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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
a     a     a

I’m sure some of you have been in one or two colonial Episcopal
churches on the east coast that have box pews. Those are the ones
that are enclosed with high sides, and have a little door. Usually an
usher will escort you to one of them, open the door for you, and
then close it behind you. And maybe you’ve noticed on a sign
outside some other Episcopal churches a line at the bottom that
says, “All seats free.” Both of those are just historical curiosities to
us. But back in the day, each of them made a pretty important
statement. 

The origin of box pews in 16 -century England was innocentth

enough. Before the Protestant Reformation, there was no
congregational seating in churches. Everybody stood, except at
those points in the liturgy when they all knelt on the bare stone
floors. The altar was the focal point of the service, and it was
clearly understood that Jesus was present with his people, both in
the proclamation of his word and in the sacrament of his Body and
Blood. So to sit in the presence of God was a definite no-no. That’s
why, by the way, we should never sit to pray, especially while
confessing our sins or during the eucharistic prayer, unless it’s hard
for you to stand or kneel. 

But as a result of the Reformation, most protestant church services
were centered  around the pulpit, not the altar. And since early
Protestant sermons typically lasted about an hour, people began to
bring stools and benches to sit on. And since those things were
private property, no one else was allowed to sit on them. Churches
became pretty cluttered and messy, so by the early 1700s they
began to install pews– box pews with high sides to keep out the

draft in those unheated stone churches. In order to fund the
installation of pews, churches began to rent them to parishioners.
And in quite a lot of churches, the more you paid, the closer to the
pulpit you got to sit. But if you couldn’t pay at all, you had to stand
at the back or in the balcony. And slaves always stood behind the
poor white people. That’s where the idea of “our pew” comes from,
as in, “Excuse me, you’re sitting in our pew.”

That all happened at a time when piety and morals were at a low
point in the English-speaking world. But then as a result of the
Evangelical Revival in the 18  century, and the Oxford Movementth

in the 19 , a lot of clergy began to wake up. And one of the thingsth

that they realized was “repugnant to the Word of God” (Art XXII, BCP

872) was the practice of renting pews, because it favored the rich
and marginalized the poor– the very thing St James condemns in
today’s second lesson. That’s when signs began to appear outside
churches that said, “All seats free.” 

Pew rents slowly disappeared after that, but the deeper problem of
marginalizing certain members of the church still surfaces in
various ways. In our day it takes the form of church fundraisers
that are priced so that some of the church’s own members can’t
afford to participate. It shuts them out of certain activities. That’s
why it upsets me when anyone says to me, “I know you don’t like
church fundraisers, but we need the money.” The question to
consider is, Is it worth marginalizing some of our own members,
embarrassing them in order to meet our budget? That’s a definite
no. So let’s have a look at what St James has to say about all this.

But first, who is the James who wrote this letter? We’re pretty sure
he’s the one described in the gospels as “the brother/kinsman of the
Lord” (Mt 13:55, Mk 6:3)– not a full brother of Jesus, since Mary
didn’t have any other children, but possibly a step-brother or a
cousin. He’s known as James the Just, mainly because of what he
teaches in today’s reading, and we know that he was the first
bishop of Jerusalem, a highly regarded position in the ancient
Church. 



In the first chapter of his letter, which he addresses to the whole
Church, James urges all Christians to “be doers of the word, and
not hearers only” (1:22), to be people who take the word of God to
heart and act on it, put it into practice, rather than just letting it go
in one ear and out the other. If you don’t welcome the Word of
God into your life and let it change you, he says, then your religion
is worthless. Being a true disciple, a true follower of Jesus, requires
more than just an emotional reaction to hearing his Word. It
requires actually doing stuff. It requires, first of all, caring for
people whom no one else cares for, “orphans and widows in their
distress” is what James says, but what he means, more broadly, is
the marginalized and the dispossessed. The truly religious person,
he says, will naturally do this out of love for God, and will not
allow worldly values to distract them, values which privilege
certain people over certain others, based on wealth and status.
That’s what he means by “keeping oneself unstained by the world.”
We read all this last week at the end of chapter 1 (vv 22-27). 

And today at the beginning of chapter 2, we hear James asking a
pretty jolting question: “My brothers and sisters, do you with your
acts of favoritism really believe in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ?”
He’s calling into question the genuineness of the faith that some
people claim to have who don’t actually act on it, who don’t allow
it to shape their worldview, and define their values, and move them
to reach out with the love of Jesus to those people who are unloved
by the world. This is a test of genuine faith for James, but not one
that he came up with himself. It’s squarely based on the example
and the teaching of Jesus, who had time for everybody, and who
reached out to every person with either a word of comfort or a
word of challenge, depending on what each one needed to hear.
But in every case, whether comforting the poor or challenging the
rich, what they got from Jesus was the Good News of his kingdom.
And some heard him gladly while others walked away.

“What if a person with flashy jewellery and fancy clothes comes
into your church, and a poor person in dirty clothes also comes in,

and to the one you say, ‘Sit up here in the front row,’ while to the
other you say, ‘You can sit in the back of the church’?  Haven’t
you made distinctions among yourselves? Haven’t you acted
prejudicially, deciding who’s in and who’s out based on worldly
values?” James’s line of questioning there speaks for itself. But on
that subject, here’s a thing that really irks me: When someone tells
me that I should make a point of visiting particular people, or try
not to upset them, because they’re “big givers.” Really? You mean
that I should suck up to them because the church needs their
money? Is that something Jesus and his apostles taught? Definitely
not! They all, with one voice, say that it’s the poor, the widows and
orphans, the dispossessed and the unloved that deserve our
attention first of all, because nobody else in this world cares
anything about them.

A friend of mine was visited one day by an unhappy parishioner,
a person who wore gold rings and fine clothes, who complained
that my friend’s sermons were too long (they really are!), and
insisted that he shorten them. “If you don’t,” the man said, “I’ll
take my pledge and go to church somewhere else.” “Well,” my
friend said, “we’d miss you if you left, but that five dollars you put
in the plate every week isn’t really going to hurt us too much.” As
they say in the Bible, the man’s countenance fell, and he said,
“You know how much I give?” “I know how much everybody
gives,” my friend said, “so don’t pull that stuff on me.”  What he
was doing was teaching his parishioner a St James kind of lesson,
reminding him that God doesn’t value people the way the world
values them. Bishop NT Wright says that this whole passage from
James “rules out any question of pulling social rank in the church”
(The Early Christian Letters for Everyone, 2011:14). My friend told me that he
did shorten his sermons up a little bit, btw. 

“Listen here, my beloved brothers and sisters,” James says, “Hasn’t
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?” This
isn’t an arbitrary choice on God’s part. It’s not God saying, “I think



I’m going to love poor people more than rich people.” James is
simply stating the fact that the poor don’t have the kinds of worldly
attachments that would keep them from devoting themselves to
God, whereas the rich have all sorts of attachments that deceive
them into thinking that they have no need for God. The rich also
have the wherewithal to oppress the poor, James says, and to drag
them into court and secure an unfair judgment against them. He
doesn’t say this to condemn the rich, but to show how worldly-
minded worldly wealth can cause people to become, how greed can
lead some people to treat others badly. The more you’ve got, the
tighter you’ll hang on to it.

The world is always evaluating people, always trying to categorize
us into some kind of pecking order based on rank or personal
wealth, or lack of it. And God, who sees and loves all people in the
same way wants his Church to reflect his unconditional,
extravagant love both in the way her members relate to one
another, and in the way they treat every other person. That’s what
it means to “love your neighbor as yourself.” And that’s why James
refers to that commandment as “the royal law.” It’s the law of the
kingdom of God which Christ our God and King has commanded
all his followers to live by. That commandment, which is second
only to the commandment to love God above everything else, is
central to Jesus’ teaching and to the life of his Church. And it’s by
obeying that law, by loving our neighbors with God’s kind of
impartial, unconditional love that his kingdom grows. To violate
this law, James says, is to be guilty of violating the whole law,
because as Jesus said, “on these two commandments hang all the
law and the prophets” (Mt 22:40). 

James goes on to talk about how loving your neighbor is an action,
not just a feeling. Love of whatever kind is never just a feeling. It
has to be expressed in acting for the good of others in appropriate
ways. And in the case of  �ãÜðç (agape), God’s kind of love, it
means doing whatever it takes to meet the needs of others
regardless of who they are or what circumstances they’re in. That’s

what James means by being “doers of the word, and not hearers
only.”

Kind words are never enough. To paraphrase James, what’s the
good of telling someone who’s hungry or poorly clothed about the
love of Jesus if you’re not actually feeding and clothing them first?
That, according to James, is not a living faith at all. It’s empty and
dead. “Faith without works is dead.” Believing in Jesus without
acting in his Name is empty and meaningless. It won’t do just to
stand up in church and say, “I believe in one God...” and think
you’ve done your Christian duty. That confession of faith needs to
translate into what Wright calls “Jesus-shaped action” if it’s to
make any significant difference in the world, if it’s to break down
those artificial, sinful human constructs by which people are
segregated based on worldly values. And it’s incumbent on the
Church, in obedience to the “royal law” of God, the command to
love our neighbors as ourselves, to make sure that there are no such
barriers in the Church, to make sure that every one of her members
has equal standing, and is never to be excluded from anything for
any reason. In the Name of...

a.m.d.g.
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