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To See Jesus
“Now among those who went up to worship at the festival were some Greeks. They came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, and said to him, ‘Sir, we wish to see Jesus.’” (John 12:20)
It is not clear from John’s gospel whether or not those Greeks in the story ever get to see Jesus. The disciples give them the run-around for some reason, either purposefully or by mistake: the Greeks came to Philip, Philip went to tell Andrew, Andrew and Philip went to tell Jesus--only twelve disciples and it was already like calling customer service for your credit card. Jesus himself could have called over the Greeks like he did with the little children when they came to his disciples, but he doesn’t--and at first we are not sure why.

Instead, as often happens in John’s gospel, what starts as a simple, direct question quickly moves to a deeper level of communication. The question from the Greeks becomes a pivotal teaching moment for Jesus, the last words of his public ministry. He begins to teach the secret of a life fully lived. He shows how to stay close to him, even when he is gone. He explains that the power of the ruler of this world will be broken when he is lifted on a cross in glory. And at this very moment, when his arms of love are stretched out on the hard wood of the cross--that is when and how he will draw those Greeks, the Romans, the Pharisees, all people into the reach of his saving embrace. That is when and how they will see him, and know that he is their God.

‘Sir, we wish to see Jesus.”

What a strange sight it is to see Jesus in the way he invites us to see him--and what a strange teaching he gives to go with it. So different it is from what we learn from the world. 

To see Jesus in all his glory means to look right at the Cross. Not to turn away, but to stare at it, take it in. When Jesus uses this word glory--“The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified” and “Father, glorify your name,” think Cross. The Cross is where the glory happens. It’s where the grain of wheat dies so that it can bear much fruit. It’s where the ruler of this world is driven out and the love of God breaks in. The Cross is where God intervenes to make life possible again: for Greeks, for sinners, for us. It’s a risky intervention on behalf of God--cost Jesus his life disappointed a lot of people, confused a lot of others. But for God, there is no question the risk is worth it. To see Jesus in glory on the Cross is to wonder aloud with the words we just sang: “What wondrous love is this that caused the Lord of bliss to lay aside his crown for my soul, for my soul, to lay aside his crown for my soul.” What wondrous love is this?

And his teaching! The secret of a life fully lived is to give it away in love for others--that’s what Jesus did, and that’s what he invites us to do. “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. Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.” One translation reads “…anyone who holds onto life just as it is destroys that life. But if you let it go, reckless in your love, you’ll have it forever, real and eternal.”

What is it that God is saying and doing here? God transforms death into the activity that breaks evil’s grip over the world and offers life to all; giving your life away, to be reckless in your love, this is the path to peace in your life with God and others.

I recently had dinner with a friend who introduced me to an acquaintance, and within five minutes the acquaintance became openly hostile about Christianity. Do you really believe in all that crap? He asked. God creating, becoming a person, rising from the dead--it’s just ridiculous! How can you give your life to such nonsense? I was so startled there in my own kitchen--This was a smart guy who I knew enjoyed a good debate, but I found myself snapping back too quickly, “It may seem ridiculous to you, but your life seems ridiculous to me--you have no community to grow with, no values you are bold enough to commit yourself to, and no lasting meaning in your life--zero, zip, zilch.” 

This is not the pastoral response I recommend. Instead of becoming defensive immediately, I should have inquired into his anger and then calmly proclaimed the faith that is within me. But what shocked me was how hostile, how dismissive he was, and how quick he was to assume that I was living a lie from a myth. My biggest mistake apart from losing my cool and the opportunity to talk more with him was letting myself be overcome by shock. If I had read my gospel of John, I would have been more compassionate to how crazy Jesus’ words and actions seem. 

In his book Nothing To Be Frightened Of, the British writer and atheist Julian Barnes makes a surprising confession. There are two myths, according to him: one is of course the myth of religion, in particular of Christianity, and he rails against it with its unscientific claims about the existence of God, the nature of creation, the person of Jesus, and the nature of the church. But the other myth is what he calls the secular modern heaven of self-fulfillment: “Bumper stickers and fridge magnets remind us that Life is Not a Rehearsal. We encourage one another towards the secular modern heaven of self-fulfilment: the development of the personality, the relationships which help define us, the status-giving job, the material goods, the ownership of property, the foreign goods, the acquisition of savings, the visits to the gym, the consumption of culture. It all adds up to happiness, doesn’t it--doesn’t it? This is our chosen myth…” And then he adds, “Would you prefer to bow down before codswallop (by which he means religion), or would you prefer to grow into your full dwarfishness, and indulge all your wants and desires, in the name of truth and freedom?” 

The world is hostile to the sight and message of Jesus on the Cross because it shows the emperor’s new clothes to be what they really are. But we are remiss if we do not confess our own allegiances to the world’s values, our own difficulty with that seed that has to die in order to produce fruit.

A colleague recently asked me and a few others to read over a goodbye letter she had composed for her co-workers. She is leaving in the fall for Africa, and in her position of authority she needed to say goodbye in a meaningful way for her hearers that both thanked them and wished them well. The letter was empty: devoid of emotion, lacking clarity, exhibiting no real compassion or connection with her hearers. We told her so--of course in constructive ways--but she wasn’t getting it. An hour went by of back and forth dialogue, but nothing. Just as we were getting ready to leave, she burst into tears, and then blurted out: “I’m mad! I have done nothing but go above and beyond to help them, and they have treated me horribly.” And then the story came out. One co-worker had humiliated her painfully and relentlessly in front of some other colleagues over a year ago, and the wound had festered into full-blown anger. She found reasons--and good ones--to resist all our suggestions for the letter--because she wouldn’t let the mad die. Letting her anger go, letting it die, would have borne the fruit of a gracious departure and a healthy department, but she wouldn’t or just couldn’t do it. 

We fool ourselves into the cultural myth of self-sufficiency if we look on the Cross and do not feel some fear and trembling. After all, Jesus’ own first response is “Now my soul is troubled.” The invitation to hate your life in this world so as to keep it for eternal life is crazy without God’s help. The invitation to let your own life become a seed which dies to give fruit for others is unfathomable without God’s help. It is no coincidence that Jesus receives some serious help from God with the voice from heaven that makes him able to go forward. The call to follow Jesus in his life of self-giving service comes with an awesome power that makes us able. That’s the glorious part.  

There’s an old preacher’s story that a preacher gets up in the pulpit in a Sunday evening service, places his manuscript on the lectern, and just as he is about to speak, the lights go out in the whole church. For a moment a stunned silence, and panic in the preacher. Then a voice from the back, “Preach on, preacher, we can see Jesus in the dark.”

I know myself and most of you and this life of beauty and struggle well enough to know that we feel the darkness around us aplenty. The good news comes from that voice that tells us we can see Jesus in the dark. The cross shines in the darkness as God’s glory, and the darkness did not overcome it. 
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