
Planting Seeds   
 

A reading from the Gospel of John, chapter 12.   In the previous chapter, John writes 

about the people who are streaming into Jerusalem in preparation for the Passover.  Jesus also 

enters Jerusalem on the day we will celebrate next Sunday as Palm Sunday.    

And then, where we pick up John’s narrative in today’s reading, we are introduced to a 

mysterious group of witnesses to these events who stand out in such a way that John makes a 

special note of them. 

 

Now among those who went up to worship at the festival were some Greeks. They came to 

Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, and said to him, “Sir, we wish to see Jesus.” Philip 

went and told Andrew; then Andrew and Philip went and told Jesus.  Jesus answered them, “The 

hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat 

falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. 

Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for 

eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also. 

Whoever serves me, the Father will honor. Now my soul is troubled. And what should I say--
‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour.” 

         John 12: 20-27 

 

Yesterday, Saturday, was the first day of Spring, the vernal equinox, although last week, 

when we were clearing away the 7 or 8 inches of snow, we might not have guessed it.   

By this time of the year, we are not only tired of dirty snow, we are tired of bare, dead-

looking trees, and brown grass.  We’re more than ready to see something green and growing.  

Our minds turn toward getting our gardens and flowerbeds ready, maybe even planting a few 

seeds.  We’re ready to see signs of new life.  So isn’t it ironic that, as Jesus points out, those 

seeds have to die first before new life can come from them. 

I sometimes like to remind us of the lesson we all learned in 1st grade or Kindergarten 

or maybe even VBS,  when you took an empty egg carton and filled each cup with some dirt, 

and then you took a seed or a bean, hard and dry as a dusty pebble, and gently pushed it into 

the moist soil, watered it every day, set it on a sunny window sill and then watched and waited 

for the miracle, when that old, dead bean came to life.  Do you remember the amazement and 

excitement when that first green shoots broke through the dirt?   

And if you had a really good teacher, she might have placed some moist paper towel in a 

Mason jar, and slid the seed in right next to the glass so that you could witness this miracle of 

life.  And as you watched each day, what you saw was the dried skin of that bean gradually 

withering and fading away, and then the hard interior softening and gradually opening up, 

breaking apart, and then the green shoot of new life emerged, unfolded itself, and found its way 

to the surface and to the light. 

Jesus said, “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single 

grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.” 

It is perhaps the deepest and most profound mystery of our existence here on this tiny 

little planet—the mystery of life.  And it involves a paradox that is almost impossible to 

comprehend—that in order for life to continue there also must be death.  Things have to die in 

order for new life to appear.  In many ways we participate in this endless cycle of dying and 

being reborn, physically and spiritually. 



In our bodies, old cells are constantly dying and new cells are constantly taking their 

place.  None of the cells that made up the body of that little boy in the picture I showed the 

kids today remain in the body of this late middle-aged pastor, and yet somehow, I’m the same 

person. 

And as mysterious as that is, it may be even more difficult to comprehend the spiritual 

side of this dynamic.   Jesus uses that profound, one-sentence parable about the grain of wheat 

falling into the earth and dying in order to bear much fruit to set up the central paradox of the 

Christian faith—that when we try to save our own life, we ultimately lose it; but when we give 

it away freely and generously, we gain abundant life, or eternal life.   In many ways, we too have 

to die in order to live. 

We expend so much energy and invest so much of ourselves in holding on not only to 

things but also attitudes and behaviors that we find hard, if not impossible, to let go of.  But if 

you look back on the story of your own life, you may find that it was in those moments when 

you opened yourself up and, in a literal sense, gave yourself away—to a neighbor, to a stranger, 

to your partner—it was in those moments of self-giving that you suddenly recognized who you 

were and what your life was all about.  You may have known what it means for you to be truly 
alive.   

Ian Bedloe is a character in Anne Tyler’s novel, Saint Maybe.  He has spent a good part 

of his life raising the three children his brother and sister-in-law have left behind after their 

deaths.  This huge responsibility has been his entire life and he takes it on, in part, because he 

believes he was responsible for his brother’s death.  He feels that this burden is his way of 

atoning for his past sins.   

Over the years, though, he begins to understand his life from a different perspective, 

and slowly begins to realize that all of the work, the diapers, the illnesses, the tensions with 

teen children, all of this messy life has not been a punishment, but a blessing—a life that has 

been full of love and purpose.    

In many ways, Ian feels like he has sacrificed his life.  But at the end of the novel, as he is 

holding another new life in his arms, his own child this time, he thinks to himself, “This doesn’t 

feel like any eight pounds.  It felt like nothing, like thistledown—a burden so light it seemed 

almost buoyant.”  Ian discovers what it means to find abundant life by giving it away. 

Whoever those Greeks were that approached Phillip, it is not clear exactly what they 

were looking for when they said the wanted to see Jesus.  Perhaps they had heard of the 

healings and miracles.  Maybe they were there at the raising of Lazarus.  Surely they had seen 

the crowds that were drawn to Jesus, and heard the shouts of Hosanna when Jesus entered 

Jerusalem.  Whatever it is they were seeking, they probably got more than they bargained for.  

It is likely they didn’t count on being told that they must participate in his dying in order to 

participate in his resurrection.  It’s just as hard for us to hear and accept.  And more often than 

not we choose to avoid it. 

We skip over this participation whenever we read our Bibles but glean out only those 

parts that we find agreeable and uplifting, and ignore those parts that call for sacrifice and 

repentance or question our priorities and lifestyle.  We avoid this participation in the dying of 

Christ when we come to worship seeking to have our hearts lifted up but without being 

changed.  It’s what my preaching professor called “cotton-candy worship,” pretty pink fluff that 

provides us with a momentary sugar rush—and nothing more.  And what we are left with is 

what Dietrich Bonhoeffer calls “cheap grace.”  Cheap grace, he says, is “grace without 

discipleship, grace without the cross.”  And it does not lead to life, but only a kind of spiritual 



death.  But grace that does leads us into an abundant life is costly grace.  It is costly, Bonhoeffer 

says, because it cost God the life of a son, and it costs all who desire to follow Christ their own 

lives.  And it is grace, he says, because it gives us the only true life. 

Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains a lifeless grain of wheat.  

But when it dies, it doesn’t just come back to life, its life is not just extended in time, rather, its 

life is expanded in abundance, there is life to have and life to give away. 

Lent and springtime go together because in spring our minds turn toward planting 

seeds—seeds which will have to die in order to bring new life.  As we come to the end of this 

Lenten season and move toward the darkness of Good Friday, let us pray that in our dying we 

find new life in Christ. 
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