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John 12:20-26
Sunday, June 7, 2009

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
If you are at all sensitive to the liturgical calendar, you might be wondering why we are using this Scripture lesson from the Gospel of John this morning. This is John’s version of some of the things that transpired during Holy Week – that time between Palm Sunday when Jesus entered Jerusalem and his arrest and crucifixion at the end of the week, and then of course his resurrection, Easter, which we celebrated 57 days ago.

We have just moved through the 40 days of post-resurrection experiences with Christ, and last week we celebrated Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit infused the lives of the disciples and the Church was born.

So why are we back into Holy Week? Because this particular passage caused this response by some of our confirmands: “Why does Jesus always talk in riddles?” So I also thought I would start you off this morning with a riddle for you to consider.

What is greater than God

More cynical than Satan

The poor have it

The rich need it

And if you eat it, you’ll die?

Today we celebrate Confirmation. Twenty three young people will commit themselves to the profession of the Christian faith. They present themselves before us after five months of grueling education and examination; of much prayer and fasting - depriving themselves of all that is worldly in order to find that spiritual plane of light and life in Jesus Christ. Either that or they spent the last five months of Sunday mornings with some pretty neat people discovering what a life-time journey in the midst of the love of God through Jesus Christ might look like, and whether they might want to confirm that for themselves.

During those Sunday mornings they had a curriculum of John-John. They studied the Gospel of John to discover some of the core theological concepts of the Christian faith. And they looked at the founder of the movement that has become the United Methodist Church - John Wesley - to look at the uniqueness of what United Methodism brings to the rich diversity of Christianity.

Beth Miller was telling me that in one class they came to this Scripture (that is our lesson this morning) in the Gospel of John. Now the Gospel of John is rich in theological concepts that sometimes leave us scratching our heads. It is so different from the other three Gospels. It is easily understood as one of the later written pieces in the Bible. It has less need to be historically accurate than to explain theologically why things happened.

So, Jesus comes to Jerusalem. An interesting side fact is that the reason we call Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem this last week of his earthly life “Palm Sunday” is only because of the Gospel of John. John says that the crowd spread palm branches before him. The other Gospels don’t specify “palm” branches.

Now there were a lot of people in Jerusalem, as John says, for the festival. That is, they were there for Passover. People swarmed to Jerusalem, to the temple, to participate in the most important celebration in Judaism - Passover - when God delivered the Jews from bondage under Pharaoh.

But there weren’t only Jews there. Our Scripture lesson begins, “Now among those who went up to worship at the festival were some Greeks.” And the Greeks told the disciple Philip that they would like to see Jesus. Philip ran and told Andrew; and Philip and Andrew (which by the way are both Greek names and the only Greek names among the disciples - and why that is important, I’m not sure); Philip and Andrew went to Jesus to tell him. Jesus then goes off into this sorrowful soliloquy about how the time has come for the Son of Man to be Glorified, which means that he was going to die. You would have to read the whole pericope, which takes us beyond our lesson for this morning to get the full intent. But it ends, “After Jesus had said this, he departed and hid from them.”
It is a bizarre scene if you think about it. Jesus was just welcomed into Jerusalem as a superstar; some Greeks say they want to talk with him; Jesus says “my time has come,” and then runs and hides, just leaving the Greeks high and dry. I don’t know. It is the last you hear about it. It leaves you scratching your head. What was the writer of the Gospel trying to communicate?

Actually, if we had time this morning, there are some interesting things that we could think about and surmise. And quite honestly that in part is what I find joyous about walking the Christian faith. Not everything is black and white. There is room for constant discovery and growth.

The reason we are using this Scripture lesson this morning is precisely because it causes us to ask more questions than it provides answers. What Beth told me is that in Confirmation class when they were studying this passage, there was concern and questions around Jesus’ statement: “Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.” They questioned: “Are we supposed to hate our lives?” How would you answer that to a young person who asked?

The answer is, “Yes, you are supposed to hate your life.” The answer is, “No, you aren’t supposed to hate your life.” The answer is, “Well, it depends on how you look at it.”
The response by the confirmands was, “Why did Jesus always talk in riddles?” I think that is an excellent question for which I have no excellent answer.

But I usually fall back on two answers. First, Jesus’ purpose was not to fully reveal to us all the intricate details about the make up of God. Rather to bring us into an honest, trusting, and loving relationship with God. Certitude on tenets of belief does not create relationship. Just the contrary, it reduces God down to a manageable size that we can manipulate. And that is not an honest, trusting, loving relationship.

That leads to my second fall back answer. God is so much more than we can comprehend. So, there are no words that Jesus could use to fully help us understand the immensity and the eternity of God. There is nothing that equates with God, so we can only use similes, metaphors, and riddles. We can only approximate. But that is the good news, because it keeps our faith a living faith: changing, growing, moving, perfecting. Able to become what it needs to become for all that life and circumstances throw at us.

That is why I am intrigued by the United Methodist Church’s new emphasis “Rethink Church.” The world is a radically different place than it was even when I was a child. What the Church needed to be in that time to successfully communicate the love of God in Jesus Christ is different than what the Church needs to be today, as we quickly spend the first decade of the 21st century, and that is hard for someone like me who is comfortable with what was.
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But just as individuals grow and change in their relationship with God, so must the church. We must work with the perspectives for what the world is now, not as it was. Let me illustrate. Below is a picture of horse, right? Are you sure? What if I were to tell you that it is not a horse, but a frog. Can you see the frog? (If you are having a hard time seeing the frog, rotate the picture 90 degrees clockwise.)

Same picture, different animal. It is hard to be the church as a horse, when the world is seeing frog.

Old people like me (and I really don’t admit that easily. You also know that “old” is more of a mindset than it is chronology) who will look at the confirmands and remind them that they are the future of the church. The only problem with that is it’s wrong. They are the church now. If they are not, then the church as no future, because it will take all of us - especially the young with new thinking and new perspectives - to move us through the riddles of faith, to rethink how the church perceives and is perceived in order to be the tangible movement of the love of God on earth.

Come, let us rethink and become the living, dynamic church called by God through Jesus Christ.

Oh, by the way. Have you figured it out?

What is greater than God

More cynical than Satan

The poor have it

The rich need it

And if you eat it, you’ll die?

NOTHING!
NOTHING is greater than God

NOTHING is more cynical than Satan

The poor have NOTHING

The rich need NOTHING

And if you eat NOTHING, you’ll die?

Don’t forget to think, and rethink.
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