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A Patronal festival is a good opportunity to look back and reflect on the story of a particular 
church, as well as a chance, in normal times, for a parish lunch, say, in the summer sunshine. 
Revisiting familiar Bible passages each year helps us to consider the characteristics of our 
Patron saint, and what that means for our life together. At first sight, you might say that 
James isn’t a very promising role model – ambitious, maybe lacking in self-awareness and 
not very popular with his friends and colleagues! 
Matthew’s account of this episode has the mother of James and John approaching Jesus 
about her sons’ place in the coming Kingdom. From the fact that the other disciples are 
angry with them, we can imagine that the brothers shared this sense of ambition. Jesus’ 
response is to take seriously James and John’s desire to be close to him – but he points out 
the challenge of following in his footsteps. ‘Are you able to face what I’m going to face?’, he 
asks, ‘Can you drink this cup?’ 
 
Drinking a cup is an image of suffering which appears in the Old Testament, and in the 
garden of Gethsemane Jesus prays that the cup might pass from him.  James and John are 
with Jesus, at that point, but far from drinking or sharing the cup of suffering, they cannot 
even stay awake. Their claim that ‘we are able’ rings hollow.  
 
I’m sure many of us have found ourselves in situations where we have found that we’ve 
bitten off more than we can chew, as it were. It might be a physical challenge: our younger 
daughter really wanted to run more half marathons but had to admit that an issue with her 
spine made it quite unrealistic. It might be about our ability to handle responsibility: we 
think we’re ready to take on a new role, but find that the pressures and demands are too 
much. We might alter our plans, limit our ideas when we discover more of what’s involved. 
I’ve noticed that children who are really good, keen swimmers can get to the stage when 
being at the pool at 5.30 or 6.00 in the morning, several days a week, just becomes too 
much.  
 
Just before this request is made, Jesus has told his twelve disciples, privately, that they are 
on their way to Jerusalem, where he will be mocked and flogged and crucified before being 
raised on the third day. This is what lies ahead of Jesus, and what will lie ahead of his 
followers in the years to come.  
 



What does this mean for us? I think it’s hugely challenging. When it comes to following 
Jesus, there aren’t any short cuts, or any part-time options. Being a disciple isn’t a hobby, it 
affects every aspect of who we are and how we live. James and John, and their mother, 
were attracted by the prospect of sharing Jesus’ glory, but the path to glory is a painful one. 
The danger is that we could be put off from growing as disciples because we think that we 
just can’t drink that cup. We’re afraid that we lack the courage, the determination, the 
commitment. 
 
But that is to look at ourselves, at our human capacity. St James is such an encouraging 
patron saint, I think, precisely because he does get it wrong. We see his ambition, his 
readiness to jump in and over promise and under deliver, his sleepiness. Yet Jesus doesn’t 
give up on him. James is part of the community, and his apparently pushy mother is one of 
the women standing at the Cross as Jesus dies. The disciples are all human, with faults and 
failings, and Jesus loves them and trusts them. 
 
The focus shouldn’t be on us, because of course our will power will be inadequate, our faith 
won’t seem strong enough. The strength and grace we need will come from God at the time 
we need it. We’re told that God raised Jesus from death. We might have an image of the 
resurrection as Jesus being a kind of super hero at the climax of the film, who summons up 
the last resources of grit and power to break free. It’s not like that. The resurrection of Jesus 
is much more like the sort of film where someone comes to the rescue and sets the captive 
free with great triumph.  We don’t look within ourselves for power; we look to God. 
 
Jesus has given everything; he has entrusted himself to his loving Father, who raises him, 
and us with him, to new and eternal life. By chapter 12 of Acts, James has been killed on 
Herod’s orders, and has himself drunk that cup of suffering and discovered the full truth of 
resurrection. Places of honour near Jesus aren’t earned or deserved – they are in the 
Father’s gift, the Father who loves us beyond imagining. Let’s try to hold the right balance 
between the challenge of being a disciple, and the knowledge that we follow Jesus not in 
our own strength, but in the power of the Holy Spirit.  
 
As well as his readiness to embrace suffering, Jesus takes the opportunity to talk to the 
disciples about their relationships, about leadership. The model which he sets out turns the 
usual image of heroic, all-conquering leaders on its head. Tyranny and self-importance have 
no place in the Christian community; the way of Jesus is the way of servant leadership. 
Jesus’ ultimate act of service is to give his life, counting us as more important than his 
physical existence, showing the full extent of his love, being ranked as a common criminal to 
bring us back to God. That’s the example of servant leadership which we are to follow. The 
new Archbishop of York was previously Bishop of Chelmsford which was my previous 



diocese. I remember a major diocesan consultation, of about 600 people in a big conference 
centre, an hour or so after the end of the day, and nearly everyone had gone.  A handful of 
us were doing the final clearing up, putting things away, deciding what could be thrown out, 
picking up the lost property, and carrying boxes of stuff to cars to be taken home. And the 
Bishop was still there, not just being encouraging but carrying boxes of stuff to the boots of 
cars, sorting things out. Whether or not we’re leaders, we are called to serve one another in 
that way, quietly, caringly, doing the tasks which need to be done.  
 
So if this church of St James is to be true to its name, what does that mean? Well, and let 
me break this to you gently, that it won’t be perfect. There may be times when you fail to 
follow, when the path of discipleship seems simply too hard, when you find that you can’t 
do all that you hoped to do. But that’s when you discover more of the grace of God. It’s not 
all about you – it’s about God. We are the clay jars, Jesus is the treasure. We want to make 
clear that the extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us. However 
tough things seem, his grace is sufficient, and you will discover the truth of resurrection day 
by day. As you celebrate your Patronal Festival this year, may you be inspired by the 
example of St James to think big, to be ambitious for Christ, even if there are struggles and 
failures along the way. May you be ready to serve one another, ready to say, ‘I am able’ and 
to live that out by the power which raised Jesus from the dead. Amen.  
 


