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JOHN 12:20-33      Fruitfulness Through Death

The Australian bush is quite unique in that it actually regenerates after the carnage of a bushfire. We’d all be aware that the Banksia tree must be burned in order to release its seeds.  It has to die in order to be fruitful!  It’s a principle that we see all around us in nature, and in today’s Gospel reading, Jesus uses this principle to illustrate how his death will bring life to the world and how our death to self releases his life within us.
Jesus’ life and ministry had brought him to crisis point with the authorities. They wanted his blood!  Jesus knew his death was imminent, so his teaching at this point was very significant.  In fact, it is the last teaching that he shares with the public.  From here on in, Jesus’ teaching was directed privately to his disciples as he tried to prepare them for his death, and for the ministry he would call them to after his resurrection.

Jesus spoke about a phenomenon seen frequently in nature – and that is, that the way to fruitfulness lies through death.

“I tell you the truth,” says Jesus, “unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains a single seed.  But if it dies it produces many seeds.”  

In this verse Jesus was referring to himself. He was the grain of wheat, and when he died, he would bring life to the whole world.

However, this truth also has a much wider application. It applies to all who seek the Kingdom of God, to all who seek eternal life.  Jesus goes on to explain what he means:
“The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life.” 

Reading that verse at face value can be confusing. At first glance it looks like God requires us to be miserable and depressed if we are going to receive eternal life…  But is that what it means?  Knowing God as we do, does that really ring true?
This is a form of expression found a fair bit in the New Testament. Something is highlighted by contrasting it with its complete opposite.  So when Jesus says “hate your life” – he doesn’t literally mean you wake up in the morning, look in the mirror and reach for the Prozac.  What he means is, that compared with the depth and intensity of our love for Jesus, the love we have for earthly things and our own life, is like hate by comparison.

In Matthew’s Gospel Jesus teaching on this is recorded this way: “ Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”  
What Jesus is saying is that we should love him with such passion and commitment, that doing his will becomes the primary focus of our lives. Then we find we actually “lose” our earthly life in the sense that we lose our attachment to it.  We lose our slavery to it.  And therefore we lose our ability to be manipulated by it.  

But the fruit of “losing” our life for Jesus sake, is eternal life.
And there is also fruit in the here and now. Loving God like this sets us free to joyfully serve Christ in whatever way he calls us to.

Have you ever wondered how it is that some servants of Christ are able to make such great sacrifices – so joyfully – for the kingdom of God?  How it is, that some can live their lives on the mission field, suffering great hardship and privation?  How it is that some can serve him despite terrible persecution? How it is that some can even give their lives completely, and die a martyr’s death?

Such servants have learned that the way to fruitfulness lies through death.

Death to self.  If we are dead towards something – it has no hold, no power over us. 
It’s a bit like the story I heard recently of the son of a deceased man who opened a letter to his father from the bank. The bank had billed his father for the next year’s credit card use. The son rang the bank and explained that his father had died.  The man on the phone insisted that the fee had to be paid, because the account was still active. 

“Didn’t you get what I said?” replied the son. “He’s dead.  He can’t pay you.”

“The bill needs to be paid,” the man on the phone insisted.

“I suppose you could try sending it to his address,” said the son.

The man on the phone asked for the address.

“It’s lot 1352 Rookwood Rd, Rookwood.”

There was a pause on the other end of the phone, “But that’s a cemetery”

“Good luck,” said the son, and hung up.

Like I said, if we are dead towards something – it has no hold, no power over us.  If we die to self, our selfish wants and desires have no power over us and we are freed to serve Jesus.  We then find in that service, we experience joy that we cannot know any other way. 

Mother Theresa was a servant who discovered this.

In 1970, author Malcolm Muggeridge went to Calcutta to do a special documentary on Mother Teresa for the BBC-TV. 

He met with her as she was working out in the streets with sick and poor people in a ghetto the like of which he had never seen before. The stench, the filth, the garbage, the disease, and poverty were just unbelievable. But what struck Muggeridge more than anything else, even there in that awful squalor and degradation, was the deep, warm glow on Mother Teresa's face and the depth of love in her eyes.

"Do you do this every day?" he began his interview.

"Oh, yes," she replied, "it is my mission. It is how I serve and love my Lord."

"How long have you been doing this? How many months?"

"Months?" said Mother Teresa. "Not months, but years. Maybe eighteen years."

"Eighteen years!" exclaimed Muggeridge. "You've been working here in these streets for eighteen years?"

"Yes," she said simply and yet joyfully. "It is my privilege to be here. These are my people. These are the ones my Lord has given me to love."

Later, Muggeridge said, "I will never forget that little lady as long as I live. The face, the glow, the eyes, the love -it was all so pure and so beautiful. I shall never forget it. It was like being in the presence of an angel. It changed my life. I have not been the same person since. It is more than I can describe."

This is a glimpse of the fruit of “losing our life” for Jesus sake – because eternal life begins here and now, as we begin to live out his Kingdom on earth.

However – we will not all be called to serve God in Calcutta like Mother Theresa. How does “losing our life” for Jesus sake translate into everyday situations for us? I think there are three main areas that are affected.
It affects our relationships!  If we are willing “lose our life” in the context of a relationship, then we are willing to defer to another person’s wishes. Willing to sacrifice our own wants and needs for the good of the other person.  This holds in our relationship with Jesus as well!

Being willing to “lose our life” in a relationship opens the door to forgiveness.  One of the greatest barriers to forgiveness is when we are not willing to give up being angry with someone because we feel they deserve it.  If we are willing to “lose our life” by letting go of anger and bitterness, then forgiveness can happen.  Being willing to “lose our life” in a relationship frees us to truly serve others – and Jesus.

It affects our possessions! If we are willing to “lose our life” in terms of possessions – we are free from the spirit of acquisitiveness that dominates our society.  That attitude which says “I need to HAVE” whatever it might be, or “I need to keep”  whatever I might have.

If we are willing to “lose our life” in this area, then we are more willing to give and to share our possessions.  We see all that we have is given to us by God – and we can hold lightly to “things”.  Then if God directs us to share money or things with others – we don’t struggle with it.  We see them as God’s in the first place.  If God directs us to “go” – leaving material possessions behind – we have the freedom to do it.

It affects our plans.  Many years ago, there was a book around by author Michael Green called, “Give up Your Small Ambitions” – the bottom line was that it is God alone who knows how we really tick.  He has wired us – he has created our gifts and our passions. He alone knows the perfectly shaped niche into which we will fit.  It’s not until we are prepared to lose our own small ambitions for his sake, that we will truly ‘find’ our life.
While we clutch on to the things of this life – we will never be free to serve Christ fully.  We somehow seem to have absorbed the notion that to sacrifice our “selves” for Christ will result in misery, and so we hold out on God.  We keep him at arms length.  We become afraid to let him come too close, for fear he will ask us to “give up” something we value too much.

Yet it is in the “losing” of our attachment to the things of this world, that we experience true freedom. And it is in the abandoning of ourselves completely to Jesus that we find our deepest joy.

Lent is nearly over.  As we come near to that time when we remember how much Jesus gave up for us on the cross, let’s take this last week to continue to reflect on our own lives, and ask ourselves if we have been truly willing to give all of ourselves to God.  Have we been truly willing to “lose our life” for his sake, and to love and serve him above all else.

