
 
  
 

 When we lived in Memphis, I was invited to preach at a worship service for the 
rescue mission in the heart of the city. The person who sent the invitation said that the 
service should have an invitation at the end, encouraging those who were not followers of 
Jesus to become followers.  
 
 I pushed back. I didn’t push back because I have anything at all against people 
hearing the proclamation of the gospel and being invited to commit themselves to 
discipleship. I like to believe I try to do that every Sunday. But, I explained, 
Presbyterians don’t really do the invitation and come down the front thing. Not that we 
are averse to others doing it. We just do it differently.  
 

“This is really important,” the person said. “This is the main reason we are here. If 
they do not have the spiritual food of Jesus, all the food in the world we offer them is 
useless.” 
 
 I could see that a sermon at the rescue mission without an invitation just wasn’t a 
part of the tradition, so I agreed. After all, the church is about spiritual food, and it really 
shouldn’t matter the way people are invited to respond, just that they are.  
 
 On the day I was to preach, I stood and proclaimed the gospel as I understood it 
and then gave the best invitation I could. I was no Billy Graham, but a few people did 
come forward, and were promptly met by the staff of the mission. All in all, I felt good 
about it, until I saw the worshippers leaving the service, hands outstretched at the back 
door leading to the kitchen, receiving a token.  
 
 I learned later that the token was an acknowledgement that they had been to 
worship, and without it, they would get no meal. Now, I admit that I’ve looked out over a 
congregation on many a Sunday and saw what looked to be some people who might have 
been there under duress, fulfilling some quid pro quo (if you don’t come to worship you 
can’t eat out with us), but I don’t think I’ve ever preached to an audience as captive as 
those hungry, homeless men looking for a meal token.  
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 I’m not opposed to the food of the Spirit, the word of faith, and food for the body 
being served in the same place. But I did leave the mission wondering about the order of 
things.  
 
 There is no doubt in James about the order of things. Twice in this part of his letter 
he refers to the Law of Moses in the same section of Leviticus. The first comes from 
Leviticus 19:15: “You shall not show partiality to the poor or deference to the great.” In 
the early church, as today, it is not usually partiality to the poor you see, but deference to 
the rich. James takes us to a scene in an assembly. It is not clear whether it is a worship 
service or a courtroom, but either way, he paints a scene where one person, clad in fine 
clothing and fingers dripping with gold, is given preferential treatment to another whose 
clothing and bare fingers show his poverty.  
 
 This preferential treatment is contrary to what we know in the Law of Moses and 
what we know of that law as interpreted by Jesus, which is that the poor are rich in faith 
and heirs of the kingdom. Jesus teaches that those who live close to the edge, who have 
nothing, are often those most filled with faith. Far from using this as a valorization of 
poverty, Jesus instead teaches that those who have means are called to the same faith as 
those who have few resources, and in this way see themselves as members of one family. 
He tells the story of the widow who puts two copper coins in the temple treasury, all she 
has to live on, as a model of faith; and he tells the story of the rich young man whose 
resources keep him from faith as a model of how riches can get in the way of trust in God 
and following the way of Jesus.  
 
 It has taken me a long time to see what it was that bothered me so much about that 
day at the rescue mission. There was a real sense that those of us who were giving – 
whether it was me giving the sermon, or the mission giving the food – were in a superior 
position to those who were receiving. Because of their status as homeless, because of 
their ragged clothing, because they carried in their arms all their possessions, the 
assumption seemed to be that they lacked in faith. They needed the bread of heaven as 
much if not more than they needed bread of earth. They needed a token that proved their 
faith before they could be fed what their bodies so desperately needed.  

 
But James reminds us that it is the poor who often have the most to teach about 

faith, if we are willing to walk alongside them. If we are ready to sit down together at one 
table, seeing ourselves as equals in the eyes of God, we would discover that the kingdom 
of heaven is defined not by silver and gold, but by love that shows no partiality. It is this 
love that is summed up in what James calls the “royal law,” Leviticus 19:18, “love your 
neighbor as you love yourself.” Unless we see the poor among us as neighbor and not 



other, we will not have the chance to learn what they can teach us, what we can share in 
one communion. 

 
For James and his community, the issues of poor and rich were front and center, as 

they are today. But for us, there are many other voices as well that we are tempted to 
ignore, those who are shown different treatment because of their perceived otherness. The 
radical nature of the law in Leviticus and reaffirmed here in James cannot be ignored. 
James points out that the law that forbids murder and adultery also calls for us to love our 
neighbor. It is all of a piece.  

 
Recall when Jesus is teaching about love of neighbor and is confronted by a lawyer 

wanting to know who his neighbor is, Jesus tells the story of a hated Samaritan who 
proves to be neighbor. All are our neighbors, especially those we might be quick to 
dismiss, to say, “sit in the back,” or “sit at my feet, so I can teach you.” These are those 
who should sit by our side with the same equality God already shows.  

 
I am glad to be part of a denomination and a congregation that takes seriously this 

call; that is, imperfectly to be sure, but faithfully, trying to respond to the extravagant 
welcome of God by extending that welcome without partiality to all our neighbors. It is 
gratifying to see many come to this congregation and find a welcome and inclusion and a 
place to walk in faith where we all strive to teach and learn from one another in equality.  

 
A sign of our commitment to this ongoing response happens every Wednesday in 

the winter, when we welcome homeless guests for Room in the Inn. It would have been 
so easy to say no to this opportunity those many years ago when it was presented to us, 
but not only did this congregation say yes, you said, “They are our guests, not our project, 
or our charity, but our guests.” So, we welcomed them to the tables we share as a 
congregation for those sacred meals, eating together as one family. As we have shared 
hospitality, we have learned much from our guests about faith, without partiality. And it 
is after we have all been fed food for the body, and that the hungry among us have had 
their fill, that we turn to the Word in thanksgiving. This seems to me the right order of 
things. 

 
There was a time in the history of our tradition when many congregations would 

not allow you to come to this table without a Communion token. It was a practice begun 
by Calvin, who would not permit anyone to the table who had not first been examined by 
him as to their worthiness to receive the sacrament. When they had been examined, they 
were given a token.  

 



Somewhere along the line, thankfully, it occurred to the Reformed churches that if 
worthiness was a requirement for the table, then no one could take this bread or this cup. 
I know I could not. Indeed, if there is any requirement for this table at all, it is our 
recognition that we are not worthy, not one of us, that we all stand before God in need of 
grace, the grace found in bread and cup and life together, all of us, without partiality.  

 
It seems to me that James, perhaps more than any other writer in our Bible, longs 

for the day when our faith and our actions are not separated from one another, but flow in 
and through the other as one. We continue to long for that day and live toward it as we 
gather at this table, the only token in our hands our deep need for this meal and for one 
another, a sign of what God intends for the world. Amen.  
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