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Before we entered seminary in 2002, we owned and lived on an eight-acre 
island near Chesapeake Bay on the Eastern Shore of Maryland. Our owning 
the island, Cherry Island, was the product of at least three discernible 
miracles, but that is a story for another time. The main features of the island 
were the main house – for us – and a guest house – for the children. Because 
there were two houses, we had a pair of docks. And, of course, the great 
paradox of Jesus’ words from the Gospel according to John is what warrants 
our attention this morning.  

To set the stage, Jesus has arrived in Jerusalem just before the Passover. As 
would have been consistent with the customs of the day, Jesus was 
approached by “some Greeks,” but indirectly through two of his disciples 
with Greek names, Andrew, among them. Just sayin’.  

We cannot be sure John was referring to Greek-speaking Jews from other 
parts of the area or just some Gentiles, because Greeks had become a catch-
all designation for all non-Jews, or, most likely, some actual Greeks who 
were curious about Jesus. We might speculate that they had witnessed Jesus 
tossing tables around the Temple’s Court of the Gentiles the day before and 
were drawn to his courageous protest of the corruption of the Temple by the 
Jewish religious leaders.  

Those who had collaborated with the Roman occupiers to subjugate the 
Jewish population – while protecting their own power, wealth, and status. 
Or it may just have been a reflection of the typical Greek’s wanderlust and 
penchant for truth seeking. Regardless, the interest of the Greeks can be seen 
as a precursor of the extension of Christianity to a predominantly Gentile, 
rather than Jewish religion, which notably had occurred by the time John 
committed his version of the Gospel to writing late in the first century.  

Which requires a brief digression that is particularly pertinent as we head 
toward Holy Week. And one that is necessary in understanding the Gospel 
according to John, which often is misunderstood or, worse, misappropriated 
to justify the fallacy that the Jews killed Jesus and, therefore, are worthy of 
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the anti-Semitism that has polluted so many cultures, often with tragic 
outcomes.  

The Jewish people did not kill Jesus. Jesus himself, after all, was a Jew. His 
apostles were Jews. His early disciples and followers were Jews. He was 
immensely popular with the Jewish people. And as a matter of law in 
Roman-occupied territories, only the Romans could pronounce and carry 
out a sentence of death, something they never were reluctant to do when 
someone posed a threat to what we would call today “law and order.” 
Indeed, inciting political restlessness was a sure invitation to crucifixion. 

But when John wrote his version of the Gospel, Jewish synagogues and 
households were in turmoil. For a while Christianity had remained a sect of 
Judaism.  

But as Christianity began to spread and Gentiles, like our Greek friends 
above, became followers of Christ, Christianity emerged as its own religion. 
And Jews had to make a choice whether to follow Christ or maintain their 
Jewish faith.  

It was a time that had all the grace of a religious food fight. Families were 
bitterly divided, much as they are in our current political landscape, and 
synagogues were expelling Jews who were electing to follow Christ. In that 
context, John’s language got a little imprecise, even heated, and he would 
refer to the Jewish religious leaders who had sought Jesus’ crucifixion simply 
as “the Jews,” making it far too easy to condemn our Jewish sisters and 
brothers and justify their mistreatment over the centuries. We will hear 
much of John’s pejorative language about “the Jews” in Holy Week, and we 
must be sure to interpret and hear it correctly, as referring only to the Jewish 
religious leaders who owed their positions to Rome and had been repeatedly 
challenged, outsmarted, and condemned by Jesus as hypocrites. Enough 
said. 

How does Jesus respond to the curious Greeks? With … a paradox. And a 
paradox that speaks as loudly to us today as it did to the Greeks, though we 
have had several thousand years now to digest and understand it. Because 
when someone tells us that we gain life via death, we do need to give it some 
thought. What was Jesus saying? 

Maybe Jesus was asking us to be heroes. Don’t we always think of those who 
like Jesus give or even just risk their lives in a worthy cause as heroes, as 
compelling examples of finding eternal life in death or self-sacrifice? Right 
now our medical personnel who continue to risk their lives and health to 
tend to victims of COVID-19 come most immediately to mind. Imagine what 
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we would have lost without people willing to forego not only health and 
safety, but also security, personal gain, and selfish ambition and 
advancement to submit to God’s vision for their lives and serve others. 

Not that most of us will have such dramatic opportunities. In the 1989 
motion picture The Russia House, the protagonist, portrayed by Sean Connery 
muses, these days “you have to think like a hero merely to behave like a 
decent human being.”1 And Jesus is showing us how to think like a 
hero…and John is reminding us of divine assistance and support in 
transforming heroic thinking to heroic action, even on the scale of our hum-
drum day-to-day activities. 

Like the lifeless grain of wheat, safe and secure until it is buried as if in a 
tomb, we so easily can cling to a low risk, self-focused life that in all 
likelihood will lead to a longer, safer, more comfortable life. But is that really 
living? Is that really life? Is that the image of God in which we are created? 
Is that how we imitate Christ? Is Jesus’ response to the Greeks as much a 
shock to us as it was to that crowd: 

Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate 
their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.2 

And like the seed buried in the ground bear fruit.  

Administering a fatal dose of heroism to our personal pleasures and plans 
never will be easy. Even Jesus was troubled at the prospect. Jesus had to 
summon unimaginable courage. The fully human Jesus was afraid. But 
courage is the virtue of doing what needs to be done in the face of terrible 
fear. And what happens? What transforms the terror and tension of that 
moment in Jesus’s life to the ultimate triumph of good over evil? 

Another shock to the gathered listeners: The voice of God. Not a whisper. 
Not an echo. And at a time in Jewish religious history when they no longer 
believed that God spoke directly to humanity. Even the voice that had 
spoken to the prophets had long been silent. But as it had at so many great 
moments in Jesus’ life, the voice of God spoke courage to Jesus when he 
needed it most. 

And God will do no less for us. God will never ask much of us and then leave 
us to wallow in our weakness. God will speak. God will make God’s strength 

 
1Quotes, The Russia House, Internet Movie Database, https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0100530/ 
quotes/?tab=qt&ref_=tt_trv_qu (accessed march 18, 2021) 
2 John 12: 25 (NRSV). 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0100530/%20quotes/?tab=qt&ref_=tt_trv_qu
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0100530/%20quotes/?tab=qt&ref_=tt_trv_qu
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available to us as he did for Jesus, whose prospects in Jerusalem were far 
dimmer than any circumstances most of us will ever encounter.  

 

 

And God will love us with a love that blasts right through our mere human 
incapacity and touches those God places in our paths. We become conduits 
of a love so mature and selfless that it strains our ability to see it and 
understand it.  

Our friend in the Russia House may have come close to capturing it in 
describing his love to the woman for whom he had betrayed his country:  

I love you. All my failings were preparation for 
meeting you. It’s like nothing I have ever known: it’s 
unselfish love, grown up love. You know it is. It’s 
mature, absolute, thrilling love.3 

To give up our lives so completely that we love someone with the pure, 
powerful, unremitting love of God must be an incomparable thrill. And if 
we dare pause to listen when God’s voice thunders in our hearts and souls, 
that thrill be ours.  

 
3  “The Russia House Script – Dialogue Transcript,” Drew's Script-O-Rama,  

 http://www.script-o-rama.com/movie_scripts/r/russia-house-script-transcript-pfeiffer.html (accessed March 
18,2021) 

http://www.script-o-rama.com/oldindex.shtml
http://www.script-o-rama.com/movie_scripts/r/russia-house-script-transcript-pfeiffer.html

