
FIFTH SUNDAY IN LENT 

March 21, 2021 

 

Text: John 12:20-36 

Theme: We Wish to See Jesus      

 

Grace and peace to you from God our Father  

and the Lord Jesus Christ – Amen  

 

First English Lutheran Church in downtown Pittsburgh was my home 

congregation for many years.  It has gone through many renovations 

since it was founded in 1837 but its unique architecture has always 

been preserved and is a sight to behold.  All three of my children were 

baptized in the marble font.  The font is a kneeling angel with long, 

flowing hair.  A garland of flowers sits on her head.  In her hands is a 

large scallop shell that holds the waters of baptism.   
 

On a Sunday morning I often stood at the lectern to read from the 

Bible.  The lectern is made out of brass and shows an eagle holding 

the globe of the world.  From the pews you cannot miss the large 

cross that hangs behind the altar.  It has thorns and lilies winding their 

way towards the circle in the center which has a picture of Christ as 

the Lamb of God.  The color scheme of the cross reproduces the 

colors of the Rose Window that is located at the opposite end of the 

nave.  It resembles the Rose Window in the National Cathedral.   
 

Our churches show to those who come to worship all the thoughts that 

go into its design and the love and care we give to preserve its beauty 

and sanctity.  But in a Lutheran church in North Carolina there awaits 

a surprise for every preacher who steps foot in their pulpit.  In a 

simple yet beautiful church whose chancel care members spend hours 

making sure everything looks spotless for worship, the preacher is 

confronted with the words we heard in the gospel lesson for today – 

Sir, we wish to see Jesus.  It is not carved on the exterior of the pulpit 

in some sort of intricate artistic detail (as is true in many churches). It 

is etched into the wood right where the preacher would place his/her 

manuscript.  It stuns every preacher because the words are crudely 

and permanently gouged into the wood with a pocketknife.  It is as if 

a church member snuck into that pulpit during the night and left those 

words for their pastor.   

It is a reminder for those of us who grace these pulpits every Sunday 

that it is our job to not only tell you about Jesus but to show you Jesus 

as well.  Our difficulty on this Fifth Sunday in Lent is that the Jesus 

we want you to see and experience has just announced that it is time 

for the world to judge him, convict him, and crucify him.     
 

In Jesus’ own words the hour has come.  It is the hour that he has 

been preparing for (for his entire life).  Even though we know the end 

of the story we hear in his voice a cautionary and foreboding tale of a 

loss that will soon cut into the hearts of his disciples.  Jesus says that 

his very soul is troubled but he does not ask to be spared.  It is the 

time of his absolute surrender to the God whom he calls Abba or 

Father.  The God who came to us in human form will soon show the 

world an act of unimaginable love by dying on the cross.  But that 

cross means we no longer have to question our place in the heart of 

God.  No matter what the forces of evil will do to Jesus, they will not 

take away his love for his Father and his love for us.   
 

In the moment I am sure the disciples did not think this would be the 

best time for people to be introduced to Jesus (to hear the gory details 

of his suffering and death).  It could be why the Greeks were left 

standing there as Philip went to tell Andrew and then both of them 

went to tell Jesus that some men were curious about him and wanted 

to see him.  Instead of rushing over to the Greeks Jesus saw it as an 

opportunity to remind his disciples of his death and that they, too, 

would face a similar demise.  They, too, would be asked to drink from 

the same cup.  They, too, would need to carry the same kind of cross.     
 

There was not a single disciple, friend, or family member who wanted 

to see Jesus crucified.  There had to be a better way.  Remember how 

Peter tried to fight back when the temple guards came to arrest Jesus 

in the garden?  Peter drew his own sword and immediately lashed out 

in anger.  Yet that was exactly where Jesus insisted he must go.  He 

was going to walk the path and not avoid any part of it.   
 

We may not be one of the many churches that has the words – Sir, we 

wish to see Jesus – engraved in our pulpit but we do have the visible 

sign of the cross right next to me.  If we truly want to experience 

Jesus then this is what he wants us to see.  We cannot know Christ 

without the cross.  

 



In the Gospel of John it is not enough to come to Jesus or want to see 

him if all we expect is the good.  Jesus did not avoid the darkness and 

death and neither can we.  Jesus knew his death would bring about 

life.  We must trust that God will do the same for us.  In the mean-

while we are to walk in the light of Christ and not allow the darkness 

to overcome us.     
 

It is fitting that this lesson comes at the end of Lent because it is the 

turning point in the Gospel of John.  Jesus stands in the fork in the 

road.  He is willing to lay down his life for us, and he will take it up 

again.  He knows where he is going so he stations himself right in the 

middle of our path and invites us to follow him into his death in order 

to get to the other side. 
 

What does that mean?  It means we give up our rights to be in charge 

of our lives.  It means we come to grips with the fact that we cannot 

control everything that happens in life.  Instead we ask for the courage 

and the strength to let Christ be in control no matter the end result.  

We do not tell God how to run our lives but we become his faithful 

servants.  We exchange our agenda for his.  Jesus knows where it will 

ultimately lead us.  It is what he wants for us.     
 

It is the great principle of the cross.  Christ died that we might live.  

But he insists that we join him in his death in order to join him in his 

resurrection.  It is the great exchange of the gospel.  It is the greatest 

paradox of life.  The dying that Jesus calls us to is not easy.  It can 

only be accomplished by faith.  We need the empowering of the Holy 

Spirit.  Our relationship with Christ allows us to be at peace in the 

midst of turmoil because he holds on to us with a much stronger grip 

than we can hold on to Him.   
 

We come to see and experience Jesus.  To see Jesus is more than 

looking at him or for him.  It is more than just believing the things he 

said and did.  Seeing Jesus means letting all those parts of ourselves 

die (hang them on the cross) – our fears, our need to be right or our 

need to be in control, our anger and our resentments, our guilt and our 

disappointments, our attachments to wealth, our obsessions, and our 

compulsions.   

 

 

The work of dying is difficult and painful.  It is soul troubling.  It 

shakes us to the core but do not ask to be spared.  Trust the words of 

Jesus that it will eventually be healing.  Trust that it will lead to a new 

way of being.   
 

As for our church, look around and see its beauty.  And if you came to 

see Jesus, look no further than the cross.  Amen  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


