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 c
Jeremiah 45.1-5 / Acts 11.27-12.2 / Matthew 20.20-28

He had James, the brother of John, killed with the sword.

c In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit – Amen

    ACK WHEN I WAS TEACHING ORDINANDS about the history of the early 
   church, many of my colleagues treated the subject as a litany of names 

and dates and doctrines and heresies which students had to memorise in 
order to demonstrate their fitness to serve you as priests. That often resulted
in students hating the early church, seeing it only as a repository of miserable
factual data; they’d forget everything they had learned about the years 
between the  resurrection of our Lord and about 500 CE as soon as they 
could. For them, church history began in earnest at the English Refor-
mation, and the less time spent contemplating people with Latin names who 
wrote treatises in Latin and lived more or less close to the Mediterranean 
Sea — why, the less they thought about them, the happier they were.

So when I taught Early Church History, I taught about the people who 
actually prayed and studied and led the churches in those years. When my 
students got acquainted with the people who formed the church, they shared 
my affection for these extraordinary believers who loved Jesus Christ so 
much that they went to all manner of extremes to show their devotion. Some
people adopted xerophagy, eating only dried foods; or became Dendrites, 
living in trees as if they were birds, or Boskoi, living in the wild and grazing 
on hay and wild plants. The Adamites (no relation) practiced Edenic naked-
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ness to show their purity and innocence. Stylites lived on pillars, lowering 
baskets to the crowds below into which people could put the food the stylite 
needed; they served as ancient Agony Aunts, dispensing advice to those who 
offered them a sandwich or a bottle. Imagine proving your piety by climbing 
the Albert Memorial and living there, rain or shine, subsisting on alms and 
offerings! These were some of the many ways pious early Christians strove 
to commend their faith to pagan observers. How can anyone not love them?

Eventually — not from the start, but after a while — some of the faithful 
who could afford it  began making pilgrimages to holy sites. One early 
pilgrim — a chatty traveler named Egeria, perhaps a religious sister or an 
associate of a religious house, wrote a travelogue about her adventures in the 
Holy Land. Some scholars believe she came from the south of France, but 
for a long time she was thought to have been from Galicia, which is a sneaky 
way of getting around to St James, Sant’ Tiago, who was executed in 
Jerusalem, but whose remains were transported to Spain, to Galicia, where 
they rest in the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela. These relics of St 
James were ‘discovered’ in about 800 CE — how did they get there? Why 
would anyone think that the remains of an apostle who was beheaded soon 
after Jesus’s ministry could be found in northern Spain?

The story goes… that after the resurrection and before his appearances in 
Acts, St James preached in Spain; when he returned, Herod arrested and 
killed him. James’s own disciples wanted to protect the holy man’s body from
defilement by his enemies, so they obtained James’s remains and climbed 
into a boat ‘without sail or rudder’, in which an angel of the Lord guided 
them and their saintly cargo out the Straits of Gibraltar around Portugal to 
Galicia, to an area known as Lupa (or ‘she-wolf ’), after their Queen Lupa, 
called so ‘by deserving of her life’. The disciples laid James on a stone, into 
which he sank, and which then formed a sarcophagus around him. Queen 
Lupa was unimpressed at first, and set several traps for the disciples (inclu-



ding assassins, a dragon, and wild bulls) but after a succession of miracles, 
even she conceded that James must be someone special, and she gave them 
her castle to be a shrine for St James, and things snowballed from there. 
Now, James’s rudderless voyage to Pedrón in Galicia presumably took place 
around the year 45CE, but there are more than 1000 years between when 
things may have happened and when the stories were written down; and we 
should bear in mind that both the Historia Compostelana and the Golden 
Legend of the saints confidently include the story about the dragon, so we 
may want to assess the extent of our credulity bearing that in mind.

The part of the story about which one can have very little doubt, though, 
concerns King Herod Agrippa, son of Herod the Great, executing James, 
son of Zebedee. Whatever else may be true, St James was a martyr, indeed, 
the first of the apostles to be martyred, and according to the Book of Acts he
was martyred for crass political reasons. Herod was appealing to his base, as 
they say on the political chat shows, by beheading a leader of an unpopular 
minority religious movement. Acts doesn’t say whether James did anything 
provocative, or was simply minding his own — and the gospel’s — business; 
one report from outwith the Bible suggests that the locals were outraged 
that James had converted a pagan magician, but it’s hard to imagine that 
Jewish residents of Jerusalem would have been that troubled by one fewer 
pagan magician. We have no strong evidence to suppose that James was 
doing anything more disruptive than just being an apostle.

James was indeed an apostle, but in today’s gospel lesson Jesus reminds us 
that holding a prominent post, having an impressive title, all the outward 
signs of importance matter less than the simplicity of just being a disciple. 
Even ‘just being a disciple’ gives the third-rate Agrippas around us enough 
reason to suspect, to harass, to laugh at Christians. Jesus doesn’t call everyone 
to be an apostle, or a martyr. Jesus calls some people to be constant church-
goers, and some to volunteer to help with coffee hour. Jesus calls some to 



protect children and vulnerable adults as safeguarding officers. Jesus calls 
some people to be archdeacons, and some to join Diocesan Advisory 
Committees for granting and denying faculties. And yes, Jesus calls some to 
suffer, some to die for their faith, though here we are blessed to enjoy the 
support of King and government. Still, at any given moment, some Agrippa 
may arise to whip up violence against the church, so we ought always to be 
on guard lest mistrust and hatred infiltrate the generous land and people of 
England.

Although Spain — despite the outcome of the World Cup — will likely 
remain a popular destination for holidays and for devotional travels, we don’t
need to go to Compostela to venerate St James. We can share his apostolate 
of preaching and prayer, of care for the infirm and deliverance from evil, 
right here in Abingdon. We could, I suppose, prove our devotion by climb-
ing Queen Victoria or grazing in the Abbey meadows. But the most 
straightforward way of honouring James, and the other saints of the early 
church, and Jesus himself, calls us to put our neighbours’ well-being ahead of 
seeking great things for ourselves, to contribute to relief from famine, not to
ask to sit on the right and left of the throne of glory, but alongside St James 
to share with Christ the ministry of those who come not to be served, but to 
serve, and to offer our lives for the many whom Christ ransomed —

c In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit –

Amen


