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It’s the week of Passover and Jerusalem is bustling. Jews like Jesus and his disciples have come 
from out of town for the festival. John tells the crowd gathered for Passover also includes some Greeks. 
What are Greeks doing at a festival that’s sacred to Jews? They must have been pilgrims.  
 

Pilgrims are people on a journey for more life, more depth, more meaning, more God, more of a 
self that rings true. This means that these Greeks aren’t foreign to us. We know them. We live and work 
with such people who want this more alive kind of life. We ourselves are they. Like those who took a great 
journey to land in New England hundreds of years ago, maybe those journeying Greeks thought they’d 
gain more life, that they’d gain more of God, by losing one place of worship for another.  
 

Pilgrims know this: gaining life always comes together with losing some kind of life. This is 
because receiving the life that’s more requires letting other ways of go. Hence pilgrims’ geographical 
departures––they’re physically leaving some way of life behind. But there’s a spiritual departure as well, 
from certainty, familiarity, from life in which they feel they’re in control. They lose their life in the world 
they’ve known to land in a place that gives deeper life. And so these traveling Greeks ask Philip if they 
might see Jesus.  
 

Wouldn’t you think that Jesus would say yes to this request? It seems like Jesus himself was a 
pilgrim of sorts. In John’s gospel, Jesus is God’s eternal Son who travels from heaven to pitch his tent here 
in this world, all for the sake of abundant life. But it turns out the Greeks don’t get to see Jesus.  
 

Instead of sitting down with the Greeks, Jesus turns to his disciples and talks about the end of his 
glorious journey, when he will lose his life. Then he says to his disciples, “Anyone who loves their life will 
lose it, while anyone who hates their life in this world will keep it for eternal life.”  
 

Jesus can have some strange logic. The life we’d keep would seem to be the life that we would 
guard, that we’d hang onto, that we’d keep safe from loss. But Jesus has essentially told us that letting go 
of life in this world––basically losing hold of our lives––is the only way to gain the life of God that our pilgrim 
souls want. 
 

But isn’t loss what we’re supposed to guard against? We have GPS devices so we won’t lose our 
way. We wear ear protection so that we won’t lose our hearing. If we do lose hearing, there are hearing 
aids so we don’t get lost in conversations. Like the letter I recently got saying personal information may 
have been lost in a data breach. I should enroll in a credit protection service that guards against identity 
theft. Why does the coach make the athletes run laps and do more wall squats after a loss? It’s because no 
one likes to lose and the extra effort will gain a win. 
 

But it matter how much we guard our life in this world. We still end up losing it. The loss just 
comes with life. The moment you gain a spouse, you are signing up for loss. One of you will end up in the 



grave before the other, and even before that you’re always losing what your marriage had been receiving 
what it means in the life you have now.  
 

We don’t have to be out of work to feel like we’ve lost a job when it seems to have little purpose. 
We can follow all the right guidelines for keeping our health but we still lose it an unforeseen illness. We 
lose homes, pets, and investments. We can lose the church as we wanted it to be. No matter how hard we 
try to hold on to the world as it was in the good old days, whenever or whatever those days were, that 
world has slipped our grasp and it’s lost to us now. 
 

As a result, we can end up living as loss management specialists. We knock ourselves out to 
protect our wealth and our health. We stick with people and situations and places where we feel like we 
know who and where we are. We try has guard the soft underbelly of our soul, keeping distance from our 
hurt, our yearnings, and maybe how others have failed us, because living open to that place can feel like 
we have less life, not more. When you live as a loss management specialist you feel you’re doing all we can 
just to hold on because terrifies you to think you might lose your grip on what makes for life. 
 

But Jesus turns to all of us loss management specialists and speaks this counterintuitive word. He 
says the that life our souls really wish to gain doesn’t come from holding on to things of this world so 
tightly, but from letting go and even losing our lives to the Savior. We need to lose ourselves to the One 
who comes from heaven in order to lose his life for us. 
 

In the story of Harry Potter, the young wizard finds a magic mirror called the Mirror of Erised. 
Those who look into this mirror don’t see reflections of themselves. They see reflections of the deep desire 
of their hearts, something they’d hold and guard forever. And so Harry, who was orphaned as an infant, 
sees his mother and father smiling and waving at him. He presses his hands against the glass as though he 
might fall through and reach them. Harry’s friend Ron sees himself as Head Boy in the school, and as 
captain of the team. He stands tall clutching a trophy.  
 

If you and I looked into the Mirror of Erised, I wonder what we’d see? It would be something 
we’d want clutch tightly so we could keep it forever and ever.  
 

But this is why Harry’s wise professor Dumbledore told him never to go back to that mirror again. 
The Mirror of Erised, he says, has driven people mad. Wizards have wasted away in front of it, because 
“Erised” is “desire” spelled backward. The mirror may well show us a dream we’d hold tight, one we’ve 
guarded in the depths of our hearts, but it’s a backwards dream because it’s one that will never really 
come true. The Mirror of Erised shows the dream you have to let go of in order really to live. 
 

When Jesus spoke with Andrew and Philip about the glory that he was about to enter, he didn’t 
talk about seizing the world for God. He talked about letting himself go into death, which doesn’t seem 
like a glory to live for at all. And just as oddly, Jesus then compared himself to, of all things, a kernel of 
wheat.  
 

A kernel of wheat is a seed that could live a well-guarded life. It has a hard shell that would seem 
effective protection against loss. Throw that kernel on the ground, give it a stomp, and it’s still intact. 
Scorched by the sun, the kernel remains strong. Its tough exterior is ideal protection against a harsh 
world. Only, as long as it keeps its protection, the kernel never really lives. Its living for protection results 
in its death, for its life only comes when it’s buried in the ground where it’s broken open by the soil, water 
and loses its nicely controlled life as a seed.  
 

But what it gains in this loss! In its death it gives rise to a shoot, then a seedling, and then a full, 
fruitful stalk. “I am that seed,” said Jesus. “I am the one who gains the world for God by letting my life go 



into the ground.” He said, “When I am lifted up, I will draw all people to myself.” He will draw the 
Greeks, he will draw you and me, he will draw even those against whom it might seem he should keep a 
shell of protection. All of us find our lives in the fruitful death of the pilgrim Son of God. 
 

Jesus is always calling us to revise our notions of it really means to find life. He’s always telling us 
that anything we can lose can’t really be our life. That means jobs may be meaningful, but they can’t be 
our life. Our health is important but it’s status isn’t really our life. Those whom we love are so worth living 
with and giving ourselves to, but grief teaches us that even those we love can’t really be our life. The only 
one who can really be our life is the Savior who went into the ground and ended up more alive than ever. 
 

This is why the Bible’s people of big faith don’t live out of fear of what they’ll lose. Paul said, “I 
consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose 
sake I have lost all things. I consider them garbage, that I may gain Christ.” At the end of John’s gospel, 
Jesus said to Peter, “When you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when 
you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do 
not want to go.” He was telling Peter that whatever life he had planned on, it had to go into the ground so 
he could gain the life of the Savior who loved him to death of the cross. 
 

The life worth gaining hasn’t to do with keeping ourselves from pain, or keeping our life in 
control, or keeping ourselves, our church, or our hopes lock-tight in our hands. Because the lock-tight grip 
only makes us kernels of wheat yelling to the sower, “Please! Whatever you do, don’t put me into the 
ground!” The life worth living is open to love from the Savior who brought us into his death so we would 
grow into his life. 
 

Jesus told his disciples, “Now my soul is troubled, and what shall I say? Save me from this hour? 
No, it was for this very reason that I came to this hour.” Why did Jesus come to the hour when he would 
lose himself into God? It wasn’t so he could gain his life. It was so he could gain ours. And more than this, 
Jesus lost his life so that we could gain ourselves. 
 

As Professor Dumbledore talked with Harry about the Mirror of Erised that reflects the desperate 
desires of hearts, he said, “The happiest man on earth would be able to use the Mirror of Erised like a 
normal mirror, that is, he would look into it and see himself exactly as he is.” 
 

Our true happiness is in gaining the self that we’ll never lose. This is what God gives us in Jesus 
Christ. In Christ, we gain the self that’s forever loved, the self that’s forever open to God, the source of all 
life. When this is the reality that we live in, we don’t have to hold on too tightly to anything. We don’t 
have to reach and grab after life. Instead, in Christ, we are free to live with hands open, with heart open; 
to receive life, and to give life away.  
 

Because it was never our purpose to gain life for ourselves; we were always meant to receive life as 
a gift. The gift of life is precisely what Jesus was dying to give us. Which means that, in Christ, we don’t 
have to live a protected life or a fearful life. We can now live a pilgrim life, a daring life, a grateful life. For 
we know that the greatest gain has already been given. 
 

In our life that we lose into Christ, there are no promises that we will escape loss or pain. The 
promise is that, with every loss, and every time we feel lost, we may discover how deeply we’re planted the 
life of the Savior who opens God’s life to us, and who gains us our own. Amen.  


