide people by wealth, social status, power, education, physical abilities, looks, giftedness, success, achievement, neighborhood, church affiliation, marital status, political or spiritual views or any number of other ways. 

Today we are blessed to have Billie Lara share with us. Billie’s husband Rodney is our Minister of Family. If you are listening to this message, Billie and her family are African-Americans, which is a very small minority at our church. I asked Billie to come and share with us about some of the prejudice with which she has dealt. 

Billie’s story

“Good morning Ladies,

Kay encouraged me to share my story:

“What comes to mind when you here the word prejudice?  Do the grainy 60’s civil rights videos pop up?  Well, it’s much more than that.  It is the actions that we take when we don’t take the time to get to know each other, or we just go with our assumptions.

“One of my experiences was in a group of pastor’s wives (at a previous church of course) where I held a different point of view than the others.  Well, at our very next meeting a 45 minute lesson was taught on how their way was the only and best way.  Everyone in the group knew this lesson was directed at me.  Afterwards only one wife, out of about 10, gave me encouragement regarding this situation.  WOW, what a valuable lesson I learned that night.  If you have a difference of opinion, make sure you share it in a safe place.

“One of my most hurtful experiences was with my little Leah, who was 4 years old at the time.  We decided to have lunch at one of her favorite spots with a play area.  After lunch, she went to play.  Three minutes later she returned with tears falling down her cheeks saying, “She said she will not play with brown girls.”  My heart sank.  Of course I have been conditioned to deal with people not being nice for whatever reason, but now I must condition my innocent child.  I must bring her into reality where she has to learn to deal with being ignored, having harsh words to her, and not seeing the best in people all because of the color of her skin.  Of course I knew this day would come, I was just praying I had a little more time to let her have her innocence.  That day, we prayed for that little girl, that she would learn to love and play with everybody.”

Thank you, Billie. You are right. Any time we divide people by outward appearance or by our assumptions about them, we show prejudice. Any time we fail to take the time to talk with someone personally but judge them, we are showing prejudice. We can sit here and talk about prejudice and favoritism theoretically and in the abstract, but your story gives us the feelings behind the story. Most of us have children, and we know how hard it is to see them hurt. Prejudice and favoritism are not theoretical problems but they hurt real people for whom Christ died. Thank you for so graciously sharing.  

James warns us about showing prejudice and favoritism in any form. In 2:2 he says we have made ourselves judges with evil motives. We are judging others by what we see on the outside rather than what they are inside. James makes it clear in 2:8-9 that prejudice breaks the royal law that commands us to love our neighbors. 
In James 2:12-13 he sums up his teaching about this:

“Speak and act as those who will be judged by a law that gives freedom. For judgment is merciless for the one who has shown no mercy. But mercy triumphs over judgment.”


Basically, he tells us to--
act and speak in light of the law of love, which mirrors God’s character. 

What we want to see when we look in the mirror is the image of God. We want to see that we are becoming more like Him. We will never totally get there; thus, we must continue to look carefully in the mirror and fix what we see, but we should gradually see more of His image than ours.
Last week began Lent, which we don’t talk about much in our evangelical circles. But it is a time leading to Easter to reflect on our sins and our need for the Savior to come and save us. It is a time of repentance before God for what we see in the mirror. 
Why do we focus on our sins and our need for repentance? I read this in a devotional this week: “The tides of human nature [are] always moving even the twice-born, who have not shed their human nature, in the direction of complacency and taking it all for granted. The tides of God always move in the opposite direction—toward an ever deeper skepticism about ourselves (that we may have all the more confidence in God), toward an ever deeper self-distrust (that we may trust in God all the more.”

The author went on to say, “There is no motivation for works of love without a sense of gratitude, no sense of gratitude without forgiveness, no forgiveness without contrition, no contrition without a sense of guilt, no sense of guilt without a sense of sin. In other words, a guilty suffering spirit is more open to grace than an apathetic or smug soul.”
In light of that, we are going to do a reading on repentance from the Book of Common Prayer. As we do, think about what God has shown you in His mirror this week. Speak these words from your heart. 
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