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James 2:1-10, 14-17

2My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ? 2For if a person with gold rings and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and if a poor person in dirty clothes also comes in, 3and if you take notice of the one wearing the fine clothes and say, “Have a seat here, please,” while to the one who is poor you say, “Stand there,” or, “Sit at my feet,” 4have you not made distinctions among yourselves, and become judges with evil thoughts? 5Listen, my beloved brothers and sisters. Has not God chosen the poor in the world to be rich in faith and to be heirs of the kingdom that he has promised to those who love him? 6But you have dishonored the poor. Is it not the rich who oppress you? Is it not they who drag you into court? 7Is it not they who blaspheme the excellent name that was invoked over you? 

8You do well if you really fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 9But if you show partiality, you commit sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 10For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become accountable for all of it. 

14What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works? Can faith save you? 15If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, 16and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that? 17So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. 
In his first year of seminary, Jim Wallis (the author of God’s Politics) and some of his friends did a thorough study of the Bible and looked at every verse that dealt with the poor and with social injustice.  They came up with thousands of verses!  In the first three gospels, one out of every ten verses is about the poor.  In Luke, it’s one out of seven!  Then they found an old Bible and began to cut out every single biblical text about the poor.  Much of the Psalms and prophets disappeared.  They had created a Bible full of holes.

And yet, despite this huge emphasis on poverty in the Bible, neither Wallis or any of his friends had ever heard a sermon preached on poverty.  If you have been coming here for a while you probably cannot say that.  Here at St. John’s there is a strong emphasis on ending hunger and poverty and helping those who are in need.  I didn’t go back through all of my sermons to count, but I know that they are there; though not in the same proportion as there are verses in the Bible, poverty is certainly a recurring theme.
This week, as I began working with this text, I read reflections by many different scholars and other pastors and preachers about these verses from James.  One writer after another chose to challenge their readers by inviting them to think about how their congregations welcome the stranger or the person who is not dressed well, who is carrying their belongings with them, or who has terrible body odor.  That didn’t sound too challenging to me.  We do that well here.  Indeed, I believe St. John’s has become known as a place that is welcoming to ALL persons.  I could insert a litany of labels here, but that seems to reinforce divisions.  I would rather emphasize that every person is welcome here, whoever they are, whatever they are, wherever they are on life’s journey.  But, you have heard me say that a few times, too.
James pushed  me deeper than all of that.  

What good is it?  What good is welcoming people and then sending them on their way?  What good is providing a warm meal and then saying, “Have a good week”?  
The author of James prompted these questions in me:

1. What are good works, really?

2. Where do we still show favoritism?

Through our mission efforts, whether it is our work at the food pantry, The Largest Table, disaster relief, work trips to New Orleans, Honduras, or Africa, at what point are we enabling and at what point are we helping?  Are we helping to resolve the social ills that cause the division (partiality) in the first place?  Or, is our assistance furthering divisions between classes?
3. And how does this effect our children?  
There are no easy, straight-forward, clear answers to these questions, but James reminds me that they are important questions to keep in front of us.

They are especially important as we continue to grow and change, accepting new challenges or considering new forms of outreach.  The Largest Table is not the same ministry as it was a year ago, let alone five years ago.  We started with a vision of creating a community without any barriers where people from all different walks of life could join together in worship and to share a meal together.  The Largest Table was not intended to be a soup kitchen.  While I think it is still important to keep that vision in front of us, many people who come through our doors don’t know anything about that vision, they are simply hungry.  And as more than one volunteer has reminded me, “Kathy, there are just a lot of hungry people who need to be fed!”  
The Largest Table is a beautiful thing, and there is not one day when I am there that I am not reminded in some way of the good that is happening.   My fears related to our growth have nothing to do with whether or not we can make enough meals or secure enough resources to provide for them.  I am absolutely confident that we can do that.  My fears have to do with how we manage our organization.  As we grow we necessarily have to add more structure.  We are creating multiple teams that help with the functions that need to be carried out for each day.  As we add structure, we risk slipping into a mentality of “us” and “them”:   the cooks and the guests, those who provide and those who receive, those who have and those who do not.  We risk becoming  a service system rather than a community centered on Christ.  
John McKnight, author of The Careless Society:  Community and Its Counterfeits, has some challenging words about this:

Service systems can  never be reformed so they will “produce” care.  Care is the consenting commitment of citizens to one another.  Care cannot be produced, provided, managed, organized, administered, or commodified.  Care is the only thing a system cannot produce.  Every institutional effort to replace the real thing is a counterfeit.  
When we fall into the job of serving food to the hungry we risk suggesting to that person that we are better than they are, that we have and they don’t, that we have power and they do not.  And James asks, 2My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ?
Do we believe the words of Jesus when he said, 

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven?
Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness for they will be filled?
Do we believe the words of Jesus when he said, 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor?
Do we believe the words of Jesus when he said,

The first will be last and the last will be first?

Do we believe these words?  If so, we would be looking to the poor for what they can teach us and what they can give us.  We would be looking to the poor to receive the power of the spirit and to understand the kingdom of God more fully. 


Challenging words from James:  My brothers and sisters, do you with your acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ?

McKnight doesn’t condemn  service organizations without offering some good suggestions and, briefly, I would like to share what he describes as an effective community guide, or a process for helping people move from a position of exclusion to an integral part of the community.  McKnight suggests that an effective community guide:

1) Most guides are people with a special eye for the gift, the potential, the interest, the skills, the smile, the capacity of those who are said to be “in special need.”  They attempt to introduce people into community life and report that their most basic change in attitude, allowing them to be a guide, was to stop trying to fix people.

2) They are well-connected in the interrelationships of community life.  
3) They achieve their ends because they are trusted by their community peers, and not because of institutional authority.  For example, they do not say that they are from the Department of Mental Deficiency, Division of Experimentation, Bureau of Community Programs.  Instead, they say, “I am a friend of your sister Mary, and she said that I should ask you about the choir that you direct.  I have a friend who loves to sing and has a beautiful voice, and I think that you might like to have her in your choir.”  In this way the guide is introducing the excluded person based on her capacity to sing.  In two sentences the guide is able to bring together the capacity, the connectedness, and the trust that are the visible pathways into community life.

4) They believe strongly that the community is a reservoir of hospitality that is waiting to be offered.  It is their job to lead someone to ask for it.   Their vivacious expectations of success make it clear that they are “making an offer you can’t refuse” when they introduce an excluded person to a citizen active in associational life.  They are not apologetic or begging or asking for charity or help.  Instead, they are enthusiastically presenting the gift of an excluded person to the hospitality of a person active in the community.

5) They learn that they must say goodbye to the person they guided into community life.  This is not natural or easy. They are guides not servants.

McKnight summarizes what I think James is calling us toward:  We are seeking nothing less than a life surrounded by the richness and diversity of community.  A collective life.  A common life.  An everyday life.  A powerful life that gains its joy from the creativity and connectedness that come when we join in association to create an inclusive world.
 
If that is not enough to think about, I want to return to my third question:  how does all of this effect our children?
At the listening session we held last month for parents to share their hopes and desires for their children’s experiences at St. John’s, I heard loud and clear something I have heard before.  “We want our children to appreciate differences.  We want our children to link their faith with their actions.  We want our children to have a life that is committed to serving others.”

Yet, let’s be honest.  There isn’t a parent here who is not protective of their children.  And living with an appreciation of differences and caring about those around you involves more than donating clothes or filling backpacks that can be shipped off to someone else.  Learning to live without favoritism means learning to live in community with people much different from ourselves and sometimes that can be hard.

And so when a parent with their child is confronted in the parking lot with someone who is asking for money, that may make them feel vulnerable.  When a child shows up in a classroom and finds children with much different backgrounds from him or her, that may make the child feel uneasy.  It may raise questions about what a family should look like and what the norms of family life should be.  

And so this question prompts another one:  are we allowing/encouraging our children to wrestle with, or are we protecting our children from, the challenges of difference?
I grew up in a church that was large and affluent with lots of kids from my neighborhood school.  I loved it, and I always imagined that I would raise my children in a similar environment.  But then I became a pastor, and I was first called to a rural church where everyone knew everyone else, but they also knew what it was like to milk cows before the sun came up and work the land.  It was a small church, and everyone did something to help it keep going.  Like a family having a Sunday dinner, someone would call if they were going to be missing on a Sunday.  They wanted  me to know where they were and that they were okay, and that they had arranged for whatever they wouldn’t be doing themselves.  My children learned about hard work and responsibility.  My children learned about the fun that can be had at a county fair, and they learned that family isn’t always made up of blood relatives.
After serving in that rural community, I was called here into the heart of the city.  My experience here has profoundly changed my life, and I believe it has influenced my children in ways I would never have been able to anticipate.  This community has gifted my children with compassionate hearts because of the real needs and inequities they are constantly exposed to.  This community has gifted them with an opportunity to develop as leaders from a very early age, whether through Drew  leading worship through being invited to play congo drums when he was 9 or to teach Sunday School when he was a junior in high school.  It has encouraged leadership in Courtney through being asked  to serve as liturgist or on a variety of committees such as the Vision Team.  This community has helped them see that having an education fund or getting to take a vacation every year isn’t a norm or something that should be taken for granted.  It has awakened them to the similarities of people from different races and sexual orientations and socio-economic classes in ways that no seminar, book, or class could ever manage to do.  These aren’t opportunities that came just from being the pastor’s kids – these are gifts that are free for the taking for every child here at St. John’s!
My children, and Dale and I, have developed what I know will be lifelong friendships with many of you because of your hospitality and graciousness, because of opening your hearts and homes to us regardless of whatever differences we might have.  I didn’t seek out St. John’s.  It sought me, and I am eternally grateful.
Come with me to the Upper Room with Jesus during the night of his last supper.  Jesus was telling his disciples what was most important.  And he told them, No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know what the master is doing.  I call you friends for all that I have heard from my Father, I have made known to you.
At the end, when he was summing up what was most important, Jesus finally said you are not servants.  But you know that.  You are friends.  Friends are people who know you, love you, care for you, struggle with you, and remain committed to one another over time and through all sorts of circumstances.  

What good is it?  A circle of friends with no favoritism, a circle of friends with mutual care and respect, a circle of friends whose faith is woven through all of their actions? 
What good is it?  It is really good.  It is what God is longing for.  
Amen.
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