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St. James' Day  July 25, 2000 
We heard something about St. James in this past Sunday's gospel. He was a partner with Peter and John in the fishing business. Jesus astounded all three of them with his advice about how they might go about catching nets full of fish. They are so taken by what happens when they heed his advice that they drop everything they are doing and follow him. "Fear not," says Jesus, "from henceforth thou shalt catch men."
Those three fishermen Jesus impressed with the great catch of fish became the inner circle of his disciples. James and Peter and John accompanied Jesus to the resurrection of Jairus's daughter, to the Mount of Transfiguration, and, finally, to the Garden of Gethsemane.
If you look at the list of the original twelve, you will see that some of them have Hebrew names and some have Gentile Greek names. That is both a reflection of the mixed cultural conditions in first-century Palestine and a prophecy of the union of Jew and Gentile in Christ. Andrew, which means "the manly one," and Philip, which means "the lover of horses," have Greek names, for example, where John "gift of God" and James have Hebrew names.
The Greek word we translate into English as "James" is "Jakobus." So "James" equals "Jacob." The presence of two Jacobs among the twelve kept the Hebrew roots of the Christian movement firmly before everyone's eyes, because Old Testament Jacob was the father of the twelve tribes of Israel.
It is striking that the story the Prayer Book chooses as the gospel for St. James' Day has such clear connections to the story of Jacob in the Book of Genesis. The name "Jacob" means "supplanter" or "heel grabber." You will remember that his mother Rebecca was pregnant with twins. She complained to God during her pregnancy that it felt as though there were two nations fighting with one another in her womb. 
God replies, "You've got that absolutely right." Her son Jacob is the father of the nation of Israel and his twin Esau becomes the father of the nation of Edom. 
As the twins are being born, Jacob sees that he is behind his brother Esau in the birth canal. He grabs Esau's heel to try to get past him and be born first so he can be the heir to the birthright of his father Isaac. Jacob is foiled in that attempt, but he succeeds later on.
One day when the twins are working in the field, Esau seems to have forgotten to bring his lunch along. When he sees the tasty looking lentil soup Jacob has, he asks him to share. Jacob says, "I'll give you some soup if you give me your birthright." Esau, who is not exactly oriented to the long term, agrees to trade his birthright for a mess of pottage.
But Jacob still has to get his father's blessing. The good news for Jacob is that his clever mother wants to help him out, and his father is old and almost blind. The bad news is that it will be difficult to trick Isaac, because, as Jacob laments, "Esau, my brother is a hairy man, and I am a smooth man." But Rebecca provides goatskins for Jacob's arms, and that fools Isaac into giving him the blessing.
Tonight's gospel for St. James is also about brothers and their relationship to their ambitious mother. Mrs. Zebedee is quite proud of her boys, so she goes to Jesus and says she has something she wants to ask him. When Jesus asks what it is, she replies, "I want you to let my sons have the best seats in your kingdom." 
She quite obviously thinks that Jesus is going to proclaim himself a political and military leader. She wants her boys to have the most prominent jobs in the new administration.
Jesus asks John and James, "You don't know what you are asking for. Are you willing to go through what I am going to go through—suffering and death?" They reply, "Sure we are." Jesus says, "It is a good thing that you are willing to go through it, because you are going to have to go through it. But I cannot promise you the best places in the kingdom—seating arrangements are up to my Father."
The other ten disciples resent what John and James are doing. It was bad enough to try to get the best positions ahead of time, but it was an even lower blow to get their mother to intercede with Jesus for them.
But Jesus tells them that rank and position and status and being able to lord it over other people are what go on in the secular world. The disciples and the church are not supposed to work that way. If you want to be great in the Christian movement, you get there by taking care of other people. If you want to be the most important, you accomplish it by serving. 
That is because Jesus who is, after all, God himself, did not come to earth to lord it over people but to serve them and to take care of them and to die for them. 
We learn in tonight's epistle that St. James was the first of the apostles to be martyred. He dies under King Herod in about 44 A.D. Many legends and stories have connected St. James to Spain—both suggesting that he preached there and that his relics were taken there. Both ideas seem to rest upon rather shaky historical foundations, but the shrine of St. James at Campostelo remains one of the chief places of Christian pilgrimage in Europe.
So we are grateful to St. James for his place among the disciples, for the Old Testament resonance of his name, for his conniving with his brother and mother which brings forth one of Jesus' primary teachings about his own mission, and finally, for his martyrdom--in which he did indeed drink of Christ's cup of woe and was baptized with the baptism of blood with which Jesus himself was baptized. For, "The son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many." Who follows in their train?
