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Oil & Wine Fifth Sunday of Lent 29 March 2009  
• Jer 31:31-34  Ps 51:3-4, 12-15  • Heb 5:7-9  • John 12:20-33
We are on the brink of the celebration of Jesus’ passion and death, his “hour.” If we have confronted death in our own lives or in the lives of loved ones, we know that there can be a whole spectrum of responses, from an amazing and gentle acceptance to an agonizing struggle, from almost desperate possessiveness of life to a peaceful although sad surrender of it. Death can come suddenly to the baby with SIDS, violently and without warning in the fatal accident, or with a creeping inevitability to the parent or spouse with Alzheimer’s. As palliative carers affirm, dying is often a journey from fear and anger to peace and acceptance, especially when the dying person is surrounded by others who are supportive and loving, who are ready to empty themselves out, emotionally and physically, as they companion the dying person on this last journey.

Today’s gospel is one of dispossession that proclaims the paradoxical wisdom of emptying in order to become full, of dying so that we may be raised to new life. Jesus is being sought by new disciples, described as “Greeks.” Probably these are Greek-speaking Jews from far-flung places who had come to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover, but they are also representative of the outreach of Jesus who, as the Crucified and Risen One, will “draw all people to myself.” In every age, the community that is gathered around Christ is to be a multi-racial and multi-cultural.  John’s narrative gives us an ironic affirmation of what the Pharisees have just said about Jesus’ attraction for the crowd: “Look, the world has gone after him!” For two thousand years, people of the most varied cultures have been coming to his disciples because they “would like to see Jesus,” as Andrew and Philip did at the time of their own call (John 1:40-45). The elect who will be baptised at Easter are such seekers and, hopefully, this is a true affirmation that our parishes have the attitude of this approachable pair (remember Peter, Nathanael, and the boy with two barley loaves?) – always ready to bring others to Jesus. 

In response to the Greeks’ request, Jesus tells the crowd a mini-parable with the poetic image of the pregnant grain of wheat, an image of his hour of suffering and glory,  and a model for the living and dying which those who follow him must share. The life that that we must lose is not the life of human dignity and love, but the self-absorbed life, the arrogant superiority, the desire for revenge rather than forgiveness that can consume us.  Likewise, the ‘world’ that Jesus says we are to hate is not the beautiful world that God so loved “that he gave his only Son” for its sake (cf. John 3:16-17). It is the world of human power-seeking, of the fickle attractions and relationships that can blind us to God’s love and claim us not for free Christ-like service of our sisters and brothers, but for so many contemporary slaveries. Many feel the attraction to the outer world, to its multiplicity of attractions that promise so much – and yet, paradoxically, they remain dissatisfied and disappointed because they also feel an attraction inwards, and are often tormented by a thirst for this ‘something more.’ Others are afraid of anything that reminds them of their own interiority, and numb themselves with a myriad of distractions to spare themselves from attending to what they sense could be more essential. In his very short poem, “The Secret Sits,” Robert Frost reflects on the activity, often apparently satisfying, with which we “dance around in a ring and suppose while the Secret sits in the middle and knows.” 

When the grain of wheat falls onto the ground, it is claimed by the deep darkness and moisture of earth. It shrinks, empties itself, becomes an empty husk because what it formerly contained is surrendered to enable the growth of new life. The seed that is not buried and emptied, yields no fruit. In John’s gospel, “fruit” means “life,” and the hour is at hand when Jesus will be buried in the heart of earth to rise, fruitful and transformed in resurrection. His new, transformed life is not only for himself but also for all who are buried with him: those buried in the soil of warm love and service of others, watered by their fidelity to their baptism “in Christ,” the Christian community that will itself bear fruit. In and with Christ we break out of our tiny, vulnerable, buried existence, and leave behind the unproductive husks of our life. But this is not easy; the thought of it may trouble us, as John describes it troubling Jesus. John has no later description of Gethsemane, but these verses are sometimes called the ‘Johannine agony.’ In the synoptic accounts, the response to Jesus’ prayer to his Father in the garden is silence. Here the voice of the Father is heard as it was at the tomb of Lazarus – not the sake of Jesus himself, but for the crowds around him (cf. John 11:22).  When Jesus is lifted up on the cross, it will be for his exaltation, his glory. Can we recognise his saving cross as planted on those seismic fault lines of selfishness, violence, the difference between rich and poor that threaten to open wide and crack our world apart? And do we believe that our faults, our sins, add to this threat; that we are always taking love out of the world and weakening its structure, or are putting love into the world for its healing? Can we allow ourselves to be drawn to the most radical expression of love, the crucifixion of Jesus? In today’s liturgy, we are the crowd, gathered around the word of God to hear again the Father’s and Jesus’ assurance that exaltation, resurrection, new life from the buried grain, will be the truth not only of Jesus’ life, but also of those who die and rise with and in him.

At a time of great suffering, the prophet Jeremiah announces a new covenant. The reading is from what is called ‘the little book of consolation’ (Jer 30–31). It is the beginning of the 6th century BCE and the fall of Jerusalem and the exile of the people into Babylon are imminent. The northern kingdom has already been conquered by the Assyrians, and fear and despair makes the people of the southern kingdom feel as empty as useless husks. But Jeremiah assures them “the days are coming” when from such husks new life will grow, because God will ‘cut a covenant’ with them, carve a new promise, not onto tablets of stone but into the people’s hearts.  In the depths of their personal and communal existence God will inscribe the promise of divine fidelity. There have been many previous covenants: with Noah, with the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, with Moses on Mount Sinai. All these covenants were God’s initiative, all came at times of crisis and transition for God’s people, and all are described in terms of loving intimacy and forgiveness. For the inscribing of the interior covenant that Jeremiah describes, the heart must be softened by ongoing conversion. 

This is what we pray for with the responsorial Ps 51. There is an intense and painful honesty in this psalm: no complaints to God, no excuse making or blaming of others – just a humble prayer for God’s merciful compassion which will blot out the psalmist’s sins and create for him a new and purified heart. It is a litany of a broken heart. When used in the communal context of the liturgy, the “me” of the psalms is also “us” –we who are gathered in this assembly. Supporting our prayer is the faith that God is always ready to create in us a new and loving heart, a spirit that is steadfastly oriented towards God. Even in our sinfulness, the holy spirit of God remains with the sinner as the power and presence of God. 
For the Christian community, “the days are coming” also, the days that bring us closer to Holy Week and the remembrance of the new covenant that Jesus made with us, that most intimate of covenants, because Jesus himself is the new covenant. In the Eucharist he sacramentally shares with us his Body and Blood, his crucified and risen person, glorified as the Father promised in today’s gospel. Through the Eucharist we are drawn into the deepest interiority of life in Christ and with one another.

The author of the Letter to the Hebrews does not sanitize the sufferings of Jesus “in the days of his flesh,” in his fully human existence. As today’s gospel bears witness, Jesus knew what it was to be troubled in the depths of his being, to struggle with the temptation to come to his ‘hour’ in a different way. The Letter to the Hebrews proclaims that Jesus comes face to face with his own mortality; he has to learn the pain of the finitude of human existence, as we all do. His being heard by God does not mean that he escapes the fear of death or the agony of the cross, but because God does hear Jesus we have the assurance that God will hear us when we cry to him out of our human weakness. Here is the bridge across the alienation and loneliness of suffering that will lead us, with Christ, to our eternal salvation. We, too, must continually learn what it means to be sons and daughters of God in the Son. After this portion of John’s gospel, Jesus withdraws from the crowds, “he departed and hid” from them (John 12:36) to prepare for being that grain of wheat that will become a husk of human flesh buried in the heart of earth so that he can rise again to bear the glorious fruit of eternal life which he shares with those who die with him.

Jeremiah calls us to remember the covenant that God inscribes on our hearts. The life of Jesus, who is the new covenant, was a school of listening in the depths of his heart to both the Father’s will and the sufferings of his sisters and brothers. Benedict’s spirituality is also a spirituality of the heart. In the very first verse of his Prologue he encourages his communities to listen to God “with the ear of the heart,” and then live out practically what they have heard. The heart is the battleground for the spiritual warfare that is Christ-centred (cf. RB Prol 28, 40-41), that wages war with the interior self so that we humbly surrender to not being the triumphant centre of our own small universe (RB 7.67-70). Like a long-distance runner in training, a life of constant faith and love will expand our hearts to make room for ever greater love of God and our brothers and sisters, and give us the endurance to reach the end of the marathon, cross the finishing line of our life, and receive the prize of God’s kingdom (RB Prol 49-50). 
