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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." Philip went and told Andrew; then Andrew and Philip went and told Jesus. Jesus 
answered them, "The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. Very truly, I tell 
you, 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. Whoever serves me must follow me, and 
where I am, there will my servant be also. Whoever serves me, the Father will honor.

"Now my soul 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. Father, glorify your name." Then a voice 
came from heaven, "I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again." The crowd standing 
there heard it and said that it was thunder. Others said, "An angel has spoken to him." 
Jesus answered, "This voice has come for your sake, not for mine. Now is the judgment 
of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out. And I, when I am lifted up 
from the earth, will draw all people to myself." He said this to indicate the kind of death 
he was to die.  John 12:20-33

Last evening, I watched a video on the New York Times webpage about an American 
Soldier named John Darren Loftis. The video begins with him quoting poetry in the Pashtun 
language and then explaining that he took the name of Ehsaan in Pashtun in order to relate to the 
local people. John Loftis was working as a consultant with the Afghan Police when he was shot 
and killed on February 25, 2012 by an Afghan colleague, purportedly in retaliation by Al Quaeda 
for the burning of the Koran by American soldiers. Here was a man who was seeking to meet and 
work with the people of Afghanistan and to treat them with dignity and respect, yet he died a 
totally senseless death. So did Jesus.

Less than two weeks ago, 16 innocent Afghan civilians, including women and children, 
were gunned down in a killing spree by an American soldier. These were totally senseless deaths. 
Just like Jesus.

Last week there were protests and investigations into the killing of Trayvon Martin in 
Florida. Another senseless death. Just like Jesus.

We might well ask for each of these deaths and for many others, which we might think 
of: Where is God in the face of senseless suffering? 

Yesterday, in the Lenten devotional book, Bread and Wine, which David and I are reading 
during Lent, there was a passage by Dorothee Soelle, a German theologian. She asked this 
question:

“How can hope be expressed in the face of senseless suffering?” She then shared these 
words from Elie Wiesel, related in his book Night.



The SS hung two Jewish men and a boy before the assembled inhabitants of the camp 
(Auschwitz). The men died quickly but the death struggle of the boy lasted half an hour. 
“Where is God? Where is he?” a man behind me asked. As the boy, after a long time, was 
still in agony on the rope, I heard the man cry again, “Where is God now?” And I hear a 
voice within me answer, “Here he is – he is hanging here on this gallows…”

Soelle goes on to say that “God is here on the gallows” means at least two things… 
“First, God is no executioner… no mighty spectator…God is on the side of the sufferer…God is 
always on the side of the victim, God is hanged.” Whenever and wherever people are hanged or 
killed or murdered or executed or tortured…God is. God is with all people who suffer. God is 
always with the victim.

When Jesus began to speak about his coming suffering, he said to his followers: “Let me 
tell you a truth, 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.”

He was describing how seeds work. When a seed is planted, it becomes useless for food. 
The seed itself dies.  If we could watch it in time-lapse photography, we would see the seed 
shrivel as its nutrients feed the roots of the new plant.  The seed becomes less and less and the 
plant becomes more and more -- until finally there is no seed but only a living plant, which will  
then produce fruit and more seeds.  

Jesus was also saying that it works this way in the spiritual realm as well. He was talking 
about himself.  He knew that he would die on a cross.  He could have avoided that.  He could 
have run away.  He could have hidden in the hills.  He could have called his followers to help 
him.  But he didn't.  Even though he was an innocent man and his death would be a senseless 
death, he knew that there was a purpose in his dying, so he said:

      "Very truly, I tell you, 
      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."

He was telling his followers and us that his death on the cross had a great purpose.  He had 
come to earth for just such a purpose.  By dying on a cross and conquering death in the 
resurrection, he would open the doors of heaven to all of us. He said: “And I, when I am lifted up 
from the earth, will draw all people to myself."

Dorothee Soelle went on to write in her article: when we say God is on the gallows it also 
means: “the boy is with God, because he has been raised, because he is in heaven.” In other 
words, because Jesus was raised, he has opened heaven to all; Jesus has drawn all people to 
himself.”

But a promise of Resurrection for those who are victims, does not let those of us who are 
alive now off the hook. Meaningless death, even with Resurrection, is not what God wills for 
anyone. Soelle goes on to say: “God has no other hands than ours.., hands which are able to act 
on behalf of other children…In this sense, those who suffer in vain and without respect depend 
on those who suffer in accord with justice (to stop the suffering).” 
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As Christians, we can take up our cross and suffer for others precisely because Jesus said, 
“I die, but yet I shall live”. We can suffer not only because of the Incarnation of God who suffers 
and dies with us, who hangs on the gallows with that young boy, but also because of the 
Resurrection of God for all of us. In this is our Christian hope: Because Jesus suffered and died, 
there is Resurrection. Because there is Resurrection, we too can choose to lay down our life for 
others.

There is a story about a man named Jake, who worked behind the counter in a little country 
store. He didn't do much work. He wasn’t helpful. If you asked a question, he seldom knew the 
answer.  Then one day a customer stopped to buy something and noticed that Jake was nowhere 
to be seen.  He mentioned it to the owner, who said that Jake had retired.  The customer asked, 
"What are you doing to fill the vacancy?"  The owner answered, "Jake didn't leave no vacancy."

Jesus said:
      "Truly, I tell you,

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."

Jesus was saying that, if we live life only for ourselves, we will not leave a vacancy either. 
Nobody will miss us.  Nobody will grieve our passing.  The world will not be the better for our 
having lived or worse for our having died. The children who are suffering will be no better off.

Jesus calls us to a different kind of life.  He calls us to take up our cross and follow him. 
He calls us to give ourselves sacrificially to a cause greater than ourselves.  He calls us to love 
our neighbor and to show that love in meaningful ways.  He calls us to a life of giving instead of 
a life of taking.  He calls us to the kind of life that will make other people glad that we're alive --  
and that will leave a vacancy when we're gone.

We all have something to give and Christ calls each of us to use what we have for our 
neighbor and for the kingdom of God.

This is where we start: We all have some money.  We all have some time.  We all have 
some talent.

Jesus said:
"Very truly, I tell you, 

      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."

Jesus’ words are a call to do something with our lives.  It is a call to make a difference.  It 
is a call to give ourselves to God and to other people in ways that matter.

Lent is always an opportunity to examine our lives, so perhaps this Lent 2012, we could 
ourselves three questions:  

First, what are we doing with our lives now, that matters?  
Second, what more could we do? (…might God be calling us to do?) 
Finally, how can we do it lovingly, and in gratitude, for all that God has given us?
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These past couple of years, several members of this church have participated in Mission 
Trips to needy places outside of this Diocese. For the first time, I have now decided to participate 
this summer in a Mission trip. Actually, I am planning to participate in two Diocesan Mission 
Trips, along with at least three of the young men from our parish. 

Alex and Thom Griffith are planning to go with me to the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation 
in South Dakota. Luke Kinsey and I are planning to go to the Dominican Republic, where our 
Diocese has pledged to build a church and a school. The Diocese has set aside funds to pay the 
expenses for anyone who could not afford to go, but each of us is being asked to raise funds to 
help build the church in the Dominican Republic.

Perhaps some of you will also want to participate in a Mission trip this year and all you 
need to do is ask myself or Floyd. However, even if you cannot go on a mission trip, you might 
want to contribute to the building project in the Dominican Republic. This would be particularly 
meaningful after we have been blessed to spend so much on our own building here at St. John’s. 
This is an opportunity for gratitude giving for having received so much from God. It is an 
opportunity to go above and beyond. This would be an opportunity to die a little bit to ourselves 
in order to live more for others.

 “How can hope be expressed in the face of senseless suffering?” Hope is the Christian 
call to die to ourselves in order to live for others, so that we might also begin to live in eternal 
life now. 

May it be so.

The Reverend Canon Meredith Hunt

4


