
Thought for Day for the Feast of James the Great 

Matthew 20: 20-28 

 

 I wonder how many of you have been watching the Hundred – a 

new style of cricket where teams play a one hundred ball match.  It’s 

very exciting and I think doing a great job to raise the profile of the 

women’s game, but the rules are a bit confusing.  I had to look them up 

when I saw someone bowl a 10 ball over, then another bowled a five ball 

over.  One quick read online and that was sorted, both are permitted. So 

no arguments, no cry foul, no “it’s not fair”.   

 If only life was this simple, with the rules written down somewhere.  

Well of course there are rules that are written, the laws of the land, 

secondary legislation and statutory and non-statutory guidance, the list 

goes on.  Yes these are helpful but as many of us have found during the 

pandemic they can be confusing, complicated and we sometimes don’t 

understand them and get things wrong.   

 The “unwritten rules” of life are even trickier to discern especially 

as many of these are cultural and community focussed.  All well and 

good if you are local and understand the customs, but potentially really 

challenging for the stranger or newcomer.  And of course the 

consequence of getting it wrong can be hurt, worry and at worst being 

outcast. These rules are always changing and evolving too.  My father 

was brought up to open a door for a woman.  I was brought up to open a 

door for anyone coming behind, especially if they have their hands full.  

 In the times of the Early Church there wasn’t the same amount of 

custom and practice associated with the “new faith”. We know through 

the gospels and the various letters that teaching and understanding was 

a continual process whilst Jesus was performing his earthly ministry and 

afterwards.  Indeed we are still developing, teaching and learning; and 

building new traditions, customs and practices.   

Today’s gospel reading clearly demonstrates that there was confusion 

and some lack of understanding.  James, together with his brother John 

is one of the apostles that always seems to be with Jesus when he 

doesn’t want everyone around him.  One special example for me of this 

closeness is the Transfiguration when Jesus took, James, John and 

Peter with him up the mountain where Moses and Elijah appeared and 

Jesus was transfigured, his face and his clothes becoming dazzlingly 



bright.  This must have been an incredible moment for James and the 

others, and one made them feel special.  I was priested on the Feast of 

the Transfiguration so that sense of specialness is something with which 

I can really identify. 

 It’s easy to imagine the proud mother of her two sons James and 

John feeling that her boys are different from the others, are more special 

and so she does what a lot of mothers might do in those circumstances, 

she asks Jesus to give them a special place in heaven, as close to him 

there as they appear to be on earth.  It’s clear that she understands the 

faith and their belief in Jesus otherwise why would she ask?  However 

it’s also clear that she doesn’t understand “the rules”.  Jesus gently tells 

her that it is not within his gift to grant such a promise.  It is for God that 

decides.  Jesus asks the men if they are prepared to walk a similar path 

to himself and they say they are.  Indeed James does walk a similar path 

as he is the first apostle martyr, put to death by Herod. 

 However, the other apostles are not so charitable when they hear 

what their mother has done.  They are angry with James and John for 

thinking they can get favourable treatment.  Jesus puts them all straight 

and reminds them that in order to be first they must first be last, we 

cannot be master we must be servant, just as he is the Servant King. 

 It doesn’t matter what our status is in life, whether we are rich or 

poor, famous or totally unknown, who we or do not know. The road to 

eternal life is believe in him, repent of our sins and commit ourselves to 

him. We sometimes miss the meaning of the words “believe in Jesus.” 

The Greek word for believe literally means to trust or to have faith or to 

depend. It is sometimes translated as to obey. So when Jesus says we 

are to believe, he is also saying we should trust or depend on him. This 

is our Christian commitment. It is more than intellectual knowledge about 

him. Those who are “first” in this life will not obtain eternal life unless 

they believe in Christ, repentant of their sins and commit themselves to 

follow him. Those who are poor and insignificant in this life can gain 

eternal life by faith and might have great rewards in heaven for faithful 

service.  So it’s down to each one of us, with the help of God and each 

other, to trust in the Lord, to lead a good and Christian life, knowing we 

are loved and having the hope of eternal life. Amen 

 


