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John 12:20-33
Lifted Up!
When the Greeks seek Jesus it seems to be a signal to him.  He immediately begins wrestling with what comes next, his soul troubled by a counterintuitive choice.  If he is to reveal his nonviolent, non-retributive God whom he knows as his “Abba”, he has to take the next step.  He must prepare himself for the end and this is why we read this text on the fifth Sunday in Lent, just before Palm Sunday and Holy Week.  The time has come:  “the hour for the Son of Humanity to be glorified” has arrived.  While his disciples could not understand this then, we know his glorification occurred on Good Friday, at his crucifixion, when he was lifted up.  
In John, when we read, “very truly I tell you,” we know Jesus is about to say something important.  Here he says, “Very truly I tell you, when a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies it is able to multiply and bear much fruit.”  Jesus is about to be that grain that does not resist falling into the ground; that grain that does not flee death….the seed that does not cling to its own life, but allows itself to die, knowing prodigious new life can then emerge . As we sang in the hymn just before the gospel, only when the single grain falls into the earth and dies will the green blade rise. 
His meditation continues.  “Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.”  Those who tenaciously hang on to what they think is essential to them, lose the very life they so desperately desire to preserve.  And those who grow suspicious of what the world values and leave it to search for something better, find life that lasts forever.  Jesus seems to be reassuring himself, preparing himself for what he must do, reciting his values in the face of his own counter desire to avoid the cross.  He is thinking it through, counting the cost, and reminding himself of what’s at stake.   He also says those who follow him will have to go with him to this place of letting go.  If they will do that, the Father will honor them.
In the next scene his turmoil becomes painfully poignant.  The scene has the same feel as the Garden of Gethsemane in the three synoptic gospels.  “Now my soul is troubled.  And what should I say—‘Father, save me from this hour’?  No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour.  Father, glorify your name.”
 “Father, glorify your name.”  What does it mean to “glorify someone’s name?”   I think it means to make that name desirable” so that others will desire it too. Jesus wants to disclose who God really is to the whole world.    The world has a false notion of God.  They fear him but they don’t love him nor desire him.  Jesus prays to make his father’s name desirable.  To do that, he will have to be lifted up so that all will see human treachery and divine forgiveness.  Only then will God’s name be cleared and the real culprit named.  
In a portion of scripture I had not noticed, a section seemingly equivalent to Jesus’ transfiguration in the synoptic gospels, a voice replies from heaven saying, “I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again.”  In St. John’s gospel God speaks in response to Jesus’ prayer.  It was an awesome moment; an event filled with meaning that rang to the core of reality.  God says Jesus has glorified God and has God’s full blessing and soon, when he is lifted up, he will again glorify God’s name.  
“The crowd standing there heard it and said that it was thunder.  Others said, ‘An angel has spoken to him.”  Interesting!  The “this worldly folk” thought it was thunder, a phenomena of nature. The “other worldly folk” thought it was the voice of an angel.  Both sides hear it and both sides were wrong in their interpretation, for it was the voice of God.  Then Jesus said the voice had been meant for their ears not his.  It seems that God wanted to validate what his Son was about to do.
Jesus then says a very strange thing.  “Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out.”

It appears that the judgment of the world is Jesus on the cross.  It doesn’t occur at the end time and neither Jesus nor God does it.  We judge ourselves when we hang him there.  The truth we have always wanted to hide, which is that we try to keep peace by diminishing, excluding, even killing those we dislike, suddenly hangs on a cross before us.  And this time, we can’t say God told us to do it because it is God’s son who is hanging there.   When we hang Jesus on a cross we reveal ourselves for who we are and in this way bring judgment on our own heads.  We thought a distant and angry God would judge us but it turns out we judge ourselves by how we judge others.  
But now we know this.  With this revelation of Jesus lifted up, we are given the tools with which to see.  We understand now how it works.  The satanic mechanism has been revealed.  The grand wizard’s ropes exposed.  The distorter disclosed.  Now we see the thing hidden since the foundation of the world.  Satan, the ruler of this world can now be driven out.  Jesus, being lifted up, has changed everything.  The cross reveals the forgiving victim who has laid bare the underpinnings of violence revealing our need for forgiveness and mercy.  
And then Jesus pronounces the most spectacular news imaginable.  He says he will draw all of humanity to himself and he does this from his place on a cross.  Do we take this literally?  Will Jesus, hanging there, draw all people to himself?
On Friday we received a letter from the wife of the sheriff of Mariposa County in California.  She was at our friend’s funeral and this is the only correspondence we have thus far received from any in attendance. 
Dearest Laura,

My name is Laurie Binnewies, the Mariposa County Sheriff’s wife…but more importantly, I am the proud daughter of the King!

I did not know Ed well, but I know and love many in the community that loved and adored him.  The memorial service was such a beautiful celebration and tribute to the “chosen one” as Ed liked to call himself from his adoption.  I truly wish I would have had the opportunity to have known Ed better.

The service started with the military tribute on the lawn of our fairgrounds.  Beautiful.  A mention of God.  A gun salute.  The playing of Taps.  Sad but powerful.

The service moved inside and was well attended.  Ed was known and loved by so many!  But other than your beautiful letter about faith, there was no other mention of God or Jesus or the saving grace of faith.  And that is why I felt compelled to write you.  Your taking the time to write that letter was God’s way of getting His message out to a community that needs Him.  Without you, many would have left without hearing a message of hope.  And I think that message is essential in memorial services when so many are sad and without hope and asking the hard questions of why?  What is the purpose?  Who is next?

Our community has suffered a lot of loss lately.  This weekend we will attend the service of a 19 year old who took his life.  While another teenage girl lays in a hospital recovering from a near suicide, overdose.  And yet another young woman of 21 awaits a transplant with life waning.  Our community is watching.  

I was so very thankful for Rick’s reading of your message of hope and love.  It was the only true beauty that shined through the ashes of Ed’s memorial service.  Thank you for being his instrument.  He uses all who are willing and wholly submitted to Him.  May you be richly blessed!!!  



Joyful in the Journey, 

Laurie and then a smiley face. 
Even there, at Ed’s funeral, Jesus was drawing the world to himself and it was a not a Jesus lording it over us, but a Jesus hanging there broken, powerless, and spilled out for the world.  The message Laura sent told all those grieving people of Jesus’ abyssal love—how Jesus went to the abyss, the bottom of human sin and pain, human pride and despair, and placed himself underneath it all so that when we reach bottom, no matter how low, he will still be beneath us--evidence of God’s bottomless compassion, God’s compelling non-violence, even when we visit violence on each other and ourselves.  This is the message that will draw all people to him and we are its stewards.  We have joyous and meaningful work to do.  Let’s do it.  Amen.
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