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I want to take as a text for today, a verse from the 
NIV translation of Psalm 118, which says this, "You 
stoop down to make me great." 

Happy fourth and happy St. James Day. I do feel 
sorry for St. James. We are celebrating his festival 
day a few weeks early this year because of the 
choir trip. But whenever we celebrate him, every 
St. James Day, we get this dreadful story every 
year. That's all we ever hear, it never changes. 
Every St. James Day, we get this story which shows 
him in such an unfavorable light. It would appear 
that James and his brother John persuade their 
mother to ask Jesus that they could be top dogs in 
Jesus's kingdom. It's a terrible story. It makes 
James and John, his brother, appear like power-
grabbing mama's boys. But that's the story we hear 
every year, despite the fact that James was within 
one of the inner circle of Jesus' disciples, one of 
only three disciples who witnessed the 
transfiguration. He was very close to Jesus, and he 
was the first of the disciples to be martyred. So, he 
was clearly a bold and courageous man, yet this is 
what we get served up to us. This is how we 
remember him every year. Every year, we hear the 
story of him asking this ridiculous question. 

And I wonder if you might be able to recognize 
something of what's happening here. It's 
frustrating if people, perhaps people close to us, 
continue to define us by a particular story that 
doesn't really capture who we truly are. I recognize 
this in my own family with my own now adult 
children. They're getting on and making their own 
way in the world, but there's a tendency for me still 
to define them by what they were like in childhood. 
So, I've agreed, for example, with my son to stop 
telling a particular story that I love to tell about his 
time at college because he doesn't think it 
describes who he is now, which is hopefully true. 
Very hard to do because it's a very, very funny 
story. But I've put it to one side because I realize 
that it hurts him and he makes him feel trapped in 
a particular view that I have of him, puts a label on 
him. 

I understand that it's painful. And maybe, maybe 
we might wonder and stop to wonder if we're the 

one trapping somebody else in an unhelpful story 
and narrative that doesn't capture and describe 
who they truly are. How could we let that go?  

But here we are again, stuck with this story of St. 
James and his brother engaged with a naked power 
grab. And Jesus knows that the mother's being put 
up to it by the sons. Because if you notice in the 
story, the mother asks the question, but Jesus 
answers to James and John. And notice how 
despite the inappropriateness of the question, 
Jesus' response is thoughtful and kind. It's the 
disciples, who get angry with the question, not 
Jesus. 

And Jesus uses their question as a teaching 
moment. He gathers the brothers and the 10 other 
disciples together and he says this, "You know that 
the rulers of the Gentiles lorded over them and 
their great ones are tyrants over them. It will not 
be so among you, but whoever wishes to be great 
among you must be your servant and whoever 
wishes to be first among you must be your slave." 
And Jesus is doing two important things here. In 
the first instance, he's redefining greatness. We 
hear a lot about greatness in the World Cup that's 
going on at the moment. There's a discussion about 
who is the GOAT, the greatest of all time. Is it 
Lionel Messi or Cristiano Ronaldo? Just in passing, 
the answer to that question is neither, it's Harry 
Kane. 

And Jesus doesn't tell the disciples to avoid 
greatness. He acknowledges their wish to be great, 
"Whoever amongst you wishes to be great," he 
says. He doesn't dismiss greatness, he redefines it. 
"Whoever wishes to be great among you must be 
your servant," he says. The world measures 
greatness by wealth, power and influence, not so 
with Jesus. Jesus is saying your greatness is not 
measured by how many people serve you, but 
whom you serve. So, Jesus redefines greatness. He 
also sets out a path to greatness. We often think of 
the path to greatness as an ascent of going higher. 
We talk of climbing the corporate ladder or going 
up in the world, where Jesus talked about the path 
to greatness as if it was a downward journey. We 
see that playing out in his own life. We talk about 
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Jesus coming down from heaven. He left his 
heavenly home in glory to be enfleshed in human 
form. He had a humble birth to an anonymous 
couple. And when as an adult he began his public 
ministry, it was a ministry of serving the sick, 
healing the poor, caring for the outcast. 

St. Paul in the book of Philippians writes about it 
like this, "Let the same mind be in you that was in 
Christ Jesus, who though he was in the form of 
God, did not regard equality with God as 
something to be exploited. He emptied himself, 
taking the form of a slave, being born in human 
likeness and being found in human form, he 
humbled himself and became obedient to the point 
of death, even death on a cross." We see the 
downward trend that Jesus is talking about in what 
Jesus says here. He says, "Whoever wishes to be 
great amongst you must be your servant. Whoever 
wishes to be first among you must be your slave." 

And there's two different Greek words there in 
those sentences. Diakonos is the first one that 
means servant. The second one is doulos, which 
means slave. A Diakonos was free to come and go. 
They were a paid employee in a household. A slave 
wasn't, they were a bond slave. They had to stay in 
the house and do all the jobs that nobody else 
would want to do. It was your slave, your doulos 
that would wash the feet of the guests that came 
into the house. And you'll remember that that was 
a function that Jesus himself performed to the 
disciples on the night before his death at The Last 
Supper. He modeled the path to greatness. Jesus 
stoops down to make us great. Then of course, 
after The Last Supper, Jesus made his way to the 
cross. He came not to be served, but to serve and 
to give his life as a ransom for many.  

I've just marked Lily with a sign of the cross, a sign 
that she's included in the many that Jesus was 
talking about here. She too can enjoy the benefits 
of Jesus' sacrifice, forgiveness, hope and a 
relationship with God. Jesus stooped down to 
make Lily great. And as Lily grows up, we wish for 
her to thrive, to do well at school, to get a good 
job, to flourish, to achieve. But let's be sure to 
make her great by teaching her about God's love 

for her, teaching her about Jesus, and encouraging 
her to embark on the path of true greatness. 

Amen. 

 


