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Today, the lectionary has given us two readings that don’t seem to go together.  

The passage from Jeremiah has meaning for Christians despite the specific context in 

Jewish history.  And in John, nothing really happens except for some unsettling talk 

about Jesus’ impending suffering and death. 

The reading from John occurs immediately after Jesus’ triumphal entry into 

Jerusalem.  The crowd that had been with him when he raised Lazarus from the tomb was 

still hanging around, telling everyone about Jesus.  The Pharisees were agitated because 

they could do nothing to stop this.  ‘Look,’ they said, ‘the whole world has gone after 

him!’ 

It was at that point that the Greeks arrived, asking to see Jesus. 

They approached Jesus indirectly: They came to Philip, which is a Greek name, 

and said to him, “Sir, we wish to see Jesus.”  Philip went and told Andrew, which is also 

a Greek name, and then Andrew and Philip went and told Jesus. 

These are Greek-speaking Jews rather than pagan Gentiles.  It seems obvious that 

they have been following Jesus’ ministry and now they want to see him.  And you could 

answer their question with another: ‘Which Jesus do you want to see?’ 

Jesus’ public ministry is all but over at this point, and now here he is talking about 

how a grain of wheat needed to die before it could bear fruit; how if you love your life – 

literally your soul – you will lose it; and how those who serve him will honor God 

through their service. 

Then he said that when he is lifted up from the earth, meaning his crucifixion, he 

will draw all people to himself.  The humiliation of death on the cross becomes God’s 

victory over death, not for a few, but for all who are drawn to him.  Does he mean all 

believers, whether Jew or Gentile, or does he mean all people of every kind in every 

nation?  It’s not clear, so we have to decide for ourselves. 
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In Jeremiah, the days that are surely coming, said the Lord, are the days when the 

exiles will finally return from Babylon.  They’ve been gone about fifty years, and, in that 

time, everything changed. 

Jerusalem and the Temple had been destroyed in two separate rebellions, and after 

the second one, most of the priests, elders, and royal society were sent off to Babylon, 

and organized religion in Jerusalem went with them. 

But Jeremiah had stayed behind to help the people there rebuild their lives and to 

figure out how to worship God without the Temple, priests, or ritual practices of any 

kind.  With the impending return of those exiled to Babylon, it was time to do things 

differently, so Jeremiah preached oracles of hope and now his proposed ‘new covenant.’ 

Notice it’s a new covenant, not a new law.  He was talking about an inward 

transformation of the human heart that would enable people to know God intimately.  

Jeremiah’s new covenant gave the people direct access to God without the need to make 

a blood or grain sacrifice.  Think of how that must have sounded to the returning priests. 

It took time to rebuild the city, and over the course of the next hundred years or 

so, two people stood out: Ezra the priest and Nehemiah the governor.  Nehemiah was 

responsible for rebuilding Jerusalem’s walls, including one that’s still there and which 

bears his name.  In Nehemiah 8, Ezra reintroduced the people to the Law given to Moses 

and the Levite priests ‘helped the people to understand’ it.  ‘They gave the sense so that 

the people understood the reading.’  The people were told precisely what it meant (7-8). 

Compare that to Jeremiah’s new covenant, in which the divine will would become 

accessible to all, written on their hearts.  No matter who you were, you stood on an equal 

footing with everyone else in terms of your connection with God. 

Nehemiah and Ezra, on the other hand, made it clear that only the scribe and the 

Levite priest would read and interpret Torah.  Below the surface, there were also 

questions about power and privilege, and if everyone could know God on equal terms, 

how would ‘the greatest’ keep ‘the least of them’ in their place? 

So, what Jeremiah prophetically imagined did not become an immediate reality.  

Then came Jesus, who said, “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in 

my blood.”  He’s talking about Jeremiah’s oracle except now, God’s word will be written 

on our hearts in his blood, represented by the wine we drink at the Lord’s Table. 
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Even the apostle Paul was confident that the congregation was able to instruct 

itself through critical discussion of Scripture (Romans 15:14).  For a short time, the 

greatest and the least worked together to know about God.  No teachers, no preachers, no 

pulpit.1  Living into the new covenant was enough. 

But as it grew, the later church built up hierarchies of power to limit unsupervised 

access to God.  Pretty soon, we had bishops and deacons and elders.  For centuries, the 

Catholic Church made it illegal to translate the Bible into common languages, and 

various popes actively persecuted anyone who dared to try. 

Some churches chained their Bibles to the pulpit. 

We now live in the most religiously diverse nation in history.  At last count, there 

were over 250 organized church denominations in the United States.  The idea that a 

nation could tolerate radically different religious traditions was thought to be lunacy until 

after the Revolution and the first Amendment to the Constitution.  The free enterprise 

system helped too – different traditions learned to present their ideas and their message in 

a way that appealed to their current and potential congregants. 

Immigration brought in millions of people from all over the world and they all 

wanted to worship and serve God according to their own traditions.  Yet many of today’s 

denominations began in conflict.  Over time, though, denominations merge, they splinter, 

they grow and shrink – it all adds up to a fairly robust religious environment. 

So, what happened when the pandemic hit?  Everything shut down.  It was if 

someone pulled down the Temple and exiled everyone to their own homes on Sunday 

morning.  There was a lot of gnashing of teeth among the nation’s pastors, trying to 

figure out how to worship God when no one could go to church. 

As it was in Jeremiah’s day, it was time to do things differently.  Pretty quickly, 

we figured out how to use Zoom and live streaming and local low-power FM radio 

broadcasts.  Through the internet, we can reach more people than we usually see in the 

pews.  It’s actually pretty cool.  We suspect there are some pastors out there who would 

be perfectly happy if they never opened their buildings again. 

The pandemic has proved the notion that the church is the people, not the 

building, and yet the people are chomping at the bit to be together again, because we are 

meant to be in community with each other. 
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Just as the Greeks in John’s Gospel did, we would all like to see Jesus, just as we 

would all like to see God. 

But we have to be careful what we wish for.  The Jesus the Greeks and the world 

are looking for is not necessarily the Jesus they’re going to get.  We will only really see 

Jesus after the Cross and the resurrection, when Eternity intrudes on Now. 

It may be that we’re not supposed to know fully who Jesus is, just as we can never 

fully know God.  Neither should we get too comfortable knowing only those aspects of 

Jesus that make us comfortable. 

If we see only the Jesus who could turn water into wine, but not the Jesus who 

could clear out the marketplace from the Temple, or the one who challenged a religious 

establishment that had lost its way, we have work to do. 

The Jesus we see on the cross exposes the world – let’s call it the system – for 

what is: an opponent of God’s purposes, a way of death, not of life.  And once we see the 

system for what it is, we can’t unsee it.  And that’s when we can begin our journey back 

from Babylon, set free from captivity in order to live freely and fully in the way of Jesus. 

The paradox of faith is that once you realize, once you accept, how hard it is to 

keep the commandments, to do justice, to love and care for your neighbor, and to walk 

humbly with your God, then it gets easier to do those things, because it’s always in the 

forefront of your thinking. 

In that sense, God has indeed put the law in us; it truly is written on our hearts. 

Jeremiah put his vision out there.  Whether or not Ezra could ever accept it 

doesn’t matter.  God’s new covenant is still in force, even as all of God’s other covenants 

remain in force, everlasting, through God’s steadfast love and faithfulness for us. 

We all have access to God directly, on our own, through prayer, through study, 

and through service.  We struggle in understanding Scripture and that’s why we talk 

about it together.  We’re on a faith journey, the map is written on our hearts, and we 

never walk alone. 

Amen. 

*  *  *  *  * 

 
1 See Hebrews 8:6-13, 9:12, 9:15-22, 10:11, 14, 26. 


