New Life

In our lectionary readings this morning, we havartiea series of passage that address, in one
way or another, what we might call new life. Eifatour Psalm for the morning, Psalm 51, parts
of which we read together in the Call to Worship ather parts of which we read together in
our communal confession. This Psalm is famoupanm for its beautiful and powerful language
and in part for the superscription which is appehideit in many Bibles. In our pew Bibles, it
reads like this: “A Psalm of David, when the prapRathan came in to him, after he had gone in
to Bathsheba.” Do you remember the story? Ittsitbin Il Samuel, chapters 11 and 12. David
is in Jerusalem, preparing to go out to war agdivssAmmonites, where his general, Joab,
already has an army in the field. One night, uaablsleep, he goes up to the roof of his palace
and from that vantage point, high above the robth®neighboring houses, he sees a beautiful
woman bathing herself in what she thinks is thegmy of her own rooftop. He finds out that
she is Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hittiteg o his loyal soldiers. Nevertheless, he has the
woman brought to his bed and soon it is revealatighe is pregnant. Desperate to conceal his
sin, David has her husband brought home from tha fibut Uriah refuses the comfort of his
own bed when his comrades are in the field angsleatside the door of David’s house. So
David has Uriah sent into the fiercest part oftthéle, where he will surely be killed, and so he
is. Then David takes Bathsheba as his wife andehes him a son. But soon after, the prophet
Nathan visits David and tells him a story of a nehn with many flocks who stole the only lamb
of his poor neighbor in order to have a feast. iB&/outraged by the story and says, ““As the
LorbD lives, the man who has done this deserves to dend) Nathan said to David, ‘You are
the man!” “Create in me a clean heart, O God, patda new and right spirit within me.”

We hear of new life in our Old Testament reading thorning, too. The word of God comes to
Jeremiah the prophet. He is in Jerusalem afteinthal defeat of Judah by the Babylonians.
One Judean king has been deposed and carriedxifeandth the elite of his people. A new king
rules by Babylon’s sufferance over a diminishedgiom. But God has a promise for God’s
Chosen People: “The days are surely coming, s&k@RD, when | will make a new covenant
with the house of Israel and the house of Judatwill put my law within them, and | will write

it on their hearts; and | will be their God, andyishall be my people.” David had prayed for a
new heart, one in tune with God’s will. David bemaknown as the king after God’s own heatrt.
He received a new life. Now God promises a newtlienall the people, one in which God’s
law will be engraved. It is a powerful promiseaofiew life to come.

Jesus also speaks of new life. “Unless a graimh@fat falls into the earth and dies, it remains
just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears mdakit. Those who love their life lose it, and those
who hate their life in this world will keep it f@ternal life.” From his death, Jesus predicts, new
life will come for many; there will be much fruifThe same will be true for his disciples. If they
are willing to give up their lives for his sakeeththey will find the life of the ages,

(wnv atwviov, the abundant and overflowing life connected to @ | described last week.
This is an important theme in Jesus’ teachingldeal Evangelists quote Jesus on this matter,
although John’s memory differs slightly from theg® Synoptic Gospels. In Mark, Matthew and
Luke, we find this saying: “those who want to séweir life will lose it, and those who lose their
life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospédl,save it.” But what does it mean, this losing
of life? How are we to go about making sense chtwlesus is saying in our own lives? |
believe our answer lies in the life of Jesus hifmaetl | want to focus in particular this morning
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on the rather peculiar beginning to our Gospelystehat it reveals about Jesus and how we can
apply Jesus’ example to our own lives.

This story in John’s Gospel is set during the weeRassover, the week before Jesus went to the
cross to die and was subsequently raised by Quidkel, it appears to be a part of John’s
remembrance of the events of Palm Sunday, whictviweelebrate next week. “Now among
those who went up to worship at the festival werae Greeks. They came to Philip, who was
from Bethsaida in Galilee, and said to him, “Sig wish to see Jesus.” Philip went and told
Andrew; then Andrew and Philip went and told J&sidow, we know from the story of
Pentecost Sunday in Acts that Jews from all oveMlediterranean world came to Jerusalem for
festivals and they spoke all different languaggad we know that th&éngua franca, the

common tongue of the time was Greek. So, one naigbiime that these are Greek-speaking
Jews. But John uses a particular word here inlGtEaAnvea, a word which specifically

means a native of Greece but is also used moreabn® mean Gentile, a non-Jew. One
possible implication here is that Jesus has besmniamous that even those who do not share
his beliefs want a look at him, a moment of hisginThey want to have their pictures taken with
him and get him to autograph their special edifiesus of Nazareth t-shirts. He has become a
celebrity.

But that’s not what Jesus wants. He’s not looKorghat sort of glory and he corrects his new
admirers. The hour has come for the Son of Maretglorified, but not in the way they think.
He immediately begins to talk about his deathatk &bout being “lifted up,” being crucified.
Whoa, bummer, Dude. The Greeks disappear fromttrg and it's hardly surprising.

One lesson here for us is this: we are called tikbelesus, not like the Greeks. Just as Jesus
found his glory in following the will of his Fath@nd not in seeking the approval of those
around him, so should we. Jesus says, “Whoeveesene must follow me, and where | am,
there will my servant be also. Whoever serves heeFather will honor.” In his actions here,
Jesus reminds me of his famous ancestor, Davilisde not looking for the approval of the
crowd; he is looking to do what is right. If tréidn is correct and David wrote Psalm 51 in the
wake of the Bathsheba incident and gave it toghddr of the Levites to sing in the Temple,
then he was not looking for popular acclaim, eithde was as good as confessing to the sins of
adultery and murder. But he knew that he mustesménd ask God'’s pardon and he knew that
as king, he had a duty to do so publicly. Davicrifiaed his popular approval, “great David’s
greater Son,” Jesus, sacrificed not only publicrayg but his very life.

We, too, must follow the path of doing the will@bd without seeking acclaim for it.
Sometimes, that temptation will be all too eagya few minutes, we will take a ceremonial step
in recognizing another death that leads to newalifeve recognize the trees and building that
must be torn down in order for our new senior hogsiomplex to be built. Already, among our
Lynnwood neighbors and others, I'm hearing acclminyou for being willing to make the
sacrifice of part of the congregation’s land andgpoilities in order to help others. And itis

right that your decision is being recognized. ®atmust be very careful, all of us, to remember
that we do this thing not simply because we think a good thing to do but because we believe
it is what God calls us to do. Any glory from tigieeat work belongs not to us but to God, who
provided this land for this congregation in thatfiplace, who put the vision of this building into

M. Christopher Boyer 3/29/2009 2



New Life

your hearts, and who has surely guided us throaglpotential pitfalls of the funding and
permitting process. How else does a church whialvsl together less than 50 people on Sunday
morning manage to put together a $10 million carmsiton project?

As we follow the example of Jesus, we must alsodseful not to follow the example of the
Greeks. We must realize that we cannot follow Wwithout sharing in his suffering. We must
be ready to stand against the currents of our goarel to face ridicule for it. We must be ready
to do what is right, not only when it works to daenefit, not only when we don’t get anything
out of it, but even when it costs us dearly. AetBEloezee writes on this passage, “So if you
want to fly off into glory with Jesus, you've gotlbe part of the first ten feet of the trip as well
You can't prop up a stepladder on the side of tbesg climb it, and then meet Jesus at the top
for the balance of the journey to glory. You've tobe crucified with him. You have to be the
kernel who gets buried into death with him. "Wheaen, my servant will also be." But as a
servant, it is not up to you to pick and choosetitines and places you want to be with Jesus.
You are with him always and everywhere or you aitb Wim never and nowhere.”

Does that sound too hard? Does it sound frightghiRemember, Jesus was frightened, too.
John does not record in his Gospel the story afsleggony in the Garden of Gethsemane, but he
gives a hint of it here. “Now my soul is troubleékhd what should | say—‘Father, save me from
this hour’? No, it is for this reason that | hawene to this hour. Father, glorify your name.” The
Rev. Dr. J. Barry Vaughn writes on our passager t/soglory is about having more: more
money, more prestige, more power. For Jesus, glasyabout giving more.” Vaughn recalls the
opening of John’s Gospel, which says, “we behetdglory, the glory as of the only begotten of
the Father, full of grace and truth.” Vaughn wsijtérhe Word Incarnate heals the sick, feeds
the multitude, raises the dead, and finally congdétis task by dying on the cross...” That is
how we beheld his glory.

But it was hard for Jesus and that is another pisgibehind the story of the Greeks. If you
read the Synoptic Gospels carefully, you will nibtat they record Jesus spending a good deal of
time in the Gentile sections of Galilee, perhapmash as a third of his ministry. Robert
Linthicum surmises that these Greeks were actuwahknown by Jesus, that they were Gentile
converts from Galilee who had come to encouragetbioome out of dangerous Judaea and
back to Galilee where they could keep him safetHicum writes, “in these Gentiles’ offer lay
the way out of the death that would otherwise itadbly await Jesus if he continued his attack of
the Judeans — and that, quite soon! Should hetattee offer? Would he accept the offer?
Could he not now “save face” while rapidly de-eatialy his conflict with the Jewish clerical
aristocracy, doing so by accepting the requestp#aple who wanted him to teach and heal in
their country and were open to having their socsfigped into the kingdom of God? It must
have been terribly, terribly tempting — especiédiya young man who really was dreading the
thought of dying.”

Perhaps as he would have considered such an &dfars would have thought of the history of
his people and of the times seen by the prophetmlah, when the kings of Judah sought safety
in their armies and their alliances rather thafoilowing the will of God and so were destroyed
by the Babylonians. Perhaps Jesus remembere e his mission to bring the Good News
of the new covenant, a covenant written in the tisezfrthe people, and that in order to fulfill his
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mission, he had to die. “Unless a grain of wha#s finto the earth and dies, it remains just a
single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.”

What does it mean to be willing to die in ordeb&ar much fruit? What does it mean to hate
one’s life in this world? Only this: not to be cgat up in what our society values and so lose
sight of what God values; not to allow the teassiwllow love of our culture to blind us to the
promised, enduring love of God; not to follow treipof self-centeredness, making gods of
ourselves, but seeking to serve others, just asdid in revealing the truth of God.

I’'m glad it’s officially spring, even though the ather hasn’t looked much like it in the last few
days. Spring means new life. I'm glad it's basked@ason, that’s a sign of new life too, and I'm
hoping the rain holds off while I'm sitting outsifie Sean’s game later today. I'm glad that the
promise of the flower in the bulb has begun todsdized. I'm glad that in the ending of our old
trees and the old Pink House that we find a nevinpéty that means life for our neighbors. I'm
glad that the promise of the resurrection is offdceall of us. I'm glad that Jesus was willing to
die on that spring day in Jerusalem, even thowgh ko often too afraid or too proud or too
distracted by the world to do the things that heidnave me do. Because while we were yet
sinners, God was in Christ reconciling the worldSmdself. Now the green blade rises. Now
the buried grain springs forth with fruit, goodifruwenty and thirty and one hundred fold. Now
the life of the ages, eternal life, abundant Ifavailable to us. All we need do is to die to our
old selfish ways and accept the love of God, witielanses our hearts, which makes God’s will
a part of those new hearts, which changes evegthiinanks be to God!
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