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5th Sunday of Lent
“The Grain of Wheat”
The way people speak to us often tells us as much as their words.  This past week, for example, when Fr. Gary called me from upstairs and said “get your tennis racket,” I knew we had another bat in the house.  What’s more, I knew that he wanted me to get rid of it.  So after closing all the doors and chasing the little guy around, I managed to herd him into a room with an open door to the outside.  Meanwhile, Fr. Gary bravely waited in the hallway while I flushed the bat out of the house.  I then went downstairs and closed the vent to the chimney, where the bat entered the rectory, and which somebody other than me had left open.  
In the Gospel today, Jesus speaks to some Greeks who desired to see him.  The way he speaks to them tells them as much as his words alone.  Remember, these Greeks were foreigners.  They probably did not understand the Scriptures, they did not understand the history of the Chosen People, nor all the rituals in Jewish religion.  Jesus could not quote the Prophets to show how they had foretold his arrival and his suffering and death.  He could not show how he was the true king of Israel in the line of David.  He could not explain to them that he was the true Passover lamb who would be sacrificed to remove the sins of the entire human race.  
Instead, he speaks to them in a way they can understand.  He speaks about farming—about the grain of wheat that must be buried in the ground to produce life.  Like all people, the Greeks knew about the cycle of life, death, and rebirth in nature.  For new life to arise, something must die.  The Disney movie “The Lion King” called it the “circle of life:” the antelopes eat the grass, the lions eat the antelopes, and when the lions die, their bodies return to the soil, out of which the grass grows.  On an individual level, we can think of the swarms of cicadas that occur every 17 years or so in Ohio.  These insects live underground for years and finally emerge and transform into adults.  But as adults, they live only a brief time, and die after producing new life: a new generation.  

The way Jesus spoke to the Greeks told them—and us—two very important things.  First, that God can speak to us in a way we can understand.  Maybe we do not know the Scriptures as well as we should.  Maybe we do not know the history of the Christian Church or understand the rich meaning behind every action in the Mass and the sacraments.  God can still speak to us through his creation.  Both the natural world that we learn about and our fellow human beings who are God’s creations can invite us into a deeper relationship with God.  Then, like those Greeks, we need to delve into the Scriptures, history, and the Mass and sacraments to gain a richer understanding of God’s message to us.  

The second message in Jesus’ words today is that sacrifice is a necessary part of life.  Jesus could have said anything to those Greek visitors, but he chose to tell them about the heart of his mission.  He told them about the Paschal Mystery: his life, death, and resurrection.  This is how he, the Son of Man, will be glorified.  He will lay down his life in death in order to take it up again in resurrection.  This is the only way to break the world out of the endless “circle of life” by destroying death forever.  This is the only way Jesus can take, and it is the only way his followers can take.  “Whoever hates his life in this world,” Jesus says, “will preserve it for eternal life.”
As we enter the final weeks of Lent, we must be aware of this message at the heart of all creation: the Paschal Mystery.  We must make it our effort to die to sin, to selfishness, to any way of life that keeps us from loving and serving the Lord and each other.  We must listen too, for the way God is speaking to us in creation, in other people, the Scriptures, history, and the Mass and sacraments.  There Jesus wants us to learn about the heart of his mission and ours: to die in order that we may produce much fruit.  
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