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In recent decades, scholars have increasingly applied the insights of social-scientific theories and 
the method of sociorhetorical interpretation to the study of the New Testament and other early 
Christian texts. However, the letter of James and the Didache, perhaps because of questions 
surrounding their genre and inner coherence, have received comparatively less analysis of their 
respective social situations and rhetorical strategies than many other early Christian documents. 
In his monograph Bonds and Boundaries among the Early Churches: Community Maintenance in 
the Letter of James and the Didache, a revision of his doctoral dissertation, Chun Ling Yu aims to 
contribute to this area of study by comparing the types of community conflict and group 
maintenance strategies found in each of these two early Christian texts. Specifically, Yu argues that 
“both the letter of James and the Didache reflect situations of conflict, including intra-communal 
conflict as one of the major problems among the early Christian communities,” leading both 
writings to attempt to resolve these conflicts through various means (17).  

Yu helpfully devotes most of the book’s first chapter to summarizing key social-scientific research 
relevant for his study, providing nonspecialist readers with an access point into this branch of 
biblical studies. Likewise, in the book’s second chapter, Yu provides an overview of scholarly 
analyses of the social situations of James and the Didache. While traditional scholarship found a 
lack of cohesiveness of each of these two documents, Yu points to how recent social-scientific 
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approaches have emphasized their structural or theological unity. Yu notes the diversity of 
interpretations of these texts resulting from social-contextual analysis, yet he claims that 
difficulties regarding their precise audience do not pose a problem for his social-scientific 
approach, as his method primarily focuses on the application of social-scientific theories to a close 
reading of the thematic, lexical, and theological principles found in the documents themselves. 
Across both of these introductory chapters, Yu shows a high level of engagement with the breadth 
of scholarly literature in both of these fields of study, clearly summarizing and evaluating the claims 
that are most relevant to his project. 

The first major section of the book examines the letter of James. In chapter 3, Yu analyzes forms 
of community conflict in James, exploring the various conflict inputs that are likely contributing 
to the disputes and conflicts dividing the community (see Jas 4:1–3). In particular, Yu identifies 
competition among teachers, patterns of sinful speech, and tension between the rich and the poor 
as key drivers of intra-communal conflict; even the theme of testing and suffering found 
throughout the letter, Yu asserts, can be ascribed to trials and temptations from within the 
community itself, obviating the need for identifying some form of outside religious persecution. 
For each of these conflict inputs, Yu follows a straightforward and helpful line of argumentation, 
first providing a careful exegesis of the relevant passages from James and then considering how 
social-scientific studies of group dynamics can help illuminate what is motivating James’s epistle. 
In sum, Yu concludes that, although “it is seldom noticed that intra-communal conflict is an 
important part of the reasons for the writing of James,” it is actually the case that “some passages 
in James reflect clearly community conflict among the audience” and even that “other passages 
that are usually viewed as general admonitions or concerning outsiders only are indeed not 
unrelated to the theme of intra-communal conflict” (87). Already, we can see how Yu’s approach 
generates a new paradigm for understanding the letter of James.  

Building off of this analysis, chapter 4 examines the group maintenance strategies used by James 
to address the community conflicts described in the previous chapter. Here Yu identifies two major 
strategies employed by the epistle. In the first, James seeks to strengthen the ingroup bonding of 
the audience on account of their “special relation to God through their faith in Jesus Christ” (89); 
as Yu summarizes, “as the audience embraces more fully this Christian identity, they would be 
more motivated to behave in accordance with the teachings of James” for the sake of group 
harmony (90). To unpack this claim, Yu examines how the letter portrays the audience as the 
people of God, heirs to God’s kingdom despite their present lowly status; on account of their shared 
faith in Christ, they are called to pursue perfection even amidst all of their current strife. Yu 
emphasizes how James seeks to inculcate group norms through appeals to the Torah as interpreted 
by Christ, to the rewards and punishments from the impending eschatological judgment, and to 
the heroes of the Old Testament as exemplars. In this context, we can best appreciate James’s 
instructions regarding community assembly, use of familial language, and own claims to authority 
as means of resolving conflict and promoting unity among his audience. The second major strategy, 
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which is to strengthen boundary lines between the audience and outsiders, receives comparatively 
little attention from Yu, who focuses on how James portrays outgroups as the wicked rich (opposed 
to the faithful poor) and the friends of the world (opposed to the friends of God). Yu argues that 
James is less concerned with “concrete rival outgroups” than he is with “ingroup members 
adopting these values and behaviour, and hence jeopardizing the special identity and harmony of 
the group” (126). In sum, throughout this and the previous chapter, Yu makes a compelling case 
that “group maintenance can be viewed as a unifying theme in the whole letter” (128).  

At this point in the book, Yu leaves aside James and takes up the Didache, following the same 
pattern of inquiry established with the prior text. Thus, chapter 5 investigates community tensions 
in the Didache as revealed in each major section of the epistle, again utilizing a method of mirror 
reading that draws on careful exegesis and thorough appeals to broader scholarship. In the section 
on church order (Did. 11–15), Yu surfaces concerns to keep the generosity of the community from 
being abused and to preserve the unity of the community from false teachers. Likewise, in the 
section on community rituals (Did. 7–10), Yu argues that the regulation of baptism, fasting, prayer, 
and the Eucharist are necessary to maintain the purity of the rituals and therefore the harmony of 
the community. As for the Two Ways section (Did. 1–6), Yu demonstrates how the Christianization 
of the Two Ways tradition and the exhortations against pagan practices show an emerging tension 
between the claims of the church and surrounding Jewish communities, especially in light of an 
increase in gentile converts. Yu identifies the closing eschatological content of the document (Did. 
16) as not an add-on but rather where all of the instructions of the Didache are “consummated,” 
reinforcing the calls for community cohesiveness found throughout the document (171). As a 
result, Yu can claim that the Didache, like James, has a coherent purpose insofar as the final editor 
of the text has adapted traditional materials in order to neutralize “the hazards that threaten the 
solidarity of the church” (172). 

Continuing with the Didache, chapter 6 addresses the group-maintenance strategies found in this 
early Christian document. Following the pattern established with James in chapter 4, Yu examines 
how the Didache both promotes ingroup bonding and constructs group boundaries. Regarding 
the former, Yu focuses on how this text establishes for its community an identity as the people of 
God, an identity made possible by Christ, whose teachings serve as the chief authority for 
establishing the community’s norms as it moves in the direction of perfection. Yu also explores 
how the cohesiveness of the community is enhanced through appeals to eschatological 
expectations, mechanisms for resolving disputes, and providing for the needs of the poor. Thus 
the Didache promotes a new corporate identity through its “credal beliefs, cult practices and ethical 
expectations” (192). Yu demonstrates that the community’s proclamation of Christ is its 
fundamental means of distinguishing itself from both Jewish and gentile groups. Beyond this, the 
Didache also identifies swindlers and unrepentant sinners as threats to the community’s 
cohesiveness and therefore defines these purported insiders as outsiders to the group. This in turn 
ties back to the emphasis of the Didache on the community as the people of God; “the people-of-



 

This review was published by RBL ã2020 by the Society of Biblical Literature. For more information on obtaining a 
subscription to RBL, please visit http://www.bookreviews.org/subscribe.asp. 

God identity and the promises and gifts the community received from God through Jesus are 
stressed in order to provide a favorable dimension of comparison with other groups” (202). Across 
this and the previous three chapters, which constitute the core of the book, Yu continues to combine 
careful exegesis of the texts with appeals to a wide range of modern scholarship on both the 
documents themselves as well as relevant social-scientific theory. 

Chapter 7 functions as an excursus into the role of rituals in maintaining solidarity for the groups 
addressed by James and the Didache. Yu argues that the ritual instructions found in these texts 
“contribute in important ways for the cohesiveness of the group of Jesus-followers” (231). After 
providing an overview of ritual theory from classic works by anthropologists such as Victor Turner, 
Mary Douglas, and Clifford Geertz, Yu devotes the bulk of the chapter to demonstrating how the 
Didache’s section on ritual instructions (Did. 7–10) functions to establish a distinct group identity 
and reinforce group boundaries. The most important of these rituals for the Didache, Yu maintains, 
is the Eucharist, although baptism, fasting, and prayer also contributed to solidifying the 
community’s social identity and increasing its solidarity. Somewhat less successfully, Yu appeals 
to James’s instructions concerning anointing and prayer over the weak (5:14–15) as an example of 
an action that, like an institutionalized ritual proper, “bears the properties of rituals that serve to 
increase the mutual bonds between members of the group” (229). That may be so, yet for a chapter 
that purports to treat the roles of ritual maintenance in both James and the Didache, the clear 
imbalance between the two suggests that perhaps a different organizational strategy (such as 
condensing this chapter and including it as a subsection of chapter 6 above) may have been more 
effective. 

In chapter 8, Yu pulls together the preceding chapters to make direct comparisons between James 
and the Didache. Beginning with a comparison of the two texts’ conflict situations, Yu finds 
evidence of tensions among leaders, between the rich and the poor, and among the members of 
the communities in both James and the Didache. Still, there are distinctions between the texts 
insofar as James focuses on “evil desires within believers,” while the Didache pays more attention 
to the role of outsiders such as “swindlers and imposters” (241). Only the Didache, moreover, 
provides evidence of tensions with Jewish traditions and problems concerning rituals; these issues 
do not appear to be concerns for James. Turning next to group-maintenance strategies, Yu focuses 
on how both texts construct a social identity for their communities in which believers are “the 
elected people-of-God through the salvation of Christ” (242). This identity, consolidated through 
community assemblies and rituals, has the effects of maintaining the community’s cohesiveness, 
providing feelings of superiority toward competing groups, and enabling conflict resolution on the 
basis of this shared identity. As for comparing the two texts’ group-maintenance strategies, Yu 
concludes that both documents “envision a cohesive community of believers with the core 
understanding of self-identity as the people-of-God,” which has the effect of increasing the groups’ 
positive distinctiveness (251). A key difference between the two that Yu identifies is that the 
Didache “provides more explicit and precise rules of actions to regulate personal and community 
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lives of the audience” than James, which “focuses mainly on the inner dispositions of the believers” 
(251). 

Finally, in a brief conclusion, Yu makes some final “inferences” resulting from his investigation 
(254). Regardless of the precise audiences of James and the Didache, Yu contends that one shared 
purpose of both documents is to reduce what must have been very real tensions within their 
communities. Likewise, regardless of the redactional history of either text, the lens of group 
maintenance provides a means of identifying how each has an inner coherence in its final form. 
Yu also suggests that the different ways in which each document attempts to deal with conflict 
explains their different receptions; here James is compared favorably to the Didache, given its more 
general applicability. In closing, Yu defends his use of mirror readings of the texts and of modern 
social-scientific theories, conceding that “the social-scientific models used in this study are not 
particularly focused on Greco-Roman or Mediterranean cultures,” though he notes that he has 
utilized only “those social-scientific theories which are regarded to have wide applicability across 
various cultures” (256). For future study, Yu suggests studying the later reception history of these 
two documents and the pastoral implications of their group-maintenance strategies for today. 

In sum, this book offers a new lens for analyzing James and the Didache from a social-scientific 
approach in order to explore their respective community-maintenance strategies. The strongest 
sections of the book are those in which Yu undertakes a careful exegesis of key passages from these 
texts, weaving together his own close reading with a wide selection of scholarship on social-
scientific theory as well as on the ancient texts themselves. Given that the success of his arguments 
depends on his claim that modern social-scientific theories can prove useful for analyzing ancient 
societies such as those reflected in James and the Didache, it would have perhaps been useful for 
Yu to have spent a bit more time validating the efficacy of this particular approach. Moreover, 
while Yu is clear and thorough in his individual analysis of each of these ancient documents, the 
comparative element does not come through as clearly as one might have hoped; tweaks to the 
book’s organization may have allowed for a more consistent comparative lens to be utilized 
throughout. To the extent that the book has an unusual number of typos and grammatical errors, 
one final editorial read-through would likely have been sufficient to produce a cleaner final copy. 
Still, this valuable work is a worthy contribution for scholars seeking new insights on James and 
the Didache, providing a good example of how social-scientific theory can better illuminate and 
even at times challenge our understanding of these ancient documents. 


