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March 18, 2018 

Psalm 51 

John 12:20-33    Following in death 

 

The hour has come, Jesus says. Now is the time for the Son of Man to be 

glorified. Now is the time for judgment. Now is the time for God’s only 

begotten son to give his life for the life of the world. The grain of wheat 

must fall to the earth and die, so that it may bear fruit.  The hour has 

come. 

It is time. It is time for Jesus to do what he came to do. And we have 

followed him up to this point. We have followed him from the moment 

when he was baptized. Then we followed him out into the wilderness. 

Then along the shores of Galilee as he gathered his disciples. We left our 

nets with them and followed him as he went to preach good news to the 

poor and heal the sick and free the demon-possessed. We followed him 

to the Temple where he challenged the religious leaders. We followed 

him to Jerusalem as he told us, “Deny yourself. Take up your cross and 

follow me.” And now the hour has come for us to follow him even unto 

death. 
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In this hour, if we follow Jesus, then that is where we will go. We are 

headed to death with him. We are headed toward failure. We are headed 

toward suffering and humiliation. Honestly, it’s the opposite of where 

we want to be headed. It’s the opposite of where we need to go in this 

world. We would rather follow him to the head of the class, to the corner 

office, to the winner’s circle. Because we aren’t there. We already feel 

like failures. Thanks, Jesus, but we don’t need any help with that. But 

that’s where Jesus is headed, to the cross; to loss and failure and death. 

And he is calling us to follow him. 

The hour has come, for Jesus and for us. But it’s hard for us to accept 

that death is where God wants us to go. It’s hard for us just to talk about 

death. In our culture, we spend a lot of time denying it. And ignoring it. 

And pretending that it will not happen to us. That it will not happen to 

our parents, or our children, or our friends. Even at church, we can’t be 

OK with death because we do not want death to be OK. Because death is 

the opposite of life. It is the opposite of togetherness and love. And Jesus 

says to us, I know it feels that way. I know you are scared. So am I. But 

let’s not let death be bigger than God. Let’s not let the end be bigger 
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than God’s beginning. To get to Easter Sunday, we have to pass through 

Good Friday. 

The hour has come, Jesus says. It is time. Jesus knows it. And we know 

it too. The story in the gospel of John has been building to this point. 

The tension with the Romans is mounting. Jerusalem is full of 

nationalist fervor. The struggle with the scribes and Pharisees has come 

to a peak.  And Jesus’ raising of Lazarus from the dead has sent people 

into a tizzy. The high priest Caiaphas knows that something must be 

done. He says: “It is better that one person die for the people, than to 

have the whole nation destroyed.” It is better that one person die. One 

person, in place of all the others. The hour has come for Jesus. 

Death is where all of this is headed. It has always been headed here for 

Jesus and his disciples. And we must follow Jesus here because this is 

the way of Jesus. Now, this kind of death is not hopeless death. It is not 

suicidal death. Please do not go home and start planning for that. 

Because that is all about control. And this is the opposite of control. It is 

trusting God. It is putting ourselves in God’s hands. It is, first of all, 

dying to ourselves and what we want.  Second, it is dying to our fears 
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and our ‘what-ifs’. And third, it is dying to the world and how it values 

us. Jesus died to himself. He died to his fear. He died to the world 

around him. And if we follow him, we die to those things too. In the end, 

we must die. In the end, the hour will come for us all. 

For many of us, all of this dying with Jesus began a long time ago. In 

our baptisms, we began our dying. That’s right. At a baptismal font just 

like this, you put your life in God’s hands. Or it was put there for you by 

your parents. And you died to an old life on our own and you began a 

new life with God. And you said or your parents said, “Here, God, you 

take this life. You have it. You hold it. I’m giving it to you. It’s yours 

now.” Since the day of your baptism, your life has not been your own 

anymore.  It is a life in Christ, dedicated to saying what he says and 

doing what he does and going where he goes and loving how he loves. 

In our baptism, we begin dying to ourselves and we began our rising 

with Christ. We began dying to our wants and our wishes and life our 

way. We set aside our ambitions for God’s ambition. In the movie, 

Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, Indiana is looking for the holy grail, 

the cup that Jesus drank from at the Last Supper. It would be an exciting 
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quest for any archaeologist. But Indiana isn’t trying to find it for a 

collection. His father has been captured by the Nazis and Indiana must 

find it in order to save him. They locate the grail in a secret cave. But 

when the Nazis try to remove it, the walls begin to collapse. The cup 

falls into a deep crevice. More than one Nazi falls in trying to reach it. 

Then Indiana Jones himself tries to grab it from its little crevice. “I can 

reach it, he says. I’ve almost got it.” But his father, who has been 

looking for the grail his whole life, says, Let it go, Indiana. Let it go.” 

Sometimes, we have to let things go. We have to let go of our wants and 

our ambitions. We have to die to the things we are pursuing when it’s 

clear that the pursuit does not lead to God. “Create in me a clean heart, it 

says in Psalm 51. Wash me, cleanse me, purge me with hyssop. Put a 

new and right spirit within me.” We have to die to the things that turn 

our hearts from God; those things that take our energy and our attention; 

those things that keep us from peace and joy, that we must endlessly 

chase and chase and chase. Let’s look at what we give our attention to. 

Let’s look at our relationship with technology. And sports. And 

entertainment. And wealth. Let’s look at our hearts and see whether or 
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not they are hearts for God. Because our hearts are meant to be hearts for 

God. Like the heart of Jesus that loved the world and gave up what he 

wanted for what we needed. He gave up his life for the life of the world. 

And if we follow him, then we follow him. 

As disciples of Jesus, first, we die to our own wants. And second, we die 

to our what-ifs. Jesus says in our scripture, “My soul is troubled.” And I 

imagine that it was. I imagine Jesus was scared about what would 

happen to him. I imagine he was worried about what would happen to 

his friends. I imagine he was sad and upset about how he would suffer 

and pain he would face. Jesus’ soul was troubled. This winter I had some 

heart trouble. The electrical signals in my heart got off kilter. I was born 

with this funny wiring, the doctor tells me. Only now, it’s decided to act 

up. As many of you know, when you face major surgery or a terrifying 

disease or a sudden medical problem, you think about death in a way 

you didn’t before. And you worry about what will happen to you and 

you worry about your family. And the worrying makes you feel worse. 

One day, I was worrying and telling God about how troubled I was. And 

to please protect my kids. That I was scared and upset. And I felt this 
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pointed reminder come to mind that I needed to trust God. I felt God 

saying to me: “Let me have this, Mary. Because I’ve got this. No matter 

what happens, I will be here. I’ve got this. Can you trust me? Just trust 

me.” 

“My heart 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.” Jesus 

says that it is in moments like these that we are to be a witness. It’s in 

these moments when things are hopeless and death is on our doorstep 

and there is nothing left for us to do, it’s for this reason that we are 

baptized and we put ourselves in God’s hands. Because we know that 

even death does not stand in God’s way. Death is just the doorway to 

something new. When our one little seed falls to the earth and dies, it 

will bear fruit.  In our baptism, we hand over all of our ‘what-ifs’ to 

God. “What if I fail? What if I look dumb? What if I get hurt? What if I 

miss out on something? What if no one likes me? What if I don’t get 

what I want? What if I lose the one I love? What if I am all alone? Every 

“what if” drives a wedge of fear between us and God. 
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We are afraid that death will separate us from love. That it will separate 

us from life. When really what separates us is our fear. The fear of not 

being ourselves. The fear of not being in control. But in our baptism, we 

have already surrendered that control. We have already surrendered 

ourselves. We belong to God now. Turn to your neighbor and tell them, 

you belong to God. Now turn to your other neighbor and say, you belong 

to God. Every day, we want to belong to God more and more. It’s for 

that reason we have come to this hour. It’s for that reason that we do not 

fear the what-ifs. Because whatever it is, it will not keep us from God or 

from love. God will take us through it AND have life for us on the other 

side. 

We die to ourselves and to our ‘what-ifs’. And third, when we die with 

Jesus, we die to the world and whatever it thinks of us. As we age, we 

see life differently. We see the world moving ahead without us. Friends 

start to die. The jobs we did, we can’t do them anymore. And no one 

looks to us for anything.  We end up just waiting around for death. The 

second Sunday of every month, we go to the Homeplace and we visit 

with the elders there. Some of our young people have been going. And I 
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always tell them that they are building up nursing home karma. Because 

some day, they will end up there too. All of us will end up there, at the 

end of our lives. And we will love to have people who remind us of 

God’s truth, that no matter what the world says, no matter how old we 

are, we are important enough to love. 

Jesus tells us bluntly, starkly, that we need to hate our lives in this world. 

Hate, despise, think little of. The most miserable people I know are those 

who cling to this world. And grasp at how things used to be and who 

they used to be. And what they used to have. Jesus says, if we close our 

hands around the life of this world, we won’t be able to receive the life 

of God. If our hearts are in love with this world, they won’t be ready to 

receive God’s love. The people with the greatest faith are those who 

follow Jesus and die to the world and whatever it thinks of them. Young 

and old, they give their lives, quietly, without looking for recognition or 

glory. They are found in the company of outcasts and failures. They 

don’t care what the world thinks of them. They only care what God 

thinks of them. 
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When we die, that process of dying that we began in our baptism will 

come to its conclusion. And at your funeral, the hour will come and the 

minister will say that your baptism is now complete. This baptism that 

you have been working on your whole life. And you will finally and 

completely belong to God. And the things of this world won’t matter. 

And your fears will fade away. And if you have been giving your life to 

God all along, you will bear fruit. It will bear hope and joy and peace. 

When we follow Jesus Christ, we say what he says, we do what he does, 

we go where he goes, we love how he loves, and we die how he dies. 

We die to ourselves. We die our fear. We die to this world little by little 

every day. In our baptism, we die with Christ, so we may be raised with 

Christ. We follow him even unto death, because death is not stronger 

than God. It is not bigger than life. It is not greater than love. Through 

death, we will find life. And may it be fruitful in us all. 


