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John 12:20-33 

 

 

 How many of you have a DVR at home?  I do, and I love it.  You know what it 

is, don‟t you?  It‟s the device that enables you to tape television shows – although 

there‟s no tape involved, like there used to be with a VCR.  With a DVR, you just hit 

a button on the remote control, and voila, the show you want to see later is 

recorded. 

 

 I love the DVR for a number of reasons.  The primary reason, of course, is 

that if I‟m busy in a meeting at church or for some other thing, I can record a show 

that I want to see, and then watch it at a later date.  But another great reason that 

I love the DVR is the ability I have to, when I‟m watching something I recorded, 

fast-forward through things I don‟t want to see – like commercials!  It‟s fabulous not 

to have to sit through endless commercials. 

 

 It‟s also fabulous not to have to sit through painful stuff – like another team 

celebrating after a victory over a team I love, or a last minute field goal that sends 
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my team down to defeat.  You can‟t imagine how fast I can hit the stop button on 

that remote control to avoid that pain! 

 

 We don‟t like to suffer, and so many things we have in our lives today give us 

the capacity to avoid suffering.  I mean, think about it – caller ID gives us the 

capacity to avoid talking to someone with whom we don‟t want to talk, credit cards 

give us the capacity to get what we want when we want it, regardless of our ability 

or inability to pay for it at that moment.  And DVRs and other such things, give us 

the ability to “fast-forward” past painful or uncomfortable things we don‟t want to 

see. 

 

 Bishop William Willimon calls this the “pleasure principle.”  He says, “We 

human beings live by the pleasure principle.  We are all practical hedonists to the 

core, asking no more of ourselves than that we have a nice day.”  (On-line, William 

Willimon, “Drawing All to Himself”) 

 

 While that may be a bit harsh, he is onto something.  We do want things to go 

well and go smoothly for ourselves.  We don‟t want to struggle or suffer – which 

makes going through this time of the Christian year particularly tough for us.  

Enter today‟s Gospel lesson, and Jesus‟ words about suffering and sacrifice. 
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 It‟s just before Jesus would be called to pay the ultimate price – to die on an 

old rugged cross for the sake of humanity.  It‟s a tough passage to read, because as 

one commentator put it, “This is Jesus tormented, tempted, challenged, distrusted 

and unjustly accused.  Those who love him cannot protect him from what lies ahead.  

The Jesus that John shows us in this week‟s Gospel text is not a religious robot, 

unemotionally prepared to end it all for the cause.  This Jesus is struggling, 

distressed, wishing he could take another road.  He knows what he has been asked 

to do, but he doesn‟t like it.  He sees the risks, feels them – and yet goes ahead 

anyway, letting things unfold as they will.” (Ayanna Johnson Watkins, The 

Christian Century, 3/18/15) 

 

 It‟s tough to read this lesson.  It‟s tough to read words about having to die in 

order to live, about hating one‟s life in order to keep it for eternity, about the costs of 

following Jesus.  

 

 It‟s tough to journey with Jesus during these final days of Lent.  We would so 

much rather focus on gentle Jesus meek and mild, the Jesus who has a lamb draped 

across his shoulder, the Jesus who has children gathered around him, the Jesus 

who heals the blind beggar, and forgives sinners. 
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 The suffering, dying Jesus is something altogether different.  One pastor tells 

the story of asking a member of his church, who was a woodcarver, to make a cross 

for the front of their church for Lent.  He was startled when the man came back 

with the finished product to find that it was a crucifix – a cross on which hung a 

battered and bloodied Jesus.  The people of the church couldn‟t take it, and the 

pastor‟s mailbox was filled with letters asking for it to be removed.  (Willimon, Ibid.) 

 

 Which is about what happened to another church who erected three crosses 

on its front lawn for Lent.  They got letters from their neighbors asking that they be 

taken down because they were making the neighborhood look bad!  (Ibid) 

 

 Or ask anybody who is a part of this year‟s Lenten lunch and learn how 

difficult it is to watch a very graphic video of Jesus‟ dying days.  The video we‟re 

using “The Easter Experience” is extremely well done, but it is very, very tough to 

watch – and sometimes, some of us, look away – because it‟s too much – it‟s too 

hard. 

 

 But it is clear from the Gospel lesson today that Jesus doesn‟t want us to look 

away.  He wants us to look head on at the life he lived, and the life he calls us to live 

– a life that is sometimes tough, and is always sacrificial.  He wants us to realize 
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that dying to self is central to being his followers – that caring about others, no 

matter what the cost, is what it‟s all about. 

 

 In a wonderful essay on this passage, Pastor Janet Hunt writes, “‟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.‟  We know the truth of this, of course (Hunt writes).  Any 

one of us who has ever covered a seed with earth knows it is so.  I expect we 

experience the truth of it in our lives as well.” 

 

 She continues:  “We see the proof of this in families where parents give up a 

whole lot of themselves so that their children might flourish, where children watch 

out for and occasionally participate in important decisions for parents as age 

catches up with them, where spouses set aside their own wants or needs to help the 

other become who they are meant to be.  And yes, we see it in congregations where 

we give up our place in the pew for a newcomer, where we welcome children even 

when they fuss, when we reach beyond our shyness or our fear to speak to a 

stranger.  In a thousand places and ways we know this to be true.  It‟s not usually 

big deaths, of course, but small ones along the way which live out the truth of Jesus‟ 

words over and over again and our „dying‟ somehow multiplies and results in life.”  

(On-line, Dancing with the Word, “When Dying Means Living,” Janet Hunt) 
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 That‟s the kind of life Jesus calls us to live – sacrificial, giving, caring for 

others more than ourselves kind of living – it‟s the kind of life he lived to the very 

end – even though it cost him everything.  How can we do any less, even if it costs 

us everything? 

 

 We are his body in the world today.  One author I read this week wrote these 

challenging words about that:  “Like Jesus, we too must confront God‟s purpose for 

us.  Clearly we were not baptized into the Body of Christ to let his body wither from 

our neglect.  We are charged to be disciples.  We are called to take up our cross and 

follow Jesus.”  (On-line, “Speaking to the Soul:  Cross Purposes,” 3/17/15) 

 

 Wow!  “We were not baptized into the Body of Christ to let his body wither 

from our neglect.”  That will sure make you sit up and take notice.  No, we are 

called to live Christ-like lives, lives of service and love, lives willing to sacrifice for 

the sake of others. 

 

 Not too long ago, I saw a beautiful example of that on the internet.  It was the 

story of a high school basketball team.  Theirs was a high school called Vanguard 

College Prep in Waco, Texas, and their team played other private school teams 

throughout the basketball season.  One of the teams they played was called the 

Gainesville Tornadoes, from a juvenile correction facility.   
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 Frankly, not a lot of other schools wanted to play that team, and whenever 

they played, they had no fans following them or cheering them on.  That is, until 

they went to play this particular high school team. 

 

 Some of the Vanguard players were disturbed that Gainesville never had 

anyone cheering them on – so they did something about it.  They talked to their own 

fans, and asked half of them to sit on the other side of the gym and cheer for 

Gainesville.  They had them make banners and posters supporting Gainesville.  

They designated half of their cheerleaders to be Gainesville cheerleaders for the 

day. 

 

 And I want to tell you that, when the Gainesville players came into the gym 

and onto the court, they were stunned by what they saw and heard – people filling 

the stands on their side, people cheering for them, encouraging them by name, 

posters, banners, cheerleaders waving their pom-poms and cheering madly.  They 

couldn‟t believe it – they had never known that kind of support before. 

 

 I don‟t know what the score was – or how the game ended – none of that 

really matters.  What matters is what that sacrificial love did for those young men 
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from Gainesville.  One of them said that “When I‟m an old man, I‟ll still be thinking 

about this,” and another said, “I‟ll remember this for the rest of my life.” 

 

 Dying to self – those young players at Vanguard lived out Jesus‟ command in 

a beautiful way and who knows what that might do for the future of those young 

men from Gainesville?  Maybe they caught a glimpse of a different kind of future.  

Maybe the power of love will take root in their lives and change what lies ahead.  I 

think this is the kind of thing Jesus was talking about – the kind of life Jesus was 

asking us to live. 

 

 It‟s the kind of life a man by the name of Robertson McQuilkin has chosen to 

live too.  You might recognize his name – you might even know his story.  He was 

the president of Columbia College and Seminary – a very successful, very well-

respected and admired president, who had a great tenure with that school.  

Somewhere along the way, while he was president, McQuilkin‟s wife Muriel became 

afflicted with Alzheimer‟s Disease.  It was a slow journey at first, but as time went 

on and the disease progressed, McQuilkin struggled to balance his time on the job 

with his time with his wife. 
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 The college did whatever it could to help him.  They hired people to stay with 

Muriel during the day, and helped him with food and other household needs.  They 

were extremely supportive. 

 

 But there came a point when Muriel would become panicky when her 

husband would leave, and would try to follow him to the college.  Finally, a decision 

had to be made about what to do. 

 

 This is what President McQuilkin decided to do, in his own words:  “When the 

time came, the decision was firm.  It took no great calculation.  It was a matter of 

integrity.  Had I not promised, 42 years before, „in sickness and in health . . . till 

death do us part?‟ This was no grim duty to which I was stoically resigned, however.  

It was only fair.  She had, after all, cared for me for almost four decades with 

marvelous devotion; now it was my turn.  And such a partner she was!  If I took 

care of her for 40 years, I would never be out of her debt.  It is all more than keeping 

promises and being fair, however.  As I watch her brave descent into oblivion, 

Muriel is the joy of my life.  Daily I discern new manifestations of the kind of person 

she is, the wife I always loved.  I also see fresh manifestations of God‟s love – the 

God I long to love more fully.”  (On-line, Roddy Clack, “Sacrificial Love”) 
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 Dying to self, living for others – I know we‟ve all seen it lived out in front of 

us – in the grandparents bringing up grandchildren, in spouses and children 

visiting nursing homes regularly even when their loved ones don‟t recognize them 

anymore, in men and women taking time away from their families to spend the 

night at the rotating homeless shelter, in retirees driving cancer patients to 

appointments, in parents of little children teaching other little children in Sunday 

School – oh, we‟ve seen it in so many ways. 

 

 Yet, it is so difficult to do, because it asks us to put others before ourselves, it 

asks us to die to self that others might have life more abundantly. 

 

 In your bulletin you will find an insert, just like you have during all the 

Sundays of Lent.  Today, it has a shaft of wheat on it.  Please take it out and find 

something with which to write – a pen or a pencil.  I‟ll give you a moment to do that. 

 

 Now, for a few moments, think about what Christ might be inviting you to do 

for the sake of others.   You are his hands and feet in the world today – what does 

he need you to do?  Think about the possibilities and write them down. 
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 Maybe he‟s calling you to give up a Saturday and participate in Christmas in 

April. 

 

 Maybe he‟s calling you to give up some time to work with the youth group or 

mentor a child at Thomson Estates. 

 

 Maybe he‟s calling you to be a friend to someone who is lonely or visit 

someone in a nursing home who never gets visitors. 

 

 Or maybe he‟s calling you to step out of your comfort zone and come and be a 

part of the conversation on race? 

 

 Whatever it is, write it down, and then keep it somewhere nearby, so that 

you‟ll be reminded, whether you do that particular thing or not, that Jesus is calling 

you to die to yourself, for the sake of others, for the sake of his Kingdom. 

 

 So for a few moments now, think about this:  Jesus died on that old rugged 

cross for you.  What does Jesus want you to do in return? 
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