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Feast of St. James 
July 23, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
What a guy our patron saint was! 
 
James – the son of Zebedee,  
the brother of John,  
was one of the first disciples our Lord called, 
and he’s often portrayed as being part of the inner circle, 
one of Christ’s most trusted companions.  
 
We know James was a fisherman by trade. 
We know he must have been quite a passionate fellow  
because Jesus nicknamed him and his brother “Boanerges,”  
which means “sons of thunder.”  
Sounds like a good name for a bluegrass band, doesn’t it? 
 
He is called “James the Greater” 
to differentiate him from another disciple, 
James, the son of Alphaeus,  
who got the unfortunate moniker  “James the Lesser;” 
and from James, the brother of Jesus, often called James the Just. 
 
According to legend, following Christ’s resurrection,  
when the disciples divvied up the known world  
to go out and preach the gospel to,  
James took Galicia, which is modern-day Spain.  
But apparently he had a hard time winning many converts there.  
One source says James only managed to convert nine people.  
Another source says it was only one.  
Makes me feel a little better about our success in Wheat Ridge. 
Whatever the case, he decided to return to Judea,  
where the fishing for people was better.  
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But his return home proved fateful for James. 
Soon after his return, in the year 44, 
when King Herod Agrippa was rounding up and killing Christians, 
James was taken prisoner, and was beheaded. 
Thus he became the first of Christ’s disciples to be martyred. 
His is the only death of one of the Twelve  
that is actually recorded in Scripture. 
 
What happened next comes only from church tradition  
and from legends not written down until centuries later.  
So there’s no way to know with any certainty just what occurred. 
But after James’ death,  
his body is believed to have been taken back to Spain, 
where it was buried in a tomb on a hillside, 
alone and forgotten for the next 750 years. 
 
Then, in the year 813,  
the tomb is said to have been rediscovered by a monk,  
who reported his extraordinary find to his bishop. 
Word of the discovery spread, 
and the Emperor Charlemagne  
is said to have been one of the first people 
to set out on the arduous journey from France  
to visit the site and venerate the relics. 
 
The king of Spain, King Alfonso, 
declared St. James to be the patron saint of Spain 
and he built a church on the site.  
The town that grew up around the church 
came to be known as Compostela. 
 
More people came to visit.  
Finally, they built a cathedral there, which still stands today. 
 
Pilgrims still flock to the site,  
as they have now for a thousand years.  
In the Middle Ages, it became customary 
for those who returned from Santiago de Compostela 
to carry back with them a scallop shell, 
as proof of their journey. 
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And so today, the scallop shell has become  
the symbol of pilgrims in general,  
and St. James in particular.  
That’s why we have a shell in one of our stained glass windows.  
 
I’ve gone on at some length  
to tell you a bit about the story of Saint James.  
After all, today is his feast day.  
Actually, it’s the 25th, but we’re observing it today. 
But the person I really want to talk to you about is not James,  
but his mother.  
 
Her name is not mentioned in this morning’s gospel lesson,  
but from accounts elsewhere in scripture,  
we believe her name was Salome.  
She, too, was a follower of Jesus.  
She may well have been one of the women  
who were present at the crucifixion,  
and who returned to anoint his body with spices.  
 
Not only that, but she’s commonly believed  
to have been the sister of Mary, the mother of our Lord.  
That would have made her Jesus’s aunt,  
and it would have made James Jesus’ first cousin.  
 
Unfortunately, all that tends to get lost,  
and all we readily remember about her  
is this outrageous request that she makes of Jesus.  
“Declare that these two sons of mine will sit,  
one at your right hand and one at your left,  
in your kingdom.”  
Whether Jesus was her nephew or not, 
it seems like an over-the-top request,  
to try to reserve the two best seats in heaven.  
 
The other disciples thought it was outrageous too.  
They got angry at James and John.  
We’re not told what James and John thought,  
but I imagine they were either embarrassed half to death,  
or else they the ones who put her up to it in the first place.  
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In any case, she has become the butt  
of 2,000 years of Jewish mother jokes,  
and has herself been declared the patron saint  
of overly ambitious parents.  
 
But before we go judging James’ mother too harshly,  
let’s consider the nature of a parent’s love.  
Let me ask those of you who are parents:  
Is there anything, no matter how distasteful,  
you would not do to protect your children?  
Is there any request, no matter how awkward or embarrassing,  
you would not make to secure your children’s future well-being?  
Is there any difficult conversation you would not be willing to have  
to protect your children’s inheritance?  
I’m betting not.  
I’m betting every parent here would be willing to do  
just what James’ mother did, given the opportunity.  
We all want the very best for our children.  
 
And really, she did nothing wrong.  
She came and she humbly knelt before Jesus. 
It was only after he asked her what she wanted 
that she responded and told him.  
 
As Jesus pointed out to her, 
she didn’t realize what she was asking for, 
didn’t understand what life in Christ’s Kingdom  
was going to be like. 
She surely could not have foreseen 
that the two people  
who would be on Christ’s right hand  
and on his left hand 
when he entered into his Kingdom 
would be two thieves,  
nailed to their own crosses. 
Had she known that,  
I suspect she would have asked for something else.  
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But she couldn’t have known.  
She was just doing what mothers have always done: 
Sacrificing her own dignity  
for the sake of her children 
and their future well-being. 
 
You know, here at St. James 
we’ve been focusing a lot lately on our heritage.  
We’re doing our utmost to preserve St. James’ past.  
We’ve dug out old pictures,  
we’ve tracked down the history of various artifacts, 
we’re planning a heritage room.  
It’s important that we do this.  
Our history is worth preserving and protecting. 
We can take great pride and pleasure in our past.  
 
Unfortunately, it’s our future well-being that looks a little shaky.  
Like most churches, we’re an aging congregation,  
and younger people aren’t stepping in to take over for us.  
 
There are a lot of reasons for this, 
mostly having to do with the culture 
and the times in which we live.   
Younger generations don’t seem to carry within them  
the sort of Christian faith that earlier generations did.  
Church is not important to many of them.  
By and large, we somehow have failed  
to pass on our spiritual legacy  
to our children and grandchildren.  
 
That’s disheartening. 
But the good news is, it’s not too late.  
We can still bear witness to our faith on their behalf. 
We can still make sure they know  
what draws us back to church, week after week.  
We can make sure they see and understand. 
We can still plant seeds and tend soil. 
And maybe one day, long after we are gone,  
they will come to claim as their own  
the faith we planted within them.  
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But this won’t happen by itself.  
It will require work on our part.  
It will require intentionally engaging in conversations  
that may seem awkward or off-putting at first.  
It may feel presumptuous, unwelcome, embarrassing 
to talk to our children and grandchildren about our faith.  
It would be easier not to. 
 
But our children’s future well-being is at stake.  
We don't know what the world of their tomorrow is going to be like,  
but I’m betting it’s going to be challenging  
and confusing  
and sometimes threatening,  
and they’re going to need a faith  
that will guide them and sustain them.  
A real faith,  
not some shallow half-baked they picked up on the Internet.  
 
We’ve got to quit fooling around,  
stop accepting that a casual acquaintance with Jesus Christ is sufficient,  
stop kidding ourselves that reading Facebook and Pinterest posts  
is any sort of substitute for a deep life of prayer 
and for regularly being part of a worshiping community.  
We’re got stop agreeing that Sunday morning soccer games  
are just as important as Sunday morning worship; 
stop buying into the foolishness  
that a deep and abiding faith in a gracious and loving god 
is somehow only a relic of the past, 
unnecessary in a post-Christian world.  
 
Somehow, we must find a way  
to make sure that our children,  
and their children, and their children,  
come to know what draws us back here every week,  
what sustains us through our sorrows  
and sweetens our joys,  
what lightens our loads  
and eases our burdens. 
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We’ve got to overcome our reluctance to talk about this. 
 
And if this is not an issue for you and your family, 
maybe there’s another issue that is. 
Maybe there’s another hard conversation with a loved one 
that you know you need to have.  
You just don’t know where to start. 
 
Let me suggest that today would be a good time to start. 
And the way to start is the way Salome did. 
By going to our Lord, 
and kneeling humbly before him, 
and then offering to him the request that is in your heart. 
He will give you the words that you need when you need them. 
 
Are you able to drink from this cup? 
Let us give the answer that our patron, St. James gave: 
“We are able.”  
 
Amen. 
 
 


