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Years ago, when I lived in Oregon, once or twice  a year I’d go south, down I-5 to 
Napa or Sacramento.  And there is a billboard about half way to those places that 
says very simply in huge gothic text,” Jesus Died For Your Sins.”  That’s all it 
says. It’s been there forever.  What do you make of that? 
 
Were they all piled up at the foot of the cross, all those sins, past and future, and 
when he breathed his last did they simply vanish?  Or was it more like a ledger in 
the hands of an angry God -- with everybody’s name on it and an individual list of 
our peccadilloes.   
 
Yes, and every time God writes down another one, does God say, “Somebody’s 
gonna have hell to pay for this.”  And then one day Jesus says, “I’ll pay the whole 
lot.”  And God throws the whole thing in the trash.  A lot of Christians believe that.   
 
Okay  but how does that event way back 2000 years ago, effect what I may do 
tomorrow? 
 
Does Jesus go on suffering for our sins?  And what kind of God does that make 
God – needing that kind of satisfaction?  Is God kind of small, when it comes to 
sin?  These are curious questions.  Who has the answers?  

A soldier in the Gulf War dove into a foxhole to escape a sudden burst of gunfire. 
He saw a small metallic object lying beside him. He picked it up and rubbed off 
the dirt. It was a cross. Some former occupant had left it there. Just then another 
soldier jumped in beside him. This second soldier was a chaplain. The first 
soldier held out the cross to him. In a quizzical and somewhat wistful voice he 
asked, “Padre, how do you make this thing work?”  

The 12th chapter of the gospel of JOHN contains most of what Jesus says about 
the cross.  According to John he says this all in Jerusalem during the last week 
he has a mouth to talk with.  “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be 
glorified,” says Jesus.  “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies it 
remains merely a single grain, but if it dies, it bears much fruit.” 
 
It is a statement attesting to the redemptive power of suffering, both his and ours, 
and it is no easier for humans to understand today than it was in his day.  
 
This is the part of the gospel we don't talk about so much. Most ministers like to 
talk about how Jesus opens up the way to heaven; how being a Christian makes 
us happy and fulfilled. And we like to show pictures of nice happy families all 
smiling a Jesus enhanced smile.  



Now, I do believe that there is a richness to this kind of living, and a life beyond 
this one, but, according to John, the way to get there, according to Jesus, 
happens to include the cross and dying.    
 
As Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, "When Jesus calls he invites us to come and die". 
He wrote that from a cell in one of Hitler's prisons not long before they took him 
out and hanged him because he had decided that in an age of genocide, the call 
of a Christian is to remove the perpetrator of genocide any way you can. And that 
would soon cost him his life.   
 
Here is the great Christian paradox, the unmistakable mark of an authentic 
gospel: It begins with dying, with a cross. If the gospel that you hear preached on 
the radio, the television, or from whatever pulpit, does not begin with a cross, 
does not begin by telling you that something in you has to die, it is not the true 
gospel. This is the identifying mark. Look at a grain of wheat, says Jesus. 
  
You know, when the tombs of the Pharaohs were opened in the last century, they 
found grains of wheat, and every one of them looked exactly the same as a grain 
of wheat today. Nothing had changed about them in 3,000 years. Then they took 
the grains of wheat out and planted them in the ground … and nothing 
happened.   
 
But that’s not the story that has come down to us. No, the myth of “mummy 
wheat” is that it sprouted. But, in fact, it didn’t. Today we know that fifty or a 
hundred years is about the outside edge of viability for wheat.  
 
So, the key is -- it has to die in the ground to become what it was intended to 
become.  
 
I think that the fact that the meter is running on wheat makes Jesus’s remark all 
that more powerful. 
 
What Jesus is telling us is that if we do everything in our power to protect our 
lives the way they are - that is, if we successfully prevent change, prevent 
conflict, prevent pain or loss - then at the end we will find that we had no life at 
all. It may be nice, and comfortable, painless and free, but as far as the Kingdom 
of God is concerned, it was wasted, empty, and fruitless. 
 
There were two choices Jesus laid out for his listeners – they were the same 
choices he knew he had for himself.  The first way, the way of self-protection, 
was a way that rejected suffering.   
 
If he had chosen that way, he would have had to stop walking around in the open 
and go underground like El Chapo Guzman did. and sleep in a different location 
every night.   



He would have chosen to simply tone-down his message; back off the hard 
rhetoric a little, and find more pleasant ways to phrase things (like most 
preachers do). 
 
He would have had to stop eating with outcasts and show more respect for 
established authority.  He might have elected to have pictures taken, smiling in 
the presence of the “right” people, and finally retire to a beachfront home at 
Caesarea -- if he loved his life and wanted to save it, that is.   
 
If he loved something more, however, then he would need to go another way;  
a way that would contain suffering, not for its own sake, of course, but as a by-
product of the main goal. That was the choice he decided on. It may have taken 
him a little while to make it.  We don’t know.  But he made that choice. 
 
Now, let me make something clear -- there are many kinds of suffering in this 
world that have nothing to do with the gospel – I mean, there is nothing 
redemptive about famine, genocide or incest. 
 
Those who suffer as a result of such things have no choice, right?  Yes, and no 
one should have to endure them.  But the kind of suffering I am talking about 
today is the kind Jesus chose – again, not for its own sake but because it was 
the only way to become who he was meant to be – no matter what it would cost.   
 
A grain of wheat cannot grow unless it dies, says Jesus.  If you encase it in 
plastic and hang it around your neck it will never be good for anything but a 
bauble.  For the seed to do what it was meant to do, it has to be given up. It has 
to fall into the earth and be buried.   
 
It has to sit down there very patiently in the dark until its hour comes when it will 
swell, crack, and hatch new life – a green shoot that will climb toward the sun 
until it breaks through, becoming a golden stalk of wheat that bears much fruit.   
 
If you dig around in its roots looking for the seed you won’t find anything.  It is 
dead and gone.  It gave up its existence so there could be more wheat in the 
world.  
 
Now, this is a very different understanding of the death of Jesus than the one we 
are used to hearing, which was that Jesus death was meant to atone for our sins.   
But then, John’s gospel is considerably older than the formal doctrine of 
atonement. That came hundreds of years later.   
 
According to John, Jesus died in order to fill the earth with wheat, to fill the earth 
with so many sons and daughters of God that no one would ever want for bread 
again, or anything else basic to life. Yes, and in order to do that, the seed had to 
be planted and it needed to die. There was no other way for it to happen. 
 



If Jesus had chosen to save his life, you know, maybe write a book and then go 
on a speaking tour, there is no telling how long his movement might have lasted.  
Maybe one year. Maybe more.   
 
I mean, who still reads Norman Vincent Peale?  Or Dale Carnegie?  Who will be 
reading  Brene Brown’s books in twenty years??  Or Steven Covey’s, or Eckhart 
Tolle’s??  No telling.  But because Jesus was willing to give up his life 
prematurely, people could discover that death was not the worst thing that could 
happen to them. And by the grace of God, we are still reading his spoken words 
today. 
 
Because Jesus was willing to die, a new community could form in his name, one 
that offered people good company while together they learned how to redefine 
the meaning of life --  in light of the way he lived and chose to die. 
 
And one of the main points in that redefinition had to do with a brand new view of 
suffering.   It was no longer just something to be avoided at all costs.  Nor did 
suffering mean, as many people taught, that God was mad at you. 
   
It might , in fact, mean that God loved you very much, because when someone is 
on a path toward God and deliberately chooses the way of self-offering (like 
Jesus did), then suffering becomes one of the most powerful tools toward that 
transformation.  
 
Suffering can be the way God chooses to break open our hard hearts so that 
they may be made new. Barbara Brown Taylor says that suffering “is how God 
cracks open closed lives so that they can get the fresh air they need.”    
 
She says that, “when Jesus died this power was made alive in the world.  By 
absorbing into himself the worst that the world could do to a child of God, and by 
refusing to demand revenge, he made sure it was put to death with him.  By 
suffering every form of hurt and shame without ever letting those deflect him from 
his purpose he broke their hold on humankind.  He showed, once and for all, that 
it was possible NOT to return hatred and violence for the same.”   
  
As I have said before, there are several wonderful enduring religions in this 
world, but none except the religion of Jesus bears witness to the redemptive 
nature of suffering.  Gandhi himself saw this and took it as his own method. He 
saw in Christianity the power to vanquish violence by, ironically, submitting to it.   
 
I remember the day of the Parkland shootings, one of the mothers who lost her 
daughter said, “I just hope she didn’t die for nothing.”  That was the first thing that 
came out from one of the victim’s family’s. I wondered what the parents of the 
Sandyhook children thought of her remark.  Think of that for a moment. 
 



Well, while our morally bancrupt senators and congress-people have made it 
clear that they are owned by the NRA and that therefore no change will come on 
their watch to protect our kids, there are thousands of children who made a 
statement Wednesday (many of them, I’m proud to say, in our own church).  And 
thousands more will be out on the streets on March 24th. They are our hope. 
 
Can you imagine Jesus being owned by the NRA; or by anyone? 
   
We've got to get over this idea that so many Christians believe, that being a 
Christian is about protecting our guns and the stuff that makes our lives cushy.   
 
Nope.  Jesus said that the more we dedicate our lives to him, the more difficult 
they usually become.  
 
You know, if I choose not to follow Jesus, I can choose not to care about 
homelessness and poverty, about racism and injustice, and hunger and the 
destruction of the environment, and about childen being sacrificed needlessly on 
the altar of the worship of guns.  
 
But if I choose to be his follower, if I choose to be a genuine Christian and not a 
counterfeit, he will not give me that option. Following Jesus I am called to care.    
I have to care enough to really think about these issues.  And caring means 
giving up something -- it means dying to myself in order to plant the seed of love 
in this world.  
 
It means living deliberately, intentionally -- not casually, and ignorantly.   
 
John Woolman was a successful Quaker merchant who lived in the 18th century.  
He lived a quiet and comfortable life until God convicted him of the fact that 
slavery was a great evil. Woolman gave up his prosperous business and used 
his money to purchase the freedom of several slaves. 
 
He also chose to wear un-dyed suits to avoid using dye produced by slave labor. 
He traveled on foot in solidarity with slaves who were not permitted to ride in 
carriages, and he refused to eat sugar, rum, molasses, and other products 
tainted by slave labor.  
 
Woolman's life was like a seed planted in the ground. He died to his old 
comfortable life, but look at the fruit he bore: largely because of his efforts, by 
1787 not a single American Quaker owned a slave. That’s seventy years before 
Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. 
 
It’s not easy following your conscience. You can feel like you are swimming up-
stream.   
 



Fifteen years ago, on the first afternoon of the second gulf war I was driving in 
downtown Medford, Oregon.  The central plaza was full of white clad, flag waving 
people – over a hundred of them.  It was a party and a huge sign said, “HONK IF 
YOU SUPPORT THIS WAR.”   
 
This was the first full day of battle, and I was convinced, at the time, that that war 
was going to create more enemies for us than it would ever vanquish.  I knew 
then as I do now, that we don’t live in a world where you can send an army 
against your foe and have it over if you “win.”  I wished we did, but we don’t.   
 
So, of course, as I was driving by the rally the traffic comes to a complete stop, 
and I am the only one who is not honking.   
 
And this man stops waving his flag long enough to lean over toward my open 
window and with venom in his eyes he says, “If you love your country, you’ll 
honk.” 
 
You know, you can’t just drive your car innocently down the road.  There are 
crucibles lying in wait for us everywhere, and they are there to test us.  They are 
there to weigh our consciences and our courage.   
 
I had no qualms that afternoon about supporting our troops, but supporting a war 
that sounded like a gargantuan waste of life and resources seemed to me to be 
just wrong.   
 
So here we sit at 17th and 17th, the local field of Jesus’s wheat. We would not be 
here today but for Jesus and his willingness to go another way in life from the 
usual.   
 
Think of it.  He spent his whole short life speaking about a purposeful way of 
living, and of embracing a meaningful way of dying.   
 
So, brothers and sisters, when our hour comes (as it does from time to time)  we 
each have a single grain of wheat with which to cast our vote.  It is the grain of 
our lives, and, if we are to take Jesus and the Bible seriously, then all of creation, 
all that lives and breathes -- the flowers, the trees, the seeds, the angels in 
heaven, all of them are holding their very breath to see what we will choose to do 
with it.    
 
Amen. 


