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 Are any of you suffering? Are any of you sick? It’s nearly impossible to read 

a newspaper, listen to the news, or even have a conversation with friends and 

family without the topic of our physical, spiritual and emotional health coming up. 

We are well-versed in stories and statistics about suffering and illness in our 

communities, nation, and world: poverty and homelessness, malnutrition and 

disease, mental illness and addiction. 

 So, there’s a reason why James begins the final section of his epistle with 

these particular questions.  For, as much as we might believe in the ethic of 

personal responsibility, there must, and always will, be a role for others in the 

formula of good health.  Despite the gifts and strengths each of us has been given 

and developed, they are complemented when combined with the gifts and strengths 

of others around us who love us and want the best for us. Or, as James Boyce puts 

it: “a caring community exercises its wisdom not in lofty exercises of philosophy 

or logic, but rather in recognition and use of the powerful resources God has given 

for the care of the community in which each of us thrives through mutual benefit.”1  

 Today, as we honor and give thanks to those who serve in military defense 

roles, we also acknowledge the importance of mutual support; being a caring 

community with, among, and for those who volunteer to place themselves in 

harm’s way, as well as their families and loved ones.  If our nation and its freedom 

are truly valued by us, then we must also offer our support to those who have been 

in the past, and may be in the future, called to suffer on our behalf.   

 When James speaks in this final section about suffering, it refers to anyone 

who is having some negative life experience; such as depression, ill health, or a 

poor family, social or economic situation. The contrasting image, being cheerful, 

has to do with our inner, holistic self – not just what is on the outside – so that it 

might mean doing well in any or all of these senses: physically, emotionally, 

spiritually or materially. 
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 And so, for those among us who may suffering from poor health, we would 

not want them to worry also about finances.  For those suffering from mental 

illness, we would not want to stigmatize their desire for treatment. Likewise, for a 

military family under the stress of having a family member deployed, we would 

not want them to feel isolated.  A caring community is one where each member is 

given the ability to thrive; all are able to call on others when the practices of prayer 

and support are needed. 

 Those individuals who suffer from addictions – as well as their loved ones – 

are in no less need of a caring community.  Twelve Step support groups 

specifically formed for addictions, as well as Al-Anon which is designed for those 

affected by the addiction of another, can provide these supportive relationships.  

And yet, as we have been exploring this summer, the spiritual principles behind 

these Twelve Step programs apply not only to addictions and their supportive 

communities, but to each of us who would nod our heads in agreement when James 

asks, are any of you suffering? 

 Last week, we looked at Step Four, which reads: “made a searching and 

fearless moral inventory of ourselves;” and we examined the courage that is 

required to evaluate our ways of acting, thinking, and feeling in a truly fearless 

way.  Step Five prescribes a continuation of this searching process: “Admitted to 

God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.” 

 Throughout this sermon series, we have been testing the idea that recovery is 

a modern-day redefinition of salvation: that in each of us, something has been lost 

that needs to be found; something incomplete that needs to be made whole; 

something hidden that must come out into the open. The steps of recovery, like the 

Christian process of salvation, is about revealing and moving closer to the truth; 

for, as Jesus says in John’s Gospel, the truth will set you free. 

 Thus, the biblical principle that stands behind this Fifth Step – admitting to 

God, to self, and to a trusted other person the exact nature of our wrongs – is 

integrity.  Integrity is word that has two basic definitions: 1. It means being honest, 

having strong moral principles; and 2. It is the state of wholeness, of being 

undivided.2 

 Integrity relates to both our moral character as well as to the consistency of 

our actions, thoughts and feelings across different aspects and areas of our lives.  

Most addicts are notorious – and self-admitted – actors; they put on a good face to 

pretend that everything is okay even if it’s not.  But, this can be true of any of us; 

we don’t like to admit our fears, our faults, our doubts or insecurities. Step Five 
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teaches that in order to live an integrated life – one that is honest and coherent – we 

must be able to admit to God, to ourselves, and to at least somebody else, what is 

our true nature. 

In the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas, Jesus is quoted as saying, “if you 

bring forth that which is within you, it will save you. If you do not bring it forth, it 

will destroy you.”3  The real reason that addicts are asked to share the accounting 

of their moral inventory is because healing takes place in the baring (exposing) – 

and the bearing (sharing) – of the truth publicly. 

In the Christian tradition, confession and forgiveness is followed by a 

process that we call restoration.  While we typically think of justice in terms of 

good and bad, reward and punishment; in God’s economy of grace, sin and failure 

are the setting and opportunity for the transformation of the offender.  This we call 

restorative justice; for just as God does not give up on us, we are not to give up on 

ourselves or one another.  As Richard Rohr reminds us, “God does not love us if 

we change, God loves us so that we can change.”4 

When we are sick or suffering, James tells us, we are not simply to pray by 

ourselves, but to gather as a community. Often, in our individualist-oriented 

society, it is harder to ask for or to accept help than it is to give it.  But, we are to 

be involved in each other’s loves, helping each other in our physical, emotional 

and spiritual journeys towards greater wholeness and health.  We are to exercise 

prayer for one another if we are to expect that healing is to take place. 

Communities – whether organized by nation, by neighborhood, by religious 

practice, by family, or by recovery from a particular addiction – must continue to 

care for one another.  That includes those who are at risk.  In this epistle, James 

recognizes that there will be some who, as he says, “wander from the truth.”  Each 

of us can think of someone in our own community who has been, or currently is, in 

need of those who care enough to help “turn them around” and bring them back.  

James promises that such efforts of trying to return such a wandering brother or 

sister – as difficult or frustrating as it may be – are worth the effort.  In them and 

through the grace of God at work in them, “we can know that God’s salvation is at 

work.”5 

And when we are the ones who wander from the truth, it is our place to 

come looking for the prayers of others, seeking to be accountable not to ourselves 

alone, but to our community of care as well.  If we are to admit the true nature of 
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our wrongs, we must give an honest accounting of the why and where behind our 

fears and resentments.  The Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous says that this 

entails “illuminating every twist of character, every dark cranny of the past;” and 

thus shedding light onto even those parts of ourselves that we cannot, or might not 

want to, see for ourselves.  And so, Step Five is not complete until revelation is 

made to God, to ourselves, and to somebody else. 

True freedom – the kind that we seek and savor for our nation, as well as for 

ourselves and one another in a caring community – takes work.  In order to live a 

life of integrity, one that is both honest and unified, we must be willing to share 

more than just what is on the surface. God, through the voice of James, calls us to 

seek each other out, to forgive one another, to pray for the welfare – even the 

salvation – of one another; and promises that it’s worth it: to me, and for us. Amen. 

 


