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If you ask people to name a gospel story having to do with vocations, they usually reach 
for the scene on the lakeshore, when Jesus calls Peter, Andrew, James, and John, who 
drop everything and follow him. However, this simple plot, as impressive as it is, does 
not correspond to most callings. The episode we just heard from John’s gospel, as 
enigmatic as it is, seems truer to life. 
 
We aren’t told much about these Greeks, except that they wish to see Jesus. They are 
seekers. They have to overcome some barriers to get to Jesus. And, most interesting of 
all, they don’t get a direct or clear response to their inquiry.  
 
It is good to keep in mind the context: at this point in John’s gospel the plot to kill Jesus 
is in full swing. He goes up to Jerusalem in spite of warnings of danger. This passage is 
sandwiched between the triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem and what is often 
called John’s version of the agony in the garden, when Jesus says “Now is my soul 
troubled. And what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’?” From this moment on, 
following Jesus takes on a whole new dimension: he is headed for his Passion. 
 
At first sight it seems that Jesus simply ignores Philip and Andrew when they tell him 
some Greeks wish to see him. But his answer could not be more pointed: to follow him 
will mean becoming like him, a grain of wheat that needs to fall into the earth and die 
before it will bear fruit. Moreover, the apparently enigmatic answer is a reminder that 
Jesus is always farther ahead and ungraspable.  
 
The sentence I wish to focus on comes near the end: “If any one serves me, he must 
follow me; and where I am, there shall my servant be also.” It is a remarkably dense 
saying. It contains a condition (if), a command (he must), and a promise (shall).  
 
The condition is the willingness to serve, which implies submission to a greater authority 
and a greater purpose. Like the prodigal son, we usually only come to this willingness to 
submit after recognizing that we are lost and at fault. To answer a calling, to come to 
Jesus, and to begin serving him all require contrition of heart, conversion, and beginning 
anew. 
 
The command is to “follow me.” Given the context, we now know that following Jesus is 
not just a matter of listening and learning. To be a true disciple is to become like him, to 
go where he goes: and he is going toward the moment of his complete self-offering. 
Progress, then, is less a matter of collecting accomplishments and becoming proficient 
than it is of step by step entering upon the same path Jesus took. 
 
And the promise is magnificent: “where I am, there shall my servant be also.” The 
“where” here is not a matter of geography. What should come to mind here are all the 



other “I am” sayings in John’s gospel: I am the way, the truth, the life, the resurrection, 
the door, and so on. To say “where I am, you also will be” is the promise of union. 
 
We have here the classical three stages of the spiritual life: converting, progressing, and 
finally becoming one. If you would serve Jesus in religious life, you must follow where 
he leads; and if you do follow, you will be with him where he is. 
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