GAIN OR DRAIN?

James 2: 1My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism. 2Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in shabby clothes also comes in. 3If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, "Here's a good seat for you," but say to the poor man, "You stand there" or "Sit on the floor by my feet," 4have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?  5Listen, my dear brothers: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him? 6But you have insulted the poor. Is it not the rich who are exploiting you? Are they not the ones who are dragging you into court? 7Are they not the ones who are slandering the noble name of him to whom you belong?  8If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, "Love your neighbor as yourself,"[a] you are doing right. 9But if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers. 10For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it. 11For he who said, "Do not commit adultery,"[b] also said, "Do not murder."[c] If you do not commit adultery but do commit murder, you have become a lawbreaker.  12Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, 13because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment!


Its getting kind of spooky. Once again, a Bible passage that addresses  issues of peace, in our series, "The Things That Make For Peace," also speaks to the very issues we face as a congregation that is preparing to move to a new worship location. We don't know yet which location that will be, but of the two most likely options, one in St. Paul and one in Minneapolis, they each have this in common: we will be faced with issues of wealth and poverty. Wealth and poverty are also the peace issues that James, the brother of Jesus, forces to our attention today. 


Here's why they're important: Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., is the first one I can remember having said that Sunday morning at 11 AM is the most racially segregated hour of the week. How more contrary to the church's mission of gospel peace can we get than that?


Since he said that, more than forty years ago, I can happily say that some progress has been made toward the racial integration of membership and leadership in most Christian denominations, including in the Mennonite Church, and not only in this sanctuary. In the years we lived in the Detroit metro area, I witnessed and participated in some historic efforts  to make partners of mostly white suburban congregations and inner-city African-American ones. 


I don't have to tell you what a bad reputation Detroit has for racial tensions, much of which was deserved long before the riots of 1967 burned so much of the city to the ground.  In these urban-and-suburban church partnerships, much work has had to be done to expose and undo racism on both sides of County Road 8 and Telegraph Road, which roughly divide Detroit from its suburbs.  A lot of work remains. 


But just as big and as bad as the racial divide was the divide between the very different world view of middle class and wealthy suburbanite Christians, and that of the many poorer, unemployed and under-employed Christians of inner-city Detroit. And these differences existed between people of the same race. One group came at the relationship with a background and experiences of security, abundance, order, privilege and self-sufficiency; the other came to the relationship with a background and experiences of economic insecurity, scarcity, chaos and injustice.


But none of this is new. Reading through the pages of the New Testament, we find evidence that the early church also struggled with tensions and segregation among its members. The Apostle Paul labored mightily against those which divided Jewish and Gentile believers in Christ. In today's text, James, the brother of Jesus, addresses another dividing line between believers: social class and wealth. 


“Let's say your church has two visitors one Sunday,” James says. “And let's say that one of them is obviously very wealthy, as you can tell by his gold ring and his fine clothes. And let's say the other one is poor, as you can tell by his shabby clothes. Let's go on to say that you give the wealthy, well-dressed visitor a place of honor and defer to him. He gets to be first in line for the fellowship treats or the potluck dinner. And there's nothing wrong with showing such honor to a visitor. Sure, give him or her the best seat in the house.


“Just like you would any visitor, including the other visitor, the poor man in his shabby clothes. Oops. No, to him,” James says, “let's say you've hidden him out of the way, down on the floor by everyone's feet. Why? Because where in most societies would we have gotten the idea of honoring poor people equally with the wealthy? If we assign values to things according to their price tag, then can we remember to stop doing that when it comes to people? And think of all the ridicule and maybe even all the opposition and persecution we might get from some people if we should challenge this way of evaluating people by dollar signs, and stop showing the extra honor that some have come to expect because of their superior wealth and rank. Some of them won't like that, especially the ones who already suspect and abuse the church most. James points out what church historians can document: that some wealthy, well-connected people in government, commerce and society were indeed the ones already making life hard for the first Christians. One of the most vocal pagan critics of the early church, a Roman nobleman, said, "The Christians are teaching mere slaves to respect themselves and to  think for themselves." How dreadful.  He saw that as a revolutionary threat to law and order. Because law and order, in some people's minds, depends on everyone knowing their place and staying there. And for them, place is determined by income or class.


Besides, the wealthy visitor might come back. And he comes with potential, potential to contribute to the church budget. Maybe he'll even return and bring other wealthy people with him. Won't that solve all your budget problems? In addition to dollars, he can contribute things like access and property: maybe we'll have small group meetings in his villa by the sea. Or honor: maybe some of his honor and status will rub off on us if word gets out that this is his church. Then the self-appointed enforcers of the social class and caste system will get off our backs.


The poor visitor in shabby clothes might also come back to church. But he might return with needs, not resources, needs that we'll have to address, needs for which some of us might have to make some sacrifices. That's one of the reasons why we are tempted to discriminate and to show favoritism on the basis of wealth: because, as individuals and as groups, we are trained and tempted to look at people and size them up, asking ourselves, "Is he a gain or a drain? Does this new person represent a gain or a drain to me or my group?" In junior high, he or she might be a drain to my status. Ten years later we get into the workday world, the details change, but sometimes the game remains the same: how will this working relationship affect my chance at promotion or greater pay? That promotion or pay raise may not be based on productivity alone; it could also include the social perceptions of the boss and my co-workers. 


Furthermore, the economy depends upon people comparing themselves with each other and saying things like, "I carry around designer-brand bottled water, while he's drinking from the public water fountain." Favoritism and discrimination are part of the constant background noise and chatter coming from the world, creeping into our mental and spiritual spaces like airborne humidity. And we may not know its there until something triggers it, like meeting someone who spent the previous night under a bridge. 


Another reason we always face this temptation and this tendency to evaluate people as gains or drains is because we are so desperately afraid of our own real poverty that we can react against anything that reminds us of it. I'm not talking about our poverty as reflected in our check books or our federal tax forms. I'm talking about our common, basic, spiritual poverty toward God and life that makes us all equally as vulnerable, needy and dependent, whatever our income level. If we're stuck in willful, active denial about about our weaknesses, our temptations and our need, if we persist in thinking and acting as though God owes us something because we think we are better, or that we do better, than someone else, then of course we'll react negatively to broken, needy and impoverished people; they remind us of what we could become through circumstances we cannot control;  worse yet, they remind us of who and what we all really are, deep down. Embracing and loving the broken, needy and vulnerable other means embracing and loving the broken, needy and vulnerable person within ourselves. 


As common and as understandable as such calculation and denial are, James compares discrimination and favoritism based on class and income to two things: adultery and murder. Hardly any member of James' church in their right minds would approve of committing either murder or adultery. We often think of them as the two “biggies,” as far as sins go. But James compares favoritism and discrimination with adultery, at least spiritual adultery, because they involve giving ourselves over to something or someone other than God for worship, namely, to status and wealth. He also compares them to murder because they are killing the poor all right, in their spirits at least, if not also their bodies, with weapons of coldness and calculation, if not of poison, blunt force or sharp edges. Not by actively striking him or her, but by withholding the honor, love and welcome we all need to thrive. If we've done one of these sins, either adultery or murder, in the guise of favoritism and discrimination, James says, its just as bad as violating all of the laws combined, whether actively or passively, by withholding mercy. 


In preaching on this passage this morning, I don't know about you, but I have to admit, I am one of the rich people whom James calls us to view with some caution. Be careful of them, don't be too quick to fall over each other fawning over them, James says, because of the power of wealth to blind us and divide us, and because of the vested interest some wealthy people feel in encouraging our blindness and divisions. And to exploit them. Twenty years ago I wouldn't have included myself among the rich, not after coming from a blue collar UAW rust belt town like Toledo, Ohio, where, every time one of the big three Detroit auto-makers sneezed, we nearly died, that's how tenuous life could be in a colony of the auto industry. By the time I graduated from college, one of the more common bumper stickers around town said, "Last one leaving Toledo, please turn out the lights." So at that time of my life I would have read this passage and said, “Go, James, Go! Tell it like it is. Stick it to them!”


But then a few things happened along the way to open my eyes to my own relative wealth. Becky and I lived a few years in West Africa, where we saw children suffering malnutrition, not so much because of a shortage of food, but because of parasites and a raft of childhood diseases which we had never suffered, because we had been properly vaccinated from infancy. Though we lived closer to their level than many other missionaries ever did, we still had options, power and freedom, available to us at the ATM of any bank in a major city, or from the bank accounts of our friends, our parents and our mission board. In terms of options, choices and connections, we were wealthier than some of the wealthiest Africans. Many of us here this morning have had the same eye opening experience just from having emigrated here, or from having traveled abroad or from having done Mennonite Central Committee service or college Study/Service Terms in poorer parts of America, or in poorer countries.


Back in the United States, its easy to forget just how wealthy some of us may be, until we look at the world the way God sees us, as a global community, and then compare ourselves with our brothers and sisters around the world. From God's point of view, the differences of wealth and power among believers in his global, worldwide church, are quite stark. And the wealth of some can give them honor and advantages above those of their poorer partners. I see what these advantages are whenever our regional district conferences, or even our national denominational conferences gather, and I hear on one hand that our fastest growing churches and most of our new church plants are among poorer immigrants in the Rio Grande valley or in the ghettos  of New York City or Los Angeles. And yet very few people from these new and growing churches are actually there at any of these regional or national conferences. Its not because anyone is intentionally excluding them. Rather, its because they lack the means and the money to take time from work and come to these gatherings. So, most of the voting and teaching and speaking and recognition, and all the other honors and rewards that come with attending a conference, go to the people with the time and money to attend. 


But all the news is not bad. The Mennonite World Conference is very much aware that its international gatherings, held every six years, could all too easily become reunions and alumnae gatherings for Europeans and North Americans with the time and money to travel. So they charge registration costs differently according to your income and where you're coming from, to even out the costs of attendance.  And they solicit donations to make it easier for the poor to attend. 
I think James would approve of that.


As I said earlier, James is issuing a very important and timely challenge for us at Emmanuel Mennonite Church. For eight years we have comfortably gathered and worshiped and fellowshipped in this seminary sanctuary. Everything about this sanctuary is classy. Which is why I like it, I confess. But sometimes I wonder if its so classy that some people might  come in here and think, “I'm not so sure I'm welcome here; I'm not that classy. Or educated. This neighborhood and the whole seminary atmosphere says Nieman-Marcus compared to my K-Mart and White Castle world.”


Yes, this has been a good, comfortable and reassuring place for a young church to get on its feet and grow and even start another church: the Lutheran Seminary in the middle of the St. Anthony Park neighborhood, where housing values are some of the highest per square foot in the Twin Cities. But it hasn't been a really fruitful place for local ministry or church growth. We're almost invisible here. And maybe not needed by many of our neighbors.


But now God seems to be honoring us by saying, “Okay; I see that you're ready for what's next. Out of the nest with you! Time to fly. Off you go, into a setting where you won't just be talking about how to help needy and seeking people “out there,” they'll be coming in and checking you out, where you'll be much more visible and accessible to them right in their midst.  So are you sure you want that permanent sign up? Right out there by the sidewalk in any one of the two neighborhoods where the welcome mat seems to be rolling out for us? In neighborhoods with some of the highest concentrations of rental housing, public assistance and new immigrants, where I suspect that the openness to our message and our ministry might be higher than it is here?


This is a step up from the farm team to the major leagues. And the measure of a big league church is not its seating capacity but its sharing capacity. Not whether it owns space but how it uses it. Wherever we go, we'll have heightened visibility and new neighbors, not all of them poor, of course. But when one of these new neighbors visits us some Sunday morning hoping to find help with her difficult life, trying to raise three children on her own in subsidized housing next to a crack house, and there's too much month left after the end of the food stamps, we must consciously resist the temptation that James names, the one that looks at visitors and asks, “gain or a drain?” Not only to resist that attitude, but to rebuke it and repudiate it every time it raises its ugly head. And beyond that, to see in our proximity to the poor a compliment from God. Maybe in her appearance at church God is saying, "I see in you the parental role models and the Sunday School program and the friends to help this person and her children. You have already demonstrated the willingness and the grace to work at overcoming racial and cultural barriers. I think you also have it in you to address and overcome class and income barriers. After all, I put those gifts and qualities there. And what's more, she has something to teach you that I think you are ready to learn." Our answer to this challenge, or this compliment, will depend upon how comfortable and accepting we are of our own brokenness and poverty, whatever our income level.


If God leads us to the Minneapolis setting, keep in mind that on Saturday nights, homeless people gather in the fellowship hall for a dinner and a musical jam session that would make any Memphis blues and barbecue joint proud. I know because Becky and I heard them one night. What if some of them stay over to worship with us on Sunday?  And what if they want to do special music? If so, I might just ask them to sing, "One day at a time, sweet Jesus." I'll explain why in just a moment. 


If we are ready to say Yes to such possibilities, as I hope we are, then we'd better take James 2 to heart, and resist the all-too common human tendency to evaluate people as gains or drains according to their income and their social status. 



Thank God,  that's not how he looked at his broken, fallen, needy world: We would all have been sunk.  But as Paul said to the Gentile Christians of Corinth, when he was taking up a collection on behalf of their famished Jewish brethren, “I remind you of the grace of the Lord Jesus, who, though he was rich, became poor for your sakes.” 


And finally, while we're talking about wealth and riches, its almost as though James is saying, "Okay, I know you're going to hear those tempting voices whispering in the background, asking you, 'Is this newcomer a gain or a drain to me and my group?' I know that voice will never go away entirely, and that you'll be fighting it as long as you live in a class and caste-conscious world. So let's turn the equation around and talk about true riches. Eternal wealth. Hasn't God chosen those who are poor  in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith? And wouldn't you want some of those riches to rub off on you?"


Riches, I would add, like those I sensed in the presence of a choir of rough-and ragged-looking men in Montreal one summer evening when Becky and I were there on vacation. It was the week of "Just for Laughs," a week-long comedy fest. Wandering the streets of downtown Montreal, seeing all the commotion and comedy of “Just for Laughs,” we came upon this choir of rough and ragged-looking men clowning around and singing popular hits songs and French Canadian folk songs, while one man took off his shoe and went around in one stocking foot, taking up a collection. 


 Then they concluded with the song, "One day at a time, sweet Jesus." Something about the way they sang that song nearly moved me to tears. There was a depth and even, maybe, a hint of desperation to their rendition of it that touched me more than if a polished, professional choir had sung it with the Boston Pops orchestra for backup. But I couldn't tell you why until we were talking about them over breakfast the next morning with fellow guests at our Bed and Breakfast, and one of them told us, "Oh, they're the Welcome Center Bonneau, the world-famous famous choir of..... homeless men."


Homeless? I asked. Yes, and unemployed, sometimes also struggling with issues of mental health and drug addictions, came the reply. And that, I realized, was why their rendition of "One day at a time, sweet Jesus," struck me so powerfully. Because they sang it as those for whom that was their daily prayer, their lifeline, their only hope. And it was. 


Because, as James says, "God has chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom which God has promised them," not because of their poverty--I don't want to glamorize poverty and the poor-- but because of their faith as it has been tried and tested by poverty, which has taught them what we most often forget, how to live: 


“One day at a time, sweet Jesus, that's all I'm askin' from you. 


Just give me the strength to do every day what I have to do. 


Yesterday's gone, Sweet Jesus, and tomorrow may never be mine. 

Lord, help me today, show me the way, one day at a time.” 


That's often the faith of the poor. And its as rich as faith comes.


 If we can't completely drown out the voices that judge people on whether or not they constitute a gain or a drain to ourselves and our groups, then James turns that whole tendency on its head and says, "Okay, you want gain? Here's your gain: in honoring and welcoming the poor and the needy at least as much as you would the wealthy and the self-sufficient. " After all, God welcomed and honored everyone of us through Jesus.

 
And then maybe some of the riches of their faith will rub off on us.


Sounds like a good deal to me.
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