
Passion Sunday Sermon 2021 

Jeremiah 31:31-34, Psalm 51, Hebrews 5:7-9, John 12:20-33 

Seeing and believing beyond the veils 

Many of us have said “I’ll believe it when I see it.” Belief is, as I have often said more 
than a question of knowledge and understanding of someone or something.  The 

etymology of the word, its real meaning, is rooted in love trust and faith.  This is easily 

demonstrated when you say that you believe in someone – perhaps someone you love 

very much – you don’t always know where they are what they are up to or everything 

about them – but there is something in your relationship with them that makes you 

believe in them.   

Today is Passion Sunday. Last week we engaged in the 1000 year old tradition of 

mothering Sunday – this week at this point of lent when our focus begins to shift more 

attentively to the cross where God demonstrates his belief in us, we witness another 

1000 year old tradition: the veiling of our statues and images with purple cloth. We can 

no longer see them so that perhaps the absence of sight may enhance our belief when 

once more they are revealed at Easter. Throughout the Gospels Christ’s divinity is 
hidden or veiled.   

In human psychology removing something from our lives often makes us much more 

conscious of it in its absence – think of the absence of touch and hugs of those we love 

this last year of pandemic. The exchange of the real for the virtual in so many ways 

doesn’t just affect our psyche but our physical well-being too. The mental and physical 

are not so separate. Our church veils will be removed for Easter and perhaps this will 

enhance our joy and understanding of these windows into God’s Love – let us pray the 

covid veils be lifted too. 

In John’s gospel the first Easter account revolves around seeing, not seeing and belief.  

It is concluded with Peter and the beloved disciple running to the reported empty tomb.  

The beloved disciple – the one last week Jesus had given to his mother out of love 

from the cross, now runs into the empty tomb and we are told “saw and believed.”  
What he saw were the clothes neatly folded and the absence of Jesus’s body.  It is 
followed with another seeing and believing resurrection story with Thomas refusing to 

believe unless he can see and touch the wounded risen Christ. Yet when invited to do 

so he declines but utters his belief in the first Christian creed “My lord and My God” – 

his belief is not so rooted in the physical after all and those who believe without seeing 

are blessed for ever.  

Philip is the key disciple in our Gospel today. His name is Greek though he’s a Jew.  

We know of the intermingling of culture within the Roman Empire steeped in Greek 

philosophy and language whilst under the banner of Rome.  We know that Philip was 

from Bethsaida close to Greek cities and the trade of the Mediterranean.  There were 



Jews who spoke Hebrew and those who spoke Greek.  One of the points of this gospel 

is that Philip is the one who, when himself called by Jesus said to others “come and 
see” and now some Greeks (Greek speaking Jews no doubt) come to Philip and say 

we want to see, we want to see Jesus.   

Jesus understands there is still, even so close to his passion, a huge gulf between 

seeing and believing amongst his disciples.  It is a mute-point as to whether the 

Greeks are present with Philip and Andrew but Jesus response is deeply challenging 

to the prevailing Greek philosophy of the day.  Sacrificial love as the basis of a future 

eternal life would have meant little to a Greek.  However, the logic of nature dying to 

ensure a future life would have meaning. So we see the beauty and point of the 

metaphor of the grain of wheat that must die.  The substance of the seed must be 

given up that a greater life may come.   

There are three Greek words used for life in the Gospels Bios from which we get 
biology - physical life, Psuche from which we get psychology mental life and Zoe from 
which we get Zoology the study of animals. The last of the three though is not just 
about the animal but rather about how the animal relates to everything – in Greek it 
has a spiritual dimension and comprehensiveness.  It is about the uncreated, eternal 
life of God, the divine life uniquely possessed by God.  It is interesting that the word for 
life that must be given up in this Gospel is Psuche – it is a huge mental barrier indeed 
for us all.  It is Zoe that translates the life that is gained - eternal life.  Zoe – such 
eternal divine life is also one of the first words that appears in this Gospel: John 1:4: ‘In 
Him was life, and the life was the light of all people.’  
 
Jesus is asking a lot – to see ultimate moral value in self-sacrifice and to offer it as the 
means to eternal life – sharing in God’s life. Words will not be enough – action is 
required.  But Jesus recognizes it is a mental battle and action even before and even 
more than a physical one.  Nowhere will this be more apparent than Luke’s account of 
Jesus’s agony in the garden of Gethsemene.   
 
Having undergone his own mental battle, Jesus last words from the cross in John’s 
gospel are it is finished/ accomplished.  In Matthew it is more graphic – the veil of the 
temple is torn in two – what is veiled is seen; the law and the prophets are fulfilled – 
what separates us from God is removed through Christ’s passion and death.  
 
We can ask no more this Easter – that veils of unbelief may be removed by believing 
the moral and eternal power of Christ’s sacrificial love and seeing the same at work in 
ourselves, in our parish and in our world.  It happens not through a set of beliefs or 
knowledge of a philosophy, but belief – the true belief of love, faith and trust in a 
person.  


