
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Fifth Sunday in Lent

Year B

RCL

Jeremiah 31:31-34 
Psalm 51:1-13 
John 12:20-33

Almighty God, you alone can bring into order the unruly 
wills and affections of sinners: Grant your people grace 
to love what you command and desire what you prom-
ise; that, among the swift and varied changes of the 
world, our hearts may surely there be fixed where true 
joys are to be found; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who 
lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, 
now and for ever. Amen.
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Jeremiah 31:31-34

The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I 
will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and 
the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant that I 
made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand 
to bring them out of the land of Egypt – a covenant that 
they broke, though I was their husband, says the LORD. 
But this is the covenant that I will make with the house 
of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put my 
law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I 
will be their God, and they shall be my people. No 
longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, 
“Know the LORD,” for they shall all know me, from the 
least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will 
forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more.
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Psalm 51:1-13 Page 656, BCP

Miserere mei, Deus

1 Have mercy on me, O God, according to your lov-
ing-kindness; in your great compassion blot out my 
offenses.

2 Wash me through and through from my wickedness 
and cleanse me from my sin.

3 For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever be-
fore me.

4 Against you only have I sinned and done what is evil 
in your sight.

5 And so you are justified when you speak and upright 
in your judgment.

6 Indeed, I have been wicked from my birth, a sinner 
from my mother’s womb.

7 For behold, you look for truth deep within me, and 
will make me understand wisdom secretly.

8 Purge me from my sin, and I shall be pure; wash me, 
and I shall be clean indeed.
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9 Make me hear of joy and gladness, that the body you 
have broken may rejoice.

10 Hide your face from my sins and blot out all my in-
iquities.

11 Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a 
right spirit within me.

12 Cast me not away from your presence and take not 
your holy Spirit from me.

13 Give me the joy of your saving help again and sus-
tain me with your bountiful Spirit.
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John 12:20-33

Now among those who went up to worship at the festi-
val 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 glo-
rified. 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 rea-
son that I have come to this hour. Father, glorify your 
name.” Then a voice came from heaven, “I have glori-
fied it, and I will glorify it again.” The crowd standing 
there heard it and said that it was thunder. Others said, 
“An angel has spoken to him.” Jesus answered, “This 
voice has come for your sake, not for mine. Now is the 
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judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will 
be driven out. And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, 
will draw all people to myself.” He said this to indicate 
the kind of death he was to die.
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SERMON

Ideally, church names mean something. Sometimes, 

they  don't.  Some church  names  just  convey  location; 

21st Street  Tabernacle  or  Maxwell  Street  Presbyterian 

Church. Some church names celebrate primacy – First 

Presbyterian,  for  instance;  others  are  more  modest  – 

Second Baptist  on Williams Avenue.  Most  convey an 

association  with  a  larger  church,  Presbyterian, 

Methodist, Baptist. Some are determinedly nondenomi-

national. We chose to name this church “Community”. 

We could just as easily have named it “Bellefonte Pres-

byterian”, but we didn’t. I think that’s a pretty interest-

ing  commentary  on  how we  see  church.  We  see  the 

church as a community.

We’re on sound ground when we view church as a 

community, and particularly so when we read, as we did 

this  Sunday,  from  the  Gospel  we  call  John.  John  is 
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unique among the four Gospels because John’s empha-

sis is on the establishment and maintenance of a com-

munity. John sees the Gospel as relational and relation is 

the essential quality of a meaningful community.

It’s that adjective I slipped in there, “a meaningful 

community”, where all the action is because not just any 

community will do. We all belong to different commu-

nities but most of them, we have to admit,  are pretty 

meaningless. In “Cat’s Cradle”, Kurt Vonnegut invented 

the term “granfalloon” to describe “a group of people 

who outwardly choose or claim to have a shared identity 

or  purpose,  but  whose  mutual  association  is  actually 

meaningless.”  As examples, Vonnegut cites: “the Com-

munist  Party,  the  Daughters  of  the  American Revolu-

tion, the General Electric Company — and any nation, 

anytime, anywhere.”

You don’t have to agree with Vonnegut’s examples, 
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but I think you get the concept. Most of the groups we 

find ourselves party to are essentially meaningless. I’m 

a member of the Cyberpluckers, a group of people who 

exchange emails about playing the autoharp. I get a lot 

of pleasure from interacting with them, but nothing we 

do is going to be remembered for 2,000 years. We’re not 

going to do anything meaningful, in fact, beyond amus-

ing ourselves. It’s a granfalloon. 

Many of you are probably unhappy with Vonnegut’s 

inclusion of “any nation, anytime, anywhere” because 

you love your country.  I  love Cyberpluckers,  but  that 

doesn’t make it a meaningful group, and the nation in 

which you live is, for most of us, not a choice but a hap-

penstance.  Love  of  country  doesn’t  grant  meaning  to 

citizenship. Rather, citizenship should give meaning to 

country, but that’s a different sermon.

Church is radically different. The Bible is meant to 
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be interpreted within the context and accountability of a 

faithful community, and that means that the community 

must be meaningful. A church community built on ge-

ography, for instance, is not church necessarily. It might 

be, but it is not necessarily so. “I go to such and such a 

church because it’s close” is not an expression of mean-

ingful church community. It is upon this point that the 

writer of the Gospel of John balances his narrative. In 

John’s  view,  the  community  which  will  become  the 

post-Easter church is founded upon the interrelationship 

of the human and the divine. The post-Easter communi-

ty is  to be made up of those who redefine the  actual 

meaning of life on the basis of Jesus’ death and carry 

forward that message into God’s Creation as servants of 

Jesus. We need to remind ourselves from time to time 

that not everyone does this.

To get the flavor of what a revolutionary thing John 
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is telling us, compare our text today with the accounts 

from Matthew and Mark, which are similar to one an-

other:

They went to a place called Gethsemane;  … 
And going a little farther, he threw himself on 
the ground and prayed that, if it were possible, 
the hour might pass from him. He said, “Abba, 
Father, for you all things are possible; remove 
this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what 
you want.”

In Luke’s account, the drama and pain of what faces 

Jesus are even more extreme:

Then he withdrew from them about a stone’s 
throw, knelt down, and prayed, ‘Father, if you 
are willing, remove this cup from me; yet, not 
my will but yours be done.’  … In his anguish 
he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat became 
like great drops of blood falling down on the 
ground.

In  John’s  telling,  though,  Jesus  is  in  control.  He 

says:
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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 … Whoever serves me must follow me, 
and where I am, there will my servant be also. 
Whoever serves me, the Father will honor.

The fruit that Jesus speaks of is the post-Easter com-

munity, the church. We are that fruit. We have chosen to 

identify ourselves  as  a  community  which understands 

the meaning of life through the experience of the death 

of  Jesus.  As  part  of  the  community  of  which  Jesus 

spoke, we are to do as he said – follow Him, be His ser-

vant here on earth. It is when we decline to do that that 

we convert the post-Easter community of which we are 

a part to a granfalloon, a group of people who outwardly 

choose or claim to have a shared identity or purpose, but 

whose mutual association is actually meaningless. Ab-

sent our commitment to serve Jesus, our church commu-
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nity would be as meaningless as the Communist Party, 

the Daughters of the American Revolution or the Gener-

al Electric Company.

 This brings us right to the point – the perils of a 

granfalloon. We are such unrelentingly social  creatures 

that we will jump into almost any group that is present-

ed to us, for we find our identity in the groups to which 

we belong. I’ll get in real trouble with you about this, 

but being a UK ball fan is a granfalloon. It may appear 

in your obituary, but it won’t appear on your tombstone. 

Give people an opportunity to join a group and most of 

the time, they will, even if the group is a little loopy.

In the Fifth Century after Christ,  in Syria, lived a 

man named Simeon. He was an ascetic, much given to 

disciplining the body and to fasting from an early age. 

On one occasion,  he commenced a severe regimen of 

fasting  for  Lent  and  was  visited  by  the  head  of  the 
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monastery, who left him some water and loaves. A num-

ber of days later, Simeon was discovered unconscious, 

with  the  water  and  loaves  untouched.  When  he  was 

brought back to the monastery, it was discovered that he 

had bound his waist with a girdle made of palm fronds 

so tightly that days of soaking were required to remove 

the fibers from the wound formed. At this, Simeon was 

requested to leave the monastery. He then shut himself 

up for one and a half years in a hut, where he passed the 

whole  of  Lent  without  eating  or  drinking.  When  he 

emerged from the hut, his achievement was hailed as a 

miracle.

After one and a half years in his hut, Simeon sought 

a  rocky  eminence  on  the  slopes  of  what  is  now  the 

Sheik Barakat Mountain and compelled himself to re-

main a prisoner within a narrow space, less than 20 me-

ters  in  diameter.  But  crowds  of  pilgrims  invaded  the 
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area to seek him out, asking his counsel or his prayers, 

and leaving him insufficient time for his own devotions. 

This at last led him to adopt a new way of life. His new 

way of life was to live on top of a pillar, some 45 feet in 

the air. The platform and baluster on top where he lived 

is  believed  to  have  measured  one  meter  square.  He 

stayed there for 37 years.

 Simeon on the pillar drew even more people, not 

only the pilgrims who had come earlier but now sight-

seers as well. Simeon made himself available to these 

visitors every afternoon. By means of a ladder, visitors 

were able to ascend, and it is known that he wrote let-

ters, the text of some of which have survived to this day, 

that he instructed disciples, and that he also delivered 

addresses to those assembled beneath, preaching espe-

cially against profanity and usury. In contrast to the ex-

treme austerity that he demanded of himself, his preach-
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ing  conveyed  temperance  and  compassion,  and  was 

marked with common sense and freedom from fanati-

cism1.

In Saint Simeon Stylites, for thus he was called, we 

have a second example of  someone being “lifted up” 

and a community forming around him.  Was the com-

munity which formed around Simeon Stylites a church 

or a granfalloon? I would argue that it was a granfal-

loon.  The people  paying attention to  the  saint  on the 

pole outwardly claimed to have a shared identity or pur-

pose, but their mutual association is actually meaning-

less. They got together to gawk at a man doing a very 

odd thing, and to ask favors of him. After he died, in 

459 C.E., there was something of a rage in the Levant 

for people to sit on poles such that he is now known as 

Saint Simeon Stylites the Elder to distinguish him from 

1 Wikipedia article on Simeon
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Simeon Stylites the Younger and Simeon Stylites III.

The words of Jesus about a grain of wheat falling to 

the ground and dying then bearing much fruit are com-

pletely different from the flag pole sitting saints of the 

Levant,  for  actual  churches  which center  their  under-

standing of the meaning of life around the death of Jesus 

formed and still exist. Flag pole sitting, not so much.

I mentioned earlier that we have to keep in mind that 

not everyone redefines the meaning of life on the basis 

of Jesus’ death. We need especially to keep in mind that 

not even everyone in churches do so. Not everyone who 

cries, “Lord! Lord!” undertakes the actual work of being 

a servant of Jesus. There are many reasons people attend 

churches other than this. That's not a bad thing, but it 

must not become the main thing. 

The benchmark of success in church services has be-

come more about attendance than the movement of the 
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Holy Spirit. The “entertainment” model of church was 

largely adopted in the 1980s and ’90s, and while it alle-

viated some of  our  boredom for  a  couple  of  hours  a 

week, it filled our churches with self-focused consumers 

rather than self-sacrificing servants attuned to the Holy 

Spirit2.  A church  was  deemed  successful  if  it  found 

ways to attract  bottoms to pews. The chancel became 

the stage. The sanctuary became the auditorium.  The 

pulpit  was  hidden  away  and  the  pastor  shared  space 

with an electric band.  Pastors of small churches, such 

as this one, were encouraged to dig their toes in the dirt 

and tug at their forelock. Clearly, they were doing some-

thing wrong, or the church would be growing. 

As congregations grew to the hundreds, then to the 

thousands, they naturally came to contain people of rad-

ically  different  understandings  of  the  mysteries  of 

2 Forgotten God: Reversing Our Tragic Neglect of the Holy Spirit (Francis Chan)
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church. To appeal to so diverse a congregation, sermons 

became  more  and  more  general.  Congregations  were 

taught  more  and  more  about  less  and  less  until  they 

knew everything about nothing. Such churches, I would 

submit, become more like the groups surrounding Saint 

Simeon Stylites the Elder, some gawking at the enter-

tainment, others seeking advice or prayer, than they are 

like the group of disciples around Jesus.  

This is clearly not what Christ is speaking about to 

those around him. In the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and 

Luke, discipleship is  defined as taking up one’s cross 

and following Jesus. In John’s telling, the goal of disci-

pleship is  restoration of the relationship between God 

and man. A granfalloon cannot be the servant of Christ 

for  the  members  of  a  granfalloon  cannot  see  beyond 

their own needs.

Since we began with Kurt Vonnegut’s book, “Cat’s 
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Cradle” we should end the same way. In that book, his 

character invented a religion, Bokononism. Bokononism 

is based on the concept of foma, which are defined as 

harmless untruths. A foundation of Bokononism is that 

the  religion,  including  its  texts,  is  formed entirely  of 

lies;  however,  one who believes  and adheres to these 

lies will have peace of mind, and perhaps live a good 

life. The primary tenet of Bokononism is to “Live by the 

foma that  make  you brave  and kind  and healthy  and 

happy.”

This is why one should beware the granfalloon. A 

faith community which does not share an understanding 

of restored relationship between God and man in com-

munity, a “new covenant” in Jeremiah’s words, becomes 

a granfalloon – nothing more than a disparate group of 

people gawking at a man on a pole. We are about more 

than that. We are the aware and intentional repositories 
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of the Holy Spirit, the servants of Jesus in God’s Cre-

ation.  Jesus  did  his  part  in  obedience  so  that  all  the 

world should be saved. He then instructed us to do our 

part in similar obedience, one decision at a time, every 

day, in everything you say and do. Not everyone you 

meet will  hear you. Some will  say it  is  only thunder. 

Serve in obedience anyway. It is your task from Jesus, 

Himself.

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square  
brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and 
Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian 
Education of the National Council of the Church of 
Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book 
of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2012 J. Stewart Schneider

Return to The Lectionary Page.
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