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James is often called “The Great” to distinguish him from James the son of Alphaeus, who is 
further down the list of apostles. Greater in this sense probably means older, or perhaps just 
taller. Our James was a fisherman in Galilee who, with his brother John, was one of the first 
to be called by Jesus to follow him. The gospel story is that they were in the boat preparing 
their nets when Jesus called – and they “immediately” left their father Zebedee in the boat 
with the hired men, and then and there walked off with Jesus.  The two brothers, with Peter, 
formed an inner circle, and were with Jesus at his transfiguration, and when he raised Jairus’ 
daughter and again when he prayed in the garden of Gethsemane. They were known as “the 
Sons of Thunder” – possibly because James was known to have a fiery temper. But they 
annoyed the other disciples by asking to sit on Jesus’ left and right when he came into his 
Kingdom (our reading today), and they were with the other disciples for Christ’s appearance 
after the Resurrection. 

James became one of the leaders of the early Christians in Jerusalem. He was put to death by 
the sword, probably in 44 AD, on the orders of King Herod Agrippa. He vainly hoped that by 
executing the Christian leaders, he could stop the flow of people hearing the good news and 
becoming Jesus’s followers.  

Legend says his bones found their way to Compostela in Spain, and from the 9th century a 
pilgrimage route began to be popular, to the church of Santiago (Saint James) founded there. 
The symbol of a pilgrim to Compostela is a cockle shell, so I’m wearing one today. So 
pilgrimage is one of our themes today. 

Bible text: Gospel of Matthew 20.20-28: The mother of James and John begs for their places 
in Jesus’ kingdom. 

You may think this is a rather daunting gospel, and you would rather we’d read the story of 
James and John being called by Jesus – with its obvious message of “don’t’ delay to do the 
right thing: if you’re asked for help, or you find someone in distress don’t hum and ha, say 
yes striaghsaway” 

Or you might have preferred the story of the Transfiguration – Christ revealed in glory, and 
Peter James and John dazzled and bewildered. What must it have been like to see God in 
glory? Well, terrifying, by all accounts. Which of us can face absolute purity, absolute 
holiness? 

But instead, we have a grubby bit of status-seeking by James and John, the sort of 
conversation common in church politics but quite distasteful there – and positively shocking 
here. After all Jesus has consistently taught about love, humility, putting the other person first 
– have they just not been listening? And getting your mother to lobby for you – can’t they 
imagine how Jesus will react? 

Jesus’ reply to them puts them firmly in their place. First, he tests them – can you follow to 
the bitter end? I sense their reply is a bit nonchalant “O yes, no problem”. Jesus accepts this, 
perhaps grimly “fine, you will suffer as I will suffer” (and we know James was executed by 
Herod Agrippa just for being a Christian). And he goes on to teach them the first lesson of 
obedience: yes, they are under Jesus’ rule, but he is turn is subject to God the Father. Jesus 



does only what he hears from the Father. They in turn must do only what they hear from 
Jesus. 

So be careful what you wish for, and aware what you commit yourself to – and then accept to 
be obedient to Jesus’ word and commandment. 

And that command is now spelt out very clearly. Our only ambition must be to serve other 
people, even if we’re in a leadership or management position. Haven’t we all had our 
ambitions – to be head teacher, or nurse manager, or managing director. I was in NHS 
management, and climbed the greasy pole till I was a Board Director…. but when the top job 
fell vacant, I found I didn’t want to apply. And shortly afterwards I went to Uganda to work 
with Save The Children Fund. If your organisation doesn’t understand servant 
leadership…..you might need to change your employer. 

So did James see the point and change his mind, after this quite stern rebuke from Jesus? I 
think he did. For at the time of his death he was one of the leaders of the Jerusalem Church, 
and from the account of their life together, they were a very devout and a very loving church 
– holding all possessions in common, distributing to those in need, praying in the Holy 
Spirit’s power, hearing powerful testimony from the apostles…. they would not have 
tolerated a self-seeking power-hungry careerist as a leader. James must have modelled the 
good shepherd, the servant of all. 

And this, after all, is the good news for us. James was not perfect. He had a temper. He 
wanted more status. And yet he is a saint – because he was faithful to the end. He drank the 
cup that Jesus drank, he led the church, he died for the faith - and now he’s a saint. Our Saint 
James. So there’s hope for all of us! May we copy his good points not his bad, and in the end 
worship with him at God’s throne in heaven. Amen 

 


