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Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns:
691
“Come let us sing of a wonderful love”



469
“Come, Holy Ghost, our hearts inspire”


171
“My God I love thee”



699
“Lord of Creation”

________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Hebrews 5: 5-10


John 12: 20-33
AT LAST!
It’s curious how the passage of scripture in which we read the words “the hour has come…” should be the set piece for the day when… the hour has been taken away from us!  We’ve put the clocks on and I’ve no doubt that a number of the congregation will arrive in time for the final prayer.  The rest of us, however, must wrestle with this enigmatic utterance – “the hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified”.  What glory is there in dying a miserable death?  Whatever did Jesus mean?
Anyone reading St John’s gospel really feels as if he or she has reached a point that’s been well and truly trailed in the preceding chapters.  John is no slouch, he’s a literary craftsman, and he’s been hinting at this announcement since the very beginning of his gospel.

In chapter two, at the wedding feast at Cana (Galilee), Jesus turns sharply to his mother and denounces her for expecting miracles of him.  “Don’t you know that my hour has not yet come”, he says?  And in chapter seven, where Jesus is present in situations of controversy, he rebuts false expectations of him on the grounds, yet again, that the hour is not yet come.  So when, in chapter twelve, we read that the hour has indeed come, we look with keen interest at what might characterise this moment to differentiate it from the previous ones.

There’s no doubt about it that John has increased the sense of drama through the intentional way he’s built things up to this moment of disclosure.  It’s all very deliberate, the work of a literary master with a tale to tell and a point to hammer home.  Let’s look at the way this moment has been prepared for.

First, the wedding feast at Cana.  It’s not difficult to see how that sharp word addressed by Jesus to his mother might be appropriate.  Of course his hour hadn’t yet come.  A wedding reception in a village in the remote province of Galilee was always going to be too narrow a stage, it would only offer too limited a compass and too small an audience for the momentous act of self-disclosure which Jesus would one day have to make.  It’s altogether too parochial and local.  A setting altogether grander would be needed for the great event.
And then there were the confrontations in Jerusalem.  The scene had moved fro Galilee to Judea, from Nazareth to Jerusalem.  But Jesus had gone there in secret, he’d told his brothers and friends one thing but had done something quite different.  It was festival time in Jerusalem and there would be a great crowd there.  But the festival of Festival of Booths, although one of the mainline religious occasions in the Jewish year, was only ever going to attract Jews.  So the setting is still very limited.  Jesus is put on the spot by those who discover his identity, he’s cross-questioned with some vigour and asked to come clean about his real identity.  But he rebuts them by his statement that this was not, after all, the time for such an act of self-disclosure.

And so we come to chapter twelve.  Once again the scene is set in Jerusalem – altogether the most appropriate city for what’s about to happen.  Jesus enters the city openly – his opponents recognise him at once and pressure is applied from the outset.  It’s the Festival of Passover altogether a greater event than the Festival of Booths.  The city would have been heaving with people who’d all come to make their sacrifice in the temple.  And, we’re told, there were some “Greeks” present for the festival.  This last detail needs a little unpacking.
The world translated as “Greeks” actually means “gentiles” – that is, all people of non-Jewish origin.  So the simple fact of the recorded presence of Greeks at this very Jewish festival would allow the simple equation to form in people’s minds:



Jews + Greeks = the whole inhabited earth

That is, this little formula amounted to no less a statement than that the world in its entirety was present in microcosm.  The accumulation of all these details makes it obvious that Jerusalem at Passover time would have been the perfect setting for Jesus to make clear to one and all just who he was and what his purpose was.

And what exactly did he say?  He declared that “the Son of Man is to be lifted up for all people” (not just his fellow Jews) and that his glory would be revealed in the manner of his death.  At this point, we might feel entitled to be ironical.  Where exactly is the glory in a death that was to be so ignominious and ugly?  Haven’t we been led to believe that Jesus was the “Saviour of human kind”?  Didn’t we expect a statement relating to the salvation of the entire human race?  Of course we did.  But what’s all that got to do with dying a miserable death?  The question still haunts us.  And it still deserves to be struggled with.
At this point, it may be worth introducing something that’s dominating the news.  This week, the leaders of the most powerful nations on earth arrive in London for the G20 summit.  They arrive at an unprecedented time of economic gloom.  There’s a great expectation that they’ll be seeking to produce a “rescue package” for our financial systems.  This itself is concerned with the salvation of the “human order”.  No-one can exaggerate its importance – even though we suspect it will be just another “talking shop” with no practical outcomes.

Economists and scientists are a dying breed.  They are the last groups of people wedded to a doctrine that has been widely discarded by others.  They still believe in the perfectability of mankind, the inevitability of progress, the capacity of humanity to create a world order where things simply get better and better all the time.  Theologians have given this up since the First World War in 1914 shattered their dreams.  Philosophers have long since abandoned idealism with its false optimism.  Even communism, wedded to its commitment to “economic determinism” has had to recognise defeat.  The Berlin Wall and its consequences put paid to that particular idea.  Yet the lessons learned from philosophy and politics and theology have still to be learned by economists and scientists.  They still think that we can “invent ourselves” out of the morass of present misery.  They’re still committed to goals of unlimited growth and a material betterment of our condition.  They’re going to have to learn.
So the G20 summit is likely to announce that they have found a solution to the world’s problems – and that this will consist in running up the flag for a more prosperous world.  As if…..

It’s now that we can contrast our conventional human approaches to problem solving with the self-disclosure offered by Jesus in the moment of his glory.  That haunting verse from the passage we heard this morning says it all:  “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies, it remains alone.  But if it dies, it bears much fruit.”  And that’s the secret of the formula put forward by Jesus.

It’s not untrammelled improvement in our material lot or a cheap optimism that’s going to take humanity forward.  On the contrary’ it’s self-sacrifice and suffering love, a readiness to sink some of our personal advantages for the well-being of the whole, that’s the only product able to take humanity forward.  We are a flawed people; again and again we reveal our capacity to get things wrong.  Models built on the accumulation of power or wealth have failed again and again.  A solidarity that’s based on our capacity to carry each other’s burdens, to make a practical programme out of the demands of love, - this is the only viable way forward.  And we’re running pretty close to the limits of these failed programmes.  It seems highly likely that there’s not much history left for us to learn our lessons.  Will we do it?  Or won’t we?
The next couple of weeks here at Wesley’s Chapel will see us struggle with these questions.  We’ll look into the events of Holy Week yet again – seeking to find the secret of Jesus’s formula.  If we can show that the triumph of Easter Sunday is the result of a readiness on the part of Jesus to suffer and even die for his beliefs then we may well find reason to commit ourselves to his cause.

Those who can come to our Holy Week Services are warmly invited.  Those who can’t are urged to pray for us as we undertake this search for the secret of Jesus’s glory and the meaning of this “hour” of his which has now so mysteriously and portentously come.

Amen
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