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Jesus said, “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.” Right now in Sunday school over in the Hall, the children are studying this parable by planting wheat seeds in little cups containing soil.  A seed, by itself, is only a small piece of matter. If eaten, it provides just a bit of nourishment. If left in the hot sun, it dries up and loses its worth.  But if it is buried in the soil and the water and temperature conditions are just right, it dies beyond its present condition.  It is the seed’s time: it takes in water and produces sugar and proteins for growth.  Then, it becomes a big plant: a plant that, after it flowers, produces fruits that contain seeds, lots of seeds.  Jesus uses a seed as an illustration to help us understand what must happen to Him, and to us as His followers.  In today’s Gospel, on this week before Holy week, Jesus’ time is here, because His ministry on earth is coming to a close.  Jesus says, “the hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified” which means that He would be crucified soon.  It is time for Him to die so that we might live.  “Glorified,” means the crucifixion;  it was only by Jesus’ dying on the cross that the power of God contained in Jesus was fully released for us. 
The Christian reality is that only in dying to self can the power of God be embraced and released in us. Jesus says this in today’s Gospel when he says, “those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life… Whoever serves me the Father will honor.”  Think about the saints or your personal heroes. Didn’t they put aside personal desires for the sake of others? The world teaches that we will live longer and prosper more if we watch out for ourselves. Jesus teaches that real living involves knowing and serving Him.  The whole of Christianity grew from the seed of Jesus dying on the cross.  The disciples used their lives to spread the message of eternal life in Christ to all who would listen – and it was not easy.  We are fruit of their service.  Here at St. John’s we see lots of people who serve God, and sometimes it involves sacrifice; three examples:  (1)Yesterday, two people chose to take the time to make you the soups you are soon to enjoy during coffee hour, but they could have been doing something else they would have enjoyed more. (2)Those who work on the landscaping of the church are making a sacrifice because the church is a non-paying customer.  (3)Those who teach Sunday school are serving the Lord in such important ways, but it takes time to plan and they miss part of the service!  A 4th example:  Six years ago this month, I went to New Orleans on a mission trip to help out in the recovery after Hurricane Katrina.  While there, I drove through the 9th ward – that devastated neighborhood you saw on TV. I saw houses with spray painted markings on them indicating bodies had been found there.  I saw broken wheelchairs, toys and clothing washed up around the ruined homes.  I saw piles of cars that had been submerged and flooded hospitals that were closed.  I met evacuees coming home and seeing for the first time the devastation in their homes. I saw brown muck everywhere; no plants were growing because of the toxic flood waters.  Death was all around.  Yet, in the midst of all this loss, there was so much life and love.  Serving through the relief center of the Church of the Annunciation day after day, I witnessed people gathered from every walk of life coming together as one to help the needy.  Side-by-side we handed out water, diapers, clothing, and food.  The hospitality of God gave birth to hospitality in others. Face after face smiled at me in appreciation for the small gestures we made.  It was in facing the death and destruction, in dying to our fear of it, this mission team from Wisconsin emerged more alive.  It is dark inside the soil where the seed is planted, the seed breaks apart and the seed coat dies -- but from it life emerges.  The whole of Christianity grows from the seed of Jesus dying on the cross.
Back to the beginning of the Gospel: it begins with Greeks come into the scene and asking a disciple, “we wish to see Jesus.”  Now this was really interesting, because this was a Jewish worship festival – a scene in which Greeks were very much outsiders.  Why would they be there asking this question? So, this leads us to ask wonder whether this abundant life in Christ is available to all, or just to a few?
Little Jordan is an energetic 4 year old who is the child of a friend of my daughter’s in Denver.  I was playing with Jordan this past week, and she started playing with the chain around my neck.  She saw the cross on the end of the chain.  This little fireball all of a sudden stopped wiggling, and stood very still and quietly gazed at my cross.  She held it, and looked at me with a yearning gaze.  I told Jordan that the cross was about Jesus, and that Jesus loves her.  She reminded me of the Greeks in this Gospel who said, “we wish to see Jesus.”  Little Jordan is from a family who does not go to church, so she is an outsider to Christianity --just as the Greeks were.  In both we see a genuine need to get to know Jesus.  Would Jordan, and other outsiders like her, be welcome to come and see Jesus?  We live in a culture of “insiders” and “outsiders.”  It begins in school, when some are invited to participate in certain sports or social activities and others are not.  This continues into adulthood, when some are part of the in-crowd (the cool people) and others are not.  This affects the way others see us, and it affects the way we see ourselves.  So, would Jordan, and other outsiders like her, be welcome to come and see Jesus?  Jesus says a big “yes” when He said at the end of today’s Gospel, “I will draw all people to myself.”  We all are given the option of being a part of what Jesus did and is doing, not just a few select few.  There are no insiders and outsiders to Jesus, and that is such good news!  All are invited to respond to His love.  Jesus says He will draw us to Him, the Greek word for “to draw” is “elko,” which means “to compel.”  Jesus is not about yanking people, but His love is a positive powerful pull, that resurrection power, through this death that produced life—that pull that I saw in little Jordan’s eyes and heard in the words of the Greeks who said “we wish to see Jesus.”  Some resist it, but they are missing out on the most important thing in life; it is free and it is glorious and transforming.  How do we see Jesus today, and experience this new life? How to we help others see Jesus?  We see Jesus here in Church through His Word and Sacraments.  We experience Christ in community, through each other.  We experience Jesus in prayer.  We observe Jesus directly when we serve Him; that is what those examples from here and New Orleans are about.  When you help out at the Food Pantry, you see Jesus.  Mother Teresa was once asked by someone what she recommended that we do to grow the church.  Mother Teresa responded, “I give them Jesus.”  The questioner spoke up again asking for more detailed information, and Mother Teresa responded over and over again, “I give them Jesus. There is nothing else.”
Let us pray together the prayer for Mission on the top of page 101 in the BCP. Lord Jesus Christ, you stretched out your arms of love on the hard wood of the cross that everyone might come within the reach of your saving embrace: So clothe us in your Spirit that we, reaching forth our hands in love, may bring those who do not know you to the knowledge and love of you; for the honor of your Name. Amen.
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