Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom 
Bartholomew the Apostle, 24th August 2025


Acts 5.12-16; Luke 22.24-30


Not very much is known about Bartholomew the Apostle.  In fact, when I told the Vicar’s wife that, in today’s service, we would be celebrating Saint Bartholomew, her response was, ‘Who?’

Cally Hammond, writing in the Church Times, refers to him as 

Poor Bartholomew.  He is one of the Twelve, a leader of the new Israel, Jesus’s trusted friend.  Yet the first thing many of us associate with him is a massacre:  …  the slaughter of at least 5,000 Huguenots … by Catholics on his feast day (24th August), in 1572.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Church Times, 22nd August 2025.] 


Even the Bible readings set for today don’t mention the name Bartholomew, so they don’t give us much to go on.  But Bartholomew is often identified as Nathanael, in the Gospel according to John, not least because, among the named Apostles, Bartholomew only appears in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, and Nathanael only appears in the Gospel of John.  And, since the Church doesn’t celebrate the Festival of Nathanael, I’m going to assume that they are one and the same.

Nathanael, also known as Bartholomew, first appears in John’s Gospel, as follows:

Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, ‘Follow me.’  …  45Philip found Nathanael and said to him, ‘We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.’ 46Nathanael said to him, ‘Can anything good come out of Nazareth?’  …  47When Jesus saw Nathanael coming towards him, he said of him, ‘Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!’ 48Nathanael asked him, ‘Where did you come to know me?’ Jesus answered, ‘I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.’

One of the books on my shelves, Celebrating the Saints, says of Bartholomew, aka Nathanael, ‘he seems initially a somewhat cynical man.’  And one of my Bible commentaries refers to the suggestion that, ‘since Nathanael came from Cana,[footnoteRef:2] the rivalry of two neighbouring towns might have produced’[footnoteRef:3] the saying, ‘Can anything good come out of Nazareth?’  The author of the commentary states that this suggestion ‘has little to commend it.’  But Nazareth is about four miles from Cana, and Horncliffe is about four miles from Norham.  There were times in the past when residents of Norham might have said (indeed, I’ve heard them say!), perhaps in jest, ‘Can anything good come out of Horncliffe?’  So the suggestion of a rivalry between Cana and Nazareth does, I think, have something to commend it. [2:  John 21.2.]  [3:  C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to John, SPCK, London, 1956.] 


It is interesting to observe how Jesus responds to Nathanael’s dismissive, and somewhat insulting, question.  Jesus said, ‘Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!’  Jesus’ ‘soft answer’[footnoteRef:4], it seems to me, contains a hint of playful, self-deprecating, humour, which can often be employed to good effect, by defusing a situation of potential conflict.  And then Jesus goes on to say, ‘I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.’  In other words, Jesus establishes a personal connection with Nathanael, and a personal connection is the beginning of a relationship. [4:  Proverbs 15.1.] 


In today’s Gospel, Jesus said, ‘The kings of the Gentiles Lord it over them.  …  But I am among you as one who serves.’  We sometimes speak of ‘gentle Jesus, meek and mild.’  This is not to say that Jesus was a push-over, or a wet lettuce.  Jesus was the Servant King precisely because he had an inner strength and self-belief, and he didn’t need to prove himself, by lording it over other people, or putting them down.

And in today’s first reading, from the Acts of the Apostles, we heard that, 

A great number of people [gathered] from the towns around Jerusalem, bringing the sick and those tormented by unclean spirits, and they were all cured.

The company of the Apostles, including Bartholomew, was a community of healing.  And, in an increasingly fractious world, the church can also be a place of healing.  As followers of Christ, we try to live as Christ lived, by meeting together; by welcoming newcomers; by forbearing with, and forgiving each other; by having confidence in our status as children of a loving, heavenly Father, while also being, on occasion, playful and self-deprecating.  We have no need to put each other down, and we delight in building each other up.

Each of us, as members of Norham Church, has a part to play in creating a community of love, and of healing.  We may, like Bartholomew, have a relatively low profile, but, in the words of the hymn, we 

Rejoice in those saints, unpraised and unknown, 
Who bear someone’s cross or shoulder their own.  …
In loving, in living, they prove it is true: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]the way of self-giving, Lord, leads us to you.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  ‘Rejoice in God’s saints, today and all days’, F. Pratt Green (1903-2000).] 

