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Luke 9:51-62

James and John must have been the Abbott and Costello of the apostles. Remember them from Mark 10:35 when they told Jesus, “We want you to do whatever we ask of you,” and then went on to request right- and left-hand chairs next to Jesus in heaven? Then today, when the villagers wouldn’t welcome Jesus, they volunteer, “You want us to destroy them with fire? Aw, come on! We can do it!” Can’t you just see Jesus rolling his eyes at these two guys? He called them “Boanerges” which means “sons of thunder” and was always “rebuking” them! It’s a wonder he kept them around.

You know why he kept them around? Despite their clownish behavior, these two brothers were passionate about following Jesus. They understood the criteria Jesus outlined in today’s Gospel: in order to follow him, Jesus must be the priority—no family, no work, no activity is more important, whether it be burying the dead or saying goodbye to mom and dad.

Jesus knew they were dedicated from the first day he saw them. He had just recruited Peter and Andrew and noticed the two brothers mending their fishing nets in their father’s boat. When Jesus called them, “they left their father Zebedee in the boat along with the hired men and followed him (Mark 1:20).”  How’s that for quick action? They didn’t even say “See ya” to their dad.

Maybe as a reward, James and John were with Jesus at some of the most dramatic and important events in his ministry: the Transfiguration (Matthew 17:1), the raising of Jairus' daughter (Mark 5:37), and of the Agony in Gethsemane (Matthew 26:37). John helped to prepare the Last Supper and was at the foot of the cross, receiving the care of Jesus’ Mother in one of the Savior’s last requests. John ran to the empty tomb, outpacing Peter, and was the first to believe that Jesus had risen. James went on to become a martyr for his faith, his execution ordered by King Herod, while John wrote his Gospel and three Epistles.

James and John may have provided some comic relief and more than a little frustration to Jesus, but the point is that they knew who their Master was. When it came to making a choice, especially when it mattered most, they chose life. Sure, they were tempted by fame, wanting to flank the heavenly chair, and tempted by power, wanting to call down fire on the Samaritans, but, in the end, they did the right thing. 

The next time you  have to make a choice, think about asking James and John for advice. They have “been there, done that” and are willing to help you.

