
Fifth Sunday of Lent: Cycle B  

 St. John’ Gospel 12:20-33 

“Unless the grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies…” 

Earlier this week, we celebrated St. Patrick’s Feast Day. While the Blessed Mother under her 

title of The Immaculate Conception is the patroness of our diocese, St. Patrick along with St. John 

Baptist are secondary patrons of our diocesan family and diocesan life.  

St. Patrick’s life offers a great witness to our own times and the troubles we face in the world 

today. Born and raised in what is now Great Britain, Patrick was a Roman citizen living on the far 

edges of the Roman Empire. As a young boy, he was captured by pirates and sold into slavery in 

Ireland. Ireland at that time was completely pagan. The Gospel had not been brought to the 

Emerald Isle beforehand.  

During his captivity, Patrick began to sense the awareness of Christ in his sufferings and 

intense loneliness. Patrick spent several long and difficult years before he was able to escape and 

make his way back to Britain. Soon after returning home, he had a dream one night and he heard 

Christ speaking to him through the Irish people. The Lord beckoned Patrick to return to Ireland as 

a missionary and preach the gospel. 

If Patrick had responded, “Been there done that”, would any of his blame him or lack 

understanding of his response? Similar to Moses’ call at the burning bush, God called Patrick to 

return to the people who were the foundation of all his problems, difficulties and had robbed him of 

his youth. But Patrick did not refuse; and after training, studies and ordination as priest, he 

embarked back to Ireland and the rest as they say “is history”. 

St. Patrick, formed in the sufferings of Christ, did not pass by the opportunity to serve a 

people most certainly undeserving of his loving service and priesthood. He chose rather to trust in 

God’s call, put his own claims for retribution aside, and serve a people responsible for his great 

suffering.  

Perhaps another way of saying this, “St. Patrick chose to let his heart break open for the Irish 

people instead of letting his heart remain hardened towards them.” His heart breaking open in love 

for an undeserving people best manifests the Lord’s heart breaking open for us on the cross. St. 

Patrick let his heart break open in love in order that Christ (from the Lord’s words in the gospel) 

“lifted up from the earth will draw everyone to myself”. 

Through St. Patrick, the Lord drew the Irish people to himself. Through the church he 

established; God shaped and formed a faithful people for centuries upon centuries. Through these 

centuries, Ireland gave the church countless vocations and ultimately numerous missionaries 

assisting greatly in evangelizing other nations. All this from one man who chose to love a people 

most undeserving of his love. One grain of wheat releasing an abundant harvest. 

Jesus’ image of a grain of wheat is symbolic of the human heart. The whole purpose of the 

human heart is to break. A heart is not truly human until it has been broken. The heart is not 

meant to be broken apart, but rather to be broken open. Only a heart broken open is truly human. 

Buried in the soil of the Church’s mission and nurtured by the sacraments, one discovers a 

call to participate in the spreading of the gospel. Responding to that call with faithful love results in 

a breaking open of the seed within us and the constant letting go of the harvest within.  

The grain of wheat must fall before it can rise, and it must die before it can give life. The 

grain of wheat must absorb from without to give all that is within. The grain must break open 

without breaking apart. The wheat harvest emerging from within bears no resemblance to the seed 

that contained it.  



The writer to Hebrews reminds us that Jesus “learned obedience from what he suffered; and 

when he was made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him.” For the 

sacred writer of Hebrews, Jesus’ sufferings came from the pain of a heart breaking open. Like a 

mother’s pains giving birth, a police officer’s wounds protecting the innocent, or a parent’s sleepless 

night with a sick child; we learn our capacity to care and be compassionate from our ability to let 

our hearts be broken open, no matter the suffering endured. We learn the power of our love no 

matter how deserving or undeserving the people touched by our love. 

The true community of the church encounters the crucified and Risen Lord especially at 

every celebration of the Eucharist. Here, the Lord Jesus draws us into the power of his death, of his 

heart broken open. At the Eucharist, we find the strength to allow our own hearts to break open. 

Here, the Lord directs us back to our daily lives as a harvest of love and compassion that does 

justice. 

Because of St. Patrick’s past as a slave and his great efforts of evangelization, Ireland was the 

first nation in world history to outlaw slavery. St. Patrick’s heart, a grain of wheat, as the Lord’s 

own heart, broke open for an abundant harvest. 

“I will place my law within them,” writes the prophet Jeremiah, “and write it upon their 

hearts. I will be their God and they shall be my people.” When we keep the crucified and Risen Lord 

before us, we resist hardening our hearts to others; and a broken heart becomes a heart broken 

open. 

What was true for St. Patrick is no less true for us. Few if any of us will be called to make the 

sacrifices he did, but all of us are called to plant our life in the soil of the church’s mission and 

allow word and sacrament to break our hearts open for the outpouring of compassion and justice. 

What will the Lord do with our heart broken open like one grain of wheat? 


