
SUNDAY 25 JULY 2021 

FEAST OF ST JAMES THE APOSTLE (THE GREAT) 

Acts 11.27 – 12.2 

Ma@hew 20.20-28 

If you look up the word “call” in the English dic9onary, you find a variety 
of meanings: to cry aloud, to telephone, to make a short visit, (in card 
games) to declare (a trump suit), to name, to summon, to rouse, (in 
poker) to demand a show of hands aAer repeated raising of stakes, to 
designate, to select for a special office, as in “called to the bar” in law. 
There are others, but that’s enough variety to be going on with.  

Four people are the first to be called by Jesus Christ at the start of his 
ministry. They are the Galilee fishermen Simon Peter and his brother 
Andrew, and the sons of Zebedee, James and John. But what exactly are 
they, as well as the other eight, being called to do, or perhaps I should 
say: what are they being called to be ? 

Of all the meanings of the word “call” I men9oned just now, there are two 
which strike a chord in this context. Strangely enough they are the 
meaning in poker (not that I am par9cularly familiar with poker, you 
understand): “to demand a show of hands aAer repeated raising of 
stakes” – “put up or shut up” you might say – and secondly, “to select for 
a special office”. 

As we read our way through the Old Testament, we begin to understand 
how God has repeatedly raised the stakes with the Israelites, telling them 
through the prophets that they should worship him in their hearts, with 
love for him and care for widow and orphan, rather than worry about 
whether they had made the correct sacrifices for this or that and obeyed 
all the s9pula9ons to which their priests had subjected them over the 
centuries. The stakes are raised once more with the arrival of John the 



Bap9st, announcing that repentance of sins is vital in order to prepare the 
way for Jesus Christ. God is calling his people to a beUer and fuller life, 
through his son who says he has come not to abolish the Jewish Law but 
to fulfil it i.e. fill it with love and so to bestow on it the original spirit in 
which it was meant to be followed. 

This brings us to my second chosen meaning “to select for a special 
office”. James and the other disciples are being inten9onally summoned 
to accompany Jesus in his ministry, to learn from him and to encourage 
others to behave in the same way, and most important of all, to believe 
that Jesus is the Son of God. It is our duty to be eternally grateful to those 
disciples, without whom we would not be here today praising God and 
spreading the Good News.  

When we speak of people being called in this context, we tend to 
associate the word with those who are being called to do a par9cular job 
in the Church. The principal of the college where I was lucky enough to be 
trained for ministry, Jeremy Worthen, wrote a book en9tled “Responding 
to God’s Call”. It is specifically not about being called to ordained or 
licensed ministry, although that aspect is men9oned – more in passing 
than anything else. But the book homes in on how we are all ini9ally 
formed by family environment and the culture in which we live our lives, 
and then goes on to examine how we can all engage in Chris9an 
forma9on and begin the journey which only ends when we come face to 
face with God. Needless to say, the book acknowledges the challenge this 
represents in a society which on the one hand has become decidedly 
secular, but on the other is seeking a spiritual dimension to life. Careful 
nurturing and aUen9on to the culture in which we have grown up is 
indispensable: probably the most significant event to have taken place in 
the 30 years I lived in BaUersea was the bap9sm of two people from a 
Middle Eastern country and a different faith. Their tes9monies, which 
drew tears to my eyes, bore witness to the depth of their search and their 



journey to find and love the way of Jesus Christ. There are many other, 
less drama9c, stories to tell. 

This call, the call of discipleship, is what God is beckoning us to follow, just 
as Jesus beckoned James and his other disciples 2000 years ago. This 
discipleship involves the unfashionable virtue of servanthood, as we 
heard in the reading from MaUhew’s Gospel. Jesus demonstrated this 
himself through the way he behaved towards others, par9cularly towards 
those who were despised in that society, and he demonstrated it directly 
to his disciples in his washing of their feet before the Last Supper.  

Chris9an discipleship does not stop there, of course. Martyrs down the 
ages have given their lives rather than betray or deny their Chris9an faith. 
Today we salute the Apostle James as we read in the Acts of the Apostles 
that he was the first of them to be executed aAer Jesus himself. But let’s 
not be deluded into thinking that such things are a long way from us; 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote his “The Cost of Discipleship” in 1937, when 
the clouds were already forming over Germany. He was one of the few 
German Chris9ans who resolutely refused to join the Nazi Chris9an 
Organisa9on, believing that it would compromise and invalidate his 
allegiance to Jesus Christ, and he was finally arrested in 1943. He spent 
two years in prison, serving his fellow prisoners inspira9onally, before 
being executed on 9 April 1945 – just one month before the Libera9on. 
There are more recent examples, of course: Janani Luwum, Archbishop of 
Uganda in 1977, and Oscar Romero, Archbishop of El Salvador in 1980, 
both of whom were killed because they dared to speak truth to power in 
their countries. 

So as we go about our daily business, at our place of work or at home or 
wherever we are, we must remember that we are always being called to 
live the Chris9an life in everything we think and say and do. This is what 
discipleship means, and it is not easy, as our own Archbishop Jus9n Welby 
discovered during the debate in the House of Lords on the Same Sex 
Marriage Bill (which became law about 6 or 7 years ago). In his 



presiden9al address to the General Synod in 2015, he described the 
atmosphere of hos9lity to the Bishops in that debate, who were speaking 
against the Bill. Some9mes we will find ourselves in a minority posi9on, 
which does not necessarily mean that we are wrong, but which does 
cause us to think again about where our Chris9an discipleship is taking us, 
and to pray carefully about it.  

Jesus gives the lead, as always: we are to love the Lord our God with all 
our heart, soul, mind and strength, and we are to love our neighbour as 
ourselves.  Amen.         


