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Back in the ‘50s, the church I served in Denver had two Sunday School classes for adults.  

The Kairos class for women, and the Mariners for men.  They would gather sometimes for 

elaborate joint events.  (This was the 1950s, after all, when the church was the center of one’s 

social life.)  The two classes gathered enough that the women from Kairos began to pair off with 

the men from the Mariners, and soon they started wondering why they were in two rooms every 

Sunday morning.  So, they joined classes and became the KaiMar class.  They continued to meet 

for decades.  They were an institution at that church.  In the 1980s when white flight and urban 

blight had its way with downtown Denver, the KaiMar class started setting out sleeping mats 

every evening and inviting homeless individuals to sleep in their basement classroom.  

Unfortunately, business was good.  In fact, it boomed to the point where it became difficult to set 

up and take down that many sleeping mats every day.  So, in an act of beautiful faithfulness, the 

KaiMar class voted to disband and to give their much beloved classrooms permanently to the 

homeless ministry.  All of this happened under Marysue Huckabee’s dad’s leadership.   

Since then, the New Genesis Shelter has evolved into a 120-bed shelter that is the only 

homeless program for working people in Denver.  I can’t tell you how much of the 10 years I 

served that church I spent having conversations with people about that sentence: the only 

homeless program for working people in Denver.  As you would expect, there are those who are 

truly incredulous that people who work, regularly and consistently, can be homeless.  And there 

are also many who are incredulous that anyone would put a working restriction on a homeless 

shelter.  If you are really trying to help people, why require them to have a job or be looking for 

a job?  Why not help without strings attached?  Why require a small daily rent?  Or, for them to 

be regularly contributing to a savings account?  Why require them to be sober?  Why not let 

volunteers come in to make and serve the meals rather than expecting the men to cook and clean 

for each other?  Isn’t that cherry-picking from the homeless population? I was asked more times 

than I can count. And the answer is: Yes.  It is cherry-picking.  Not all people who are homeless 

can work, and there should always be shelters who will house anyone, no strings attached.  All 

people deserve dignity, and shelter is an enormous part of that.  But for people who can work, for 

those who have fought for sobriety, for those who are managing their mental illness, for those 

who are picking up the pieces after a divorce or a period of unemployment, there is also dignity 

in work.   

Work and pray.  Pray and work.  It’s the mantra of the Benedictines.  We don’t pray 

before a meal to thank God for lowering our kale and quinoa salad from heaven.  As Adam 

Hamilton – the pastor who wrote the book Half Truths I’m basing this sermon series on – writes: 

“When I bow my head before eating, I am thanking God for the capacity to earn a living, [for the 

money that allows me to go to the store and buy groceries.]  I am thanking God for a planet that 

sustains our life, for all the farmers who work to plant and harvest crops, for the truckers who 

brought the food to the grocery store, and for the people who handled it.  Ultimately, the food I 

eat comes from God.  But it only appears because I and many others did our part.”   



I suppose in these ways, there is a nugget of truth that God helps those who help 

themselves.  But it’s only a nugget.  Which would be stunning to most Americans.  After all, 

according to a survey by the Barna Group, more than 8 in 10 Americans think “God helps those 

who help themselves” is in the Bible.  And more than half of the people who took the survey 

were strongly convinced that it is one of the major messages of Scripture.  Lord, have mercy.  I 

really belief that the best case scenario in interpreting this study is to hope that means 8 in 10 

Americans have never opened a Bible.  I fear the truth is that “God helps those who help 

themselves” is getting preached from a lot of pulpits, regardless of the fact that it’s not in the 

Bible.  And, to be clear, it’s not in the Bible.  Jesus never said it.  Ben Franklin did.  Franklin 

included the phrase – which is first seen in Greek mythology five centuries before Jesus – in 

Poor Richard’s Almanac, and that’s when it became part of the pathos of our country.  And it is 

such an American way of thinking, isn’t it?  This rugged individualism, pull-yourselves-up-by-

your-bootstraps, there-is-no-free-lunch mentality.   

Admittedly, Paul did write in his letter to the Thessalonians that “if anyone doesn’t want 

to work, they shouldn’t eat.”  At that time, the very early Church believed Jesus would be 

returning any minute, so why clock in?  Why not coast until he got back?  It’s like those last two 

hours of work on a Friday afternoon before you go on vacation when all of a sudden your to-do 

list doesn’t seem so pressing anymore.  But in the vast majority of Scripture, God repeats over 

and over again how God cares for the poor, the needy, the broken, the hopeless; God cares for 

those cannot help themselves.  And so should you, says God.  God says it to farmers in Leviticus 

who are directed not to harvest all of their crops, but to leave food along the margins of their 

fields for the hungry to gather and eat.  God says it to worship-goers in Hosea and Amos when 

God says, “Your worship sacrifices don’t mean anything to me.  I care about how you treat 

people in the streets.”  God says it to clergy and religious types in the Parable of the Good 

Samaritan when they breeze by someone in need to get to church on time.  In response, God 

praises the “dirty” Samaritan who bothers to stop and respond with humanity, to bring dignity to 

the person in front of him.  God says it in the more than 3 dozen references to orphans and more 

than 80 references to widows – all of which direct us, as God’s people, to respond to their needs.   

It wasn’t hard to find a scripture for this morning.  It was hard to edit the scriptures down to just 

a few.   

If I’m being honest, I am suspicious of people who believe that “God helps those who 

help themselves.”  I’m not just suspicious that they’ve never cracked a Bible.  I’m also 

suspicious of their own sense of self.  Have they really never been in a situation where they had 

exceeded their own resources, their own capacity, their own knowledge, their own faith, their 

own hope?  Have they really never needed to turn to someone else and say, “I need you to do this 

for me.  I can’t do it for myself.”   

Just because the majority of us live somewhere higher up on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 

doesn’t mean that we are without needs, doesn’t mean that we can do everything for ourselves.  

It just means that we have more resources to use to fool ourselves into thinking we can do 

everything for ourselves.  Just this week, I spoke with a member of this congregation who 

recently received a terrible diagnosis.   She told of receiving the diagnosis with shock and with 

hope, with a firm belief that healing is possible.  She responded to her diagnosis by spending 

time in contemplative prayer and meditation.  And then as the days passed, she began to wonder 

what would happen as her treatments progressed, and she no longer had the energy to meditate, 

when she was too tired or discouraged to pray; what would happen when she was no longer able 

to access that connection with God by herself? And then she remembered her community of faith 



– not just here, but all of the communities as she has moved around in life, the communities of 

faith that support her children – and she had a visceral, a physical sensation of being lifted up.  

Describing it to me, she said, “I realized I will be fine because when I can’t lift my own prayers 

to God, others will lift them to God for me.”   

God calls us to help those who cannot help themselves.  And God does the same.  It’s the 

mantra of the book of Psalms.   

In my distress, I called upon the Lord;  

to my God I cried for help.   

From God’s temple, the Lord heard my voice,  

my cry reached God’s ears.   

God reached down from on high;  

God took me and drew me out of the mighty waters.    

Or, as it says in the unofficial Bible verse of the Rocky Mountains:  

I lift up my eyes to the hills –  

from where will my help come?   

My help comes from the Lord,  

who made heaven and earth.   

Reflecting on this half truth, Adam Hamilton wrote: “God is the God of the hopeless 

cause, the God who loves sinners, the God who walks with us through the darkest valley.  God is 

the God who brings light into our darkness and helps us find peace amid our times of anxiety and 

despair.  God rescues, redeems, and forgives.  We receive blessings from God even though we 

cannot earn them and don’t deserve them.  Even when we have made a mess of things and can’t 

fix them, God extends mercy to us.  There’s a word for God’s mercy toward those who cannot 

help themselves.  We call it grace.”   

The Bible never says: God helps those who help themselves.  But the Bible has a whole 

lot to say about grace.  Amen. 


