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Fifth Sunday of Lent B How Jesus Prepares for Death 

Fr. Frank Schuster 

As a priest for about sixteen years, I have celebrated hundreds of funerals. When I share 

this piece of information with folks, I almost always see a cringe. They usually say something 

like, wow that must be hard! What a difficult job you have! They are usually shocked to hear me 

respond that I consider ministry to the dead and the dying as one of the most rewarding and life 

giving ministries I am privileged to provide. That is when I get the blank stare. People don’t 

really know what to say to that. Why do I feel this way?  

I believe people tend to shy away from thinking about mortality because talking about 

our finitude is uncomfortable. Who here wants to talk about death, raise your hand? And so 

perhaps we are surprised to discover from our Gospel reading today that Jesus wasn’t 

comfortable thinking about his death either. Jesus says in our Gospel reading, “I am troubled 

now. Yet what should I say? Father, save me from this hour? But it was for this purpose that I 

came to this hour. Father, glorify your name!”  

Jesus said he felt troubled thinking about his death. Jesus however responded to this 

emotion with the courageous statement, “But it was for this purpose that I came to this hour, to 

glorify your name”. And in this, I believe, Jesus is giving us an insight as to how we should 

approach our own mortality. “Unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains a 

grain of wheat. But if it dies, it produces much fruit.” That is a beautiful image of the 

resurrection. Everything in this life is a preparation for everlasting life, even the moments of 

suffering we endure.  

The first objection I typically hear when I say this is: why does God allow suffering and 

death in the first place? I have spoken on this at length before, but let me summarize my take on 

this. Certainly, there is much to be gained by contemplating the story of original sin and how this 

can shape our worldview. Sin clouds our vision from seeing God’s plan and our place in it. I am 

also of the opinion, however, that we should take the Lord’s word for it that the meaning of life 

ought to be summarized by his commandments to love God and to love neighbor. As I have 

opined with you before, if there wasn’t suffering and death in the world, would we be capable of 

loving like we do? I don’t think so. If there wasn’t suffering and death, we would take each other 

for granted because there would always be a tomorrow. Because there is the reality of suffering 

and death, I am inclined to love others exponentially more than I would otherwise because I 

know I don’t have them forever just as I know that I am not here forever. Suffering and death 

therefore helps us to expand our capacity to love, which is the same thing as expanding our 

capacity for heaven because God is love.  

And this is why I find ministry to the suffering, dying and to families of those who lost a 

loved one to be very rewarding. As a priest, I bring to them the prayer of the Church in a critical 

time in their lives. Many times, in exchange, I get to witness a family’s capacity to love each 



 

2 

 

other grow. As the prayer of the Church continues to carry them, I get to witness the growth of a 

family’s love for God as well, even as they grieve, because we are awakened to the very basic 

reason why we are on this earth in the first place, to love and love intensely. In these moments, I 

get to witness the transformation of a single grain into a rich and bountiful harvest. I love being a 

priest. 

Jesus says “whoever loves this life, loses it. Whoever hates his life in this world will 

preserve it for eternal life.” What does Jesus mean here? It must be said that we are bumping into 

ancient rhetoric that doesn’t translate well today. What Jesus means by “loving life” in this 

context is to be hedonistic and egocentric in this life, always taking the most comfortable route in 

life. These souls do not grow in capacity of love of God and neighbor, because they are always 

avoiding anything that might cause them pain. As a result, the few meaningful relationships they 

have with others are remarkably shallow and self-serving, lacking depth. What Jesus means by 

the value of “hating life” in this context means living our life without making earthly comforts 

our first priority, to have the fortitude and courage to endure suffering, to open our hearts to love 

despite the hardship truly loving others will bring us.  

You see, someone who grips hold of their lives, refusing to contemplate the whole of 

their lives as that grain of wheat, will not grow very much in their capacity to love God and 

others because they refuse to open their hearts fully to others, to become vulnerable to others, to 

sacrifice for others, seeing the cross as our path to salvation. Those who understand that they do 

not have ownership of their lives will live their lives, not for ego, but for love of God and 

neighbor. These people understand their lives are like that grain of wheat. They live their lives 

growing in capacity to love in such a way that they become the greatest of seeds whose lives 

produce a bountiful harvest. When I visit these souls in the hospital rooms and the hospices, I am 

telling you, I am not the one who is doing most of the ministry there. They minister to me and I 

am a better person for having met them. Of course, we all have people like this in our lives.  

And so, for this week of Lent leading up to Palm Sunday, it may be helpful for all of us to 

begin meditating on the example the Father gave us in his Son Jesus Christ. We can consider 

how God incarnate became the grain of wheat for us all, indeed has become food and drink for 

us, leading us to an eternal harvest. We are invited this week to remember the words on Ash 

Wednesday we started Lent with, remember you are dust and to dust you shall return. And then 

ask ourselves, how can I be like that grain of wheat? What is one sacrifice I can make this week 

that will help me grow in love for God and the people in my life? In doing so, we are preparing 

ourselves and those we love for something more than this world can ever offer: our Easter hope. 


