B. 23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time #2                                                                   Jas 2: 1-5

Background

Having established what true religion is, the author applies his teaching to the discrimination against the poor. Such prejudicial treatment has no place among Christians. The rich should not be exalted just because they are rich, and the poor should not be debased just because they are poor. James gives a hypothetical “for instance” to illustrate his point.

Text

v. 1 my brothers: This is a common homiletic introduction used in the early church as well as in Judaism. In Greek the term adelphoi, in the grammatically masculine plural, would also include “sisters” and can be so translated.

Your faith:  A new dimension requires looking at everything and everyone in a new way. Old ways of relating to people are no longer acceptable if the Christian is to be consistent, i.e., “of true religion.”

In our Lord Jesus Christ glorified: This packs a lot into a little space. The author, using homiletic license, uses language of Jesus that in the OT would be reserved to God. “Lord,” “Christ,” and “glorified” all point to his divinity. He is the exalted Lord who will return as judge. Because Jesus is who he is one should do as he did and said.

Show no partiality: The word for “partiality” (Gk prosopolempsia) is not found in either secular Gk or the LXX. It was apparently created by the early church to translate a Hb expression (nasa panim), “face-taking,” meaning “favoritism.” It means essentially the same thing we mean by it. It was commonly used to refer to judges in courts who would take bribes or otherwise rule in favor of a person because they were more important or influential or richer than the other side. The following illustration shows that this is the particular sense in which it is being used here, though we should not rule out its general application.

vv. 2-4: The author now provides an example of just how the church can slide into partiality.

Gold rings…fine clothes: A stylized description of a wealthy Eastern Jew then and most rich people today. 

A poor person in shabby clothes: The contrast between the externals of wealth and poverty is drawn as starkly as possible. The rich gets offered a seat; the poor is told to stand or sit on the floor. 

Become judges with evil designs: This means that such behavior is no different from that of corrupt or corruptible judges who use their courtrooms for similar evil purposes. It is easy to recognize and condemn such behavior, except when it happens in the “courtroom” of the assembly. In fact, the word for “assembly” here is not the usual one for a Christian church (ekklesia) but “synagogue” which functioned as a courtroom when needed. Jewish Christians would already know about separate seating, since women and men we so separated in the synagogue. Clearly, in the example (hypothetical, to be sure, yet realistic) the two people are strangers to the group. Otherwise, they would not need to be directed to their places. Perhaps, James is referring to new converts, who would be mostly poor, but some rich.

v. 5 Did not God choose those who are poor in the world: The term “poor” became virtually synonymous with “pious,” “humble,” “holy.” While that meaning cannot be completely ruled out here, it is clear that the author wants to refer to the economically poor by adding the qualifier “in the world.” He is not blind to the fact that there are materially poor people who deny God and do not live good lives. However, as a group, it seems that those who have the least material security as the most likely to put their trust in God, rather than in goods. There is nothing intrinsically good about material poverty. In fact, the NT would consider it, as does the OT, as an evil. However, being poor does not make the person who is such evil or less a person, especially in God’s eyes.

Rich in faith: Humans may question why God allows or tolerates material poverty and where is the justice in it. James makes the point that from God’s point of view material poverty is quite immaterial compared the richness of life faith in him grants. This is an example of the “great contrast” or “reversal of fortunes” theme running throughout Wisdom Literature, the Prophets, the Psalms and the NT. On the physical level of interpretation we might see economic poverty; on the spiritual there may well be real wealth.

Heirs of the kingdom: James was quite familiar with the Sermon on the Mount  material in Mt and the Sermon on the Plain material in Lk. Here he uses a phrase reminiscent of the beatitudes. Mt spiritualized the meaning of poverty, “poor in spirit,” while Lk kept the economic meaning, an indication that Jesus meant both interpretations.

That he promised to those who love him: The word for love is the specifically Christian word, Gk agapan. It is affectionate concern for and active  interest in the welfare of others. As a summary of the Law and Prophets, it encompasses all the attitudes and behaviors of the Beatitudes. It also is consistent with the main point of James that faith must be expressed in deeds. Those who behave in a certain way (love) are promised entrance into the atmosphere and arena of God, not because they thereby earned it, but because they thereby show that they believe it.

Reflection

Adopting Christ’s attitudes is not automatic. We must be constantly examining our presuppositions- –attitudes we were taught very early in life- to make sure that secular values do not creep back into our thinking and doing.

Our society is not the only one that judges people by externals. Just about every society does. All the more reason to be on guard. In every society clothing is a sign of status and does make a statement about the wearer, his or her position in that society. People treat people differently according to the clothing they wear. They also make judgments as to how they think, what side of an issue they most likely are on, etc.

In using the example he does to make a more general point, James could not have used a better one. In fact, we can all wonder how we can get out of this “rush to judgment” on the basis of “first impressions,” especially through bodily appearance. As we think about it, it is really ingrained. Perhaps, that is why revelation uses this very example, figuring if we can conquer this rather basic prejudice, we have a better chance of conquering all the others.

What’s his solution? Simple! Think of God. He doesn’t care what we wear or look like or what our bankroll is. He just loves us for who and as we are. He may not approve of us, but he does accept us. And what God disapproves of is far more profound than rings, hairstyles, clothes and fashions. He certainly allows us to disapprove of wrong behavior as he does. He does not want us to disapprove of people because they have the “wrong” whatever - clothes, accent, education, background, economic status, skin color. Even less, does he want us to behave in unfair ways toward anyone for any reason (or in the case of prejudice, no real reason at all). The only way out of prejudice is to think of God.

That’s how Peter did it when in Acts10: 34 he stood before the pagan Cornelius and his household and said, “In truth, I see that God shows no partiality.” To us these words might sound somewhat trite, but on the lips of a Jew speaking to a group of Gentiles, they are no less that revolutionary. With those words the centuries-old wall dividing Jew from Gentile came crumbling down. Peter thought of God and concluded that his behavior was a far truer and better model than the injustice caused by the merely human model. God is older and wiser than any human tradition. James managed to keep what was good about being Jewish (and so did Peter) without keeping what was bad, like prejudice against Gentiles. He would not only vote in favor of admitting Gentiles into the church without first becoming Jewish, he would lead the motion to do so and speak in favor of it, thus swaying the reticent by Scriptural argument.

The key is not to deny we are prejudiced, programmed to jump to conclusions about people on the basis of externals, even before we know them personally. Quite the opposite! The key is to admit it! Having done that, then we can deal with it as God would have us do. When we realize that everyone is a son or daughter of our Father, that we are all brothers and sisters, be we “black sheep” or white sheep, then we can treat strangers as we would treat family members, who maybe are not perfect according to our prejudiced standards, but family anyway. In a word, we can love our neighbor as ourselves.

Key Notions

1. Prejudice, in thought and/or action, is inconsistent with Christian faith.

2. An economically rich person should be treated according to the same high standards as an economically poor one.

3. A person is not automatically morally good just because he/she is economically poor; neither is an economically rich person morally better than a poor one.

Food For Thought

1. Types of Prejudice: When we think of prejudice, especially in America, we first think of racial prejudice. It still exists. It always was and still is wrong. Even though we have expanded our understanding of prejudice to include other prejudices- ethnic, gender, age, religious, sexual orientation, disability (physical, mental, emotional) and intellectual- we still first think of racial prejudice. To all of these (after reading this text) we would add economic prejudice. We might not realize it, but our society has the same prejudice against the economically poor as did James’ society. Then, to that we might add “fashion” prejudice. We have learned prejudices about what is acceptable clothing and acceptable for what occasion, what is “cheap” and what is “expensive,” what is “in” and what is not, what is “hot” and what is not. There really is no area or aspect of life that is not infected by our prejudices, attitudes and values we learned while we were learning language and growing up. The words we use are freighted with value judgments, even though we do not realize it. That’s the trouble with prejudice; it is unconscious or preconscious. True, it comes to the surface and expresses its presence in both our words and deeds, but before that it is ingrained. As such it is easy to deny its presence and falsely claim another motive, usually a noble one, for acting the way we do towards people who in one way or another are not “like us.” It is good for us to recognize that prejudice is all-pervasive. 

2. Moral Judgments: All prejudices are not all bad. Faith itself is a prejudice toward and in favor of God. Whatever God says we accept just because it is God saying it. That’s prejudice too. A person who is for the most part morally good loves all people regardless of whatever categories they might fit into- what race, ethnicity, gender, political party, sexual orientation, religion, age, etc. However, a morally good person, who loves all people, does not like all people. Liking is a prejudice. We might be able to give a hundred reasons why we “like” someone, but when we are finished we realize there are other people having all or most of those qualities whom we do not like. We realize we cannot explain why we like one person and not another. That quality, too, is as ingrained as are our bad prejudices, learned when we learned a language and along with our early experiences in life. As with our bad prejudices, the first thing we should do is to admit to ourselves (and others when and where appropriate) that we do, in fact, have positive prejudices, quasi-automatic preferences, for certain people. If we find that the people we tend to like only fall into certain categories- are only white or only black, only Democrats or only Republicans, only educated or only rich, etc., then we must admit that our “positive” prejudices are really negative. The Lord wants us to make moral judgments, to judge between good and bad action, right and wrong attitudes, but not between good and bad people. People who do morally bad things are not thereby bad people. There is hope for them. With the right help (God’s grace and our example) they can change. But people who fit into our negative prejudices (our “bad” prejudices) are not thereby morally bad and neither are their actions necessarily and thereby morally bad, just because we do not like them, whether it be for justifiable reasons or unjustifiable ones. We will probably never be able to totally eliminate our emotional reactions to people who fit into categories we learned as children to hate, to fear, to shun, to disapprove of, to ridicule, to hurt. But we can subject those emotional reactions to our conscious attitudes (attitudes we learn from life in Christ) and trump them. We can choose to disregard, discount or minimize the importance of our emotional and irrational reactions to certain types of people and choose to emphasize that they are “people” first and only secondarily (and unimportantly) fit into “types.” That is a moral judgment and makes for a moral person.
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