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Reflection for March 21, 2021 
 

Jeremiah 31:31-34 & John 12:20-22 
 

 

Soil 
         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. 
                   —John 12.24 

 

You have tilled the soil of my grave, Beloved. 
Scatter me. Let me slip through your fingers. 
Drop me. Let me fall  
into the earth of you, disappear into you,  
great, fertile Source, 
womb-globe, garden tomb, 
holy darkness.  
 

Let the little me-ness of me die 
for love of you.  
My husk will fail, 
a broken heart; 
what is within,  
given, urged, born 
by your unseeable mystery, 
will emerge, 
fragile, green, tender, muscular— 
later. 

 

But first 
let me fall 
into you 
and die 
in you, 
Beloved 
Soil of love.  

by Steve Garnaas-Holmes   
www.unfoldinglight.net 

March 15, 2021 

 
According to the Gospel of John, this is Jesus’ last public teaching. What comes 
next is his private goodbye to his disciples (the so-called “farewell discourse”), 
followed by the passion narrative.  
 
Tensions have been rising, and now, as Passover approaches, those tensions 
reach a breaking point. Jesus has just raised Lazarus from the dead, and this 
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astonishing act — along with the widespread excitement about it — has set in 
motion the local authorities’ plot against Jesus. Lazarus’ sister, Mary, has anointed 
Jesus with oils. And Jesus, enacting ancient prophecies in Zechariah, has just 
entered Jerusalem on a donkey. John goes out of his way to underline that the 
crowds who gather along the roadsides waving palm branches are there because 
they had either seen Lazarus’ resurrection or heard about it. Looking at the 
crowds from a distance, the authorities whisper to each other: “Look, the world 
has gone after him!” (John 12:19). 
 
Stepping back to survey John’s Gospel as a whole, this is a crucial pivot point in 
the story. In the opening chapter, John writes, “No one has ever seen God” — but 
Jesus has come so that, in and through seeing him, God may be known (John 
1:18). Initially, though Jesus is “in the world," "the world did not know him” (John 
1:10). But now here, in chapter 12, “the world has gone after him,” waving 
branches and singing praises, and two foreign pilgrims in town for the Passover 
festival approach Philip and ask “to see Jesus.” In short, the word is out. Jesus’ 
purpose — to make the unseeable God known — is at last being fulfilled, and for 
this very reason, storm clouds are gathering overhead. Remember, the rationale 
behind the authorities’ plot (John 11:47-53) is tied directly to Jesus’ growing fame: 
if the people believe in Jesus in great numbers, the commotion may well attract 
attention — and even provoke a preemptive attack — from the Roman imperial 
occupiers concerned about the potential for Jewish rebellion. Thus, for the 
authorities, the more Jesus’ celebrity grows (and what’s more spectacular than 
raising someone from the dead?), the more the temple and the whole people are 
put at risk. 
 
WE WANT TO SEE JESUS 
 
In John, seeing and hearing are the ways people come to know Jesus, to believe or 
trust in him, and to recognize his unity and singleness of purpose with the 
Heavenly Parent. The opening verse of the gospel reading take us back to chapter 
one, when Jesus said to Andrew, “Come and see,” and to Philip, “Follow me.” 
 
Here, some Greeks say to Philip, “We want to see Jesus.” The fact that these are 
Greeks coming to Jesus, reminds us of the universality of Jesus’ mission. Jesus 
came for the whole world, not just for one group. God’s love is for everyone. 
 
Today, March 21st, is International Day for the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination. With all that is happening in the world today, it is so important to 
keep that inclusivity foremost in our minds. I was heartbroken, once again, this 
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week with the news of the six Asian women who were killed in Atlanta this past 
week. More violence and death. It seems like there has been so much of it this 
year. And we can’t dismiss it as an American thing, anti-Asian hate crimes have 
increased 717% in the last year. If we want to take the gospel of John seriously, if 
we want to take our faith seriously, we need to remember that God’s love is for 
the whole world, for everyone. There is no room in God’s kingdom for this kind of 
hate.  
 
THE HOUR HAS COME 
 
We do not hear whether the Greeks actually get to see Jesus. After Andrew and 
Philip speak to Jesus, Jesus speaks only of his death. 
Apparently sensing a tipping point when he hears that two foreign pilgrims want 
to meet him, Jesus declares for the first time that “the hour has come” (John 
12:23). At several points earlier in the story, beginning with the wedding at Cana 
(John 2:4), Jesus has said that his hour has not yet arrived — but now it is at hand. 
Now he will come fully into view, for all to see. Now he will be “glorified”. It is an 
hour to which Jesus’ whole life has been leading. It seems important to him that 
the disciples have an understanding  of this hour, and so he offers them this 
parable about the grain. 
 
GRAIN OF WHEAT 
 
“Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a sing grain; 
but if it dies, it bears much fruit.” (John 12:24). 
 
The other day, I was watching this YouTube video of seeds being planted and then 
transforming and growing into plants. It was sped up so you could see the whole 
process in a matter of seconds. It was amazing. 
 
The Gospel of John makes it clear that the incarnation of God is the first 
movement in God’s action to reconcile humanity to Godself; it is an action of self-
emptying, which will be consummated in a final free, surrendering love. The God 
who became human will effect an action of ultimate love by dying on the cross.  
 
This passage has us looking beyond the cross, to the resurrection, and the 
ascension, it has less to do with function of Jesus’ death as it does with the 
possibility of what the disciples will do when Jesus is gone. They will do greater 
works than these (John 14:12) because Jesus is returning to the Heavenly Parent. 
So much of this last discourse from Jesus is about discipleship. To serve and follow 
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Jesus is to do the works that he did, to feed and tend his sheep (John 13:36-37; 
21:15-19), to testify on his behalf (John 15:27). 
 
Jesus is emotional and shaken. He has just wept for Lazarus, and now, even as he 
declares that “the hour has come,” he adds, “Now my soul is troubled” (John 
12:27). He is courageously determined, but also vulnerable and distressed — 
evoking the idea that true courage does not replace or even diminish fear, but 
rather accompanies it. And Jesus suggests that genuine Christian discipleship 
likewise must be at once courageous and vulnerable: “Whoever serves me must 
follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also” (John 12:26).   
 
It’s worth noting that Jesus isn’t only referring to his death here, but rather to his 
death, resurrection, and ascension (“And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, 
will draw all people to myself” (John 12:32)). The seed dies, yes, but then rises 
again and bears fruit. Jesus goes on to spell out this theme in his subsequent 
private farewell to his disciples, casting his ascension (i.e., his departure) as a way 
of making room for the disciples to do even greater things (John14:12). This is 
why Jesus came in the first place, he declares, for this hour of his death, rising, 
and ascension, all for the sake of the birth of a new community. With the two 
Greek pilgrims, then, in this choreography we may “see Jesus.” God’s self-giving 
love for humanity is so strong that God will undergo our rejection, even to death, 
and then transform that rejection into new life and flourishing for the sake of “all 
people” (John 12:32). 
 
THOSE WHO HATE THEIR LIFE IN THIS WORLD WILL KEEP IT FOR ETERNAL LIFE 
 
In John, following Jesus is the path of abundant or eternal life (John 10:10 and 
10:27f.). Also in John, the word “hate” can mean “reject”; it usually refers to what 
the world does to Jesus and by extension, to his disciples (John 7:7; 15:18-19, 23-
25). So when Jesus says, “Those who hate their life in this world will keep it for 
eternal life” (John 12:25b), he is encouraging others to follow his lead in hating (or 
rejecting) this world’s definition of life as a small and isolated existence, to reject 
the systems of death, those systems which promote hate and violence and 
exploitation, reject the idea that some are more valuable than others.  
Jesus will not — and his followers should not — grasp and hold the seed and 
thereby fail to bear much fruit. The seed must be planted. 
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CAST OUT 
 

This section of John’s Gospel, particularly verses 31-33 (“the ruler of the world will 
be driven out”), is also the moment of judgment because this is the last time the 
“world” will hear Jesus’ words. To listen to Jesus is to believe in him and this, for 
all intents and purposes, is the last chance. The ruler of this world will be cast out. 
This is a promise that the nature of the world is changing. That the systems of our 
world which bring death, all those things that are not of God’s abundance, are 
coming to an end. And I don’t know about you, but I am ready for something 
different, I am ready for wholeness rather than brokenness. 
 

In my head, I have that John Mayer song running on a loop. 
 

“Me and all my friends 
We're all misunderstood 
They say we stand for nothing, and 
There's no way we ever could 
Now we see everything that's going wrong 
With the world and those who lead it 
We just feel like we don't have the means 
To rise above and beat it 
So we keep on waiting (waiting) 
Waiting on the world to change 
It's hard to be persistent 
When we're standing at a distance 
So we keep on waiting (waiting) 
Waiting on the world to change 
Now if we had the power 
To bring our neighbors home from war 
They would've never missed a Christmas 
No more ribbons on their door 
And when you trust your television 
What you get is what you got 
Cause when they own the information, oh 
They can bend it all they want 
That's why we're waiting (waiting) 
Waiting on the world to change 
It's not that we don't care 
We just know that the fight ain't fair 
So we keep on waiting (waiting) 
Waiting on the world to change 
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One day our generation 
Is gonna rule the population 
So we keep on waiting (waiting) 
Waiting on the world to change. 
 

This section of John reminds us that we don’t just need to wait for change, that 
the Spirit moves in the world and in us. That we can be part of the new creation 
that is both here and still coming. We can be part of creating a world where 
sexism, racism, economic exploitation no longer rule the world, where they have 
been “driven out”. Jesus reminds the disciples that they will do “greater things”. 

 

According to the gospel of John, Jesus says all this “to indicate the kind of death 
he was to die” (John 12:33) — and so the passage invites a fresh look at how we 
understand his death. The focus is not on the death per se but rather on what the 
death makes possible: the resurrection, the ascension, and not least, the bearing 
of “much fruit,” the birth of the church who will do even greater things (John 
14:12). This is what Jesus has in mind when he says, “when I am lifted up” (John 
12:32): a symphony in which his death is only the first movement, and which will 
swell to even greater crescendos on Easter morning, Ascension day, and beyond.  
 

For John, the story of Jesus’ death is also shot through with a kind of sacred, 
subversive irony. They thought they were burying him in a grave, but actually they 
were planting him like a seed. They thought they were killing him to ward off the 
Romans, but actually they were making possible a new harvest of “much fruit,” a 
“lifting up” through which Jesus will “draw all people to myself” (John 12:32). This 
kind of sacred irony is itself a comfort, since it suggests that God can work 
through even the worst we can do, redeeming and remaking what seems 
irredeemable into the service of new life. Seen through this lens, the cross is an 
act of subversive, redemptive divine irony: one of the worst objects on earth 
remade into one of the best, a sword into a ploughshare. What kind of death did 
Jesus die? A fruitful death, a death that subversively enabled even greater things, 
including a new community: men and women, young and old, Jews and Greeks. 
 

• I wonder what you need to die to? 

• I wonder what fruit you will bear? 
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